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Acres in Conservation Region 
9,322,089 
 
Population 
  486,409 (2000 Census) 
  259,837 (employed) 
         33    (people per square mile) 
 
Population Change  
1980 Ð 2000 +2.3% 
2000 Ð 2030 +15.3% 
2000 Ð 2030  +70% Individuals over 65 years of age   
 
Percent of Land in Federal, State, or Local Public Ownership 
2.1 %  
 
Growth Counties 
Blue Earth, Brown, Douglas, Grant, Kandiyohi, Meeker, Nicollet, Pope, Sibley, Stearns, 
Watonwan 
 
Stable Counties 
Chippewa, Faribault, Martin, Redwood, Renville, Yellow Medicine, Stevens 
 
Decline Counties 
Big Stone, Lac Qui Parle, Swift 
 
Ecological Classification System Subsections 
Minnesota River Prairie 
Coteau des Prairie 

 
Natural Characterist ics 
Prairie 
Wetland (non-forest) 
Shoreline-dunes-talus-cliffs 
Shallow  
Lakes 
River-Headwater to Very Large 
River-Very Large (Minnesota River) 
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I. Why We Live Here 
 

"This is the river of Minnesota.... 
a remarkably winding stream". 

 
- Henry David Thoreau 

June 25, 1861 
 
The Minnesota River Valley holds a special place in the history of Minnesota.  Carved out of 
glacial Lake Minnesota and the glacial River Warren, the Minnesota River is the longest tributary 
in Minnesota that enters into the Mississippi River. Where the Minnesota River flows into the 
Mississippi River, the flow of the Mississippi doubles. 
 
The Dakota people had named the river Minnesota. When the government formed a new territory 
that would include the river valley and the surrounding land they called it Minnesota Territory 
after the river.  
 
The Minnesota River was a major route for fur traders and was known to trappers and explorers 
as far back as the late 1600's when Pierre Le Sueur first ventured in to the area looking for copper 
and the river was called River St Pierre. 
 
In the 1838 another Frenchman, Joseph Nicollet, created the first accurate and detailed map 
complete with place names.  
 
This is an area that treasures its pioneer heritage.  It is the birthplace of Minnesota icons as 
diverse as the Mayo Brothers and the Jolly Green Giant.  It is a place for duck hunters and 
pheasant hunters to come from all areas of the state.  Hardwood forests, 3.8 billion year old 
granite outcrops, and lush prairie grasses remain for visitors to enjoy. State and local parks dot the 
valley, inviting tourists to get out-of-doors all year long, while museums and historic sites offer 
vivid stories of prairie life.  GiantÕs in the Earth by Rolvaag is a great book describing the people, 
the pioneers and the ethic that still dominates the Minnesota River Valley. 
 
Today, agricultural activities account for nearly 90% of the land use in the conservation region. 
The river flows through some of the richest agricultural land in the state if not the world. 
 
This long history of making the Minnesota River Valley one of the most productive agricultural 
areas in the world has come with a price.  The Minnesota River is one of the most seriously 
polluted rivers in the state and some environmental groups have labeled the Minnesota River one 
of the most polluted rivers in the nation. Many citizen-led groups and environmental agencies are 
working across the basin to improve the Minnesota River.  These groups are committed to 
changing the way we use our land such that the Minnesota can reclaim its legacy of greatness. 
 
The people of the Minnesota River Valley have strong and lasting ties to the land.  Often, a 
familyÕs roots can be traced back for generations.  Descendents of original immigrants and Native 
Americans are common throughout the region.  Farming and outdoor recreation provide an 
outdoor ethic and a sense of place Ð what some call a Ôland-based lifestyle.Õ A unique source of 
pride for residents is the sense of space, clean air and wide open vistas.  Importantly, this scenic 
beauty extends to the evening as well, where night skies are free from light pollution.  Seasons 
are marked with distinct differences in the Minnesota River Valley.  Nowhere else offers the 
granite outcroppings mixed with prairie grasses, riverine systems, marshes and the skies teeming 
with waterfowl.   
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While rural living and low populations add great value to this region, increasingly the populations 
are moving to Regional Centers following economic opportunities or services.  
 
II.  Current Conditions and Trends 
 

A. Demographics and Economy 
 
Although agriculture is the dominant land use, the number of persons employed in the farming 
sector has been declining since 1970.  Jobs in the agricultural sector have been replaced with jobs 
in services, retail and government. 
 
Increasingly, as we call upon our farmlands to provide not only our food, but also our energy, an 
emphasis will be placed upon making our agricultural lands even more productive.  This, in turn, 
could lead to a revitalization of the agricultural based economy, but it may also lead to increased 
pressure to farm environmentally sensitive lands.  This region is blessed with civic-minded 
organizations and individuals ready to take advantage of sustainable agriculture opportunities and 
strategies.  There is a sense that government programs and local infrastructure are in place for a 
new generation of conservation relating to agriculture.  
 
