14 Minnesota River Congress Summary

157 participants signed in at the 14" Minnesota River Congress session held in
Mankato at the Kato Ballroom on Wednesday, June 15%, 2022 .

The event was co-hosted by the I1zaak Walton League Upper Mississippi River
Initiative.

Opening remarks were offered by the Minnesota River Congress
Coordinator/Facilitator Scott Sparllin. He provided a brief history on the congress
and reviewed how the Water Storage Initiative was voted on as the current
primary focus of our efforts. He shared that now that we have been successful at
establishing the Water Storage Program in state statute, our collective work on it
is only in the beginning demonstration phase. He stated that in order for the
program to have a significant impact on the watershed it would need to be
brought to scale with a considerable increase in funding for the program. He
continued that accomplishing that goal would be the primary focus of the
Minnesota River Congress until the sufficient funding for program success was in
place. A list of all entities that have passed resolutions and signed letters of
support for the Minnesota River Congress Water Storage Initiative was read
aloud. It includes 14 basin cities along with 30 groups and entities. He went on to
state that the Board of Water and Soil Resources had a pending Natural
Resources Conservation Service RCPP grant of 8 million dollars for the new Water
Storage Program. He then reported that he testified at the legislature this year
and that two other bills were introduced to fund the Water Storage Program.
One was a new state-wide bill and was for $100 million with half going to urban
storm water issues and the other was specific for appropriation of 5 million to the
Minnesota River/Upper Mississippi program. He also stated that the Governor
had $15 million in his supplemental budget targeted for the basin.

Izaak Walton League past National and State President Dave Zentner, followed
with additional opening remarks. He spoke to the importance of collaboration of
groups and on a large inclusive scale. He also talked about how important and
effective individual activism was. Mr. Zentner pointed out that the sediment
coming from the Minnesota River was filling in Lake Pepin. He said it was also the
primary source of other pollutants such a nitrogen, phosphorus, and e-coli



bacteria for the Upper Mississippi River. He then shared that a consortium of
regional groups and individuals has been meeting regularly to monitor drainage
projects currently being proposed in the Minnesota Basin. This was being done as
an on-going effort to eliminate or mitigate negative impacts the projects may
have on tributaries and the main stem. He highlighted the affect that cumulative
impacts of more water coming from upstream has on the basin. One point he
said was critical is that healthy food production, clean water, and healthy soil
should be in harmony with our communities. Lastly, he emphasized that we need
to support the good works of the state agencies, SWCD’s and reach out to those
we sometimes view as adversaries.

Former U.S. Congressman and Judge David Minge gave remarks next. He is
currently the Minnesota River team leader of the Izaak Walton League’s Upper
Mississippi River Initiative. Mr. Minge alluded to the fact that we are all from
different parts of the river system, but we are all working towards the collective
goal of clean water. He mentioned that he was living and working in Montevideo
back in the 1990’s and became acutely aware of the flooding and water quality
conditions which the river was experiencing. He then brought up that in 2015 he
began looking into drainage improvement projects as a setting in which he and
others could make a difference in conditions of the river. He explained that the
IWLA Upper Mississippi River Initiative welcomed and encouraged this activity.
So, with the blessing and support they assembled a diverse and talented team
made up of professional water quality experts, lawyers, and other advocates to
obtain, review and submit comment on preliminary and final engineer reports on
proposed drainage improvement projects within the basin. Subsequently several
projects were and are in the process of being challenged on the basis of design
and potential increased outflow.

Next, Governor Tim Walz gave pre-recorded introductory remarks and
mentioned that he included 15 Million dollars in his supplemental budget for the
Water Storage Program. He stated further that he was in full support of our
efforts and understood the need for more water storage capabilities on the land
and that he would work with the 2 houses to see more funding and an
environment bill be passed. He also said he was disappointed that the legislature
did not pass a spending bill which would have advanced water storage along with
a multitude of other critical environmental needs.



Minnesota Pollution Control Agency Commissioner Katrina Kessler gave remarks
following the previous speakers. Congratulating all the attendees and positive
remarks on the venue for our congress session opened her initial statements. She
emphasized that the Walz administration was committed to increasing water
storage for all its benefits. She explained the primary role of the MPCA was to
assure that everyone has healthy air, soil, and water to live in the State of
Minnesota. In fulfilling that role, they monitor, review, and enforce rules, laws,
and activities that affect those conditions. They also take pro-active steps to
assure clean water goals are met. She spoke of adaptation such as more water
storage and need for it in accomplishing goals for clean water. She pointed to the
added runoff coming from weather and landscape changes which need to be
addressed more pro-actively. She spoke about the complexities surrounding
water storage and the need to address them as we pick the best opportunities for
that increase. She also spoke about what might be right for the Red River might
not be right for the Minnesota River and that we have very diversified landscape.
She mentioned that by 2030 the goal of a 50% reduction in sediment has been set
by the MPCA. She also stated that we don’t have all the answers, but we do have
all the science to assist us. We need to recognize that this is an investment that
will result in multiple positive by-products such as carbon sequestration, water
quality improvements and less flooding just to name a few.

