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Lessard-Sams Outdoor Heritage Council

Accelerating Habitat Conservation in Southwest Minnesota
Laws of Minnesota 2020 Final Report

General Information

Date: 10/23/2025

Project Title: Accelerating Habitat Conservation in Southwest Minnesota
Funds Recommended: $3,044,000

Legislative Citation: ML 2020, Ch. 104, Art. 1, Sec. 2, subd 5(e )

Appropriation Language: $3,044,000 the second year is to the commissioner of natural resources for an
agreement with Minnesota Land Trust to acquire permanent conservation easements and to restore and enhance
high-quality wildlife habitat in southwest Minnesota. Of this amount, up to $144,000 is to establish a monitoring
and enforcement fund as approved in the accomplishment plan and subject to Minnesota Statutes, section 97A.056,
subdivision 17. A list of proposed conservation easement acquisitions, restorations, and enhancements must be
provided as part of the required accomplishment plan.

Manager Information

Manager's Name: Wayne Ostlie

Title: Director of Land Protection
Organization: Minnesota Land Trust
Address: 2356 University Avenue W Suite 240
City: St. Paul, MN 55114

Email: wostlie@mnland.org

Office Number: 651-917-6292

Mobile Number: 651-894-3870

Fax Number:

Website: www.mnland.org

Location Information

County Location(s): Rock, Martin, Jackson, Cottonwood, Murray, Nobles and Pipestone.

Eco regions in which work will take place:

Prairie
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Activity types:

Protect in Easement
Restore
Enhance

Priority resources addressed by activity:

Wetlands
Prairie
Forest

Habitat

Narrative

Summary of Accomplishments

Through its Accelerating Habitat Conservation in Southwest Minnesota grant, Minnesota Land Trust protected via
permanent conservation easement 476 acres (85% of goal) and restored/enhanced in partnership with USFWS
532 acres (273% of goal) of high priority wetland and associated upland habitat complexes within Minnesota's
Prairie Pothole Region. The Land Trust significantly leveraged its grant funding with $158,196 in additional funds
(79% of goal) via landowner donation of easement value, and in-kind contributions from the USFWS and
landowners through the federal Conservation Reserve Program.

Process & Methods

The plight of prairies and wetlands in southwest Minnesota is well-documented; less than 2% of native prairie
remains and 90% of wetlands have been lost. Habitat loss and degradation threaten wildlife populations and
contribute to the decline of the 116 SGCN that utilize the wetlands, streams and prairies across the region.

Since the inception of Minnesota’s Prairie Plan in 2010, targeted land protection and restoration action by a large
number of conservation organizations and agencies has resulted in significant conservation gains across southwest
Minnesota. Now nearly a decade into its implementation, the Land Trust engaged a broad cross-section of these
organizations to identify what challenges remain to realizing that Plan. Through this conversation, several
significant challenges were identified: 1) land protection tools currently available are not sufficiently broad to
address the full spectrum of need; high priority easement projects at times don't align with the conservation
easement programs currently available; 2) restoration and enhancement funding available has been a limiting
factor to some key partners, and 3) high priority areas for conservation (identified in Minnesota’s Wildlife Action
Network [WAN]) do not always align with the Prairie Plan and are not being addressed. This program aimed to
address those gaps in the Southwest Minnesota conservation framework by marrying the Land Trust’s unique set
of tools and expertise with funding through the Outdoor Heritage Fund.

Working with willing landowners, the Land Trust protected 476 acres of prairie, wetland, and prairie stream
corridors through conservation easements. This grant had two main areas of focus: 1) priority areas within the
Prairie Plan left orphaned by current conservation easement programs, and 2) conservation priorities identified in
the WAN that are not encompassed by the Prairie Plan. Our completed conservation easements fell within priority
areas of the WAN and were aligned with priorities of the Prairie Plan. Protection of 93 acres of native prairie also
met a goal of the Prairie Plan and WAN, while protecting Critical Habitat for the Topeka shiner, federally listed as
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Endangered.

The Land Trust's conservation easements filled an important gap not addressed by easement programs currently
available in Southwest Minnesota through U.S. Fish and Wildlife Service (USFWS), Minnesota Department of
Natural Resources (DNR) and Board of Water and Soil Resources (BWSR), providing greater flexibility to address
key conservation opportunities that otherwise would be left on the table. The Land Trust employed its criteria-
based ranking system and market-based approach to the acquisition of conservation easements. This strategic
approach targeted projects that helped fill gaps in existing public ownership, were of the highest ecological value,
and provided the greatest leverage to the State’s funding investment.

The Land Trust, in cooperation with USFWS, restored and enhanced 532 acres of important wetland, riparian and
prairie habitat on lands permanently protected through USFWS easements. In addition, the Land Trust and USFWS
restored 27 additional acres on two properties protected under this appropriation - Little Rock River (Johnson)
and Little Rock River (Standafer); these acres are not shown in the Output Tables.

