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MINNESOTA STATE PLANNING
PHYSICAL PLANNING DIVISION

OVERVIEW
Introduction
Study Purpose
Each day, throughout MTnn~:tsota,'dec s ions are made about the
use of land.
They result in the construction of new houses,
off ices, factories and stores and in the acquisition and
development of public uses such as parks, airports and
wildlife areas.
Individually and cumulatively, these decisions have an impact on agricultural land and other natural
resources and on the financial abili ty of local governments
to provide adequate services.
In most instances, counties, townships and cities decide how
Minnesotais land will be used through their authority to plan
and zone.
However, the effectiveness of local land use
planning and zoning programs have never been analyzed in a
comprehensive manner.
Information is sketchy as to what is
being done, and where, and whether local efforts are having
the intended results.
Prompted by the increasing demand for land and resources, the
rising cost of public services and an uncertain energy
future, the State Planning Agency initiated a study to assess
the techniques used by units of local government to plan for
and
regulate
physical
growth
and
changing
land
use
conditions.
The purpose of the Growth Management Study is:
A.
B.
C.

To determine land use controls being used by local
government in managing growth.
To evaluate the effectiveness of the controls and their
implementation.
To determine steps the state could take to help local
government improve its capabili ty to protect valuable
land resources, reduce public service costs and conserve
energy.

Advisory Committee
Since the Growth Management Study is an assessment of local
government techniques for managing grovlth f i t \'vas important
to have the local point of view represented in all phases of
the study.
Accordingly, the State Planning Agency formed a
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technical advisory committee to assist and advise sta.ff in
developing a study approach and to review and comment on
p·roducts.
The advisory commi ttee included representatives
from:
-League of Minnesota Cities
-Association of Minnesota Counties
-Association of Minnesota Townships
~Minnesota Municipal Board
-RDC representatives
-County Zoning Administrators
In addition, representa ti ves from key state
asked to sit on the committee including:

agencies

were

-Department of Agriculture
-Department of Natural Resources
-State Planning Agency/Office of Local and Urban Affairs

Study Procedures
To accomplish the purposes of the study, the staff and committee representatives identified a number of important
issues relating to the management of growth. They are:
1.
2.
3.
4.
5.

the relative importance of local land use problems
the degree to which local governments have adopted
and are implementing local plans and controls
local opinions on the effectiveness of various laws
and controls for managing growth
reasons for ineffective implementation of local
controls
suggested changes in state laws and regulations to
make them more effective.

The Growth Management Study was conducted in two phases.
Phase One:

Statewide Survey

To obtain local opinions on these issues, the committee
agreed on using a survey technique.
Separate questionnaires
were
designed
and
sent
to
local
government officials
including zoning administrators, planning commission members,
and elected officials at the county, to\vnship and municipal
levels.
In all, representatives from over 2,300 units of
local government were surveyed with an overall response rate
of 64%.
Data from this survey is presented in detail in a
publication entitled, IIGro\vth Management Notebook" available
from the State Planning Agency.
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Phase Two:

Case Studies

Given the local response to the general survey questions, the
State Planning Agency wanted to investigate in more detail
several of the major land use issues identified in the
statewide survey.
These are the loss of agricul tural land
and scattered development occurring on the perimeter of
municipalities, referred to in this study as the "urban
fr inge . "
The case s t,ud ies provided an opportuni ty to better
understand why these problems were occurring on such a
widespread basis and what attempts local officials had made
at solving them.
Four case study sites were selected in
which to personally interview a variety of local off icials
including the city planner or city clerk, the county zoning
administrator,
planning
commission members and
township
supervisors.
In some cases, addi tional interviews were conducted with state and federal program managers, realtors and
major developers to obtain their viewpoint.
The four case study sites are:
1.
2.
3.
4.

Otter Tail County and the Fergus Falls urban fringe
Isanti County and
the
Cambridge urban fringe
Steele
County
and
the
Owatonna
urban
fringe
Rice County and the Faribault urban fringe

The criteria for selecting these sites included geographic
location, rate of population growth and the history of their
growth management efforts, particularly in reference to protection of agricultural land and scattered urban development.

Statewide Survey Results
The Nature and Importance of land Use Problems
The statewide survey contained a list of 31 land use problems
which local officials could check and prioritize.
An "other"
category for write-in responses was also provided.
The list
of problems is diverse, ranging from those pertaining to the
actual use of land or the administration of legal authorities
to those dealing with the environment or with human health
and safety issues.
Table 1 summarizes the major land use
problems by priority for all levels of local government.
At the county level, the loss of agricultural land, scattered
residential and commercial development, and lakeshore development are clearly perceived as the most significant land
use problems.
One or more of these three problems are
regarded as significant in 55 ;·'1innesota counties.
This is
conf i rmed by township and RDC staff responses.
Moreover,
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Table 1

RANKING OF MAJOR LAND USE PROBLEMS

Land Use--Prot>lems

Priority Ranking
Counties

ROC

TownShips

. -Staff

4

Loss of Agrlcultural Land
Lakeshore Development
Faulty On-Site Sewage Disposal Facilities
Water Quality
Land Speculatlon
Attractlng Development
Orderly Annexation
Extension of Urban Services Within City Limits
Incompatible Land Uses
Strip Commercial Development

\

1
2

3
5

-

-

Zon
Adm
1
2

3
4

---

Plng
Comm
Chmn
1
1
3
4

---

Bd.
Chmn
2
2

3

-

--

-

-

Ci ties

I
1

-

-2
-3
-4

-

-

--

1
3
2

-

4

,

\

these problems are often interrelated.
For example, agricultural land is being lost because scattered residential and
commercial development is occurring outside municipalities.
Lakeshore development was regarded as a significant problem
at the county level and this concern is reinforced by the
RDCs.
County off icials are also concerned about the heal th
problems caused by malfunctioning on-si te sewage treatment
systems.
One can assume a strong relationship among the
problems of lakeshore development, faul ty sewage treatment
systems and water quality.
Survey results show that townships and cities have somewhat
different problems than do counties.
The most frequently
expressed concern among municipalities was for attracting
addi tional development.
The second-ranked problem was the
extension of urban services within city boundaries; third was
orderly
annexation;
and
fourth
was
strip
commercial
development.
The municipal and township responses clearly tell the story
of unmanaged urban growth.
Townships are concerned abou t
land speculation, which results in scattered residential and
commerc ial deve lopmen t I INhich displaces and is incompatible
lNith agriculture.
Land speculation is probably greatest
close to municipalities and may be due in part to city
efforts
to attract growth.
While cities might prefer
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new development to locate in town, developers often locate
outside city boundaries because of cheaper land, more space,
lower taxes and less restrictive controls imposed by either
the township or the county. When development reaches a point
where it requires city services, pressures are applied on the
city to annex.
In the process, the township loses the tax
base and the original use - agriculture - has been replaced
by urban uses.
In other cases, the city may attract new
development by annexing adjacent agricul tural land and servicing it with utilities.
Again, the township loses agricultural land.
The above scenarios point to the inter-relationship among
land use problems and the need for planning and problemsol ving which is comprehens i ve in scope.
Horeover, these
scenarios suggest the importance of coordination among local
units of government if the type and location of new building
construction is to be effectively controlled.
The legislature has provided an agency or level of government
with the legal authority to deal with many of these land use
problems.
But it is obvious from the survey' responses that
either the law is inadequate or it is not being effectively
implemented. Accordingly, State Planning Agency staff sought
to ~valuate and analyze the status and effectiveness of local
land use controls and suggest means to improve the ability of
local units of government to deal more effectively with these
major problems and issues.

Status and Effectiveness of local Plans and Controls
The statewide survey was sent to 85 of the state's 87
counties. Hennepin and Ramsey Counties were excluded because
they contain li ttle unincorporated land.
Planning in the'
seven county metropolitan area differs from the remainder of
the state in that the development of comprehensive plans and
the adoption of zoning ord inances has been mandated by the
legislature through the passage of the Metropolitan Land
Planning Act.
Except for lands adjacent to lakes and
streams, state legislation enables outs tate counties to regulate the type, density and location of land use through official controls if they choose and establishes procedures if
counties decide in the affirmative.
Zoning adjacent to water
bodies is mandatory.
The tools most commonly used by local levels of government to
manage the use of land are plans, zoning ordinances and subdivision regulations.
The survey, and separate case studies,
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investigated in detail tbe degree to which these plans and
regulations are utilized in various parts of the state.
Of the 84 counties responding to the survey, only 62 indicated that they had adopted comprehensive plans and 63 indicated they had adopted county-wide zoning ordinances.
Of the
62 adopted
comprehensive plans,
approximately half
are
adopted by ordinance as required by law.
The surv~y was designed to reach a representative sample of
the 855 (1980 count) Minnesota cities, drawing on cities of
all sizes and geographic locations throughout the state.
Of
the 124 cities within this sample (excluding Minneapolis/St.
Paul and the immediate ring of suburbs) which responded to
the survey questionnaire:
,

44 (39%) not adopted
71 (57%) adopted
9 (4%) interim

Comprehensive Plans

9
(5%) not adopted
113 (91%) adopted
2
(4%) interim

Zoning Ordinances

33 (28%) not adopted
85 (68%) adopted
6
(4%) interim

Subdivision Regulations

Local officials generally felt that implementation tools such
as countywide zoning, shore land zoning and sani tary codes
were more effective than the comprehensive plans.
For
instance,· on a 1 to 5 scale with 5 being most effective,
county zoning administrators ranked sanitary code (4.18),
countywide zoning (4.11), and shoreland zoning (4.07) as
being the most effective tools.
Comprehens i ve planning, on
the other hand, ranked considerably lower (3.26).
Rankings
of these tools by other elected and appointed officials also
support this viewpoint.
This is somewhat surprising since
tools such as zoning are meant to implement the goals and
objectives of the comprehensive plan.
Part of the explanation may be that the existing comprehensive plans are not
being used and are in need of revision.
In response to a question about the need to revise local land
use controls, county and ci ty 'off icials consistently ranked
comprehensive plans, zoning ordinances and subdivision regulations as the controls most often needing revision - or in
the process of being revised.
This could be interpreted as
an indication that local governments view comprehensive plans
and these land use controls as dynamic documents which
require periodic revision in order to accurately reflect
changes
in
local
conditions
or
community
values.
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The survey also indica tes the counties and municipali ties
which have adopted sani tary codes, solid waste ordinances,
floodplain ordinances, official maps and capital improvement
These results are summarized in the "Growth
programs.
Management Notebook. 11

Reasons for Ineffective Implementation of local Controls
The statewide survey - as well as the detailed case studies identify the following factors as underlying reasons for
unmanaged growth and ineffective implementation of local
controls. The recommendations proposed in the following section address these factors.
1.

