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Executive Summary

The following report prepared for Nahant Marsh Education Center (NMEC) is an update and revision to
its master plan produced in October of 1998. Of the twenty-two suggested improvements outlined in the
1998 master plan, NMEC has completed seventeen including renovation of the building into an education
center, creating a boardwalk and trails, land acquisition, ecological enhancement, and developing
educational programs. This report will outline future improvements, projects, and objectives.

NMEC has grown from 78 acres to 375 acres since its inception in 2000 The Putnam museum oversaw
the education program from 2000 to 2005. In 2007, the NMEC Board established a formal partnership
with Eastern lowa Community Colleges (EICC) to develop and oversee the education program. The
education program has grown from serving 1,800 people annually to over 22,000 people impacted in
2019. With such rapid growth in both natural resources and education, NMEC has increased staffing
needs. With these increases, there have been challenges. The NMEC Board and staff see tremendous
potential to enhance environmental and recreational opportunities forthe community, but they are
currently limited by the size and conditions of the current building, lack of a long-term site plan,
sedimentation, and other pollution threats to the main marsh.

The NMEC Board and staff requested assistance from the U.S. Army Corps of Engineers (Corps) to
facilitate an updated Master Plan. The purpose of the Corps involvement is to help with data collection
and inform the development of future project efforts for NMEC. At the completion of this project, NMEC
will be provided with data and recommendations for paths forward provided by the Project Delivery
Team (PDT) to set the stage for further development outlined in the Scope of Work (SOW).

The purpose of this Master Plan is to:

@® Review the current facilities, trails, and amenities to provide recommended changes and
improvements.
@ Evaluate programming and operations to plan for future recreational and educational needs.

@ Evaluate natural and cultural resources, water quality, and environmental threats to better protect,
enhance, and restore the Marsh.
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Introduction and History

NMEC is a 375-acre preserve in southwest Davenport, IA. It is cooperatively owned by the City of
Davenport and NMEC, a 501(C)(3) non-profit organization governed by the NMEC Board. It is part of a
larger 513-acre wetland complex bordered by the Mississippi River, Interstate 280, and Highway 22. It is
the largest urban wetland on the Upper Mississippi River and because of its proximity to the interstate
and metro area, is easily accessible to the community. It provides unique natural ecosystems comprising
open water, mesic, wet and sand prairie, bottomland forest, and a spring fed quarry. The NMEC Board
directs fundraising, recreational, conservation, and restoration efforts-and EICC provides support for
educational programming.

The land and building were once used as a sportsman’s club. After investigations showed that the main
marsh had high levels of lead, the U.S. Fish and Wildlife Service (USFWS), River Action, Quad City
Audubon Society, and the lowa Department of Natural Resources (DNR) came together to restore the
marsh and its biotic community. The Environmental Protection Agency (EPA) determined the marsh to
be a Superfund site and began the cleanup of lead. These efforts greatly improved the wetland and it was
decided to create a nature preserve. NMEC was founded in 2000.

The mission of NMEC is to protect, enhance, and restore the marsh through education, research, and
conservation. Ongoing research, including water quality testing, turtle population monitoring, and avian
population studies guide NMEC’s management practices. NMEC's staff, programs, and attendance have
grown steadily since 2007, with a record breaking 22,600 people impacted in 2019. The NMEC Board
raised funds in 2015 to add an additional classroom to the original building.

A Master Plan was created by anindependent consulting firm in 1998 in anticipation of the establishment
of the preserve; which covered approximately 177 acres at the time. Since then, NMEC has expanded to
375 acres.
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Timeline

10,700 BC - early 1800's: Native American people used the area in and around Nahant Marsh for
thousands of years. Bird-bone beads found at Nahant Marsh were 500-600 years old. Artifacts found on
the bluffs above Nahant and in nearby Buffalo Township date as far back to 10,750 BC.

1814: Future president, Zachary Taylor, engaged in a War of 1812 battle against Sauk and British forces
on Credit Island and along the Mississippi River shoreline near Nahant.

1833: The first Euro-American settler established a farmstead on the north edge of Nahant Marsh.

1835 -1851: The Village of Rockingham was established between the Mississippi River and Nahant
Marsh. Although the village initially flourished, two major floods in.the 1840’s and the failed bid for county
seat left the town largely abandoned by 1850.