The next speaker to talk about water storage was the Commissioner of the
Minnesota Department of Natural Resources Sarah Strommen. She stated that
the Walz administration was in concurrence that water storage was and is a
priority and that we were on the same wave link with our initiative. Multiple
benefits of water storage were emphasized like wildlife, natural diversity,
reducing flooding, lessening the risks of infrastructure damages and more.

She also emphasized how we need to look at the entire watershed approach to
water storage and how we need to think long term when implementing projects.
She offered that the upper reaches of the watershed need to be included in
storage, not just the lower ends where the water ends up. The need to put back
and enhance wetlands was also an area she and the MNDNR staff felt were
critical to focus on. Ms. Strommen also said soil health had a big role to play in
storing water in the soil profile that had multiple benefits. She pointed out that
drainage projects should have a water storage component included before



construction begins. Having everyone at the table expressing their goals she felt
was critical in moving forward and that DNR staff wants to make sure that
happens.

John Jaschke, the Executive Director for the Board of Water and Soil Resources
was the next speaker to talk about the new Water Storage Program and water
storage in general. He stated that they were in the process of considering where
and how to maximize the results of project dollars and demonstrate the many
benefits of various types and sizes of projects. Other state agencies have
provided analysis to them to help assist project selection. What we do for water
storage needs to co-exist with what we have on the landscape. He said we are
not going back to the days of Bison roaming the wild landscape. Agriculture is
here and will always be here and we need to work with that to accomplish our
goals. He brought up that the CREP program took those lands that were not
desirable for agriculture and took them out of production accomplishing a benefit
to society which affected ag production little. He talked about how we need to
design projects that hold water and have a timed release. He also talked about
lengthening the time water is delivered to an outlet by lengthening the distance it
needs to go before arriving there. Another way he said water could be held back
is through infiltration and that takes increased organic matter in soils. Cover
crops can also slow water intake by evaporation and intake at the roots he said.
John also mentioned a treatment train for clean water where different connected
systems do complimentary improvements to the water before moving down
stream. He closed by thanking all the participants of the Minnesota River
Congress for not just pointing out the problems but offering solutions.

The next presentation from Rita Weaver, Chief Engineer for the Board of Water
and Soil Resources. She gave an overview of the new Water Storage Program and
how selection of projects would be done for now. In order to meet the
requirements of state statute, flow reductions would have to be the cornerstone
of the program. She said there are many and complex conditions to consider
when scoring a project such as site history and topography. She displayed a
talked about a number of scenarios where water storage can happen. However,
for now, picking those which will demonstrate a significant reduction in outflow
and have multiple resource and economic benefits would be the most eligible.
BWSR held listening sessions to assist in development the components for the



program and incorporated much of the input into the program. Her presentation
was detailed, comprehensive and thorough.

The next speaker of the evening was Mark Dittrich Ag Marketing and
Development Specialist with the Minnesota Department of Agriculture. He
opened saying it was an honor to be with the Minnesota River Congress. He
stated that after the 1997 flood he helped put together a group to address
flooding and learned of the complexities of the drainage system in the Minnesota
River Watershed. He spoke about early projects from the 1990’s involving ditch
design meant to impede water but still drain it in a timely manner for the
producer. Wetlands were also designed at the Lamberton station to hold water
and purify it as well. Mr. Dittrich also spoke about how the climate has changed
and how we need to adapt. He said one of those ways was with additional water
storage. He stated that moving forward was going to have to include improving
the trust among all of us especially towards the farmers and care takers of this
earth. Then we can truly work together for a more sustainable set of
communities. We will be able then to respect our differences and live with our
compromises, because we need each other to accomplish what we need to
continue producing food. And at the same time have a healthy environment that
we can all live in and be proud of.

The last speaker was Mark Schnobrich, Area 6 SWCD President. He pointed out
that SWCD’s are the front-line implementers of conservation throughout
Minnesota. He identified that water storage is a top priority of Area 6 and as well
as at the state level and especially in the greater Minnesota River Watershed. He
said that SWCD’s work directly with landowners on a number of practices that
benefit water quality that also address water quantity issues such as wetland
creation and enhancement of existing ones. They also have soil health identified
as a priority and can get landowners assistance to implement practices that
ultimately lead to better soils. He stated that SWCD’s need to start with smaller
projects and work their way up to the bigger ones. The one watershed one plan is
a good starting point he said. Some plans have been approved and are in the
implementation process. Mark stated that finding willing landowners to
participate will be a challenge, but one that they are able to meet. SWCD’s are
also working with private business to spread the word on practices and available
funding assistance for landowners. Mark cited a 1943 Soil Conservation Service



publication that emphasized how important it was to work on the watershed
scale and not just on single farms. It stated that if everyone adopted a practice in
the entire watershed goals could be easily met compared to if only some
participated. He stated that SWCD’s are communicating about water storage
among each other and highlighting success stories. He also said that upcoming
meetings planned have water storage as the primary topic of information sharing.