Conflicting and confusing planning legislation.
Adequate authori ty to manage groHth exists among
uni ts of local government, but there seems to be
uncertainty as to Hhich uni t of local government
should address a problem.
Consequently, coordination becomes difficult, if not impossible.

2.

Inadequate opportunities for training and education
dealing with growth management issues.
Some units of government do not understand the
tools and techniques for managing growth or how to
effectively use them.
Local official responding to
the statewide survey consistently ranked lack of
education and training as the greatest hindrance to
implementation or enforcement of local controls.
The four case studies illustrate that some units of
local government have used these tools effectively,
while others have not.
This Hould suggest a need
for further education on the use of such tools and
techniques.

3.

Lack of consistent and comprehensive state position
on the use of land and guidelines dealing with
agricultural land, shoreland, forests, sand and
gravel resources and other mineral resources.

4.

Lack of incentives
management.

to

bring

about

better

land

Many units of government now avoiding respons ibi 1 i ties for manag ing growth do so because of a
lack of publ ic support or interest.
In the long
run these communities may restrict their continued
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prosperity through inflated costs of development
and inefficient use of natural resources.

Summary of Case Studies
The case studies are the second phase of the two part study
aimed at assessing how local units of government manage
growth.
The case study approach was used to determine if the
state has provided local government with adequate legal tools
to manage growth, how effective these tools are, and what
administrative problems arise in their implementation.
The case studies focus on two land use problems identified
most frequently by respondents to the statewide survey:
(1)
loss of agricultural land; and (2) development in the urban
fringe area around communi ties.
The loss of agricultural
land was identified as a major problem in rapid and slow
growth counties and on marginally as well as on highly productive soils.
A number of additional land use problems
affecting townships, cities and counties are evident in the
urban fringe.
These problems include scattered residential
and commercial development, the extens ion of municipal services
outside
the
corporate
limits,
annexation,
strip
development and the loss of agricultural land.
The separate case studies, including
findings 'for each case study area,
"Growth Management Notebook."

detailed summaries of
can be found 1n the

Otter Tail County 3.nd the ~ergus Falls Urban Fringe
The reduction of the agricul tural land base in Otter Tail
County results from three main factors:
wildlife production
areas, transportation needs and urban development.
Cropland
will continue to be converted to wildlife management areas
and transportation needs.
The impact of these programs is
unlikely to change because the county has little control over
the land acquisition policies, standards, and regulations
of federal and state government.
These programs are trying
to attain valid public goals, but they often conflict with
agricultural interests.
Most of the urban development pressure in Otter Tail County
is located on lakeshore and other high amenity areas and has
not fully impacted agricultural land.
Yet the negative
effects of increasing non-farm growth are already apparent.
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While there is local interest in protecting agricultural
land, neither the county nor the townships have land use
controls that would be effective in rapid growth situations.
Once the high amenity sites become limited and their cost
escalates, the agricultural land surrounding Fergus Falls may
experience additional development pressures.
Local government has the opportunity to develop adequate controls to protect agricultural land before the problem gets out of hand.
Not all growth management techniques have been used in the
Fergus Falls urban fringe area.
Further, those techniques
that have been used have not been effective in controlling
urban development.
There are a number of reasons for this.
First, the county has never sought to apply zoning controls
beyond shorelands.
Pol i tically, they have sa id coun tyw ide
zoning would never be accepted.
Rather than push the issue
and create additional conflict between local government, they
chose to let the townships develop the i r own ord inances.
Second, the townships, though wan ting to have control over
their own land, had nei ther the expertise nor the financial
resources necessary to develop th.e kind of ord inance tha t
would be effective in controlling urban-type problems.
This
is not a criticism of the townships but a statement of fact.
Third, the city has not attempted to use all the powers
granted to it by existing legislation.
For example, they
have chosen not to make use of their extraterritorial powers
regarding subdivision regulations.
Admittedly, this power is
grea tly reduced when zoning cannot be used to carry out the
subdivisions regulations.
This is the case in Fergus Falls
because all townships, except Aurdal, have their own zoning
ord inances.
Fourth, the city has not made effective use of
the existing orderly annexation agreement wi th Fergus Falls
Township, nor is it having much success in developing a new
annexation agreement with Buse and Aurdal Townships.
Whether these obstacles can be overcome in the future is
unknown.
Orderly annexation offers many possibilities.
Extraterritorial zoning and subdivisio~ authority also offeis
some possibilities.
However, these controls will only be
effective if coordination between participating governments
is achieved.
The progress in Fergus Falls has been slow.

Isanti County and the Cambridge Urban fringe
The problems of protecting agricultural land in Isanti County
and servicing growth in the urban fringe of Cambridge are
closely intertwined.
Both issues involve the basic questions
of where and how growth should take place and how and when
urban serv ices can be prov ided.
The co un ty has adopted a
growth
managemen t
strategy
wi th
worthwhile
goals
and
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objectives.
Unfortunately, political pressure and a lack of
consensus about the nature of the problem have resulted in
regulations that will not achieve desired goals.
Isanti
County and the Ci ty of Cambridge have at their disposal the
necessary tools (planning and zoning legislation) to solve
most of their problems.
It is up to them to use them.

Steele County and the Owatonna Urban Fringe
In summary it can be said that the major land use problems in
Steele County such as loss of agricultural land, extension of
public services, lack of coordination and annexation are confined primarily to the urban fringe area around Owatonna.
Some scattered urban development takes place in other portions of the county but this development is minor and
conflicts are few compared to that in and around Owatonna.
In the past there has been very little coordination between
the ci ty, townships or the county in dealing wi th land use
problems in the urban fringe area~
Longstanding differences
between the governing .bodies have prevented' any meaningfUl
coordination efforts from getting started.
The lack of coordination has resulted in the development of conflicting
regulations, most of which have not been effective in dealing
with the area's land use problems.
Moreover, there has been
little agreement between the governing bodies on the type and
location of new development.
Recently the townships, city and county came together to try
and develop a meaningful and effective planning program for
the urban fringe area. A number of innovative techniques for
dealing with the area's land use problems have been suggested
including orderly annexation, pOlicies on extending public
services to the urban fringe area, a growth policy and
staging plan and common zoning and subdivision regulations
for the planning area.
These techniques offer many possibilities for the area.
The decision to work together and make
use of these techniques rests squarely on the shoulders of
local officials.
v'lithout this commitment, these plans and
techniques for improved growth management will certainly be
ineffective.

Rice County and the Faribault Urban Fringe
County controls developed during the '60s were not effective
in controll ing scattered developmen t and resul ted in unneSince the preservation
cessary losses of agricultural land.
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of a farm economy was a primary concern of Rice County, new
controls were developed in 1975.
These new controls consisted of a density zoning ordinance and the establishment of
an urban expansion zone around cities.
Densi ty zoning is a
technique which limits non-farm development to one structure
per forty acre parcel in agricultural areas.
The density zoning controls have proven to be an effective
way to regulate non...;f9-rm growth on agricult_ural land ..
However, pressure to develop non-agricultural areas such as
woodland and shorelands is increasing.
These areas will
require more attention if problems are to be avoided.
In
addition, the density zoning controls have resulted in additional administrative work for the zoning administrator
because of an increase in the number of variances requested.
To this point, though, this has not adversely affected the
implementation of the ordinance.
Most new development around Faribault, will continue to occur
on good agricultural land south of the present city limits.
The city believes this to be the logical direction for new
growth because the land is relatively flat and public services can be economically provided.
To reduce scattered
development and minimize the loss of agricul tural land, an
urban expansion zone,
jointly agreed
to by the city,
townships and the county was established.
The county zoning
ordinance is enforced in the expansion z,one and requires a
minimum lot size of 35 acres.
This helps to preserve agricultural land until it can be annexed by the city and
developed in an orderly manner.
The expansion zone boundary couid be an effective way of
controlling premature conversion of agricultural land in the
urban fringe.
However, present administration of the boundary which includes an annual meeting of county and ci ty
officials to determine boundary delineation needs to be more
s tr ic tly adhered to.
Changes in the urban expans ion zone
boundary have occurred without being discussed at the annual
meeting.
The city is also employing other controls to assist in
managing growth in the urban fringe.
These controls include
development of an orderly annexation agreement with adjacent
townships
and
establishment
of
service
districts
for
sanitary sewer, _storm sewer and water mains through the
city I scapi tal improvement programs.
Since these con troIs
are new, their effectiveness cannot be determined at this
time.
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Conclusions and Recommendations

The following conclusions have been drawn from the findings
of the statewide survey and case studies.
1.

Urban growth is not a phenomenon unique to the sevencounty metropolitan area.
It is occurring around municipali ties throughout the state and is caus ing changes
in traditional land use patterns.

2.

The status and appl ica tion of local land use controls
varies widely.
Some local units are aggressively
seeking answers to their land use problems and are
experimenting wi th various approaches.
In other areas
of the state, there are no legally-based growth management controls.

3.

It is no longer sufficient to simply refer to "local
controls" when "local" encompasses three levels of
government (county, city. and township); it is often lack
of coordination and cooperation among these levels that
underlies growth management problems.

4.

Focus should be on institutional arrangements for decision making around municipalities.
In many cases, agricultural
and
other
rural
land
uses
are
being
unnecessarily disrupted by unplanned and poorly regulated urban growth.
Urban growth can be systematically
and efficiently located with minimal disruption in rural
lifestyles and change in the economic, fiscal, or political base of an area .