Proximity to the Twin Cities will lead to increased population growth and related development in 
the eastern counties in the zone. The commute time from the Twin Cities to Mankato was 
recently cut in half when the Bloomington Ferry Bridge was completed. Blue Earth, Brown, 
Nicollet, and Sibley Counties will see population increases of 9 to 20% between 2000 and 2030. 
Population increases are likely to put increased pressure on high-amenity areas such as shorelines 
and create increasing demand for outdoor recreation opportunities.  
 
Proximity to the Metro also provides an opportunity for this area when it comes to agriculture.  
There is an increased awareness to the need to grow our food locally.  Concerns about the quality 
of imported foods along with concerns about transportation costs in an era of rising fuel costs 
have made consumers more demanding of local sources for food.  The increased demand for 
organic products, the fasting rising and most profitable sector of the food industry, also presents 
an opportunity for farmers to fill a need in urban Minnesota that can also help rural Minnesota. 
 
The Kandiyohi Lakes region near Willmar is growing very fast.  This growth exacerbates 
pressure on natural resources because it is frequently located near lakes and wetlands.  Similarly 
development on shallow lakes is occurring near Spicer. 
 
Mankato is the largest city with a population of over 44,000.  The southeastern end of the zone, 
including Mankato, is more dependent on light manufacturing and technology industries and has 
benefited somewhat from proximity to the Twin Cities.  In the western end of the zone, 
agriculture and food processing remain important, but recreation based industry (hunting and 
tourism) have been contributing to local economies. While populations are expected to grow 
through 2030 in most of the eastern half of the zone, Traverse, Big Stone, Lac qui Parle and 
Yellow Medicine counties are projected to decline slightly.  
 
It should also be noted that there is an increase in mining activity in the area.  Aggregate, clay, 
and hard rock mining in the vicinity of the Minnesota River is a threat to remnant natural 
communities. 
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There is a wealth of small town community events that generate tourism and a sense of 
community.  As the Regional Centers of Willmar, Mankato, and Hutchinson continue to grow, 
perhaps something draws pervious residents back to their small town heritage. 
 

B. Land & Habitat 
 
The Minnesota River Basin drains nearly 20 percent of Minnesota as well as portions of South 
Dakota, Iowa and North Dakota. The basin encompasses roughly 15,000 square miles and 
contains all or parts of 38 counties in Minnesota.  This valley once had a continuous band of 
floodplain forest that extended upstream as far as Lac Qui Parle, with highly unique bedrock 
exposures.  
 
Before settlement by people of European descent, the predominant vegetation was Tallgrass 
prairie and wetlands. Fire was once a common natural disturbance and critical to maintaining 
native prairie communities. Today, row-crop agriculture is the predominant land use, and prairie 
remnants and floodplain forests are rare. A major concern is impacts on water quality from 
intensive agricultural activities, including use of fertilizers and pesticides, expanding use of tiling, 
and ditching and draining of small wetlands. Continued loss of the small amount of native upland 
habitat and over-intensive grazing remain a concern. The region is intensively cultivated and is 
one of the most productive agricultural areas in the world.  Agricultural activities account for 
approximately 90% of the land use in the conservation region, and 98% of the land is in private 
ownership. Although less than 1 percent of the original tall grass prairie now remains, remnants 
of native habitats can be found, especially along the scenic main stem of the Minnesota River and 
along steep ridges in the Glacial Lakes area. 
   
This area has suffered some the highest wetland losses in the state.  As a result of extensive 
drainage and ditching, only 1 to 4 % of the areaÕs original wetlands remain and loss of wetlands 
has contributed to declining populations of migrating waterfowl.   
 
In todayÕs Minnesota River Prairie, landscapes can be dramatically changed by federal farm bill 
programs, such as CRP, CREP, and WRP.  Improvements in agricultural policies and 
technologies will direct better soil tillage, wetland restoration, and buffering. 
 
Current land use breaks down as follows: 

 
Row crops/small grain  78.7% 
Pasture/hay   10.9 
Wetlands     5.4 
Forest/shrubland    3.6 
Urban      1.1 
Cultivated grasses    0.3 

       100% 
 

Of the nearly 94,000 acres identified by the Minnesota County Biological Survey, approximately 
11% are protected and 16% in public ownership.  Of the 64,332 acres of Important Bird Areas 
identified by the Audubon Society, 32% are protected and 35% are in public ownership. 
 
Currently, the region contains 15 SNAs covering 1,827 acres.  The SNA plan calls for an 
additional 9,322 acres to be acquired.  There are 34 Prairie Bank easements protecting 1,754 
acres.  Big Stone National Wildlife Refuge resides in the northwestern part of this region. 
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Nearly all the land in this area is privately owned, approximately 98%.  Such an ownership 
pattern mandates conservation programs that are working with private landowners on a broad 
scale, such as the CREP program, to affect a positive impact. 
 

