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OLA OFFICE OF THE Judy Randall, Legislative Auditor
LEGISLATIVE AUDITOR State of Minnesota

April 2025

Members of the Legislative Audit Commission:

The Department of Natural Resources (DNR) acquires land to conserve natural resources, improve
and expand recreational opportunities, and support sustainable economic use of natural resources.
Stakeholders involved in land acquisition expressed favorable opinions of DNR’s process for
selecting land, but many expressed concerns about the length of the acquisition process.

DNR’s land acquisitions have generally complied with land acquisition process requirements.
However, the department has not reported on land acquisitions as required by law. We recommend
that DNR fulfill its reporting requirements and maintain data on landholdings in a manner that
facilitates accurate reporting.

Our evaluation was conducted by Sarah Delacueva (project manager), Will Harrison, and
Roman Morris. DNR cooperated fully with our evaluation, and we thank them for their assistance.

Sincerely,
Judy Randall Jodi Munson Rodriguez
Legislative Auditor Deputy Legislative Auditor

Room 140 Centennial Building, 658 Cedar Street, St. Paul, MN 55155-1603 ¢ Phone: 651-296-4708 <« Fax: 651-296-4712
E-mail: legislative.auditor@state.mn.us ¢ Website: www.auditor.leg.state.mn.us + Minnesota Relay: 1-800-627-3529 or 711







Summary

Land Acquisition

April 2025

Department of Natural Resources

The Department of Natural Resources (DNR) land acquisition process—though lengthy—
has generally complied with land acquisition process requirements. However, the
department has not reported on land acquisitions as required by law.

Report Summary

Legal Compliance

Minnesota statutes contain provisions that guide DNR’s land acquisition
process. These requirements relate to appraisals and purchase price, among
other things.

e While all land DNR acquires must generally meet the same
standards, some requirements for partner-led acquisitions are not
established in statutes. (pp. 17-19)

¢ DNR has generally complied—or required partner organizations to
comply—uwith applicable land acquisition requirements. (p. 19)

Recommendation > The Legislature should consider whether
statutes should require partner organizations conveying land to the
state to meet the same land acquisition standards required of DNR.

(p. 27)

Reporting

Beyond the information that DNR provides on its website and in other public
reports, Minnesota statutes require DNR to submit two reports related to
separate aspects of land acquisition.

¢ DNR has not fully complied with either of these two legislative
reporting requirements. (pp. 28-29)

Recommendation » DNR should regularly produce reports
identifying (1) its inventory of DNR-managed land and

(2) transactions from the Land Acquisition Account, as required
by law. (p. 29)

e The manner in which DNR maintains data on acquired land gives
rise to questions about the accuracy and consistency of those data.
(pp. 29-30)

Recommendation » DNR should maintain data on landholdings and
acquisitions in a manner that facilitates consistent and accurate
reporting. (p. 30)

OLA

Background

Minnesota has about 51 million
acres of land within its borders.
The State of Minnesota owns—
and DNR manages—more than
5.6 million acres (11 percent of
land in the state).

DNR acquires land to conserve
natural resources, improve and
expand recreational
opportunities, and support
sustainable economic use of
natural resources. The
department selects land for
acquisition using its “strategic
land asset management”
(SLAM) framework, which
consists of six goals.

While DNR acquires some land
directly from landowners, it
receives other land from
nonprofit organizations and
other entities (known as partner
organizations) that receive state
grant funding to purchase land
and convey it to the department.

The Outdoor Heritage Fund has
recently been the sole source of
funding for partner-led
acquisitions and a major source
for DNR-led acquisitions. Since
the fund was created, the role of
partner organizations in the
state’s efforts to acquire land
has expanded considerably.
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Land Selection Performance

DNR uses SLAM goals to ensure that the land it acquires contributes meaningfully to the department’s land
portfolio. The department has a goal that 80 percent of acquisitions meet three or more SLAM goals.

e DNR’s current SLAM goals align well with the department’s strategic plan and with statutes, and
nearly all of DNR’s acquisition projects in the period we reviewed met three or more SLAM goals.
(pp. 33-34, 37)

e The stakeholders we surveyed and interviewed expressed generally favorable opinions of DNR’s
process for selecting land to acquire. (pp. 35-37)

Land Acquisition Performance

The success of DNR’s land acquisition depends in part on how well the department collaborates with the many
stakeholders that participate in the process and how efficiently it completes the process.

e Inour surveys, DNR staff and landowners reported generally positive impressions of DNR’s land
acquisition performance, while partner organization and county representatives had mixed views.
(pp. 39-42)

e Inrecent years, the median DNR land acquisition took 21 months to close. (p. 43)

¢ Many DNR staff and partner organization representatives expressed concern with the length of the
land acquisition process. (pp. 44-47)

¢ DNR has taken steps to improve the timeliness of partner-led acquisitions as part of its continuous
improvement project. (pp. 48-50)

Recommendation » To the extent that proposed solutions identified through the continuous
improvement project could also apply to DNR-led acquisitions, the department should implement
them to reduce the length of these acquisitions. (p. 51)

Summary of Department Response

In a letter dated April 23, 2025, Commissioner Strommen said that DNR values OLA’s “recommendations
and the perspectives you gathered from others involved in land acquisition with DNR.” Further, the
commissioner said “We fully understand the importance of having a robust land acquisition program that
appropriately balances process efficiency and timeliness with adherence to state statute and foundational
principles of risk management.”

The commissioner indicated that DNR intended to implement OLA’s recommendations related to
continuous improvement efforts and Land Acquisition Account reporting. Regarding the requirement to
report to the Legislature an inventory of DNR-managed land, she said DNR has recommended repealing
this language, but would work to meet the requirement if the repealer is not enacted. Regarding OLA’s
recommendation that DNR maintain its data in a manner that facilitates consistent and accurate reporting,
the commissioner wrote that the limitations with DNR’s data system “are understood and managed within
DNR to avoid providing inaccurate information.” She suggested that instances where OLA identified
imprecisely reported data reflected DNR’s efforts to “use plain language to convey accurate information at
an appropriate level of detail.”

The full evaluation report, Department of Natural Resources Land Acquisition, is available at
651-296-4708 or: www.auditor.leg.state.mn.us/ped/2025/DNR-land-acquisition.htm
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Introduction

The State of Minnesota owns more than 5.6 million acres of land, the vast majority of
which are managed by the Department of Natural Resources (DNR). DNR acquires
land on behalf of the state to protect, conserve, and improve natural resources, and to
expand recreational opportunities throughout the state, among other reasons. The
number of land acquisitions DNR completes annually increased with the passage of the
2008 Clean Water, Land and Legacy Amendment, which created the Outdoor Heritage
Fund, a funding source for the protection of Minnesota’s natural resources.’

In April 2024, the Legislative Audit Commission directed the Office of the Legislative
Auditor to evaluate DNR’s land acquisition process. Our evaluation addressed the
following questions:

e To what extent have DNR’s land acquisitions satisfied certain legal
requirements?

e How well has DNR conducted the land acquisition process?
e How accurately has DNR reported on land acquisitions?

To evaluate DNR’s land acquisition process, we interviewed staff representing several
DNR divisions, as well as representatives of conservation organizations (known as
partner organizations) that work with DNR to acquire land using Outdoor Heritage
Fund dollars. We also surveyed DNR staff; representatives of partner organizations,
counties, and Tribal governments; and a selection of landowners who had sold, donated,
or offered land to DNR (or were in the process of doing so).

To identify the legal requirements related to land acquisition, we reviewed Minnesota
statutes, rules, and appropriation laws. We also reviewed relevant DNR policies and
procedures, reports that DNR produces for the Legislature, and other reporting and
strategic planning documents. Finally, we analyzed separate datasets related to DNR’s
selection of land to acquire, DNR’s recently completed acquisitions, and DNR’s current
landholdings.

Our evaluation focused on DNR’s acquisition of land through purchase or donation
from landowners or conveyance from partner organizations. We did not evaluate the
processes for other lesser-used methods of land acquisition, such as land exchange and
condemnation. We also focused on the acquisition of land to which DNR holds all
surface rights; while we briefly discuss conservation easements in our background
chapter, we did not evaluate the process for acquiring easements. Finally, we did not
evaluate DNR’s post-acquisition restoration work or land management.

1 Minnesota Constitution, art. XI, sec. 15.






Chapter 1. Background

Minnesota has a history of supporting public ownership of land for conservation and
outdoor recreation, such as hunting and fishing. For example, in 1988 and 1990,
Minnesota voters approved constitutional amendments dedicating 40 percent of the net
proceeds from the state lottery “for the public purpose of protection, conservation,
preservation, and enhancement of the state’s air, water, land, fish, wildlife, and other
natural resources.”? Similarly, in 2008, voters in Minnesota passed the Clean Water,
Land and Legacy Amendment to the state’s constitution which, among other things,
increased the state sales tax and dedicated portions of the additional tax revenues for the
purposes of protecting fish and wildlife habitats and supporting parks and trails,
respectively.? The Department of Natural Resources (DNR) is the primary state agency
responsible for acquiring and managing these types of state land, and it does so through
various programs.

In this chapter, we first provide an overview of land ownership in Minnesota. We then

describe DNR’s land acquisition process. Finally, we discuss land acquisition funding
and expenditures.

Overview of Land Ownership in Minnesota

Different types of entities own land across Minnesota. Individuals and other private
entities own much of the land in the state, while government entities own the remaining
land.

DNR reports that as of 2022, the State of Minnesota owned 11 percent of
all acres of land within Minnesota’s boundaries, the vast majority of which
DNR managed.

Within its borders, Minnesota has approximately 51 million acres of land. According to
DNR, nearly three-quarters of the acres in the state were owned by individuals and
other private entities as of late 2022.3 The State of Minnesota owned and managed

11 percent of the acres (roughly 5.6 million acres). Exhibit 1.1 shows land ownership
in Minnesota by type of landowner.

Also as Exhibit 1.1 shows, DNR managed most (estimated 99 percent) of the 5.6 million
acres of state-owned land in Minnesota. The remaining acres were managed by other
entities, often to provide a location for state government buildings (for example, the
Minnesota Department of Administration manages the Capital Complex in St. Paul).

As another example, the Minnesota Department of Transportation manages the land used
for state rest areas.

1 Minnesota Constitution, art. XI, sec. 14. Most recently in 2024, Minnesotans voted to maintain the
amendment through 2050.

2 Minnesota Constitution, art. XI, sec. 15.

3 Department of Natural Resources, Minnesota state land portfolio (St. Paul, 2022), https://www.dnr.state
.mn.us/slam/land-portfolio.html, accessed January 8, 2025.
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Minnesota Land Ownership and Management, by Acres and Entity Type,
2022 and 2019

County?, 7%
Federal or Not DNR-Managed, <1%

Tribal, 9%
yd

State, 11% DNR-Managed, 99%

Private, 73%

aEven though it is technically owned by the State of Minnesota, we include “tax-forfeited land” among the 7 percent
of Minnesota land owned by counties because the state owns this land in trust for counties. The State of Minnesota
acquires tax-forfeited land when landowners do not pay property taxes, but the counties manage the land and keep
the official records of these properties. Tax-forfeited land accounted for 5.5 percent of land in Minnesota.

Source: Office of the Legislative Auditor, based on DNR, Minnesota state land portfolio (2022), for the left pie
chart and DNR, Public Lands In-Depth (St. Paul, 2019), for the right pie chart.

DNR acquires land and interest in land to conserve natural resources,
improve and expand recreational opportunities, and support sustainable
economic use of natural resources.

DNR acquires land and interest in land for broad purposes that align
DNR’s . e e 4\
Mission Stat ¢ with the department’s mission statement, shown at left.* Minnesota
Ision Statemen statutes give DNR the authority to purchase particular types of land,
“[T]o work with Minnesotans to  supporting this mission. For example, DNR may acquire land:
conserve and manage the state's

natural resources, to provide e For hunting and designate it as a Wildlife Management Area.®
outdoor recreation opportunities,
and to provide for commercial uses e To protect and conserve natural resources, such as the land it
e acquires for Scientific and Natural Areas.®
creates a sustainable quality of life.
— DNR Strategic Plan e To support natural resource economies, such as acquired
2023-2027 forestland that produces timber for sale.’

Exhibit 1.2 shows the locations of state-owned, DNR-managed land throughout
Minnesota. As the map suggests, DNR manages land in every Minnesota county.

4 Department of Natural Resources, Department of Natural Resources Strategic Plan 2023-2027
(St. Paul, 2022), 18.

5 Minnesota Statutes 2024, 97A.135, subd. 1.
6 Minnesota Statutes 2024, 84.033, subd. 1; and 86A.05, subd. 5.
7 Minnesota Statutes 2024, 84.66; 89.018; 89.035; and 89.17.
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Exhibit 1.2
DNR-Managed Land in Minnesota, 2024

Notes: The map reflects more than 5.6 million acres of land that DNR manages for the state. Shaded portions represent parcels that
the state owns either in whole or in part.

Source: Office of the Legislative Auditor, based on DNR Land Records System data, 2024.
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Land that DNR acquires through its various programs often becomes part of the state’s
outdoor recreation system.®2 Minnesota statutes establish the outdoor recreation system
for the purpose of making Minnesota’s natural resources available to all Minnesotans
through outdoor recreation.® Exhibit 1.3 describes the purposes of the programs for

which DNR acquires land.

Relevant DNR Programs and Associated DNR Divisions

DNR Program

Responsible
DNR Division

Purpose of DNR Program and/or Land Unit Type

Aquatic Management
Areas

Fish and Wildlife

Protect, develop, and manage lakes, rivers, streams,
and adjacent wetlands and lands that are critical for
fish and other aquatic life, for water quality, for
biological value, and for compatible recreational uses

Forest Legacy and

Forests for the Future2

Forestry

Provide protection, mostly through easements, of
environmentally important forests from conversion to
non-forest uses

Native Prairie Banks

Ecological and Water
Resources

Provide protection of native, remnant prairie on
private land through the use of conservation
easements

Scientific and Natural
Areas

Ecological and Water
Resources

Protect, in an undisturbed state, natural features of
exceptional scientific or educational value

State Forests

Forestry

Sustainably provide multiple benefits, including:

o Wildlife habitat, biodiversity, and water quality
and quantity

o Recreation

Wood supply and healthy natural resource
economies

State Parks

Parks and Trails

Protect areas of the state that have resources that
exemplify Minnesota’s natural phenomena

Provide for the use, enjoyment, and understanding of
those resources

State Recreation Areas

Parks and Trails

Provide recreation opportunities in a natural setting for
use by large numbers of people

State Trails

Parks and Trails

Connect units of the outdoor recreation system or the
national trail system

Provide recreational access to or passage through
other areas that have significant scenic, historic,
scientific, or recreational qualities

Continued on next page

8 Land DNR purchases solely for an office or management facility would not be part of the outdoor

recreation system.

® Statutes define “outdoor recreation” as “any voluntary activity, including hunting, fishing, trapping,
boating, hiking, camping, and engaging in winter sports,” where the natural surroundings are a key
component. Minnesota Statutes 2024, 86A.02, subds. 1 and 3; and 86A.03, subd. 3.
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Relevant DNR Programs and Associated DNR Divisions (continued)

Responsible

DNR Program DNR Division Purpose of DNR Program and/or Land Unit Type

Water Access Sites Parks and Trails o Provide public access to rivers and lakes that are

suitable for outdoor water recreation

Wildlife Management Fish and Wildlife

Areas

o Protect land and water resources that have a high
potential for wildlife production

¢ Develop and manage those resources for wildlife,
public hunting, fishing, trapping, and other compatible
recreational uses

Notes: Each individual State Park, Wildlife Management Area, etc., is considered a “unit’ of the outdoor
recreation system. There are some additional recreation unit types named in statute; for example, State Historic
Sites are a part of the recreation system, but DNR does not typically manage these units. Certain easements,
such as Native Prairie Bank easements, do not typically become part of the outdoor recreation system.

aThese two programs have very similar purposes. They are different in that Forest Legacy acquisitions must be
within defined Forest Legacy Areas, whereas Forests for the Future land can be acquired across the state.