5.

There is need to clarify and define the responsibilities
of each level of local government with respect to growth
management and to consider instances in which those
responsibilities should not be equal or in which a
mUlti-jurisdictional approach should be mandatory.

6.

There is need to provide learning opportunities, as
local growth management tools and plans are not often
understood or used effectively by local units of
government.

.

Drawing on the major conclusions of the statewide survey and
the findings developed in the separate case studies, the
State Planning Agency proposes the following recommendations.
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1.

Clarify current planning enabling legislation.

2.

Provide improved opportunities for
tion.

3.

Prepare goals and guidel ines to support local land use
planning and implementation efforts.

4.

Provide incentives for local government and developers
that will help them to achieve the goals and guidelines.

training

and educa-

local Planning legislation
Recommendation:

Cli;trify current planning enabling legislation.

The Minnesota Legislature has enacted enabling legislation
that delegates planning responsibilties to counties, cities
and townships.
The statewide survey indicates that the laws
are not well understood because of the confusing, ambiguous
way in which they are written.
Consequently, there is a lack
of
uniformity
in
their
application by local units of
government.
Although well-intentioned, recent attempts to
. amend and improve the legislation ·s.eem to have resulted in
broader and more confusing interpretations.
For example,
M. S. 394, the coun ty planning law, was amended in 1974 to
include the statement "comprehensive plan or plans when
adopted by ordinance shall be the basis for county zoning
ordinanceS-;- SUbdivision
regulations
or
other
official
controls."
Yet, the statewide survey shows that only 26
counties adopted comprehensive plans by ordinance, while 63
counties adopted county-wide zoning ordinances.
According to
those who helped wri te the amended leg islation, . such inconsistent application and interpretation of the law could have
legal ramifications.
The Municipal Planning Act (M.S. 462.351-462.364) is equally
confusing.
It requires adoption of a land use plan before
adoption of a zoning ordinance.
Yet, of the cities surveyed,
23 had adopted zoning ordinances without having land u:.:;e
plans.
Extraterritorial provisions of the Municipal Planning Act
have also created confusion.
Cities may extend SUbdivision
controls up to two miles outside their corporate limits

A-13

regardless of whether the county has subdivision controls.
However, the city may not extend its zoning authority into
this area if either the county or township has a zoning
ordinance.
According to the case studies, some city plan
ners believe that the review and approval of subdivision
plats is meaningless without having the authority to zone.
The case studies and statewide survey also showed that
townships are becoming increasingly involved in planning and
zoning.
From 1970-'74 only 11 townships adopted zoning
ordinances, compared to 57 through the next five years.
Townships are involved in planning and zoning because the
county is not, or because they do not believe the county or
ci ty is doing an adequa te job of manag ing land use.
The
preparation of adequate zoning controls takes a relatively
high level of expertise and experience.
As the case studies
illustrate,
this, as well as confusing legislation, has
resulted
in
many
township ordinances
that
are
poorly
designed, have li ttle legal supporting basis and are often
ineffective in managing growth.
As townships implement ordinances, they often find themselves
in conflict wi th the county zoning ordinances or wi th city
plans.
According to the County Planning Law, the most
restrictive ordinance must apply. Yet, as shown in the case
stud ies, there are townships which have zoning ord inances
that are less restrictive than the county ordinances.
This
is illegal.
In addition, some townships have subdivision
regulations even though the law does not appear to grant them
this authority.

Training and Education Opportunities
Recommendation:
education.

Provide improved opportunities for training and

The statewide survey and case studies clearly indicate that
additional opportunities for training and education are
needed at the local levels of government to improve their
ability
to
deal
with
land
use
problems.
Zoning
administrators, planning commissioners, planners and elected
officials
identified
lack
of
training
and
education
opporunities as the major hindrance to effective implementation of land use controls (Table 2).
Survey results
are also supported by findings of the Agricul tural Lands
Workshop held at Moorhead, Minnesota in November, 1979.
At that workshop, over 97% of the people attending agreed
wi th the sta temen t, "Government a t all levels should put
high
pr ior i ty
to
the
education
of
c i ti zens
regard ing
their responsiblity for stewardship of the land."
The case studies repeatedly illustrate the problems resulting
from lack of training and education.
Examples range from
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townships which need help with the design and implementation
of land use controls to a county that is having difficulty
developing
and
administering
a
complex
densi ty
zoning
ordinance.
In between are a number of other issues that, if
better understood, would result in more coordination and
better management of land resources.
These other issues
include annexation procedures, policies regarding extension
of services,
growth management techniques in the urban
fringe,
joint
planning
agreements,
and
improved
legal
assistance.
In addition, properly trained zoning administrators and planners are needed.
Currently, most zoning administrators are
trained on the job.
The majority of zoning administrators
would like to see this changed.
Presently, the Association
of
Zoning
Administrators
together
\'1i th
the
Minnesota
Association of Counties are studying ways of training and
certifying zoning administrators.
The State Planning Agency
has also initiated a project to identify training needs of
local government and assess the content and availability of
curren t training opportunities.
Recommendations on how to
improve training and education activities will be available
by late spring of 1981.

Goals and Guidelines
Recommendation: Prepare goals and guidel ines to support local
land use planning and implementation efforts.

It is obvious from the statewide survey and the case study
interviews that unmanaged growth is occurring in varying
degrees throughout the state.
It is also apparent that there
is a lack of guidance from the state on how development
should be treated in important resource areas such as agricuI tural land, forested areas, shorelands, sand and gravel
areas and mineral lands.
This does not mean that mandatory
rules need to be developed, but does underscore the need for
parameters within which there is flexibility for local units
of government to carry out local planning and zoning.
It
means that the state needs to give some serious thought to
the consequences of continued development on major resource
areas.
The need for additional state guidance is also supported by
sta tements made at the Agricul tural Lands Workshop held in
t100rhead in November, 1979.
Approximately, 77% of the persons attend ing agreed wi th the sta temen t II Under a general
federal
policy,
state
government
should
enact enabling
legislation and guidelines for local governments to zone for
land use by type of soil to encourage maintaining prime land
for agricul ture. II
Approximately 86% of workshop attendees
agreed with the statement "government agencies both state and
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federal should develop common objectives to preserve and conserve agricultural land."
Providing guidance to local units of government will clarify
the state's position on land use development as well as provide support for local decisions.
In addition, it will provide the state with a standard to measure how effective local
efforts have been in dealing wi th land use problems and
whether additional help is needed and where.

Incentives
Recommendation: Provide incentives for local governments and
developers that will help them to achieve the goals and
guidelines.

Many units of local government have already recognized the
need to manage growth effectively.
However, in some cases,
local elected officials from these local units of government
experience heavy pressure from developers or land speculators
to re-zone various parcels of land, often creating conflicts
wi th staff or planning commission recommendations.
In some
cases these actions are due to short-term benefits officials
believe will occur, such as additional tax base or new communi ty growth.
In other cases, the actions may be moti va ted
by purely political concerns.
In either event, localofficials or developers may not have weighed the long-term disadvantages
these
actions
might have,
such
as
premature
conversion of agricul tural land, the accelerated deterioration of a downtown retail area, or evironmental damage to a
lake or wetland.
In other
planning
According
planning
effective

cases, there is an apparent lack of interest in
and zoning and the beneJits that can be derived.
to the sta tewide survey, the lack of interest in
and zoning was identified as a major hindrance to
implementation of land use controls (Table 2).

If the state has a long-term interest in the effects that
growth will have on major resource areas, energy, transportation and financial resources, then local government will
need some additional assistance.
Such assistance could
include developing
incentives
to encourage better land
managemen t.
The incen ti ves sho.uld be tied to the sta tewide
goals and guidelines discussed in the previous section.
For
example, this might include tax or interest rate incentives
for homeowners, builders and developers to locate in incorporated areas.
Other incentives could include establishment
of
a
priority
system
for
various
grant or
technical
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assistance programs.
These incentives would encourage better
managemen t of grmvth by concen tra t ing deve lopmen t in areas
where public services a-..::e available.
Minnesota communi ties
would benefit because local elected officials have acted to
control the cost of providing public services.

- Table 2

REASONS FOR INEFFECTIVE IMPLEMENTAITON - BY PRIORITY

Counties
RDC
Staff
Need for education/training
Lack of information
Lack of interest
Financial
Lack of gov't. coordination
Conflict of laws

