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Lessard-Sams Outdoor Heritage Council 
DNR Aquatic Habitat Restoration and Enhancement - Phase 3 

Laws of Minnesota 2020 Final Report 

General Information 

Date: 09/23/2025 

Project Title: DNR Aquatic Habitat Restoration and Enhancement - Phase 3 

Funds Recommended: $3,790,000 

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

Appropriation Language: $3,790,000 the second year is to the commissioner of natural resources to restore and 
enhance aquatic habitat in degraded streams and aquatic management areas and to facilitate fish passage. A list of 
proposed land restorations and enhancements must be provided as part of the required accomplishment plan.  

Manager Information 

Manager's Name: Dean Paron 
Title: Stream Habitat Supervisor 
Organization: Minnesota DNR 
Address: 525 Lake Ave South Suite 415   
City: Duluth, MN 55155 
Email: dean.paron@state.mn.us 
Office Number: 651-259-5205 
Mobile Number:   
Fax Number:   
Website:   

Location Information 

County Location(s): Lake, Clay and Otter Tail. 

Eco regions in which work will take place: 

Northern Forest 

Forest / Prairie Transition 

Prairie 

Southeast Forest 
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Activity types: 

Restore 

Enhance 

Priority resources addressed by activity: 

Habitat 

Narrative 

Summary of Accomplishments 

The Minnesota Department of Natural Resources (MNDNR) completed two fish passage projects to restore habitat 
connectivity for fish and other aquatic life, and restored reaches on Stony River, creating 1.2 miles of diverse 
aquatic habitat. Though the actual footprint of fish passage projects is relatively small, these projects will reconnect 
over 600 acres of lake and river habitat. Stream projects were selected from a statewide list, prioritized by factors 
such as ecological benefit, scale of impact, urgency of completion, and local support. 

Process & Methods 

The Minnesota Department of Natural Resources (MNDNR) annually updates a statewide list of stream habitat 
projects. Project submittals come both from MNDNR staff and from partner organizations. Projects are prioritized 
based on scale-of-impact, urgency, local support, and critical habitat for rare species. Based on this list, MNDNR 
and our partners completed two fish passage projects and a channel restoration, leveraging $463,400. 
 
Stony Creek: Complete. Construction was completed fall 2024. Retainage was held through the winter to ensure 
vegetation establishment. Final payment was approved June 9, 2025 and paid June 11th. The primary purpose of 
this project was to improve the ecology of the river system by restoring 24,816 feet of a ditched stream to a stable 
and functioning channel. The project established a natural channel profile, reconnected the stream to the 
floodplain, and improved riparian habitat by establishing a 340 ft wide vegetated riparian buffer. There are 
approximately 21 species of fish in the project area that will benefit from improved habitat and water quality. 
 
Hockamin Creek:  Both culverts have now been replaced. Final plantings were installed in July 2023. Pelican 
Rapids: Project was completed in fall 2023. Added the Pelican Rapids 1st Street Barrier to the grant. Pelican Rapids 
Dam/Pelican Rapids 1st Street Barrier: the dam has been modified to rock arch rapids.  Final plantings were 
completed in 2023.   The rapids are lower that the dam runout elevation.  This allowed the river to return to a free-
flowing river with connected floodplain.  Pelican Rapids 1st Street Barrier was added to the City of Pelican Rapids 
grant to ensure fish passage on the Pelican River through the city limit. During the modification of the main dam, 
this site was identified as an additional barrier just downstream of the Pelican Rapids dam.   
 
The Stream Restoration Coordinator attended watershed planning meetings and identify critical projects for 
landscape planning, met with partners discuss scope of project (e.g. dam modification/removal options), attended 
and presented at public hearings and answer questions from the public, attend various partner meetings (e.g. City 
Councils, board meetings etc.), developed the project with the partner to ensure the partner supports the project 
and maximizes ecological gains, advised and coordinated with partners to understand contract policy 
requirements both technically and administratively, obtained partner resolutions to proceed with the project, 
navigated permitting and environmental review needs, called for proposals, ranked projects, developed LSOHC 
applications, contracts, and reimbursement, conducted design reviews and approval, performed final walk through 
and project construction sign off, and completed financial reconciliation. 
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Stream interns were working on culvert inventorying and data analysis. 
 