Source: Office of the Legislative Auditor, based on Minnesota Statutes 2024, 84.66, 84.96, 86A.05, 89.018; and
Forest Legacy Program, 16 U.S. Code, sec. 2103c (2018).

DNR can acquire several types of interest in land

Acquisition Terms

Acquire: Become the owner of an interest in land.

Fee Title: An ownership interest in land, including all of the
rights described in the title.

Conservation Easement: An interest in land that does not
give ownership of the land, but instead gives the easement
holder specific legal rights, such as the right to access the
land or the right to limit how the landowner uses the land.

Surface Rights: Ownership of the land surface.

Mineral Rights: Ownership of the mineral resources
below the land surface; these rights are sometimes part of
a fee title interest and sometimes they are severed from the
surface rights. (In this report, we exclude land to which
DNR owns only the mineral rights.)

that give the department different rights to that
land. For example, a fee title acquisition gives
DNR full ownership of the land, as noted in the
box at left. In contrast, conservation easements
give DNR a more limited, “nonpossessory”
interest in the land. For example, holding an
easement may allow DNR to protect land or
conserve natural resources by limiting the types
of activities the landowner and others can
perform on the land. Land that is part of some
easement programs, such as the native prairie
bank program, does not become part of the
outdoor recreation system.

From fiscal years 2020 through 2024, DNR most commonly
acquired land for inclusion in wildlife or aquatic management

areas. Of DNR’s 340 acquisitions during that time period,
150 (44 percent) were for Wildlife Management Areas while
55 acquisitions (16 percent) were for Aquatic Management
Areas. The Wildlife Management Area program was also the
program for which DNR acquired the most acres, with
19,712 acres (54 percent of all acres) acquired over the five
years. Exhibit 1.4 shows the number of DNR acquisitions

44%

of DNR land
acquisitions from
fiscal years 2020 to
2024 were for Wildlife
Management Areas.

and acres by acquisition program and whether they were a fee
title or conservation easement acquisition.
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During the time period we examined, most of DNR’s acquisitions were fee title
acquisitions, which were the focus of this evaluation. There were 234 fee title
acquisitions (69 percent) compared to 106 easement acquisitions. While we have
presented information about conservation easements in this chapter to show the breadth
of DNR’s acquisition work, the remainder of the report focuses solely on fee title
acquisitions unless otherwise stated.

From fiscal years 2020 to 2024, the total amount of DNR-managed land changed by a
small percentage each year. During that time, DNR acquired nearly 30,000 acres of
land across 242 acquisitions.’® The department sold (or otherwise conveyed to a
different landowner) just under 3,000 acres of land during that same period. This means
that DNR’s net number of acres acquired over the five years was about 27,000 acres, or
less than 1 percent of the state’s current landholdings of more than 5.6 million acres.

Number of DNR Land Acquisitions and Acres Acquired,
by Program and Type of Interest Acquired, Fiscal Years 2020-2024

Fee Title Easement Only Total
Program Acquisitions  Acres  Acquisitions  Acres  Acquisitions  Acres
Aquatic Management Areas 20 917 35 235 55 1,151
F?LZSL t(tel?rzca:y and Forests for 0 0 2 5.105 29 5.105
Native Prairie Banks 0 0 24 1,694 24 1,694
Scientific and Natural Areas 9 851 1 17 10 868
State Forests? 21 6,956 0 0 21 6,956
State Parks 23 846 0 0 23 846
State Recreation Areas 1 40 0 0 1 40
State Trails 8 127 5 14 13 141
Water Access Sites 1 7 1 <1 2 7
Wildlife Management Areas 150 19,712 0 0 150 19,712
Other Programs® 1 71 1 185 12 191
Total 234 29,462 106 7,248 340 36,710

Notes: Numbers in the “Fee Title” column reflect the sum of all of the projects that included a fee title
acquisition component; a small number of these projects also contained easement components. The sums of
acres do not equal the totals in this table due to rounding.

aDNR data do not distinguish between Forest Legacy, Forests for the Future, and State Forests. Since Forest
Legacy and Forests for the Future are primarily easement programs (in contrast to State Forests), we assigned
all forest easement data to those two programs. To the extent that there have been fee title acquisitions for the
Forest Legacy program, we included them in the State Forests row.

b“Qther Programs” includes Canoe and Boating Areas, Water Dam Sites, and land that does not fall into a
specific land acquiring program.

Source: Office of the Legislative Auditor, based on DNR Land Records System data, fiscal years 2020-2024.

19 In some instances, the agency responsible for managing state-owned land can change. When calculating
total acres DNR acquired and total acres DNR conveyed (to identify changes in the number of acres for
which DNR was responsible), we included not only the 234 fee title acquisitions, but also transfers
between managing state agencies or from counties.
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Overview of the Land Acquisition Process

Land Acquisition Participants

To acquire a fee title interest in land, DNR must work with multiple types of
participants outside of DNR, such as a landowner who is willing to sell or donate land.
DNR also works with counties, other local governments, and Tribal governments to
notify them of the department’s intention to acquire specific parcels of land in some
instances (for example if the parcel is within or adjacent to their boundaries). In some
cases, DNR must obtain county board approval for the acquisition.!! Additionally,
DNR contracts with private certified appraisers to conduct appraisals.

In some cases, DNR works with partner

organizations, such as nonprofit

conservation organizations, that acquire Definitions of Key Terms
land with the intention of conveying it to

Partner O ization: An entity, such
the state for DNR programs.'? In many cases, Arinet S ganEAton: Aoty Suk 58

nonprofit conservation organization, that

the Legislature names specific partner acquires land with the intention of conveying
organizations in appropriation laws as the it to DNR.
reC|p_|ents of grant funding to be used to T AT TR A
acquire land that they must then_ made by partner organizations named in law
convey to DNR. DNR works with these as recipients of state grant funding that they
organizations to (1) identify land that DNR must use to acquire land and convey it to
would be willing to accept, (2) provide grant DNR.
funding to the partner organization for land DNR-Led Acquisition: Acquisitions where
acquisition expenditures when appropriate, DNR (1) purchases land or (2) receives land
and (3) complete the real estate transaction of donated to it by a landowner who is not a
accepting the land conveyance. partner Organization. This includes
acquisitions where DNR purchases land
Of DNR’s 234 fee title acquisitions from from partner organizations.
fiscal years 2020 through 2024, just over Acquiring Division: The DNR division that
one-half were partner-led acquisitions.™® will be responsible for managing the land
Partner-led acquisitions, however, accounted once DNR acquires it.

for about 70 percent of all acres that DNR

acquired. During that time, partner organizations conveyed to DNR 124 acquistions
(accounting for nearly 21,000 acres), and DNR direcly acquired 110 acquisitions
(accounting for about 8,600 acres).

11 Minnesota Statutes 2024, 84.033, subd. 3; 84.944, subd. 3; and 97A.145, subd. 2. Regardless of whether
county board approval is required, land acquisition is of concern to counties because the land the state
acquires in a county reduces the county’s tax base. The state provides “payment in lieu of taxes” (PILT) to
offset these reductions in tax base. Minnesota Statutes 2024, 477A.10.

12 The State of Minnesota owns the land acquisitions we discuss in this report; however, for the sake of
simplicity, we generally say that partner organizations convey land “to DNR” or that “DNR acquires land.”

13 1n some cases, we use terms differently from how DNR uses them. For example, DNR does not use the
term “partner-led acquisition(s)” consistently and may sometimes use the term for a parcel that DNR
purchases from a partner organization.
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There are also many different land acquisition participants within DNR. DNR staff
working at the local, regional, and central offices play roles in DNR land acquisition.
Further, staff working in different DNR divisions also play roles in acquiring land.
The Lands and Minerals Division manages the bulk of the land acquisition process.
However, DNR’s four acquiring divisions—(1) Ecological

and Water Resources, (2) Fish and Wildlife, (3) Forestry, The Fish and Wildlife
and (4) Parks and Trails—also play important roles. For Divisioniwas the
example, acquiring divisions help decide if DNR should acquiring division for
acquire the land, provide information during the acquisition

process, and manage the land once DNR has acquired it. 730/
Additionally, staff working in the Grants Unit within DNR’s 0
Operations Services Division are responsible for ensuring of recent DNR fee title
that DNR’s partner organizations comply with requirements
when acquiring land that these organizations plan to convey
to DNR.*

acquisitions.

Selecting Land for Acquisition

DNR’s process for deciding whether to acquire available land consists of many steps.
DNR staff explained that the department often learns about available land directly from
a landowner.®® In other instances, DNR learns about available land from one of its
partner organizations. Exhibit 1.5 illustrates the steps DNR takes to determine whether
to pursue land for acquisition, which we explain further below.

Regardless of how DNR becomes aware

of available land, staff from the acquiring -

division evaluate the potential acquisition Definition of Key Terms
against department goals. For example,

they consider whether the potential acquisition
would align with goals in that division’s i o
strategic plan and/or the goals of the specific B%tRe"t'af'fﬁcq”'s't'°": ('j'a”d el '°°aé X
program for which the land would be acquired. ~ 5yo |sst?n thaeVSrgLZZZSSf c?)ﬁ?::rlu?% o that
If local staff think their division should aCQUire departmentwide and division-specific criteria.
the land, the potential acquisition is reviewed

first by the division’s regional staff, and then
by the division’s central office staff, before

moving on to a cross-division review. Completed Acquisition: Land DNR has
acquired.

Available Land: Land that is available for
acquisition.

Acquisition Project: Land DNR has
decided to pursue for acquisition.

14 We discuss the legal requirements associated with land acquisition, including the extent to which they
apply to partner organizations and how DNR oversees those partner organizations, in Chapter 2.

15 DNR staff told us that the department does not usually approach landowners to ask if they would like to
sell or donate their land. However, there are some instances where DNR has done this, most commonly for
the Parks and Trails Division where the land the division could acquire is limited to statutorily defined areas.
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DNR Process for Selecting Land for Acquisition

Landowner communicates to

DNR or partner organization a
desire to sell or donate

Local DNR acquiring division staff
learn about available land and determine
whether DNR should pursue it based
primarily on acquiring division criteria
|

v

LOCAL STAFF

MEETS

l

Acquiring division’s regional staff determine
whether DNR should pursue the land based
primarily on acquiring division criteria

| t
MEETS SLAM review team made up of staff from ———» MEETS

multiple divisions decides whether DNR
should acquire the land primarily using

SLAM goals?
DNR pursues

/ acquisition

v

REGNIONAL STAFF

project

MEETS

v

Acquiring division’s leadership at DNR'’s
central office determines whether DNR should
pursue the land based primarily on
acquiring division criteria

CENTRAL OFFICE

v

a “SLAM” refers to DNR's “strategic land asset management” goals, discussed later in this section. The SLAM review team includes
regional-level staff from each of the four acquiring divisions, as well as some staff from DNR’s central office.

Source: Office of the Legislative Auditor.

DNR’s acquiring divisions do not choose to pursue every available parcel of land.
DNR regional staff reported that DNR regularly receives inquiries from landowners
who want to sell or donate their land to DNR. Of the 62 offers of available land they
recorded during Fiscal Year 2024, DNR’s four regional offices reported declining (and

not pursuing further review of) 42 offers of land (68 percent) because they did not align
with department goals.*®

16 DNR tracks land offers through its regional offices, each which uses its own methods to do so; we do
not know the extent to which the four regional offices tracked all offers.
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SLAM Acquisition Goals
Increase close-to-home outdoor
recreation opportunities

Protect significant and/or rare natural
resources

Protect and restore water resources
Mitigate and adapt to climate change
Expand access to existing land holdings
Consolidate land ownership, creating
larger, contiguous blocks of DNR land

— DNR, “Current SLAM
Acquisition Goals”

If the acquiring division’s leadership also thinks DNR should
acquire the land, the potential acquisition is then evaluated by
a team consisting of regional staff representing each of the four
divisions that acquire land, as well as representatives from the
Lands and Minerals Division. This team reviews the potential
acquisition, using the department’s “strategic land asset
management” (SLAM) goals. DNR’s SLAM framework
consists of six goals, listed to the left.!” To move forward, a
potential acquisition generally must meet at least one, and
preferably at least three, of these goals. DNR staff explained
that cross-division review helps ensure that multiple divisions
do not end up competing for the same land.8

Land Acquisition Process

Once DNR formally determines that it wants to acquire a parcel of land, the potential
acquisition becomes an acquisition project. At this point, primary responsibility for the
acquisition project shifts from the acquiring division to the Lands and Minerals
Division. Staff in DNR’s Lands and Minerals Division work on acquiring the land
through one of several processes, depending on the type of acquisition project.

The most common types are purchase or donation from a landowner, and conveyance
from a partner organization.®

While there are similarities between the DNR- and partner-led acquisitions, there are
differences in who is responsible for specific steps in the process. In partner-led
acquisitions, partner organizations conduct many of the same steps that DNR staff
conduct for DNR-led acquisitions.

Another difference between DNR- and partner-led acquisitions is that partner-led
acquisitions involve two closings, whereas DNR-led acquisitions involve only one.

For partner-led acquisitions, the first closing occurs when the partner organization
acquires the land from the landowner, and the second closing occurs when DNR acquires
the land from the partner organization. For DNR-led acquisitions, there is only one
closing, when DNR acquires the land from the landowner, as Exhibit 1.6 shows.

After DNR completes the closing to obtain land from a landowner or a partner
organization, it completes additional steps, including: (1) submitting property transaction
documents to the county recorder, (2) ensuring the state is now in title to the property,
and (3) for certain land acquisitions, publishing a legal description of the land, including
its management unit type (e.g., “Wildlife Management Area”) in the state register.

17 We discuss the development of these goals along with their alignment with statutes and DNR’s strategic

plan in Chapter 3.

18 Of the 150 potential fee title acquisitions that DNR reviewed using SLAM goals in fiscal years 2022
through 2024, the department chose to pursue 131 of them (87 percent). We discuss the extent to which
projects met particular SLAM goals further in Chapter 3.

19 DNR may also acquire land through exchange or—under specific circumstances—eminent domain or
condemnation. These methods are infrequent and DNR uses eminent domain and condemnation only to
convert school trust land to other uses. For this reason, we exclude them when discussing the general
acquisition process throughout this report.
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Land Acquisition Process Steps

Step and Purpose

DNR-Led Project

Partner-Led Project

Property Information. Gather information about the
property to inform appraisal and other acquisition steps

DNR completes

Partner completes

Survey. If needed, survey property or review documentation
of previous surveys to document property characteristics

DNR conducts or reviews
survey

Partner contracts for survey
DNR reviews partner survey

Appraisal. Contract with certified appraiser to estimate the

; DNR completes Partner completes
property’s market value
Appraisal Review. Conduct or contract for review of Partner completes for land valued
appraisal to ensure the accuracy of assumptions and that the  DNR completes up to $1 million

appraisal report meets requirements

Otherwise, DNR completes

Price Negotiation and Agreement. Identify a price at which
the landowner is willing to sell the land and secure
commitments of both landowner and purchasing entity

DNR obtains landowner's
commitment to sell

DNR completes election to
purchasea

Partner and landowner sign
purchase agreement

County Board Interaction. Notify or obtain approval from
relevant county board, as required by statute

DNR notifies and/or obtains
approval from county board®

Partner notifies county board

Grant Compliance Review. Ensure partner compliance

with grant requirements; issue payment to partner for N/A DNR completes
purchase price and costs incurred during acquisition process
Restoration. If needed, partner restores property N/A Partner completes
Title Opinion and Resolution. Identify issues that make Partner completes (initial)
the title unmarketable; assist landowner/partner with actions ~ DNR completes )
that must be taken to address those issues before closinge DNR completes (final)
Preparation for Closing. (To the extent needed) verify Partner completes (initial)
. DNR completes )
funding source, prepare documents DNR completes (final)
i ' 'S si Partner completes (initial
Closing. Obtain landowner’s signature on property DNR completes p ( )

transaction documents and provide payment

DNR completes (final)

Notes: The exhibit presents land acquisition steps in a roughly chronological order (though some steps may be revisited later in the
process or occur in a different order, depending on the type of acquisition). In the “Partner-Led Project’ column, some steps include
designations of “initial” and “final.” These indicate that the partner completes the step during the initial closing with the original

landowner, and DNR completes the step when receiving the land from the partner organization.

aFor DNR-led acquisitions, the landowner’s “option agreement” and DNR'’s “election to purchase” act as a purchase agreement.

