
In 2001, the U.S. federal government
lowered the maximum contaminant
level (MCL) for arsenic in U.S.

drinking water from 50 µg/L to 10 µg/L.
The change occurred because recent
research has shown that long-term
exposure to arsenic is toxic to humans,
even at extremely low concentrations.
Public water suppliers have until
January 2006 to comply with this new
federal standard.

Arsenic is a common and naturally
occurring element in the earth’s crust.
Under the proper conditions, a small
fraction of the arsenic bound to geologic
minerals is released into the ground-
water. In many locations in Minnesota,
the result is unsafe drinking water. In
Minnesota alone, approximately 100
public water systems that rely on
groundwater as their source currently
exceed the new MCL for arsenic.

Because the construction of a water
treatment facility capable of removing
arsenic can cost $1 million or more,
Minnesota’s small water suppliers—
located primarily in economically chal-
lenged rural communities—are faced with
a severe financial burden in complying
with the new drinking water standards.

Minnesota’s private wells also have
widespread natural arsenic contamina-
tion. A recent study of arsenic occurrence
and exposure in western Minnesota
conducted by the Minnesota Department
of Health found that 50% of the 900
sampled private drinking water wells had
arsenic levels exceeding the MCL of 10
µg/L. Statewide sampling results indicate
that approximately 14% (or about
50,000) of the state’s private wells may
exceed the new federal standard.
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This article reports on research
conducted at the University of
Minnesota, in cooperation with state
and local governmental agencies, to
develop a better scientific under-
standing of the causes of arsenic
contamination in Minnesota drinking
water. The research was primarily
supported by a Faculty Interactive
Research Program grant from CURA,
augmented by financial and technical
contributions from the Minnesota
Department of Health, the University of
Minnesota’s Water Resources Center,
and the U.S. Geological Survey. The
immediate, practical consequence of
this research is the development and
evaluation of potential low-cost
methods for public water systems to
meet the new federal drinking water
standard for arsenic. Low-cost compli-
ance options include changing well
operation practices and drilling new
wells at different depths or locations.
Similar options also may be available for
private wells.

Arsenic Occurrence in 
the Upper Midwest
Until recently, little was known about
the mechanisms that cause high arsenic
concentrations in Minnesota ground-
water or that are responsible for the
significant spatial and temporal varia-
tions in arsenic concentrations
throughout the state. Without a better
understanding of these mechanisms, a
public water system cannot implement
a low-cost compliance option with any
confidence that it will provide a long-
term solution to arsenic contamination.
The research reported here provides
some of the key missing information
that can aid understanding of the
problem of arsenic contamination in
groundwater.

Previous research by the Minnesota
Department of Health had postulated
that high arsenic levels in Minnesota
groundwater might be linked to Des
Moines lobe glacial till. Till is a
mixture of clay, silt, sand, and rock left
behind when glaciers melted. Till also
includes other materials, such as boul-
ders and trees. The Des Moines lobe
till was deposited across parts of
Minnesota by glaciers that extended
south from central Canada 10,000 to
15,000 years ago.

The hypothesis linking Des Moines
lobe till to high arsenic concentrations
in groundwater was verified by (1)
compiling a comprehensive database of
arsenic concentrations in public water
systems in Minnesota, North Dakota,
South Dakota, and Iowa; (2) mapping
the extent of Des Moines lobe till (and
other late Wisconsin-aged tills) in the
upper Midwest; and (3) statistically
examining arsenic concentrations in
public water systems located inside and
outside of the footprint of these tills.
Figure 1 shows the compilation of
arsenic concentrations in public water
systems and the extent of late
Wisconsin-aged tills in the upper
Midwest.

A statistical analysis was performed
to evaluate the percentage of public
water systems that exceed 10 µg/L and
are located within the footprint of the
late Wisconsin tills versus those located
outside the footprint. The analysis
revealed that 10.7% of public water
systems located within the footprint of
the late Wisconsin tills exceed 10 µg/L.
By comparison, only 2.4% of public
water systems located outside the foot-
print exceed 10 µg/L. Although it is
conceivable that such differences are the
result of random chance, statistical tests
indicated that this was not the case;

high, naturally occurring arsenic
concentrations in Minnesota ground-
water are directly linked to the presence
of the Des Moines lobe till.

This conclusion is surprising because
arsenic is ubiquitous in the earth’s crust
and the arsenic concentrations meas-
ured in the Des Moines lobe till are not
particularly high. The average arsenic
concentration for the surface of the
earth is around 2 mg/kg. Sediment
analyses indicate that arsenic concentra-
tions in Des Moines lobe aquifer sedi-
ments in Minnesota range from 0.6 to
4.0 mg/kg, and that 0.4 to 0.8 mg/kg of
the arsenic is adsorbed (bound to) to
sediment grains. Adsorbed arsenic is
particularly easy to mobilize from these
solids to groundwater through small
changes in water chemistry. Contrary to
earlier conjectures, therefore, the high
number of arsenic-contaminated
drinking water wells in Minnesota
cannot be explained by elevated
concentrations of arsenic in the Des
Moines lobe sediments alone.

The observed difference in the
number of arsenic-contaminated wells
can, however, be explained by geology
and the geochemical mechanisms that
mobilize arsenic. Arsenic is ubiquitous
in aquifer sediments. Fortunately, very
specific geochemical conditions are
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Figure 1. Arsenic Concentrations in Municipal Water Systems in the Upper Midwest

Cover photo: Workers prepare to drill a
monitoring well in a community in
northwestern Minnesota to test for
arsenic concentration.



necessary to mobilize even a small frac-
tion of the arsenic from the solids and
into the groundwater. Unfortunately,
late Wisconsin tills have several
distinct characteristics that are associ-
ated with known arsenic mobilization
mechanisms. Specifically, Des Moines
lobe till contains a relatively large
amount of fine-grained materials (such
as fine silts and clays), has widespread
entrainment of organic material (e.g.,
buried trees), and is characterized by
significant anaerobic biological activity.

Public Water System Low-Cost
Compliance Option 1: 
Drilling a New Well
In collaboration with the Minnesota
Department of Health, part of our
research involved development of a site
investigation methodology to search for
and identify alternate low-arsenic
aquifers near high-arsenic public water
supply wells. Finding a low-arsenic
aquifer may permit a community to use
the relatively low-cost compliance
option of drilling a new well.

The technique of site investigation
has been widely and successfully used
at hazardous waste sites to delineate
the extent of contamination from
human activities, often with the goal
of remediation design and implemen-
tation. A typical site investigation
includes activities such as a land-use
review, soil/sediment boring and
analysis, well installation monitoring,
groundwater and surface water
sampling and analysis, and three-
dimensional synthesis of results to
quantify the extent of contamination.

A similar approach can be applied to
investigate naturally occurring contami-
nation such as arsenic contamination.
However, rather than identifying a
“source” for the contamination, or
determining where the contamination
is, the goal of a site investigation
around high-arsenic public water supply
wells is identifying where the arsenic
is not—or, more specifically, where the
arsenic is not mobile. This type of site
investigation seeks to use existing
private wells to identify a different
aquifer—either at a different elevation
(depth) or in a different nearby
geographic location—that does not
have high arsenic levels.

Site Investigation Methodology. An
outline of the site investigation proce-
dure is presented below.

Identify and Sample Nearby Private
Wells. The Minnesota Department of
Health and the Minnesota Geological

Survey jointly maintain a public data-
base of wells known as the County Well
Index. The index is a database of
approximately 340,000 water well logs.
Geologic information is available for
about 285,000 of the wells. The County
Well Index contains well owner infor-
mation from the date of well drilling,
but ownership changes are not tracked.
Current well owners must be identified
by using a combination of the initial
well ownership records, well location
information, county plat maps, local
phone directories, and the personal
knowledge of local collaborators (e.g.,
the county clerk, water operator, or city
council members). Current well owners
are contacted by letter informing them
of their community’s public water
system arsenic problem, the effort to
identify another aquifer for a new well,
and the desire to sample their private
well. Well owners are then contacted by
phone to ask permission to sample and
to arrange a convenient time for
sampling. Local collaborators collect
samples and send them to the
Minnesota Department of Health for
analysis. Samples are identified by the
unique well number.

Identify Potential Alternate
Aquifer(s) and Evaluate Water Quality
and Quantity. After receiving all of the
water-quality results, the results are
analyzed in conjunction with known
and inferred geologic information. If
another aquifer is identified that consis-
tently has low arsenic levels and the
aquifer has the potential capacity to
supply the community’s needs, addi-
tional water-quality testing is performed
on one or more of the low-arsenic
private wells. Additional water-quality
testing involves measuring all primary
and secondary water-quality parameters
(e.g., iron, manganese, radionuclide,
and sulfate levels) to ensure that a
community will not be trading one
water-quality problem for another.

Install Test Well and Evaluate Water
Quality and Quantity. If all primary and
secondary parameter concentrations
meet the community’s requirements and
the capacity of the aquifer is estimated to
be adequate, then a test well is installed
to verify preliminary water-quality results
and aquifer capacity estimates.

Install Permanent Public Water
Supply Well. If water-quality results and
pumping test results from the test well
are consistent with initial expectations
and estimates, then the permanent
water supply well can be installed and
put into service.

Case Study of a Public Water
System. The small rural Minnesota
community of Nielsville is an example
of a successful application of this site
investigation procedure to locate a low-
arsenic aquifer. Nielsville is located in
Polk County in northwestern Minnesota
in the Red River valley. The average
arsenic concentration for the Nielsville
public water supply wells is 32 µg/L, far
exceeding the new federal MCL for
arsenic in drinking water.

Existing private wells with construc-
tion information were identified using
the County Well Index. Identified wells
were grouped into two different depth
ranges. One depth range was similar to
the existing city wells (about 150 feet);
the other depth range was substantially
deeper (about 300 feet). Community
leaders identified current well owners,
publicized the research project and its
potential benefits to the community,
and enlisted citizen cooperation for well
sampling. Each potential project partici-
pant was also sent a letter from the
Minnesota Department of Health
explaining more about the project. Each
potential participant was contacted by
phone and a convenient time for well
sampling was scheduled. The combina-
tion of local community leader contact
and the Minnesota Department of
Health contact with potential partici-
pants was very successful; all contacted
well owners agreed to participate in the
project. The identified wells were
sampled for arsenic. Two wells were
sampled a second time for all primary
and secondary contaminants. Geologic
information was gathered, as were
water-quality and water-quantity infor-
mation for other communities in the
area. Sampling results are shown in
section view in Figure 2.

There is a clear correlation between
well depth and groundwater arsenic
concentration in Nielsville. Shallower
wells are screened in the quaternary
sediment, which is known to have phys-
ical characteristics that are conducive to
arsenic mobilization in water. The
deeper wells’ screens, although also
located in quaternary sediment, are very
near to deep bedrock aquifers that
discharge into the Red River. Therefore,
the deeper wells are more affected by
the water quality in the bedrock than by
the quaternary sediment. Results of the
sampling for primary and secondary
contaminants at two of the deeper wells
showed that all measures were within
an acceptable range. Additionally, a
town 30 miles south of Nielsville uses a
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deep quaternary aquifer for its munic-
ipal water supply. The deep quaternary
aquifer provides the neighboring
community with good water quality
and quantity. Based on the preliminary
sampling results, the geologic informa-
tion, and water-quality and water-
quantity information from surrounding
communities, Nielsville will drill a test
well in the summer of 2004.

The Minnesota Department of
Health is actively working with arsenic-
affected communities to apply this site
investigation technique. A small invest-
ment of staff time and money to iden-
tify nearby private wells and to cover
analytical costs, along with a small
investment of time by community
leaders, has the potential for enormous
financial benefit. A few hundred dollars
and a couple days of time can poten-
tially save $1 million or more per
community.

Public Water System Low-Cost
Compliance Option 2: 
Changing Well Operations
Many Minnesota public water systems
are characterized by variability in
measured arsenic concentrations. In
some instances, fluctuations in arsenic
concentrations have been anecdotally
reported to depend upon the timing of
sample collection. Samples collected
after purging the well (i.e., letting the
well pump run) for a long period
seemed to have a higher arsenic
concentration than samples collected
after just a few minutes of well
purging.

Research was conducted to examine
this reported arsenic concentration vari-
ability and, if possible, identify an
arsenic mobilization mechanism. Seven
Minnesota public water suppliers that
currently exceed the new federal arsenic
MCL participated in this part of the
research project. The participating
public water systems are geographically
spread throughout the state and have
reported average arsenic concentrations
in at least one well ranging from 11 µg/L
to 35 µg/L. The participating public
water systems were located in the
communities of Cosmos, Climax,
Mankato, Winsted, Frost, Hanley Falls,
and Lake Lillian.