1882: The railroad, railyard, and depot was constructed through the marsh and the area started to
become known as Nahant.

1880 -1949: The Village of Nahant grew as industry centered around the railroad and nearby steamboat
port thrived. Large icehouses, hotels, and taverns flourished through the 1920’s, but when refrigeration
replaced ice harvesting and diesel replaced steam engines, the workforce in the area declined and the
area was annexed into Davenport.

1920s-1950s: A series of drainage ditches are created around and through Nahant Marsh in an attempt
to drain the area to make it more suitable for farming and future development.

1969: The Scott County Sportsmen’s Association acquired 78 acres of Nahant Marsh for a gun club. A
clubhouse was built and trap and skeet shooting took place over the main marsh.

1973: Construction on Interstate 280 is completed, essentially cutting Nahant Marsh in half.

1986- The City of Davenport Riverfront Plan presented the first vision for an education center and nature
preserve at Nahant Marsh.

1995: After the discovery of highlevels of lead in the water and dead waterfowl, the gun club ceased
operations. The lowa DNR, US EPA, AND US Fish and Wildlife Service investigated the site. The Nahant
Marsh steering committee, led by River Action, and made up of citizens and professionals, was formed.
1995 -1998: Ranch Riders Motorcycle Club used the site as a clubhouse.

1998: The first Nahant Marsh Master Plan was created under the direction of the Nahant Marsh Steering
Committee consisting of local non-profits and governmental agencies.

1998 -1999: A $2 million clean-up, led by the US EPA, removed nearly 140 tons of lead from the marsh.
The US Fish and Wildlife'Service and volunteers restored prairie and wetlands. The City of Davenport took
title of the 78-acre property.

2000, October 16: Nahant Marsh Education Center was founded. The original clubhouse is renovated
into classroom and lab space. The Putnam Museum led the education program through 2005.

2007: A new partnership with Eastern lowa Community Colleges formed to develop an education
program. The preserve was then 260 acres. The education program served 1,800 people.

2011: NMEC establishes a partnership with lowa AmeriCorps programs to provide seasonal educators.
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2015: A building addition with classroom, restrooms, and storage was constructed to allow for increased
programming.

2018:The preserve grew to 305 acres. Work begins to establish a wetland mitigation bank.

2019: Despite all-time record flooding and the building being closed for 36 days during spring field trip
season, the education program served 22,600 people.

2022
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Master Plan Process

This Master Plan was a collaboration between the NMEC Board of Directors, NMEC staff, the Corps,
stakeholders, and the public. The Corps and NMEC entered into a cost-share agreement in July of 2020.
NMEC staff and members of the Corps formed the PDT composed of project managers, biologists,
archaeologists, engineers, geographic information specialists, and environmental protection specialists
from the Corps and various members of NMEC staff. The PDT worked together to hold forums for
NMEC stakeholders and the public in November and December of 2020. Comments on the future vision
of NMEC in the areas of recreation, education, natural resource management, opportunities, and
limitations were taken at the forums and online.

The PDT took these comments and developed the projects'and studies needed to complete this plan.
Research and studies were completed in the winter of 2021 and spring of 2022. Expert opinions,
modeling, and various analyses of collected data were conducted to inform discussion and
recommendations.

The material presented in this Master Plan is based on scientific data, visual inspections of existing site
and facility conditions, oral and written comments from the community, and research of other nature
centers.

This Master Plan was created to outline the current programs, facilities, and landholdings of NMEC and
to explore future programs, opportunities, facility and amenities improvements, and operational needs.

Should NMEC choose to pursue partnership with the Corps for future projects, they will need to follow
programmatic guidelines outlined for that specific inquiry. NMEC can use this document internally to
help guide future projects and operational decisions.

13
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Facilities and Programming Assessment
EDUCATION CENTER - EXTERIOR

The NMEC original building is in fair to satisfactory condition related to the overall condition of materials
based on their age and original integrity. The original building is 49 years old and‘was built in 1973. The
garage was built in 1975. The original building was remodeled in 1999 to update the building from a club
house to a nature center. There was also work done in 2015 including adding an exterior door to the
upstairs, supports for the upstairs office area, and a new deck. Exterior materials include a wood frame
with vinyl siding and asphalt shingle for the roof.

i f
& A

Even though windows were replaced and insulation added in 1999 and the roof replaced in 2004, the
building is not energy efficient and the original portion is still prone to flooding when the Mississippi river
reaches flood stageabove 22’ on the Mississippi River gage* in Rock Island.