® DNR must obtain county board approval when purchasing certain land that will become a Scientific and Natural Area or Wildlife
Management Area, or when completing the purchase using the Reinvest in Minnesota Resources Fund. Further, for all acquisitions,
the department must notify the county board and relevant town officers.

¢A title is unmarketable if the property would expose the new owner to unreasonable legal or financial risk. Such risks include, but are
not limited to, (1) boundary line or trespass issues and (2) others holding interests in the property that obligate the new owner

financially, for example through maintenance agreements.

Source: Office of the Legislative Auditor, based on Minnesota Statutes 2024, 84.0272, subd. 1; 84.0274, subds. 5(e) and 6(4); 84.033,

subd. 3; 84.944, subd. 3; and 97A.145, subd. 2.
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Land Acquisition Funding and Expenditures

The Legislature appropriates funds to DNR
and its partner organizations for land
acquisitions. In some instances, the
appropriations require that the money be
used to purchase land in specific locations.
More frequently, the laws allow for the $2,137,000 the first year is to the
acquisition of land that aligns with certain CRTINESEI0) O EILE] EEAMERS |07
. . agreements to acquire land in fee and
purposes, such ?‘S restqr_lng or enhancing ] restore and enhance strategic prairie
wetlands or native prairies. The box to the right grassland, wetland, and other wildlife

provides an example of this type of appropriation  habitat in Martin and Watonwan Counties

Example Appropriation
from the Outdoor Heritage Fund

language. for wildlife management area purposes...,
as follows: $1,670,000 to Fox Lake
Two key funding sources for land acquisition Conservation League Inc.; $421,000 to

have specific bodies that make funding ggﬁ';sa rb’;‘t'iig:]itgﬂ;ngf‘dA$l‘i‘§’2?2&222 |

recommendations to the Legislature. The_ acquisitions must be provided as part of
Lessard-Sams Outdoor Heritage Council is the required accomplishment plan.
responsible for recommending how to spend
Outdoor Heritage Fund dollars, and the
Legislative-Citizen Commission on Minnesota
Resources is responsible for making similar
recommendations regarding the Environment and Natural Resources Trust Fund.
DNR and partner organizations (along with other applicants) first submit funding
requests to these bodies. The relevant council/commission reviews these proposals
before making recommendations to the Legislature.

— Laws of Minnesota 2023,
chapter 40, art. 1, sec. 2, subd. 2(b)

DNR spends state money—as directed by the Legislature—on land acquisition either
directly or through grant payments to partner organizations. We compared DNR’s
expenditures on DNR- and partner-led acquisitions using state financial data for fiscal
years 2020 to 2024; DNR expended more than twice as much on partner-led acquisitions
as it did on DNR-led acquisitions. During that time, DNR’s land acquisition
expenditures for both fee title and easement acquisitions totaled $56.7 million from a
variety of sources, including the Environment and Natural Resources Trust Fund, the
Outdoor Heritage Fund, and the Reinvest in Minnesota Resources Fund.?® Over that
same time period, DNR spent more than $130.4 million, as directed by the Legislature,
on partner-led acquisitions. These expenditures were made up largely of payments to
partner organizations (exclusively from the Outdoor Heritage Fund), as well as work
DNR performed on the acquisitions, such as appraisal review. Exhibit 1.7 shows DNR
land acquisition expenditures and reimbursements to partner organizations by fiscal year.

20 We compared the combined total spending for fee title and easement acquisitions because the data DNR
provided on grant payments to partner organizations did not allow us to exclude easements. More than

85 percent of all expenditures on DNR-led acquisitions went toward the cost of the land (or rights to the land,
in the case of easements). The remaining expenditures included, for example, appraisals and DNR staff time
spent on acquisitions. DNR staff explained that the acquiring divisions may not code their expenditures in a
consistent manner; as such, these totals may not reflect all DNR staff time spent on acquisitions.
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Expenditures on DNR- and Partner-Led Fee Title Acquisitions and
Conservation Easements, Fiscal Years 2020-2024

(In Millions)
$33.6
$29.4
$26.7
$20.0 $20.7
$14.8
=
2020 2021 2022 2023 2024

m DNR-Led Partner-Led

Notes: Expenditures presented in this exhibit include all transactions coded to fee title and easement
acquisitions even if they did not occur during the acquisition process; for example, some restoration work may
have occurred after closing. The partner-led bars include grant payments to partner organizations as well as
DNR’s direct expenditures on tasks like appraisal review.

Source: Office of the Legislative Auditor, based on state financial data and DNR grants reimbursement data,
fiscal years 2020-2024.






Chapter 2. Legal Compliance and
Reporting

Minnesota statutes outline requirements
meant to ensure that the Department of
Natural Resources (DNR), and the partner
organizations that acquire land to convey to
the department, use state funding responsibly
when acquiring land for public use.’

In this chapter, we explain the statutory
requirements that guide the land acquisition
process and the extent to which they apply to
both DNR and partner organizations.

We next discuss the extent to which DNR
and its partner organizations have complied
with these legal requirements. Finally, we
discuss statutorily required reports related to
DNR land acquisition, as well as the
accuracy of those reports and other public

Key Findings in This Chapter

e While all land DNR acquires

must generally meet the same
standards, some requirements
for partner-led acquisitions are
not established in statutes.

DNR has generally complied—or
required partner organizations to
comply—with land acquisition
requirements.

The manner in which DNR
maintains data on acquired land
gives rise to questions about
accuracy and consistency of
those data.

reports DNR produces.

Land Acquisition Process Requirements

Through the early 2000s, DNR directly purchased the vast majority of the land it
acquired. When the Clean Water, Land and Legacy Amendment passed in 2008, the
state gained a new funding source (the Outdoor Heritage Fund) for DNR land
acquisition.? According to DNR staff, the Legislature sought to leverage partner
organizations’ community relationships, expertise, and ability to expeditiously complete
acquisition projects to facilitate this work. To that end, the Legislature appropriated
Outdoor Heritage Funds to DNR for pass-through grants to partner organizations to
acquire land and subsequently convey it to DNR. In recent years, more than one-half of
fee title acquisitions, accounting for about 70 percent of acres acquired by DNR for the
state, were partner-led acquisitions.

While all land DNR acquires must generally meet the same standards,
some requirements for partner-led acquisitions are not established in
statutes.

In many cases, the extent to which Minnesota statutes establish requirements for the
land acquisition process depends on who leads the acquisition, and, for DNR-led

! As discussed in Chapter 1, partner organizations are nonprofit organizations or other entities that
purchase land with state funding for the purpose of conveying it to the State of Minnesota. For simplicity,
we say that partner organizations convey land to DNR.

2 Minnesota Constitution, art. XI, sec. 15.
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acquisitions, whether the department purchases the land or receives it as a donation by a
landowner who is not a partner organization. As Exhibit 2.1 demonstrates, the statutes
we identified contain relatively few process requirements that pertain to all land
acquisitions.® Most of the relevant statutory requirements apply to all or certain
DNR-led purchases of land. There is just one process requirement in statute that
explicitly applies to partner organizations.

Land Acquisition Process Requirements

Statutory Requirement for DNR

Comparable Requirement for Partner-Led

Topic and Applicable Acquisitions Acquisitions and Source of Requirement
Fact Sheet For all acquisitions, DNR must prepare a fact None

sheet identifying the land to be acquired, among

other things
Appraisals For all acquisitions, DNR must ensure that land DNR requires partner organizations to have most

is appraised, and that appraisers do not have a
conflict of interest

For DNR-led purchases, DNR should, to the
greatest extent practicable, use private appraisers;
appraisers must physically inspect property and
allow the landowner to accompany them on the
inspection

land appraised by an appraiser without interest in
the land before completing the purchase from the
landowner

DNR requires the appraisers used by partner
organizations to attest that they (1) lack any
interest in the land and in the parties to the
transaction, (2) physically inspected the property,
and (3) invited the landowner to accompany them

Purchase Price Relative

Generally, for DNR-led purchases, DNR may pay

LSOHC requires partner organizations using OHF

to Appraised Value no more than 110 percent of the appraised value dollars to pay no more than 110 percent of the
of the propertya appraised value
Time Limit for DNR For DNR-led purchases, the time from the Not applicable

Purchase Commitment

landowner’s commitment to sell to DNR’s
commitment to buy should be no greater than
two months, or nine months if a survey is required®

County Board Approval

For certain DNR-led purchases (depending on
the type of land and funding source), DNR must
receive county board approval before closing

None; however, statutes require all partner
organizations using OHF dollars to notify counties
at least 30 days before closing

Notes: The term “all acquisitions” encompasses DNR purchases, donations from landowners, and conveyances from partner
organizations. “OHF” is the “Outdoor Heritage Fund,” the funding source used for all partner-led acquisitions from fiscal years 2020 to
2024. “LSOHC” is the “Lessard-Sams Outdoor Heritage Council,” which makes funding recommendations for OHF.

alf DNR pays less than the appraised value for other land acquisitions, it may apply that difference to a purchase that would exceed
110 percent of its appraised value.

b If the transaction requires county board approval, no time limits apply.

Source: Office of the Legislative Auditor, based on Minnesota Statutes 2024, 84.0272, subd. 1; 84.0274, subds. 5(d) and 6(4); 84.033,
subd. 3; 84.943-84.95; 97A.056, subd. 13(j); and 97A.145, subd. 2.

% While there were other requirements related to land acquisition, we focused our analysis on requirements
guiding the real estate process that DNR completes after land selection and through closing. We also
included only those requirements directed at DNR or partner organizations and relevant to an acquisition
method within the scope of this evaluation (fee title purchase, donation, or conveyance from a partner
organization).



Legal Compliance and Reporting 19

While the initial acquisition from a landowner by a partner organization is not highly
regulated in statute, DNR and the Lessard-Sams Outdoor Heritage Council—which
makes recommendations to the Legislature regarding use of the Outdoor Heritage
Fund—have imposed some process requirements that help ensure that partner
organizations use state dollars effectively. As the final column of Exhibit 2.1 indicates,
DNR has required partner organizations to have land appraised by appraisers who meet
statutory standards. Further, the council has placed limits on how much partner
organizations can spend to acquire land. These requirements, many of which are
governed by the grant agreement between DNR and a partner organization, help ensure
that the land the state acquires has been properly valued and purchased for a reasonable
price, regardless of who leads an acquisition.

Compliance with Land Acquisition Requirements

When partner organizations acquire land to convey to DNR at the direction of the
Legislature, they interact with DNR in two capacities: as a grant recipient that must
meet certain requirements to receive grant funding, and as a participant in a real estate
transaction.

For the requirements outlined in Exhibit 2.1, partner organization compliance falls into
the first category, which is under the purview of DNR’s Grants Unit. The unit has
published guidelines that partner organizations must follow to receive reimbursement
from DNR.* A DNR staff person told us that if a partner organization failed to
complete all required steps, the department would not accept the acquisition or
reimburse the organization for its acquisition-related expenditures.

DNR has generally complied—or required partner organizations to
comply—with applicable land acquisition requirements.

Fact Sheets | |

o o

Compliance with
Fact Sheet Requirement

For each land acquisition—whether led by DNR or a
partner organization—statutes require DNR to “prepare
a fact sheet showing the lands to be acquired, the legal
authority for their acquisition, and the qualities of the DNR Partners
land that make it a desirable acquisition.” There is no v N/A
comparable requirement for partner organizations.
According to DNR, fact sheet preparation occurs early in | Source: Office of the Legislative
the acquisition process and is the responsibility of the Auditor.

DNR division that will ultimately manage the land
(known as the “acquiring division”). Once the acquiring division has determined that it
is interested in pursuing available land, DNR uses that fact sheet, as well as other

4 Department of Natural Resources, “Attachment E. Land Acquisition Reporting Procedures,” (St. Paul,
2023). Attachment E is an attachment to the pass-through grant contract between DNR and a partner
organization. This contract allows DNR to provide funds to the partner organization from the Outdoor
Heritage Fund for land acquisition expenditures.

5 Minnesota Statutes 2024, 84.0272, subd. 1.
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resources, to review the extent to which the potential acquisition meets its strategic land
asset management (SLAM) goals.’

DNR'’s fact sheet template meets statutory requirements, and department
data show that DNR completed fact sheets for all recent acquisitions.

DNR’s fact sheet form contains fields for all required pieces of information: (1) the
location and legal description of the land, (2) DNR’s authority to acquire the land, and
(3) the reason the land would make a desirable acquisition. According to DNR’s Land
Records System (LRS) data on completed acquisitions, the director of the relevant
acquiring division approved fact sheets for all completed fee title acquisitions that
closed from fiscal years 2020 to 2024.

Appraisals

An appraisal is a formal evaluation of property to determine an appropriate sale price.
Minnesota statutes require DNR to ensure, as part of the acquisition process, that land
be appraised by an appraiser who does not have an interest in the land in question.’
Further, statutes encourage DNR to use private appraisers to the extent practicable.?

DNR has processes in place to | |

ensure that appropriate appraisals ‘ ‘

occur for both DNR-led and Compliance with

partner-led acquisitions. Appraisal Requirements
DNR

DNR-Led Acquisitions Required of

DNR  Partners

LRS data show that all DNR-led land

acquisitions completed from fiscal years
2020 to 2024 had an appraisal. DNR v v Private appraisers used
requires appraisers to submit, as part of

v v Appraisals conducted

their appraisal reports, a certification form Y Appraisers lacked financial
. . . interest in the properties

attesting that the appraiser met certain :

. . . they appraised
requirements in statute. These include
statements that the appraiser (1) lacks \ v Appraiser physically
financial interest in the property, inspected property
(2) physically mspec_ted the appraised v v Appraiser invited landowner
property, and (3) invited the landowner to to observe inspection
accompany them on the appraisal
inspection. Source: Office of the Legislative Auditor.

® We discuss SLAM goals in depth in Chapter 3. As a reminder, a “potential acquisition” is one that an
acquiring division wishes to acquire, but that has not gone through the SLAM review process. Once DNR
approves an acquisition through the SLAM review process, it becomes an “acquisition project” until DNR
closes on the land, making it a “completed acquisition.”

" Minnesota Statutes 2024, 84.0272, subds. 1 and 3. Statutes allow DNR to acquire land without an
appraisal when the value of the land is less than $100,000.

8 Minnesota Statutes 2024, 84.274, subd. 6(3).



Legal Compliance and Reporting 21

Further, DNR records show that the department used private appraisers for all DNR-led
acquisitions during the period we examined. A DNR staff person told us that the
department uses private appraisers almost exclusively; in addition to satisfying the legal
requirement to do so to the greatest extent practicable, they said that contracting for
appraisals helps avoid any perceived conflict of interest that might arise if DNR staff
appraised land that DNR eventually acquired.

DNR maintains a list of department-approved certified appraisers. These appraisers
responded to a DNR request for proposal, after which DNR awarded them five-year
professional and technical services contracts.” When DNR needs land appraised, it
offers approved appraisers the opportunity to bid for the specific project. While all of
the appraisers on the list are certified private appraisers, DNR invites appraisers to bid
on a particular assignment only if the appraiser has demonstrated competencies in the
relevant land type and region of the state.