1
2
3
5

4
6

ZAs
1
3
2
4
5
6

Plng
Comm
1
2
3
5

4
6

Board
1
3

4
2
6
5

Twps
3
4
1
6
2
5

Citi.es
1
3
5
2
4
6

ase Studies
The case studies are the second phase of a two part study
aimed at assessing how local units of government manage growth.
The first phase was a statewide survey of zoning administnators, planning commission members and elected officials at the
county, township and municipal level. The statewide data was
used to identify a limited number of prominent issues and problems to be dealt with in greater detail in the case studies.
The case study approach was used to determine if the state
has provided local government with adequate legal tools to
manage growth, how effective these tools are, and what administrative problems arise in their implementation. Further, this
information will identify how the state can help local government deal with growth management problems.
The case studies focus on two land use problems identified
most frequently by respondents to the statewide survey:
(1)
loss of agricultural land; and (2) development in the urban
fringe area around communities. The loss of agricultural land
was identified as a major problem in rapid and slow growth
counties and on marginally as well as on highly productive soils.
A number of land use problems affecting townships, cities and
counties are evident in the urban fringe.
These problems include scattered residential and commercial development, the
extension of municipal services outside the corporate limits,
annexation, strip development and the loss of agricultural land.
Selection of Case Study Sites
Staff recommended that four counties and four cities be examined
to study the issues of agricultural land loss and urban fringe
development.
Several criteria were established to aid the selection of the case study sites. Those criteria, as well as the
final selection of cities and counties, were reviewed by the
Growth Management Technical Advisory Committee. The advisory
committee includes representation from the Association of Minnesota Counties, League of Minnesota Cities, Minnesota Association
of Townships, Minnesota Municipal Board, Minnesota Regional Development Commission staff, a county zoning administrator, DepaJ::tment of Agriculture, Department of Natural Resources and the State
Planning Agency.
The criteria used for selecting the urban fringe case study areas
included the status of planning and zoning regulations, types of
intergovernmental relationships, the number of-government units
involved, opinions of local officials about coordination, size of
the city and its rate of population growth. The selection of
cities was also coordinated with the county sites to obtain a
comprehensive picture of growth management at the local level.
Initially 12 cities were identified that met one or more of the
criteria. The four cities selected for urban fringe studies
were Fergus Falls, Cambridge, Faribault and Owatonna (see figure
below) .
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The criteria for selecting counties in which to study the
loss of agricultural land included the status of county planning and zoning controls, the involvement of townships in
zoning, soil productivity, the diversity of the local economy
and the rate of population growth. Again, 12 potential sites
were identified as meeting one or more of the criteria. The final
four counties were selected by staff and these choices were
reviewed by the Growth Management Technical Advisory Committee.
The counties selected for case studies are otter Tail, Isanti,
Rice and Steele.
Interview Procedure
The case studies were developed through a series of personal
interviews with a variety of local officials including the
city planner or city clerk, the county zoning administrator,
city and county planning commission members, and township
supervisors. In some cases, additional interviews were conducted with state and federal program managers, realtors and
major developers to obtain their viewpoint. A list of primary
interviewees is included on the title page of each case study.
After the interviews were completed, staff prepared a written
case study in draft form.
The draft case study was sent to
all interviewees for their review and comment. The case studies
were revised and follow up interviews were conducted when necessary. This process was continued until general agreement was
achieved regarding the accuracy of the basic content, of the study.
Finally, the case studies were sent to city and county officials
to seek input from city councils and county boards. The case
studies were revised based on these comments.

location Of Case Study Sites
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il
Interviewees I Reviewers
County Planning Commission
County Board, Chairman
County Shore1and Zoning Administrator
Mayor of Fergus Falls
City Counc i1
City Planning Commission, Chairman
City Administrator
City Planner

Fergus Falls Township Supervisor
Buse Township Supervisor
Buse Township Clerk/Zoning Administrator
Aurda1 Township Board
Dane Prairie Township Supervisor
Soil Conservation Officer (Retired)
U.S. Fish & Wildlife Service, Program Manager

Background
otter Tail County has an estimated population of 50,300 and
is located 50 miles southeast of Moorhead in west central
Minnesota (Figure 1). The landscape is extremely scenic,
with rolling hills of cultivated farmland dotted by numerous
marshes, pot holes and lakes. About 25 percent of the county's
population is located in Fergus Falls (13,255) and another
22 percent on lakeshore.
The county is projected to grow slowly over the next 20
years, adding only 2,000 persons. Most of this growth will
be related to lakeshore development. Otter Tail County
contains 10 percent of Minnesota's 12,000 lakes and it has
been estimated to have a peak summertime population of
150,000-200,000. The scenic lakeshore attracts both
seasonal and year-round residents from the Twin cities metropolitan area, Fargo-Moorhead and Breckenridge-Wapheton. Even
though tourism is a significant part of the local economy,
its primary base remains agricultural.
Fergus Falls, at the junction of State Highway 210, u.s.
Highway 59 and U.S. Highway 52, is the largest city in Otter
Tail County (Figure 1). Interstate 94 bypasses the city on
the south and west.
Geomorphically, the city is situated in
a transition zone.
To the west lies the rich agricultural
soils of the Red River Valley, while to the east and north
the land is more rolling with a mixture of pasture land,
woodland and many lakes.
Economically, the city is a strong retail center serving a
broad agricultural area and large seasonal and tourist population. Although not a strong industrial city, Fergus Falls
does employ about 950 people out of a total employment force
of 7,700 in this segment of the economy.
These people are
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Figure 1

COUNTY AND CITY LOCATION MAP

Otter Tail Co.

Battle Lake

-"""'21"'"0--1

mainly employed in the processing and distribution of agricultural products. The chamber of commerce is actively
seeking new industry for the community. Major institutions
include the Fergus Falls State Hospital, Lake Region Hospital, Fergus Falls Community College, Hillcrest Academy,
Bible College and Seminary and the Fergus Falls public
schools.
The city has shown slow but steady growth during the '70s.
According to estimates by the state demographer's office the
population increased from 12,443 to 13,255 (6.5 percent)
between 1970 and 1979. Although population projections are
not available, city officials think this slow but steady
growth rate will continue.
Most new development is occurring north and east of the city
in Fergus Falls and Aurdal Townships and, to a lesser extent
south and east of the city in Buse and Dane Prairie Townships. Figure 2 shows the location of existing structures by
10-acre parcel in 1977 and Figure 3 shows those 40-acre
parcels which gained or lost structures between 1968 and
1977. According to estimates by the state demographer's
office, Fergus Falls Township had a population increase of
277 people or 32 percent, between 1970 and 1979. Aurdal
Township increased its population by 448 or 56 percent,
during this same period. Some high density growth has also
occurred to the north of Fergus Falls in Elizabeth Township
around Jewett and Long Lakes (Table 1).
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Figure 2

LOCATION OF URBAN STRUCTURES SURROUNDING FERGUS FALLS, 1977
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Explanation: Figure 2 shows the number of structures in a portion of Otter
Tail County in 1977. Data is based on the interpretation of 1977 high altitude aerial photographs, It is displayed at the la-acre 1evel. No di stinction
is made between residential and non-residential uses of the structures.
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Figure 3
URBAN STRUCTURE CHANGE SURROUNDING FERGUS FALLS, 1968-1977
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Explanation: Figure 3 shows change in the number of structures in a portion
of Otter Tail County between 1968 and 1977. The data is based on the interpretation of 1968 and 1977 high altitude aerial photographs and is displayed at
the 40~acre level. The blank areas on the map are areas which show no change
in the number of structures between 1968 and 1977; the symbols indicate the
number of structures either gained or lost per 40-acre parcel; a single dot
represents water. No distinction is made between residential and non-residential use of the structures.
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Table 1

CHANGE IN STRUCTURES IN SELECTED AREAS OF OTTERTAIL COUNTY, 1968-1977
Township
(rows)

El izabeth

Fergus Falls

Aurdal

()

!

Change in number of structures per 40-acre parcel, 1968-1977 (columns)
2 or more
structures
lost

1
structure
lost

2
( 1) row %
(18) col %

~ 1) row %

Dane Prairie

All remaining townships
in the study area
City of Fergus Fall s

column totals

1

488
(85) row %
( 8) col %

7
( 1) row %
( 4) col %

429
(87)
(7)

31
( 6)
(l9)

~ ~~'

~ 1)

2)

463
(81)
( 8)

0

5
( I)
( 8)

3
( 1)
(27)
2
( 1)
( 19)

1
( 1)
( 9)
1

Buse

-..l

2

no change

1
structure
gained

2
( 1)
(I8)

2
structures
gained

3-5
structures
gained

- 6 or more
structures
gained

water

sum of
parcel s
loss ga in

8
( 1) row %
(14) col %

4
( 1) row %
(17) col %

65
(11) row %
(10) col %

4

10
( 2)
(20)

8
( 2)
(14)

2
( 1)
( 9)

13
( 3)
( 2)

1

21
( 4)
!I3)

9
( 2)
(I8)

12
( 2)
(20 )

4
( 1)
( 17)

60
(11 )
( 9)

2

448
(85)
( 8)

19
( 4)
(12 )

8
( 2)
(16)

5
( 1)
( 8)

2
( 1)
( 9)

39
(7)
( 6)

5

9
( 2)
(16)

464
(81 )
( 8)

23
( 4)
(14)

5
( 1)
(10)

5
( 1)
( 8)

67
(12)
(10)

12

0

38
( 1)

3,517
(87)
( 60)

50
( 1)
(30)

9
( 1)
(18)

10
( 1)
(17)

3
( 1)
(13)

403
(10)
(62)

40

89
(65)
( 2)

14
~10)
8)

8
( 6)
(16 )

11
( 8)
(19)

8
( 6)
(35 )

3
( 2)
( 1)

4

68

4) col %
0
1

(?!l
-2
(1)

( 4)

11

57

( 1)

( 1)

5,898
(85)

0

-

165

49

59

23

650

( 2)

( 1)

( 1)

( 1)

( 9)

row total

19

576
(

51

8)
494

( 7l
46

571
(

526

34

(
33

8)
576

(

72

8)

8)

4,032
( 58)

41

137
(

296

2)

6,912
(100)
(100)

Source of Data: State Planning Agency, Land Use Change Project
1. "No change" means either: no net change in number of structures; or each of the 4-10 acre parcels in the 40 contained 10 or more structures in both
1968 and 1977.
Read ro~s across and columns down the page.

Loss of Agricultural Land
On a countywide basis, the loss of agricultural land is not
an overwhelming problem. The county zoning administrator
estimates that up to 500 acres of tillable land may be taken
out of production each year by urban development. The SOO-acre
figure (which may be high) represents a very small portion
of the cultivated land in Otter Tail County (Table 2).

