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Introduction Contents
The EQB’s mission is to enhance Minnesota’s environmental quality for current and future 
generations by leading interagency work to advance meaningful public engagement and 
facilitate informed decision-making on critical environmental issues. With the help of staff 
from several state agencies, the 2019 Minnesota Environment and Energy Report Card was 
prepared to provide a snapshot of Minnesota’s environment, providing valuable information 
for the public and policy-makers. 

The report focuses on five key areas of Minnesota’s environment: climate, energy, air, water 
and land. Each section presents three metrics that help assess the state of the environment. 
Metrics either have a red, yellow, or green score depending on whether state goals for 
progress are being met. Metrics were selected through a Results Based Accountability 
process; and are the same indicators used in the 2017 report.

Highlights 
The 2017 report card set a baseline for energy and environmental metrics. The current report 
card shows mixed results. For many indicators, we continue to fall short of goals. Climate 
change, declining pheasant population, continued reliance on petroleum, nitrate in our 
groundwater, and a drop in public transit use are all issues that need creative collaboration to 
find solutions. There are positive highlights since the 2017 report card. Renewable electricity 
and household energy use are both metrics that changed from yellow to green in 2019 
because the state has achieved 25% renewable electricity production and we continue to 
make energy efficiency improvements to our homes.

Working Together
Minnesota enjoys abundant natural resources and high quality of life, but not all groups and 
communities share these benefits equally. Some Minnesotans are disproportionately affected 
by pollution, climate change, and other environmental challenges. Addressing disparities 
based on race, income, gender, health, and geography is critical for making progress on our 
statewide environmental goals.

The Environment and Energy Report Card is a living document. We hope that it will inspire 
new dialogue and forms of action. Tackling the complex issues in this report will require 
innovative approaches and cross-sector collaboration. The EQB invites you to attend our 
monthly meetings to learn more and join us in creating solutions. Together we can ensure a 
clean, healthy environment for all Minnesotans.
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Report card 
Environment and energy 
in Minnesota

Tracking progress toward public expectations, 
state or national goals and established industry 
or agency benchmarks. 

Ahead of goals and expectations.

Nearly meets goals and 
expectations.

Well behind goals and expectations.

OKAY

POOR

GOOD

EnergyClimate

Renewable electricity  Heat and rainfall

Household energy useGreenhouse gas emissions

Transportation fuel

Climate change and wildlife

Minnesota achieved 25% renewable energy in 2018 
and is on track to surpass its renewable electricity 
standard of 28.5% by 2025. The state has the 
potential to go much further.

Minnesota’s climate is changing rapidly with more 
frequent extreme precipitation and increasing 
temperatures, especially in winter and at night.

Minnesota homes are becoming more energy efficient, 
but increased use of air conditioners, appliances, 
and personal devices is driving up overall energy 
consumption.

Despite success in the electricity generation sector, 
Minnesota is not on track to meet climate goals.

Use of fossil fuels for transportation must decline 
steadily to achieve the state’s greenhouse gas 
reduction goal. Instead, fossil fuel use has been flat or 
growing for the past six years. 

Populations of cisco — fish that walleye and trout rely 
on as a food source — are declining as temperatures 
rise.

Status
Status

Status

Status

Status

Status

Trend
Trend

Trend

Trend

Trend

Trend
OKAY

Not much 
changePOOR

POOR

POOR

Getting 
worse

Problems 
are ahead

Problems 
are ahead

GOOD

GOOD

Improving

Metrics were chosen through extensive 
interagency dialogue and represent a 
collaborative effort to comprehensively 
evaluate our environment. The criteria are based 
on environmental and social data and were 
chosen to help tell a larger story about trends, 
challenges, and opportunities for action. In many 
cases, the metrics are tied to official state or 
federal goals. 

Sources for data and information can be found 
here: www.eqb.state.mn.us/content/2019-EE.

On track
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Air

Air pollution

Asthma

Transit

Minnesota is meeting national air standards, but air 
quality is still periodically unhealthy for sensitive 
populations.

Asthma emergency room visits, which are linked 
to poor air quality, disproportionately impact 
communities of color and those living in poverty.

Public transit use is decreasing, and the Twin Cities 
metro is not meeting its ridership goals, and transit 
needs in the rest of the state are unmet. 

Status

Status

Status

Trend

Trend

Trend

OKAY

OKAY

Not much 
change

POOR Getting 
worse

GOOD Improving

Water Land

Lakes and rivers Pheasants

Nitrate in water Sprawl

Sustainable water use
Recycling

We have reduced pollution from sewers and industry 
in the last several decades. However, pollution from 
agriculture, lawns, and roads is increasingly found in 
our drinking water supplies, rivers, and lakes.  

Recent declines in pheasant and other grassland bird 
populations reflect significant losses of prairie and 
grassland habitat.

Nitrate is one of the most common water pollutants 
in MN groundwater. In areas with vulnerable 
groundwater, wells are more likely to have elevated 
nitrate. Elevated nitrate in drinking water is a health 
hazard, especially for infants.  

Since 2002, the rate at which farmland, forest, 
wetlands, and wildlife habitat is converted into urban 
and suburban development has decreased. 

Minnesota is at risk of depleting its water supplies in 
several areas of the state. Sufficient water supply is 
vital to our public health, economy, and ecosystems.

About one-third of our waste is still sent to landfills. 
More of this waste could be recycled.

Status
Status

Status

Status

Status

Status

Trend
Trend

Trend

Trend

Trend

Trend

OKAY

OKAY

About the 
same

About the 
same

About the 
same

POOR

Getting 
worse

On the 
right path

POOR

POOR
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Minnesota’s climate is changing rapidly with more frequent 
extreme precipitation and increasing temperatures, especially in 
winter and at night.

Heat and rainfall

Moving the needle 
on climate change 
takes global 
coordination

Summary Status

Trend

POOR

Problems are ahead 

The ten warmest 
and wettest years on 
record all occurred 
since 1998.