How did the program address habitats of significant value for wildlife species of greatest
conservation need, threatened or endangered species, and/or list targeted species?

This program addresses LSOHC priorities by protecting shallow lakes, wetland/grassland complexes, and
shoreland that provide critical habitat for Minnesota's wildlife, especially its migratory waterfowl and associated
species. This project directly benefits SGCN and other important game and non-game wildlife species by
minimizing the potential threats to their habitat. Priority projects included high or outstanding quality habitat as
identified in Minnesota Biological Survey data. Projects were also located near other protected lands, building
larger habitat complexes of both public and private lands. With the vast majority of southwest Minnesota under
private ownership, working effectively with private owners on land protection strategies is key to successful
conservation in this region. Finally, we also worked with partners in the region to identify habitat complexes
where private land protection could make a significant contribution to existing conservation investments.

In Pipestone County, the Land Trust partnered with the USFWS and The Nature Conservancy to jointly protect a
320-acre property. The USFWS protected through conservation easement a 96-acre portion along Pipestone Creek
where oxbow restoration for Topeka shiner and prairie restoration will occur; the Land Trust placed a
conservation easement on the remaining 199 acres of restored prairie and Pipestone Creek. Portions of the
property are designated a Site of Moderate Biodiversity Significance by the Minnesota Biological Survey, containing
occurrences of rare species, examples of rare native plant communities, and ecologically intact or functional
landscapes.

Along the Little Rock River in Nobles County, 299 acres of native and restored prairie and a high-quality prairie
stream were protected across three properties that support Topeka shiner. These properties are book-ended to
the south/north by State Wildlife Management Areas and a 19-acre DNR Native Prairie Bank conservation
easement, creating a 688-acre complex of protected land. Across the projects, 93 acres of native prairie were
protected. Portions of each of these three properties are designated as a Sites of Moderate or High Biodiversity
Significance by the Minnesota Biological Survey.

Finally, the Land Trust and USFWS completed two oxbow restoration projects (LBos and JOnk) to the benefit of
Topeka shiner. These sites were small but their impacts great.
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How did the program use science-based targeting that leveraged or expanded corridors and
complexes, reduced fragmentation, or protected areas in the MN County Biological Survey.

This program focused on procuring conservation easements and restoring prairie and wetland habitats on
conservation easement and fee protected lands within priority complexes of wetlands and associated upland
habitats, as guided by the State Wildlife Action Plan, Duck Plan and Prairie Plan. Specific parcels available for
easement acquisition are evaluated relative to each other to identify priorities among the pool of applicants. This
relative ranking is based on three primary ecological factors: 1) amount of habitat on the parcel (size) and
abundance of SGCN; 2) the quality or condition of habitat; and 3) the parcel's context relative to other natural
habitats and protected areas, in addition to cost. The program serves to build upon past conservation investments
in the program area, expand the footprint of existing protected areas (WMAs, WPAs, etc.), facilitate the protection
of habitat corridors and reduce the potential for fragmentation of existing habitats. In addition, the USFWS (a
cooperator in this program) received OHF funding through MLT to further reduce effects of fragmentation through
restoration of prairie, wetlands and other habitats.

Minnesota Biological Survey data is a cornerstone to our assessment of potential conservation easement
acquisitions, but we also conducted field visits to further identify and assess the condition of habitats prior to
easement acquisition since many private lands were not formally assessed by that program.

Explain Partners, Supporters, & Opposition

As is exemplified through these projects, collaboration between USFWS and the Land Trust led to greater
protection and restoration outcomes over one of us working alone. As an example, the USFWS, in partnership with
the landowners, had previously reconnected oxbows along the Little Rock River and had initial plans to establish
similar Topeka shiner habitat improvements on Pipestone Creek. These previous interactions with USFWS in
establishing Topeka shiner oxbows ensured that landowner interactions with Land Trust staff began from a place
of familiarity with conservation organizations.

Exceptional challenges, expectations, failures, opportunities, or unique aspects of program

The presence of wind leases on land throughout southwest Minnesota was the most significant challenge for this
program. Over the course of the grant, Land Trust staff and conservation partners developed a shared
understanding of the scope of land encumbered by wind leases and the challenges of acquiring conservation
easements in this context. Due to wind leases, the Land Trust was unable to complete a 500-acre conservation
easement with a landowner.

As was noted above, stitching together a 688-acre complex of permanently protected land with conservation
easement projects was the greatest success of this program. These complexes are rare within the agricultural
matrix, providing critical habitat for prairie and game species, and improving outdoor experiences for hunters and
other users of these lands and waters. The three completed projects protected >2.5 miles Critical Habitat,
supporting the recovery and future delisting of the Topeka shiner, a federal Endangered species.

