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Did you know?Did you know?
This plan was developed by, and will be implemented by,  
local government units across the Watershed (Partnership), 
as well as their partners from state and federal agencies, 
non-profits, citizens, and other stakeholders. 
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EXECUTIVE 
SUMMARY
Introduction

The Le Sueur River Comprehensive Watershed Management Plan (Plan) is 
a unifying strategy for water management in the Le Sueur River Watershed 
(Watershed). It was developed by, and will be implemented by, local 
government units across the Watershed (Partnership), as well as their partners 
from state and federal agencies, non-profit organizations, citizens, and other 
stakeholders. The Plan focuses on restoring impaired waters and habitats, 
protecting high quality lakes (Figure 0.1), reducing peak flows through water 
storage, and protecting groundwater quality through resource management. 
Approximately 65 meetings of the various planning committees were held 
to develop the plan. Local government units also worked with the Water 
Resources Center through the Minnesota State University - Mankato to 
include input from non-agency stakeholders throughout the  
planning process.

This section covers:

•	 Watershed overview

•	 Planning management zones

•	 Participating local governments

•	 Roles and responsibilities

•	 Community engagement

•	 Plan development at a glance

•	 Prioritized issues list

•	 Resource categories

•	 Priority issue statements  
and goals

•	 Implementation actions  
and programs

•	 Plan administration  
and coordination

Figure 0.1 Reeds Lake
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Watershed Overview

The Watershed includes portions of the 
following counties (Figure 0.2): 

•	 Blue Earth County

•	 Faribault County

•	 Freeborn County

•	 Waseca County

•	 Le Sueur County

•	 Steele County 

Due to the small amount of their counties 
within the watershed, Le Sueur and Steele 
counties and Soil and Water Conservation 
District (SWCD) chose not to participate in 
the Watershed planning process. Participation 
in the One Watershed, One Plan (1W1P) 
process is not required if less than 10 percent 
of the jurisdictional land area of the local 
government is within the Watershed and will 
not be important to the success of the Plan.

The Watershed is 1,112 square miles  
(711,000 acres) and is in southern Minnesota. 
The watershed is predominately agricultural 
land use, although 20 municipalities are 
located within the watershed (Figure 0.3). 

Planning Terminology
A set of planning terms were adopted at the 
beginning of the planning process to ensure 
consistency and application of planning 
terms. These definitions are provided 
throughout the Plan in orange text in the 
page sidebars.
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Watershed Facts

1,112 
Square Miles

711,000 
Acres

6 
Counties Found  
in Watershed

20 
Municipalities Found  
in Watershed

Did you know?
Participation in the  
One Watershed,  
One Plan (1W1P)  
process is not required if 
less than 10 percent of the 
jurisdictional land area of 
the local government is 
within the Watershed and 
will not be important to 
the success of the Plan.

Figure 0.2: Counties and Area in the Le Sueur 
River Watershed by County

Area in  
Le Sueur River 
Watershed by  

County

	 Freeborn County 10%

	 Steele County 3%

	 Le Sueur County <1%

	 Blue Earth County 33%

	 Waseca County 32%

	 Faribault County 22%
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Figure 0.3: Le Sueur River Comprehensive Watershed Management Plan Watershed
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Planning Management Zones

Main Tributaries
The Watershed is divided into three main tributaries or drainage areas (Figures 0.4–0.6):

•	 Cobb River 

•	 Le Sueur River

•	 Maple River

Management Zones
Each of these tributaries has a:

•	 Lower Zone

•	 Middle Zone

•	 Upper Zone

This results in nine management zones (Figure 0.7). These zones were developed during the planning process based 
on the major drainage areas across the Watershed along with landscape and geomorphic characteristics within 
each of those drainage areas. These zones were developed to make prioritizing and targeting efforts by partners 
more manageable across the entire watershed.

Geomorphic
Relating to the form of 
the landscape and other 
natural features of the 
earth’s surface.