Minnesota is warmer and wetter
Minnesota’s climate has become much warmer and wetter in the past several decades; the top ten 
warmest and wettest years since 1895 occurred between 1998 and 2017. Since 1970, nights have 
warmed 55% faster than days, and winter has warmed 13 times faster than summer. The frequency of 
-35F readings in northern Minnesota and -25F readings in the south have fallen by up to 90%. Minne-
sota is also experiencing more frequent and intense rainstorms than at any other time on record. The 
number of one-inch and three-inch rains, and the size of the heaviest annual rainfall have all increased 
dramatically.

Heat stress
Warmer nights 
in summer can 
pose health risks 
to elderly people 
who lack air con-
ditioning.

Heavy rains getting heavier 
and more common

20% increase in the 
number of 1-inch rains 
over past 100 years.

65% increase in the 
number of 3-inch rains 
over past 100 years.

Large-area “mega 
rains” four times more 
common after the year 
2000, compared to 
the previous 30 years.

15.1 inch daily rainfall 
record set in Hokah, 
Minn., in 2007. It 
was 39% larger than 
the previous record.

15.1

4State Climatology Office, MNDNR
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Some sectors improving, others worsening
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Industrial Residential Commercial
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Despite success in the electricity generation sector, Minnesota is not 
on track to meet climate goals.

Greenhouse gas emissions

We still put too 
much CO2 in the air.

Summary Status

Trend

POOR

Goal

Not much change

Reduce emissions 30% below 2005 levels 
by 2025, and 80% by 2050

Greenhouse gas emissions:  
Not on target to meet 2025 goal

Some sectors improving, others worsening
Greenhouse gas emissions by sector Millions of tons of CO2-e

Minnesota’s Next Generation Energy Act of 2007 calls for reducing annual GHG 
emissions by 80% between 2005 and 2050, with interim goals of 15% by 2015 and 
30% by 2025. While we’ve made progress, achieving the 2050 goal will require 
much more aggressive state and federal policies. Fortunately, Minnesota is in a 
position to lead the efforts.

Minnesota’s GHG reductions
GHG emissions from power generation have fallen dramatically in Minnesota, so 
the state has started focusing on other reduction opportunities. For example, 
transportation is now the largest contributor to GHG emissions, so Minnesota is 
supporting efforts by utilities, auto manufacturers, and other partners to expand 
electric vehicle use. Money from Minnesota’s share of the Volkswagen legal 
settlement is being used to create fast-charging electric vehicle corridors throughout 
Minnesota and to incentivize the purchase of heavy-duty hybrid and electric vehicles.

Individual Minnesotans, their communities, and our industries are working 
together to become more energy efficient, increase renewable energy production, 
and reduce our dependence on imported energy.

1990                   2000                 2010           2015                    2025

GoalActual emissions

Minnesota state 
government has 
a goal of reducing 
greenhouse gases 
by 30% by 2025.  
(Baseline year 2005)

0

Electrical utilities

Transportation

Agriculture and forestry

Industrial

Residential

Commercial Waste

In 2016, the transportation sector surpassed 
electricity as the largest source of carbon 
dioxide emissions in Minnesota.

Leading by 
example
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Populations of cisco  — fish that walleye and trout rely on as a food 
source — are declining as temperatures rise.

Climate change and wildlife

Warning from the 
bottom of the food 
chain.

Summary Status

Trend

OKAY

Getting worse

Accumulated acres affected by Eastern Larch Beetle 

Year
Affected 
Acres1

Newly Affected Acres (not 
impacted in previous 
years) Accumulated Acres

2001 2,540 2,540 2,540
2002 1,283 1,283 3,823
2003 6,079 5,878 9,701
2004 9,204 8,644 18,345
2005 11,007 9,664 28,009
2006 8,927 8,122 36,131
2007 12,661 11,641 47,772
2008 18,983 16,086 63,858
2009 19,030 13,921 77,797

2010 19,120 13,196 91,019
2011 29,026 17,453 108,472
2012 42,195 42,193 150,665
2013 20,623 12,404 163,069
2014 42,305 42,303 205,372
2015 33,741 27,922 233,294
2016 67,983 49,517 282,811
2017 211,131 157,542 440,353
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Cisco populations, an indicator of the health of other fish 
species, are declining

Accumulated acres affected by eastern larch beetles

Climate change driving population decline
Minnesota has about 650 cisco lakes, more than any other 
state in the lower 48. Many are prized by anglers because 
ciscoes (also known as tulibees, or lake herring in Lake 
Superior) provide a high-energy feast for walleye, northern 
pike, muskellunge, and lake trout. 

Changes in land use and climate have led to declines in 
cisco populations in the past 30 years. Cisco fish can’t 
tolerate warm water — 76 degrees is lethal and 54 degrees 
is optimal—so they need to stay deep in the warmer 
months. But in late summer when water near the surface is 
too warm, the water near the bottom has too little oxygen. 
Ciscoes become trapped in a narrow band — sometimes 
only a few feet — of habitat, which leads to die-offs.

There’s been a 57% 
decline in cisco 
populations between 
1993 and 2017.

Seeking refuge from the 
heat  
DNR and UMN researchers 
have evaluated the 620 
cisco lakes and identified 
176 refuge lakes that are 
deep and clear enough to 
sustain ciscoes in a warming 
climate, if water quality 
is maintained. Preserving 
forested land can help 
maintain water quality in 
lakes with tullibees and 
other cold-water species. 

157,500 newly 
affected acres

In just 17 years, the 
Eastern larch beetle has 
killed or damaged more 
than a third of the state’s 
1.25 million acres of 
tamarack.

Eastern larch beetles march continues
The eastern larch beetle is taking advantage of longer summers 
related to climate change to reproduce twice each year rath-
er than just once. The larger beetle population is killing more 
tamarack trees. As the forest composition changes, other forest 
wildlife feels the effects. 

Year CPE Number of Lakes
1993 4.93 89
1994 4.69 83
1995 5.78 95
1996 4.29 92
1997 4.93 79
1998 3.22 80
1999 3.36 95
2000 3.82 93
2001 4.05 82
2002 2.23 73
2003 2.05 76
2004 1.78 85
2005 5.74 83
2006 3.33 77
2007 1.72 79
2008 1.96 79
2009 2.94 69
2010 3.78 80
2011 3.05 66
2012 2.77 76
2013 2.28 73
2014 1.89 77
2015 2.70 77
2016 2.89 101
2017 1.99 80
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Minnesota achieved 25% renewable energy in 2018 and is on track 
to surpass its renewable electricity standard of 28.5% by 2025. 
The state has the potential to go much further. 

