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Conservation Special

Returning Fescue Fields to Wetlands:1 
Restoration Proves Lucrative for Biologist-Farmer

Editor’s note: This article was adapted from the book Heroic Tales of Wetland Restoration by Esther Lev. Esther was an award 
recipient at the 2014 National Wetlands Awards. 

Polk County grass seed farmer 
Mark Knaupp has watched the 
habitat change in the bottom-

lands of his expansive ex-grass seed 
farm. In the past 23 years, Mark has 
restored 320 acres of wetlands and cre-
ated an additional 231.6-acre wetland 
mitigation bank. “It’s amazing how the 
vegetation comes back and how the 
habitat develops,” said Mark. “It all 
happened very fast. The birds found it 
and moved into it very quickly.” 

Mark suspected that when he 
bought the 200-acre damp fes-
cue grass field in 1976, neighbors 
laughed. He was the only interested 
buyer. Now, 39 years later, some who 
may have snickered then would have 
to view his risk as a good investment. 

“I enjoy waterfowl and waterfowl 
habitat,” said Mark, an avid duck 
hunter with a degree in wildlife from 
Oregon State University. “That’s 
what got me started on my first res-
toration project. Now, Phalaropes 
poking their long bills into the mud 
at the edges of the wetland are a com-
mon sighting.” 

In 1992, he embarked on his first 
restoration project—the creation of a 
20-acre shallow pond for waterfowl. 
In 1995, after a series of wet years and 
gaggles of hungry Canada geese feed-
ing on his grass each winter, Mark’s 
lands along Mud Slough became 
increasingly difficult to farm.

He decided to enroll 320 acres of 
the bottomland into the Wetland 

Reserve Program (WRP).2 He used 
the easement payment from the WRP, 
to buy an adjacent 180 acres. This 
allowed him to acquire more produc-
tive farmland, less sensitive to the 
elements, and, essentially, trade it for 
prime wildlife habitat.

Mark harvested his last commer-
cial crop of tall fescue seed from the 
bottoms in 1996. The site was f lat 
and required little excavation. To 
prepare the soil for native plants, he 
scraped it, planted it with an annual 
cover crop, f looded it, and sprayed 
Round-Up in the spring and fall. 
Then, without tilling, he planted 
meadow foxtail and the once wide-
spread Willamette Valley wetland 
prairie species, tufted hairgrass. 
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Background Photo: Reprinted from the book Heroic Tails of Wetland Restoration by Esther Lev. Photo courtesy of Esther Lev.
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Twenty-three years later, thou-
sands of native prairie plants, includ-
ing some rare species, have sprung 
up on their own and turned the wet-
lands into a tapestry of color and tex-
ture. The purple and white popcorn 
f lower, common downingia, and 
veronica, dark green tufts of sedge, 
and delicate tufted hairgrass provide 
habitat for a variety of wildlife. The 
showy pink Nelson’s checkermallow 
is listed as “threatened” under the 
federal Endangered Species Act. 

Every fall through spring, thou-
sands of ducks and geese, shorebirds 
and swallows return to the wet-
lands. Mark has seen birds breeding, 
including black-necked stilt, Wilson’s 
phalarope, and at least 11 species 
of waterfowl. In addition, bitterns, 
rails, herons, and egrets feed in the 
marshes, while bald eagles and north-
ern harriers work the skies overhead. 
Mark’s list of birds includes some that 
are rarely seen in the Willamette Val-
ley, including yellow-headed black-
birds and the white-faced ibis. “My 
bird list matches, if not surpasses, the 
nearby Basket Slough Wildlife Ref-
uge,” beamed Mark.  

Mark figured that with the WRP 
project that he and his brother spent 
a combined two weeks per year main-
taining the wetland, primarily remov-
ing and managing non-native species, 
such as reed canarygrass, purple loose-
strife, blackberry, and Canada thistle. 