Each well that was sampled was
“rested” (that is, not pumped) for a
minimum of 12 hours prior to sampling.
After the resting period, the well pump
was turned on at a normal operational
pumping rate. Water samples were
collected at time intervals ranging from

5 to 120 minutes after the well started
pumping. The well pump was then shut
off. A final sample was collected after a
rest period of several hours.

Wells in five of the participating
communities did not exhibit any signif-
icant arsenic concentration variability
during the sampling period. However,
the wells operated in Winsted and by
the School Sisters of Notre Dame in

Mankato showed similar and notable
arsenic concentration variability over
time. The arsenic concentration fluctu-
ation was notable primarily because it
varied from less than 10 µg/L to more
than 10 µg/L and then back down to
less than 10 µg/L. Both of these
communities’ wells have high pumping
rates, as is common in public water
supply wells.
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Figure 2. Section View of Nielsville Site Investigation Results

Note: Arsenic concentration (µg/L) is shown below each well.

Figure 3. Temporal Arsenic Sampling Results for 
Winsted Well No. 2 (Central Minnesota)



Figure 3 presents the temporal
arsenic results for Well No. 2 in
Winsted. The arsenic concentration
increases over time with pumping,
reaches a plateau, and then decreases
again after the well pump stops for a
period. The Eh—which is a measure of
redox potential—decreases significantly
during the time that the well pumps,
indicating that the redox state of the
water is higher before the well is
pumped. The redox state of the water
determines the valence state of elements
like arsenic (As+3 versus As+5). The
changing redox state of the water, and
the changing valence state of these
elements, play a key role in mobilizing
arsenic. For example, As+5 adsorbs (sticks
to) aquifer sediment more readily and
more strongly than As+3.

What might explain the observed
water-quality change in this well as it is
pumped? We propose the following
explanation. The well’s presence and
operation creates a zone of higher redox
potential immediately surrounding the
well. The higher redox zone fosters the
presence of Fe+3, solid iron and other
metal hydroxides. The iron hydroxide
solids provide adsorption sites for the
arsenic species As+5. The well creates a
zone of lower dissolved arsenic and
higher adsorbed arsenic. Outside the
zone of the well’s influence, the aquifer
is at a lower redox state.

After the well pump starts, lower
redox water is drawn to the well. As the
lower redox water flows into the zone
influenced by the well, arsenic
adsorbed to sediment grains near the
well is desorbed (mobilized). The
increase in arsenic concentration is
primarily due to an increase in As3+,
the more reduced form of arsenic.
As3+ adsorbs less strongly to iron oxides
than As5+, and As3+ does not adsorb
appreciably to other metal oxides.
We propose that the primary arsenic
mobilization mechanism in these wells
is reductive desorption: As5+ is reduced to
As3+ and then desorbs due to reduced
adsorption capacity. After the well
pump stops, the dissolved arsenic
concentration decreases again due to
adsorption. After the higher redox zone
around the well equilibrates, the
arsenic concentration returns to its
equilibrium concentration.

Communities that have predictable
temporal variability in arsenic concen-
tration may consider changing well
operations as a compliance option. For
example, a community could pump a

well with known and predictable arsenic
concentration variability for 10 minutes
and then let the well rest for a
minimum of one hour before pumping
the well again for 10 minutes, and so
on. Using a predetermined schedule to
maintain adequate amounts of water in
storage could provide a community
with sufficient low-arsenic water at
virtually no cost.

As was the case in performing a site
investigation, our research has shown
that a small, targeted investment of
time and money for specific water
sampling has the potential for enor-
mous cost savings.

Private Wells and Arsenic Contamination
Statistical analysis of the available
water-quality and well-construction
data indicates that just as with public
water systems, certain well characteris-
tics may influence the arsenic concen-
tration in private wells.

Private wells are constructed by
drilling a hole from the earth’s surface
down through layers of fine-grained
sediment (such as till), which do not
transmit much water, until an
aquifer—a coarse-grained layer of sand
or gravel that transmits water—is
encountered. A well screen, which is a
pipelike cylinder with slots that allow
water to enter, is placed in the sand or
gravel aquifer. A pipe is then run all

the way from the screen to the ground
surface.

Well construction is usually priced
by the foot, both for drilling costs and
for the cost of the screen. Cost-effective
well construction, therefore, means
constructing the shallowest well with
the shortest screen that will provide
adequate water quantity. This construc-
tion practice often results in private
wells with short screens set just below
the glacial till unit. Figure 4 shows two
different types of wells: a well with a
short screen set adjacent to the till unit,
and a well with a longer screen set
further from the till unit.

The previous section identified a till
unit in western Minnesota (the Des
Moines lobe) that has physical charac-
teristics that can create geochemical
conditions favorable to arsenic mobi-
lization. The geochemical conditions
favorable to arsenic mobilization are
likely to be present near the upper
portion of an aquifer.

Table 1 provides a statistical compar-
ison of arsenic concentrations in private
wells with short screens set near the
upper till unit with private wells that
have longer screens set further away
from the till unit. Private wells that
have screens less than eight feet long
and set within four feet of the upper
confining till unit have an average
arsenic concentration of 20 µg/L, with
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58% of wells exceeding 10 µg/L. Private
wells with longer screens set further
from the upper confining unit average
only 12 µg/L arsenic, with 40% of wells
exceeding 10 µg/L.

We hypothesized that arsenic
concentrations in a new well would
change systematically over time
because constructing a well changes
the geochemical environment of the
aquifer. This hypothesis proved to be
false. The variability of arsenic concen-
trations over time in newly
constructed wells is similar to the
arsenic concentration variability we
observed in older wells.

Changing routine well-drilling prac-
tices in known high-arsenic areas of the
state may have the benefit of reducing
the number of families exposed to
arsenic from their drinking water.
Although home arsenic-removal
systems are available, the systems can
be expensive, they require ongoing
maintenance, and they give no warning
when they are not functioning properly.

Eliminating the source of arsenic expo-
sure eliminates the expense of ongoing
maintenance and reduces the need for
further water testing.

At this time, arsenic testing is not
required for private wells. Laboratory
testing is the only way to determine
whether water is contaminated with
arsenic because high levels of arsenic
in water cannot be seen, smelled, or
tasted. Testing new and existing wells for
arsenic has the potential benefit of
reducing arsenic exposure. Families that
know they have a high-arsenic well can
make choices about reducing their
arsenic exposure by treating their
drinking water or using bottled water for
drinking and cooking. Additionally,
testing new wells for arsenic will provide
valuable water-quality information for
continuing research.

Conclusions
Our research results have the potential
to influence development of new
Minnesota guidelines and regulations

related to the presence of arsenic in
groundwater in the state. The following
areas of guideline and regulation devel-
opment and implementation may be
influenced by our research results:

Requiring testing of new private
wells for arsenic, either statewide or
in certain parts of the state
Recommending testing of existing
private wells for arsenic, either
statewide or in certain parts of the
state
Changing suggested standard private
well-drilling practices
Exploring appropriate low-cost com-
pliance options for affected public
water systems

Although public water systems are
routinely tested for arsenic and other
potential contaminants, Minnesota
currently has no guidelines or regulations
for testing private wells for arsenic. The
Minnesota Department of Health, which
regulates well construction in the state,
has been considering promulgation of
rules requiring that all new wells be tested
for arsenic. Our research has provided the
answer to one of the important questions
that has been delaying the promulgation
of this rule:  If an arsenic sample is
required for a new well, when should the
well be sampled so that the measurement
is representative of the typical arsenic
concentration level? Our research indi-
cates that arsenic concentrations in new
wells do not increase or decrease system-
atically over time. Rather, arsenic concen-
trations in new wells vary over time in a
manner similar to arsenic concentrations
in older wells. The day that a well is
drilled would be a convenient time to
collect a sample to test for arsenic, and it
appears that collecting an immediate
sample will not bias the results.

The Minnesota Department of
Health is also considering recom-
mending that private well owners, espe-
cially in high-risk areas of the state, test
their wells for arsenic. Our research has
more clearly defined the areas of the
state and the types of private wells that
are at risk for arsenic contamination so
that public outreach and education can
be focused in areas that are most in need
of arsenic testing. Effective water treat-
ment systems are available for home use,
and identification of high-arsenic
drinking water wells will allow families
to decide whether they want to reduce
arsenic exposure by treating their
drinking water or by buying bottled
water for drinking and cooking.
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Figure 4. Schematic of Well Characteristics

Table 1. Well Characteristics and Arsenic Concentration

Well characteristics Average arsenic Percentage of Number of 
concentration wells with wells tested

(µg/L) >10 µg/L of (N)
arsenic

Well screen ≤ 8 feet and 20 58% 282
distance from the screen
to till ≤ 4 feet

Well screen > 8 feet and 12 40% 75
distance from the screen
to till > 4 feet

▲
▲

▲
▲



Our research has also shown a link
between well-construction practices and
increased risk of high arsenic levels in
private wells. The Minnesota Depart-
ment of Health could consider devel-
oping guidelines that will change
common private well-drilling practices.
Well drillers would be encouraged to
routinely set well screens further away
from the till unit overlaying the sandy
aquifer and to use longer screens in
private wells. Although both of these
changes would mean increased up-front
costs to homeowners, incorporating
these well-construction changes is
expected to prevent a significant number
of families from being exposed to
arsenic from their drinking water. Effec-
tive arsenic treatment systems are avail-
able for home use, but eliminating the
source of arsenic exposure is a more
effective and permanent solution.

Public water systems are required to
comply with federal drinking water
standards. Approximately 100 public
water systems throughout Minnesota do
not meet the 2006 federal arsenic
drinking water standards and must,
therefore, take some action to come into
compliance. Our research efforts identi-
fied two potential low-cost compliance
options, developed methodologies for
evaluating the viability of the low-cost
options, and proved that the method-
ologies are effective in evaluating these
low-cost compliance options on a
community-by-community basis. The

Minnesota Department of Health is
already using both the site investigation
methodology and the temporal
sampling scheme on a regular basis in
Minnesota communities that are evalu-
ating compliance options to meet the
2006 federal arsenic standards. Both the
Minnesota Department of Health and
the affected communities would prefer
to implement a viable low-cost arsenic
compliance option rather than build an
unnecessary and expensive community
water treatment plant.
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Frederick W. Smith, coordinator of
community development at CURA
since 1983, has been awarded the

2004 Josie R. Johnson Human Rights
and Social Justice Award by the Univer-
sity of Minnesota’s Office for Multicul-
tural and Academic Affairs. The award
was presented at a ceremony held on
May 18, 2004, at the Campus Club in
the University of Minnesota’s Coffman
Memorial Union.

This prestigious award was estab-
lished in honor of Dr. Josie R. Johnson
in recognition of her lifelong contribu-
tions to human rights and social justice,
which guided her work with the civil
rights movement, her years of commu-
nity service, and her tenure at the
University of Minnesota. The award
seeks to honor a University of
Minnesota faculty or staff member who,
through their principles and practices,
exemplify Dr. Johnson’s standard of
excellence in creating respectful and
inclusive living, learning, and working
environments.

In nominating Smith for the award,
CURA director Tom Scott noted that
“The hallmarks of Fred’s work have been
his commitment to using University
resources to strengthen the skills and
capacities of a broad range of people and
organizations in underrepresented
communities—African-American,
Latino/Latina, American Indian, Asian,
elderly, and poor—and his insistence
that those people and organizations
participate fully in any university proj-
ects and programs that are undertaken.”
Letters of support from University
faculty and community organization
staff praised Smith for being an inspi-
ration to others to “work for justice
wherever they find the opportunity”
and for his tireless efforts to “help
people build power to improve their
lives and shape decisions and policies
that affect them.”

During his 21 years at CURA, Smith
has been instrumental in a number of
community-based programs, projects,
and initiatives that have assisted under-
represented groups and contributed to
the cause of social justice in the Twin
Cities and Greater Minnesota. These

include Hispanic Advocacy and
Community Empowerment through
Research (HACER), a nonprofit research
and advocacy organization that works
on behalf of the Latino/Latina commu-
nity; the Metropolitan Interfaith
Council on Affordable Housing
(MICAH), a fair and affordable housing
advocacy group; the University Migrant
Project, a research effort focused on the
needs and contributions of migrant
workers that evolved into the nonprofit
organization Centro Campesino; the
Hennepin County African American
Men’s Project, a nationally recognized
effort to assist African American men to
become a part of the social fabric of the
community; and the Philanthropy
Project, an effort to increase the
resources and effectiveness of philan-
thropic organizations in Minnesota that
evolved into the Minnesota Council of

Nonprofits. In addition, Smith helped
to initiate and secure federal and foun-
dation funding for a number of
programs at CURA, including Neighbor-
hood Planning for Community Revital-
ization (NPCR) and the East Side
Community Outreach Partnership
Center (COPC).