Renewable electricity

We can do more.Summary Status

Trend

GOOD

E&E	Layout:	MN	Renewable	Electricity	
 
Title: “Minnesota’s Renewable Electricity”  
Goal: This metric represents Minnesota’s progress toward the Renewable Energy Standard of 28.5% 
renewable electricity generation by 2025. 216B.1691 Renewable Energy Objective (Standard). 
Minnesota is well on its way toward meeting and exceeding the goal established in statute.  
Most utilities* expect to meet the RPS until at least 2024 with existing and planned resources. 
(*serving 94 % of load) 
 
 
Message:  
Minnesota is on track to meet it renewable electricity standard of 25% by 2025, however , the 
opportunity exists to go much further toward a 50% goal. 
 
2019 Rating: 
Green, Up arrow. 
 
Chart: See below. Are you able to access the embedded Xcel document? 
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Commented [TL(1]: This could change to “all utilities” 
depending on utility filings due June 1.  As of 2016, MMPA, 
MRES, and SMEC needed to add more renewables before 
2024. 

Commented [TL(2]: Based on 2016 reporting.  This number 
will change in two weeks (by 6/1/2018) when utility reports 
are due in docket 18-78 on planned RES compliance. 

Electricity generated in Minnesota: Renewables rising
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Minnesota’s cleaner electricity generation
Minnesota has no in-state fossil fuel but abundant renewable resources, including 
wind, solar, and biomass. The state passed a renewable electricity standard in 2007 
requiring that 28.5% of the state’s electricity use be generated with renewable 
resources by 2025.   

In response to state policy, our electricity production has become cleaner at a 
pace faster than the nation as a whole. Minnesota was the 6th largest state solar 
market in 2017 and the 3rd largest non-residential market. Minnesota ranked 7th in 
the nation for the share of electricity generated from wind energy. Solar and wind 
energy costs are decreasing rapidly due to technology advances. Due to increases 
in efficient and renewable generation, electricity generation is now second to 
transportation for carbon emissions. As renewable resources are paired with an 
increasing number of electric vehicles, carbon emissions within the transportation 
sector will also be reduced.  

Utilities aiming higher 

Xcel Energy announced a goal to reduce CO2 
emissions 80% below 2005 levels by 2030, and zero-
carbon electricity by 2050, across all eight states it 
serves. In the Upper Midwest, Xcel Energy is targeting 
a generation mix that is 85% carbon-free by 2030, 
with about 60% coming from renewable and nuclear 
power supplying the remainder.  

Minnesota Power met Minnesota’s renewable 
electricity standard a decade early. By 2015, 26% of 
Minnesota Power’s retail and wholesale electric sales 
were from renewable energy sources. 

Minnesota can produce 10% of its 
electricity from solar by 2025 and 
70% from solar and wind by 2050. 

On track

Coal generation has 
dropped 28% since 2007

Renewables have 
increased 224% 
since 2007
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2017 solar 
industry 
economic 
activity in 
the state:
$1 billion

Source: Minnesota Solar Pathways, a DOE funded project
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Minnesota homes are becoming more energy efficient, but increased 
use of air conditioning, appliances, and personal devices is driving up 
overall residential energy consumption. 

Household energy use

As a cold climate 
state, energy 
efficiency is critical.

Summary Status

Trend

GOOD

Improving

Goal
Minnesota homes are more efficient
More than 20% of the total energy used in Minnesota is 
consumed in our homes. Advances in heating and cooling 
systems, weatherization technology, and efficient lighting 
make newer and retrofitted homes more energy efficient. 
Appliances like refrigerators more than doubled in efficiency 
between 1987 and 2012. However, the prevalent use of new 
devices (tablets, smart phones, TVs, gaming consoles) is 
increasing overall household energy use. The graph at right 
shows the combined residential electric and natural gas 
consumption in comparison to gross domestic product and 
population growth.

Energy efficiency and conservation by homeowners can help 
cost-effectively reduce carbon emissions by reducing the use 
of fossil fuels to generate electricity and heat homes. 

Every $1 spent on 
Conservation Improvement 
Programs returns $4 to 
Minnesota’s 
economy.

Conservation success 
In 2007, a savings goal of a 1.5% 
per year decrease in electricity 
and a 1% decrease in natural 
gas sold was established within 
the Conservation Improvement 
Program. More than 130 
Minnesota utilities provide 
technical assistance and financial 
incentives to their customers to 
help meet the goal.

By 2027, Minnesota state 
government plans to reduce its 
energy use by 30% of its 2017 
consumption in state buildings. 

Less energy used per household, but overall 
use is increasing 
Percent change since 1997
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Leading by example
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Use of fossil fuels for transportation must decline steadily to achieve 
the state’s greenhouse gas reduction goal. Instead fossil fuel use has 
been flat or growing for the past six years.

Transportation fuel

Fuel use is 
increasingSummary Status

Trend

POOR

Problems are ahead 

Transportation priorities
Fuel use has been steadily increasing over 
the last few years — almost back to peak 
2004 levels as low fuel prices have led many 
people to purchase less fuel efficient vehicles. 
Transportation fuel is used as an indicator 
of air pollution and carbon emissions from 
transportation. For decades, Minnesota policy 
and investment has emphasized automobile 
travel. Mass transit, walking, and biking are 
available at some level across the state, but 
additional investment is needed to make these 
viable travel options for all Minnesotans.

Reducing fossil fuel use in transportation is 
directly connected to achieving the state’s 
greenhouse gas reduction targets outlined in 
the 2007 Next Generation Energy Act, which 
calls for a 30% reduction in greenhouse gas 
emissions between 2005 and 2025.

Fuel economy standards
In August 2018 the federal administration 
proposed rolling back higher fuel economy 
standards for auto manufactures. The higher 
standards were put in place in 2011 so that 
more fuel efficient vehicles were available 
to American families. According to NHTSA, 
weakening these fuel economy standards 
is forecasted to reduce the nationwide fuel 
economy of each new vehicle by up to eight 
miles per gallon in 2025.