Certified appraisers are subject to multiple requirements to disclose conflicts of interest.
For example, when conducting an appraisal, statutes require the certified appraiser to
include in their appraisal report an attestation that they have no interest in the land to be
acquired, nor in the potential timber sales the land could generate (if relevant).'°
Similarly, the national standards that guide certified appraisers include a certification
statement among the required elements of an appraisal report. This statement must
include (among other things) that the appraiser has no interest in the property or the
parties involved in the prospective land sale.!*

For DNR-led acquisitions, the department conducts a “technical review” of most
appraisals. This review ensures the accuracy of assumptions and calculations, as well
as conformity with appraisal standards. Technical reviews are conducted either by a
DNR employee or by a different contracted appraiser from the department’s list of
appraisers.

Partner-Led Acquisitions

DNR requires partner organizations to meet the same appraisal requirements that the
department must meet. While statutes do not require partner organizations to complete
appraisals, they do (1) require DNR to ensure that appraisals are completed for all
acquisitions and (2) allow DNR to require that partners complete appraisals for
acquisitions funded with the Outdoor Heritage Fund.'> DNR requires partner
organizations to have most acquisitions appraised by a certified appraiser.** Further,
DNR requires partner organizations to have their appraisals reviewed. For acquisitions

® The most recent contracts run from February 1, 2024, through January 31, 2029. Department of Natural
Resources, Request for Proposal Appraisal Services (St. Paul, December 21, 2023), 6.

10 Minnesota Statutes 2024, 84.0272, subd. 1.

11 The Appraisal Foundation, Uniform Standards of Professional Appraisal Practice (USPAP), Standards 1-4
(United States, 2024), 25. USPAP standards are generally recognized ethical and performance standards for
real estate appraisals in the U.S. DNR policies require all appraisal reports to conform with USPAP standards.

12 Minnesota Statutes 2024, 84.0272, subd. 1; and 97A.056, subd. 13(e). The latter states that DNR “may
conduct or require additional appraisals of parcels to be acquired” using the Outdoor Heritage Fund.

13 DNR does not require a formal appraisal for a partner-led acquisition if the value of the land is $20,000
or less; however, the partner organization must submit documentation of how that value was determined.
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with an appraised value of more than $1 million, DNR requires that DNR staff conduct
or contract for a technical review.*

In its guidelines for partner organizations, DNR explains the circumstances under which
a partner organization must conduct appraisals and have them reviewed. The guidelines
also describe the related documentation that a partner organization must submit to
demonstrate that it has satisfied the requirements. According to DNR staff, before
reimbursing the purchase price of land, DNR compares the partner organization’s
documentation to a checklist of requirements. The checklist requires DNR staff to
confirm that the appraisal report was completed by a certified appraiser and that it
contains the certification form discussed previously. The certification form requires the
appraiser to attest that they lack interest in either the property or the parties involved in
the sale, and that the appraiser conducted—and invited the landowner to observe—a
physical inspection.

Purchase Price Relative to Appraised Value

Statutes generally prohibit DNR from paying more than 10 percent above (or

110 percent of) the appraised value of a property. However, the department may pay
more than 110 percent of the appraised value for a particular property as long as the
total cost of all DNR land purchases does not exceed the total appraised values.'®

DNR has met requirements related to how much it can pay for
acquisitions and applied similar standards to partner organizations.

DNR-Led Acquisitions \

i
o &

DNR staff explained that the department agrees to

pay more than 110 percent of the appraised value Compliance with
only in rare cases where the land is highly desirable Purchase Price Requirement
to the department. For example, DNR may pay more DNR Required
if a parcel of land is home to an endangered species DNR of Partners
not found elsewhere in Minnesota or if it is critical in

. i : . v v
completing an ongoing trail project. When an
acquiring division wants to pay more than Source: Office of the Legislative

110 percent of the appraised value, it requests Auditor.
commissioner approval to do so, by providing a

14 1f the appraised value of the land is greater than $500,000 and less than or equal to $1 million, a partner
organization still must contract for a technical review, but may select and hire the appraisal reviewer itself.
If the appraised value of the land is $500,000 or less, partner organizations may conduct an “administrative
review” of the appraisal, which involves checking that all required components are present, but not
evaluating the accuracy of the assumptions or calculations.

15 Minnesota Statutes 2024, 84.0272, subd. 1. Specifically, statutes state that DNR “shall not agree

to pay more than ten percent above the appraised value, except that if [it] pays less than the

appraised value for a parcel of land, the difference between the purchase price and the appraised value
may be used to apply to purchases at more than the appraised value. The sum of accumulated differences
between appraised amounts and purchases for more than the appraised amount may not exceed the sum of
accumulated differences between appraised amounts and purchases for less than the appraised amount.”
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memo explaining the unique and desirable features of the land and the rationale for
paying a higher price.

From fiscal years 2020 to 2024, DNR rarely purchased land for more than 110 percent
of the appraised value, and the instances in which it did satisfied the requirements in
law. Using LRS data for completed acquisitions that closed from fiscal years 2020 to
2024, we determined that DNR purchased just 5 of 94 acquisitions for more than

110 percent of the appraised value. Those purchase prices ranged from 115 percent of
the appraised value (for an acquisition that ultimately cost $1,650,000) to almost

600 percent of the appraised value (for an acquisition that ultimately cost $60,000).

In each case, the acquiring division sought and received approval from DNR’s
commissioner. All five of these acquisitions closed in Fiscal Year 2020, a year for
which the combined purchase prices of all acquisitions—including these five
acquisitions—was 99 percent of the combined appraised values.

The statute limiting the amount DNR can spend on land acquisitions does not include a
time period during which DNR can capitalize on the savings from land it has purchased
at less than the appraised value.’® As such, DNR tracks the accumulated savings from
purchases below the appraised value not by fiscal year, but going back to Fiscal

Year 2013 (when it implemented LRS). Using this approach, DNR still satisfies the
statutory requirement; the total savings from purchases below the appraised value since
2013 far exceed DNR’s combined payments above the appraised value during that same
time frame.

Partner-Led Acquisitions

DNR guidelines for partner organizations state that partner organizations “will not be
entitled to use funds...for any land value cost in excess of 110% of appraised value.”!’
A staff person of the Lessard-Sams Outdoor Heritage Council confirmed that the
council has allowed partner organizations to pay only up to 110 percent of the appraised
value to ensure parity with DNR’s statutory limitations. Council data show that for
fiscal years 2020 through 2024, partner organizations purchased (to convey to DNR)

12 properties for more than the appraised value. None of these purchases exceeded

110 percent of the appraised value.

According to DNR Grants Unit staff, the unit ensures that partner organizations do not
overpay for the land they acquire through its reimbursement approval process. Partner
organizations must submit a substantial amount of documentation when requesting
reimbursement, including appraisals, appraisal reviews, and evidence of the purchase
price in the form of a signed purchase agreement or similar. DNR’s Grants Unit staff
reported using pre-closing and reimbursement checklists to ensure that partners have
satisfied all requirements before DNR provides reimbursement.

16 Minnesota Statutes 2024, 84.0272, subd. 1.

17 Department of Natural Resources, “Attachment E. Land Acquisition Reporting Procedures,” 7.
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Time Limit for DNR Purchase Commitment

According to statutes, DNR must “acquire
land in as expeditious a manner as possible.”*8

The only specific benchmark established in Statutory Time Limit
statute, however, is the length of the “option.”

The length of the option is the time between the A typical real estate transaction has a

“purchase agreement,” which is a legally

signing of the two documents that together fulfill binding agreement that governs the
the role of the purchase agreement in DNR-led land  terms of the purchase and sale of a
acquisition projects: (1) option agreement and property, including price.

(2) election to purchase, as described at right. For a DNR-led land acquisition, the
More SpeCificaIIy, statutes state that the Iength of purchase agreement is essentially two
the option should be no greater than two months, separate documents: the option

or, if a survey of the property is required, agreement, which constitutes the

nine months.'® If the transaction requires county landowner's commitment to sell, and the

election to purchase, which is DNR’s
commitment to purchase the land. The

. . statutory limits on the length of the
Neither statutes nor DNR requires that partner “option” refer to the amount of time

organizations use an option agreement and an between the signing of the option
election to purchase. During partner-led agreement and the election to purchase.
acquisitions, the partner organization purchases the

land from the landowner (using a standard purchase agreement) before beginning most
of the work to convey the property to DNR.

board approval, however, no time limit applies.

For the period we reviewed, DNR either completed its commitment to
purchase land within the required time limit or secured an extension.

| |
LRS data show that the department completed 45 fee title ‘ ‘
purchases for which the time limit applied from fiscal
years 2020 to 2024.%° For 84 percent of these purchases, Compliance with
the length of the option was within statutory guidelines. Statutory Time Limits
Seven purchases (only one of which required a survey) DNR Partners
had a length of the option that was longer than the
allowed number of months. In each of these seven v N/A
instances, however, DNR (1) provided evidence that the | g,,rce: Office of the Legislative
seller(s) had agreed to an extension of the option, as Auditor.
allowed by statute and (2) completed the election to

purchase within the agreed upon time frame.?* For four of these completed acquisitions,
DNR completed the election to purchase within about three months; for another, it
completed the election to purchase in more than four months. The department completed
the remaining elections to purchase in more than nine and ten months, respectively.

18 Minnesota Statutes 2024, 84.0274, subd. 6(4).

19 1bid. DNR requires surveys when there are specific questions or concerns about the boundaries or
characteristics of the land.

20 During this time frame, there were a total of 94 DNR-led fee title purchases. However, 49 of them
required county board approval and therefore were not subject to this requirement.

21 Minnesota Statutes 2024, 84.0274, subd. 6(4).
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While DNR generally met the timeliness indicator outlined in statute, the length of the
entire process was identified as an issue by large percentages of stakeholders we
surveyed. We discuss this further in Chapter 4.

County Board Notification and Approval

Statutes require DNR to obtain county board approval for particular types of
acquisitions that it purchases directly, including the acquisition of certain wetlands; land
to be established as Scientific and Natural Areas or Wildlife Management Areas; and
land to be purchased using the Reinvest in Minnesota Resources Fund.?? For these
types of acquisitions, DNR must provide the county board and the town offices where
the land is located with a description of the land to be acquired. The county board must
approve or disapprove the proposed acquisition within 90 days.

The statutory requirement for partner-led acquisitions is different. Per statutes, partner
organizations must notify counties and towns (but need not gain approval) for all
acquisitions made using Outdoor Heritage Fund appropriations.?

DNR coordinated county board approval when required and had
processes in place to hold partner organizations responsible for notifying
counties of pending acquisitions.

From fiscal years 2020 to 2024, DNR directly 1 1
purchased 49 properties that likely required
county board approval; the department Compliance with Requirements
coordinated approval for all 49 acquisitions.?* for County Board Interaction
As with previous requirements that pertained to DNR Required
) . .. , . DNR of Partners
partner-led acquisitions, DNR’s Grants Unit (Approval) (Nofification)
enforces the requirement for county notification. PP
According to Grants Unit staff, DNR requires v v
partner organizations to submit to DNR, prior to e _—
closing, the letters that they wrote notifying 283&%? Office of the Legislative
counties of the acquisitions. DNR’s guidance for '

22 Minnesota Statutes 2024, 84.033, subd. 3 (Scientific and Natural Areas); 84.943, subd. 1, and 84.944,
subd. 3 (for the acquisition of “critical natural habitat” under the Reinvest in Minnesota Resources Fund);
and 97A.145, subd. 2(b) (certain wetlands designated as Wildlife Management Areas). The 2024 Legislature
amended the county-notification requirement for Scientific and Natural Areas to exclude land located in the
seven-county metropolitan area. In addition, DNR policy requires the department to notify counties of all
acquisition projects. Department of Natural Resources, Operational Order 6 Land Acquisitions, revised

June 3, 2015, 8.

23 Minnesota Statutes 2024, 97A.056, subd. 13(j). All recent partner-led acquisitions were funded using the
Outdoor Heritage Fund and were thus subject to this requirement.

2 DNR staff explained that there are two provisions of statute that DNR reads together to authorize
acquisition for Wildlife Management Areas. One of these is the department’s authority to acquire
wetlands, which require county board approval. A DNR staff member said that since most Wildlife
Management Areas include wetland characteristics, it is the department’s procedure is to obtain county
board approval for all such purchases. We therefore included in our analysis all purchases for Wildlife
Management Areas—as well as all Scientific and Natural Areas and all acquisitions purchased using the
Reinvest in Minnesota Resources Fund—as purchases requiring county board approval.
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partner organizations explains the requirement, and DNR staff check compliance with
the requirement when working through the reimbursement checklist.

Recommendation

It has been decades since the Legislature last amended the statutory provisions that
guide the land acquisition process.®® These process requirements reflect an era (long
before the passage of the Clean Water, Land and Legacy Amendment) when partner
organizations did not play a meaningful role in state land acquisition. In contrast,
partner organizations led the acquisition of about 70 percent of the state’s recently
acquired acres, accounting for 70 percent of DNR’s land acquisition expenditures from
2020 to 2024.

While DNR and the Lessard-Sams Outdoor Heritage Council currently impose
requirements related to appraisals and purchase price for partner-led acquisitions, the
lack of statutory requirements guiding partner-led acquisitions could theoretically result
in higher-risk transactions. If DNR or the council changed their requirements, a partner
organization could hypothetically purchase land for well over the appraised value or
without having it appraised prior to closing.

Beyond the implications for fiscal responsibility, the statutes result in one notable
inconsistency between DNR-led and partner-led acquisition processes. Due to the
explicit statutory requirement that partner organizations notify counties of acquisitions,
DNR has not required partner organizations to also obtain county board approval.

In contrast, DNR must obtain county board approval for certain types of land (such as
certain land to be established as a Scientific and Natural Area) that DNR purchases
directly; approval is not required for the same types of land when donated by a
landowner or conveyed to DNR by a partner organization.?

While statutes treat the county role in the land acquisition process inconsistently, it is
worth noting that not having to obtain county board approval may allow partner
organizations to purchase land more quickly than DNR.?” Various stakeholders told us
that partner organizations’ ability to acquire land from a landowner more quickly allows
the state to acquire some land that DNR would not otherwise have been able to acquire.
Since statutes allow counties 90 days to approve or disapprove an acquisition, a
county-approval requirement adds approximately three additional months to the time it
takes DNR to purchase the land from the original landowner.

% Laws of Minnesota 1989, chapter 335, art. 1, sec 67, codified as Minnesota Statutes 2024, 84.0272,
subd. 1; and Laws of Minnesota 1980, chapter 485, sec. 6, codified as Minnesota Statutes 2024, 84.0274,
subd. 6.

% Minnesota Statutes 2024, 84.033, subd. 3; and 97A.145, subds. 2(a) and (b).

27 We discuss the length of the acquisition process in depth in Chapter 4. The nature of their respective
title-review processes also contributes to partner organizations being able to purchase from landowners
more quickly than DNR can.
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RECOMMENDATION

The Legislature should consider whether statutes should require partner
organizations conveying land to the state to meet the same land
acquisition standards required of DNR.

The Legislature should consider amending the statutory provisions guiding the land
acquisition process to reflect the fact that partner organizations now frequently acquire
land on DNR’s behalf. As discussed in this chapter, partner-led acquisitions must
currently meet certain standards only because DNR and the Lessard-Sams Outdoor
Heritage Council require them. In the case of county-board approval, statutes establish
and DNR currently applies different standards to DNR- and partner-led acquisitions.

If the Legislature does not wish to leave land acquisition standards to the discretion of
DNR and the Lessard-Sams Outdoor Heritage Council, it should make explicit the
extent to which various land acquisition requirements apply to partner organizations.
This would help ensure that partners are held to the state’s acquisition standards, when
the Legislature finds it appropriate to do so.

