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EXECUTIVE SUMMARY

The Red River State Recreation Area (SRA) Management Plan documents the work of a year-
long planning process involving multiple Department of Natural Resources (DNR) disciplines,
other local, state, and federal government agencies and Minnesota citizens. This plan sets a
general direction for the management of Red River SRA for the next 20 years. The plan sets a
general direction to allow management staff, in cooperation with Minnesota citizens, the
flexibility to determine the specific actions that will be appropriate to carry out the management
recommendations. The development of State Recreation Area mission, vision and niche
statements help frame the recommendations made in this management plan. Target benefits
were identified for the management of Red River SRA’s cultural, natural, educational and
recreational resources.

Red River SRA is located entirely within the city limits of East Grand Forks, Minnesota along
the Minnesota-North Dakota border (Figure 1) The SRA stretches along 1,230 acres of open
space between the U.S. Army Corps of Engineers flood protection system and the Red and Red
Lake rivers. Red River SRA was established in 2000 as a direct result of the devastating flood of
1997. The SRA is designed as a model for sustainable floodplain management. The Red River
SRA Management Plan describes how the open space between the levees and the river is
designed to be attractive and usable while allowing high water to enter the floodplain.

Red River SRA will provide areas for walking, bicycling and other trail uses, camping, improved
public water access, festivals, winter recreation and quiet areas for picnicking and relaxing. The
area trails will enhance access to the river and to all parts of the community. Native plants will
be used to minimize maintenance needs, enhance erosion control, and provide wildlife habitat.
Fishery habitat will be enhanced and boat and shore access to the rivers will be improved. Red
River SRA is also designed to complement and enhance the protective levee system and its
recreational components. Interpretive services will center on area history, local resources of
significance, floodplain architecture, and the hydrology of a flooding river. Development within
the SRA has and will be closely coordinated with DNR Division of Waters, the Federal
Emergency Management Agency (FEMA), and the U.S. Army Corps of Engineers (Corps).

The central location of the SRA within the Red River Basin creates opportunities for
Conservation Connections between local communities and regional facilities. Conservation
Connections are envisioned to be a statewide network of natural areas, wildlife habitat, working
forests, parks, agricultural lands and other open spaces interconnected by land and water
corridors.

According to Minnesota Statutes of 2000, the statutory boundary of Red River SRA
encompasses 1,230 acres of floodplain within an urban setting. The Division of Parks and
Recreation will accept the transfer of only those lands inside (riverward) of the Corps flood
control project. The State of Minnesota will not assume any operation or maintenance costs
associated with the Corps’ flood control project. Because the Corps’ flood control project
alignment was not in place when the statutory boundary was delineated - and may not be
determined until 2005 - the statutory boundary’s legal description was set as close to the
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Figure 1: Red River State Recreation Area
Locator Map
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proposed dike alignment as possible. When the Corps’ project is completed, the statutory
boundary will be changed to match this alignment and allow for a right-of-way for annual
inspection of the flood protection system.

Through the tireless efforts of numerous individuals and government agencies, Red River SRA
will serve as a model of sustainable floodplain development and management, and will truly be a
benefit to the State of Minnesota.
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Summary of Major Recommendations
Recreation

Build a model, modern floodplain campground that is compatible with flooding to act as
an overnight opportunity for visitors of the area and region.

Assume operation and maintenance of U.S. Army Corps of Engineers’ trailheads at 12t
Street and 8™ Avenue, and the Point (Confluence).

Build mown grass and packed gravel trails (rather than paved), where appropriate, to
minimize flood impacts and associated maintenance costs.

Construct trails in concentric loops that connect with area bridges, schools and facilities
to offer a variety of trail experiences.

Work with DNR Divisions of Trails and Waterways and Fisheries to restore boat access
to the rivers at the city’s two boat launches (Downtown and Folson Park).

Connect, where feasible, the trail system built by the Corps with the SRA trail system and
existing local and regional trails.

Pursue a legislative exemption for permits at River Heights, Visitor Center, and Point
trailheads to avoid user confusion and ensure operational convenience.

Interpretive and Environmental Education

Construct a visitor center as a central location for interpretive activities.
Develop activities related to major themes for Red River SRA.

*Primary Theme: The Red River of the North

*Secondary Theme: History: From American Indians, traders, railroads and

steamboats to the impacts of a flooding river.

Create an information center for outdoor recreation opportunities throughout Minnesota
and North Dakota.
Provide interpretation from the overlook at the confluence of the Red and Red Lake
rivers trailhead.
Design most educational trails in brochure and post style, as opposed to permanent
interpretive signs, due to the periodic flooding of the area.
Explain floodplain architecture and sustainable recreation development within a
floodplain (i.e. engineering of “flood proof” structures).
Develop the campground as Sherlock Park Commemorative Campground with
interpretation of the history of the former neighborhood.
Work with DNR Fisheries staff to communicate fisheries management efforts within the
Red River of the North watershed.
Provide interpretation of Conservation Connections and greenway models.