Leading by example
In 2017 state agencies reduced their 
fossil fuel consumption by 702,669 
gallons primarily by purchasing 
hybrids and electric vehicles.

Transportation fuel consumption  
Heading upward again

Average miles per gallon (roadway)
After years of increasing, a reversal 

E&E	Layout:	Fuel	
 
Title: “Minnesota’s Transportation Fuel”   
 
Message:  
Use of fossil fuels for transportation has been flat or growing the last six years. A steady decline in fossil 
fuel use is needed to achieve the state’s greenhouse gas reduction goals. 
 
Status Quip: Fuel Use is Increasing. 
 
2019 Rating: 
Red, Down Arrow. 
USE THIS CHART (with labels similar to 2017 E&E Repor): 
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Total Vehicle Miles Traveled by Year in MN

Next Generation 
Energy Act goal

Fossil fuels

Biofuels

Low fuel prices are influencing Minnesotans to buy 
SUV’s and trucks with larger carbon footprints.

2002 3,257,616,955 54.4 16.7
2003 3,284,561,293 55.4 16.9
2004 3,319,794,382 56.5 17.0
2005 3,300,110,279 56.5 17.1
2006 3,246,753,572 56.6 17.4
2007 3,244,554,473 57.4 17.7
2008 3,160,951,915 57.3 18.1
2009 3,050,971,565 57.0 18.7
2010 3,076,471,151 56.8 18.5
2011 3,044,406,471 56.7 18.6
2012 3,074,039,850 57.0 18.5
2013 3,046,564,572 57.0 18.7
2014 3,097,414,046 57.4 18.5
2015 3,149,964,552 59.1 18.8
2016 3,250,899,257 58.9 18.1
2017 3,473,284,314 60.0 17.3
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Tools for reducing transportation 
fuel use
•  Promote electric vehicles.

•  Support compact, energy-efficient 
development to reduce trip lengths and 
increase non-automobile trips. 

•  Investing in transit and active 
transportation infrastructure and 
operations.

•  Reducing the carbon content of liquid 
fuels by supporting lower carbon biofuels.
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Minnesota is meeting national air standards, but air quality is still 
periodically unhealthy for sensitive populations.

Air pollution

Air is life.Summary Status

Trend

GOOD

Improving

Meet standards and improve air qualityGoal
Tracking pollution
Minnesota’s air currently meets all federal 
health standards. However, even air 
pollution at levels below those standards 
can affect people’s health.

Minnesota’s air quality is always changing 
due to weather patterns and can differ 
across the state. Wildfire smoke from other 
regions, ozone on hot summer days, and 
wintertime stagnation episodes are the 
most common recent causes of poor air 
quality in Minnesota. Air quality forecasts 
and alerts let the public know when they 
should take precautions to protect their 
health.

More good days, less bad days
Proportion of days each year rated good in the Air Quality Index 
compared to poorer air quality days

The high cost of air pollution
The Minnesota Pollution Control Agency estimates 
the economic impact of air pollution on health in 
Minnesota may exceed $30 billion per year.

•   Air pollution contributed 
to around 2,000 deaths 
per year in the Twin Cities 
metro area in 2008.

•   Populations with higher 
rates of heart and lung 
disease, including people of 
color, the elderly, children 
with uncontrolled asthma, 
and people in poverty 
are most affectd by air 
pollution.

When we breathe, 
pollution enters our 
lungs and bloodstream. 
Air pollution can cause 
coughing or itchy eyes, 
or, more significantly, 
worsen lung diseases 
and breathing, leading to 
hospitalizations, cancer, 
or even premature death. 

Personal decisions
We make decisions every day that can 
negatively affect air quality, including 
driving, using gas-powered lawnmowers, 
and having backyard fires. Together, we 
can improve air quality by replacing car 
trips with riding mass transit, bicycling, 
and walking, and using electric or push 
mowers.

Air is improving despite more activity
Pollutants have dropped, even with more people, cars, and  
economic activity
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Asthma emergency room visits, which are linked to poor air 
quality, disproportionately impact communities of color, those 
living in poverty, and children.

Asthma

Asthma inequities 
persist over time, 
despite overall 
gains.

Summary Status

Trend
Not much change

Reduce ER visits caused by poor air qualityGoal

OKAY

Air and health
Even levels of air pollution below federal standards 
can contribute to serious illness and early death. 
Asthma, a condition exacerbated by poor air quality, 
is one of the most common chronic diseases in the 
U.S. In Minnesota, one in 14 people has asthma. 
Asthma can be managed with tools such as an 
Asthma Action Plan, but thousands of Minnesotans 
visit the emergency room each year; in 2016, 76 
people in the state died due to asthma.

Some people more vulnerable
Breathing polluted air is not good for anyone, but 
people with preexisting conditions or uncontrolled 
asthma, children, the elderly, and people in particular 
communities are affected more than others. Children 
in the Twin Cities metro area go to the ER for asthma 
at a rate nearly twice that of children in Greater 
Minnesota. In some Minneapolis zip codes, asthma 
hospitalization rates for children are four times 
higher than the rest of the state. Poorer air quality 
in the metro area could be a contributing factor, and 
efforts to reduce air pollution are a critical part of 
addressing the disparities.

Stats
•   In Minnesota in 2016, 18,200 

emergency department visits 
and 1,900 hospitalizations 
were for asthma.

•   In 2014, asthma cost an 
estimated $669 million, 
including $615 million in 
direct medical expenses and 
$54 million in lost work days.

What can we do?
Improving air quality can 
provide significant public 
health benefits. If we 
reduce fine particles and 
ground-level ozone by 10% 
from 2008 levels, we can 
reduce the annual number 
of deaths, hospitalizations, 
and emergency room 
visits due to heart and lung 
conditions.

Metro children
71.0

Metro adults
23.7

Greater MN children
36.9

Greater MN adults
13.0

Asthma: Where you live matters

Minnesota rates of asthma emergency department 
visits by age and region, 2016
Age-adjusted rate per 10,000 people 
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Source: Minnesota Hospital Association, MDH

American Indian and African American 
middle/high school students are more 
likely than other students to have been 
diagnosed with asthma.