14" Minnesota River Congress
Action Strategy Questionnaire Responses

Question 1 Given the spirit, intent, and statute wording of the Water Storage Program, are
there implementation components that fall within that, which currently have not been
identified or considered appropriate or applicable to date?

Set project deadlines, time is of the essence

| would like to see drained basins that historically did not contribute water to the Minnesota
River to be targeted. We can disagree with all the modeling out there. If you truly take a small
watershed and keep it from entering the river it would be much easier than a dispute over
sources.

Always help others to understand who, why, and when of Water Storage. Who is it, Why is it
important, when is it important.

CREP and RIM need to be funded and expanded. Many framers will cooperate and retire land
and create wetlands etc. if funding is available.

Managing controlling and recording where drain tile is and where it drains into.

Wording of implementation needs to be concrete and focused. Not everything needs to hit
several goals.

Suggestive wording like “should be” allows for loopholes and confusion in enforcement of
programs. Also, the jargon needs to be more accessible.

Don’t shy away from root causes.

When drainage engineers and drainage authorities are making major improvements to any
system, they are "only" required to "consider" conservation possibilities which could be added
to improve water quality. Consider does not get much done. There needs to be more than
considerations. Water Storage should be required in all drainage systems, including Ag
drainage improvements. Most "All" municipal projects and road projects require water
storage, why are Ag projects not included? Water quality improvements should not simply be
a consideration.

Non-structural practices seem to be de-emphasized in the current BWSR program (for example
soil health, profile storage and vegetative practices).



Need to fit water storage that can be designed and built with an improvement on the entire
system.

Focus on 25+year life projects. WASCOBs are Not an acceptable practice to fund.

Should private landowners or corporations be eligible for the grants? It doesn’t sound like
they qualify but they could be major stakeholders.

Not sure, could be similar to other banking programs. Landowner creates state pays S



14" Minnesota River Congress
Action Strategy Questionnaire Responses
Question 2 Having our Water Storage Program established, are there components in its
current makeup or support cooperators missing that could make our efforts a higher priority
at the federal level, if so what or who would they be?

Yes. Determine cost effectiveness and how much money and lives projects would save us all.
Get the Army Corps of Engineers on board.

Measuring or predicting the amount of storage and downstream impacts a project may have is
difficult. Engineers across disciplines and agencies do not agree on modeling inputs or results.
Engineers with state agencies often to not agree, this makes it difficult for local units of
government to trust.

Provide funding to stop riverbank erosion on banks where existing “bends” in the river occur
and side banks are falling into the river.

The question is OK-yet, my thoughts are that in So. MN all projects should work with
private/public dollars which are Ag drainage planning->to include nor only consider other
conservation applications when ditch improvements are happening.

Funding, US Army Corps of Engineers and flood mitigation dollars.

We need to know and have survey record of where the drain tile in all MN is so that we know
what the scope of the volume is. Maybe have a tile drainage inventory component to the
water storage program.

Management plans should be specialized for each watershed, then synergized for overall
health.

Drainage law federal/state ag regulation—=>incorporating drainage with storage project is key
to getting more organization involved more facets to the program.

Region 9 Development Commission and connections to the federal EDA Economic
Administration to make the economic case for water storage

Question 2 is to early to answer considering that the FY 22 projects have not been awarded by
BWSR yet, nor the measurable outcomes determined.

NRCS
Do the programs involve municipal governments as well as SWCD’s? Is there anything that
MN DOT can do? Like further integrating retention ponds or vegetation into the projects?



Question 3 What further strategies can we as a collective take to advance the participation of
the federal government in our Water Storage Program?

Tell the feds how much money they would save by doing projects, get the US Army Corps of
Engineers on board.

One of the largest costs of water storage is purchasing an easement or outright buying the
land. Programs that buy land do not often consider reducing peak flows or sustaining low
flows, that sucks.

Speed up the process of getting cost share funding to landowners.

There must be cooperation and buy in from ag communities, cities, counties, townships and
more to see this as a benefit not a threat.

Sediment removal programs-—> Natural storage bank of river sediments are found in flood
plains and Ox bow lake areas. These areas could have sediment removal during dry seasons to
they can store and collect more and collect more sediment.

Private ownership of land

Controlled drainage---allows drainage and storage—will need funding to help cover the
additional cost of construction

Pursue engaging National climate change funds and measures. There needs to be proven
hydrologic benefit for agricultural farmers to put in drain tile.