Reporting

In addition to the process requirements described in the previous section, Minnesota
statutes require DNR to submit to the Legislature two periodic reports related to land
acquisition: a biennial report listing the state landholdings that DNR manages and an
annual report on transactions from the state’s Land Acquisition Account.?® The
information that DNR is required to publish in these reports—as well as other
information the department publishes on its website—could help legislators and the
public understand the scope and purpose of the department’s land acquisition efforts.

Legislatively Mandated Reports

Inventory Reporting Requirement

Statutes require that DNR submit a biennial report to the Legislature on the
department’s “acts and doings,” including an inventory of DNR-managed land and land
the department wishes to acquire. Additionally, this report must include the (1) value;
(2) name, location, and size; and (3) description of the land the department has acquired
since the last report. The report must also include recommendations for the
improvement or conservation of DNR-managed recreational units, including State
Parks, State Trails, Scientific and Natural Areas, State Forests, and Wildlife
Management Areas, among others.?°

28 Minnesota Statutes 2024, 84.03(d); and 94.165, subd. 3. Statutes also require that the recipients of
Outdoor Heritage Fund and Environment and Natural Resources Trust Fund dollars report certain
information about their projects (many of which are land acquisition projects) to the Legislative
Coordinating Commission. Minnesota Statutes 2024, 3.303, subd. 10. We did not evaluate this reporting
as part of our evaluation.

29 Minnesota Statutes 2024, 84.03(d).
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DNR has not reported an inventory of DNR-managed land to the
Legislature, as required by law.

DNR staff told us the department has never produced this required report. These staff
said DNR produces a variety of reports that they believe satisfy the information-sharing
intent of the requirement. For example, DNR produces a number of strategic planning
documents with recommendations and plans for improvement and conservation of
various types of state recreational units.*® The department also contributes data on
landholdings to inventory-style reports produced by other agencies.® These reports,
however, do not highlight the characteristics of recent or potential land acquisitions, as
required by statute.

Land Acquisition Account Report

The second report DNR is required to submit to the Legislature is an annual report
“indicating all purchases and sales” from the Land Acquisition Account in the state
treasury.® Minnesota statutes establish that money in the Land Acquisition Account is
appropriated to DNR for the acquisition of land or interests in land within the outdoor
recreation system. The account is funded through the sale of surplus state-owned land
that had previously been classified as an outdoor recreation unit.*®> DNR reported that
as of the end of Fiscal Year 2022, the Land Acquisition Account had a balance of nearly
$4 million.

DNR staff told us that the account rarely funds an entire acquisition; rather, if the
acquiring division has a funding gap, it can use funds from the Land Acquisition
Account to supplement appropriations and complete the acquisition. DNR’s most
recent Land Acquisition Account report showed that DNR spent nearly $146,000 from
the account on goods provided or services rendered in Fiscal Year 2022.

DNR’s Land Acquisition Account reports for the past two years are
overdue, and prior reports do not identify all purchases and sales from
the account, as required by law.

DNR last produced this report for Fiscal Year 2022. That report presented aggregate
expenditures and revenues from the Land Acquisition Account and listed example

%0 For example, Department of Natural Resources, Division of Parks and Trails, System Plan Charting a
Course for the Future (St. Paul, 2019); and Department of Natural Resources, Division of Ecological and
Water Resources, Scientific and Natural Area (SNA) Strategic Land Protection Plan (St. Paul).

31 For example, Department of Administration, 2023 State-Owned Land Inventory (St. Paul, 2023),
contains an inventory of state landholdings. Additionally, Department of Revenue, 2024 Natural
Resources Land PILT Payment (St. Paul, 2024), provides the total acreage and appraised value for various
types of DNR-managed land for the purpose of calculating the “payment in lieu of taxes” to which each
county is entitled.

32 Minnesota Statutes 2024, 94.165, subd. 3.

3 Minnesota Statutes 2024, 84.027, subd. 10, allows DNR to sell surplus land, or land it no longer needs,
to a county, city, or other government subdivision for public use.
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projects.3* For the projects identified, the report lists examples of specific receipts to
the account (resulting from land sales) and specific expenditures (including completed
land acquisitions paid for at least in part using the account). However, the report does
not include every account transaction for the reporting period, as required by law.

RECOMMENDATION

DNR should regularly produce reports identifying (1) its inventory of
DNR-managed land and (2) transactions from the Land Acquisition
Account, as required by law.

Inventory reporting requirement. DNR should produce a biennial report including
an inventory of DNR-managed land and other elements, as required by law. Reporting
DNR-managed land and recent acquisitions by county or legislative district could allow
the Legislature to better oversee DNR’s acquisition work and would give individual
legislators insight into the public land available to their constituents. If the department
feels that the current reporting requirement is unduly burdensome or duplicative, it
should work with the Legislature to revise the reporting requirement.

Land Acquisition Account reporting requirement. DNR should complete its past-due
Land Acquisition Account reports, and ensure that it produces future reports by the
October 1 deadline each year. To meet the requirement to “indicat[e] all purchases and
sales,” future Land Acquisition Account reports should list each unit of the outdoor
recreation system that was bought or sold (in whole or part), as well as other expenditures
from the account. For each purchase or sale listed, the report should include the amounts
associated with the price of the land and other transaction costs, respectively.

Other Public Reporting

In addition to legislatively mandated reporting, DNR publishes information about the
amount of land the department acquires and manages on its website and in fact sheets.*®
It contributes similar information to the governor’s biennial budget document.*®

The manner in which DNR maintains data on acquired land gives rise to
guestions about the accuracy and consistency of those data.

As discussed previously, DNR maintains a centralized data system on landholdings and
acquisitions, the Land Records System (LRS). These data confirm, for example,
DNR’s reported statistic that the department manages more than 5.6 million acres of
state-owned land. LRS data also confirm some of DNR’s reported numbers for

3 Department of Natural Resources, Land Acquisition Account Annual Report, Fiscal Year 2022 (St. Paul,
2022).

% For example, Department of Natural Resources, Minnesota state land portfolio (St. Paul, 2022),
https://www.dnr.state.mn.us/slam/land-portfolio.html, accessed January 8, 2025; and Department of
Natural Resources, Minnesota Department of Natural Resources 2023 by the Numbers (St. Paul, 2023).

% State of Minnesota, Revised 2024-2025 Biennial Budget, Department of Natural Resources (St. Paul,
March 2023), 1.
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different types of management units, such as the number of Wildlife Management Areas
(more than 1,500).

However, DNR staff explained that LRS is generally not the “system of record” for the
management unit assigned to a given land acquisition. They said that the acquiring
division may change or add to the designation of a parcel of land, and that the
designation may differ from what LRS shows. We asked the acquiring divisions for the
data they used to produce certain

published information that we could Reported Land in State Forests

not confirm using LRS; some

divisions had difficulty identifying T
and providing data that would allow 43 m|"|0n At IeaSt

us to replicate DNR’s past analyses. acres 3 8 m | | | ion

In some cases, DNR’s publicly acres
reported data were likely accurate in
describing some aspects of DNR’s
landholdings, but were presented in
an imprecise manner that could lead
to misinterpretation. For example, in the 2024-2025 governor’s budget, DNR reported
managing “60 state forests, covering 4.3 million acres.”®” LRS data show, however,
that “State Forests” account for many fewer acres, as shown in the box at above. DNR
explained that the 4.3 million acres reported actually included all land managed by the
Forestry Division regardless of whether it was part of a “State Forest.”

— Governor’s Budget, — LRS Current
2024-2025 Landholding Data, 2024

RECOMMENDATION

DNR should maintain data on landholdings and acquisitions in a manner
that facilitates consistent and accurate reporting.

Earlier, we explained that DNR has never completed a mandated report to the
Legislature providing an inventory of the units in the state recreation system, and we
recommended that DNR do so. To ensure that future reporting (legislatively mandated
and otherwise) is accurate and complete, DNR should take steps to maintain its data in a
manner that facilitates consistent reporting.

This could involve making LRS (which is a centralized data system) the system of
record, and updating it when the management unit for a particular parcel changes.

If using LRS for this purpose is not feasible or preferable, DNR should establish
expectations to ensure that acquiring divisions maintain data in a consistent manner,
which would allow easier aggregation of landholding data when needed to inform an
inventory or produce additional reports. Further, DNR should maintain documentation
of the methods it uses to produce information for different purposes. Doing so would
allow the department to easily (1) answer questions about published information and
(2) replicate analyses when updating reports.

37 State of Minnesota, Revised 2024-25 Biennial Budget, Department of Natural Resources (St. Paul,
2023), 192.



Chapter 3: Land Selection

An important first step in the land

acquisition process is to select land that Key Findings in This Chapter
meets state and Department of Natural

Resources’ (DNR’s) goals. In this chapter, * DNR's current SLAM goals align
we first explain DNR’s framework for well with the department’s
assessing potential land acquisitions. strategic plan and with statutes.
We next share stakeholder perspectives on o Stakeholders expressed generally
DNR’s land selection process. Finally, we favorable opinions of DNR’s
discuss the extent to which DNR has met its process for selecting land to

land selection goals. acquire.

Strategic Land Asset Management Goals

As discussed in Chapter 1, DNR’s “strategic land asset management” (SLAM)
framework is a key component of how the department selects land to pursue for
acquisition. According to a DNR staff person, the department implemented its SLAM
framework in 2014 to ensure that DNR acquires land across its many programs in a
unified way. One staff person said the department created the framework because the
number of DNR land acquisitions—and thus the need to coordinate across
land-acquiring divisions—increased as more funding became available due to the Clean
Water, Land and Legacy Amendment.!

Additionally, a DNR staff person told us that the SLAM framework was meant to
address issues the department had experienced in the past. For instance, there were
situations where different DNR divisions independently worked to acquire the same
property. DNR staff also said that the various acquiring divisions had their own
program-specific priorities, so there was a need to establish unified departmentwide
priorities for acquiring land.

The SLAM framework includes specific goals that are meant to help DNR prioritize
acquiring land with certain characteristics. A DNR staff person told us that the specific
SLAM goals have changed over time, with different iterations reflecting the priorities of
different DNR commissioners. There are currently six SLAM goals, which have been
in use since April 2021. Exhibit 3.1 lists these six SLAM goals along with the criteria
DNR uses to determine whether a potential acquisition meets the goal.

! Minnesota Constitution, art. XI, sec. 15. DNR and partner organizations frequently receive land
acquisition funding from the Outdoor Heritage Fund, established by the amendment.
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DNR SLAM Goals and Criteria

SLAM Goal

Criteria

1.

Increase close-to-home
outdoor recreation
opportunities

Potential acquisition meets both of the following criteria:
o Located (1) within 30 miles of a population center with more than
50,000 people or (2) in counties with less than 5 percent public land
¢ Would increase or improve recreational opportunities on
DNR-managed land

. Protect significant and/or

rare natural resources

Potential acquisition would protect existing, high-quality significant or rare
natural resources that fall into at least one of the following categories:

o Designated shallow lakes

Wetlands

Threatened, endangered, and special concern species
Native prairie

Certain native plant communities

Certain sites with high or outstanding biodiversity significance
o Large blocks of productive forestlands

. Protect and restore water

resources

Potential acquisition meets one of the following criteria:
o Would protect and restore critical lakes, streams, wetlands, and
springs
o Would protect lakes and streams at highest risk of becoming impaired
o Would protect a public water supply, particularly in high demand areas

. Mitigate and adapt to climate

change

Potential acquisition meets one of the following criteria:

o Would maintain or increase carbon storage, carbon sequestration,
and/or landscape resiliency

o Would create significantly larger blocks of habitat or natural intact
communities; improve riverbank or land connectivity; or maintain
ecosystem through protection of climate-resilient, high-biodiversity
areas

. Expand access to existing

land holdings

Potential acquisition would provide new or additional access to existing
DNR-managed land, through easement or fee title transaction, to
accomplish one of the following:

o Expand the public’s ability to access existing public land
¢ Improve DNR’s ability to manage existing landholdings

. Consolidate land ownership,

creating larger, contiguous
blocks of DNR land

Potential acquisition meets one of the following criteria:

o Located within the statutory or management boundary of existing
DNR-managed units

o Would complete critical trail corridor connections between existing
holdings

o Would share a boundary with existing DNR-managed land

o Would reduce the length of the boundary that a DNR-managed unit
shares with other landowners

Source: DNR, “Current SLAM Acquisition Goals” (St. Paul).
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As discussed in Chapter 1, DNR applies these SLAM goals when determining whether
to acquire a specific property. For example, if a landowner offers to sell their land to
DNR, and staff from a particular acquiring division think it may be a good fit for one of
the division’s programs, the staff gather information about the property and enter that
information into DNR’s SLAM database. Once division leadership approves the
potential acquisition, a review team made up of staff from
Relevant multiple divisions decides whether to pursue the potential
DNR Strategic Plan Goals acquisition, based in part on the extent to which the property
meets SLAM goals.

Goal 1: Minnesota’s waters, natural lands,
and diverse fish and wildlife habitats are

conserved and enhanced. DNR’s current SLAM goals align well with the
Goal 2: Minnesota’s outdoor recreation department’s strategic plan and with statutes.

opportunities meet the needs of new and
existing participants so all benefit from nature.

DNR has created strong alignment between the SLAM goals
Goal 3: Minnesota’s natural resources and both its departmentwide strategic plan and particular
contribute to strong and sustainable job direction in statute. Notably, each SLAM goal aligns with at
TGS, EEEMamIes, €l Camnmi es. least one of the goals in DNR’s strategic plan (shown at left)
— DNR, Department of Natural  and/or direction laid out in statute, as Exhibit 3.2 shows.
Resources Strategic Plan 2023-2027  For example, the second SLAM goal, which is to protect
(St. Paul, 2022), 19-20  significant and/or rare natural resources, aligns with two of
DNR’s strategic plan goals and various sections of statute.

Alignment of SLAM Goals with State Objectives

Alignment with Alignment with
SLAM Goal Strategic Plan Statutes
1. Increase close-to-home outdoor Goal 2: “The legislature finds that the unique
recreation opportunities Outdoor recreation  natural, cultural, and historical resources of
system Minnesota provide abundant opportunities

for outdoor recreation and education, and
finds that these opportunities should be
made available to all citizens of Minnesota
now and in the future.”

2. Protect significant and/or rare natural Goal 1: Statutes give DNR authority to acquire land
resources, including: Conservation for recreational units that support
o Designated shallow lakes conservation, such as Scientific and Natural
Goal 3: Areas, and Wildlife Management Areas.
* Wetlands Strong economies
o Threatened, endangered, and Statutes also give DNR specific authority to
special concern species acquire land to protect “private, working
o Native prairie forest lands for their timber, scenic,

recreational, fish and wildlife habitat,
threatened and endangered species, and
other cultural and environmental values.”

o Certain native plant
communities

o Certain sites with high or
outstanding biodiversity
significance

o Large blocks of productive
forestlandsa

Continued on next page
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Alignment of SLAM Goals with State Objectives (continued)

Alignment with Alignment with
SLAM Goal Strategic Plan Statutes
3. Protect and restore water resources Goal 1: Statutes give DNR the authority to “acquire
Conservation wetlands and bordering areas, including
marshes, ponds, small lakes, and stream
Goal 3: bottoms for water conservation related to

Strong economies®  wildlife development;” further, statutes allow
for the establishment of aquatic management
areas to “protect, develop, and manage”
water resources.

4. Mitigate and adapt to climate change Goal 1: N/AC
Conservatione
5. Expand access to existing land N/A Among other related authority, statutes allow
holdings DNR to acquire “land for trails...where
necessary to complete trails established
primarily in [S]tate [Florests, [S]tate [Parks,
or other public land” under DNR's jurisdiction,
in certain circumstances.
6. Consolidate land ownership, N/A “Consolidation of public land reduces
creating larger, contiguous blocks of management costs and aids in the reduction
DNR land of forest fragmentation.”