C. Lakes, Rivers, Wetlands & Groundwater 
 
Water is a tremendous resource throughout the region.  From the largest prairie pothole in the 
country (Swan Lake) and the Minnesota River to clean groundwater and shallow lakes, this 
region is has numerous waters of importance.  And the outlook is mixed.  Despite significant 
improvements to some lakes and rivers, water quality remains an enormous issue. 
 
Extensive ditching has dramatically impacted water quality. As changes to drainage patterns have 
connected previously isolated wetlands to the Minnesota River, increases in sediment erosion and 
nutrient runoff have reduced water quality in both smaller tributaries and the Minnesota. The 
Minnesota is considered one of the most seriously polluted rivers in the state and has been listed 
as one of the most threatened rivers in the country. It has been recognized as a major contributor 
the hypoxic zone in the Gulf of Mexico, the so-called Òdead zoneÓ where oxygen levels are too 
low to support marine life. There are 5,423 miles of ditches in the region comprising nearly 30% 
of all waterways in the region. 
 
Buffer strips are an important strategy for both water quality and wildlife habitat, but enforcement 
is lacking and implementation varies considerably.  Similarly, tile intakes pose a direct pathway 
for pollutants and sediments to water.   
 
There are 184 stream segments and 61 lakes of the 284 lakes greater than 150 acres in size listed 
as impaired by the Minnesota Pollution Control Agency. The vast majority of these lakes are 
shallow, providing excellent feeding and habitat for waterfowl.  However, these shallow lakes are 
also much more vulnerable to pollution from agriculture runoff. 
 
Ongoing water quality problems could inhibit future business expansion and, therefore, are a 
concern to local economies. Further, the flashing nature of increased run-off has contributed to 
the frequency and intensity of flooding. 
 
In an effort to aggressively address these pollution and flooding issues, the state created the 
Conservation Reserve Enhancement Program (CREP).  CREP combines the USDA Conservation 
Reserve Program with the stateÕs Reinvest in Minnesota Reserve (RIM) program to protect 
environmentally sensitive cropland. Additionally, the federal Conservation Security Program 
(CSP) provides economic incentives and technical assistance for the implementation conservation 
practices on working lands. 
 
The program was administered by the Board of Water and Soil Resources (BWSR) and 
implemented by the Soil and Water Conservation Districts in each of the counties in the 
conservation region.  The 100,000-acre goal for this CREP was exceeded in 2003 with more than 
118,000 acres now protected. That CREP matched approximately 2.3 federal dollars to each state 
dollar appropriated for RIM Reserve easements in the region. 
 
There are five Watershed Districts within the region that oversee water resource management in 
addition to counties.  These governmental units serve as the ditch management authorities.  In 
their absence it falls to the county. 
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Water quality goals for the Minnesota River have been repeatedly established and then missed.  
Reasons for this are many, but this region has seen increased pattern tillage, ditching and 
impervious runoff.  Additional work on the Minnesota should continue along with attention to all 
of its tributaries as a strategy for cleaning the main stem.  Many of these tributaries have been 
straightened and/or channeled. 
 
As stated earlier, only 1-4% of the areas original wetlands remain.  The Duck Plan calls for 
656,000 acres of shallow lakes and wetlands, or about 7% of the total land area within the region 
to be restored or created.   
 
Contamination of shallow aquifers by agricultural runoff is an ongoing concern for the region.  
While aquifers are relatively clean, uncapped wellheads are a problem that needs to be addressed.  
It is also unclear what role emerging agricultural technologies such as ethanol will have on 
depleting the groundwater. 
 

D. Fish & Wildlife 
 
116 Species in Greatest Conservation Need (SGCN) are known or predicted to occur within the 
Minnesota River Prairie, including 65 species of birds.  These SGCN include 52 species that are 
federal or state endangered, threatened, or of special concern.  The table, SGCN by Taxonomic 
Group, displays by taxonomic group the number of SGCN that occur in the subsection, as well as 
the percentage of the total SGCN set represented by each taxon.  For example, 10 mammal SGCN 
are known or predicted to occur in the Minnesota River Prairie, approximately 46% of all 
mammal SGCN in the state.  
 

• The remaining wetlands and grasslands offer potentially excellent habitat for the Bald 
Eagles, Prairie Chickens, Marbled Godwits, Upland Sandpipers, SwainsonÕs Hawk, 
ForsterÕs terns, Dickcissels,  RichardsonÕs ground squirrels, regal fritillaries, and mucket 
and elktoe mussels.  
 

• This is an important nesting area for prairie ducks and is also a major migratory corridor in 
the Mississippi Flyway.  

 
• The Minnesota River provides habitat for paddlefish, mussels, and softshell turtles, while 

associated dry grasslands provide habitat for bullsnakes and western hognose snakes, and 
foxsnakes occur in upland riparian forests. Additionally, there are several species of 
freshwater mussels that are severely endangered of extirpation from the Minnesota River if 
steps are not taken quickly to eliminate pollution and siltation. 