Table 2
LAND USE IN OTTER TAIL COUNTY 1969
Acres
822,280
233,760
148,960
164,440
31,360
26,720
480
480 1

Cultivated
Forested
Pasture and open
Water
Urban
Marsh
Extractive
Transportation

1,428,480

TOTAL LAND AREA
Source:

Minnesota Land Management Information System

In part, the county's location and natural resource base minimize the impact of development on the county's better agricultural land.
The demand for residential building lots is limited
because the county is not within commuting distance of a large
metropolitan area, although the Fargo-Moorhead area does have
so~e influence on the northwestern part of the county.
From
1968-1977 most growth has expanded north and east of Fergus
Falls, away from the more productive soils (Figure 4). The
many lakes and wooded stream valleys in Otter Tail County
provide numerous scenic, high amenity areas for development.
Table 3 illustrates the relationship between development and
proximity to water features.
Only one percent of the 6,912
40-acre parcels in the study area are further than 1 mile from
a 40-acre parcel containing water.
The table also indicates
that over 80 percent of all 40-acre parcels experiencing gains
in structures between 1968 and 1977 occurred within one-fourth
mile of a 40-acre parcel containing lakeshore or rivers or streams.
1 Acreages are determined by dominant land cover in a 40-acre
parcel. Transportation acreage is understated.
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figure 4
RELATIONSHIP OF THE CHANGE IN URBAN STRUCTURES
1968-1977 TO AGRICULTURAL PRODUCTIVITY
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Explanation: Figure 4 shows the rel ative suitabil ity of areas for agricultural production based on soil texture, drainage, color, and slope; depth
of the root ing zone, and phosphorousjpotassi um content. Each 40-acre parcel
was given a rating of 0-94 which indicates relative productivity based on
these soil characteristics. These ratings are combined into 5 groups, with
group 1 representing the most productive soils.
The areas in red indicate 40-acre parcels with gains in the number of structures between 1968 and 1977. Data is based on the interpretation of 1968 and
1977 high altitude aerial photographs. No distinction is 'made between residential and non-residential uses of the structures.
Source of Agricultural Productivity Data:
Pl anning Agency, 1979.
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Minnesota Cropland Resources, State

Table 3

COMPARISON OF THE CHANGE IN STRUCTURES SURROUNDING FERGUS FALLS WITH WATER FEATURES, 1968-1977
Water Feature
(rol'lS)

lake oriented 40 acre
parcel containing
lakeshore
within l;; mile of a
lake oriented parcel
mile-l mile from a
lake oriented parcel

l;;

()

I
I-'

o

permanent and intermittant rivers and streams40 acre parcel contains
river or stream
within l;; mile of river
or stream oriented parcel

Change in the number of structures per 4O-acre parcel, 1968-1977 (columns)
2 or more
structures
lost

structure
lost

4
( I) row"
(37i col %

( \l row"
(25 col %

2

14

11~l

18
11)
32)

1

5

2
( 1)
( 9)

2
( 1)
( 1)

6

(I)
(12)

6

3

18
(( 23 ~

g

6

6

ll~l

ll~l

16
( 2)
(10)

7
fl)
14)

19

(II
(22

11

lIB

2
( 1)
(18)

4
( 1)

977
(95)

20
( 2)
(12)

(17)

~l~l

3.95
1947))

2
(i ~~
4

~9n

0

Hl

(32

38

1m

0

20

L23)2)

~l~l

islands

6
( 1)
(26)

89
1, (96
1l

~ l~l

0

18

( 1) row %
(35) col %

852

beyond 1 mil e from 40
acre parcel containing
Nater

8
517
(l)row% (32) rlJlol %
(35) col % (80) col %

59
( 4) row"
(36) col %

7

7

24
( 1) row"
(41) col %

991
(61) row"
(17) col %

2

0

6 or more
structures
gained

structures
gained

~ ~~

mile-l mile from
river or stream
oriented parcel

3-5
structures
gained

structure
gained

751
(95)
(13)

(7)

2

no change 1

f 1)9)

l;;

11

17

7

b~l

6
(1)

(12)
2

9

.

(I)

(15)

b~l
4

0

11

( 1)

Source of Data on Structures:

0

57

( 1)

0

5(898
85)

sum of
parcels
joss gain

8

( 1)
(l7)

(1)
(( 1~ l

3

Hl

Hl

I ~l

0

0

0

0

0

0

0

~ il
65
( 2)

0

0

0

60

32

39

7

0

68

650
( 9)

421

16
(

90

23

1,028
( 15)

f 14)
98)

( 1)

918

39

0

36

H
6

(

1)

2

92
(

296

7)

(

01

I}

59

791

( 13)

0

( 1)

1,986

( 12)

6
~100)

49

1,634

( 29)

0

( 1)

row total

( 24)

2

0

108

( 1)
3

0

34

0

10

6

22

completely covered by
Nater

col umn total

1

1

1)

6,912

UGGi

State Planning Agency, Land Use Change Project; Source of Data on Water Features: MLMIS

1.

"No change" means either: no net change in number of structures; or each of the 4 10-acre parcels 1n the 40 contained 10 or IIIOre structures in both
1968 and 1977.

2.

Figures reflect discrepancies between land use change project and MLMIS water features data.

Read rlJlols across and columns down the page.

The abundance of water-oriented building sites has helped
to minimize the pressure to build on agricultural land.
The extent of land conversions surrounding the city of
Fergus Falls has been illustrated in a recently completed
growth study.
Recent development reveals more agricultural land is
being converted to non-agricultural uses than vise
versa •.. Much of the agricultural land in these areas
(fringe areas) has a higher immediate dollar value if
it is sold for urban type development or wildlife
production rather than if it is sold for agricultural
uses • . . . to put the conflict in perspective, the
overall rate at which land is being converted to nonagricultural uses is only about 1,000 acres per year in
the fringe area. The fringe area consists of approximately 48,000 acres.
Only about 10% of the land being
converted to non-agricultural uses can be considered
prime agricultural land. 2
In effect, about 100 acres of tillable agricultural land is
converted to other uses each year. Not all of this reduction is due to urban development.
In fact there are many
different factors causing agricultural land to be taken out
of production in each township surrounding Fergus Falls.
The biggest threat to the loss of agricultural land immediately north and east of Fergus Falls is residential growth.
To the west, expanding commercial development is a problem
and to the south, there is greater concern about state and
federal wildlife land acquisitions.
In a number of townships,
land acquired for transportation needs seemed to be a concern. It is evident that the loss of agricultural land is
a multi-faceted problem in Otter Tail County.
It is important to note that while the conversion of agricultural land to other uses has not received much attention
at the county level, some planning commission and staff
members are becoming concerned.
Two underlying reasons seem
to be (1) the cumulative impact of small losses on the
agricultural land base over time, and (2) the need to expand
the city of Fergus Falls in an orderly and efficient manner.
Otter Tail County has subdivision regulations but no countywide plan or zoning ordinance.
The county can regulate some
aspects of subdivision design, but it cannot control the
intensity or location of development. One exception is
2 City Planner, City Engineer, City Administrator, Fergus Falls
Fringe Area Growth Study, Fergus Falls, Minnesota, (unpublished
manuscript) December, 1977.
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shoreland management where statewide standards, adopted by
the county, are being implemented. Since countywide land
use controls do not protect agricultural land from urban
development, the responsibility for planning and zoning is
left to the discretion of each township. otter Tail County
has 62 townships, 13 of which have adopted zoning ordinances.
Several other townships are considering adopting zoning.
However, these regulations are not uniform nor do they
address all the agricultural land in the county.
There is
no central office where information can be obtained on the
zoning in all townships.
Township zoning ordinances vary significantly in their
provisions to protect agricultural land. Most zoning ordinances in the townships adjacent to Fergus Falls have been
developed because of a single issue, such as regulating
mobile homes, animal control, commercial or residential
development or sanitary landfills. Few township zoning
ordinances contain adequate measures to protect agricultural
land.
In many cases the loss of agricultural land was not a
major problem .when the ordinances were developed. Several
township officials are now becoming concerned and want to
find out what can be done.
Local administration and understanding of township zoning
seems to vary considerably.
Some townships appear to exhibit
a strong interest and commitment to the administration of
their controls. Other townships rely on their zoning ordinance only when a problem occurs.
In effect, the zoning
ordinance is used only in a negative manner - to discriminate
against certain actions.
A county planning commission member, who is also a township
officer, expressed concern about the implementation of
township zoning.
It was felt that the zoning in some townships may not be legally sound.
This may have occurred
because the townships were not consistent in the application
of their regulations.
If so, their zoning could be subject
to a serious court challenge.
The county planning commission member felt that if land use
controls are going to be successful, they must be understood
and supported at the township level. For this to happen, a
"selling program" is needed to educate and convince local
officials of the need and importance of planning and zoning.
It was felt that the state has the resources and manpower to
accomplish this. Local officials would also need assistance
to learn how to recognize potential problems and find measures to deal with them.
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The township officials who were interviewed unanimously
agreed that countywide zoning would not fulfill their needs.
They felt that planning and zoning should be done on a township basis to reflect different resources and problems
encountered by the townships.
The county zoning administrator stated that "if a public meeting was held today, countywide
zoning would not get 200 votes."
Planning and zoning at the township level has both benefits
and drawbacks. On the positive side, it receives grass
roots support from the local community, and control is close
to the people. A critical problem, however, is the administrative time and expense required to properly enforce a
zoning ordinance. The zoning administrator realized this
was a problem. When the townships were confronted with the
issue, their reaction was either (1) they felt the benefits
justified existing costs or expected costs, or (2) they
did not realize the costs would be significant. There were
different perceptions about how much time and money it would
take to properly administer zoning controls.
TOWNSHIP CONTROLS
The city of Fergus Falls is located in the southwestern
portion of Otter Tail County and roughly divides the hilly
moraine country from the flat prairie land. The four townships adjacent to Fergus Falls illustrate the diversity of
the natural resource base and the types of problems facing
local government. Different approaches to planning and
zoning have been taken by each township and are described
below.
Dane Prairie Township
The township of Dane Prairie is southeast of Fergus Falls
but does not border the city.
Therefore, the township was
not SUbjected to development pressure as early as the other
townships surrounding Fergus Falls. However, the township
was one of the earliest to address the issue of protecting
agricultural land.
The township supervisors became concerned about non-farm
development after the county zoning administrator showed
them a map which convinced them that growth and development
was moving toward their township. As a result, the township
officials developed an ordinance to control the anticipated
growth.
The ordinance established the entire unincorporated
area of the township as an agricultural zone. Two sing1efamily dwellings or one two-family dwelling are permitted on
a farm.
To qualify as a farm, the land must be in agricultural use and at least 20 acres in size. Single-family
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dwellings are also a permitted use, but it is unclear where.
The way the ordinance is structured these two provisions
seem to be in direct conflict.
There are difficulties in interpreting the ordinance. There
is no zoning map to identify the location of farm or non-farm
areas.
If a person bought a 300-acre farm and left the land
idle, he would be able to subdivide it into 1 1/3-acre lots
because single-family dwellings are a permitted use on lands
not defined as a farm.
Under these conditions, it is uncertain how the subdivision of farmland can be controlled.
Within two years after adopting the zoning ordinance, Dane
Prairie began to experience development pressure. The
zoning authority was used to review building permit applications before development problems occurred. Thus far
township supervisors feel the ordinance has been useful in
protecting their agricultural land.
Due to limited development pressure, it is questionable whether the zoning
ordinance has been thoroughly tested.
Fergus Falls Township
Fergus Falls Township is directly north of the city of Fergus
Falls. In 1969, the township adopted a zoning ordinance
primarily because of a single issue: the location of a
mobile home park. The township did not experience development pressure from the city until the early '70s. New
residents were attracted by lower taxes, scenic river lots,
lakeshore and the desire to be in the country. t1any residential subdivisions were platted and they have begun to
stray from wooded areas onto agricultural land. The township board is concerned about the impact of this development
on the local farming economy and would like to keep this
land in agricultural production. However, the ordinance was
not designed to protect agricultural land by controlling
non-farm residential development.
Just as important as the conversion of cropland are conflicts between rural and urban residents.
The growing nonfarm population has generated new problems including poorly
designed roads, uncontrolled pets andihcreased service
costs for fire protection and road maintenance.
The township officials also recognized the possibility that
non-farm residents may gain political control.
In fact, one
supervisor felt that to some extent it has already happened.
For example, one subdivision with approximately 60 families
was able to influence a township vote on snow plowing services. The urban residents insisted that their roads be
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plowed first.
The cost of providing services to a non-farm
population has been a factor in increasing the township's
annual budget from $7,500 to $35,000 in four years.
Fergus Falls Township amended their zoning ordinance in the
mid '70s, increasing the minimum lot size from 25,000 square
feet to two acres.
It has not been effective in preventing
scattered residential subdivisions.
The township supervisors feel their zoning ordinance needs improvement and
would like some assistance in determining how to protect
their agricultural land.
Buse Township
Buse Township lies to the southwest of Fergus Falls and
contains some of the county's best agricultural land. Like
the other townships, Buse is concerned about protecting
agricultural land; however, the reason for the losses are
quite different. Land acquisitions for wildlife management
and transportation needs are the biggest concerns according
to township supervisors.
Government land acquisitions for wildlife management purposes
are often controversial. The acquistions are encouraged by
wildlife conservationists and are looked upon with dismay by
some farmers.
The following case, while not typical of all
acquisitions, does illustrate the concerns and frustrations
of township officials.
An older couple decided to retire from farming and sell
their 80-acre farm.
The farm is located in the fringe area
adjacent to Fergus Falls approximately 1 1/2 miles southeast
of the city between U.S. Highway 59 and Interstate 94 (Figure 5).
To some extent, the land may have long-term speculative value
for urban development in that commercial and industrial uses
have been strung out along U.S. Highway 59 in the past. The
farmstead is highly suited for both agricultural use and
wildlife production and consists of 65 acres of SCS Class
land and 15 acres of wetland.
The farm is adjacent to an
existing wildlife production area owned by the federal government.
The farm was sold to the highest offer from several interested
parties including farmers and the U.S. Fish and Wildlife
Service (U.S.F.W.S.).
The farmers offered $1,000 per acre
for the farmland and the U.S.F.W.S.
approximately $1,225.
The local SCS officer estimated that land in this area had
been selling in the $1,000-$1,200 range.
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Figure 5