Figure 0.4: Le Sueur River  
(Source: Blue Earth County)

Figure 0.5: Le Sueur River  
(Source: Carrie Jennings)

Figure 0.6: Maple River  
(Source: Carrie Jennings)

9 
Management zones

Did you know?
The management zones 
were developed to make the 
process of prioritizing and 
targeting efforts by partners 
more manageable across 
the entire watershed.
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Figure 0.7: Le Sueur River Management Zones
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Roles and Responsibilities

The development of the Plan was a collaborative 
effort by all members of the Partnership. 

Three committees were established to facilitate the 
creation of plan content as well as manage day to  
day operations. 

•	 Technical Advisory Committee (TAC)

•	 Steering Team (ST)

•	 Policy Committee (PC) 

Committee membership is detailed in Appendix A.

Technical Advisory  
Committee (TAC)
Appointed by the PC and  

includes local and state agency staff, 
and other interested stakeholders,  

to provide support  
and make recommendations  

on plan implementation.

Steering  
Team (ST)

Made up of local staff  
consisting of local water  
planners, technical staff,  

and SWCD staff to carry out  
the logistical day-to-day  

decision making for  
plan implementation. 

Policy  
Committee (PC) 

Appointed officials  
representing each partnering  

LGU. Vote to formally  
approve content.

Roles and 
Responsibilities
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Plan Development at a Glance

Figure 0.11 represents the process of gathering, refining, and prioritizing issues, resources, and implementation  
actions related to watershed management throughout the planning process.

Implementation  
Table

Strategies  
+ Outputs

Priority 
Resources

Measurable 
Goals

Issue  
Statements

Prioritized  
Issues List

Issues  
List

Figure 0.11: Plan Development Graphic



Page 12 	 Le Sueur River Comprehensive Watershed Management Plan

Prioritized Issues List

The issues for the Le Sueur River Comprehensive Watershed Management Plan (Plan) were generated and prioritized 
with input from the public, ST, TAC, PC, state agencies, and existing local management plans and studies  
(see Figure 0.12).

Priority  
Issue Statement 
The agreed upon issues 
that are identified as the 
focus of the Plan though 
a prioritization process.

Issue 
Problems, risks, or 
opportunities for a 
watershed’s priority 
resources. 

WRAPS

Existing County  
and SWCD  
Water Plans

Groundwater 
Restoration and  

Protection  
Strategies Report

Other Studies  
and Reports

Public Kickoff 
Meetings

State Agency 
Letters

Priority Concern

Public Comment 
Letters

Community 
Discussion

Steering 
Team

Technical Advisory  
Committee

Policy Committee

Approval
Draft  
Issue  

Statements 

Priority  
Issues  

List

Comprehensive  
Issues  

List

Figure 0.12 Prioritized Issues List
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Resource Categories

Broad Resource Types
One of the first steps of the planning process is data aggregation. This process involves the review of all existing 
natural resource plans, studies, and related documents within the watershed and compiling local priorities and key 
takeaways from each document. Comments from the public, state agencies, local units of government, and other 
interested parties were also reviewed and incorporated into this process. All the comments and data gathered 
during the data aggregation process were grouped according to the type of resource the data addressed.  
There were three broad resource types.

Data Aggregation
Data aggregation is the 
compiling of information 
from databases with 
intent to prepare 
combined datasets for 
data processing.

Non-Resource Categories
Although it is not a specific resource type, a leadership category also emerged as a priority throughout the data 
aggregation process, capturing concerns related to educational efforts for the public and decision makers, general 
support of conservation work, and more. Emerging issues and quality of life categories contained fewer concerns, 
but were still worth mentioning.

Categorization
Within each resource type, data were categorized according to major themes, such as the quality or quantity of the 
resource. Finally, each comment and data point was further classified as a value, concern, or strategy. 

The values and concerns for each resource category were considered in drafting the issue statements. Strategies 
were considered as means to address the issue statements after the preliminary goals were established.