Notes: The exhibit lists goals from DNR'’s strategic plan that explicitly align with the corresponding SLAM goal.
DNR staff explained that because DNR's strategic goals are interrelated, many of the SLAM goals functionally
align with strategic goals beyond those listed in the exhibit.

a“Productive forestlands” refers to land with, for example, harvestable timber, which aligns with Goal 3 from
DNR'’s strategic plan. Among the plan’s strategies for meeting this goal is to “manage for healthy, productive
forests.”

®DNR’s strategic plan lists “sustain healthy watersheds and groundwater supplies” as a strategy for Goal 3.
The plan says DNR will “manage for clean, abundant water and flood protection as essential foundations of
industry, agriculture, community growth and development, as well as recreation.”

¢DNR’s strategic plan lists “mitigate and adapt to the changing climate” as a strategy for Goal 1. The plan says
DNR will “identify and implement policies and practices that enhance climate change resiliency,” and “ensure
climate strategies are informed by best available science and engagement with communities and conservation
partners.”

d Statutes do not mention climate change in the context of DNR land acquisition. However, various statutes
authorize other state agencies—such as the Board of Water and Soil Resources and the Minnesota Pollution
Control Agency—to administer programs meant to mitigate climate change. See for example, Minnesota
Statutes 2024, 103F.05; and 116.391.

Source: Office of the Legislative Auditor, based on Minnesota Statutes 2024, 84.029; 84.66; 86A.02; 86A.05;
89.032; 94.3495; and 97A.145; and DNR, “Current SLAM Acquisition Goals” (St. Paul), and Department of
Natural Resources Strategic Plan 2023-2027 (St. Paul, 2023), 18-22.
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Stakeholder Perspectives on Land Selection

We surveyed DNR staff, partner organizations, landowners, and counties about DNR
land acquisition and asked about DNR’s process for selecting land to acquire.?

Stakeholders expressed generally favorable opinions of DNR’s process
for selecting land to acquire.

Eighty percent of DNR staff, 70 percent of staff representing partner organizations, and
64 percent of landowners who responded to our survey agreed or strongly agreed that
DNR does a good job selecting land to acquire, as shown in Exhibit 3.3.

Survey Results: DNR does a good job of selecting/determining land to acquire.

m Strongly Agree = Agree © Disagree = Stongly Disagree = No Opinion or Did Not Respond
4%

DNR Staff (N = 122) 44% 16%
Partner Organization Represe(rrl\:ail\;%s) 40% 20%

2%
Landowners (N = 44) 43% 35%
5% 4%
County Representatives (N = 74) I 39% 11% 41%

Notes: One landowner who responded to our survey offered land to DNR, but was declined; we did not ask that
landowner certain questions about the acquisition process. Due to rounding, percentages do not always sum to
100 percent.

Source: Office of the Legislative Auditor, based on surveys of DNR staff, partner organizations, landowners,
and county representatives, 2024.

While 45 percent of county representatives agreed or strongly agreed that DNR does a
good job determining what land to acquire, a similar percentage (41 percent) did not

express an opinion. This means that of those who expressed an opinion, three-quarters
agreed or strongly agreed that DNR does a good job determining what land to acquire.

2 We surveyed stakeholders involved in DNR’s land acquisition process. We received responses from at
least 92 percent (122) of DNR staff involved with land acquisition and 91 percent of partner organizations
that had recently been involved in the land acquisition process (10 of 11). We also surveyed landowners
who had recently sold or donated (or attempted to sell or donate) land to DNR and for whom DNR had
e-mail addresses. “Landowners” include individuals who own land or their representatives, as well as
corporations, local units of government, and other entities that have offered, sold, or donated land to DNR,
or had started the process to sell or donate land. We received responses from 34 percent (45 of 133) of
these landowners. We separately surveyed the staff most knowledgeable about land acquisition from each
county and received responses from 85 percent of counties (74 of 87).
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County Survey Results: The amount of land
DNR is trying to acquire in my county is...

Too much 43%

Too litte  f§ 3%

Note: This exhibit reflects responses from 40 county
representatives and excludes those who did not
express an opinion on this question.

Source: Office of the Legislative Auditor, based on
survey of county representatives, 2024.

Some county representatives, however, were critical of the
amount of land DNR tries to acquire. When asked whether
the amount of land DNR is trying to acquire in their county
was too much, the right amount, or too little, nearly
one-half of county respondents did not express an opinion.
Of those respondents who expressed an opinion, however,
43 percent indicated that DNR was trying to acquire too
much land in their county, as shown in Exhibit 3.4. At the
same time, counties generally acknowledged the benefits of
state-owned land; 70 percent of all county respondents
agreed or strongly agreed that DNR land acquisitions
improve outdoor recreation opportunities in their county
and 78 percent agreed or strongly agreed that DNR land
acquisitions protect natural resources in their county.

Additionally, high percentages of DNR staff agreed or strongly agreed that when
choosing land to acquire, DNR sufficiently considers several key aspects of the
potential acquisition, as Exhibit 3.5 shows. For example, 70 percent of DNR staff who
responded to our survey agreed or strongly agreed that “DNR sufficiently considers its
ability to manage land before deciding to acquire it.”

DNR Staff Perspectives on Land Selection Process

| Strongly Agree Agree Disagree Strongly Disagree No Opinion or Did Not Respond
DNR effectively determines whether o o 0
potential land acquisitions meet SLAM goals. 43% 23%
2%
DNR effectively determines whether
potential land acquisitions will meet the needs 50% 14%
of the acquiring division.
3%
DNR sufficiently considers its ability 0 o o 0
to manage land before deciding to acquire it. R %% (G
2%
DNR sufficiently considers whether
a land acquisition or a conservation easement 52% 28%
would better meet its objectives.

Notes: This exhibit includes responses from 122 DNR staff. Due to rounding, percentages do not always sum

to 100 percent.

Source: Office of the Legislative Auditor, based on survey of DNR staff, 2024.
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Further, dozens of DNR staff survey
respondents volunteered comments about
DNR’s land selection process or SLAM goals,
most of which were positive. For example, SLAM has made [the] acquisition
one DNR survey respondent wrote that process more consistent and ensures
“The SLAM process helps guide the DNR in thellands PNR is purchasingimeet

. . L ' the SLAM goals; it has been great to
selecting land that fits well within the system. have conversations about each

acquisition between divisions.

Groups of DNR staff we interviewed from

each of DNR’s four acquiring divisions echoed — DNR Staff Person
these sentiments. For example, one DNR staff

person working for the Fish and Wildlife Division said the SLAM process is beneficial
because it ensures the division is strategic in what it acquires and is not simply
acquiring land offered to it for below appraised value. Similarly, a DNR staff person
working for the Forestry Division said the introduction of SLAM had been key to
helping staff across all divisions take an objective look at the potential land acquisitions
under consideration.

SLAM Goals in Practice

As a way to ensure that the department acquires land that meets its SLAM goals,

DNR set a target of having 80 percent of acquisition projects meet three or more SLAM
goals. We evaluated DNR’s performance in meeting this target by reviewing data the
department collects on the extent to which acquisition projects meet SLAM goals.?

Our analysis focused on 131 fee title acquisition projects that DNR reviewed and
approved using its current SLAM goals during fiscal years 2022 through 2024.*

Based on available data, nearly all of DNR’s acquisition projects in the
period we reviewed met three or more SLAM goals.

We found that 98 percent of DNR’s fee title acquisition projects from fiscal years 2022
to 2024 met three or more SLAM goals, while 87 percent met at least five goals. This
is unsurprising because, as a DNR staff person told us, acquiring divisions generally
propose acquisitions that meet multiple goals due to their consideration of the SLAM
framework when assessing available land and reviewing potential acquisitions.

3 As discussed in Chapter 1, we use the term “acquisition project” to refer to land DNR has decided to
acquire after the SLAM review process. This is different from “potential acquisitions,” which represent
land DNR is considering acquiring prior to the SLAM review process. We use the term “completed
acquisition” to refer to successful acquisition projects through which DNR has acquired land.

4 There are several limitations with DNR’s SLAM data that may impact the accuracy of our analysis.

For example, DNR staff told us that DNR does not always update the SLAM database after it reviews
potential acquisitions using SLAM goals. Additionally, the fact that DNR approved the acquisition
project through the SLAM review process does not necessarily mean that DNR took additional steps to
acquire the land after the SLAM approval. DNR staff explained that the department may stop pursuing an
approved acquisition project if, for example, the landowner is no longer interested in selling the land to
DNR, a partner organization is no longer interested in acquiring the land, or the county does not support
the acquisition.
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Exhibit 3.6 shows the percentage of
acquisition projects by the number of
SLAM goals they met.

DNR also set a target of having

80 percent of completed land
acquisitions meet three or more SLAM
goals. We compared DNR’s data on
completed acquisitions to data related
to SLAM goals to determine the extent
to which the completed acquisitions
met those goals. We found that of the
45 matched completed acquisitions in
fiscal years 2022 through 2024,

44 acquisitions (98 percent) met three
or more SLAM goals.® Further, 34 of
the matched completed acquisitions
(80 percent) met five or more goals.

Percentage of Approved Acquisition Projects,
by Number of SLAM Goals Met,
0% 2% 3%

Fiscal Years 2022-2024
48%
39%
. | 8%

1 Goal 2 Goals 3 Goals 4 Goals 5 Goals 6 Goals

Note: This chart reflects 131 acquisition projects that
DNR chose to pursue after reviewing them using SLAM
goals between fiscal years 2022 and 2024.

Source: Office of the Legislative Auditor, based on DNR'’s
SLAM database, fiscal years 2022-2024.

Not only did most individual projects meet several SLAM goals, but each SLAM goal
was reflected in numerous projects. Some goals—such as protect and restore water
resources—applied to more than 90 percent of acquisition projects. As shown in
Exhibit 3.7, each SLAM goal was reflected in more than 70 percent of projects.

Percentage of Acquisition Projects Meeting Each of DNR’s Six SLAM Goals,

Fiscal Years 2022-2024

Increase close-to-home outdoor
recreation opportunities

Protect significant and/or rare natural resources
Protect and restore water resources
Mitigate and adapt to climate change

Expand access to existing land holdings

Consolidate land ownership, creating larger,
contiguous blocks of DNR lands

89%

94%

95%

86%

94%

Note: This chart reflects 131 acquisition projects that DNR chose to pursue after reviewing them using SLAM

goals between fiscal years 2022 and 2024.

Source: Office of the Legislative Auditor, based on DNR’s SLAM database, fiscal years 2022-2024.

® Not all acquisitions in DNR’s database of land acquisition projects can be easily linked to their records in
the SLAM database. We identified 54 completed acquisitions that were created in DNR’s database of land
acquisition projects during the same time period as the SLAM data we reviewed. Of those 54 completed
acquisitions, we could match 45 (83 percent) with projects in the SLAM database.



Chapter 4. Land Acquisition
Performance

The success of Department of Natural
Resources’ (DNR’s) land acquisitions
depends in part on how well the

Key Findings in This Chapter

¢ DNR staff and landowners reported

department collaborates with the many generally positive impressions of
StakehOIderS that pal‘tICIpate n the pI’OCESS the depar‘tment’s land acquisition
For this reason, we evaluated stakeholders’ performance, while partner
perspectives on DNR’s performance. organization and county

representatives had mixed views.
In this chapter, we flr’st discuss stakeholder « In recent years, the median DNR
perspectives on DNR’s overa_ll_ . land acquisition took 21 months to
performance in the land acquisition e
process. We then discuss the issue of
acquisition timeliness and the
department’s efforts to reduce the time it
takes to complete acquisitions.

e Many DNR staff and partner
organization representatives
expressed concern with the length
of the land acquisition process.

Overall Performance

In the previous chapter, we discussed stakeholder perspectives on DNR’s process for
selecting land to acquire. We now examine stakeholder perspectives on how DNR
performs the land acquisition process.

DNR staff and landowners reported generally positive impressions of
DNR’s land acquisition performance, while partner organization and
county representatives had mixed views.

As shown in Exhibit 4.1, in response to our survey, slightly more than three-quarters of
DNR staff and almost 70 percent of landowners who had started or completed the
process to sell or donate land agreed or strongly agreed that overall, DNR does a good
job of acquiring the land it selects for acquisition. In contrast, one-half of partner
organization representatives disagreed with the same statement.

! We surveyed stakeholders involved in DNR’s land acquisition process. We received responses from at
least 92 percent (122) of DNR staff involved with land acquisition and 91 percent of partner organizations
that had recently been involved in the land acquisition process (10 of 11). We also surveyed landowners
who had recently sold or donated (or attempted to sell or donate) land to DNR and for whom DNR had
e-mail addresses. “Landowners” include individuals or their representatives, as well as corporations, local
units of government, and other entities that have offered, sold, or donated land to DNR, or had started the
process to sell or donate land. We received responses from 34 percent (45 of 133) of these landowners.
We separately surveyed the staff most knowledgeable about land acquisition from each county and
received responses from 85 percent of counties (74 of 87). Finally, we sent a brief questionnaire to
representatives of six Tribal governments, of whom 50 percent (3 of 6) responded.
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Survey Results: Overall, DNR does a good job of acquiring the land it selects for
acquisition.

m Strongly Agree = Agree ' Disagree = Stongly Disagree * No Opinion or Did Not Respond
1%

DNR Staff (N = 122) 58% 7% 16%

Partner Organization Representatives
(N=10)

Landowners (N = 44) 48% 9% 23%

Notes: We did not ask county respondents this question because counties are not involved in most aspects of
the acquisition process. One landowner who responded to our survey offered land to DNR, but was declined;
we did not ask that landowner certain questions about the acquisition process.

10% 20% 50% 20%

Source: Office of the Legislative Auditor, based on survey of DNR staff, partner organizations, and landowners,
2024,

Communication is a key aspect of DNR’s performance in the land acquisition process.
More than one-half of DNR staff, landowners, and county representatives who
responded to our survey had generally positive views on DNR’s communication
throughout or about the process, while partner organization representatives were less
positive, as shown in Exhibit 4.2.

Survey Results: DNR communicates effectively with stakeholders throughout/about
the land acquisition process.

m Strongly Agree = Agree ' Disagree = Stongly Disagree  No Opinion or Did Not Respond

5%
DNR Staff (N = 122) I 58% 8% 29%
Partner Organization Represe(rﬁa:n;%s), 10% 30% 60%
Landowners (N = 45) 47% 1% 2%
4%
County Representatives (N = 74) I 49% 19% 22%

Note: Due to rounding, percentages do not always sum to 100 percent.

Source: Office of the Legislative Auditor, based on surveys of DNR staff, partner organizations, landowners,
and county representatives, 2024.
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In their responses to open-ended survey questions,
stakeholders provided mixed perspectives on
DNR’s communication. Quotes from landowners
in the box at the right demonstrate these different
perspectives. Similarly, one county representative
said “DNR has not engaged county leadership on
their plan, vision or goals for land acquisitions,”
whereas another representative said DNR has

“ L - was sporadic and inconsistent.
[g]ood commurllzcatlon with County staff and Not having updates made me

elected officials. consider opting out of the land
transfer.

[DNR] did a good job of
communicating with me and my
family.

Communication [with DNR]

Minnesota statutes require DNR to deal “fairly and
openly” with landowners.® Further, the extent to which
landowners and other stakeholders feel that DNR’s land
acquisition process is fair may impact their perception of how well DNR has performed
in the process overall. For these reasons, our stakeholder surveys included a question
about fairness. In their survey responses, DNR staff and landowners generally indicated
that the department’s process was fair; however, partner organization and county
representatives had more mixed views, as shown in Exhibit 4.3.*

— Landowners

Survey Results: DNR’s land acquisition process is fair to stakeholders.

m Strongly Agree Agree Disagree Stongly Disagree No Opinion or Did Not Respond

2%
DNR Staff (N = 122) 59% 20%
Partner Organization Represe(rrl\:azti\;%s) 30% 50% 10%
2%
Landowners (N = 45) 51% 4% 18%
3%
County Representatives (N = 74) I 34% 20% 35%

Note: Due to rounding, percentages do not always sum to 100 percent.