What other dedicated funds may collaborate with or contribute to this program?

N/A
What is the plan to sustain and/or maintain this work after the Outdoor Heritage Funds are
expended?

Land protected through conservation easements will be sustained through state-of-the-art standards and practices
for conservation easement stewardship. The Minnesota Land Trust is a nationally-accredited land trust with a very
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successful stewardship program that includes annual property monitoring, effective records management,
addressing inquiries and interpretations, tracking changes in ownership, investigating potential violations and
defending the easement in cases of a true violation. Funding for these easement stewardship activities is included
in the project budget.

In addition, each Land Trust conservation easement has a Habitat Management Plan completed as part of the
projects. The Habitat Management Plan is the landowner’s guide to ensure that the land will be managed for its
wildlife and water quality benefits. On the R/E front, the Land Trust (as easement holder) and USFWS (as easement
holder and fee owner of respective properties) will continue to work with landowners on an ongoing basis to
provide resources and technical expertise to undertake additional land management of these properties as needed.

Actions to Maintain Project Outcomes

Year Source of Funds Step 1 Step 2 Step 3
2025 and in MLT Easement Annually monitor Enforcement as -
perpetuity Monitoring and conservation necessary
Enforcement Fund easements
Every 4-6 years Landowners, USFWS, Prescribed fire, tree - -
MLT control, invasive
species control
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Totals

Budget

Item

Requested

AP Amount

Spent

Leverage

Received
Leverage

Leverage
Source

Original
Total

Final Total

Personnel

$245,000

$245,000

$192,900

$27,500

USFWS In-
Kind

$245,000

$220,400

Contracts

$410,000

$357,000

$268,400

$25,600

USFWS /
Landowners

$410,000

$294,000

Fee Acquisition w/
PILT

Fee Acquisition
w/o PILT

Easement
Acquisition

$2,000,000

$2,122,000

$2,119,400

$200,000

$105,100

Landowner
Donation of
Easement
Value

$2,200,000

$2,224,500

Easement
Stewardship

$144,000

$96,000

$96,000

$144,000

$96,000

Travel

$17,600

$10,000

$5,900

$17,600

$5,900

Professional
Services

$104,000

$95,000

$90,300

$104,000

$90,300

Direct Support
Services

$63,400

$63,000

$52,100

$63,400

$52,100

DNR Land
Acquisition Costs

Capital Equipment

Other
Equipment/Tools

$10,000

$6,000

$10,000

Supplies/Materials

$50,000

$50,000

$29,200

$50,000

$29,200

DNR IDP

Grand Total

$3,044,000

$3,044,000

$2,854,200

$200,000

$158,200

$3,244,000

$3,012,400

Personnel

Position

Annual FTE

Years
Working

Amount Spent

Leverage

Leverage
Source

Total

MLT
Protection Staff

0.39

4.0

$154,900

$154,900

MLT
Restoration
Staff

0.1

4.0

$38,000

$27,500

USFWS In-

Kind

$65,500

Direct Support Services

How did you determine which portions of the Direct Support Services of your shared support services is
direct to this program?
In a process that was approved by the DNR on March 17, 2017, Minnesota Land Trust determined our direct

support services rate to include all of the allowable direct and necessary expenditures that are not captured in

other line items in the budget, which is similar to the Land Trust’s proposed federal indirect rate. We will apply this

DNR-approved rate only to personnel expenses to determine the

total amount of direct support services.

Explain any budget challenges or successes:
Significant increases in land prices during the timeframe of the grant and a lack of interest in landowner easement

value donations strained the budget and led to a shortfall in land protection acreage and leverage deliverables. The

R/E component of the grant, however, significantly exceeded proposed acreage deliverables.
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Total Revenue: -

Revenue Spent: -

Revenue Balance: -

Of the money disclosed above, what are the appropriate uses of the money:

E. This is not applicable as there was no revenue generated.
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Acres by Resource Type (Table 1)

Output Tables

Type

Wetland
(AP)

Wetland
(Final)

Prairie
(AP)

Prairie
(Final)

Forest
(AP)

Forest
(Final)

Habitat
(AP)

Habitat
(Final)

Total
Acres
(AP)

Total
Acres
(Final)

Restore

14

123

195

195

137

Protectin
Fee with
State
PILT
Liability

0

0

0

Protectin
Feew/o
State
PILT
Liability

Protectin
Easement

0

476

0

550

550

476

Enhance

0

395

0

395

Total

14

994

0

745

745

1,008

Total Requested Funding by Resource Type (Table 2)

Type

Wetland
(AP)

Wetland
(Final)

Prairie
(AP)

Prairie
(Final)

Forest
(AP)

Forest
(Final)

Habitat (AP)

Habitat
(Final)

Total
Funding
(AP)

Total
Funding
(Final)