2016 Minnesota Student Survey



Ridership
Ridership 
Change Target Pace

95% of 
Targeted 
Ridership

Actual Year-
Over-Year 
Change

 Target Year-
Over-Year 
Increase Score  Ridership

 Ridership 
Change Target Pace Score Ridership

Ridership 
Target Pace

95% Total 
Targeted 
Ridership

Actual 
Year-Over-
Year 
Change

 Target 
Year-Over-
Year 
Increase

2002 75.1 9.3 84.4
2003 73.3 -2.40% 9.0 82.3
2004 67.2 -8.32% 73.3 69.6 -6.1 9.1 76.3
2005 80.8 20.24% 73.3 69.6 13.6 0.0 ▲ 9.5 90.3
2006 85.3 5.57% 75.4 71.6 4.5 2.1 ▲ 9.6 94.9
2007 88.9 4.22% 77.5 73.6 3.6 2.1 ▲ 10.4 99.3
2008 94.8 6.64% 79.7 75.7 5.9 2.2 ▲ 11.3 106.1
2009 88.9 -6.22% 81.9 77.8 -5.9 2.2 ◄► 11.0 99.9
2010 91.1 2.47% 84.2 80.0 2.2 2.3 ◄► 11.2 102.3
2011 93.9 3.07% 86.6 82.3 2.8 2.4 ▲ 11.5 105.4
2012 93.9 0.00% 89.1 84.6 0.0 2.4 ◄► 11.6 105.5
2013 94.3 0.43% 91.6 87.0 0.4 2.5 ◄► 11.9 106.2
2014 97.6 3.50% 94.1 89.4 3.3 2.6 ▲ 12.1 11.79 109.7 105.93 100.64
2015 98.8 1.23% 96.8 92.0 1.2 2.7 ◄► 12.2 0.83% 12.20 ▲ 111.0 109.00 103.55 1.3 3.1
2016 96.2 -2.63% 99.5 94.6 -2.6 2.7 ◄► 11.7 -4.10% 12.61 ◄► 107.9 112.14 106.54 -3.1 3.1
2017 95.4 -0.83% 102.3 97.2 -0.8 2.8 ▼ 11.8 0.85% 13.04 ◄► 107.2 115.37 109.61 -0.7 3.2
2018 105.2 100.0 13.48 118.70 112.77 3.3
2019 108.2 102.8 13.93 122.12 116.02 3.4
2020 111.2 105.7 14.40 125.64 119.36 3.5
2021 114.4 108.7 14.89 129.27 122.80 3.6
2022 117.6 111.7 15.39 132.99 126.34 3.7
2023 120.9 114.9 15.91 136.83 129.99 3.8
2024 124.3 118.1 16.45 140.78 133.74 3.9
2025 127.8 121.4 17.00 144.84 137.59 4.1
2026 131.4 124.9
2027 135.1 128.4
2028 139.0 132.0
2029 142.9 135.7
2030 146.9 139.6

▲ ◄► ▼
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Public transit use is decreasing, the Twin Cities metro is not 
meeting its ridership goals, and transit needs in the rest of the 
state are also unmet.

Transit

Transit ridership 
growth is slowing

Summary Status

Trend

Double ridership between 2003 and 2030Goal
Transit and air quality
Increasing public transit options and improving access to them reduces 
demand for automobile travel and lessens tailpipe emissions. Areas with traffic 
congestion are in particular need of air quality improvements. Public transit, such 
as light rail and buses, also improve health equity by providing safe, convenient, 
reliable, and affordable access to jobs, schools, healthy food options, parks, and 
other opportunities for physical activity.

After many years of steady growth, transit ridership began to decline in the past 
two years. Ridership across the state dropped by 3% in 2016 and another 1% in 
2017. Currently, Minnesota is not on pace to meet the state’s transit ridership 
targets. A 2017 regional fare increase, low gas prices, and shifting travel patterns 
are influencing the decline in ridership, which is a trend happening nationwide.    

•   Ridership on light rail transit is up 3% and 
continues to see year over year increases.

•   The A line, the region’s first rapid bus line, saw 
around 830,000 riders in its first six months of 
service, beating projections. 

These successes demonstrate that Transit 
ridership growth happens when there is frequent 
options and people feel that the length of time in 
transit will be consistent.

Previous target pace

Ridership target pace

Greater 
Minnesota

Metro area

Ridership growth is slowing
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Transit success  

photo of 
Green Line

Switching to 
transit reduces 
an individual’s 
transportation-
related carbon 
emissions by up to 
70 percent.

POOR

Getting worse

How do we travel?

Walk 6%
Bicycle 2%
School bus 5%
Transit 3%
Rode as a passenger 20%
Drove with passengers 20%
Drove alone 44%

Walk, 6% Bicycle, 2%

School bus, 5%

Transit, 3%

Rode as a 
passenger, 20%

Drove with passengers, 20%

Drove alone, 44%

How do we 
travel?
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We have reduced pollution from sewers and industry in the last several 
decades. However, pollution from agriculture, lawns, and roads is 
increasingly found in our drinking water supplies, rivers, and lakes.  

60% of lakes and rivers 
meet water quality 
standards for fishing and 
swimming

Lakes:  
Too many 
nutrients

Rivers and streams: 
Fish and bugs are 
struggling

Lakes and rivers

Improvements in 
some areas but 
many challenges 
ahead.

Cyanobacteria or blue-green algae are naturally occurring in Minnesota lakes. While often just a slimy 
nuisance, some blue-green algae can produce toxins that endanger pets, livestock, and children. Reducing 
runoff into lakes can help reduce algal blooms, but longer, warmer summers increase the bloom season. 
Take care to keep pets and children away from algal blooms and shoreline scum. Drinking water can also be 
affected by blue-green algae, though it has not yet become an issue in Minnesota.

Summary Status

Trend

OKAY

About the same

Goal Swimmable, fishable lakes and rivers

More than 80%

60 - 80%

40 - 60%

20 - 40%

Less than 20%

Watershed with no lakes

Watersheds to be assessed in 2019

Percent of lakes 
with good water 
quality

Percent of streams with 
healthy aquatic life

 
MPCA assessments through 2018Way of life

Lakes are central to Minnesota’s economy and our way of life, and we need to continue to protect and restore our 
waters. Many lakes and streams are polluted by nutrients, particularly chloride from road and water softener salt 
and phosphorus. Fish and bugs in streams can be harmed by poor habitat, excess flow from modified drainage, and 
sediment. Runoff from agricultural land and lakeshore development increases phosphorus in lakes, which in turn causes 
algae growth. Algae-covered lakes are less attractive for fishing and swimming — highly valued pastimes in Minnesota 
and uses that are protected under the federal Clean Water Act.