 
• Areas important for SGCN include Lac qui Parle and Swan Lake WMAs; Big Stone NWR; 

Sibley, Monson Lake, Upper Sioux Agency, and Lac qui Parle State Parks; The Nature 
ConservancyÕs Chippewa Prairie; and many Scientific and Natural Areas (SNAs).  

 
Ducks, shorebirds, red wing black birds, and marsh wrens are in decline along with the loss of 
Types 1-3 wetlands in the region.  Abundant flocks of pelicans are rare in Minnesota but common 
here.  This country is the heart of the Upper Mississippi flyway. 
 
Grassland birds, such as meadowlarks, sparrows, pheasants and prairie chickens have relatively 
stable populations with some variations depending on land use.  Predator populations, however, 
may be increasing, namely birds of prey and raccoons.   
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Whitetail deer are abundant.  Opossums are new to the region as they trend northward.  
Encouragingly, some more sensitive fisheries are recovering such as lake sturgeon, short-nosed 
gar and paddlefish. 
 

E. Recreation 
 

There is a growing eco-tourism movement in this area Ð people who want to view nature, climb 
rocks, watch birds, discover local history, and discover Òeco-farmingÓ techniques and high-
quality locally grown food.  They want to see the ethnic traditions, see farmhouses, barns, town 
halls and the like.  This area includes the Minnesota Rural Scenic Byway and portions of the river 
corridor are under Wild and Scenic River designation.  As evidenced by the recent filming of the 
movie Sweet Land, interest continues to deepen in the region where farmhouses, historical barns, 
and churches interplay with a unique geology, rolling hills and forested stream valleys.  
 
Although the region has nine state parks encompassing 8,974 acres currently owned, including 
Big Stone State Park on the western end and Flandreau State Park in Cottonwood County.  The 
need for outdoor recreation opportunities is intense in the eastern end of the zone near the 
growing Twin Cities metropolitan area. We also see enormous trail development activity toward 
the western border in towns like Montevideo, Appleton and Redwood Falls. 
 
Increased canoe and kayaking activities are seen in Minnesota River and many of its tributaries.  
Several locations have established and designated canoe routes.  Water sports of all kinds are 
gaining in popularity, particularly in the Kandiyohi Lakes region. 
 
The Glacial Lakes Trail, which occupies a former railroad right of way, is currently the only trail 
in the region (the Minnesota River Valley Trail is located on the segment of the river which 
enters the Twin Cities Metropolitan Area).  There are 69 miles of trail currently developed, but 
there is an additional 229 miles authorized by the legislature.  According to the LCMR Regional 
Parks study, there are a number of regionally significant parks, although their distribution within 
this very large region should be further examined. 

 
The Minnesota River Prairie region can boast terrific all-around hunting and fishing 
opportunities.  Deer, pheasant, wild turkey, and prairie chicken are common game species.  Large 
mouth bass, small mouth bass, panfish, walleye and northern pike are common game fish. 
 
The region is recognized as an especially important production area for pheasants.  The 
Minnesota River Valley includes the south central and west central agricultural regions that are 
ranked numbers 1 and 2, respectively, as having the greatest potential to produce pheasants in 
Minnesota.  The Minnesota River is also part of the North American Prairie Pothole region and is 
critical corridor for migrating waterfowl.  
 
Pressure on public hunting lands is increasing rapidly.  Although there are 442 Wildlife 
Management Areas totaling 116,211 acres in the region, only about 2% of the land is currently 
open to hunting. The WMA CitizensÕ Advisory Committee highlighted the Lac qui Parle Wildlife 
Management Area as a priority for completion and the WMA plan calls for an additional 189,410 
acres to be acquired. 
 

F. Ambience 
 
Qualities such as open space, clean air, the absence of light pollution and pervasive quietude are 
one of this regionÕs most important qualities.  The sameness found in urban and suburban 
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development is absent here.  And the rural landscape itself is extremely varied.  As population 
continues to shift to regional centers, maintaining these aspects are achievable. 
 
III.  Conservation Challenges 
 
Like many rural areas the Minnesota River Valley is in a transitional period.  And the transition is 
cause for considerable uncertainty.  Loss of jobs, an aging population and the seemingly 
relentless invasion from forces outside the control of residents is causing people to question the 
direction of the regionÕs future. 
 

A. Decrease in Trade Areas 
 
Jobs, especially good paying jobs, are harder to come by.  Loss of small town, family-owned 
employers to large corporate conglomerates is rampant.  This dynamic causes wages and benefits 
to tumble.  Similarly, the small to mid-sized farms are being taken over by big farms often with 
absentee ownership. 
 

B. Fewer Young People Ð Aging Population 
 
The best job opportunities for young people are elsewhere.  But there are additional reasons why 
the post-high school population locates away from the region. It needs to develop a Òwelcoming 
infrastructureÓ for new comers to the region by enhancing recreational opportunities that exist 
and inviting businesses that can employ and attract younger workers. 
 