FEDERAL AND STATE WILDLIFE LAND ACQUISITIONS, 1980

Farmers are often at a disadvantage when trying to compete
with the U.S.F.W.S. in buying farmland.
The appraisal of a farm
results in an estimated range of value rather than a precise
figure.
Obviously, individual farmers are under tighter
economic constraints than the U.S.F.W.S.
Perhaps the major disadvantage to farmers is in trying to
acquire real property (buildings).
The buildings on this
property were appraised at $24,000 but represent little
practical use to a farmer or even the U.S.F.W.S. Farmers
cannot afford to invest $24,000 in buildings that will not
contribute additional revenue.
After the land was acquired, the
U.S.F.W.S. sold seven buildings for a nominal sum and the
best barn was retained on the property for use by the Otter
Tail Soil and Water Conservation District.
To acquire land, the U. S. F. W. S. mus"t receive approval from
the county board.
The Otter Tail County Board contacted the
township about the acquisi "tion. The township supervisors
objected because they felt that too much agricultural land
was being acquired. Some government land managers support
this viewpoint.
In this case, 80 percent of the land is in
the Buse-Barnes soil complex and is rated in the second
highest SCS soil capability class. Only 18.5 percent of
Otter Tail County is SCS Class II land or better (Table 4).
Th~ county board passed a resolution vetoing the acquisition
of the wetland. The U.S.F.W.S. appealed the case to the
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state land exchange board and after a hearing, the board
overruled the veto, allowing the acquisition.

COMPARISON OF

sc5

Table 4
CLASS CAPABILITY CLASSES TO LAND IN ROTATION AND COUNTY AREA

Class

Acres in
Tillage
Rotation

SCS Classes
% of Tilled
Rotation

I
II
III
IV
V
VI
VII
VIII

11,531
218,763
212,924
135,630
4,635
67,820
18,761
3,753

2%
33%
32%
20%
1%
10%
3%

673,817

100%*

-----

1%

SCS Classes
as % of
County Area
1. 0%
17.5%
17.0%
10.8%
.4%
5.0%
1. 5%
• 39,
0

53.6%
(1,255,680 acres)

*Subject to rounding error
Source: Minnesota Soil and Water Conservation Needs
Inventory, 1971
The Fish and Wildlife Service is aware of the problem but is
hindered by regulations that make the acquisition process
inflexible.
For example, the U.S.F.W.S. is required to buy
an entire land holding if requested to do so by the owner.
This often results in acquiring an entire farmstead or nothing
at all.
In such cases, valuable cropland is taken out of
production.
In 1978-79 the U.S.F.W.S. completed four farmland for marshland exchanges to reduce the amount of prime
farmland it owned.
Both sides of the controversy have creditable goals. Farmers
would like to minimize the loss of agricultural land so they
can expand farming operations and maintain a viable farming
economy.
The U.S.F.W.S. would like to protect wetlands for
wildlife habitat and other environmental reasons.
Little
has been done to prevent the continued draining of valuable
wetlands.
Unfortunately, an objective discussion of the
issues is hindered by mistrust and misunderstanding. Both
sides continually meet in confrontation, in the absence of a
'process where they can negotiate agreements on the type and
amount of land that should be acquired.
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To put the wetlands issues in perspective, the U.S.F.W.S.
has acquired 680 acres in Buse Township (Figure 5). A rough
estimate indicates about 360 acres of land which has been
farmed at sometime in the past has been taken out of production.
Compared to the amount of scattered residential and
commercial growth, these losses are quite significant.
Further, the U.S.F.W.S. has set a goal of 41,180 acres of
significant waterfowl habitat in Otter Tail County. Theoretically, if this acreage is acquired from willing sellers, it
would remove 25,000 acres of upland from farmsteads and the
majority of the upland may be cropland.
Individual townships do not know the total amount, type and location of
land to be acquired or its impact on the farming community.
This is due to the lack of communication between the township supervisors and the U.S. Fish and Wildlife Service.
Transportation needs are also a concern in the township.
The expansion of the Fergus Falls airport will affect 600
acres of land (Figure 6). Only 100 acres of SCS Class II
agricultural land will be taken out of production with the
remaining 500 acres being leased for agricultural purposes.
This appears to be a one-time occurrence for a necessary
community facility.

Figure 6

RELATIONSHIP OF AIRPORT SITE TO SOIL PRODUCTIVITY
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A more wide-ranging concern is highway rights-of-way which
appear to be taking over more land than necessary.
The
primary reason seems to be state-aid regulations which require rights-of-way of a particular size to qualify for
financial assistance.
Table 5 shows the relationship between change in the number of structures between 1968 and
1977 and highway orientation in a portion of otter Tail
County.
It appears that low density development (a 40-acre
parcel with a gain of 1 structure) tends to occur on land
where the roads are unpaved, while higher density development
(parcels gaining 2, 3-5 and 6 or more structures) is oriented
towards two lane roads.
A large percentage (40%) of the parcels of land experiencing
gains in structures in the Fergus Falls area in the past
decade has occurred on parcels of land which are either not
highway oriented, e.g. no road appears on the county highway
map, or unpaved.
For that amount of low-density development
which is non-farm related, there may be pressure for satisfying increasing transportation needs such as the demand
for hard surfaced roads.
At present, little agricultural land is being lost to residential subdivisions in Buse Township. There are a few
platted areas, but most are located along the otter Tail
River or on lakeshore.
There is a small but growing amount
of scattered residential development located in wooded areas
of the township.
The township adopted a zoning ordinance in 1969 with the
intention of protecting agricultural land. The ordinance
established the entire township as an agricultural singlefamily dwelling zone with a 50,000 square feet minimum lot
size. Agricultural uses and single-family dwellings are
permitted in that zone. Commercial and industrial uses
are handled by a special use permit with a public hearing.
The protection of agricultural land seems to be addressed in
the ordinance in a section on subdivisions.
The zoning
ordinance states that the town board shall consider (1) the
effect of the proposed conveyance or subdivision of the land
on agricultural land resources of the township; (2) the
ability of the township to provide needed services; (3) the
compatibility of the proposed plat with any and all overall
plans of the township; (4) the density and distribution of
population; and (5) other environmental concerns.
The township has identified some valid concerns when reviewing subdivisions, but they are unlikely to stand up to a
legal challenge.
The ordinance does not have a written plan
to guide decision-making.
If the township board begins to
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Table 5
COMPARISON OF THE CHANGE IN STRUCTURES SURROUNDING FERGUS FALLS, 1968-1977 WITH HIGHWAY ORIENTATION
Type of Highway
Orientation
(rows)

Change in the number of structures per 40-acre parcel, 1968-1977 (columns)
2 or more

structures
lost
not highway oriented 2

5
( 1) row %

(45) col %
four 1 ane

o

two lane

()

unpaved

I

N

o
resi denti a 1

intersect ion 4 1anel

2 lane
intersection 4 lanel
;laved

intersection 2 lanel
unpaved
col umn total s
Source of Data:

1.