 Stream-habitat specialists provided technical assistance and oversight on Legacy-funded projects by MNDNR and 
partners. 

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? 

There are 68 species of greatest conservation need that utilize headwaters to large streams, including birds, 
turtles, frogs, fish, and insects. Stream habitat projects are not designed with one species in mind, but instead are 
intended to benefit multiple functions and habitats of the river both within the stream and in the riparian area, 
which will have benefits for rare species. 
 
The Pelican Rapids Dam and Hockamin Creek culverts fish passage projects are known to have rare mussel species 
in the vicinity. These projects have the potential to benefit those species by allowing their upstream movement 
past the barriers. Restoration of fish passage will help to return fish and mussel diversity that was present 
upstream of dams prior to their construction. Projects with the potential to benefit rare species is one of the 
criteria by which stream projects are ranked. Access to diverse habitats is critical for fish and other aquatic 
organisms to complete various life stages. The habitats they use at different life stages may all vary widely. These 
habitats can be fairly unique, such as high-gradient riffles favored by many spawning fish and may be miles apart. 
When dams or other obstructions prevent aquatic life from reaching ideal habitat, they are forced to use less 
optimal locations that can reduce their success. In some cases, this leads to the complete loss of sensitive species 
upstream of a barrier. Modifying or removing the barriers through our two proposed fish passage projects would 
have a total footprint of 3 acres but created upstream access to over 600 acres of lake and river habitat. This will 
benefit fish such as walleye and brook trout present in these rivers, as well as five mussel species classified as 
threatened or special concern. 
 
Diverse, healthy, productive habitat is good for a wide range of species. None of this work was targeted at a specific 
species of wildlife or fish. We used the approach that diverse productive habitats benefit a wide variety of both 
game and non-game species as well as any threatened or endangered species. 

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. 
MNDNR used a science-based planning model for selection of stream projects. The prioritization incorporated 
factors known to be important for stream health, as well as measures of stakeholder support and urgency. 
Evaluation of projects by MNDNR allows assessment of project success and provides lessons to be used in future 
projects. 
 
The Pelican Rapids Dam and Hockamin Creek culvert projects reduce fragmentation. Dams and other obstructions 
in rivers fragment areas of suitable habitat, similar to when pieces of prairie are separated by large areas of row-
crop farmland. By removing or modifying barriers in streams, we will allow fish and other aquatic life to move 
between different patches of habitat that may be critical for their life-processes, such as spawning. Connectivity 
also expands fishing opportunities by acting as a conduit for recolonization should something catastrophic such as 
drought happen in one portion of a watershed. We have prioritized fish passage projects that connect large areas of 
high-quality habitat.  
 
Similarly, our stream channel restoration projects target reaches of river where habitat is poor due to past 
alterations. Lengths of poor habitat can themselves act as barriers to animal movement, where a fish may choose 
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not to migrate through a reach without adequate depth or cover to reach more suitable habitat upstream. 
Restoring the stream channel removes that "barrier" of poor habitat that fragments the stream. In the process, we 
also create high-quality habitat within the formerly degraded reach. 

Explain Partners, Supporters, & Opposition 

For the Stony Creek Project the MNDNR partnered with the Buffalo/Red River Watershed District to restore this 
reach back into a meandering stream, providing diverse habitats for fish and other aquatic species. The restored 
stream will be protected within Reinvest In Minnesota easements with surrounding landowners. Easements will be 
funded by the Bureau of Soil and Water Resources.  
 
For Hockamin Culverts project, Lake County SWCD received a $490,694 Sustain Our Great Lakes grant as leverage.  
Other partners included Crystal Bay Township, Minnesota Pollution Contral Agency, TSA, and MN Trout Unlimited. 
 
For the Pelican Rapids Dam project, the City has worked closely with the DNR to restore fish passage through the 
dam.  Additionally, by lowering the dam, a portion of the impounded river was returned to free-flowing system. 

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

COVID-19 impacts caused delays in design, permitting, and construction on the two stream restoration projects 
funded through this appropriation. We were able to complete all of the project within the timeline of the 
appropriation but construction was often running right up to the end of the funding availability. 