C. Shoreland Development 
 
The more popular deeper lakes have received enormous development pressure and that pressure 
now continues to the shallower that are often more vulnerable.    Communities have the means to 
limit development in these areas and often lack the knowledge or political will to do so. 
 

D. Homogeneity 
 
Despite priding itself on a sense of place and people, even the Minnesota River Valley is 
concerned over a loss of identity to large corporations and franchises.  Trends in this area include 
a lack of a dynamic infrastructure for local food, consolidation of schools, and an increasing 
reliance on large corporations for goods and services.  In short, the region values local self-
reliance and considers it significantly threatened by current trends. 
 

E. Land management patterns 
 
Land values are on the increase.  In many cases it is valued beyond what farming economics 
would dictate as a seasonal-recreational and/or bedroom community market takes hold.  This 
closes access to beginning farmers.  Meanwhile, trends of erosion and depletion of nutrients 
continue on land that is being farmed.  And water quality remains a vexing problem. 
 

F. New industries 
 
Mining and biofuels are in the dawn of their lives in this region.  It is hoped that the industries 
will provide wealth, but concerns loom over their impact on land and habitat.  In particular the 
scenic quality of the landscape should be considered.  Current ethanol technologies also rely on 
mono-cropping of corn and add to the problem of nutrients not cycling back into the soil. 
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G. Overuse of Groundwater 

 
Groundwater is used as though it were an in endless supply.  The ethanol industry will exacerbate 
current uses for irrigation and drinking water.  Many of the shallow wells in this area have been 
contaminated from a variety of agriculturally based sources and only enhanced vigilance aimed at 
eliminating these sources of pollution will prevent a serious problem for the whole region. 
 

H. Decreasing Water Quality 
 
Three main sources of pollution continue to cause great damage to the regions lakes and rivers: 
agricultural runoff, municipal storm sewers, and failed septic tank systems. In summer, large 
algae blooms are frequent, exacerbated by fertilizer run off and warmer temperatures.  The USDA 
farm program has long been driven economics that propagate these problems.  
 

I. Increased Flooding and Stream Bank Scouring 
 
The region continues to see increased drainage, tiling, and a lack of metered flow.  In developed 
areas there is an increase in impervious surfaces -- parking lots and roads.  Past channelization 
and river straightening projects add to the problem.   Additionally, the altered hydrology of 
streams creates a less healthy habitat for aquatic life. 
 

J. Declining Duck Population 
 
The decline of waterfowl in the region is significant and can be seen as a vanguard for other 
issues.  Wetland drainage and wetland degradation are the primary concerns.  There has also been 
a loss of safe nesting environments, adjacent pastoral grasslands, and a reduction in biodiversity.  
Disturbances from increased fishing and shoreline development also impact nesting. 
 

K. Declining Grassland Nesting Birds 
 
Fewer grasslands means fewer grassland birds.  This region is seeing less large expanses of 
undisturbed grasslands.  If CRP lands are returned to production, this challenge will be 
exacerbated.  
 

L. Bluff Land Developments and Urban Sprawl 
 
The footprint of urban areas is increasing even faster than the population itself.  Development 
does not fit any meaningful comprehensive planning and there is a lack county and township 
ordinances to address the challenge.  In this region a lack of public transportation adds to the 
sprawling nature of development. 
 

M. Decrease to Good Hunting Lands 
 
Hunting lands were traditional available to all Minnesotans.  Increasingly there is an economic 
stratification of hunting lands.  As access declines, we are seeing an increase in fee hunting. 
 

N. Increased Pressure on Fish Populations 
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Fish populations can only take so much pressure.  As population swells and residents as well as 
visitors have more leisure hours, we see increased hooks in the water.  New technology also puts 
the advantage more toward the angler and less toward the resource. 
 

O. Need for new state and county parks 
 
Despite the growing need and desire for regional and state parks, there is a lack of will and 
funding.  
 

P. Rural character 
 
The character of rural Minnesota is threatened.  The serenity of star-filled nights becomes a 
casualty of strip malls and car lots and the vitality of villages that once dotted the landscape are 
now only echoes of a time that may never be seen again.   We can be encouraged by the prospect 
of a potential rebirth of agriculture as the need for energy and locally grown food demands, but 
will we ever see the days of our ancestors and the quality of rural life that they enjoyed?  We will 
only  
 

Q. The Lure of the Indoors 
 
New technologies keep us all inside, but particularly young people.  iPods and Satellite TV 
condition young people to fear silence and nature.  It makes the outdoor experience foreign and 
the creation of an environmental ethic more difficult. 
 