The NMEC addition built in 2015is in good condition. [t is a wood frame with vinyl siding and asphalt
shingles for the roof. The grade of the addition is 18" higher than the original building.

—

|

EDUCATION
CENTER

.|

The main entrance is part of the 2015 building addition. It is ADA accessible and is an obvious entrance

for visitors. There are four entrance doors all on the north side of the building. The upstairs door has

14
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issues with the locking mechanism. The entrance doors to the animal room and back classroom were
installed in 1999. There have been issues with locks and water in the past that have been resolved.

NMEC uses a well and septic system, with the well tested quarterly. As part of the 2015 renovation
work, the septic was replaced and improved. While the original building continues to.use liquid propane
for heating, the 2015-addition is heated and cooled by a geothermal system (ground-source heat pump).
The building does not currently have a sprinkler system or fire hydrant, with the closest access for
municipal water on the opposite side of Wapello Avenue from the Education Center. There are also no
municipal sewers near NMEC property.

The garage was built in 1975 and is in fair condition based on age and integrity. Support beams were
added for the second level storage in 20009. It is a wood framed building with vinyl siding and asphalt
roofing.

*U.S. Geological Survey (USGS) official spelling is.gage versus using gauge. For more information about
the USGS and the history of gage see Why does the USGS use the spelling "gage" instead of "gauge"? |
U.S. Geological Survey'.

EDUCATION CENTER - INTERIOR

The education center is 4,168 square feet and is undersized to meet the current demands of the staff
and programming. The original building was not designed for education, but was built as a clubhouse.
The interior space was rehabilitated in 1999 including electrical, HVAC, and plumbing updates, drywall
replacement and porch conversion to office space. A second restroom was added in 2008 in the original
building.

There is no basement or storm shelter at NMEC. Staff uses the interior restrooms as a safe space for
storms.

15
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EICC took responsibility for IT and added internet and new equipment in 2008. In 2018, NMEC was
connected to the City of Davenport’s fiber network which is beamed from the compost facility to a
receiver at NMEC. This greatly improved the speed from 1.5mbs to 100mbs. The phone systems were
updated in 2014.

Due to the overall scale and layout of the building, Nahant staff have to be creative in their scheduling and
group accommodations. Programming decisions are based on space availability and weather conditions,
rather than what is needed or desired for the community. This limits the extent and flexibility of the
programming offered. The building often feels crowded or cramped when there are various programs at
the same time. It also causes conflict and confusion for visitors when they are trying to enjoy NMEC's
offerings during field trips or public programs.

The 2015 building addition includes a geothermal HVAC system, a reception area, one large classroom, a
large storage closet, a small gift shop area, two ADA accessible restrooms, and a utility closet. The
addition leads to the original building which contains.the following: a room housing the animal habitats,
animal care space, two utility closets, two restrooms, one small classroom/Iab on the main floor with a
small storage closet, one small classroom upstairs that is not ADA accessible, a kitchenette, open office
space scattered throughout, and office space in what was once the porch. The main entrance opens
directly into the main classroom. This leads to distractions during programming and confusion of
visitors. The animal room'is also used for programming. There is no way to block the ramp between the
main classroom and the animal room and sound carries. It is difficult to have groups in both rooms
during large field trips oriinclement weather.

The back classroom has become a storage area for research equipment, education supplies, and natural
resources materials that need to be kept above freezing. This makes this room unusable for large
groups. Summer student researchers use it as their lab/work space in the summer. During the year it can
be used for small meetings or small groups, though it is often cluttered and not welcoming to the public.

16
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NMEC staff has grown from one full-time employee in 2007 to eleven permanent staff, two interns, four
temporary AmeriCorps positions, an opening for a Western lllinois University (WIU) assistantship student,
and up to ten student researchers. Office space is currently wherever desks/cubicles can be placed, even
in the main classrooms. This leads to lack of work efficiency and communication. This also causes
congestion of main spaces and allows limited prep, storage and collaborative spaces.