Surface water Groundwater Natural resources

Leadership Emerging issues Quality of life
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Priority Issue Statements and Goals

Table 0.1 contains a summary of all individual issue statements that were developed through the data aggregation process, including those that were not 
carried forward through the planning process. Each statement below was reviewed by the Technical Advisory Committee and Steering Team, and ranked 
according to level of priority, as shown by the weighted averages in the table. Issue statements were ranked high (an absolute priority or inclusion in this  
10-year plan), medium (a priority, but only if time and money allow), and low priority (not a priority for this 10-year plan and okay to not include in plan) as 
shown in the table below. As the TAC and ST provided feedback, issue statements with overlapping content or high value secondary benefits were  
combined. Those combined issue statements are presented later in the plan document as the  9 priority issue statements.

Table 0.1: Issue Statements

High Priority Issue Statements Weighted Average

There is degraded water quality in rivers and streams due to high sediment and nutrient loading.  7

There is degraded water quality in lakes due to excess nutrients, specifically phosphorus. 6.63

Increases in peak flows and annual flow volume as a result of altered hydrology, shifts in cropping practices, increase in 
drainage, and decrease in evapotranspiration. 6.63

Degraded soil health has led to reduced soil water retention, decreased infiltration, and increased erosion furthering the 
impacts of altered hydrology.  6.25

Erosion of agricultural lands delivers sediments to waterbodies.  6.25

Ravine, bank, and bluff erosion contribute sediment to rivers and streams and pose a risk to damage or loss of public and 
private infrastructure.  5.88

A significant loss of wetlands and wetland function from historical ditching, drainage, and land use changes.  5.88

Increased precipitation amounts and intensities contribute to higher peak flow rates and increased volume of runoff. 5.5

Increases in flooding frequency and intensity has created risks to public safety and vital infrastructure. 5.13

The Le Sueur River delivers large sediment loads to downstream waters such as the Blue Earth River, Minnesota River, and 
Lake Pepin.  5.13

A lack of technical understanding amongst decision makers and public related to issues and strategies for protection of 
surface water, groundwater quality and quantity, and drinking water. 5.13
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Table 0.1 (Continued): Issue Statements

Medium Priority Issue Statement Weighted Average

Streams are impaired due to high E. Coli (bacteria) levels in surface waters. 4.75

A lack of implementation of multipurpose drainage management practices. 4.75

The implementation of voluntary best management practices has not met the level of adoption needed to  
meet watershed goals. 4.75

Poor surface water quality and habitat degradation limit outdoor recreation. 4.75

A reduction in quality and quantity of riparian and shoreland habitat.  4.38

Poor water quality causes a lack of diversity and abundance in aquatic life and habitat.  4.38

Increased flood risk due to reduction or loss of floodplain connectivity. 4

Insufficient collaboration and coordination between citizens, LGUs, and state agencies. 4

Elevated contaminants in groundwater, particularly nitrates, are an ongoing threat to drinking water quality and  
public health. 4

Urban, industrial, and commercial runoff contaminants such as pesticides, fertilizers, oil, metals, pathogens,  
salt, debris, etc. degrade water quality. 3.63

Aquatic invasive species (AIS) threaten native ecosystems and recreational opportunities. 3.63

Limited staff capacity, staff turnover, and funding limit progress toward watershed goals 3.63

A loss of groundwater recharge as a result of altered hydrology. 3.63

There is insufficient testing of groundwater contaminants to assess drinking water quality and safety. 3.63

The Le Sueur River delivers large nutrient loads to downstream waters including the Mississippi River and the  
Gulf of Mexico. 3.25

A loss or degradation of natural corridors fragments upland habitat. 3.25
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Table 0.1 (Continued): Issue Statements

Low Priority Issue Statement Weighted Average

Terrestrial invasive species threaten native ecosystems and recreational opportunities. 2.88

A lack of monitoring data, analysis, and research across the watershed to assess waterbodies and inform  
watershed planning.  2.5

A lack of consistency and coordination across and between counties in the process and proceedings of  
drainage management. 2.5