Improving water quality
With the investment of the Clean Water Fund from the Legacy Amendment, the state has been assessing each 
watershed to understand where pollution is a concern. The One Watershed One Plan program supports local 
governments using this data to develop strategies and a plan to protect and restore their waters. Without 
additional action, water quality is expected to improve only 6% to 8% by 2034. 

Health concerns

2002 2004 2006 2008 2010 2012 2013
Series1 1 2 7 9 11 15 33

2002 2003 2004 2005 2006 2007 2008 2009
Series1 0 1.5 2 5 7 8 9 10

year waters cumula,ve
2002 1 1
2004 1 2
2006 5 7
2008 2 9
2010 2 11
2012 4 15

total 15

0

12.5

25

37.5

50

Year

2002 2018

46

46
Since 2002, 46 waters have been 
restored. While cleanup is expensive and 
can take many years, success is achievable.  
Local partnerships and engagement are 
key to improving water quality.

total lakes and streams restored
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Nitrate is one of the most common water pollutants in MN 
groundwater. In areas with vulnerable groundwater, wells are more 
likely to have elevated nitrate. Elevated nitrate in drinking water is a 
health hazard, especially for infants.

Nitrate in water

Removing nitrate 
from tap water is 
expensive.

Summary Status

Trend

POOR

About the same

Goal
Why is nitrate a concern?
A growing body of literature suggests 
associations between nitrate exposure 
and health effects such as increased 
heart rate, nausea, headaches, and 
abdominal cramps. Some studies suggest 
an increased risk of cancer, especially 
gastric cancer, from consuming nitrate/
nitrite in drinking water, but there’s 
not scientific consensus. High levels of 
nitrate can also cause a fatal condition 
called methemoglobinemia (blue baby 
syndrome) in infants. 

How is drinking water being 
protected in Minnesota?
The Minnesota Nitrogen Fertilizer 
Management Plan is the state’s blueprint 
to prevent, evaluate, and mitigate 
nonpoint source pollution from nitrogen 
fertilizer in groundwater. Its primary 
goal is to involve the agricultural 
community in problem-solving at the 
local level to respond to and address 
localized concerns about unsafe levels 
of nitrate.

Proper well construction, sealing, and 
education are tools the Minnesota 
Dept. of Health (MDH) uses to protect 
people’s health. MDH also tests public 
water for nitrate and advises systems on 
ways to protect surface and groundwater 
from nitrate contamination.

Bill increases  In Randall, Minn. (pop. 650), one of the town’s two 
drinking water wells is contaminated with nitrate. A new treatment 
plant will cost $1.37 million. Residents’ water bill increases will be 
$100-$120 in the first year, and $160-$180 in the following years. 

Protecting health  As part of Dakota County’s Delegated Well 
Program, when a well is constructed, repaired, or ownership 
changes, the water must be tested and meet standards for nitrate 
and bacteria.

Disrupted supply  In May 2016, Fairmont was the first Minnesota 
community using surface water (Budd Lake) for its water supply 
to experience elevated nitrate levels. The utility notified residents 
and used its backup well to dilute the nitrate-contaminated water.

Township testing program
25% of MDA tested private wells are above 
3 mg/L, a level at which MDH prevention 
measures are recommended. 10% exceed 10 
mg/L, above the safe drinking water limit.

Minnesota  
Agricultural  
Water Quality 
Certified farms

Since 2014, the Water Quality Certification Program 
(MAWQCP) has worked with 680 farmers to implement 
conservation practices and commit to sustainability. The 
program has enrolled nearly 450,000 acres, saved 120 million 
lbs. of soil per year, and reduced nitrogen losses on farms up 
to 49%. New private-sector partnerships can help the program 
reach its goal of 1 million acres by 2020.

Nitrate contamination is impacting rural communities

  3-5 mg/L
  5-10 mg/L
  10+ mg/L

Public supply 
wells 2016-2017 
( large circle)

Domestic wells
1990-2017
(small circle)

Source: MDH, Wells and 
MNDWIS databases

Highest nitrate concentrations 
in public and domestic wells 
(before treatment)
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Minnesota is at risk of depleting its water supplies in several areas of 
the state. Sufficient water supply is vital to our public health, economy, 
and ecosystems.  

Sustainable water use

We need to better 
understand ground-
water use

Summary Status

Trend

OKAY

Goal Reliable water supplies for future 
generations

Water level
Downward

No change

Upward

Insufficient data

Well water levels 1997-2016
The water levels in many wells around the state 
have decreased in recent years.

Downward trends can result from drier climate 
conditions or increased local groundwater use.

Protecting our water supply
Water is our most precious resource, but it’s often taken for granted in the “Land of 10,000 Lakes”. 
Minnesota appears to have a good supply of water, but increasing demand from domestic, agricultural, 
and industrial users can strain water resources. Average water use per person has been stable for 
decades, however as population has grown so has overall water use. In some areas groundwater use has 
caused aquifer water levels to decline. If this overuse continues, groundwater may not be available as 
needed in the future.

The Department of Natural Resources is assessing the impacts of groundwater use in areas with 
historical concerns. They are collaborating with large water users and conducting long-term planning to 
ensure the sustainability of aquifer resources.

The future of sustainable water use
Moving forward, the focus must be on building resilient and flexible water supply systems and 
determining how much water use is sustainable for Minnesota communities. Improving water efficiency 
and reducing waste are critical to achieving resilience. 

Irrigation and water supplies
Agricultural irrigation is relatively new 
to the Polk County/Red Lake County 
area. Most of the water use permits for 
irrigation were issued within the past five 
years. High water use caused several out 
of water conditions (well interferences) 
to private domestic wells. The area’s 
aquifer system is highly complex and 
only partly understood. The long-term 
effect on the aquifers has yet to be 
determined. Prevention of additional well 
interferences and ensuring a sustainable 
water supply to all area water users is of 
utmost importance.