GARAGE

The NMEC garage is an oversized one-car garage, 576 square feet, located 8 feet to the east of the
main building. It is used to store large equipment, personal protective equipment, and hand tools. There

are two workbenches and an upstairs attic used for storage of recreational and water quality supplies.
17
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The ladder to the attic is narrow and difficult to carry items up and down. The attic floor is damaged in
some areas and treacherous to walk on. The main garage space is cluttered and does not offer a safe
environment to work on projects. The natural resources staff often use the adjacent shelter to work on

their projects. This takes coordination between the education team’s programming and the natural
resources team'’s projects.

garage and one in the main parking lot. These are used to'store other equipment that does not fit in the
garage or building. NMEC also-owns a 1,612 square foot house on the Mississippi with a 1,056 square
feet lower garage and an‘exterior 1,000 square foot garage. NMEC also has items stored in both of these
garages.

CARP LAKE HOUSE

Adjacent to Carp Lake, a deep lake surrounded by bottomland woods, is a house located on the river that
was built pre-1900 and was raised 8 feet in 2001. Nahant acquired and remodeled this house in 2011
and it is in fair condition. The garage was built in 1945. They are built from wood framing with vinyl siding
and asphalt shingles for the roof. It is raised on concrete blocks. A new roof was installed in 2001. HVAC
is approximately 30 years old and appliances vary in age, but are at least 10 years old. The remodel
included new drywall and flooring, added insulation, significant structural support, plumbing and updated
the electrical on the main level. Some modifications have been made to the detached garage including
tearing down an older portion and adding a new garage door in 2021. This is used as housing for a
Nahant employee. In exchange, that employee keeps an eye on NMEC's Carp Lake property and allows
interns or NCCC AmeriCorps teams to stay there occasionally. The house becomes inaccessible when
river level reaches 15' and water enters the house at approximately 18.5'.

18
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B e S

PARKING

NMEC has three parking lots with additional parking on the lawn. The parking lot adjacent to the building
has one handicap space, a bus turn around, and 27 additional parking spaces. Currently, one of the
storage containers is taking up five of those spaces. There is an outer parking lot with 22 spaces. This is
open to the public when the main gate is closed during non-business hours. There is also a parking lot
with 20 spaces to the southwest across the road and railroad tracks on NMEC's 2018 acquired parcel.
During large events, the public uses the grass along the drive to park on. The two parking lots on the
main property and the drive are maintained by the City of Davenport. There is often a lack of parking
during busy days, large field trips, and large events. There'is also a small sinkhole in one of the spots,
making it unusable.

19
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FACILITY HOURS

NMEC is open Monday through Friday from 8:30 a.m. to 4:30 p.m. and on Saturdays from 9 a.m. to noon
(extended to 3 p.m. from April through October). Trails are open daily from sunrise to sunset. If the main
gate is locked, trails are accessible from the front parking lot. During the Master Plan data collection
process, NMEC staff created and distributed a survey to assess the public’s view.of their hours and
amenities. NMEC collected 105 surveys via in-person and online. The survey asked six questions and left
space for additional comments. The data is found in Appendix A.

Out of those surveyed, 78 of 105 typically visit NMEC during business hours. The top four activities
those surveyed participated in are hiking, attending educational programming, birding, and
photography. Of those surveyed, 56 prefer attending public programs during business hours followed
closely by evenings and 35 of those surveyed said they would visit and use building amenities on Sunday
followed by 26 that said maybe. Of those surveyed, 33 said they would use the building and its amenities
if NMEC extended its hours in the evening during the summer, followed by 27 who said maybe, while
one person commented that they would like to see the center opened later one evening a week during

W

the summer.

Fill out a survey to help us
better serve you!

Flease give your completed
survey to a Nahant Staff member.

EXISTING PROGRAMMING - INFORMAL USE

NMEC's vision is to foster wonder, appreciation, and stewardship of the natural world. One way NMEC
strives to fulfill this vision'is by welcoming visitors to enjoy NMEC's trails, variety of habitats, and
amenities. Informal use of the site is available from either of the main parking lots from dawn to dusk.
Approximately 30,000 people annually use NMEC's trails to hike, engage in wildlife photography, bird
watching, picnic, cross country ski and snowshoe. Informal use of the building includes viewing NMEC's
animal ambassadors and displays, borrowing equipment to use outdoors, and borrowing self-led
outdoor activities. Fishing, hunting, and boating are prohibited at the main marsh.