State programs do not allow enough flexibility to meet local needs.  2.5

Increases in impervious surfaces in urban areas increase runoff volumes and velocities. 2.13

Contaminants of emerging concern (PFAS, PCBs, etc.) pose an uncertain risk to human health 2.13

There may be a lack of regulatory controls on development in and near sensitive habitat areas 1.75

A lack of consistency and coordination across and between counties related to ordinances, policy, and enforcement. 1.75

Barriers such as dams, weirs, and culverts restricts aquatic connectivity.  1.38

Aggregated By Resource Concern 
Once the issue statements were ranked high, medium, and low priority, they were aggregated by resource concern to create concise issue statements  
for each concern. Table 0.2 shows the high priority aggregated issue statements, organized by resource concern. The table also contains individual 
weighted averages for each issue statement and an overall resource concern average. These averages determined the resource concern ranking shown 
in the left-hand column. These issue statement were determined to be the top priority for the watershed and will be the focus areas that this plan will 
address in the next 10 years.
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Table 0.2: Priority Issue Statements Aggregated By Resource Concern 

Rank Resource 
Concerns Issue Statement(s)

Individual  
Issues Weighted 

Average 

Resource  
Concern Total 

Averages

1 Water Quality 
in Rivers  

and Streams

There is degraded water quality in rivers and streams 
due to high sediment and nutrient loading. 7 7

2
Water Quality 

in Lakes 

There is degraded water quality in lakes due to excess 
nutrients, specifically phosphorus. 6.63 6.63

3

Erosion 

Degraded soil health has led to reduced soil water retention, decreased 
infiltration, and increased erosion furthering the impacts of altered hydrology. 6.25

6.13Erosion of agricultural lands delivers sediments to waterbodies. 6.25

Ravine, bank, and bluff erosion contribute sediment to rivers and streams 
and pose a risk to damage or loss of public and private infrastructure. 5.88

4
 

Water 
Quantity and 

Flooding

Increases in peak flows and annual flow volume as a result of altered hydrology, shifts 
in cropping practices, increase in drainage, and decrease in evapotranspiration.* 6.63

5.75Increased precipitation amounts and intensities contribute to 
higher peak flow rates and increased volume of runoff.* 5.5

Increases in flooding frequency and intensity has created 
risks to public safety and vital infrastructure.* 5.13

*Combined into one issue statement to reflect complexity and interconnectedness of factors influencing water quantity, rate, and flooding. 
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Table 0.2 (Continued): Priority Issue Statements Aggregated By Resource Concern 

Rank Resource 
Concerns Issue Statement(s)

Individual  
Issues Weighted 

Average 

Resource  
Concern Total 

Averages

5  
Wetlands

A significant loss of wetlands and wetland function from 
historical ditching, drainage, and land use changes. 5.88 5.88

6  
Leadership

A lack of technical understanding amongst decision makers and 
public related to issues and strategies for protection of surface 
water, groundwater quality and quantity, and drinking water.

5.13 4.88

The implementation of voluntary best management practices has not 
met the level of adoption needed to meet watershed goals. 4.75 4.75

7 Bacteria in 
Rivers and 
Streams

Streams are impaired due to high E. Coli (bacteria) levels in surface waters. 4.75 4.75