1
structure
lost

19

no change 1

2,383

) 1) row % (80) row %
(33) col % (40) col %

o

1
structure
gained
44
( 1) row %

(27) col %

2
structures
gained

3-5
structures
gained

13

13

( 1) row %
(27) col %

( 1) row

(22) col %

~ead

5
( 1) row %
(22) col %

I

497

! 24

(

2)

( 6)

930
( 87)

35

17

22

( 3)

( 2)

( 2)

8
(1)

( 4)

( 16)

(21 )

(35)

(37)

(35)

(7)

51

7
( 1)

14
( 1)

( 4)

(14)

(24 )

5
( 1)
(22)

8
(11)
(16 )

5
(7)
( 8)

2
( 1)
( 4)

o

o

4
( 3)

o

46

12

( 1)
(28)

o

2
( 3)

( 65)

( 9)

( 4)

1)

( 4)

11
( 85)
_ _ _ _ _ _ _ _--.:>(-...=IC!....)

2
(15)
-'-(...;1:.L)

0

0

a

0

1
(100)
( 1)

o

o

o

o

o

341

16
( 4)

(10)

2
( 1)
( 4)

5
( 1)
( 8)

3
(1)
(13)

13
( 3)
( 2)

12

( 88)
( 7)

165

49

59

23

550

68

o

o

o

o

1
( 1)
( 9)

11
( 2)

(19)

11

57

( 34)

48

5,898

( 2)
(31)

7

State Planning Agency, Land Use Change Project; Highway Orientation:

136
(

2
( 1)
(18)

( 92)

12

( 1)

9
( I)
(16 )

2,014

2,979

75

( 43)

3
( 1)
(27)

16

row totaii

(17) row %
(75) col %

(7)

10

sum of
parcels
loss gain

__
wa_t_er_

120
( 88)

2
( 3)

( 9)

88

82

iI

1,070
(15)

2,197

18

(14 )
2

2)

( 32)

2

74

22

( 3)
( 1)

(

0

2

~-----

o

o

Iii

1)

13

I

-1-1-----I(~1:..!..)_

II
I!

1

Ii
!

1)

II

442
(

296

6)

6,912
(laO)
( 100)

MLMIS

"No change" means either: no net change in number of structures; or each of the 4 IO-acre parcels in the 40 conta"ir:ed 10 or more structures in both

1968 and 1977.
2.

%

6 or more
structures
gained

40-acre parcel neither contains nor is adjacent to a road appearing on the county highway map.
rows across and columns down the page.

limit subdividing, it may be accused of making arbitrary
decisions even though their intentions are good. Further,
it should be noted that M.S. 366.10-366.18 does not allow
townships to adopt subdivision regulations.
Thus far the township supervisors feel they have been able
to control development from locating on agricultural land.
As mentioned earlier, there is limited pressure to build on
the agricultural land because of the availability of many
scenic building sites. Wooded and amenity areas have seen
some development.
There are mixed opinions about the increasing non-farm population and the problems it causes.
One township officer though new development would not create
a problem while another felt that additional non-farm residents would compound the problems of providing urban services.
The township's annual budget increased from $12,000
in 1977 to $25,000 in 1979.
Aurdal Township
Aurdal Township is located north and slightly east of Fergus
Falls and has experienced considerable development pressure.
It does not have a zoning ordinance. A number of residential
subdivisions are scattered throughout the southern half of
the township.
There is concern that home sewage systems
will not function properly on the heavy clay soils where
some development is taking place.
In one residential subdivision new homes seem precariously close to being in a
floodplain. Most residential developments are located on
forested land or along the Otter Tail River. However, newly
platted areas are beginning to encroach on agricultural
land.
In Aurdal Township, the loss of agricultural land is not a
pressing issue and the township supervisors do not seem to
have a strong interest in implementing agricultural land
protection measures.
At present, none of the board supervisors are farmers and only one of the town officials is
farming. Most of the town officials work in the city or are
retired. When asked how farmers feel about the scattered
residential growth, an official who is a farmer responded,
"its all right as long as they don't bother me, I live way
out ... " Another reacted, "I got out a :Couple of years
ago. II One official did indicate that a number of farmers
were upset about the urban development near their farms.
However, farmers have shown little interest in participating
in township government to protect their interests.
The township officials would like to control residential
developments, at least to the extent of requiring a minimum
lot size.
They fear that small lots could create pollution
problems. A zoning ordinance was prepared for the township
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through the assistance of the West Central Regional Development Commission, but has not been adopted.
The new ordinance would require a minimum lot size of 60,000 square feet
(1 1/3 acre).
The township has experienced difficulty in trying to adopt
zoning.
In March 1979, at the annual township meeting, a
resolution was passed to adopt zoning. But this is where
the confusion began.
Township planning and zoning legislation was passed by the
legislature in 1939 and is difficult to interpret. On one
hand, M.S. 366.12 seems to call for a 70 percent affirmative
vote to authorize building and zoning regulations.
In M.S.
366.13, it seems to indicate that only a majority of the
votes would be needed to adopt zoning. An opinion of the
attorney general (number 441H, dated May 6, 1959), states
that only a majority of "yes" votes are needed in order to
adopt zoning regulations.
The township voters passed the question by a majority of yes
votes but not by a 70 percent margin. The matter was sent
to the township's attorney for review and he advised that
another township vote would be needed to obtain the 70 percent margin required by township enabling legislation.
After being informed that there was an attorney general's
opinion on the matter the township supervisors stated, "you
know we've been burned on that before. Out here an attorney
general's opinion doesn't mean anything.
They (meaning the
court system) go by what it says in the laws."
This is not the only obstacle the township has to overcome.
The ballot adopting zoning requires a specific format.
Voters are asked, "Shall the board of supervisors adopt
building and zoning regulations and restrictions? The
manner in which the question must be stated virtually prevents the township from adopting zoning.
The term "building
restrictions" is confused with the state building code.
Township officials have tried to convince the citizens that
they were not voting on the adoption of the building code.
The first time a vote was held, zoning was soundly defeated.
In the March 1979 vote, the format of the question was
changed slightly to eliminate the reference to building
restrictions. A majority voted in favor of adopting zoning,
but the township attorney decided that the vote was invalid
because of the change in wording.
The township plans to try
again, but 70 percent approval may be difficult to get. 3
3 The legislation dealing Witll this matter was clarified during
the 1980 session and now requires only a majority vote.
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Ironically, Aurdal Township may not need to vote on the
matter in order to adopt planning and zoning. Towns having
1,200 or more people residing in platted areas have been
granted the same authority as municipalities by the legislature and do not require voter approval to plan and
zone. The state demographer's population estimate for 1979
indicated that Aurdal has a population of 1,243.
It's not known exactly how many persons reside in platted
areas, or how a platted area should be defined. Some subdivisions may have been laid out by metes and bounds.
It is
uncertain whether these areas are considered platted.
In
fact, state statutes do not identify a process to determine
if a town is an "urban town." If a town feels it qualifies,
apparently it is just supposed to proceed on its own.
There
is no agency designated to help them make that decision or
to certify that their actions are proper. As long as townships are uncertain about their legal authority to plan and
zone, they will be reluctant to adopt controls.
Not only are the planning and zoning laws vague, but the
entire township enabling legislation is out of date. One
official exclaimed, "a committee should sit down and go over
the entire manual of township laws. Many of the provisions
come from the horse and buggy era, such as the posting of
notices in three different areas of the township. The
signs aren't large enough to read from a moving car and most
people wouldn't know what they were about anyway. Yet, we
are still required to do it. Perhaps, a newspaper notice
would be adequate."
Concern was also expressed about the lack of public interest
in local government. Annual meetings are held in March and
the variability of weather causes problems. Last year, it
snowed heavily the day of the annual meeting and the voter
turn out was only 10 percent.
Township officials do not
know how they can be held accountable for their actions if
citizens do not express their views.

Fergus Falls Urban Fringe
Several problems affecting the Fergus Falls urban fringe
have been identified by township, county and city officials.
The urban fringe as used here is defined as the area just
outside the corporate limits which is undergoing change from
a rural to an urban area (Figure 7).
In general, the problems consist of a lack of coordination between governmental
units, scattered urban development in the urban fringe area
and lack of consistent city, township and county controls.
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LOCATION OF FERGUS FALLS URBAN FRINGE

INTERGOVERNMENTAL COORDINATION
Coordination between the city and county is generally lacking.
Because the county does not have a zoning ordinance or
comprehensive plan, there is no formal, agreement for dealing
with problems in the urban fringe except for the city's review of new plats within one mile of the corporate boundary.
As will be seen later, the review of new plats has only been
partially successful.
When dealing with land use issues in the urban fringe, past
coordination between the city of Fergus Falls and two of the
three adjoining townships has not been good. Efforts are
now underway to improve this relationship through the development of an orderly annexation agreement with Buse and
Aurdal Townships.
The city has an existing orderly annexation agreement with Fergus Falls Township which was developed in 1974.
This agreement was developed because of
pressure from developers rather than a willingness on the
part of Fergus Falls Township to work with the city in
planning for future growth.
Townships continue to feel threatened by the city.
They see
the city's desire to annex land as a ploy to get a larger
tax base rather than an honest attempt to provide necessary
services or to prepare for future growth.
Fergus Falls, on
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the other hand, has been concerned about the development in
the urban fringe for some time.
They see development occurring there with little regard for the time when it must be
included within the city.
Streets are developed with improper
right-of-way and surface widths; lot sizes are large and
developed in such a way that splitting them later on to
permit higher density development and allow for economical
installation of sewer and water will be impractical (Figure
8 and 9). Yet the city has no real control over these
problems until the land is annexed. Current zoning in the
urban fringe is done by the townships. The city planning
staff thinks that township zoning is not suitable for developing areas that will eventually receive city services. Once
these areas are annexed, the city must spend money to bring
them up to acceptable standards.
These are unnecessary
costs that must be passed on to all residents of the city.
With more coordination and planning many of these problems
could have been avoided or at least made less severe.

