
• “Above” the ground. A great 
deal of moisture evaporates. 
Perennial plant cover 
returns far more water to 
the atmosphere than annual 
crops, through evaporation 
and transpiration. 

• On the ground. 
Impoundments, ditches, 
smaller culverts, temporary 
field flooding, lakes, and 
wetlands delay and reduce 
the volume of surface 
runoff.

• Below the ground. Long-
term storage occurs by 
increasing the water holding 
capacity of the soil and 
through controlled drainage, allowing water to replenish both shallow and deep aquifers.

Organizing for storage

Folks in the Minnesota watershed may have “summit fatigue” from all of the attempts to meet and 
find a common goal for the watershed. Farmers are tired of being blamed and that approach gets 
us nowhere. Many farmers are willing to implement water storage solutions but lack financial 
incentive. Market-driven solutions are preferable to imposed conservation practices but lie far in 
the future.

 In the meantime, it is necessary to create or modify an organization or consortium that will:

• Keep local control of financing and 
the decisions that prioritize the types 
and locations  
of projects

• Allow voluntary landowner 
participation with technical 
assistance and cost-sharing

• Generate local dollars to leverage 
state funds, which can in turn 
leverage federal USDA dollars 

Multiple types of organizing bodies 
can be used to coordinate watershed 
management: watershed districts, 
watershed management organizations, 
even nonprofits. For example, Area 
II River Basin Projects Inc. was 
established in 1978 to address flood 
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damages in six major watersheds in the western Minnesota River Basin. Landowners, members 
from nine counties, watershed districts, or partnering SWCDs bring projects to the Area II board 
for consideration. Staff engineers determine the feasibility and effectiveness of the projects, and 
estimate flow reductions and associated sediment and nutrient reductions at each location. Area II 
has constructed reservoirs and installed many road retention structures.

Local officials can influence which watershed management structure to use
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ORGANIZATIONAL STRUCTURE PRO CON

Area II Inc. model Voluntary, coordinates LGUs,  
attracts statewide funds

No funds for general management,  
all structural measures thus far

Watershed districts Full authority to fund, local 
control, attracts state funds

Hard to establish unless counties 
support

Watershed management 
organizations via joint powers 
agreements

Right scale, promotes 
coordination Can easily collapse when stressed

Minnesota River Basin Joint Powers 
Board-like Controlled by LGUs Hard to have single vision, no  

authority or money, failed once

County – 103B funding authority Existing authority Water is a secondary issue and  
rarely used