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?  
MNDNR has multiple potential avenues that could be used for ongoing maintenance of projects, including the Game 
and Fish fund which is supported by license sales, the Heritage Enhancement account funded by taxes on lottery 
tickets, funds raised through the sale of Trout Stamps, people who volunteer to help the department with projects, 
and future potential OHF appropriations. 

Actions to Maintain Project Outcomes  
Year Source of Funds Step 1 Step 2 Step 3 
Annual Game and Fish Inspect project Control invasives Make instream 

adjustments as 
needed 

Every 48 months Lake County Highway 
Department 

Inspect Culverts Determine if 
adjustments are 
needed 

Complete adjustments 
as needed 
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Budget 

Totals 

Item Requested AP Amount Spent Leverage Received 
Leverage 

Leverage 
Source 

Original 
Total 

Final Total 

Personnel $940,000 $940,000 $1,007,700 - - - $940,000 $1,007,700 
Contracts $2,546,900 $2,546,900 $2,659,600 $463,400 $490,700 Sustain Our 

Great Lakes 
grant, Crystal 

Bay 
Township, 

Lake County 
SWCD, 

$3,010,300 $3,150,300 

Fee Acquisition w/ 
PILT 

- - - - - - - - 

Fee Acquisition 
w/o PILT 

- - - - - - - - 

Easement 
Acquisition 

- - - - - - - - 

Easement 
Stewardship 

- - - - - - - - 

Travel $48,000 $48,000 $39,000 - - - $48,000 $39,000 
Professional 
Services 

$175,200 $175,200 $13,300 - - - $175,200 $13,300 

Direct Support 
Services 

$67,900 $67,900 $67,900 - - - $67,900 $67,900 

DNR Land 
Acquisition Costs 

- - - - - - - - 

Capital Equipment - - - - - - - - 
Other 
Equipment/Tools 

- - - - - - - - 

Supplies/Materials $12,000 $12,000 $2,500 - - - $12,000 $2,500 
DNR IDP - - - - - - - - 
Grand Total $3,790,000 $3,790,000 $3,790,000 $463,400 $490,700 - $4,253,400 $4,280,700 
Personnel 
Position Annual FTE Years 

Working 
Amount Spent Leverage Leverage 

Source 
Total 

Stream 
Restoration 
Coordinator 

1.0 2.0 $325,100 - - $325,100 

Stream 
Restoration 
Intern 

0.6 2.0 $46,400 - - $46,400 

Stream Habitat 
Specialist 

2.0 3.0 $636,200 - - $636,200 

 

Direct Support Services 

How did you determine which portions of the Direct Support Services of your shared support services is 
direct to this program?   
The DNR uses a formula based on direct and necessary costs to support the appropriation. 

Explain any budget challenges or successes:   
We were able to spend the entire appropriation. Stream restoration and enhancement projects are difficult to time 
with each appropriation due to unanticipated design and permitting challenges. With the Grindstone project, 
issues related to riparian landowner rights are being still being addressed and project will not be completed in this 
appropriation timeline.  However, we have successfully moved project to different appropriations when needed 
and applied this funding to other projects. COVID delays and recent cost increases with inflation have created 
budget challenges with other appropriations.  The $490,694 in leverage helped to expand the scope of these 
projects. 
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Total Revenue:  $0 

Revenue Spent:  $0 

Revenue Balance:  $0 

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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Output Tables 

Acres by Resource Type (Table 1) 

Type Wetland 
(AP) 

Wetland 
(Final) 

Prairie 
(AP) 

Prairie 
(Final) 

Forest 
(AP) 

Forest 
(Final) 

Habitat 
(AP) 

Habitat 
(Final) 

Total 
Acres 
(AP) 

Total 
Acres 
(Final) 

Restore 0 0 0 0 0 0 11 11 11 11 
Protect in 
Fee with 
State 
PILT 
Liability 

0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 

Protect in 
Fee w/o 
State 
PILT 
Liability 

0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 

Protect in 
Easement 

0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 

Enhance 0 0 0 0 0 0 3 3 3 3 
Total 0 0 0 0 0 0 14 14 14 14 
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 - - - - - - $708,100 $514,100 $708,100 $514,100 
Protect in 
Fee with 
State 
PILT 
Liability 