8  
Riparian and 
Shorelands

A reduction in quality and quantity of riparian and shoreland habitat. 4.38 4.38

9  
Groundwater 

Protection

Elevated contaminants in groundwater, particularly nitrates and arsenic, 
are an ongoing threat to drinking water quality and public health. 4 4
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Measurable Goals 
Measurable goals for each issue statement were established to guide the development of strategies and implementation action items. A review of previous 
studies and existing resources was conducted to build a draft list of strategies and implementation actions. This list was reviewed, along with the issue 
statements, to determine what additional strategies and implementation actions were needed to fully address the priority issue statement goals. This 
process led to a final list of strategies and implementation actions that would be used to develop the measurable goals. The Hydrologic Simulation Program 
– Fortran (HSPF) watershed model and spreadsheet targeting tool provided ISG with the necessary tools to simulate the impacts of the Steering Team’s 
selected implementation actions and develop numeric, measurable goals. The Plan’s goals were compared to the goals in the WRAPS for a point of reference 
regarding the Steering Team’s desired achievements. Existing and desired level of effort was used for measurable goals that lack appropriate models or 
studies to quantify, such as outreach and education and groundwater quality actions. Once the implementation tables were assembled, the goals and 
measurable goals were refined to better align with the anticipated level of effort and expected funding levels for each action item. Details for each priority 
issue and targeting approach are provided in sections 3 and 4. 

Implementation Actions and Programs

The activities that will be undertaken to address the priority issues are presented in the Plan. The existing implementation programs are detailed in Section 5, 
and the anticipated efforts for implementation actions are summarized within the implementation tables in Section 4. Plan implementation costs, based on the 
implementation tables, is approximately $29,602,100. These efforts include 56 unique BMPs or action items, and will result in reductions at the Le Sueur River 
outlet totaling 3% reduction for total suspended solids, 5% reduction for total phosphorus, and a 2% reduction for total nitrogen. To keep implementation 
efforts organized, separate tables were completed for Best Management Practices (BMP), Education and Outreach, and Data, Studies, and Monitoring. 
Tracking implementation and completion of items within the implementation tables will assist the Partnership with reporting progress towards achieving 
the identified measurable goals detailed in Section 3. Tracking will be completed by calculating project reductions and compiling them in a spreadsheet to 
develop running totals. The spreadsheet will be developed by the Steering Team after the Plan has been adopted.

Plan Administration and Coordination

The Policy Committee decided to form a Joint Powers Collaboration upon plan adoption. The Joint Power Collaborative will develop appropriate legal obligations 
and corresponding content. The agreement will clearly establish the roles and responsibilities of all signing entities to implement the Plan. Plan implementation will 
be coordinated by the plan coordinator and fiscal agent. These representatives from the partnership will work together to guide the group through work planning 
and project selection, grant reporting, and other tasks as necessary. The plan coordinator will schedule and facilitate meetings, and be responsible for bringing 
information to the Policy Committee to review.
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Did you know?Did you know?
The total distance of the stream network within the  
Watershed is 1,201 miles of which 703 miles are  
intermittent streams and 498 miles are perennial streams.
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LAND AND WATER  
RESOURCES SUMMARY
Introduction

The Watershed includes portions 
of Blue Earth, Faribault, Freeborn, 
and Waseca counties, along with 
small portions of Steele and Le 
Sueur (Figure 1.1)  Located within the 
Minnesota River Basin in South Central 
Minnesota, this watershed covers 
approximately 711,000 acres (MPCA, 
Le Sueur River WRAPS Report, 2015). 
The watershed drains to the Blue 
Earth River and Minnesota River, 
ultimately flowing into the Mississippi 
River to the Gulf of Mexico. This 
area is predominately rural with over 
83% of the land in agriculture, 93% 
which is corn and soybeans. A vast 
majority of the watershed is located 
in the Western Corn Belt Plains—a 
Level III ecoregion designated by 
the Environmental Protection Agency 
(EPA)—with a small area located in 
and near Le Sueur County, within the 
North Central Hardwood  
Forests Ecoregion.

Intermittent Streams  
A stream which ceases to 
flow in very dry periods

Perennial Streams  
A stream that has 
continuous flow of 
surface water throughout 
the year

Ecoregion  
Areas where ecosystems 
are generally similar 
to assist with resource 
management. Various 
levels of ecoregions are 
mapped by the EPA to 
provide broad and more 
detailed regions.

  Le Sueur River Watershed

  Minnesota Watersheds

1,112 
Square Miles

711,000 
Acres

86 
Minor Watersheds

6 
Counties Found  
in Watershed

20 
Municipalities Found  
in WatershedFigure 1.1: Minnesota Watersheds