Source: Office of the Legislative Auditor, based on surveys of DNR staff, partner organizations, landowners,
and county representatives, 2024.

2 The representatives of Minnesota Tribes who responded to our e-mail questionnaire generally reported a
lack of communication from DNR regarding the department’s land acquisition process, and indicated that
increased education and outreach to Tribes would be helpful.

3 Minnesota Statutes 2024, 84.0274, subd. 6(1).

4 More than one-third of county respondents did not have an opinion on DNR’s fairness to stakeholders,
but among those who expressed an opinion, more than one-half agreed or strongly agreed that the land
acquisition process is fair to stakeholders.
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Our surveys also gave respondents the opportunity to
explain their assessment of the fairness of the land

acquisition process.® Although some landowner comments [DNR a]cted fairly
were positive, such as the one shown at right, some focused and professionally.
more on DNR’s timeliness. County representatives tended to — Landowner

address fairness indirectly, but raised issues with, for example,

land selection (which we discussed in Chapter 3) and the

impact of DNR land acquisitions on the county’s tax base.® Partner organization
representatives’ comments focused on DNR’s timeliness and risk management, which
we discuss in the next section.

Timeliness

The length of time it takes DNR to acquire land is an important measure of the
department’s land acquisition performance. A lengthy process could have negative
consequences, such as deterring landowners from selling to DNR. Similarly, if a land
acquisition project took too long, the funding DNR planned to use to acquire the land
could expire. If either of these situations occurred after DNR had already spent time
and money on the acquisition project, those resources would go to waste.

Length of DNR Acquisition Process

When it comes to real estate transactions, people may be most familiar with the process
of buying a home or, in some instances, completing a commercial real estate
transaction. These experiences could shape peoples’ expectations for how long real
estate transactions should generally take. For example, according to one source, selling
a home in the U.S. typically takes about 60 days from the date the home is listed to the
date the sale closes.” Another source indicates that commercial real estate transactions
typically take between 75 and 90 days.®

However, DNR land acquisitions are generally more complex than home-buying or
commercial real estate transactions. They involve spending state funds and making
commitments on behalf of the state, which requires DNR to ensure taxpayer dollars are

° DNR staff did not receive a specific open-ended question about their assessment of fairness. However,
in response to other open-ended questions, DNR staff identified a variety of things the department has
done well with its land acquisition process, such as having “a process that has strong risk controls, [and]
ensur[ing] parity...to ensure everyone has a consistent and transparent method that produces a fair result
for acquisitions....”

® When DNR land acquisitions reduce a county’s tax base, the county generally receives “payment in lieu
of taxes” (PILT) to compensate for that reduction. Minnesota Statutes 2024, 477A.10(1). While nearly
70 percent of county respondents agreed or strongly agreed that land acquisitions decrease their county’s
tax base, the Office of the Legislative Auditor concluded in 2010 that the PILT payment rate was generally
higher than overall county-town property tax rates. Office of the Legislative Auditor, Program Evaluation
Division, Natural Resource Land (St. Paul, 2010), 68.

7 Josephine Nesbit, “How Long Does It Take to Sell a House?,” U.S. News and World Report, June 2024,
https://realestate.usnews.com/real-estate/articles/how-long-does-it-take-to-sell-a-house, accessed
January 31, 2025.

8 Harkins Commercial, Inc., “How Long Does it Take to Own Commercial Real Estate?,” August 2017,
https://harkinscommercial.com/long-take-commercial-real-estate/, accessed January 31, 2025.


https://realestate.usnews.com/real-estate/articles/how-long-does-it-take-to-sell-a-house
https://harkinscommercial.com/long-take-commercial-real-estate/
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Project Length in Months for Acquisitions
Closed in Fiscal Years 2020 Through 2024

Project Type

spent appropriately. Statutes appear to acknowledge this complexity to some extent.
As discussed in Chapter 2, for certain land acquisition projects, statutes limit the
amount of time between the landowner’s commitment to sell and DNR’s election to
purchase a piece of property. This deadline is either two months or nine months
depending on whether DNR must complete certain steps that affect project complexity.®
Even for acquisition projects that have the shorter two-month time limit, this one step in
the process could take as long as the entirety of the average home-buying real estate
transaction.

In recent years, the median DNR land acquisition took 21 months to close.

We analyzed data from DNR’s Land Records System (LRS) to determine how long it
took DNR to close on fee title acquisitions (thus converting them to state-owned land)
once they were entered into that system.'® Among all fee title acquisitions completed
from fiscal years 2020 to 2024, the median length was
638 days, or 21 months. DNR-led acquisitions took a
median of 20.6 months to complete. In contrast,
partner-led acquisitions took a median of 21.7 months to

- - 11
Minimum  Median  Maximum complete, as Exhibit 4.4 shows.

DNR-Led Projects
Partner-Led Projects
All Projects

32 206 1109 While the data above suggest that the lengths of DNR- and
gg g]g 1?88 partner-led acquisition projects are similar, it is important
' ' ' to keep in mind that they reflect somewhat different

Note: We measured project length as the time between  processes. One key difference, as shown in Exhibit 4.5, is
the project being entered in LRS (generally after DNR - that partner-led acquisitions involve two changes in land

reviews and approves the acquisition project) to the date
that DNR completed the closing step of the acquisition
process, meaning the land became state owned.

ownership. First, the partner organization acquires the land
from the landowner. Then, DNR acquires the land from
the partner organization. Additional steps, such as DNR’s

Source: Office of the Legislative Auditor, based on DNR  tit|e review, must occur between these two acquisitions.2

LRS data.

When stakeholders suggest that the partner-led acquisition
process takes less time than the DNR-led process, they are likely considering how long
it takes partner organizations to acquire land from the landowner.*®

® Minnesota Statutes 2024, 84.0274, subd. 6(4). There is no time limit if the acquisition requires county
board approval.

10 DNR staff generally enter acquisition projects into LRS after they have been approved through the
strategic land asset management (SLAM) review process, which we describe in Chapter 3. Given this, our
analysis does not include the time it takes for DNR to determine whether it should acquire the land by
considering division-specific criteria and departmentwide goals.

11 One limitation to this analysis is that it does not account for projects that did not close during the years
included in this analysis.

12 additionally, for some acquisitions, the partner organization first works to restore the acquired land—
such as grassland—to its natural state before conveying the land to DNR.

13 Due to limitations with the data DNR collects, we were unable to analyze how long the process takes from
when a project is entered in LRS to when the partner acquires the land from the landowner. Additionally,
there are inconsistencies with when partner-led acquisitions are entered into DNR’s LRS database, with
some partner-led projects being entered into LRS later in the process than other partner-led acquisitions and
later than DNR-led acquisitions.
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Comparison of Land Acquisition Processes

DNR-Led Process Partner-Led Process
ACQUISITION FROM ACQUISITION FROM
LANDOWNER LANDOWNER
DNR completes real estate steps: Partner completes real estate steps:

. S””eY * S””e_y X * DNR reviews survey and/or
Appraisal * Appraisal appraisal (when warranted,
Negotiation with landowner o Negotiation with landowner prior to closing)

Title review/resolution o Title review/resolution
Closing e Closing**

** Partner may restore the
land between acquiring it
and conveying it to DNR

CONVEYANCE TO DNR

DNR completes real estate steps

o Title review/resolution
e Closing

Notes: This simplified exhibit presents only key steps of the DNR- and partner-led acquisition processes,
beginning after DNR has approved land for acquisition. For more detail, please refer to Exhibit 1.6.

Source: Office of the Legislative Auditor.

Stakeholder Perspectives on Timeliness

Many DNR staff and partner organization representatives expressed
concern with the length of the land acquisition process.

During our interviews with DNR staff, representatives from each of DNR’s land-acquiring
divisions identified the timeliness of the land acquisition process as an area for
improvement. For example, one DNR staff person said that DNR has sometimes been
unable to acquire property because the process took too long. Representatives of some of
these divisions attributed the length of the process to factors like understaffing in DNR’s
Lands and Minerals Division and limited availability of contractors able to perform
appraisals. One DNR staff person said the role DNR’s partner organizations play is
important because they are able to acquire land from landowners more quickly than DNR.

We interviewed representatives from three of DNR’s partner organizations, and each
expressed concern about how long DNR’s land acquisition process takes. For example,
one representative told us that most landowners are not willing to accommodate DNR’s
timeline by waiting to sell land.
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Survey respondents also indicated concern about timelines, as Exhibit 4.6 shows. For

example, more than 50 percent of DNR staff and partner organization representatives
who responded to our survey disagreed or strongly disagreed that DNR’s process for
acquiring land concludes within a reasonable time frame. A smaller percentage

(43 percent) of landowners who responded to our survey disagreed or strongly

disagreed with the statement.

Survey Results: DNR's process for acquiring land concludes within a reasonable time

frame.
m Strongly Agree = Agree ' Disagree = Strongly Disagree * No Opinion or Did Not Respond
3%
DNR Staff (N = 122) I 26% 39% 17%
Partner Organization Represe(r;\}aztl\%j 10% 30% 10%
5%
Landowners (N = 44) I 41% 18% 11%

Notes: One landowner who responded to our survey offered land to DNR, but was declined; we did not ask that
landowner certain questions about the acquisition process. Due to rounding, percentages do not always sum to

100 percent.

Source: Office of the Legislative Auditor, based on survey of DNR staff, partner organizations, and landowners,

2024.

Timeliness was among the most

prominent themes in responses to

open-ended survey questions for DNR

staff, partner organization representatives, and
landowners. Many of their comments were
critical of how long the process takes. For
example, a representative from one partner
organization said “It seems DNR can act fairly
quickly and efficiently when something is a
high priority. But an average acquisition
moves very slowly.” Similarly, a DNR staff
person said “The speed of the process usually
results in the interested seller giving up and
selling it to someone else or changing their
mind. Unless they are patient and passionate,
most people do not want the hassles of waiting
two years for it to complete.”

DNR is well meaning in the work we do
to acquire lands. Some aspects of due
diligence seem overly burdensome and
cause delays that are almost comical.
Rhetorically, who would want to wait for
the DNR process [to] play out to sell land
to the State when NGOs (take your pick of
any one of them) can do so in less than
half the time.

— DNR Staff Person

The only major "con" to the entire
process was that it all took insanely long to
close from the time the offer possibility was
made known. It truly should not have
taken that long. In a traditional sale (to a
NON-DNR buyer) the process from offer to
closing most commonly spans 45-90 days
max (60 day avg).

— Landowner
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Additionally, a landowner wrote:

The sale hasn’t concluded but the process doesn’t have a hard
ending/end timeline. The process of transferring ownership to the DNR
has taken several years at this point with sporadic communication so
that we’re left wondering when the transfer will conclude. We are
confident it will work as agreed, but the process has been slow.

We also asked survey respondents about steps and requirements in DNR’s land
acquisition process, as both could impact timelines. Representatives of partner
organizations generally had different views than DNR staff and landowners on this
topic, as Exhibit 4.7 shows. For example, 60 percent of representatives from partner
organizations disagreed or strongly disagreed with the statement “The steps in DNR’s
process for acquiring land are all necessary.” In contrast, only 11 percent of DNR staff
and 20 percent of landowners disagreed or strongly disagreed with this statement.

With respect to whether DNR’s requirements are reasonable, partners also diverged
from other stakeholders, but respondents were less negative overall.

Survey Results: The steps in DNR’s process for acquiring land are all necessary.

m Strongly Agree = Agree  Disagree = Strongly Disagree ~ No Opinion or Did Not Respond
1%

DNR Staff (N = 122) 52% 10% 21%

Partner Organization Represe(r':aztl\ﬁ)s) 20% 40% 10%
Landowners (N = 44) 50% 20% 18%

Survey Results: DNR’s requirements for land acquisitions are reasonable.

m Strongly Agree = Agree © Disagree = Strongly Disagree ~ No Opinion or Did Not Respond
1%

DNR Staff (N = 122) 61% 5% 10%

Partner Organization Represe(r;\}aztn;%s) 30% 30% 20%
Landowners (N = 44) 64% 9% 16%

Notes: One landowner who responded to our survey offered land to DNR, but was declined; we did not ask that
landowner certain questions about the acquisition process. Due to rounding, percentages do not always sum to
100 percent.

Source: Office of the Legislative Auditor, based on survey of DNR staff, partner organizations, and landowners,
2024,
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Some survey comments linked extended timelines with what the respondent perceived
to be DNR’s risk-averse approach to acquiring land. Some of these comments
identified the appraisal process and the title review process as particularly lengthy.
For example, one DNR staff person wrote “The appraisal process could be improved.
It is expensive and takes a long time.”'* A representative from a partner organization
wrote that DNR should “Have additional staff in the appraisal department to have
technical reviews turned around faster.”*®> A landowner who responded to our survey
wrote that DNR should “Establish a timeline and hold the survey and legal teams

accountable for meeting milestones.”

Exhibit 4.8 further illustrates stakeholder concerns that DNR is risk-averse; it also
provides information about legal requirements that help explain why DNR is unable to
take risks that other land buyers might find acceptable.

Risk Management: Examples of Partner Organization Perspectives and DNR Legal Restrictions

Partner Organization Perspectives ‘

[T]here is an overriding desire among DNR staff in [Lands
and Minerals] and Grants [Unit] to ensure everything is
perfect with all aspects of land acquisition in an imperfect
world, which has increasingly become problematic. A good
example of this is DNR [Lands and Minerals] Legal review
concerns about super minor title and survey details that are
common in real estate transactions but which they require
correction that no one else doing real estate transactions
would waste time and money to address in the real world.
This has delayed and jeopardized several land acquisition
projects unnecessarily, and caused [partner organizations] to
be uncertain and uncomfortable with minor risk when
purchasing lands for DNR that DNR legal may question later
during transfer process, despite title insurance.

[Lands and Minerals staff] consistently take [the] position
that DNR can accept as close to no risk from any land
conveyance as possible, while expecting [partner
organizations] to assume all potential risk in the process.

— Partner Organization Representatives

DNR Legal Restrictions

State law prohibits DNR land acquisition transactions
from incurring future financial obligations for the state.?
For example, the purchase of some properties includes an
agreement to contribute to the future maintenance of a
shared resource, such as a drain tile system. To avoid
financial obligations, DNR and the partner organization or
landowner must work to resolve this type of issue, for
example by removing the landowner from the agreement,
before DNR can acquire that property.

Similarly, DNR procedures require that the department
avoid acquiring properties on which utility companies have
placed blanket easements. These easements could restrict
how DNR could manage the land in the future. Private
owners have the ability to request “utility easement
confinements,” which require the utility to produce a specific,
narrowed description of the land it needs to access for utility
maintenance. However, public entities cannot request such
confinements, so DNR works with landowners to address
blanket easements before closing on a property.

aMinnesota Statutes 2024, 16A.138, says that it is “unlawful for any state board or official to incur any indebtedness [o]n behalf of the
board, the official, or the state of any nature until after an appropriation therefor has been made by the Legislature.”

b Minnesota Statutes 2024, 301B.03.

Source: Office of the Legislative Auditor, based on partner organization survey, 2024; and Minnesota Statutes 2024, 16.138, and
301B.03.

14 We analyzed data on the length of time from when an appraisal was assigned to a contracted
appraiser to when it was completed. We found that for fiscal years 2020 through 2024, appraisals for
DNR-led acquisitions took a median of 35 days to complete. This analysis does not reflect the time
it takes for DNR to submit a request for proposal for appraisals before entering into an agreement
with an appraiser to complete the appraisal.