Previous recipients of the Josie R.
Johnson Human Rights and Social
Justice Award have included Dr. Amos
Deinard, Department of Pediatrics; Janet
McNeill Hively, Senior Fellow and
Coodinator, Vital Aging Initiative; Dr.
Lisa Albrecht, General College; Dr. John
Wallace, College of Liberal Arts; and
David V. Taylor, Dean of General
College.

Fred Smith Receives Josie R. Johnson 
Human Rights and Social Justice Award

Photo by Robert Friedm
an

Frederick Smith
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Housing abandonment and the
subsequent demolition of
housing in Minneapolis emerged

as growing problems in the late 1990s.
From 1998 to 2000, Minneapolis demol-
ished close to 2,000 abandoned housing
units. During that same time period,
roughly 1,800 new housing units were
constructed, for a net loss of 200
housing units citywide. Inner-city
neighborhoods traditionally face the
most serious abandonment problems,
due largely to the age of the housing
stock and economic disinvestment in
these areas. The experience of Central
neighborhood demonstrates the extent
of this problem; by 1997, roughly 16%
of the neighborhood’s housing—or
nearly one out of every six houses—was
vacant or had been demolished. 

To address the problem, the Central
Neighborhood Improvement Associa-
tion (CNIA) contacted CURA’s Neigh-
borhood Planning for Community
Revitalization (NPCR) program for assis-
tance constructing a housing database
to help identify property at risk of being
abandoned. During the last seven years,
that initial project which focused on
housing abandonment in one
Minneapolis neighborhood has evolved
and grown into the Minneapolis Neigh-
borhood Information System (MNIS)—a
program at CURA that seeks to build the
capacity of participating neighborhood
organizations to use City of
Minneapolis parcel-based spatial data to
address a broad range of housing and
neighborhood revitalization issues. 

Although the MNIS program is still
in its infancy (less than 20% of recog-
nized neighborhood organizations in
Minneapolis are currently participating
members), the successes of the program
to date make this an opportune time to
reflect on MNIS’ achievements, as well
as to identify future challenges facing
the program. Several factors have
contributed to the early success of
MNIS. First is the collaborative partner-
ship that exists between the City of
Minneapolis, participating neighbor-
hoods, and the University of Minnesota.
Another factor is the continuing

emphasis on the needs-based and
outcome-focused principles that have
driven the program from the beginning.
Finally, some of the questions that
MNIS has raised at City Hall and within
neighborhood organizations have had

the unintended effect of forcing larger
policy discussions that have helped
MNIS to grow and evolve but have also
at times threatened the future of the
program. This article—which is the
first in a three-part series on MNIS—

The Minneapolis Neighborhood Information
System: A Community, University, 
and City Collaboration
by Jeffrey Matson and Kris Nelson

Photo by Steve Schneider

The impetus for creation of the Minneapolis Neighborhood Information System was
the growing problem of housing abandonment in Minneapolis during the 1990s.
Several MNIS projects have helped to facilitate new housing construction on the site
of demolished abandoned properties.



will trace the early history of the
program, describe how the program
operates, and offer insight into MNIS’
growth and development since its
inception. Future articles will discuss
neighborhood GIS projects that have
been undertaken by MNIS members
and the evaluation of the three-year
MNIS program and its future.

The History of MNIS: Evolution of a
Neighborhood Information System 

The Central Neighborhood Project.
The Central neighborhood is an inner-
city neighborhood in south
Minneapolis that is bounded by Lake
Street, 38th Street, Chicago Avenue, and
Interstate 35W. In 1997, the neighbor-
hood had more than 100 boarded and
vacant residential structures, more than
almost any other neighborhood in
Minneapolis. Because of the age of its
housing stock (81% of homes were built
before 1920) and the poor condition of
much of the housing (23% of homes
were considered “substandard”), the
neighborhood feared escalating housing
disinvestment and abandonment.

In 1997, CNIA contacted Neighbor-
hood Planning for Community Revital-
ization (NPCR) seeking assistance with
its housing abandonment problem. The
NPCR program—a consortium of nine
colleges and universities in the Twin
Cities, including the University of
Minnesota’s Center for Urban and
Regional Affairs—offers applied
research and technical assistance with
neighborhood-initiated revitalization
projects in Minneapolis and St. Paul.
The Central Neighborhood Housing
Improvement Association wanted to
create a housing database that would
make it possible to identify properties at
risk of being abandoned based on
certain characteristics. The idea was that
if a house in danger of becoming aban-
doned could be identified early on,
CNIA would have the opportunity to
intervene before the house was
condemned or demolished. Because of
the City of Minneapolis’ Neighborhood
Revitalization Program (or NRP; see
sidebar), significant resources were
potentially available to neighborhoods
to reinvest in housing and disrupt the
abandonment cycle. The NRP had
already allocated $611,000 for the demo-
lition of abandoned housing throughout
Minneapolis. Central neighborhood,
however, believed that NRP funds could
be better invested by preserving housing
instead of demolishing it.

Lori Mardock, a graduate student in
the Housing Studies program at the

University of Minnesota, was hired to
assist CNIA. After reviewing the litera-
ture on housing abandonment, investi-
gating housing abandonment studies
developed for other cities, interviewing
Central neighborhood residents (espe-
cially neighbors of boarded and vacant
properties), and conducting case studies
of existing condemned properties in the
neighborhood, Mardock developed a
series of “abandonment risk indicators.”
Based on her research and available
data, she recommended CNIA use six
indicators to identify properties at risk
of abandonment: property tax delin-
quency, water utility arrears, poor
building condition, non-owner occu-
pancy, proximity to abandoned proper-
ties, and proximity to areas of high
crime. By mapping this information
using geographic information system
(GIS) software, CNIA was able to strate-
gically assess housing disinvestment in
the neighborhood and better target NRP
resources to deal with at-risk properties. 

The study underscored the challenge
of gathering the indicator data from
several different agencies and compiling
the data into an integrated database.
It was clear that this undertaking was
made possible only through the dedica-
tion and commitment of a resourceful
graduate student, and was unlikely to be
replicated by the small CNIA staff or
volunteers. Consequently, Mardock
recommended that the City of
Minneapolis investigate the feasibility
of creating an integrated data access
system among city and county depart-
ments responsible for compiling the
indicator data. Not only would such a
system provide neighborhoods with
easier access to general information
about their neighborhoods, but it would
also provide current information neces-
sary to track at-risk properties.

In April 1998, this research was
presented at the inaugural CURA
Housing Forum (see sidebar on p. 11).
In addition to Mardock, the forum
included a representative from CNIA, as
well as Peter Hass from the Chicago
Center for Neighborhood Technology
(which had recently developed a
successful early warning system to iden-
tify at-risk properties). The forum was
attended by more than 200 University
of Minnesota faculty and students,
community development leaders,
neighborhood staff, and local officials.

The Minneapolis Neighborhood Early
Warning System. In response to both the
strong interest in the CURA Housing
Forum presentations and increased
requests from other neighborhood
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The Minneapolis Neighborhood Revi-
talization Program (NRP) is an inno-
vative effort to involve residents in
neighborhood planning and priority
setting. Created by the Minnesota
State Legislature and the Minneapolis
City Council in 1991 in response to
increasing neighborhood decline, the
NRP provides a dedicated funding
stream of $20 million per year to
leverage other public and community
resources. These funds are available to
Minneapolis neighborhoods to

create a greater sense of community
sustain and enhance the capacity
of neighborhood organizations to
involve residents in decision
making
support neighborhood-based plan-
ning efforts
strengthen partnerships among
neighborhoods and jurisdictions
ensure that government agencies
learn from and respond to neigh-
borhood plans
develop and support life-cycle
housing citywide

Through the NRP, residents and
other neighborhood stakeholders are
able to identify and address resident
concerns by developing a Neighbor-
hood Action Plan. Of the city’s 81
neighborhoods, 79 have developed
Neighborhood Action Plans and are
in the process of implementing them
in partnership with local public agen-
cies. Participating neighborhoods are
using the NRP planning process to
identify and address a wide range of
community issues, including
housing, safety, economic develop-
ment, recreation, health, social
service, and environment and trans-
portation needs. 

For more information, visit the
Minneapolis Neighborhood Revital-
ization Program Web site at
http://www.nrp.org.

The Minneapolis
Neighborhood
Revitalization
Program

▲
▲

▲
▲

▲
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organizations to develop similar
systems, NPCR convened neighborhood
leaders to work with city officials to
develop an early warning system that
could be used by all Minneapolis neigh-
borhoods. In the spring of 1999, with
support from the McKnight Foundation,
the James Ford Bell Foundation, the
Twin Cities Local Initiatives Support
Corporation (LISC), and the
Minneapolis NRP program, a steering
committee was formed and Mardock
was hired to develop the Minneapolis
Neighborhood Early Warning System
(MNEWS). Many of the participating
neighborhood organizations purchased
GIS software and upgraded their
computer hardware so they could
participate in the system and make use
of the information. Although parcel-
level data for several of the abandon-
ment indicators were made available
through agreements with the City of
Minneapolis and Hennepin County,
some of the crucial information—for
example, tax delinquency and crime
information—proved difficult to access
in digital form. 

In partnership with the City of
Minneapolis, CURA sought funding to
expand and improve MNEWS by
submitting two proposals to the U.S.
Department of Commerce’s National
Telecommunications and Information
Administration for a Technology Oppor-
tunity Program (TOP) grant. These
grants extend the benefits of advanced
telecommunications technologies to
underserved communities and neigh-
borhoods throughout the United States.
Although neither proposal was funded,
the application process helped forge a
stronger working relationship between
the University, participating neighbor-
hood organizations, and the City of
Minneapolis. Meanwhile, MNEWS
participants continued to increase their
capacity to make use of parcel-level
property information and many neigh-
borhoods began to use GIS for other
applications, such as locating active
block clubs and mapping recipients of
housing loans or grants. 

The Minneapolis Neighborhood
Information System. In early 2001,
the MNEWS Steering Committee met to
discuss submitting a proposal for the
next round of TOP grants, which were
to be awarded later that year. Although
the focus was still on creating an early
warning system application, the group
had begun to recognize the importance
of capacity building and data access to
the success of the project. In addition,
all participants agreed that the early

warning system had to be community-
driven to succeed—that is, that neigh-
borhood organizations needed to be
involved in all stages of the project
design, development, and implementa-
tion. Despite that their previous grant
applications had been unsuccessful,
steering committee members were
hopeful that this time the innovative
“community-driven” emphasis of the
project would help to set apart their
proposal from other applications the
Department of Commerce received. 

About this time, several other impor-
tant transformations took place. It was
suggested that the group rename itself
the Minneapolis Neighborhood Infor-
mation System (MNIS), both to reflect
the broader nature of the partners’
interests in GIS technology and to
replace what was viewed by some partic-
ipants as a negative or controversial
name. In addition, opportunities arose
for expanding the partnership when a
new group of neighborhoods expressed
interest in creating housing databases
and participating in the MNIS project.
Finally, Jeffrey Matson, who had a
master’s degree in GIS from the Univer-
sity of Minnesota, joined the MNIS
team after Lori Mardock resigned to
pursue other interests. Matson brought
to MNIS much-needed GIS knowledge
and technical skills that fit well with the
newly emerging direction of MNIS.

In April 2001, the steering
committee submitted a grant application
to the Department of Commerce. In
September, MNIS was awarded a three-
year TOP grant to pursue capacity
building, data access, and creation of an
early warning system application. The
receipt of the grant not only secured
funding to continue promoting commu-
nity GIS efforts, but also provided the
framework under which the project and
its partners would operate. The terms of
the grant set milestones and expected
outcomes related to the project goals;
clarified the roles of the various partners;
and outlined a systematic evaluation of
the process, outputs, and lessons learned
during the three-year term of the grant.

The MNIS Partners 
The Minneapolis Neighborhood Infor-
mation System should not be seen as
simply a technical solution to a static
and finite problem, but rather as a
complex set of strategies and relation-
ships that are continually evolving. The
program is a true collaborative effort
that requires understanding what each
partner brings to the table and expects
to receive from the project (see Figure 1).

Although the benefits to participating
neighborhoods (data, training) and to the
University of Minnesota (research oppor-
tunities, teaching experience) are rela-
tively clear, the City of Minneapolis has
at times had greater difficulty realizing
the value of this partnership. A stated
goal of MNIS, and a principal role of
CURA in this project, has been to broker
this often tenuous relationship by
helping city staff understand that neigh-
borhood knowledge of the people, fami-
lies, and housing issues behind the data
can ultimately lead to more effective
intervention and more livable communi-
ties. A constant challenge has been to
manage the needs, protocols, procedures,
and schedules of the various partners
while ensuring that we are all working
toward the same goals.
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The CURA Housing Forum is a
monthly brown-bag discussion of
housing issues and research in the
Twin Cities metropolitan area.
Forums are held during the academic
year on the University’s West Bank
campus and generally take one of
three forms: panel discussions,
action-oriented dialogues, or presen-
tations of research findings from
faculty or student projects.