IV.  Status of Current Planning Efforts 
  
The Pheasant Plan, WMA plan and Duck Plans serve as the dominant planning efforts for the 
region.  The Pheasant Plan calls for adding 1.56 million acres of undisturbed grassland, most of 
which would occur in this conservation zone.  The Duck Plan calls for 2 million new acres of 
waterfowl habitat with, again, much of this conservation region targeted as the Minnesota River 
drainage serves a very important waterfowl migratory function.  Of particular importance are 
areas in Pope, Swift, Stearns and Kandiyohi Counties.  The Wildlife Management Plan looks to 
add approximately 189,410 acres within this conservation zone.  All three plans, when viewed in 
common, seek to restore large, contiguous mosaics of native prairie, uncultivated grassland and 
wetlands. 
 
Below are the conservation plans and reports that were reviewed in writing this document: 
 
CURE website, 2007 
Economic Data, United States Department of Labor, 2007 
Minnesota Comprehensive Wildlife Conservation Strategy, DNR, 2006 
Minnesota Duck Plan, DNR & several partner agencies/NGOs, 2006 
Minnesota Long Range Plan for the Ring-necked Pheasant in Minnesota, DNR, 2005 
Minnesota Pheasant Plan, DNR, 2005 
Minnesota River Basin Data Center, 2007 
Minnesota River Board, Citizens Advisory Committee Recommendations, Working Together: A 
Plan to Restore the Minnesota River, 1994 
Minnesota SNA Plan, DNR, 1975 
Minnesota State Comprehensive Outdoor Recreation Plan (SCORP), DNR, 2002 
Minnesota State Park System Land Study, DNR, 2000 
Minnesota Wetlands Conservation Plan, BWSR, DNR and other MN state agencies, 1997 
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Minnesota Wildlife Management Area Acquisition, DNR, 2002 
State of the Minnesota River Water Quality Summary, Minnesota River Basin Data Center, 2005 
 
Additional plans that were not included in coordination of this report, but are available for 
consideration: 
 

!  County water plans 
!  Watershed plans 
!  Minnesota DNR plans exist for most streams and lakes in this area; two specific ones that 

may be of interest include Minnesota River Stream Management Plans, one for Reach 3 
and one for Reaches 1 and 2.   

!  Minnesota Office of Tourism studies and plans  
!  Big Stone II Power Plan is a big threat CAPX 2020 transmission lines plans  
!  Clean Water Partnership and EPA/MPCA TMPHÕs 
!  Minnesota River Joint Powers Board Strategic Plan Ð Google Ð Minnesota River Board 
!  Minnesota PCA Ð Minnesota River Plan Ð Clean Water Partnership 
!  Total Maximum Daily Load (TMLD) reports by MPCA for fecal coliform bacteria Ð 

Turbidity Larry Gunderson of MPCA 
!  North American Waterfowl Conservation Act 
!  Corridor habitat project (out state) - Pheasants Forever 
!  Blue Earth River Watershed Plan 

 
V. Goals  
 
Agriculture will continue be the primary land use in this zone, but incremental gains in habitat 
restoration are particularly important to protect the quality of surface water bodies.  The overall 
goal will be to establish native habitat on 15% of this landscape concentrated as vegetative 
buffers around rivers, lakes, streams and surviving wetlands.  This will entail the integration of 
the Pheasant, Duck and WMA plans along with existing CRP and CREP efforts.   The regionÕs 
Soil and Water Conservation Districts and Watershed Districts will most likely serve as this 
Conservation RegionÕs primary implementing agencies.  
 
In addition, the goal will be to create additional opportunities for outdoor recreation, especially 
state trails, in the eastern end of the zone.  Strategically located parks and trails will supplement 
wildlife corridors and link protected natural areas. 
 

A. Demographics and Economy 
 

1. Promote economic activity that sustains the natural resource base. 
 

!  Promote industries that have a relatively low impact on the environment. 
 

!  Promote provisions within new Farm Bill to incent conservation and 
sustainable agricultural practices. 

 
!  Provide assistance to local communities in developing economic 

strategies that promote sustainable growth. 
 

!  Establish ordinances and guidelines at the local level that promote low-
impact development  
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!  Limit farm program payments to conservation payments only 
 

!  Convert 20% of existing row crops to livestock/pasture to put more grass 
on the land and promote an energy bill that would add grassland to 
harvest for biofuel 

 
!  Add grass to the USDA commodity payment 

 
B. Land and Habitat 

 
1. Ensure that residential and commercial development does not jeopardize the 

quality of life unique to this region. 
 

!  Concentrate residential and commercial growth in community centers 
helping to control public service costs and preserve the valuable wild and 
undeveloped character of the area. 

 
!  Enable robust and farsighted planning for growth in all communities, but 

particularly in unincorporated townships. 
 
!  Continue emphasis on conservation ownership (public and private) in the 

remote, rural areas with most private ownership near existing 
infrastructure and services. 

 
2. Identify and protect high priority natural areas 

 
!  Complete finely focused natural resource inventory and identify stressors 

to ecological function. 
 
!  Evaluate need for acquisition of 9,322 acres of SNAs recommended by 

SNA plan. 
 
!  Use the full spectrum of protective tools to ensure critical areas are 

conserved. 
 