15 For partner-led acquisitions for which DNR conducted or contracted for the technical review of the
appraisal in fiscal years 2020 through 2024, the review took a median of 21 days to complete.
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Continuous Improvement Project

DNR has taken steps to improve the timeliness of partner-led acquisitions
as part of its continuous improvement project.

DNR conducted a continuous improvement project in 2023 focused on improving the
timeliness of partner-led acquisitions.'® As part of this project, DNR staff, staff from
some of DNR’s partner organizations, and a staff person from the Lessard-Sams
Outdoor Heritage Council met to identify ways to reduce the average time it takes to
complete partner-led acquisitions.!” During these meetings, participants chose to focus
on the appraisal and title review processes.

As part of the continuous improvement project, participants identified solutions that
could help improve the timeliness of the partner-led acquisition process. The group
produced a report describing the process and detailing solutions in December 2023.8

One concern that project participants identified was that having DNR staff complete the
“property information packet” resulted in delays because (1) DNR staff did not always
have easy access to information needed for the property information packet and

(2) omissions in the property information packet resulted in DNR staff not having
enough information to properly bid out the appraisal review.'® As a result, DNR is
piloting replacing the property information packet with a new property information
form in which partner organizations provide all necessary information.

Another concern of project participants was that DNR did not have sufficient resources
to fulfill its responsibilities in a timely manner.® As a result, the participants
recommended that DNR develop a resource and staffing plan to address capacity for
Lands and Minerals Division project managers and attorneys.

16 DNR staff explained that the first phase of its continuous improvement project focused on partner-led
acquisitions in part because partner organizations wanted to work with DNR on strategies to shorten the
process for these acquisitions. They explained that the second phase will involve adapting strategies to
DNR-led acquisitions.

17 As we discussed in Chapter 1, the Lessard-Sams Outdoor Heritage Council makes recommendations to
the Legislature regarding use of the Outdoor Heritage Fund, which has funded all recent partner-led
acquisitions.

18 Department of Natural Resources, Land Acquisition Cl Project Results and Proposed Implementation
Plan (St. Paul, 2023).

19 The property information packet is meant to provide DNR with the information it needs to order or
review an appraisal and to begin title work.

20 Similarly, in response to the survey statement, “Land acquisitions are rarely delayed due to high staff
workloads,” 57 percent of DNR survey respondents disagreed or strongly disagreed.
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For the five solutions it classified as a g

“quick wins,” DNR staff told us that the

department has either implemented the Quick Wins: Solutions that would have
solution, decided the solution was not a a high impact on the root causes they are

meant to address, and would take low effort

quick win, or determined the solution was .
to implement.

no longer necessary, as Exhibit 4.9 shows.
For example’ DNR took Steps to make it Blg Bets: SOlUtionS. WO.rth dOing beca}lse
easier for partner organization attorneys to I EVO g0 [Tt VST
speak with DNR attorneys by implementing require significant effort to implement.

an “early attorney review” form. As another Incremental Projects: Solutions that would
example, DNR determined that it was no have lower impact, but require Iowgr effort,
longer necessary for DNR to receive all :ﬁosv':R Gl TR IETT L2 TS
appraisals because DNR’s new property '

information form resolved the issue that — DNR, Land Acquisition Cl Project
the quick win solution was meant Results and Proposed
to address. Implementation Plan, 2023

DNR Progress on Continuous Improvement Project Quick Win Solutions

Quick Win Solution Status
Enable partner organization attorneys to speak to DNR attorneys more easily Complete
Develop a form for partner organizations to use when requesting attorney review early

; : Complete

in a project
Streamline the survey review process to reduce the number of times surveys need to

- . S . Complete
be revisited during an acquisition project
DNR determined

Reduce the number of points in the process where documents need to be approved C
not a quick wina

For projects over $1 million, enable Land and Minerals Division project managers to DNR determined
receive most appraisals directly from the partner organization no longer needed®

a A DNR staff person told us that this potential solution was determined not to be a quick win because it would
be a time-consuming process. Additionally, the Lands and Minerals division has sought other strategies to
streamline appraisal contracting, such as working with designated signatories to prioritize document approval.

b A DNR staff person told us that having partner organizations use DNR’s new property information form has
eliminated the need for Lands and Mineral project managers to review appraisals for projects over $1 million.
Instead, partner organizations complete the new property information form and submit it, along with the
appraisals, directly to DNR’s Appraisal Management Unit.

Source: DNR, Land Acquisition Cl Project Results and Proposed Implementation Plan, 8-9.

DNR has started to implement four of the six “big bet” solutions that project participants
identified, as Exhibit 4.10 shows. For example, DNR’s process, as shown in Exhibit 4.5,
is generally to conduct its final title review only after the partner organization has
purchased the property from the landowner. For two partner organizations, DNR is
currently testing the practice of completing its title review earlier in the process. In 2025,
it plans to evaluate the results of this solution and determine whether it will continue this
approach and, if so, whether it will expand its use.
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DNR Progress on Continuous Improvement Project Big Bet Solutions

Big Bet Solution Status

Use quality threshold for appraisal reviews instead of a dollar threshold; once partner
organizations demonstrate a track record of submitting adequate appraisal and In process
appraisal reviews, they would no longer need to go through DNR'’s appraisal
review process

Develop a resource/staffing plan that addresses capacity for Lands and Minerals Division

project managers and attorneys In process
Update the property information packet and ask partner organizations to complete it |
. g n process
early in the acquisition process
Pilot test conducting title review earlier in the process In process
Increase training for partner organizations and provide them with technical assistance Not starteda
Develop benchmarks and expectations for the average amount of time associated with
Not starteda

each step of the acquisition process

a DNR staff explained that the department has delayed the implementation of these items as they depend on
other solutions still in progress.

Source: DNR, Land Acquisition Cl Project Results and Proposed Implementation Plan, 7-8.

As might be expected for solutions deemed a lower priority, DNR has made less
progress in implementing solutions that continuous improvement project participants
identified as “incremental projects.” The department is in the process of increasing the
threshold at which the commissioner must review certain appraisal documents, which is
currently set at $3 million. It has not started implementing either of the two remaining
“incremental project” solutions, as shown in Exhibit 4.11.

DNR Progress on Continuous Improvement Project Incremental Project Solutions

Incremental Project Solution Status

Increase the appraised value (currently $3 million) at which the commissioner must In process
review certain appraisal documents

Provide partner organizations with examples of agreements or contracts so that they can

see DNR-approved documents Not started

Inform appraisers that a percentage of appraisal and appraisal reviews are audited Not started

Source: DNR, Land Acquisition CI Project Results and Proposed Implementation Plan, 9-10.
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Recommendation

While they had differing perspectives on DNR’s land acquisition process overall, DNR
staff, partner organization representatives, and landowners all indicated concern with
how long the process takes. DNR is aware of these concerns and has initiated steps to
streamline partner-led acquisitions through its continuous improvement project.

When considering the effectiveness of the project’s solutions, it will be important to
keep in mind that DNR needs to meet specific requirements when acquiring land that
are different from the requirements for private parties. Besides the process
requirements we discussed in Chapter 2, DNR must rigorously review land acquisitions
to ensure that the department does not incur future financial obligations for the state.
As DNR moves forward with streamlining its land acquisition process, it will be
important for the department to balance improving timeliness with legal compliance.

The solutions identified through the continuous improvement project were proposed by
people who are knowledgeable about and involved in the land acquisition process.

As such, DNR should continue to implement in-progress solutions and start to
implement the remaining solutions. The department should also continue to
communicate with partner organizations to determine which solutions are working,
which solutions could be improved, and which are not working (and adjust
accordingly). Some of the solutions proposed by the continuous improvement project
team are not directly relevant to DNR-led acquisitions. However, other proposed
solutions are relevant regardless of who leads an acquisition.

RECOMMENDATION

To the extent that proposed solutions identified through the continuous
improvement project could also apply to DNR-led acquisitions, the
department should implement them to reduce the length of these
acquisitions.

One example of a proposed solution that is applicable to DNR-led acquisitions is to
develop a resource/staffing plan that addresses capacity for land acquisition project
managers and attorneys. Similarly, the proposed solution to develop benchmarks or
expectations for how long certain parts of the acquisition process should take could be
helpful if translated to the DNR-led acquisition process. Department staff told us that
DNR plans to make changes to the DNR-led acquisition process as part of the second
phase of the continuous improvement project. We agree that DNR should do so, and
further believe that the department should evaluate the impact these solutions have on
the timeliness of DNR-led acquisitions.






List of Recommendations

e The Legislature should consider whether statutes should require partner
organizations conveying land to the state to meet the same land acquisition
standards required of the Department of Natural Resources (DNR). (p. 27)

e DNR should regularly produce reports identifying (1) its inventory of
DNR-managed land and (2) transactions from the Land Acquisition Account,
as required by law. (p. 29)

¢ DNR should maintain data on landholdings and acquisitions in a manner that
facilitates accurate reporting. (p. 30)

e To the extent that proposed solutions identified through the continuous
improvement project could also apply to DNR-led acquisitions, the department
should implement them to reduce the length of these acquisitions. (p. 51)
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April 23, 2025

Judy Randall, Legislative Auditor
Office of the Legislative Auditor
Room 140 Centennial Office Building
658 Cedar Street

Saint Paul, MN 55155-1603

Dear Legislative Auditor Randall:

Thank you for the opportunity to review and respond to the Office of the Legislative Auditor’s (OLA’s)
program evaluation report on Department of Natural Resources Land Acquisition. The Minnesota
Department of Natural Resources (DNR) appreciates your office’s thorough analysis of our land
acquisition work. We are pleased that OLA generally found DNR’s approach to land acquisition to align
with statutory requirements and best practices. We also value your recommendations and the
perspectives you gathered from others involved in land acquisition with DNR.

We fully understand the importance of having a robust land acquisition program that appropriately
balances process efficiency and timeliness with adherence to state statute and foundational principles
of risk management. To that end, DNR has been working to identify areas where we can add capacity,
streamline process steps, manage risks, and address timeliness while also ensuring that we uphold the
standards necessary to protect the State’s interests. We appreciate the OLA’s acknowledgement in the
program evaluation report of these continuous improvement efforts and look forward to continuing to
see benefits from their implementation.

Below please find DNR’s perspectives regarding the report’s major findings and recommendations.

Report Finding: While all land DNR acquires must generally meet the same standards, some
requirements for partner-led acquisitions are not established in statutes.

Report Recommendation: The Legislature should consider whether statutes should require
partner organizations conveying land to the state to meet the same land acquisition standards
required of DNR.

DNR Response: The Legislature has not previously chosen to apply the same acquisition standards
and process requirements to partner organizations as it requires of DNR. Should the Legislature
decide to revisit this issue, DNR will provide its perspectives on the relevant consideration.

Minnesota Department of Natural Resources | Commissioner’s Office Equal Opportunity Employer
500 Lafayette Road North, St. Paul, Minnesota 55155



Report Finding: DNR has not reported an inventory of DNR-managed land to the Legislature, as
required by law.

Report Recommendation: DNR should regularly produce reports identifying its inventory of DNR-
managed land, as required by law.

DNR Response: DNR agrees that information on the inventory of DNR-managed lands should be
easily accessible, and we believe we accomplish that goal. However, DNR recognizes that we have
not produced the specific report required by law.

The DNR will take the following corrective action:

DNR has included a repealer for the statutory language requiring this report in the agency’s 2025
policy bill. We believe that this legislative report requirement is largely redundant of other reporting
and that the inventory information is far more accessible through DNR’s extensive online resources
and through customized reports. If DNR’s proposed repealer is not enacted, we will work with the
chairs of the relevant committees to find an efficient and effective way to meet this legislative
reporting requirement.

Report Finding: DNR’s Land Acquisition Account reports for the past two years are overdue, and prior
reports do not identify all purchases and sales from the account, as required by law.

Report Recommendation: DNR should regularly produce reports identifying transactions from the
Land Acquisition Account, as required by law.

DNR Response: We appreciate the OLA’s attention to the legislative requirement to report annually
on activity in the Land Acquisition Account. DNR acknowledges we have not produced the FY 2023
and FY 2024 reports. This lapse was due to staff transitions, and DNR is currently finalizing the
FY2023 and FY2024 reports.

The DNR’s Lands and Minerals Director will ensure that we take the following corrective actions:

The DNR will produce and transmit the FY 2023 and FY 2024 reports. Given that both the FY 2023
and FY 2024 reports are in process, we will complete them using our previous reporting format.
Transmission of these reports to the Legislature will occur no later than October 1, 2025.

DNR will ensure report content better aligns with the statutory requirement. Beginning with FY
2025, we will revise the report format to ensure its contents align more closely with the statutory
requirement. Specifically, we will include, for each purchase or sale listed, the price of the land and
other transaction costs, respectively. We will revise report content to better align with the statutory
requirement and transmit the FY2025 report to the Legislature by October 1, 2025.

Report Finding: The manner in which DNR maintains data on acquired land gives rise to questions
about accuracy and consistency of data.

Report Recommendation: DNR should maintain data on landholdings and acquisitions in a manner that
facilitates consistent and accurate reporting.
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DNR response: Ideally, DNR would have the centralized ability to quickly and easily report on the
designated units of our outdoor recreation system. However, this is one of many areas in which IT
investment needs far exceed agency resources. As a result, DNR uses offline systems to respond to
requests for information that are not supported in the Land Records System (LRS).

We also want to emphasize that the limitations of LRS data are understood and managed within
DNR to avoid providing inaccurate information. In addition, depending on the purpose and the
audience, we may provide more general or more detailed information. That does not mean one type
of information is more or less correct. For example, OLA’s report cites a difference between the 4.3
million acres of land in state forests reported in the governor’s 2024-2025 budget versus the 3.8
million acres included in LRS as land within state forests. This difference is not attributable to any
limitation in our records systems. Rather, in preparing information for general audience documents
like the governor’s budget, DNR always seeks to use plain language to convey accurate information
at an appropriate level of detail. In this case, the 4.3 million acres are all managed in much the same
way, for the same purpose, according to the same set of statutes, although 3.8 million of those 4.3
million acres are within the formal boundaries of state forests. For that particular document, it was
appropriate to describe those acres together, instead of presenting them as distinct groups, given
that all 4.3 million acres are managed as state forest acres.

Report Finding: DNR has taken steps to improve the timeliness of partner-led acquisitions as part of
its continuous improvement project.

Report Recommendation: To the extent that proposed solutions identified through the continuous
improvement project could also apply to DNR-led acquisitions, the department should implement
them to reduce the length of these acquisitions.

DNR Response: We appreciate the time the OLA took to reach out to landowners, counties and
partner organizations to understand and document their perspectives. We further appreciate the
OLA’s recognition of DNR’s continuous improvement efforts to address internal and external
concerns about communication and timeliness, coupled with its recognition that DNR’s process and
risk management requirements are necessarily different than those of private parties.

We conduct our land acquisition work in a complex environment that includes unique constraints
and expectations. As such, we will not be able to address all of the concerns raised by landowners,
counties, partner organizations, or our own staff. However, we are committed to continuous
improvement (Cl) and deeply value the partnership of others in these efforts. Since completion of
the OLA survey in 2024, we have initiated several changes that are already addressing some of the
concerns raised. Initial results from these efforts are encouraging. For example, in the first six
months of use of a new property information form, we have reduced the time it takes to get a
project ready for appraisal review by 90%. Similarly, changes to the appraisal review process have
reduced that process by 17 days in 2025, or 55%.

We will certainly consider the applicability of insights from our Cl efforts with partners to our DNR-

led acquisitions, and will also seek to identify Cl opportunities that may be uniquely applicable to
DNR-led acquisitions.
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Once again, we appreciate the opportunity to respond to your recommendations and the opportunity to
work with your office and staff throughout this evaluation.

Sincerely,

T, o B

Sarah Strommen
Commissioner

CC: Jodi Munson Rodriguez, Deputy Legislative Auditor
Barb Naramore, Deputy Commissioner

Equal Opportunity Employer
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