Though the process required 
patience, Mark has no regrets, “Buy-
ing the land, farming it, and then 
enrolling in the WRP and restoring it 
to wetland was a great business deci-
sion.” Mark decided to expand the 
wetlands by turning additional por-
tions of marginal fescue fields into a 
wetland mitigation bank. 

In 2005, Mark approached The 
Wetlands Conservancy (TWC), an 
Oregon nonprofit land trust with a 
mission to conserve Oregon’s greatest 

 

CHOOSING THE BEST OPTIONS
 

Do you want to protect the wetlands permenantly?

Yes No
•	 Long-term lease
•	 Managment agreement
•	 Mutual agreement
•	 Current use taxation

•	 Conservation easement
•	 Reserved life estate

Do you wish to continue 
to own the property?

Yes No

Do you want compensation?

Yes No

•	 Bequest
•	 Leaseback
•	 Outright
•	 Reserved life estate

•	 At market value
•	 Bargain sale
•	 Conservation easement
•	 Fee title
•	 Limited development easement
•	 Option to buy
•	 Reserved life estate
•	 Right of first refusal
•	 Sale by installment

•	 Conservation easement
•	 Deed restrictions
•	 Mutual covenant
•	 Purchase of development rights

Do you want to restrict future use with transfer of title?

Yes No
•	 Normal transfer of title

Sale: Donation:

Figure 1: Common options and considerations for landowners thinking about conserving their land. 
This figure was adapted from the book Heroic Tales of Wetlands Restoration by Esther Lev.
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wetlands, asking them to hold a con-
servation easement on the property 
for perpetuity.3 At that time, wetland 
mitigation banks in Oregon were only 
required to manage and maintain the 
wetlands for five years after the sale of 
the last credit. Mark knew that though 
he had restored his wetlands with an 
eye toward self-sufficiency and resil-
ience, the surrounding lands still had 
the potential to bring in invasives spe-
cies and other threats to the long-term 

health of the wetland. 
Mark made his request 
to TWC before bankers 
were required to find an 
easement holder and set 
up a permanent endow-
ment for the banks. 

Today, the partner-
ship between Mark 
and TWC has become 
the model for success-
ful long-term steward-
ship of wetland banks 
in Oregon. The two have 
identified the long-term 
maintenance needs and 
potential costs associated 
with achieving the short 
and long-term manage-
ment goals. The costs 
were calculated based on 
the known annual main-
tenance and monitoring 
costs, potential adaptive 
management flexibility, 
including responding 
to impacts influenced 
by climate change and 
long-term monitoring. 

The endowment fund for Phases 1, 2, 
and 3 of the mitigation bank has been 
fully funded. The Phase 4 endowment 
will be funded prior to the mitigation 
bank closure and the beginning of 
TWC’s stewardship. 

Since 1996, the land has made a 
great recovery and hosts a large num-
ber of native plant and animal species. 
The mitigation bank is now complet-
ing Phase 4 of restoration, and is hav-
ing good success with increasing forb 

Image 1: Mark Knaupp and his brother Dave Knaupp at the Mud 
Slough Wetland Preserve. Photo Credit: Richard Wilhelm

diversity in this latest phase. Mark’s 
39 years of farming, combined with 
his education and passion for water-
fowl hunting, gave him the back-
ground and motivation he needed 
to transform a grass seed field into a 
high-quality wetland prairie. 

Mark also received help and advice 
from the local office of the Natural 
Resources Conservation Service, the 
Oregon Department of Fish and Wild-
life, Ducks Unlimited, and TWC. 
Last, but not least, he had the right 
site, “If you want to succeed in restor-
ing a wetland,” Mark said, “you need 
to know the site’s opportunities and 
barriers and then design with those in 
mind. I have the perfect conditions: a 
non-draining clay soil flat topography, 
a large piece of ground, and minimal 
invasive plant contamination.” 

Diligent monitoring and mainte-
nance of the site, especially invasive 
plant removal, are critical elements 
of the project’s success. Mark cau-
tions newcomers that, over time, the 
wetland takes on a life of its own, but 
that also provides some of the fun, 
challenge, and satisfaction.  