During the past three years, CURA
has sponsored 19 forums on such
issues as the impact of housing
mobility on children, building afford-
able housing in the suburbs, racial
bias in mortgage lending, the use of
middle-income housing subsidies,
chronic problem properties in St.
Paul, predatory lending practices,
homelessness, applying smart growth
principles, creating community land
trusts, the affordable housing policies
of the Metropolitan Council, and the
implementation of the Hollman v.
Cisneros consent decree in north
Minneapolis.

The CURA Housing Forum is free
and open to the public. Information
about the next forum is available at
http://www.cura.umn.edu/programs
/forum.html. For more information
about the CURA Housing Forum
series, contact David Bael at
curahf@umn.edu or 612-625-2086,
or Dr. Edward Goetz at
egoetz@hhh.umn.edu or 
612-624-5003.

The CURA Housing
Forum



This section takes a closer look at
the roles, responsibilities, and contribu-
tions of each of the MNIS partners in
this collaborative effort.

The City of Minneapolis. The City
of Minneapolis’ primary role in MNIS
has been to provide access to data from
various City departments, including the
Department of Planning, the City
Assessor’s Office, and the Housing
Inspections Office. Common data
elements used by community organiza-
tions include land-use and zoning infor-
mation, estimated market value,
number of housing units, building
condition rating, recent sales informa-
tion, owner and taxpayer name, and
property homestead status. An impor-
tant component of the data access
system is a feedback mechanism
through which neighborhood users can
comment on the accuracy and
completeness of city-maintained
datasets. A secondary role has involved
the development of Internet-based GIS
tools that can be used by neighborhood
organizations. Among these tools is an
early warning system application, a
customizable GIS tool for identifying
properties in danger of disinvestment
and condemnation.

In return, the City has received assis-
tance with data quality through the
feedback mechanism, and has benefited
from less demand for and dependence
on city resources by neighborhood
organization staff, largely by placing
important data directly in the hands of
those organizations. The City’s ambi-
tious Enterprise GIS Project is an
ongoing multimillion-dollar effort to
improve consistency and efficiency by
consolidating into one large database
the data collected and maintained by
dozens of City agencies. The success of
the project relies on the data’s use, and
neighborhood organizations have
played an integral role in demonstrating
the usefulness of the project by
applying the aggregated GIS data to
their housing, revitalization, and
community development work.

Neighborhood Organizations. During
the past four years, the number of neigh-
borhoods participating in MNIS has
grown from the original 6 neighborhood
organizations to the current 12 organiza-
tions representing 17 neighborhoods
(Figure 2). As the primary intended bene-
ficiaries of MNIS, neighborhood organi-
zations have received access to housing
data, GIS and mapping software, and
training, as well as assistance on specific
community projects. Neighborhoods also
have had the opportunity to partner
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Figure 1. Minneapolis Neighborhood Information System Partnerships

Figure 2. Minneapolis Neighborhood Information System Community Partners
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with various departments at the Univer-
sity of Minnesota to gain access to
faculty researchers, student interns, and
sponsored research projects undertaken
in their communities. For example, a
CURA-supported research assistant
recently worked with the Hawthorne
Area Community Council on a survey
of industrial businesses on the north
side of Minneapolis. This project led to
a series of GIS maps highlighting the
industrial employers in the area by busi-
ness type, which helped the organiza-
tion document the value of these
businesses to the community, as well
as identify areas where potential
community–business partnerships can
grow. Students working in several neigh-
borhoods have also used MNIS data to
assist with NRP project planning and
evaluation.

An additional benefit to neighbor-
hoods has been the opportunity for idea
sharing and increased collaboration that
now takes place among the partici-
pating neighborhood organizations.

Monthy steering committee meetings
provide a forum for project presenta-
tions by members, allowing participants
to learn how other neighborhoods are
applying GIS technology. During one
such meeting, for example, staff from
the Harrison Neighborhood Association
presented a set of crime maps and an
application that used the crime data for
the neighborhood to generate mailing
labels, so that residents living in areas
where many burglaries had occurred
could be notified by mail. This presenta-
tion led other organizations to seek
crime data for their own neighborhoods
and request training in the mailing label
application. Similarly, opportunities for
collaboration have occurred because
MNIS allows neighborhoods to look
beyond their borders and form partner-
ships with other neighborhoods that
share an important commercial, trans-
portation, or green corridor. One of the
more successful MNIS collaborations to
date involved a proposed change in the
City’s zoning disposition law, which

allowed an increase in residential
density. The Hawthorne neighborhood
formed a coalition of nine neighbor-
hood organizations that believed their
communities would be negatively
impacted by the zoning change. Using
MNIS data and GIS maps, the coalition
argued its case before the Minneapolis
City Council and succeeded in having
the density portion of the zoning
change tabled.

Although neighborhoods receive the
most tangible benefits from partici-
pating in MNIS, their contributions are
equal to if not greater than the contri-
butions of the other program partners.
Neighborhood organization staff have
intimate knowledge of the individual
properties, homeowners, and businesses
within their boundaries. Often they are
in a unique position to verify the City’s
data and report errors, omissions, and
inconsistencies.

The University of Minnesota. The
Center for Urban and Regional Affairs at
the University of Minnesota coordinates

Photo by Steve Schneider

A neighborhood organization staff member ponders possible applications of GIS technology at an MNIS training session held at
the University of Minnesota.
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the MNIS program, as well as providing
data, training, and GIS project develop-
ment. Current MNIS staff include
program coordinator Jeff Matson and
several graduate student research assis-
tants. The program coordinator
manages the terms of the TOP grant,
acts as the primary liaison between the
City of Minneapolis and neighborhood
organizations, develops MNIS training
programs, and assists with any specific
project and mapping needs community
groups might have. Graduate assistants
work closely with individual neighbor-
hoods on their data and mapping needs
and provide support for MNIS training
sessions, which are held in University of
Minnesota computer labs.

The University plays a critical role in
communicating to the City the needs of
neighborhoods and communicating to
neighborhood organizations the
constraints under which the City must
operate. In return, the neighborhood-
based GIS projects have provided a valu-
able source of research and teaching
opportunities for the University
community. Courses in geography,
public affairs, and housing have
brought together students and neigh-
borhoods to complete GIS projects
using both city and neighborhood data.
For example, a required component of
“Urban GIS and Analysis,” an upper-
division course in the University’s
Department of Geography, is that
students work in teams to complete a
community-driven project that uses
GIS. This successful collaboration has
resulted in 11 new neighborhood GIS
projects during the last two semesters
the course has been offered. These
course-based projects have also been
beneficial to non-MNIS neighborhoods
and community organizations as they
have been able to take advantage of GIS
analysis despite their lack of in-house
resources to participate in MNIS. In
addition, faculty have frequently used
neighborhood GIS experiences made
possible through MNIS as a basis for
their own research.

The MNIS Approach
The work of MNIS can be viewed as
progressing along two parallel lines that
eventually converged during the
second and third years of the TOP grant
period. The University of Minnesota
and participating neighborhood organi-
zations focused on capacity building in
GIS through training sessions, project
development, and sharing experiences
and ideas with other organizations.

The City of Minneapolis, meanwhile,
developed online tools to provide data
access and a functional early warning
system application.

Capacity Building. A stated goal of
MNIS is to increase the capacity of
neighborhood organizations to make
use of data and GIS mapping technolo-
gies. This has been accomplished
through several strategies focused on
providing community organizations the
tools and training needed for better
decision making. First and foremost are
monthly training sessions in the use of
GIS software and data-access and data-
collection methods. Staff from partici-
pating organizations are brought
together in University computer labs
and taught GIS and mapping skills
using the same software and data they
have access to at their offices. These
sessions are critical to the success of the
capacity-building effort as neighbor-
hood staff will naturally take a greater
interest in the training and become
more proficient in the use of GIS tech-
nology if they are able to return to work
and apply the skills from the training
sessions. Furthermore, working with
data that neighborhood staff are
familiar with adds relevance to the

maps and leads to a better under-
standing of the data and maps they are
working with.

A second strategy to building
capacity within neighborhood organiza-
tions is working with these neighbor-
hoods on project development activities.
This involves a dialogue between the
neighborhood and the MNIS project
team, where the neighborhood staff
describe the issue or problem they are
confronting and MNIS staff suggest how
GIS analysis or mapping techniques can
help clarify the issue or lead to a better
understanding of the problem. This
builds capacity by exposing neighbor-
hood staff to the many potential uses of
GIS without having to first understand
the technical aspects of applying GIS to
the problem. For example, the St.
Anthony West neighborhood was inter-
ested in locating senior homeowners
who might be interested in a loan
program to help with basic maintenance
and upkeep. In response, MNIS staff
suggested an overlay of block-level
demographic information (age of home-
owner) from the latest U.S. Census with
parcel addresses (Figure 3) to produce a
mailing list of areas containing a high
number of senior-owned homes. The

Figure 3. Senior-Occupied Housing in the St. Anthony West Neighborhood
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combining of multiple map layers
demonstrates the power and utility of
GIS, but these approaches are not always
obvious to new users of the technology.

Finally, MNIS builds capacity
through idea sharing among partici-
pating neighborhoods. Monthly
steering committee meetings consist of
neighborhood project presentations
designed to share with other organiza-
tions successful GIS projects and new
uses of data that may be of interest.

Data Access and GIS Tools.
Whereas the University and community
partners have focused on capacity
building, the City of Minneapolis Infor-
mation Technology Department has
worked on a three-phase development
plan for providing online access to data
and GIS tools. Phases I and II, which
occurred concurrently, involved the
creation of an Internet-based data
download mechanism (Phase I)
combined with an online feedback loop
for reporting errors found in the
datasets (Phase II). In December of 2002,
the City released the first version of its
online data download system
(http://apps.ci.minneapolis.mn.us
/mnisapp). This release was important
in many respects. First, it allowed virtu-
ally real-time access to City administra-
tive data at a parcel level and at
neighborhood scale. The MNIS data-
base combines data from several
departments—including the Depart-
ment of Planning, the City Assessor’s
Office, and the Housing Inspections
Office—and is updated nightly to reflect
any modifications to City data that
occurred that day. Users of the MNIS
database now have access to data liter-
ally within hours after they are entered
by City employees.

Moreover, the data are available not
only to members of the MNIS user
community, but also to the general
public. This was an unintended conse-
quence of MNIS; City attorneys were
forced to examine the Minnesota Data
Practices Act regarding the availability of
data, and they ultimately concluded that
if data are made available to one group
they must be made available to all.

The feedback mechanism (Phase II)
was also released in December 2002.
Entries made using the feedback mecha-
nism are passed through a single point
of contact to individual department
data stewards who are responsible for
updating and correcting data errors and
omissions. For instance, during one
MNIS training session a trainee noted

that several properties in North
Minneapolis where new construction
had recently been completed were listed
as vacant lots. An updated list of
addresses was submitted to the City
through the feedback loop and led to a
change in the land-use codes for these
parcels, as well as updated information
on the owners of the new properties.

Phase III, which involves develop-
ment of an early warning system appli-
cation, is still under way although a
preliminary version of the application
was released in December 2003. This
online application is an analytical tool
that combines data on tax delinquency,
inspection code violations, absentee
landlords, and building condition rating
to identify properties that could be at
risk of abandonment and condemna-
tion. The final version will also include
a graphical preview map with basic GIS
functionality (the current version has
text-based results and a file-download
option that allows data to be mapped
using separate GIS software). The appli-
cation is currently undergoing testing
and, with the incorporation of addi-
tional critical data elements (crime and
utility arrears), it will eventually help
communities locate and assist those
properties in need.

Reflections and Conclusions
Despite its recent inception, several
achievements can already be seen as a
result of MNIS activities. Participation in
MNIS meetings, committees, training
sessions, and GIS project development

activities has been strong. This
sustained momentum has been the
result of the program’s goal-oriented
approach, which keeps participants
focused on the project and on learning
how GIS can be used as a useful tool in
many aspects of neighborhood revital-
ization work. Neighborhoods have
completed more than a dozen GIS proj-
ects in the last year on a range of issues,
including land-use planning, at-risk
housing assessment, crime mapping,
youth and family resource studies, lead
risk assessment, targeted outreach, and
mailing label generation (see Table 1 for
a complete list of projects to date). The
single most important aspect of many of
these projects is that they arose from
the needs of the organizations them-
selves and not simply because the data
were available.