A recent survey of 
residential irrigation 
systems found that most 
have leaking components 
and are watering streets 
and sidewalks.

Minnesota state 
government 
has a goal of 
reducing water 
use by 15% by 
2025.  
(Baseline year 2017)

Leading by
example
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Year ARS Index (birds/100 mi) Pheasant Harvest 5-yr Harvest moving average centered CRP Acres - Pheasant Range Counties Only 5-yr ARS Index Moving Average
1984 29.0
1985 35.0
1987 51.0 277,000 673,011 38.3
1988 34.0 332,000 823,145 37.3
1989 40.0 325,000 396,400 925,213 37.8
1990 56.0 483,000 423,200 981,607 43.2
1991 76.9 565,000 423,200 989,392 51.6
1992 45.0 411,000 422,000 1,007,626 50.4
1993 25.0 332,000 405,000 1,025,771 48.6
1994 44.7 319,000 360,200 1,025,771 49.5
1995 60.0 398,000 327,600 1,023,985 50.3
1996 38.2 341,000 323,000 986,378 42.6
1997 31.6 248,000 327,000 809,791 39.9
1998 65.0 309,000 322,400 546,887 47.9
1999 63.0 339,000 307,600 571,755 51.6
2000 71.0 375,000 329,592 627,669 53.8
2001 35.0 267,000 370,077 704,615 53.1
2002 66.0 357,959 386,198 766,602 60.0
2003 108.0 511,428 428,373 829,203 68.6
2004 57.1 419,603 492,489 866,833 67.4
2005 101.0 585,875 553,489 806,028 73.4
2006 115.0 587,580 555,646 826,793 89.4
2007 106.0 662,958 551,352 857,529 97.4
2008 80.0 522,216 506,057 819,742 91.8
2009 58.0 398,129 428,241 747,761 92.0
2010 63.0 359,400 345,677 726,388 84.4
2011 23.0 198,500 275,054 717,233 66.0
2012 39.0 250,140 225,988 727,260 52.6
2013 27.2 169,100 202,743 663,561 42.0
2014 28.7 152,800 202,271 633,208 36.2
2015 40.7 243,176 186,620 610,092 31.7
2016 52.1 196,141 647,355 37.5
2017 38.1 171,883 621,927 37.4
2018 45.5 694,314 41.0

Ave. ARS Index, CRP Years (minus 2 highs & 2 lows) 52.9
25% of average 13.2

min (red) 39.7
max (green) 66.1
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Minnesota's Pheasant Population
and Conservation Reserve Program (CRP) Acres

Year ARS Index (birds/100 mi) Pheasant Harvest 5-yr Harvest moving average centered CRP Acres - Pheasant Range Counties Only 5-yr ARS Index Moving Average
1984 29.0
1985 35.0
1987 51.0 277,000 673,011 38.3
1988 34.0 332,000 823,145 37.3
1989 40.0 325,000 396,400 925,213 37.8
1990 56.0 483,000 423,200 981,607 43.2
1991 76.9 565,000 423,200 989,392 51.6
1992 45.0 411,000 422,000 1,007,626 50.4
1993 25.0 332,000 405,000 1,025,771 48.6
1994 44.7 319,000 360,200 1,025,771 49.5
1995 60.0 398,000 327,600 1,023,985 50.3
1996 38.2 341,000 323,000 986,378 42.6
1997 31.6 248,000 327,000 809,791 39.9
1998 65.0 309,000 322,400 546,887 47.9
1999 63.0 339,000 307,600 571,755 51.6
2000 71.0 375,000 329,592 627,669 53.8
2001 35.0 267,000 370,077 704,615 53.1
2002 66.0 357,959 386,198 766,602 60.0
2003 108.0 511,428 428,373 829,203 68.6
2004 57.1 419,603 492,489 866,833 67.4
2005 101.0 585,875 553,489 806,028 73.4
2006 115.0 587,580 555,646 826,793 89.4
2007 106.0 662,958 551,352 857,529 97.4
2008 80.0 522,216 506,057 819,742 91.8
2009 58.0 398,129 428,241 747,761 92.0
2010 63.0 359,400 345,677 726,388 84.4
2011 23.0 198,500 275,054 717,233 66.0
2012 39.0 250,140 225,988 727,260 52.6
2013 27.2 169,100 202,743 663,561 42.0
2014 28.7 152,800 202,271 633,208 36.2
2015 40.7 243,176 186,620 610,092 31.7
2016 52.1 196,141 647,355 37.5
2017 38.1 171,883 621,927 37.4
2018 45.5 694,314 41.0

Ave. ARS Index, CRP Years (minus 2 highs & 2 lows) 52.9
25% of average 13.2
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Minnesota's Pheasant Population
and Conservation Reserve Program (CRP) Acres

Since 2007, the 
state has lost more 
than 163,000 
acres of CRP in 
the pheasant range 
alone.

Grassland birds 
are one of the 
fastest declining 
groups of birds in 
North America.

Recent declines in pheasant and other grassland bird populations 
reflect significant losses of prairie and grassland habitat.

Pheasants

Our grasslands are 
disappearing.

Summary Status

Trend

POOR

Getting worse

Goal Return pheasant population and harvest to 
2005-2007 levels (peak CRP years)Lost habitat

In the past decade, the Conservation Reserve Program (CRP), the most 
important private-lands conservation tool for preserving grassland habitat 
in Minnesota, has shrunk significantly. The federal program pays farmers 
to remove environmentally sensitive land from agricultural production and 
restore vegetation to reduce soil erosion, improve water quality, and provide 
habitat for wildlife and pollinators. Since 2007, about 700,000 acres of CRP 
have expired in Minnesota and an additional 296,000 acres are expected to 
expire by September 2019.

Declining pheasant population and harvest
Loss of habitat in the state’s farmland region has contributed to declines in 
Minnesota’s pheasant index and harvest. Although the 2018 pheasant index 
was similar to the previous 10-year average, it was less than half of what the 
index was from 2005-2007. The 2017 harvest was one of the lowest in state 
history.  