                                          
                                —Esther Lev
 \

Endnotes

1  Natural Resources Conservation Service, 
Wetlands Reserve Program, available at http://
www.nrcs.usda.gov/wps/portal/nrcs/main/na-
tional/programs/easements/wetlands/.
2  The Wetlands Conservancy, available at 
http://www.wetlandsconservancy.org.
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Conservation Special

What do You Want to do That For? 
A Tale of Wetlands Restoration

The title in layman’s terms is 
really pronounced, “Whatta ya 
wanna do that for,” driving my 

spellcheck into utter meltdown. It’s 
a common phrase used by folks who 
don’t understand a decision, idea, or 
action. It’s exactly what farmers, and 
even my own family, say when I bring 
up the idea of adding or restoring wet-
land complexes on the farm.

In retrospect, I was also the “doubt-
ing Troy,” but have become a convert as 
I discovered the benefits to adding more 
diversity to the farm. As with anything, 
I’ve been influenced by my learning 
environment. I believe it started with my 
grandpa Steele’s love for the Nine Mile 
Swamp in Hubbardsville, New York, 
and picked up steam as I read chapters 
from Louis Bromfield’s Malabar Farm 
in Ohio, vividly describing the majes-
tic ponds and wetlands that fed people’s 
appetites for fish, watercress, and fresh 
mint, as well as being serenaded to sleep 
by the peepers.1

Since gaining perspective from 
Holistic Management principles2 and 
working with the Upper Susquehanna 
Coalition’s (USC) water quality team 
of wetland, stream, and agricultural 
professionals,3 I now see firsthand 
the dynamics and advantages to add-
ing wetlands back into the equation 
of regenerating the water cycle for my 
downstream neighbors. While this 
sounds like a glowing endorsement, 
the main reasons for me adding shal-
low emergent marshes to our organic 
grazing operation were borne out of 
our holistic goal “to create a savannah 
for wildlife” and selfishly—because I 
just wanted to.

My thought process in pursuing this 
conservation measure in 2012 went 
something like this: Is my fenced-
off area a good site? Who will help 
me plan and implement this vision? 
How do I draw the species I want to 
the habitat? Am I planting trees? How 
does it function during the seasons? 
Are there maintenance requirements? 
Can I graze it? What will it cost? And 
what will it look like when my grand-
children romp around in it?

Being an independent cuss, I 
embarked on this wetland journey 
away from your traditional govern-
mental conservation programs and 
payments, choosing instead to free-
lance with the USC Wetland Team 
comprised of Wetland Coordina-
tor, Melissa Yearick, Wetland Biolo-
gist and Planner, Patrick Raney, and 
Watershed Coordinator, aka “The 

Wetland Jesus,” Jim Curatolo. By 
going through this hands-on process, 
it would ultimately help me under-
stand the goals, nuances, and chal-
lenges of implementing a wetland 
plan, similar to a grazing plan, and 
help me in my professional life, too.

I have to say, they were a patient 
bunch, as I argued for open water, 
upland features, adjustments to the 
stream corridor, and what trees and 
plants I wanted to see. I equated the 
process to working with a home land-
scape designer who would, through 
computer generation, give me an exact 
picture of what it would look like. Wet-
land planning doesn’t exactly fit this 
model. As with any planning process, 
there will be compromises! I found 
out rather quickly that if your land is 
already exhibiting wetland characteris-
tics, the U.S. Army Corps of Engineers 

Image 1: The Upper Susquehanna Coalition Team of John Wickham, Grazing Specialist, 
Jim Curatolo, “Wetland Jesus,” Troy Bishopp, Grazing Specialist, and Aaron Ristow, Ag 
Coordinator. Photo courtesy of the Upper Susquehanna Coalition.
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(the Corps) will make some decisions 
for you, and can change even the best-
laid plans. Please check with your local 
Corps district before starting any proj-
ect, big or small.