Despite the many successes to date,
MNIS faces countless political, funding,
legal, and policy challenges as the
program seeks to expand and include all
66 recognized neighborhood organiza-
tions in Minneapolis. Another challenge
lies in the institutionalization of MNIS
in neighborhood organizations. Neigh-
borhood organizations have relatively
high turnover rates and there is a wide
range of skill-level, interest, and
commitment among neighborhood
staff. Convincing neighborhood organi-
zation directors and boards that MNIS is
a valuable tool that can assist in many
aspects of their work without creating
additional time or resource burdens is
critical to MNIS’ long-term success. It
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Monthly MNIS Steering Committee meetings provide community partners with a
forum to share ideas and identify opportunities to collaborate on projects. 
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also remains to be seen how effective
neighborhoods will be in adding their
own data to the MNIS project and the
rate at which this process will continue.

Finally, from the perspective of the
City of Minneapolis, a major challenge
is continued political support and
success in finding an institutional home
for MNIS within one of the City’s
departments. In the long run, MNIS’
future may rely on a true champion
emerging from within City Hall who is
able to see the value of the program and
who has the political capital to support
the program’s efforts.

This article has provided an outline
of the MNIS program from its inception,
discussed the various MNIS partners and
their roles in the program, and identi-
fied some of the organizational chal-
lenges facing participating members.
Future articles will include case studies
of specific community GIS projects and
their impacts, as well as an evaluation
of the MNIS program and its future in
light of the upcoming expiration of the
original TOP grant in September 2004.

Jeffrey Matson is associate program
director for the Minneapolis Neighbor-
hood Information System (MNIS). He is a
graduate of the Masters in Geographic
Information Science program at the
University of Minnesota, where his
research focused on local environmental
hazards and their potential impacts on
disadvantaged communities. Kris Nelson
is program director for Neighborhood
Planning for Community Revitalization
(NPCR). He has an M.A. in public affairs
from Indiana University and more than 25
years of community planning and devel-
opment experience.

Table 1. Minneapolis Neighborhood Information System Projects, 2001–2004

Note: To view project abstracts or maps, visit the MNIS Web site at http://www.npcr.org/MNIS and choose
“Sample Projects and Map Gallery.”

Project category Project title Neighborhoods

Crime and Safety Crime and Safety Community Harrison
Outreach

Demographics Census Mapping in Powderhorn Powderhorn Park
Senior Housing Resource Study St. Anthony West
Senior Population and Longfellow

Household Size
Economic Development Industrial Business Survey Hawthorne

Redevelopment Suitability Analysis Seward
Environmental Neighborhood Environmental Harrison

Assessment
Buckthorn Busters Longfellow
We Compost! Seward
Lead Exposure Risk Analysis Longfellow

Housing Housing Need and Neighborhood Longfellow, Seward
Demographics

Affordable Housing Analysis Seward
Neighborhood Planning and Near North, Willard-Hay

Affordable Housing
Housing Tenure and Density St. Anthony West
Hawthorne’s Homestead Program Hawthorne
Supportive Housing Whittier
At-Risk Property Locator Powderhorn Park
Vacant Lots and New Construction Hawthorne
Market Value Change St. Anthony West

Neighborhood Housing Programs St. Anthony West
Revitalization

NRP Activity Longfellow
NRP Activity Powderhorn Park
Housing Condition and NRP Lyndale

Activity
NRP Funding and GIS Analysis Powderhorn Park
Tracking NRP Activity and the Effects Standish, Ericsson
Analysis of Impacts on Residential Whittier

Property Values
Organizing Zoning Disposition Opposition Hawthorne
Planning and Land Use Lake Street Initiative Powderhorn Park

Glenwood Avenue Planning Harrison
Plymouth Avenue Vision Near North, Willard-Hay
Greenway Planning Seward, Longfellow
Lake Street Planning Project Longfellow, Powderhorn

Park, Whittier
Greenway Planning Seward
Land Use, Parking Elliot Park

Youth and Families Youth and Family Resources Elliot Park
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Virginia and Silver Lakes, two
adjoining lakes located in the
heart of the Iron Range in down-

town Virginia, Minnesota, have under-
gone significant ecological changes
during the last 100 years. Once clean
enough to serve as recreational
resources, these lakes are no longer
considered safe for a variety of recre-
ational activities. Like most lakes in this
region of Minnesota, Virginia and Silver
Lakes were once relatively pristine.
Today, both appear to be undergoing a
change in their trophic (nutrient)
status—a change driven by higher
nutrient concentrations, which stimu-
late algae growth. Although eutrophica-
tion can occur naturally as lakes age,
human activities can greatly accelerate
the process by increasing the rate at
which nutrients and organic matter
enter the lake’s ecosystem. These
substances in turn stimulate the growth
of algae, creating conditions that can
interfere with the recreational use of
lakes and the health and diversity of
fish, plants, and wildlife.

Based on preliminary studies in the
mid-1990s that suggested the lakes were
more nutrient-rich than would be
expected based on their geographic
location, the City of Virginia decided to
pursue remedial action to return the
lakes to their natural state. With support
from a Faculty Interactive Research
Program grant through CURA, scientists
from the University of Minnesota at
Duluth’s Large Lakes Observatory
attempted to lay the groundwork for
remedial action by investigating the
natural processes and human impacts
that influence the chemical composi-
tion of the lakes.

One of the more notable human
impacts on the lakes has been the pres-
ence of lumber mills, which operated on
the shores of Virginia Lake from the late
1800s to the mid-1940s and on Silver
Lake from the late 1800s to the 1920s.
Both lakes were used as holding ponds
for logs, a practice that deposited signif-
icant amounts of wood debris on the
lake floor. Theoretically, the decomposi-
tion of this material over time could
supply the lakes with a source of nutri-
ents sufficient to overstimulate plant

production and accelerate eutrophica-
tion. In addition, since 1913 the City of
Virginia has pumped water from Silver
Lake for use as a cooling agent in the
city’s public utility plant. After use, the
heated water is pumped back into the
lake, thereby altering the lake’s heat
budget. This use of lake water likely
accounts for the significant difference in
surface temperature observed between
the two lakes (Virginia Lake had a
surface temperature approximately 3.5ºF
cooler than Silver Lake during the study
period). Because higher temperatures
can stimulate plant growth, this is
another potential contributing factor to
eutrophication.

To isolate the primary processes
governing the characteristics of and
changes to Silver and Virginia Lakes,
researchers attempted to quantify the
nutrient budgets for each lake’s
ecosystem. A central focus of the study
was to determine if indeed the decom-
position of wood is providing a substan-
tial nutrient supplement to the lake in
the form of carbon. One possibility that
was considered was that the warmer
temperatures in Silver Lake stimulated
more rapid decomposition of wood
residue, which in turn supplied nutri-
ents to the lake ecosystem. From a
broader perspective, the researchers

were interested in determining the flow
of material through Virginia and Silver
Lakes to lay the foundation for future
chemical and biological studies of these
bodies of water.

Although the work is still ongoing
and the results to date are preliminary,
initial results indicate that the heat
content for Silver Lake is approximately
25% higher than for Virginia Lake. In
addition, the Secchi depth (a measure of
lake clarity) is roughly 60% greater in
Virginia Lake than in Silver Lake. Below
13 feet (4 meters) in both lakes, the
oxygen level declines. Because of these
low oxygen concentrations, it is
unlikely that biological organisms that
require oxygen could inhabit the lake
floor below 13 feet. Inorganic nitrogen
and phosphorus concentrations were
low at the surface but increased rapidly
near the bottom of the lakes. This rapid
near-bottom increase in nitrogen and
phosphorus levels reflects decomposi-
tion of plant material, which returns
inorganic nutrients back to the water
column where naturally occurring
mixing can deliver them to the surface
to support the growth of algae and
other plants.

In addition to collecting water
samples, researchers collected one sedi-
ment core from each lake during the
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Virginia Lake—once a relatively pristine body of water—is no longer considered safe
for a variety of recreational activities.



summer of 2001. Both cores exhibited a
thick layer of wood chips near the
surface, overlaid more recently by lami-
nated sediments. These laminated sedi-
ments are the result of sediment layers
being deposited on the lake floor over
time. In lakes without near-bottom
oxygen, oxygen-requiring organisms
such as fish cannot survive along the
lake floor. Consequently, sediment
layers are preserved through time
because these organisms are not present
to disturb the layers. Interestingly, lami-
nated sediment layers in Silver and
Virginia Lakes predate the presence of
wood chips. This indicates that even
prior to the presence of the lumber mills
during the late 1800s and early 1900s,
oxygen was likely absent from the near-
bottom water in both lakes.

Fieldwork continued during the
summer of 2002 and 2003, funded by
grants of $10,000 each summer from
the City of Virginia. Emphasis during
the past two summers has been placed
on sampling the zooplankton popula-
tions of both lakes. Additional profiles
were taken of water column properties
(temperature and dissolved oxygen at
various depths) and more water samples
were collected for nutrient analysis.
Thomas Johnson, director of the Large
Lakes Observatory, and Donn
Branstrator, professor in the Department
of Biology at the University of
Minnesota at Duluth, continue to
oversee the work of several graduate
students on this project. Johnson and
Branstrator also meet with the Lakes
Beautification Committee of Virginia

twice a year to provide updates on the
research activity. The ultimate goal of
the project is to identify the various
factors that affect the nutrient status of
the lakes so that effective lake manage-
ment controls can be implemented.

For further information about this
project, contact Tom Johnson at
tcj@d.umn.edu or 218-726-8128.

—James McManus (assistant professor,
Oregon State University) and Thomas C.

Johnson (professor and director, Large Lakes
Observatory, University of Minnesota at

Duluth), contributing writers
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William J. Craig, associate
director at CURA, recently
received a Research Partner-

ship Award from the University of
Minnesota’s Center for Transportation
Studies (CTS) for his work in developing
and implementing the Minnesota
Statewide Geographic Information
System (GIS) Parcel Map Inventory. The
award was presented at the CTS Annual
Meeting and Awards Luncheon, held on
April 13, 2004, at the Radisson Hotel
Metrodome in Minneapolis.

The Research Partnership Award is
presented each year to recognize
research projects within the CTS
research program that have had signifi-
cant impacts on transportation and to
reward teams of individuals who have
drawn on the strengths of their diverse
partnerships to achieve those results.
Sharing the award with Craig were
project partners Annette Theroux from
ProWest and Associates, and Jay
Krafthefer and Jim Aamot from the
Minnesota Department of Transporta-
tion (MnDOT).

The purpose of the GIS Parcel Map
Inventory project was to create an
inventory of geographic information
systems in Minnesota and develop a
system for keeping the information
current. During the past several years,
Minnesota has been struggling to

modernize its land records and create
digital parcel maps that cover the state.
Before this project began, there was
only anecdotal evidence of which coun-
ties and local governments had this
parcel data and little information about
how accurate these maps were. The
project team systematically gathered
that information statewide and

collected it in a database that is now
readily accessible, allowing MnDOT and
other state agencies to easily determine
whom to contact for critical parcel
information.

For more information about the
project, see the project update published
in the Summer 2003 issue of the CURA
Reporter (p. 8).

Will Craig Receives Center for Transportation
Studies Research Partnership Award

Photo courtesy of the C
enter for Transp
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Research Partnership Award recipients (from left to right): Jim Aamot (MnDOT), Will
Craig (CURA), Annette Theroux (ProWest and Associates), and Jay Krafthefer
(MnDOT). Also pictured (far right) is Laurie McGinnis, associate director for the
Center for Transportation Studies, who presented the award.



Most Native American Indian
reservations in Minnesota are
geographically isolated from

major urban centers, and this has
resulted in the historic relocation of
large numbers of tribal members to the
Twin Cities metropolitan area (Figure 1)
for employment opportunities. Most
Minnesota reservations are also faced
with extremely high poverty rates
among residents. The percentage of the
population in poverty statewide in the
year 2000 was 7.7%, but most reserva-
tions experienced poverty levels at least
double that rate. The Red Lake and
Upper Sioux reservations experienced
poverty rates around 40%, whereas the
Lower Sioux experienced the lowest
poverty rate (9%) of all Minnesota reser-
vations. The lack of an internal tax base
makes it difficult for Minnesota tribes to

invest in badly needed economic devel-
opment ventures on their lands.

In some cases, reestablishment of a
tribal land base is necessary before
economic development is even
possible. Native American tribes may
reacquire reservation lands that fell out
of tribal ownership in the past or tribes
may attempt to acquire new lands
outside of reservation areas, possibly in
more advantageous locations for devel-
opment (e.g., urban areas). In either
situation, tribes may apply to place
these lands in trust with the federal
government, which produces a range of
political and economic consequences
for both the tribes and for state and
local governments.