Natural Resources

Create Conservation Connections through linear corridors of native vegetation, where
possible, to establish wildlife habitat and recreation opportunities in a natural setting.
Plant native vegetation along the river banks to promote soil stability, improve water
quality, and control runoff.

Use restoration efforts as educational tools to promote a sense of land stewardship among
park visitors.

Continue to monitor the area for sensitive species occurrences, and actively manage and
protect their habitat if found.

Conduct prescribed burns, where appropriate, to re-establish native vegetation along the
river banks.

Develop ongoing resource assessments and monitoring plans for the area.

Form partnerships with local, state, and national groups and agencies to assist with the
management of Red River SRA.

Cultural Resources

Develop mown grass or gravel (class 2) trails that will not require digging below the
surface for construction.

Develop ongoing research and monitoring for cultural resources within the SRA.
Promote appreciation and understanding of the rich history of the area through
interpretive activities and development.

X1



CHAPTER 1: INTRODUCTION

“On the heels of one of the most brutal winter storms in decades, the spring melt swiftly pushed
the Red Lake River and the Red River of the North out of their banks. The swollen rivers
submerged the gauges designed to measure their depth; the waters overran roads, bridges, and
the dikes intended to contain them, and spread out to cover most of the cities of Grand Forks and
East Grand Forks. The crest was finally determined to be 54.33 feet, nearly twice as high as the
flood stage of 28 feet.” (Orvik and Larson, 1998, p.1).

Area History

Ten thousand years ago, Glacial Lake Agassiz was at its largest size and covered 135,000 square
miles of eastern North Dakota, northwestern Minnesota and southern Manitoba. Sediments from
the lake left the area that is now the Red River Valley an incredibly flat piece of land that
stretches 17,000 square miles (see Figure 15, pg. 41). The unchanging topography of the Red
River Valley is a major factor in the river’s propensity to flood (Krenz and Leitch, 1998).

Significant floods of the recent past include the floods of 1897, 1950, 1979, and 1997. Damage
estimates of the 1950 flood totaled $100 million, and caused between 70,000 and 100,000 people
to evacuate their homes (Krenz and Leitch, 1998). The 1997 flood inundated 99 percent of the
homes in East Grand Forks, and damage estimates for the Grand Forks - East Grand Forks area
were $1 to 1.5 billion (U.S. Army Corps of Engineers, 1998).

Project Background

In the spring of 1997, the cities of Grand Forks, North Dakota and East Grand Forks, Minnesota
were swept over by a 210-year flood event. The flood water inundated over 90 percent of East
Grand Forks, leaving the town severely damaged. Following the flood, volunteers, local groups,
state and federal agencies poured into the Grand Forks-East Grand Forks area to provide much
needed flood relief. Their efforts focused on flood recovery and a re-evaluation of the existing
flood protection system. Careful planning was needed to establish wise use of the floodplain.

As part of the revitalization effort, a long-term solution to the flooding problem was needed.
East Grand Forks teamed with the Army Corps of Engineers and the State of Minnesota to
develop a flood protection plan which included a significant new flood levee system and land set
aside for a recreational greenway. Through state and federal dollars, approximately 500
properties within the floodway were acquired and removed. This left space for a 1,200-acre
recreational greenway between the Army Corps of Engineers flood control levees and the Red
River of the North and the Red Lake River.

The recreational greenway idea, initiated by a grassroots community effort, turned into a
legislative proposal in 2000 to create the Red River SRA (Figure 2). According to the Minnesota
State Park System Land Study (2000), this project fills a significant gap in the State Park service
area. The goal of the Red River SRA is to create a model of sustainable floodplain management,
and to provide ecological, economic, and social benefits to the local area, region, and State of
Minnesota.




Chapter 1: Introduction

Figure 2: Red River State Recreation Area
Statutory Boundary
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Legislative History
*The Laws of Minnesota for 2000 (chpt.488, art. 3, sec. 21) established Red River State
Recreation Area as part of Minnesota’s Outdoor Recreation System (MS 85.013, subd.2c).

*The Laws of Minnesota for 2000 (chpt.492, art.1, sec.7, subd.10) allocate capitol bonding for
Red River State Recreation Area.

*The Laws of Minnesota 2001 [1Sp2, Sec.5, Subd.5(8)] allocate operating funding for Red River
State Recreation Area for fiscal year 2003.