CRP pheasant range 
acres have decreased 
19% since 2007

Pheasant counts 
have dropped 
57% since 2007

Saving prairies and pheasants
Just west of Regal, Minn., is a 3,000 acre habitat 
complex that is the result of partnerships between 
DNR, U.S. Fish and Wildlife Service, The Nature 
Conservancy, and Pheasants Forever, among 
others. The complex includes DNR Wildlife 
Management Areas, Federal Waterfowl Production 
Areas, and the Nature Conservacy’s Regal Meadows 
– Knutson Tract, which was purchased with Outdoor 
Heritage Funds and is open to hunting, and multiple 
permanent conservation easements on private land. 

Praire loss puts pollinators at risk
Native bee populations are 
down 23% in the U.S. from 
2008 to 2013. Several native 
Minnesota bee and butterfly 
species have experienced 
declines in population and 
geographic range, with some once-common 
species now gone from the state.  

16
Source: MN DNR



Since 2002, the rate at which farmland, forest, wetlands, and 
wildlife habitat is converted to urban and suburban development 
has decreased.

Sprawl

Summary Status

Trend
On the right path

Goal More efficient development

Efficient use of land
As our population and economy grows, we need room for housing, businesses, recreation, shopping, 
transportation, government services, and more. In the process, we convert farm and forested land and 
other open areas to developed lands. By doing so, we lose irreplaceable natural resources and risk damaging 
ecosystems.

Development patterns across the state have been changing. The amount of land per new person and 
per new household has fallen, while the population continues to grow. Reuse and cleanup of existing 
contaminated sites, reuse of existing buildings, smaller residential lots, and more apartments and other 
multi-family dwellings have contributed to this more 
efficient land use, and reduced the rate we impact our 
natural areas and farmland.

The benefits of efficient land use include improved 
accessibility, less costly utilities, public services, and 
transportation, open space preservation, and less pollution 
and impervious surfaces (such as pavement).

What can we do?

Thrive MSP 2040  The Metropolitan Council’s 
vision for the next 30 years includes aiming to 
responsibly manage the region’s finite natural and 
financial resources, and our existing investments in 
infrastructure.

Land use policies  Align land use, development 
patterns, and infrastructure to make the best 
use of public and private investment, and reduce 
development pressures on rural and natural areas.

Green development  Locate and design new 
developments to benefit the natural environment 
and reduce development pressures. Promote 
growth in already urbanized areas.

Careful location of development  Where growth 
must occur outside of urbanized areas, avoid 
locating development, roads, and utilities on prime 
farmland, areas important for habitat, or areas 
containing important natural features.

Developed land  
We are converting open areas to developed land at 
a slower rate since 2002.

Developed land per 1000 people (in acres)

Camp Ripley Sentinel Landscape
The Sentinel Landscapes Partnership, a 
joint initiative of the U.S. Departments of 
Agriculture, Defense, and Interior, along 
with state agencies, local governments, and 
nonprofits, is an effort to protect Camp Ripley’s 
training mission, while protecting and enhancing 
natural and cultural resources. The Camp Ripley 
Sentinel Landscape and the preceding Army 
Compatible Use Buffer program have protected 
approximately 35,000 acres to date, using land 
acquisitions and easements. 
(sentinellandscapes.org)
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Year
 Developed 
Land 

 Demographer 
Population Estimate 

Developed 
Land per 
1000 Persons

 % Change 
Pop Cum % Pop

1982 1,724.6               4,009,713                           430.11             -                      0
1987 1,848.4               4,153,611                           445.01             3.59% 3.59%
1992 1,957.5               4,469,450                           437.97             7.60% 11.19%
1997 2,174.5               4,735,830                           459.16             5.96% 17.15%
2002 2,290.6               4,887,105                           468.70             3.19% 20.35%
2007 2,369.9               5,123,486                           462.56             4.84% 25.18%
2012 2,415.9               5,231,737                           461.78             2.11% 27.30%
2015 2,437.2               5,346,513                           455.85             2.19% 29.49%
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More than 70% of trash currently going to 
landfills could be recycled or composted.

Per capita waste 
generation in the 
state has stayed 
about level for 
last decade.

About one-third of our waste is still sent to landfills. 
More of this waste could be recycled.

Recycling

We can recycle 
more.

Summary Status

Trend
About the same

Goal 75% recycling for Twin Cities, and 35% for 
outstate counties

System change
Individuals and organizations all play critical roles in 
meeting Minnesota’s 2030 recycling goals. We must 
shift our thinking from “How do I get rid of waste?” to 
“How can I avoid generating waste?”  

We must also effectively manage waste by prioritizing 
recycling, organics management, and waste-to-energy 
over landfilling. To achieve our goals, we’ll need to target 
large commercial waste generators, recover more 
residential organics and recyclables, process waste before 
disposal, increase reuse, and focus on recovering large 
categories of materials.

The problem
One barrier to achieving our recycling goals is the 
common assumption that everyone recycles and current 
recycling solves the problem.  

In addition, single-stream recycling causes 
contamination problems, which cost sorters more 
money and has led China to stop accepting our material. 

Minnesota has set aggressive goals to increase recycling 
and organics collection and aims to reduce land disposal 
as much as possible. We need to continue to employ 
creative solutions to address market problems.

Source-separated 
organics recycling 
has more than 
doubled since 2011. China has stopped taking recyclables

As a result, U.S. markets have become saturated with 
material, creating more supply than demand. Local 
markets can be more selective and are buying the 
higher quality (clean) material. It doesn’t appear that 
China will be changing its policy soon, so this is an 
opportunity for Minnesota facilities to improve their 
processes.

Wish-cycling 
means the 
practice 
of tossing 
unacceptable 
items in the 
recycling bin, 
hoping they 
can somehow 
be recycled.

Recycling is good for 
Minnesota’s economy.  
It supports more than 
60,000 jobs in our state, paying 
almost $3.4 billion in wages, and 
adds $15.7 billion to our economy.

$

A reporting change, which no longer accepts 
estimates, only actual numbers, began in 2015. Source: MPCA

Where does our waste go?

Emerald ash borer aftermath
Ultimately, all of Minnesota's 1 billion 
ash trees—2.65 million located in 
communities—are expected to be lost, 
creating a huge waste issue.
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