This study, which was supported in
part by a John R. Borchert Fellowship
from CURA, investigates the influence

of government policy on the spatial
distribution of Native American trust
lands in the state of Minnesota, as well
as the economic impacts of trust trans-
fers based on location. This article
discusses the ongoing conflict between
tribes and state and local governments
over trust land transfers and outlines
the current policy process for placing
lands in trust. The spatial pattern of
recent trust transfers is examined and
two new trends are identified that will
likely impact future locations of trust
transfers in Minnesota.

Native American Land 
Tenure in Minnesota
Federal policy on Native American land
ownership has shifted greatly over
time. Through the mid-1800s, the
federal government promoted a policy
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Native American Trust Land Transfers 
in Minnesota
by Laura J. Smith
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of separation of the Native American
population, removing Native Ameri-
cans to reservations through treaties,
statutes, or executive orders. Extremely
poor economic conditions on these
reservations, coupled with a push by
White settlers and businesses to open
more land to settlement, led to passage
of the General Allotment Act (Dawes
Act) in 1887 and a transition to a new
policy era of assimilation. Supporters
believed that if individual Native
Americans were given ownership of
individual parcels of land, they would
become assimilated into mainstream
U.S. culture as landowners and farmers
and would enjoy improved economic
status.

Implementation of the Dawes Act
had a major impact on tribal land hold-
ings across the nation, including most
reservations in the state of Minnesota.
After an allotment of 160 acres was
made to each family head, the
remaining “surplus” reservation lands
were made available to the public, and
much reservation land was sold to non-
Native Americans.

The Dawes Act also introduced the
concept of a trust period during which
the sale of allotted lands was restricted.

This feature was included to protect
Native American allottees from imme-
diate state taxation of their lands, and
to give them time to adjust to the
responsibilities of land ownership and
management. After a trust period of 25
years, the federal government would
convey title to the individual Native
American owner (in fee status), at
which time the land could be freely
sold and was made subject to state
property taxation. However, the 25-year
trust period was shortened in many
cases because of legislation that made it
possible for a Native American allottee
to sell his land if he was found “compe-
tent” to do so.

The allotment era resulted in a
significant reduction in the amount of
Native American–owned reservation
lands. Lands were lost through both the
opening of so-called surplus lands for
sale as well as by the loss of allotted
lands through sale and tax forfeiture. Of
nearly 140 million acres of tribal land-
holdings at the time of the act’s passage,
only 48 million acres remained in
Native American ownership by 1934. In
Minnesota, less than 10% of the land on
the White Earth reservation remained in
Native American ownership.

By the 1930s, the general consensus
was that the allotment system and the
corresponding direction of federal
Native American policy were a great
failure. The 1928 Meriam Report, titled
The Problem of Indian Administration,
outlined the drastic loss of land
resulting from the Dawes Act and the
failure of allotment policies to promote
Native American economic develop-
ment and assimilation. The report called
for sweeping reforms in federal Native
American policy, many of which were
implemented in the Indian Reorganiza-
tion Act (IRA) of 1934, which signaled
the beginning of a new federal Native
American policy period focused on
promoting tribal autonomy.

To help remedy the erosion of the
tribal land base, the IRA ended the prac-
tice of allotment, restored any
remaining “surplus” lands to tribal
ownership, and extended indefinitely
the trust period for lands still held in
trust. The act was successful in stem-
ming the rapid loss of lands from Native
American ownership, and even
provided for the expansion of Native
American land holdings. The act
authorized the secretary of the interior
“in his discretion, to acquire . . . any
interest in lands . . . within or without
existing reservations . . . for the purpose
of providing land for Indians.”

Today, Native American tribes in
Minnesota and across the country may
hold land in different forms, which
determine federal, state, and local juris-
dictional and regulatory powers in those
areas. Tribal jurisdiction applies, and
state powers are restricted, within the
limits of Native American reservations
(Figure 2). Not all lands within reserva-
tion boundaries are Native
American–owned, however, due to a
variety of incursions on Native American
title such as allotment. For example, on
the Bois Forte reservation in northern
Minnesota, 41% of the land is Native
American–owned trust land, whereas the
other 59% is held privately by the state
or county (16%), corporate timber
companies (41%), or individuals (2%).

Tribal trust lands make up the largest
category of Native American land. These
lands are held communally by the tribe,
which cannot sell the land without
consent of the federal government. The
federal government holds title to the
land and is responsible for distributing
income and interest earned from the
land (e.g., royalties from timber or
mining leases) to the tribe. A significant
amount of allotted Native American
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Source: 2000 U.S. Census

Figure 1. Native American Population in Minnesota, 2000



land also remains in trust; the federal
government is again responsible for
distributing beneficial interest, in this
case to the individual owners.

Trust lands may be located inside or
outside reservation boundaries, which is
a major reason that the approval of new
trust lands can trigger conflict. Table 1
shows all possibilities for the placement
of newly acquired lands in trust. A tribe
may acquire land at any time and apply
to the Bureau of Indian Affairs (BIA) and
the secretary of the interior to place it in
trust status. If the land is located outside
reservation boundaries, the application
must meet more stringent criteria than if
the land is located within a reservation.
Individual Native Americans may still
apply to place lands in trust, but only
when the land is located within or adja-
cent to a reservation; individuals may
not place nonadjacent off-reservation
lands into trust.

Conflict over Native American 
Trust Lands
Because the Constitution vests authority
over Native American affairs in the
federal government, the regulatory
powers of state and local governments
are restricted on “Indian land,” whether
this is reservation land or off-reservation
trust land. For example, laws such as
zoning, land-use ordinances, or gaming
regulations do not apply. The taxation
powers of state and local governments
are severely limited as well. Both tribal
and individual trust lands are exempt
from property taxation, although fee
lands owned by a tribe or individual
Native American are generally taxable,
regardless of location (Table 2).

The authority of the State of
Minnesota to levy taxes on Native
American–owned fee land located
within reservation boundaries was only
recently clarified by the U.S. Supreme
Court in 1998 in a case involving Cass
County and the Leech Lake Band of
Chippewa. Before this, the state gener-
ally treated all Native American–owned
lands on reservations as exempt from
taxation. Now, Minnesota tribes that
reacquire lands in fee on their reserva-
tion must place them in trust to exempt
them from property taxation.

Aside from the obvious advantage of
exemption from property taxation,
putting land in trust is not only an issue
of economics for tribes but also one of
self-determination and tribal control.
Because trust lands cannot be sold
without federal government approval,
tribes often argue that placing lands in

trust will help restore and maintain
their land base and will provide more
opportunity for tribal members to
return to live on reservations. According
to the 2000 U.S. Census, only 23% of
Minnesota’s Native American popula-
tion lives on reservations, whereas 22%
live in Hennepin County and another
10% in Ramsey County.

Many tribes—such as the White
Earth, Bois Forte, and Leech Lake Band
of Chippewa in the northern part of the
state—have made reacquisition of non-
Native American–owned lands within

their reservations a high priority. On the
White Earth reservation, the mission of
the private nonprofit organization
White Earth Land Recovery Project is
“to facilitate recovery of the original
land base of the White Earth Indian
Reservation” to “create a wider sustain-
able, traditional harvest-based economic
foundation” for the community. The
Leech Lake Tribal Council budgets
money for land acquisitions from the
tribe’s gaming revenues earned from
three tribal casinos located around the
reservation (Northern Lights located
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Figure 2. Location of Native American Reservations, Trust Land, and Casinos in
Minnesota

Table 1. Types of Native American Trust Land Acquisitions

Location of property Original type of Land purchaser Placement in
ownership trust possible?

On-reservation Fee Tribe or individual* Yes

Trust Tribe or individual Yes

Off-reservation Fee Tribe Yes

Fee Individual No†

Trust Tribe or individual Yes

Source: “Land Acquisitions,” Code of Federal Regulations, volume 25, parts 151.3 and 151.8 (2003).
*
If a tribe or individual Native American purchases land on a reservation other than the tribe’s own, it may

place such land in trust status only with written consent of the tribe having jurisdiction over the reservation.
†
Unless the land is located adjacent to a reservation.



south of Walker, Palace Casino in Cass
Lake, and the recently opened White
Oak Casino in Deer River). Placing
newly acquired lands in trust ensures
that the lands are under tribal jurisdic-
tion and control for land-use activities
and are exempted from property taxa-
tion. However, as stated in the May
2001 issue of the tribal newspaper
DeBahJiMon, rebuilding the trust land
base of the reservation is one of the
tribe’s “most challenging and arduous
tasks” because of objections to fee-to-
trust transfers by state and local govern-
ment entities.

Across the country, such transfers
have spurred everything from state-
ments of protest to legislative proposals
and litigation. In Minnesota, there has
been frequent vocal opposition from
county governments to the placement
of land in trust by tribes. County and
local governments may resent the loss
of control over lands within their juris-
dictions or may be protective of their
powers against federal and tribal
encroachment. They also may be
concerned about increasing demand for
services such as fire and police protec-
tion, and for infrastructure such as
roads and traffic signals, when trust
lands are developed, especially if plans
include casino-related development.
Problems in dealing with rapidly
increasing demand for services may be
amplified in rural communities that do

not have the ability to easily handle
such fluctuations.

Finally, the most contentious impact
on counties is the exemption of the
lands from property taxation. In some
cases, tribes have negotiated payments
to local governments in lieu of taxes to
help cover the cost of services and infra-
structure (as in the case of the Red Lake
tribe’s development of a casino near
Thief River Falls). However, relation-
ships between tribes and local govern-
ments can easily become strained by
economic issues or by perceptions of
economic disparity. Representative of
public perception of trust land transfers
in the state is the title of a
Minneapolis–St. Paul Star Tribune
graphic from August 28, 1995—“Indians
gain land; counties lose money”—which
accompanied an article titled, “Indian
Property Trusts Irk Counties.”

Transferring Lands to Trust
As stated earlier, the Indian Reorganiza-
tion Act authorizes the secretary of the
interior to accept transfers of land in
trust for Native American tribes (and
individuals) “for the purpose of
providing land for Indians.” The act itself
does not provide any standards for when
such transfers should be approved
(which has proven controversial), but
Bureau of Indian Affairs agency regula-
tions require an application be made by
the tribe addressing certain criteria,

including justification of the need for
land to be placed in trust, intended use
of the land, and potential impacts on
state and local governments in areas such
as tax revenue, jurisdiction, provision of
service, and land-use compatibility.

Application criteria vary according to
the geographic location of the proposed
transfer, specifically whether the land is
located on-reservation or off-reservation.
There is a presumption in favor of appli-
cations for on-reservation lands because
they help tribes reestablish jurisdiction
over land within their own reservations.
Federal regulations specify that lands
located away from reservations may be
placed in trust when the secretary of the
interior determines that such a transfer
will facilitate “tribal self-determination,
economic development, or Indian
housing.” Applications for such off-
reservation transfers are subject to more
demanding criteria, including the antici-
pated economic benefits associated with
the proposed tribal development. As the
distance between the tribe’s reservation
and the proposed trust land increases
(especially toward or into urbanized
areas), the BIA gives greater scrutiny to
the tribe’s plan and greater weight to the
concerns of state and local governments.
For both on- and off-reservation applica-
tions, concerned state and local govern-
ments have a 30-day period during
which to provide written comment.

There are even more specific applica-
tion criteria for lands that are proposed
for gaming development. In addition to
the IRA, such applications are also
governed by the Indian Gaming Regula-
tory Act. Gaming is prohibited on lands
acquired after passage of the act in 1988
unless an exception can be met. The
most complicated and controversial of
these exceptions provides tribes with an
opportunity to establish gaming in any
location (even off-reservation) if they
have the support of the state’s governor.
This has been a rare occurrence;
according to the General Accounting
Office, only two applications have been
approved under this provision (one in
Milwaukee in 1990 and one in a suburb
of Spokane, Washington, in 1998) and
three others are currently pending. In
2001, the St. Croix Chippewa of
Wisconsin attempted to use this provi-
sion to develop an off-reservation casino
in Hudson (30 miles east of St. Paul), but
they were not able to secure the support
of then-governor Scott McCallum.

Recent Trust Transfers
Before the explosion in popularity of
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Table 2. State Real Property Taxation Authority*

Property owner Land status Location of Taxation
property authority?

Tribe Fee On-reservation Yes

Off-reservation Yes

Trust On-reservation No

Off-reservation No

Individual Fee On-reservation Yes
Native American

Off-reservation Yes

Trust On-reservation No

Off-reservation No

Non-Native Fee On-reservation Yes
American†

Off-reservation Yes
*
This refers to the power of either the state or its political subdivisions to impose property tax. In Minnesota, state

property tax applies only to certain land uses (commercial-industrial, public utility, and seasonal-recreational).

†
Non-Native Americans may lease trust lands (tribal or individual) with approval of the secretary of the interior.

