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Watershed Summit 2015
Dell Erickson

On Saturday February 21, 2015 Watershed Summit 2015 was held at Normandale Community College in
Bloomington. This year’s Summit was sponsored by the Minnesota Division of the IWLA and the
Freshwater Society. The theme was “Barriers and Solutions to Accelerate Ag Conservation”.

Jill Crafton from the Minnesota Division did an outstanding
job as master of ceremonies. We thank her and all the others
working behind the scene in bringing this important and
practical conference together.

Yours truly, Dick Brown, and Larry Kennebeck represented the
 Breckenridge Chapter.

There were two overarching themes
with nine separate presentations
focusing on agriculture and water
quality in Minnesota.

Darrell Gerber (right) of the Freshwater
Society described some of the barrier
issues. He said Minnesota has a
“mismatch of water quality goals” and
current practices. He said “funding local
(farmers) and governments to better
match solutions and problems” is
needed. He and other presenters said
establishing

relationships wi famers and local governments is also part
of the solution.

The Governor’s 50" buffer proposal was favorably mentioned. The Ikes and others will emphatically
support the Governor in this effort. In my view however, there is some concern with the proposal as first
presented. It is inconsistent with idea of buffers to allow haying, grazing, and mowing. No doubt this is
due to pressure from the cattle interests. Cattle in moving about in public waterways and stomping, etc.,
on buffers is contrary to the very notion of buffers. Indeed, since it creates more feed for cattle, a
consequence could be increased numbers of cattle and additional pollution associated with them; and
essentially it’s unregulated. As we understand, mowing and haying a natural area destroys an entire
ecological niche and with it most of its water quality, pollution, wildlife, and habitat benefits.

In a Q & A Don Arnosti, Minnesota Conservation Director, asked a very sensible question. Couldn’t the
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52 billion being spent on the Fargo-Moorhead Diversion be better spent on other things —the
environment and ecology of the area which would moderate flooding and provide numerous other
benefits? A response was not particularly forthcoming. Dick Brown, W. Breckenridge Chapter
Conservation Chair, in a subseguent Chapter Lodge meeting said, feeling a bit “irascible”, he said, that
“the only thing he took away from the conference was that ditches™ are really not regulated.

The 52 billion Fargo-Moorhead flood diversion scheme {literally a giant ditch) is composed of a network
of 50" wide aqueducts, a more than 1500 wide diversion channel owver 36 miles long, plus levees, and
etc. In addition to Arnosti’s insightful question | would have been more direct, adding the project is
senseless and impractical.

These cities are built on a river bed, not simply a floodplain. Like the annual Nile river floods that bring
nutrients to the lands making themn able to provide life sustaining food for millions, repeated flooding in
the Fargo-Moorhead region is a reason for the excellent and profitable crops growing in the region.
Growing crops and natural areas is the attraction of the region; developing cities is costly,
counterproductive and unwise.

There were also presentations illustrating targeting fertilizer applications to economize use, the role of
watershed districts in Ag conservation planning, and buffers, sizes, roles, issues. We'll be hearing much
more regarding buffers. There were two presentations discussing certification programs. Bill Fitzgerald
fraom the Minnesota Dept. of Agriculture said certificate programs provide “regulatory certainty”, that is
farmers and land owners will fully understand the rules of the program they are agreeing to.

They will also receive public recognition for implementing environmentally (and farming) beneficial
practices. They will be held up to public acclaim as stewards of the environment. Finally, in
implementing these practices they will have priority access to technological farming practices and advice
and receive financial assistance for doing itl

Although many positive Ag and water quality ideas and practices were evident, there were some issues
avoided or glossed over. For example, many of the conservation initiatives are purely valuntary, many if
not all appear temporary in nature, and despite the large scale nature of the problems all across
Minnesota, these programs are minor and narrowly focused. State policies are rapidly turning formerly
wet Minnesota into desert-like regions punctuated as a consequence by high cost farming, struggling
towns and declining natural areas.

The ecological and environmental cost, notably those of the commaons and interconnections of the web
of life are less easily quantifiable —at least until the damage is widespread and often irreversible. In that
case the costs become overwhelming and circular, often have limited remedies or are ignored or
overlooked.

Another serious matter is the use of “cost / benefit”™ analysis in determining the usefulness of an
environmental proposal. Even that standard is being watered down, proposals to reduce the ‘cost’
criteria to a weak and ambiguous “affected” criteria are in the legislature (see HF-616). It's not a level
playing field; the economic benefits are well established and legions of special interests supporting, ie.,
a farmer will get ten more bushels per acre.

As this conference documents, merely trying to stop or remedy existing water and land issues is difficult;
i.e., wetlands are being destroyed across Minnesota, even though supposedly regulated to protect
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them. Despite regulating, seems like every place in Minnesota is being tiled —including dry southwest
Minnesotal! The flooding, water quality, water retention, erosion, pollution, and habitat situations that
buffers help remedy may also be a looming example.

Funding is a serious buffer and other farmland environmental issue. Farmer's state it's their property
and if the state wants to implement an Ag conservation plan, farmers think they should be paid for
doing it. In addition today, sadly, they often appear to be mining the land. This ‘property’ position is
frequently experienced; it was clearly evident at this conference. Let me state that historically farmers
(including my relatives) husbanded the land, realizing that being good stewards of the land also implied
good crops on a sustainable basis and other benefits derived from the land.

On the other hand, today's farmers seldom acknowledge they are stewards nor that they are exempt
from most laws and regulations that other corporations must adhere to, pollution is an obvious case in
point. Nor do many seem to recall that these farmsteads were given to the early settler farmers by the
government and who were accorded many other benefits. Recent lawsuits in Minnesota and lowa
testing these matters may suggest courts may soon decide a number of these important aspects.

Finally, Legacy funds have been used in many instances, especially as program startup money (which
may not be an appropriate use of the money governed by Statue since it is a typical state funding
obligation). Continued State funding is questionable. The legislature appears reluctant to fund existing
environmentally necessary programs. Where has been and is, State money to implement and maintain
these programs on a startup basis or the large scale if Minnesota water quality and conservation
objectives are to be achieved? Minnesota's economy depends on it happening.

| The {our!)
Friends trying
to protect the
BWCA from
mining were
present. Thank

Chris Bollin, Laverne Dunsmare, and
visitor Susanne Engstrom.




Don Arnosti, Conservation Chair fo