There are currently one and three quarter miles of publicly-accessible trails through various habitats
including bottomland woods, tall-grass prairie, sand prairie, and a new oak savanna restoration. NMEC
plans to add two and one quarter miles 20
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of additional trails over the next three to five years. NMEC also plans to pave or install crushed rock on
nearly two and half miles of trails for better Americans with Disabilities Act (ADA)-compliant
opportunities and safer biking. New and improved trails will increase opportunities for bicycling, running
and fitness, bird watching and nature photography, cross country skiing and snowshoeing,
skateboarding, rollerblading, and e-biking. The new paved trails would connect the main marsh to
three national trails - the American Discovery Trail (ADT), the Mississippi River Trail (MRT), and the
Great American Rail Trail (GART). They would also connect the neighborhoods in southwest Davenport
to NMEC and the City of Davenport Bike routes. This would provide a rest:stop with water and
restrooms for those riding these trails. NMEC trails also provide educational signage redesigned and
installed in 2022, a bird blind, dock, and viewing platform offering views from a wide expanse of the
main marsh.
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Bird Blind
Catwalk
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EXISTING PROGRAMMING - FORMAL USE

NMEC has several ongoing and long-term relationships with school districts, afterschool programs, and
summer programs. Appendix B is a list of current NMEC partners. Programmed opportunities, either
scheduled school field trips or programs offered by program staff for the community, provide hands-on
educational experiences for thousands of participants every year. Programs are provided for all ages
from toddlers to seniors.

NMEC serves public and private schools in the Quad City area through field trips, classroom
presentations (virtual and in-person), and after-school programs. Education programs are also available

21
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to area homeschool groups and youth serving agencies. The majority of school programming is geared
toward first through fifth grades with occasional programs for upper grade levels. Due to high demand
for spring field trips, there was an effort to increase fall field trips. This was successful; however, spring is
still favorable with most schools and teachers. Research shows exposing children to nature increases
creativity, physical wellness, mental wellness, social skills, and a sense of stewardship to the natural
world making NMEC's education programs a vital part of their mission.

Current public programming includes the following monthly programs: Breakfast Nature Club, Toddler
Tales, Nature Hikes, and Birding Tours. Sunset hikes.are offered a few times throughout the year. The
Master Conservationist program is offered annually and takes place in the evenings and on Saturdays.
Day camps are offered throughout the summer for preschool through sixth grade. Other public programs
and workshops are scheduled on evenings and Saturdays, if staffing is available. Special events include
the Oberholtzer Awards, Spring Celebration and Egg Hunt, and the Monarch Release Party. NMEC staff
also provide programming offsite for preschools, classrooms, afterschool programs, community groups,
and senior care centers.

22
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STAFFING

Nahant currently has eleven permanent staff, two interns, four temporary AmeriCorps positions, an
opening for a WIU assistantship student, and up to ten summer research students. The education team
is composed of the Director of Education, a full-time naturalist, a full-time naturalist/research
coordinator, one full-time AmeriCorps position, one half-time AmeriCorps position, and two quarter-time
AmeriCorps positions. The education team also utilizes one of the natural resources employees for
animal care and the occasional program. The education team is responsible for providing on-site
educational programming for schools; providing on-site programs, summer camps, and workshops for
the community; providing outreach programs to schools, after school groups, community organizations,
and events; organizing and running public special events; staffing and maintaining the building for
visitors; leading the summer research students; and leading recreational programs and trips. With the
growth of the educational program to over 22,000 people served in 2019, it was important to have
permanent, full-time education staff to provide consistent, quality programming.

The natural resources team is composed of the Natural Resource Manager and three permanent, part-
time Natural Resource Technicians and two summer interns. The natural resources team maintains the
trails, preserves ecosystems, repairs and maintains equipment, vehicle and small building needs,
regularly tests the water quality, organizes volunteer projects, and surveys and maintains the wetland
mitigation banks.

The rest of the staff is composed of the full-time Executive Director, the full-time Director of Operations
and Donor Relations, part-time Marketing and Events 