On 56 million acres of Native American land held in trust nationwide, more than 100,000 agricultural, mineral,
and other leases exist, covering about 15 million acres. States may levy taxes upon improvements, output, and
assets of non-Native American lessees; however, the state may not tax the land itself. 



Native American gaming in the 1990s,
many tribes had limited funds with
which to acquire land, so land transfers
into trust were limited as well. However,
with the great success of some Native
American casinos (especially those with
advantageous locations near urban
centers), many tribes have stepped up
efforts to buy back reservation lands
that had fallen out of tribal ownership,
and in some cases to expand Native
American ownership and development
beyond the reservation (relatively rare
in the state of Minnesota).

There has been substantial fear of
and resistance to this possibility of off-
reservation expansion. During the litiga-
tion of Cass County v. Leech Lake Band of
Chippewa Indians (524 U.S. 103), U.S.
Supreme Court Justice Stephen Breyer
asked the question: “What would
prevent an Indian tribe from buying five
acres of downtown Minneapolis and
setting up some hotels . . . and casinos
and saying, ‘We are exempt from taxa-
tion’?” In 1997, Senator Joseph
Lieberman of Connecticut introduced
an unsuccessful bill to prohibit
“economically self-sufficient” tribes
from placing off-reservation lands in
trust if they were to be used for
commercial purposes (including
gaming). Lieberman’s state is home to
the most successful Native American
casino in the nation (Foxwoods Resort
and Casino), and the Mashantucket
Pequot tribe has recently purchased
other lands around the casino property.
It is not surprising that the bill’s
cosponsor was Senator Rod Grams of
Minnesota. Mystic Lake Casino in
Shakopee is so successful, and tribal
membership in the Shakopee
Mdewakanton Dakota community so
small (around 300), that per-capita divi-
dends from casino profits have been
reported to be $1 million per member
per year. The Shakopee community has
the resources to purchase additional
lands and they have faced obstacles to
placing these lands in trust, as will be
discussed in the next section.

Native American trust land transfers
tend to be more controversial when
they are proposed in off-reservation
areas, but on-reservation transfers can
face significant opposition as well.
Although the Shooting Star Casino is
located within the White Earth reserva-
tion, it was built on fee land along
Minnesota Highway 59 south of
Mahnomen that was purchased by the
tribe but not placed in trust. In the
future, if an application by the White

Earth band to place the land in trust is
approved, it would remove a substantial
source of property tax dollars for
Mahnomen County (about 17% of the
county’s levy).

Finally, in some cases, tribes may
prefer not to place newly acquired lands
in trust because of the restrictions on
selling such property. The Red Lake Band
of Chippewa runs Lake of the Woods
Casino in Warroad, Minnesota, on fee
land that was purchased by the tribe and
placed in trust. (Native American gaming
is allowed only on reservation or trust
land, not on Native American–owned fee
land.) The tribe has purchased other
commercial properties in Roseau county
and built a restaurant in Warroad; these
properties remain in fee status because
the tribe wants the option to sell these
properties without the restrictions associ-
ated with trust lands.

Unfortunately, there is no central or
comprehensive source for data on the
location or number of recent trust trans-
fers in Minnesota. The BIA’s Land Titles
and Records Office maintains records on
trust transfers (and other land title and
ownership data) but does not have an
adequate staff or budget to keep records
current, and the system does not distin-
guish between on-reservation and off-
reservation locations. Other
complications are the ongoing problems

in the BIA concerning current and histor-
ical mismanagement of Native American
trust accounts, attempted reformation of
the trust accounting system (including
automation of land title records), and the
lawsuit brought against the agency on
behalf of individual Native American
trust beneficiaries, which resulted in a
court-ordered shutdown of all BIA
Internet services after December 2001
due to security concerns.

Information on total amounts of
trust land by county, or recent transfers
of land into trust, varies by data source,
even within the BIA. In 1998, the
Research Department of the Minnesota
House of Representatives completed a
survey of county assessors to gather
information on trust transfers from 1992
through 1998. Although all 87 counties
in the state did not respond, these data
represent the most reliable assessment of
recent trust transfers in Minnesota.

Trust transfers from 1992 to 1998
totaled about 9,000 acres, with transfers
occurring in 15 counties. Table 3 lists
acreage transferred by county. Acreage
totals include both on-reservation and
off-reservation transfers, although the
vast majority of transfers were of lands
located within reservations. The largest
total acreage transferred (4,112 acres)
was in Becker County in areas of the
White Earth reservation. There is a clear
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Table 3. Acreage and Total Market Value of Native American Land Transfers by
County, 1992–1998

County Acres transferred Total market
value of land

Aitkin 80 $26,700

Becker 4,112 $434,500

Beltrami 166 $40,600

Carlton 229 $145,000

Cass 731 $3,539,900

Clearwater 152 $74,600

Cook 660 $1,253,800

Goodhue 99 $29,600

Koochiching 72 $3,900

Mahnomen 1,633 $635,600

Mille Lacs 245 $572,200

Redwood 40 $76,000

St. Louis 114 $18,200

Scott 170 $235,800

Yellow Medicine 437 $385,200



correlation between trust transfers and
counties with reservations.

Much of the land purchased by
tribes in Minnesota is undeveloped and
without great value in relation to the
total property wealth of the respective
counties in which the land is located.
However, in more rural areas of the
state, Native American development
(especially gaming operations) may
make up a substantial portion of a rela-
tively low total property tax base, as
noted earlier in the example of
Mahnomen County. The total market
value of the trust transfers from 1992 to
1998 was about $7.5 million, which
does not include a substantial amount
of transferred acreage that was already
exempt from property tax (in most cases
because these were reservation lands
considered tax-exempt by the state prior
to the Leech Lake verdict). Table 3 shows
the market value of transfers by county.
The highest market values transferred
were in Cass County ($3.5 million) and
Cook County ($1.3 million). The data
reflect a higher demand for land located
near urban centers (Scott County) or in
resort and lakeshore retirement areas.

Total taxes paid on the 9,000 acres
before they were transferred was
$141,000, the largest portion of which
was paid to Cass County ($51,812).
Transfers during this time period made
up a small share of the local tax bases of
the counties. The largest share was in
Mahnomen County, where trust trans-
fers constituted 0.35% of taxable market
value in the county.

At the time of the House of Repre-
sentatives Research Department survey,
applications to transfer other lands into
trust were pending for 5,300 acres. The
market value of these lands was $13
million—almost double that of the
9,000 acres transferred during the
1992–1998 period—and because more
of the properties are commercial or
industrial and thus have a higher tax
rate, the property taxes paid on these
lands were almost six times the taxes
paid on the 1992–1998 transfers.

The Future of Trust Transfers
In the past trust transfer requests have
been routinely granted, but there is no
guarantee that future applications will
continue to be approved by the BIA and

secretary of the interior. Possibly
because the relative weight of the appli-
cation criteria are not spelled out, it
seems that applications are now treated
differently based on the geographic
location of the land and the economic
“success” of the applicant tribe.

In 1997, the Shakopee
Mdewakanton Dakota applied to
transfer into trust 593 acres of land adja-
cent to their existing lands (just south
of U.S. Highway 169), which the
community had purchased three years
earlier. Scott County, the City of
Shakopee, and then-governor Arne
Carlson all opposed the application.
This was the first time a governor had
opposed a trust land application in
Minnesota. The governor explained that
he believed it was “fundamentally
unfair to subsidize” the development
activities of “a population that is fully
able to utilize existing opportunities.”

The opposition of the local and
county governments followed years of
tension between the tribe and the
county, which maintained that Mystic
Lake Casino places a sizable burden on
the county budget. In 1997, the county
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even considered the idea of placing toll-
booths on county roads leading to the
casino in an attempt to recoup some of
the cost. This action was averted when
the tribe signed an agreement to make
annual payments to the county for
increased service costs, in lieu of taxes.
Since then, the tribe has also
contributed to the cost of rebuilding
highways leading to the casino and has
worked with the City of Prior Lake to
share road equipment and to fund a
Prior Lake police officer who is housed
at the tribe’s community center.

The tribe’s trust application was
denied primarily because of the
successful economic situation of the
tribe. The BIA determined that benefits
to the tribe would not outweigh the
“detrimental” impacts on local jurisdic-
tions and that the tribe had failed to
show that putting the land in trust was
necessary to reach their economic devel-
opment goals. Even without passage of
the proposed Lieberman-Grams bill,
this application was treated differently
because the tribe was deemed already
“economically self-sufficient.”

In 2000, the tribe once again applied
to move the 593 acres (plus additional
lands in Prior Lake, for a total of 776
acres) into trust. Governor Jesse Ventura
also opposed the transfer, and in both
2001 and 2002 a delegation of county
and city officials traveled to Wash-
ington, D.C., to voice their opposition to
the transfer to BIA staff. At present, there
has been no progress in negotiating a
local solution, nor has there been further
BIA action on the application.

The experience of the Shakopee
Dakota community implies possible
changes in the way the BIA will judge
applications in the future. The BIA

made its decision in the Shakopee case
by looking only at the loss of current
tax base (not potential future losses,
which were deemed “speculative”) and
by evaluating the loss of tax base rela-
tive to the size of the local tax base (not
by absolute magnitude). Although the
BIA found both of these factors to be
insignificant in this particular case, the
tribe’s application was still rejected. It
appears that the critical factor was the
tribe’s failure to show a need for the
trust status, and for exemption from
taxation and regulation, to achieve their
stated purposes.

Finally, in contrast to local govern-
ment opposition to trust transfers, we
might begin to see struggling commu-
nities around the state solicit tribal
development to jumpstart their
economies. Back in the 1980s, an agree-
ment was made between the Fond du
Lac Band of Chippewa and the City of
Duluth to encourage “economic devel-
opment and growth” within the city.
The band acquired a one-block area of
downtown Duluth and transferred it
into trust to develop Fond du Luth
Casino, with support from the city. In
November 2003, International Falls
economic development officials
approached the Red Lake Band of
Chippewa about a casino project in
International Falls to “get people to
stop” on their way to Canada and to
create local jobs. In this case, the
governor’s approval would still be
necessary because of the off-reservation
location of the land in question.

These two new developments—the
BIA’s treatment of trust transfer applica-
tions made by economically successful
tribes and the growing solicitation of
Native American development to locate

in struggling non-Native American
communities—will determine the future
of trust transfers and the geography of
Native American lands in Minnesota.
Recently, local communities have
successfully prevented a trust transfer
based on arguments of detrimental
effects of development and economic
success of the tribe, even when the
lands were located adjacent to a reserva-
tion. We have also witnessed recent
cases where local communities have
supported and solicited tribal trust
transfers to spur economic development
that is beneficial to both parties, some-
times in locations far from the reserva-
tion. To lessen the unpredictability of
trust transfer decisions made at the
federal level, the relative weights of
different application criteria should be
specified, including geographic location,
economic standing of the tribe, and
opinions of local communities and the
state. Ideally, state policy and opinion
on trust transfers should reflect a
regional outlook—refining the
geographic criteria in place at the
federal level and balancing the develop-
ment needs of tribes, rural communi-
ties, and urban areas across Minnesota.

Laura J. Smith is assistant professor of
geography at Macalester College in St.
Paul, Minnesota. This article is based on
her dissertation research at the University
of Minnesota, which was supported in
part by a John R. Borchert Fellowship, an
award created by CURA to honor our first
director. The fellowship is awarded peri-
odically to an advanced graduate student
in geography for work on an issue of
importance to the citizens of Minnesota.
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To keep our readers up-to-date
about CURA projects, each issue of
the CURA Reporter features a few

capsule descriptions of new projects
under way. The projects highlighted in
this issue are made possible through
CURA’s Faculty Interactive Research
Program (FIRP). All three projects
involve significant issues of public
policy and include active participation
with communities, groups, or organiza-
tions in Minnesota. These projects
represent only a portion of those that
will receive support from CURA and its
partners during the coming year.

■ The Proliferation of Antibiotic-
Resistant Bacteria. Although antibiotics
are unquestionably one of the most
important scientific discoveries of the
twentieth century, the proliferation of
antibiotic-resistant bacteria now repre-
sents one of the great public health
issues of the twenty-first century. Many
scientists fear the antibiotic era is
nearing its end and that currently treat-
able diseases will once again become
lethal. A major contributing factor to
the problem is the release of medicinal
antibiotics into the environment
through human waste. Because munic-
ipal wastewater treatment facilities are
not specifically designed or operated to
eradicate antibiotic-resistant bacteria,
both effluent discharge from these
plants and agricultural applications of
insufficiently treated wastewater sludge
can release antibiotic-resistant bacteria
into the environment. Timothy LaPara
(Civil Engineering) will work with the
Metropolitan Council Environmental
Services and the West Lake Superior
Sanitary District to determine the extent
to which wastewater treatment plants
can prevent the spread of antibiotic-
resistant organisms. The proposed
research will build upon previous work
by characterizing antibiotic-resistant
bacteria previously isolated from a
wastewater treatment effluent and by
enumerating antibiotic-resistant
bacteria from two different sludge treat-
ment systems. This research will iden-
tify how wastewater treatment

operations can be modified to prevent
the proliferation of antibiotic-resistant
bacteria and suggest regulations for the
use of antibiotics in human medical
practice and agriculture.

