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Abstract 
The Upper Iowa River is a valuable natural and economic resource located in northeast Iowa and southeast 
Minnesota.  The Upper Iowa River watershed is a 1,005 square mile watershed recognized as a priority watershed 
for water quality protection because of its recreational value.  Since 1999, the Upper Iowa River Watershed 
Alliance has monitored 39 stream sites throughout the Upper Iowa River Watershed in an effort to identify 
subwatersheds that are contributing elevated levels of fecal bacteria.  Three subwatersheds were selected for a 
bacteria source tracking project; Coldwater Creek, Silver Creek near Cresco, and Silver Creek near Waukon. 
 
The Upper Iowa Bacteria Source Tracking Project, begun in 2002, used DNA ribotyping to identify fecal sources 
in the Upper Iowa River Watershed.  This was the first project of its type in Iowa and it was used to build a 
statewide E. coli bacteria DNA fingerprint database.  A total of 200 E. coli isolates from known fecal sources and 
50 E. coli isolates from water samples taken from the subwatersheds were collected and analyzed.  DNA 
ribotyping successfully discriminated between human and cattle bacterial sources; however, the number of 
isolates was insufficient to distinguish between other animal sources.  Project results have guided researchers and 
conservation specialists in the local area toward more accurate targeting of best management practices in 
watersheds to address and reduce fecal contamination.  Consequently, because of the success of this project, 
researchers have continued building the DNA fingerprint library and applied other source tracking tools to 
ongoing studies throughout the state. 
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