!  Identify restoration targets and acquire rights necessary to restore 

ecological functions. 
 
!  Develop conservation plans for each county. 
 
!  Establish watershed district that encompass region to better coordinate 

land use and water planning efforts. 
 
!  Prohibit mowing of road ditches until July 15 to ensure nesting cover 

 
!  Mandate buffer strips on all waterways that are a 50-foot minimum and 

in place for 50 years at a minimum 
 
!  Maintain CRP and similar programs at current or enhanced levels 
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3. Control spread and infestation of exotic species (e.g. zebra mussels, purple 
loosestrife, etc.) 

 
4. Monitor and prepare for impacts of climatic change on the regionÕs native 

flora and fauna 
 

C. Lakes, Rivers, Wetlands and Groundwater 
 

1. Reduce pollutants load of streams and rivers  
 

!  Decrease sediment loads by use of best management practices on 
residential, agricultural and commercial lands. 

 
!  Look for and implement opportunities to restore drained areas. 
 
!  Complete impaired waters analysis for all lakes and streams in the 

region. 
 
!  Develop Total Maximum Daily Load (TMDL) studies for all impaired 

waters in the region. 
 
!  Reduce peak flows in streams that result from excess stormwater runoff. 
 
!  Enforce and enhance regulations regarding private septic systems. 
 
!  Educated landowners as to landscaping options that are sensitive to the 

environment. 
 

2. Inventory area wetlands and assess ecological function 
 

!  Develop targets for wetland protection and restoration. 
 

3. Determine groundwater systems and identify sources of potential 
contamination 

 
!  Develop groundwater flow models. 
 
!  Develop targets for groundwater protection. 
 
!  Assess capacity in light of growth demands and direct growth away from 

areas of fragile or limited groundwater supplies. 
 

5. Control the amount of tile that can be installed 
 
6. Seed low areas to grasses 
 
7. Require no open intakes on drainage tile 
 
8. Reduce peak flows 
 

!  Re-establish natural first order streams 
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!  Re-connect floodplain to streams Ð remove dikes 

 
!  Dam removal for fish movement 

 
!  Build wetland filtering systems on present drainage systems 

 
D. Fish and Wildlife 

 
1. Develop incentives and regulations for enhanced protection of shoreline and 

stream restoration. 
 

2. Ensure that suitable habitat for species of concern is primary focus of land 
and water conservation efforts. 

 
!  Work to restore lake Sturgeon and paddlefish habitat in Minnesota River 

Tributaries 
 
!  Federal funding of wetland restoration program 
 
!  Focus federal farm program on creating grassland and wetland wildlife 

habitat to provide habitat and improve water quality 
 

!  Ensure that all tile drainage systems have some form of treatment before 
the effluent enters lakes or streams 

 
E. Recreation 

 
1. Acquire additional 5,200 acres of state park inholdings. 
 
2. Investigate possible establishment of additional state park and proceed 

accordingly. 
 
3. Explore opportunities to enlarge state trail to the 229 miles authorized by 

legislature. 
 
4. The State Park Plan has noted that there is a high need to preserve more 

examples of the natural heritage as well as the scenic value of the Minnesota 
River Valley calling for at least one additional park.   

 
5. Promote opportunities for passive recreation in the area. 
 
6. Coordinate Pheasant Plan, Duck Plan, WMA Plan conservation activities so 

they are not redundant. 
 
7. Restore and protect 583,000 acres of as called for in the Pheasant Plan 
 
8. Restore and protect 656,000 acres called for in the Duck Plan. 
 
9. Focus on recovery and protection of regionÕs shallow lakes to provide habitat 

for not only for waterfowl but non-game species as well  
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10. Identify key trout habitat and protect and restore necessary land. 
 
11. Maintain consistent strategy for harvest limits and adjust as needs of species 

demands. 
 
12. Acquire additional 189,410 acres of WMA lands called for in WMA plan. 
 
13. Teach children and adults about the importance of outdoor experiences to our 

physical and mental health. 
 
14. Remove all dams at Minnesota Falls, Montevideo and Dawson to establish 

recreational kayak runs and improve fish migration and habitat 
 
15. Restore 9 Mile Creek in Lac Qui Parle County and Chippewa County so that 

it can be a designated trout stream 
 
16. Enact bluff land protection ordinances to preserve scenic view head in the 

Upper Minnesota River watershed 
 
17. Establish a network of canoe campsites like they have on the Namekagon 

River and on the Minnesota and Chippewa Rivers 
 
18. Put the meander back into Hawk Creek and the Chippewa River (near 

Benson) put an end to their designation and management as county ditch 
 
19. Establish Òno build green zonesÓ around the cities of Willmar, Marshall, New 

Ulm, Mankato, Alexandria, Montevideo, Granite Falls and Redwood Falls to 
limit urban sprawl 

 
20. Expand dramatically the amount of public youth education that takes place 

out of door in nature.  Model efforts on the Minnesota River expedition and 
the Prairie Wood Environmental Learning Center which immerse children in 
river and wetland environment for several days at a time 