■ Partners in Action for Teen Health.
Partners in Action for Teen Health
(PATH) is a multicomponent, school-
based intervention project involving the
University of Minnesota’s Prevention
Research Center (PRC) and two North
Minneapolis organizations, Village
Social Services and Nellie Stone Johnson
Community School. The goal of PATH is
to reduce sexual risk-taking, violence
involvement, substance use, and school
failure among middle school students
from the economically disadvantaged
Hawthorne neighborhood. Significantly,
the project employs a youth development
framework that repudiates the traditional
focus on social “problems” among
marginalized and underserved groups and
instead emphasizes a solution-oriented
approach grounded in the identification
of resources and protective factors in the
community. Renee Sieving (School of
Nursing) will work with other PRC
investigators to (1) fully engage the
PATH community partners in tailoring
PATH interventions to a multiethnic
group of students from a resource-poor
neighborhood; (2) develop the first
PATH School Report from student survey
data, and engage professionals and
parents representing each study school
in dialogues around report findings; and
(3) develop a PATH Implementation
Manual that codifies strategies used to
tailor this intervention to a particular
context and describes processes that
promote intervention adoption within a
complex, real-world system. In addition
to showing how students from an urban
school can benefit from extending class-
room learning to families and the
community, PATH will provide a model
for collaboration among teachers,
school administrators, social service
providers, University faculty, and college
students in a program of youth develop-
ment. Findings from this research
project will also form a scientific basis

for advocating long-term changes in
school-based practices and policies that
promote healthy youth development
among young people from communities
characterized by health and economic
disparities.

■ Assessing and Forecasting Land-Use
and Land-Cover Change in the Twin
Cities Metropolitan Area. Land-use and
land-cover change resulting from human
activity have a profound effect on envi-
ronmental and socioeconomic sustain-
ability along the rural-urban continuum
in Minnesota. Land change is respon-
sible for up to one-quarter of all human-
generated carbon dioxide, a greenhouse
gas. In addition, land-use and land-cover
change in urban areas and at the urban-
rural interface influences atmospheric
chemistry, water resources and
hydrology, regional climate, heat island
effects, habitat fragmentation, and biotic
diversity and productivity. Leapfrog
development of suburbs and exurbs can
also lead to socioeconomic fragmenta-
tion, spatial mismatch between housing
and employment, infrastructure ineffi-
ciencies, urban poverty concentration,
and adverse effects on public health.
Marvin Bauer (Forest Resources) and
Steven Manson (Geography) will inves-
tigate two key challenges in addressing
land-use and land-cover change in
Minnesota: (1) the use of remote-sensing
imagery to determine land cover in the
Twin Cities metropolitan area and (2)
development of a model to combine this
land-cover data with socioeconomic and
biogeophysical data to understand rela-
tionships between land use and land
cover and to project future land use and
land cover for the metropolitan area.
Working with staff at the Metropolitan
Council, the researchers will identify
growth scenarios for the Twin Cities
region of interest to stakeholders repre-
sented by the Met Council and create
land-use and land-cover products useful
for understanding the socioeconomic
and environmental effects of growth in
the region.

Project Awards
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The Conservation Security Program—
Awaiting a Final Rule
by Barbara Weisman 

For decades, farm policy analysts
have discussed the idea of “green
payments” to compensate farmers

for the environmental goods and serv-
ices they provide, such as clean water,
healthy soil, and enhanced habitat.
With enactment of the federal Conser-
vation Security Program (CSP) in 2002,
green payments are an idea whose time
has come. After a two-year delay, CSP
should be set to launch this summer.
With the federal budget deficit casting a
cloud over the prospect of full funding
for the program, however, it remains to
be seen whether CSP can live up to
expectations as a green payments
program. This article describes how the
program may be drastically scaled back
and what this means for Minnesota.

My perspective on the importance of
CSP to Minnesota is an outgrowth of my
research as a graduate student at the
University of Minnesota in the early
1990s and subsequent experience at the
Minnesota Department of Agriculture
(MDA). After completing research on
sustainable agriculture and the Conser-
vation Reserve Program, I began investi-
gating the impacts of the federal farm
bill on adoption of environmentally
sound farming systems, with support
from a John R. Borchert Graduate
Fellowship from CURA. My current work
at MDA involves collaborating with
other state agencies to identify ways to
leverage farm bill conservation programs
in support of Minnesota’s emerging
Clean Water Vision. Governor Tim
Pawlenty’s Clean Water Vision encom-
passes multiple goals, including remedia-
tion of impaired waters, drinking water
protection, and habitat enhancement.
The Conservation Security Program is
one of several programs the state could
leverage toward those ends.

In May 2002, when CSP was signed
into law as the centerpiece of the
Conservation Title of the Farm Security
and Rural Investment Act, the Bush
administration hailed it as a “new
vision” program. Unlike previous
conservation programs—which have
been criticized for restricting eligibility
to land that is cropped, rapidly eroding,
or located in specially designated
priority areas—CSP was to be open to all

farms nationwide. Using tiered financial
incentives to encourage progressively
higher levels of stewardship, CSP was
designed to reward existing conserva-
tion efforts while helping farmers
voluntarily address additional conserva-
tion needs on virtually all types of agri-
cultural working lands, as well as land
reserved or taken out of production for
conservation purposes.

Congress gave CSP the same finan-
cially uncapped entitlement program
status long granted to farm bill
commodity programs, enabling all who
meet basic standards to participate. If
implemented as a comprehensive enti-
tlement program, CSP has the potential
to influence how farmers farm more
than any previous conservation
program, and over more of the nation’s
agricultural land base than ever before.

The U.S. Department of Agriculture
(USDA) is charged with writing the
detailed regulations necessary to make
CSP operational. After struggling for
nearly two years to craft regulations,
USDA issued a proposed rule in January
2004. The proposed rule describes a
substantially scaled-back CSP that falls
far short of stakeholders’ expectations.
Despite the removal earlier this year of a
controversial cap Congress placed on
CSP funding in 2003, the proposed rule
assumes CSP will remain financially
capped. It rations CSP funds by (1)
limiting participation to nationally
selected watersheds (with most water-
sheds having an opportunity to partici-
pate at least once every eight years), (2)
restricting eligibility within watersheds
to certain land or conservation practice
categories, and (3) significantly reducing
the base and cost-share components of
CSP contract payments.

What Does Minnesota Stand
to Gain or Lose?
As a top agricultural state with high-
amenity natural resources, Minnesota
has a strong stake in CSP because the
program promises to keep working agri-
cultural lands working while benefiting
soil, water, and wildlife. That is why
Governor Pawlenty, several Minnesota
Congressional delegates, and three
cabinet-level state agency heads sent or

signed onto letters to USDA citing major
concerns with the proposed rule. They
want to see CSP implemented as the
nationwide, comprehensive program
Congress intended, not as the restrictive
program USDA has proposed. Minnesota
stakeholders—ranging from farmers and
commodity groups to conservationists
and environmentalists—almost unani-
mously expressed the same sentiment at
Upper Midwest listening sessions on the
proposed rule. Their comments reflect
the remarkable unity of their counter-
parts around the country, and numerous
members of Congress from both major
parties, in support of a comprehensive,
nationwide CSP.

All in all, USDA received more than
14,000 written comments in response to
the proposed rule—more than for any
previous conservation rulemaking
process—as well as oral comments from
listening sessions around the country. The
public comment period ended in March.

On May 4, USDA announced the
process it will use to limit participation
in 2004 to certain practices and lands in
selected watersheds across the country.
With only $41 million available nation-
wide to implement CSP in 2004, it will
effectively be a trial year. An interim
final rule is expected by June, with
another opportunity for public
comment before the rule becomes final.

Despite a late start, an estimated
$100–200 million could be obligated for
CSP contracts in Minnesota by 2008. The
high end of this range reflects full imple-
mentation of CSP as an uncapped enti-
tlement program, whereas the low end
reflects the Administration’s proposed
2005 budget and the reality that
Congress must find ways to contend
with a growing budget deficit. There is
more at stake than dollars, however, if
CSP is implemented too restrictively. The
Conservation Security Program stands
out from other conservation programs in
ways that matter to Minnesota.

. Green Payments—Congress intend-
ed CSP to be implemented as a green
payments program with incentives
that not only encourage new conser-
vation practices but also reward
existing and ongoing stewardship

▲



CURA
University of Minnesota
330 HHH Center
301—19th Avenue S.
Minneapolis, MN 55455

ADDRESS SERVICE REQUESTED

Nonprofit Org.
U.S. Postage

PAID
Minneapolis, MN
Permit No. 155

Spring 2004
Volume 34, Number 2

The Center for Urban and Regional Affairs
(CURA) is an all-University applied research
and technology center at the University of
Minnesota that connects faculty and
students with community organizations
and public institutions working on signifi-
cant public policy issues in Minnesota.

The CURA Reporter is published quarterly
by the Center for Urban and Regional
Affairs to provide information about its
programs and projects. This publication is
available in alternative formats.

Thomas M. Scott, director
William J. Craig, associate director
Michael D. Greco, editor

Layout and production by Mori Studio
Figures prepared by Jeff Matson
Printed by University Printing Services

Send correspondence to the editor at:
Center for Urban and Regional Affairs
330 HHH Center
301—19th Avenue S.
Minneapolis, MN 55455

Phone: (612) 625-1551
Fax: (612) 626-0273
E-mail: cura@umn.edu
Web site: http://www.cura.umn.edu

The University of Minnesota is an equal opportunity
educator and employer.

Printed with agribased ink on recycled paper, 
including 20% post-consumer fiber.t

activities, something no other feder-
al program does. This is significant
in Minnesota where, by several
measures, we have a high concentra-
tion of outstanding agricultural land
stewards. The USDA’s proposal to
minimize CSP base and cost-share
payments would reduce the pro-
gram’s ability to attract farmers.

. Whole-Farm Conservation—The
Conservation Security Program sup-
ports whole-farm conservation by
paying not only for land retirement
practices such as wetlands and
buffers, but also for working land
practices such as resource-conserving
crop rotations and managed intensive
rotational grazing. Most farms require
a mix of land retirement and working
land practices to fully protect and
enhance soil, water, and habitat; yet
funding for working lands conserva-
tion has been sparse during the past
20 years compared to that for land
retirement. The Conservation
Security Program can help redress this
imbalance. This is significant for
Minnesota, where more than 90% of
agricultural land is in production and
likely to remain so. Even the most

strategically implemented land retire-
ment programs are unlikely, on their
own, to meet Minnesota’s ongoing
soil and water protection needs;
green payments for working lands
practices are essential to fill the con-
servation gap. The potential for CSP
to do so is jeopardized by USDA’s pro-
posal to restrict the number and type
of eligible practices.

. Landscape-Level Benefits—The
Conservation Security Program is the
first federal program to offer
enhanced-performance payments to
farmers who (1) conduct conserva-
tion practices at a higher level of
management intensity than
required, (2) assess and evaluate the
environmental and economic bene-
fits of these practices, or (3) partici-
pate in research and demonstration
projects or collective areawide proj-
ects (e.g., maintaining a filter strip
across property lines to protect sev-
eral miles of a trout stream). If sub-
stantial enough, CSP payments for
these activities could help Minnesota
producers and local conservation
professionals achieve tangible envi-
ronmental benefits at the landscape

scale—a boon for those working to
clean up impaired waters, protect
drinking water, or develop wildlife
corridors. Yet, the proposed rule pro-
vides little information about how
enhanced-performance payment
rates would be determined.

Until fully funded, CSP seems
unlikely to be the “revolution in private
lands conservation” touted by the chief
of USDA’s Natural Resources Conserva-
tion Service. The very features that
make CSP innovative and important to
Minnesota could be lost through efforts
to ration limited funding for the
program. Meanwhile, a modest state
investment to leverage limited CSP
funds—through complementary finan-
cial incentives or other strategies—could
salvage some of CSP’s best features
while helping Minnesota address
impaired waters and other priorities of
the governor’s Clean Water Vision.

—Barbara Weisman is a senior planner
and conservation program specialist at the

Minnesota Department of Agriculture.
The views expressed in this article are not

necessarily those of the Minnesota
Department of Agriculture.
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