Networking, connections, working with ag corporations and ag companies are going to be
highly influential with the federal government’s involvement with this program.

Questions 2 and 3 are too early to answer considering that the FY 22 projects have not been
awarded by BWSR yet nor the measurable outcomes determined.

Are there more connections we can make with the federal efforts at flood control. It would be
great to see the Army Corps of Engineers pursue fold control efforts that are more realistic

than more dams and levees.

RCPP program PL 5667 Need to fit to NRCS practice standards or create new NRCS standards.



Question 4 We currently do not have long term program commitment from the State for
Water Storage, should establishment of that be a priority for the Minnesota River Congress
and cooperators?

Yes, for sure

Yes, a lot of thought should be given to the plan holder or keeper of the program. Not sure
who or what that should be. Individually DNR, MPCA, MDA, MASWCD, Drainage work group,
all have things that would conflict with the program.

Yes, of course, slow down the rate of runoff and store in basins etc. Release at a slow rate.
Yes, do some projects, show successes, then get long term funding and buy in.

Depends on what’s being proposed and if the programs are voluntary or mandated.

Yes, If we are going to discuss the artificially large volume of water we need to store, we need
to discuss and scientifically establish where the water comes from.

Yes, establishing a long-term committee would provide the opportunity to tackle problems

before they become widespread and it provides long term monetary relief. Implementing long
term monitoring would also ensure success in remedying current water volume problems.

Yes, 48 more times

Miscellaneous additional input

Use funds to work with Di Tech Drainage Authority, Engineering, and matching funds.

Focus on urban runoff is good however many of the problems com from agriculture,
watersheds flow through the whole area not just urban areas.

Necessary to get sedimentation under control using plant species and land strategies known to
hold sediment. Constructed wetlands serve good purpose with filtering high nutrient input and
are important around water sources.



Communication is necessary for this large-scale type of restoration. Meetings cannot be
focused on one or two times a year. Widespread information about basic facts such as
sedimentation, drainage or even wetland benefit must be put out.

Having more outreach opportunities would be helpful.
Water storage happens with lakes too. They can store more water more effectively. Create
dynamic farmland if certain areas of fields get consistently flooded. Communicate turning

these areas into small wetlands which would increase infiltration.

Several resources can be used such as site history and geography to create structures/projects
that can reestablish natural channels and streams which help with rates and storages.

Don’t be vague, these goals definitions and plans need concrete wording. Goals must have a
concrete end and beginning. X reduced by 80% Y increased in these areas etc.



Water Storage Initiative signed secured endorsements/resolutions and cooperators list. as of 3-1-22

City of Henderson (signed endorsement and resolution)

City of Granite Falls (signed endorsement and resolution)

City of Eden Prairie (signed resolution)

City of Arlington (signed endorsement)

City of Amboy (signed endorsement)

City of New Ulm (signed resolution)

City of Mankato (signed resolution)

City of Olivia (signed endorsement)

City of Nicollet (signed endorsement and resolution)

City of Redwood Falls (signed resolution)

City of Springfield (signed resolution and indorsement)

City of St. Peter (signed endorsement)

City of Winthrop (signed resolution and endorsement)

City of LeSueur (signed resolution and endorsement)

Minnesota Association of Watershed Districts (resolution passed and signed)
Lower Minnesota River Watershed District (resolution passed and signed)
Izaak Walton League MN State Chapter (resolution passed)

Lake Pepin Legacy Alliance (signed endorsement and resolution)
Brown County SWCD (signed endorsement)

Blue Earth County SWCD (signed endorsement)

Martin County SWCD (signed endorsement)

Faribault County SWCD (signed resolution)

Cottonwood County SWCD (signed endorsement)

McCloud County SWCD (verbal endorsement)

Nicollet Conservation Club (signed endorsement)

MASWCD (relative resolution)

Area 6 SWCD (11 Counties) (in principle)

Area 5 SWCD (10 Counties) (in principle)

Friends of Pool 2 (sighed endorsement)

Crystal Waters Project (sighed endorsement)

Minnesota River Congress (signed endorsement)

New Ulm Area Sport Fishermen (signed endorsement)

Rural Advantage (signed endorsement)

Clean Up the River Environment-CURE (signed endorsement)

The Coalition for a Clean Minnesota River (signed endorsement and resolution)
Redwood Country Farmers Union (resolution passed and signed) (State Pending)
Friends of the Minnesota Valley (signhed endorsement)

Izaak Walton League MN Valley Chapter (signed resolution)
Minnesota Center for Environmental Advocacy (signed endorsement)
Anglers for Habitat (signed endorsement)

Minnesota Conservation Federation (signed endorsement)

Fish and Wildlife Legislative Alliance (signed endorsement)

Blue Earth Project (signed endorsement)

Save the Kasota Prairie (signed endorsement)
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