Park Description

Red River SRA is located in the open space between the U.S. Army Corps of Engineers Flood
Protection System and the Red and Red Lake rivers (see: Figure 2). The SRA Statutory
Boundary currently encompasses 1,230 acres of open space, stretching four miles along the Red
River of the North along the Minnesota-North Dakota border, and two and a half miles along the
Red Lake River in Minnesota. The SRA is designed as a model for sustainable floodplain
management. The open space between the levees and the river is designed to be attractive and
usable while allowing the floodplain to absorb high flows. Native plants will be used to
minimize maintenance needs and to provide wildlife habitat. Red River SRA is also designed to
complement and enhance the protective levee system and its recreational components.

Facilities planned for the SRA include a 100-150 site campground in the former Sherlock Park
neighborhood. The campground will provide an overnight opportunity for recreational vehicle
and tent campers, making Red River SRA a destination point for travelers. Users of the Red
River SRA will also find areas for walking, bicycling and other trail uses, enhanced fishing
opportunities, festivals, winter recreation and quiet areas for picnicking and relaxing. The area
trails will enhance access to the river and to all parts of the community. Boat and shore access
to the rivers will be improved. Interpretative services will center on area history, local resources
of significance, floodplain architecture, and the hydrology of a flooding river.

Role of Red River SRA in the State Park System

o To serve as a model of sustainable recreation development and resource management
within a floodplain.

o To illustrate the opportunities presented and benefits achieved through the use of urban
greenspace as a state recreation area.

e To act as a Conservation Connections demonstration project.




Mission and Vision Statements

Department of Natural Resources Mission Statement

“The mission of the Department of Natural resources is to work with citizens to protect and
manage the state’s natural resources, to provide outdoor recreation opportunities, and to
provide for commercial uses of natural resources in a way that creates a sustainable quality of

life.”

Division of Parks and Recreation Mission Statement

“We will work with people to provide a state park system which preserves and manages
Minnesota’s natural, scenic, and cultural resources for present and future generations while
providing appropriate recreational and educational opportunities.”

Division of Parks and Recreation Vision

We will continue to work with the people of Minnesota to ensure that the Minnesota State Park
System will be sensitive to the needs of current and future generations and guided by the
following principles and values:

e A commitment to ensure deliberate and effective natural, cultural, historical, and
archaeological resource management;

e A commitment to provide appropriate recreational opportunities;

e A commitment to maintain a proper balance between resource protection and recreational
use of state park lands;

e A conscious recognition of our responsibility to the public for wise and prudent
acquisition and development of state park lands;

e A recognition of our educational and interpretive roles;

e A conscious and continuous effort to respect the valuable human resources embodied in
our employees and the public;

e A continued desire to actively seek and adopt innovative, effective, and efficient
management practices;

e A commitment to manage state parks for the benefits that they provide to people, society,
the environment, and the economy;

e A realization of our responsibility to secure and maintain the resources necessary to
implement our mandates and mission;

e A pledge to provide high quality public service; and

e A promise to consistently seek public involvement and support in decision making.




Red River SRA Mission Statement

“We will work with the people of Minnesota to sustainably manage Red River State Recreation
Area so that its significant natural, cultural, and scenic resources are protected and enhanced
for current and future generations, while providing diverse educational and recreational
opportunities.”

Red River SRA Vision

We will continue to work with the people of Minnesota to ensure that Red River State Recreation
Area is managed to meet the needs of current and future generations and guided by the following
principles:

e Become a model of sustainable floodplain management.

e Recognize Red River SRA’s role as a Conservation Connection in the watershed, region,
Minnesota State Park System, and beyond.

e Sustainably manage the natural, cultural, scenic, and recreational resources to benefit
current and future generations.

e Restore floodplain vegetation and wildlife habitat for an aesthetically pleasing and
environmentally sound riverfront.

e Form partnerships with local, state, and national groups and agencies to assist with the
development of Red River SRA.

e Provide a broad range of recreational opportunities that are sustainable within a
floodplain.

e Use the SRA as a place for special events and community celebrations.

e Make park resources accessible to people of all abilities.

e Provide educational opportunities that help people understand the appropriate
management and development techniques that are compatible with floodplains and to
foster a sense of land stewardship.

e Continue to promote tourism in the area and region.

e Provide high quality customer service.

e Seek public involvement and input in decision making.




Unit Planning Process

Through implementation of the key principles of strategic unit planning, two committees were
formed to provide input and recommendations for the SRA Management Plan. These two
committees met on a monthly basis to discuss issues and develop recommendations for
consideration by the DNR Division of Parks and Recreation Management Team.

A Citizens Advisory Committee was formed to lend local expertise to the planning project. This
committee was asked to relate the significant local history of the area, determine local needs and
benefits sought, and to provide creative ideas during the planning process.

An Area Team Committee was comprised of DNR professionals who provided technical
assistance to the strategic unit planning process in their area of expertise. Each representative
was called on to provide resource management recommendations in their respective field, based
on the most current information.