It was no problem adding plant and 
tree species to enhance the existing 
area. However, my dream spot would 
have to be moved to encompass part 
of my grazing paddock. When you 
start talking about taking pasture 
away from the grass whisperer, there 
will be a work stoppage and much 
more discussion! I was frustrated by 
the change, but after some thought, 
feature changes, and f lagging out of 
the proposed project, we were dis-
turbing about one-tenth of an acre.

It just so happened that the big dig 
occurred on June 22, my birthday 

(which was the present that has kept on 
giving). Before I left for work, I could 
tell by the expression on the excava-
tor’s face that he had some trepida-
tion in taking orders from the young 
biologist, Patrick, who wielded a rough 
drawing, tree spade, and pocketful of 
wetland seeds and spores. His mixtures 
included: purple avens, shrubby cinque-
foil, great blue lobelia, yellow sedge, 
ostrich fern, golden ragwort, harlequin 
blueflag, and cinnamon fern. When I 
arrived home that evening to a series 
of dry holes (due to a severe drought in 
2012) and excavated topsoil, I remem-
ber thinking, “I hope these wet-landers 
know what they’re doing.”

I would check the site every day, 
and over time with rain and “Fran-
kenstorm” Sandy, the pools filled in 

nicely, as did the vegetation with Pat-
rick’s complimentary placement of old 
tree trunks and built up tussocks. The 
wetland Jesus, Jim, asked me to keep 
the faith in his idea, “Build it right 
and the species will just show up.” I 
trusted his premonition, because as a 
grazier, if you build a good function-
ing grass farm, beneficial flora and 
fauna also just show up.

The day of reckoning on this deci-
sion to add a wetland complex came 
to me in two very different environ-
ments. As I watched spring abound 
in 2013, I saw a pair of mallards 
using the little pools. I witnessed 
deer frequenting the area and bed-
ding down. And with profound 
enjoyment, I finally have polliwogs, 
frogs, salamanders, a blue heron, and 

Image 2: Before wetland restoration. Photo Credit: Troy Bishopp Image 3: After wetland restoration. Photo Credit: Troy Bishopp
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The Bishopp Farm Family Goal: 
 

We strive for a stress-free life. 
We want our topsoil covered by diverse pastures harvested by 
animals, thus recycling solar energy and activating 
biological life to provide a sustainable profit. 
We want to regenerate our community with local food. 
We want to create a savannah for wildlife. 
We want to create a place for the next generation to thrive.

species of plants with brilliant color 
and diversity.

Probably, the more significant pur-
pose of a wetland is to slow down and 
retain f loodwaters, which unfortu-
nately impacted our area in June and 
July 2013 with over 15 inches of rain. 
Additionally, unbeknown to town 
residents, it saved soil and prevented 
road culvert blowouts. When the 
Oneida County Cornell Cooperative 
Extension surveyed me about damage 
on the farm from f looding, I proudly 
replied other than debris caught in 
fences and silt nourishing our grass-
lands, we had no significant damage. 
In light of crazy weather, the systems 
approach, which includes permanent 
cover, forests, hedgerows, riparian 

areas, and a robust cadre of livestock, 
wildlife, and soil biology, is a great 
strategy for the future.

My intent is to stimulate a conver-
sation and consideration for adding 
or enhancing some type of wetland 
complex on farms, be it a vernal pool, 
marsh, or fen. The price to build such 
a nature-friendly practice ($800 in my 
case), is far outweighed by the soil and 
water retention, insect-eating capac-
ity, species diversity, and picture-
taking opportunities. The next time 
someone asks you, “what do you want 
to build a wetland for?,” you can share 
my story or call the professionals at 
the Upper Susquehanna Coalition.  

                                          
                                 —Troy Bishopp

Endnotes
 
1  Louis Bromfield, Malabar Farm (1948).
2  See generally Holistic Management Interna-
tional, available at http//www.holisticmanag-
ment.org; Managing Wholes, available at http://
managingwholes.com/about.
3  The Upper Susquehanna Coalition, available 
at http://www.u-s-c.org/html/index.htm.
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