- - - - - - - - - - 

Protect in 
Fee w/o 
State 
PILT 
Liability 

- - - - - - - - - - 

Protect in 
Easement 

- - - - - - - - - - 

Enhance - - - - - - $3,081,900 $3,275,900 $3,081,900 $3,275,900 
Total - - - - - - $3,790,000 $3,790,000 $3,790,000 $3,790,000 
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) 

Prairie 
(Final) 

N. 
Forest 
(AP) 

N. 
Forest 
(Final) 

Total 
(AP) 

Total 
(Final) 

Restore 0 0 0 0 0 0 9 11 2 0 11 11 
Protect in 
Fee with 
State 
PILT 
Liability 

0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 

Protect in 
Fee w/o 
State 
PILT 
Liability 

0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 

Protect in 
Easement 

0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 

Enhance 0 0 1 1 0 0 0 0 2 2 3 3 
Total 0 0 1 1 0 0 9 11 4 2 14 14 
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Total Requested Funding within each Ecological Section (Table 4) 

Type Metro
/ 
Urba
n 
(AP) 

Metro
/ 
Urba
n 
(Final
) 

Forest / 
Prairie 
(AP) 

Forest / 
Prairie 
(Final) 

SE 
Fore
st 
(AP) 

SE 
Fores
t 
(Fina
l) 

Prairie 
(AP) 

Prairie 
(Final) 

N. Forest 
(AP) 

N. Forest 
(Final) 

Total (AP) Total 
(Final) 

Restore - - - - - - $394,20
0 

$514,10
0 

$313,90
0 

- $708,100 $514,100 

Protect 
in Fee 
with 
State 
PILT 
Liability 

- - - - - - - - - - - - 

Protect 
in Fee 
w/o 
State 
PILT 
Liability 

- - - - - - - - - - - - 

Protect 
in 
Easeme
nt 

- - - - - - - - - - - - 

Enhanc
e 

- - $2,509,20
0 

$2,738,50
0 

- - - - $572,70
0 

$537,40
0 

$3,081,90
0 

$3,275,90
0 

Total - - $2,509,2
00 

$2,738,5
00 

- - $394,2
00 

$514,1
00 

$886,6
00 

$537,4
00 

$3,790,0
00 

$3,790,0
00 

Target Lake/Stream/River Feet or Miles 

1.2 

Explain the success/shortage of acre goals 

Overall, we met our acreage of 11 acres of restored habitat and 3 acres of enhanced habitat. Though the actual 
footprint of fish passage projects is relatively small, these projects will reconnect over 600 acres of lake and river 
habitat. 
 
Stream restoration projects are difficult to time with each appropriation due to unanticipated design and 
permitting challenges. However, we have successfully moved projects to different appropriations when needed. 
With this appropriation, we needed to shuffle one project around with other appropriations. In the end, the total 
number of acres benefited in this appropriation met goals outlined in the amended accomplishment 

Outcomes 

Programs in forest-prairie transition region:  
Rivers and streams provide corridors of habitat including intact areas of forest cover in the east and large 
wetland/upland complexes in the west ~ Both MNDNR and PCA conduct periodic surveys of the Pelican River. 
For the Pelican Rapids Dam project, we will compare warmwater fish communities before and after project 
completion. We will also compare catch rates for critical species before and after project completion as indicators 
of population density changes. 

Programs in the northern forest region:  
Improved aquatic habitat indicators ~ For the Hockamin Creek project, brook trout catch rates will be compared 
before and after project completion to evaluate the success of restoring fish passage upstream of these barriers. 
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Programs in prairie region:  
Other ~ The Stony Creek channel restoration project in this region will improve in-channel and riparian habitat. 
We will use metrics that evaluate instream and floodplain habitat to assess our success. 

Programs in southeast forest region:  
Large corridors and complexes of biologically diverse wildlife habitat typical of the unglaciated region are 
restored and protected ~   
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Parcels 

Sign-up Criteria?   
No 

Restore / Enhance Parcels 

Name County TRDS Acres Est Cost Existing 
Protection 

Description 

Stony Creek Clay 13746202 11 $335,800 Yes Stream Channel Restoration 
Hockamin Creek Lake 05707219 2 $523,900 Yes Culvert Replacements for 

Fish Passage 
Pelican River Otter Tail 13643222 1 $2,020,600 Yes Dam Removal/Modification 
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Parcel Map 
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