In addition to the two committees, countless individuals and agencies contributed to the strategic
planning process. The Army Corps of Engineers, U.S. Fish and Wildlife Service, FEMA, East
Grand Forks (EGF) City Council, EGF Chamber of Commerce, Friends of the Greenway, local
business leaders, and city officials worked closely with the DNR to identify issues and develop
recommendations.

Once the list of management recommendations was generated, the draft plan was written and
submitted to the Citizens’ Advisory Committee and Area Team Committee for review. A 30-day
public review period was initiated with a public open house to review plans with the larger
public. Concurrent with the public review, a departmental review was initiated through the
Statewide Interdisciplinary Review Service (SIRS). Upon approval by the public and SIRS, a
letter, along with the management plan was sent to the Commissioner of the Department of
Natural Resources for a signature of approval.

All meeting minutes and discussions can be gathered from DNR Parks planning at the Saint Paul
central office.




CHAPTER 2: REGIONAL ANALYSIS

Ecosystem information, population figures, socioeconomic data, and regional recreation
opportunities were identified within a 60-mile radius of East Grand Forks, MN to better
understand the role of Red River SRA within the region and State of Minnesota (Figure 3).
According to the Minnesota State Park System Land Study (2000), Minnesotans are willing to
travel at least 30 miles for day use recreation. Additionally, while on vacation, people tend to
visit recreation areas within 30 miles of their primary destination. Therefore, an area within a
60-mile radius of East Grand Forks was designated as the research area for this section.

East Grand Forks is approximately 80 miles north of Fargo, North Dakota, 145 miles south of
Winnipeg, Manitoba and 320 miles northwest of Minneapolis-St. Paul, Minnesota. Among the
cities located within a 60-mile radius of Red River SRA are Thief River Falls and Crookston,
Minnesota. Cities within the 60-mile radius in North Dakota include Grand Forks and Grafton.

Ecological Classification System Subsection

The Ecological Classification System (ECS) is part of a nationwide mapping initiative developed
to improve DNR’s ability to manage all natural resources on a sustainable basis (Figure 4). This
is done by integrating climatic, geologic, hydrologic and topographic soil and vegetation data.

Three of North America’s ecological regions, or biomes, representing the major climate zones
converge in Minnesota: prairie parklands, deciduous forest and coniferous forest. Each of these
biomes can be seen within a two hour drive from Red River SRA. The presence of three biomes
in one non-mountainous state is unusual and accounts for the diversity of ecological
communities in Minnesota.

Red River Prairie Ecological Subsection

The western boundary of this subsection is the Red River of the North (Figure 5). The boundary
on the east follows the eastern limits of continuous tall grass prairie pre-settlement vegetation.
Portions of till plain are included within subsection boundaries. At the south end, the boundary
follows the southern end of the till plain and Glacial Lake Agassiz.

The majority of this subsection is a glacial lake plain with silty, sandy, and clayey lacustrine
deposits. The area is level, uniform, and featureless, broken only by wetlands, meandering
waterways, and old beach ridges. Drainage is to the north via the Red River and its tributaries.




Figure 3: Red River State Recreation Area
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Figure 4: Red River State Recreation Area
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Figure 5: Red River State Recreation Area
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Regional Population Analysis

Red River SRA is located on the east side of the Red River in the town of East Grand Forks in
Polk County, Minnesota. In 2000, the population of East Grand Forks was 7,501. The
population in Polk County, for the same year, totaled 31,369. The City of Grand Forks is located
on the west side of the Red River in Grand Forks County, North Dakota, less than one mile from
East Grand Forks. In 2000, the population of Grand Forks was 49,321 (USDC, Bureau of the
Census, 2001).

The 1997 Red River Valley flood had a large impact on the regional population. Estimates from
the Minnesota State Demographic Center show a loss of approximately 1,900 people (or 6
percent of the population) over three years in Polk County. The U.S. Census Bureau estimates
very minor changes in the regional populations in the next 20 years. Other counties located
within a 60-mile radius of Red River SRA are Marshall, Pennington, Red Lake, Norman and
Kittson counties in Minnesota and Walsh, Traill, Nelson and Pembina counties in North Dakota.
The populations of these counties are as follows:

Minnesota Counties North Dakota Counties
Polk 31,369 Grand Forks 66,109
Marshall 10,155 Walsh 12,389
Pennington 13,584 Traill 8,477
Red Lake 4,299 Nelson 3,715
Norman 7,442 Pembina 8,585
Kittson 5,285

There are several small cities within a 60-mile radius of Red River SRA. Cities within the 60-
mile radius with populations between 500 and 1000 people are Argyle, Fertile, McIntosh,
Stephen and Twin Valley in Minnesota and Thompson in North Dakota. Cities with 1999
popula