 
F. Atmosphere and Ambiance 

 
1. Enhance public awareness of environmental issues with particular attention 

to loss of bucolic qualities of rural Minnesota 
 
2. Support education in fish and wildlife groups to understand threats of global 

warming 
 
3. Include light and noise pollution requirements (carrots and sticks) on zoning 

regulations 
 
4. Develop programs (locally, state and federally controlled) to reintegrate 

extensive grass based livestock product 
 
5. Enforce air quality and manure management regulations 
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VI.  Opportunities and Strategies 
 
The following are the opportunities for conservation action that the work group saw in the 
regionÕs immediate future.   Due to the diversity of the region, the work group chose to organize 
this section by county. 
 

A. Big Stone County 
!  Wind turbines placement must be sensitive to migratory birds 
!  50% of wetlands remaining leads to hunting/fishing/wildlife habitat 
!  Issues with acquisition of land 
!  Big Stone II Power Plant controversy 
!  The BrownÕs Valley flooding issue 
!  MN and SD boundaries water issues 
!  Recreation development and its impact on land footprints 

 
B. Blue Earth County 

!  Lots of streams +boating and recreation = pollution problems 
!  Intensive historic loss of wetlands 
!  More designated wildlife lakes potential for management 

 
C. Brown County 

!  Hanska is designated wildlife lake; controversy with recreation usage 
!  Land forms in western part and restoration of grassland 

 
D. Chippewa County 

!  No buffer strips/intensively drained for ag 
!  Bio mass initiative 
!  ÒPatheticÓ landscape in parts but ÒbreathtakingÓ in other parts 
!  Productive soils for energy production 

 
E. Douglas County 

!  Shallow lake development 
!  Population growth and expansion; unplanned growth 

 
F. Faribault/Martin County 

!  Chain of lakes 
!  Drinking water for Faribault provided by lake 
!  Intensively farmed 
!  Wildlife management area 
!  Ethanol production and usage of water 

 
G. Grant County 

!  Aquaculture 
!  Increased water habitat/recreation 
!  Shallow lake development 
!  Depletion of aquifer 
!  Wind energy development 

 
H. Kandiyohi County 
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!  North and South parts differ greatly; the challenges and opportunities of 
the county better match the bordering counties  

!  Restoration of Grass Lake outside Willmar 
!  Social challenges of increased ethnic diversity, especially in Willmar 

 
I. Lac Qui Parle County 

!  Watershed delivers the least amount of sediment in river 
!  Development pressure outside of Montevideo 
!  Water issues with ethanol plants 
!  Rock mining pressures on prairies because of growing demand of urban 

landscapers (aggregate mining and large boulders) 
 

J. McLeod County 
!  Threat of Twin Cities sprawl 

 
K. Meeker County 

!  Similar to Kandiyohi 
!  More rolling landscape 
!  New state park (Greenleaf/Cedar/Sioux Lakes) 

 
L. Nicollet County 

!  Polluted drinking water 
!  River bluff development Ð North Mankato to New Ulm 
!  Illegal rock mining 
!  Expansion/management of Swan Lake area; carp discovered in lake; 

largest fresh water lake in North America 
 

M. Pope County 
!  Wind turbine placement 
!  Challenges with lakes/development/growth/manure/etc. 
!  Glenwood marina 

 
N. Redwood County 

!  Similar to Renville 
!  Ethanol usage of water 
!  Garbage imported for energy production from cities 
!  Want to be known as first ÒGreen CountyÓ 
!  Two larger streams meet 

 
O. Renville County 

!  See Chippewa 
!  #1 in crop production but also #1 in CREP easements 
!  Illegal mining of granite rocks  

 
P. Sibley County 

!  Restoring shallow lakes 
!  Trails on Minnesota River corridor 
!  Ethanol plants pressure on groundwater 
!  Ag motivated economy 
!  Population shift  
!  Social challenges of increased ethnic diversity, especially in Gaylord 
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Q. Stearns County   

!  Highest dairy production in the state (means lots of grassland but also 
lots of ag waste) 

 
R. Stevens County 

!  High potential for restoration of wetlands (one of the highest in state) 
!  Fish and wildlife protection 
!  Flow in Pomme de Terre is focus of new citizenÕs group 
!  Unveiling aggressive buffer strip plan 
!  U of MN Morris Ògreening campusÓ (i.e. sustainability coordinator 

hired) 
!  USDA ag research service 
!  Loss of CRP (2007-2009) 
!  Conversion to ethanol 

 
S. Swift County 

!  Groundwater appropriation for ag exceed lateral flow of rivers 
 

T. Yellow Medicine County 
!  Upper Sioux Agency State Park wish to expand 

 
U. Watonwan County 

!  Madelia Project is being piloted 
!  Rivers that come together around Madelia 
!  Challenges of educating increasingly diverse human population about 

conservation 
 


