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COST OF PREPARING REPORT:
Pursuant to Minnesota Statutes 3.197, the cost of preparing this report was approximately $1,400.

INTRODUCTION:
The goal of the “Working Lands Initiative” (WLI) is to support agriculture and wildlife
based economics by fostering healthy communities in Minnesota’s prairie pothole region
through cooperative, integrated approaches that enhance coordination, target investments,
and inspire innovative thinking. This report is in response to:
Laws of 2007, Chapter 57 (S.F. 2096) Article 1; Section 4. “The commissioner must
report to the legislative chairs on environmental finance for money appropriated in
this subdivision on grassland/wetland complexes with specific outcomes, including
acres of wetlands prairie grasses and forbs of a local ecotype preserved, restored, and
enhanced during the 2008-2009 biennium.”
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HISTORY:
In early 2005, a new concept for delivering conservation on private lands was being
discussed in Minnesota as a broad based group of conservation partners met to explore
options. The concept revolved around a formula of applying focused conservation on
targeted acres. The basis for this targeting would be accomplished by applying
ecological models for key wildlife species (i.e. certain duck, shorebird, and upland
species) with geographic information system (GIS) tools.
The new partnership included Ducks Unlimited, The Nature Conservancy, Pheasants
Forever, Minnesota Waterfowl Association, the U.S. Fish & Wildlife Service, farm
groups, and the Department of Natural Resources. After much discussion, a letter was
sent to the Secretary of the U.S. Department of the Interior from Governor Tim Pawlenty
(see Appendix, page 5) asking for formal designation of the WLI process in preparation
of a “memorandum of understanding” to assist with and move this concept forward.
On July 29, 2005, the Minnesota Department of Natural Resources Commissioner, Gene
Merriam, and U.S. Fish and Wildlife Service Director, Robyn Thorson, signed a
“memorandum of understanding” formalizing the Working Lands Initiative partnership
(see Appendix pages 6-8). Under this initiative, state and federal agencies work with
local conservation groups to identify, map and protect the most productive wetland and
grassland areas in the most effective manner possible. The emphasis is on voluntary, nonregulatory, incentive based programs compatible with agriculture and conservation. The
Working Lands Initiative is part of a broader conservation agenda, which includes federal
funding for the Conservation Reserve Program (CRP), Wetlands Reserve Program
(WRP), designation of the Glacial Ridge National Wildlife Refuge, and others.

SCOPE OF THE ISSUE:
In Minnesota’s prairie pothole region the fate of wildlife is largely determined by what
happens on private lands. With sufficient technical and financial assistance, private
landowners can affect landscape changes that would dramatically benefit wildlife habitat.
WLI brings together public, private, and non-profit organizations in local
“project teams” to provide assistance to landowners interested in identifying
economically viable conservation focus areas and strategies. These areas are
identified with the benefit of GIS tools, computer models, and local knowledge.
In some cases, land might be set aside to restore wildlife habitat. Other projects might
involve changes in certain agricultural practices in ways that support both wildlife
and the economic vitality of the farming operation.

HOW WLI WORKS:
APPLYING THE SCIENCE:
It was agreed that better investment of conservation dollars could be accomplished if
those dollars could be focused on relatively small, 4-9 square mile, complexes of
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wetlands and grasslands. The U.S. Fish and Wildlife Service, and the U.S. Geological
Survey were called upon to provide detailed information related to the best areas of the
state in the prairie pothole region where additional investment of conservation funds
could result in the best return on those conservation dollars. The team who developed the
maps, commonly referred to as “thunderstorm maps”, was the Habitat And Population
Evaluation Team (HAPET). This scientific information was instrumental in determining
where efforts would be focused and where any additional funds would be spent.
HABITAT COMPLEXES:
Local teams, at the county level, provide the initiative to develop project ideas and secure
matching funds to address the conservation needs. These are identified as “focus
counties” and are then eligible to apply for funds to address the needs in their project
proposal.
It was determined that individual projects would fit within 4-9 square mile blocks,
referred to as “target areas”. The goal for each target area would be 40% total grassland
acres (one-half in permanent grassland), and 20% total wetland acres (one-half in
seasonal and temporary basins). Priority for identifying target areas would be where a
significant investment has already been made or major components of habitat are already
in place. WLI efforts can then add the remaining management or restoration work to
complete the conservation work, thereby maximizing the wildlife benefits. Most but not
all, of the focus counties and target areas are within the prairie pothole region.
A map of the Focus Counties and Target Areas can be found in the Appendix of this
report (see page 9).
GUIDING PRINCIPLES:
Over 75% of Minnesota is privately owned. In much of the western and southwestern
portion of the state, where most of the WLI efforts are focused, the percentage of
privately owned lands exceeds 90%. Therefore, how private lands are managed has a
very significant impact on the wildlife resources of this state. Since agricultural
production is the main use of lands in this part of the state, it is imperative that efforts be
in place to support those agricultural activities while also fostering healthy communities
through cooperative, integrated approaches that enhance coordination, target investments,
and inspire innovative thinking. Emphasis remains on voluntary, non-regulatory
incentive based approaches.

ACCOMPLISHMENTS:
From Fiscal Year 2007 thru 2009 over $3.6 million of state WLI funds have been used to
implement conservation practices on private lands in Minnesota. (See WLI Projects
Table in Appendix) Projects are variable and examples include payment incentives for
enrollment into long term or perpetual conservation contracts/easements; prairie
management to improve wildlife cover, surface water buffers, managed haying and
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grazing, and managed drainage. As a provision of each grant, to the extent possible,
seeding is a diverse mix of local ecotype grasses/forbs, or tree/shrubs on ecologically
appropriate sites. The WLI funds have directly or indirectly impacted approximately
8200 acres of private lands. These funds have also leveraged an additional $9.6 million
of non-state funds. Roughly 3,200 acres (40%) are local ecotype plantings. All of these
acres are perpetual easements.

APPENDIX
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2. Memorandum of Understanding.
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3. Map of Focus Counties & Target Areas
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4. WLI Brochure (tri-fold)
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ABBREVIATIONS

BWSR

Minnesota Board of Water & Soil Resources

DNR

Minnesota Department of Natural Resources

FSA

USDA-Farm Service Agency

FWS

U.S. Fish & Wildlife Service

HAPET

Habitat And Population Evaluation Team

NRCS

USDA-Natural Resources Conservation Service

RIM

Reinvest in Minnesota

SWCD

Soil & Water Conservation District

TA

Target Area

WLI

Working Lands Initiative
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