Restore

$8,200

$71,700

$566,000

$566,000

$79,900

Protect in
Fee with
State
PILT
Liability

Protect in
Feew/o
State
PILT
Liability

Protect in
Easement

$39,600

$2,504,600

$2,478,000

$2,478,000

$2,544,200

Enhance

$230,100

$230,100

Total

$47,800

$2,806,400

$3,044,000

$3,044,000

$2,854,200

Acres within each Ecological Section (Table 3)

Type

Metro /
Urban
(AP)

Metro /
Urban
(Final)

Forest /
Prairie
(AP)

Forest /
Prairie
(Final)

SE
Forest
(AP)

SE

Forest
(Final)

Prairie
(AP)

(Final)

Prairie N.
Forest
(AP)

N.
Forest
(Final)

Total
(AP)

Total
(Final)

Restore

0

0

0 0

0

195

137

0 195

137

Protect in
Fee with
State
PILT
Liability

0

0

0 0

0

0

0

0

0 0

Protectin
Feew/o
State
PILT
Liability

Protectin
Easement

550

476

0 550

476

Enhance

395

0 395

Total

745

1,008

0 745

1,008
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Total Requested Funding within each Ecological Section (Table 4)

Type

Metro
/
Urban
(AP)

Metro
/
Urban
(Final)

Forest

/

Prairi
e (AP)

Forest
/
Prairi
e
(Final
)

SE
Fores
t (AP)

SE
Forest
(Final
)

Prairie (AP)

Prairie
(Final)

Fores
t (AP)

N.
Forest
(Final
)

Total (AP)

Total
(Final)

Restore

$566,000

$79,900

$566,000

$79,900

Protect
in Fee
with
State
PILT
Liability

Protect
in Fee
w/o
State
PILT
Liability

Protect
in
Easemen
t

$2,478,000

$2,544,200

$2,478,000

$2,544,200

Enhance

$230,100

$230,100

Total

$3,044,00
0

$2,854,20
0

$3,044,00
0

$2,854,20
0

Target Lake/Stream/River Feet or Miles

5

Explain the success/shortage of acre goals

The shortfall in the land protection acreage goals is a result of higher-than-expected increases in land value which
increased over the timeframe of this grant. The initial project targeted for this grant would have met protection
acreage goals but had to be canceled due to the property being encumbered with wind leases. Moving to an
alternate set of projects delayed completion of easements to a time when land values were higher.

Despite the initial R/E project falling through due to the aforementioned wind lease, 532 acres were completed
(273% of goal) in partnership with USFWS.

Programs in prairie region:

Outcomes

Protected, restored, and enhanced habitat for migratory and unique Minnesota species ~ 476 acres were

protected through conservation easement; 532 acres restored/enhanced. Measures: acres restored/enhanced;

acres protected.
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Sign-up Criteria?

Yes - Sign up criteria is attached

Restore / Enhance Parcels

Parcels

Name County TRDS Acres | Est Cost | Existing Description
Protection

Cottonwood 51G Enhancement Cottonwood | 10535232 195 $63,600 | Yes Enhance native prairie and
wetland habitat by
removing woody invasive
species. Promote wildlife
and pollinaotrs buy doing a
prescribed fire and
interseeding diverse forbs
to promote prairie
diversity.

Jackson 1 Cottonwood | 10535232 10 $7,000 | Yes Wetland restoration and
upland tree removal on
USFWS-held perpetual
easement adjacent to Wolf
Lake WPA

Spirit Lake WPA Cottonwood | 10535230 37 $27,600 | Yes Enhancement of upland
areas and wetland basins

GRKK Jackson 10135220 61 $7,700 | Yes Restore uplands to native
prairie.

JEneE Jackson 10134235 62 $50,600 | Yes Prairie

Jackson 51G Tree Removal Jackson 10337221 130 $6,500 | Yes Enhance native prairie and
wetland habitat by
removing woody invasive
species.

SheE Martin 10333222 33 $37,400 | Yes Prairie enhancement and
invasive woody vegetation
removal

JOnk Murray 10742225 2 $19,400 | Yes Oxbow- Topeka Shiner and
pollinator planting on
upland

LBos Rock 10145224 2 $25,600 | Yes Oxbow- Topeka Shiner

Easement Parcels

Name County TRDS Acres Est Cost Existing

Protection

Little Rock River (Johnson) Nobles 10141203 34 $241,000 | No

Little Rock River (Rall) Nobles 10141204 59 $301,500 | Yes

Little Rock River (Standafer) Nobles 10141204 184 $684,000 | No

Pipestone Creek (Wallin) Pipestone 10647213 199 $892,800 | No

Pag
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https://lsohcprojectmgmt.leg.mn/media/lsohc/final/signup_criteria/1559143442-MLT_-_SWMN_Program_Criteria_a.pdf

Parcel Map
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