Figure 8
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Figure 9

SUB-STANDARD ROAD DEVELOPMENT
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Lack of coordination is not restricted to township and city
relations.
Cooperation between the city and the U.S. Fish
and Wildlife Service (U.S.F.W.S.) is also poor. For example,
when the city planning staff was asked recently about proposed waterfowl acquisitions, their response was, "We usually don't hear about these acquisitions until the property
has been purchased." On the other hand, the U.S.F.W.S.
indicated that they know virtually nothing about the city's
plans for annexation or future growth.
The failure to coordinate planning efforts was clearly
illustrated recently when the U.S.F.W.S. wanted to purchase
some land for a waterfowl production area. The proposed
acquisition is located just south of the Fergus Falls corporate limits and adjacent to Highway 59 (Figure 10). More
than half of the land is suitable for urban development.
The township supervisor knew the U.S.F.\v.S. was interested
in acquiring the land and assumed that the entire parcel
of approximately 120 acres would be taken out of production.
Conceivably, this was a possibility if the landowner wanted
the U.S.F.W.S.
to acquire the entire property. Later, the
U.S.F.W.S. stated that they were interested in only a portion
of the farmstead amounting to only 20 acres.
The city planning staff had no prior knowledge of the proposed acquisition nor was the U.S.F.W.S. aware that the city was in the
process of developing an orderly annexation agreement for
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Figure 10

LOCATION OF SELECTED FEATURES IN THE FERGUS FALLS URBAN FRINGE
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this area. As it turned out, the property was acquired by a
farmer and not by the U.S.F.W.S. However, this situation
points out the need for better coordination. Had the acquisition gone ahead, it could have disrupted city plans for
annexation, sewer and water extensions, street alignment and
continuance of orderly development. Many tax dollars may
have been spent"needlessly to solve problems that could have
been prevented.
SCATTERED URBAN DEVELOPMENT
Most new residential development is locating outside the
present corporate boundaries, primarily to the north and
northeast of Fergus Falls in Aurdal and Fergus Falls
Townships. Residential development is attracted to
these areas because of lower taxes and natural amenities
such as scenic lakeshore, rolling topography and wooded
areas. Moreover, people are able to obtain a larger lot,
generally one to two acres, for the same price as a standard
city lot. A lack of an ample supply of buildable lots
within the city is also contributing to the development of
outlying areas.
The expansion of residential and commercial
development in the urban fringe is causing several problems.
Some of these will be discussed in the next section, "Inconsistent Controls." In addition there are problems with
malfunctioning on-site sewage disposal facilities, encroachment of residential use onto agricultural land and the
demand for city-type services that townships are unable to
provide.
Table 6 shows change in the number of structures per 40-acre
parcel of land between 1968 and 1977 and distance from the
corporate limits of the City of Fergus Falls. It appears
that the highest percent of parcels with six or more structures gained has occurred within the corporate boundaries of
Fergus Falls.
The total number of low density gains (1, 2,
3-5 structures gained per 40-acre parcel) decreases in
each successively distant zone from the city. The data
supports the statement made earlier that more scattered,
low-density growth is occurring in the unincorporated areas
closest to the city and, furthermore, suggests where urban
services may be needed.
Several housing developments are loated in Buse and Aurdal
Townships adjacent to the Otter Tail River. Soils on these
developments are very heavy with slow "percolation rates"
and are not conducive to proper functioning of conventional
drain-fields. Moreover, none of these areas are expected to
be served with city sewer. According to the county shoreland
administrator there has been one on-site sewage system failure in the River Oaks subdivision directly west of the city
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Table 6

COMPARISON OF THE CHANGE IN STRUCTURES SURROUNDING FERGUS FALLS, 1968-1977 TO DISTANCE FROM CITY
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in Buse Township. More systems may fail as development
intensifies.
In Aurdal Township on-site sewage system
failures have been reported in the subdivision adjacent to
County Highway 1 in the northwest quarter of section 29
and in the residential development in the center of section
19 (Figure 10).
There are also several malfunctioning on-site disposal
systems in the Hoot Lake area located just northeast of the
city. Most of these systems were installed prior to the
adoption of county shoreland regulations. Problems near
Hoot Lake should be remedied by the installation of city
sewer some time after the area is annexed in 1981.
The main problem with the Hoot Lake development and also
with development north of Opperman Lake is its relative lowdensity and the high cost to property 'owners of providing
city sewer. Lots in both areas are relatively large and
will require long sewer line runs. Normal city assessment
procedures call for assessing property owners on a frontfoot basis.
Since some lots are more than 200 feet in
width, using the above assessment procedures will create
financial problems for some homeowners.
The city is recommending that property owners subdivide their lots .where
possible to help reduce costs (Figure 8).
Residential encroachment onto agricultural land is occurring
in portions of Fergus Falls and Aurdal Townships.
It should
be pointed out that in terms of the amount of agricultural
land affected the problem is not considered serious at this
time. However, as more of the scenic areas near streams and
woodlands become developed, pressure to convert more agricultural land to residential use may increase. One concern
now is the cumulative impact that the conversion of agricultural land to residential use might have and the lack of
adequate controls to deal with the situation.
New rural residents are placing increased pressure on the
township to provide urban type services in the urban fringe.
Township supervisors stated that the urban fringe residents
are requesting better snow plowing service to enable them to
get to work on time; hard surfaced roads instead of gravel;
better police and fire protection; and improved solid waste
collection.
Improving these services requires additional
money, which usually means higher taxes. Quite often, the
tax increase must be passed on to all residents of the
township, even though many of the traditional rural residents, like farmers, do not expect or necessarily desire a
higher level of service.
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Most new commercial development is confined to the western
portion of the city in the vicinity of the Highway 210 and
I-94 intersection. Other commercial development is located
along most of the major highways entering the city. They
include Highway 59, to the north and south; County Highway 1
to the east and south; and Highway 210 on the eastern side
of the city (Figure 10).
Recently a restaurant was constructed west of I-94 at the
junction of I-94 and Highway 210. Other commercial and
light industrial uses are planned for this area which will
take some land out of agricultural use.
Sewer and water
service is not now available west of the interstate.
The
city has stated that it will be extremely expensive to
provide sewer and water to this area and has no immediate
plans to do so.
Present commercial development in the vicinity of I-94 and
County Highway 1 includes an implement dealer and a restaurant. Malfuntioning sewage systems are a problem with
both of these uses. Once the Highway 210 bypass route is
completed, the County Highway 1 and I-94 area is expected to
receive increased pressure for commercial development,
further compounding sewage problems in the area.
Another restaurant along Highway 59 has similar sewage
disposal problems.
The malfunctioning systems are due to a
combination of poor soils and possibly inadequate standards
for sewage disposal.
The State Department of Health has
authority over commercial and industrial sewage disposal
outside of shoreland areas. County staff feels that the
standards for the size of soil absorption areas are not
adequate to prevent pollution problems.
The high failure
rate seems to confirm this view.
Some mixing of residential and commercial use occurs along
County Highway 1 in Aurdal Township and also north of Opperman
Lake in Fergus Falls Township.
There is very little control
over the placement of this development in Aurdal Township
since they have no zoning ordinance or subdivision regulations. Fergus Falls Township has an ordinance, but it has
not been effective in controlling development.
If these
areas are annexed, the city will inherit incompatible land
uses they had not part in planning for or controlling.
INCONSISTENT CONTROLS
Inconsistent land use controls present another problem for
the city, township and county to solve. Existing county,
township and city controls are different. Otter Tail County
does not have a countywide zoning ordinance.
Its only major
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land use control on a countywide basis is its subdivision
regulations.
Zoning controls only apply to shorelands.
Three of the four townships surrounding Fergus Falls each
have their own zoning ordinance controlling setback, lot
size and land use.
The standards established in these
ordinances are different.
For example, in Buse Township,
the ordinance contains a 50,000 square feet minimum lot size
and a minimum building setback of 100 feet from the road
right-of-way.
The Dane Prairie Township ordinance requires
a minimum lot size of 60,000 square feet and treats residential, commercial and industrial development as a conditional
use. Minimum setback is 40 feet from the road right-of-way.
The Fergus Falls Township ordinance requires a two-acre
(over 80,000 sq. ft.) minimum lot size for residential
structures and a minimum setback of 40 feet.
Commercial and industrial uses are handled under the conditional use provisions of the ordinance. Aurdal Township,
located east of Fergus Falls, has no zoning ordinances.
Consequently, the only control over development of land in
Aurdal Township is through the county subdivision regulations which do not control the intensity, type or location
of development.
The city's ordinance requires a building
setback of 30 feet on local residential streets and 40 feet
on major arterials. Minimum lot size in the city varies
from 6,000 to 7,200 square feet.
Given the different requirements of the various land use
controls operating in the Fergus Falls urban fringe, it is
no wonder that problems are expected by the city when annexation occurs. Most of these problems were discussed earlier
including excessive cost to provide sewer and water to lots
with large frontages, irregular setbacks making it difficult
to maintain consistency with existing residential neighborhoods and mixing of residential, industrial and commercial uses which create an undesirable atmosphere for a residential neighborhood.
If the city, townships and county are
to do a better job of controlling development in the urban
fringe, more uniformity in land use controls must be developed.
CURRENT TECHNIQUES FOR CONTROLLING DEVELOPMENT
Until recently, little has been done on a cooperative basis
to address the development that is occurring in the Fergus
Falls urban fringe.
Although the development has been slow
in coming, and, on an annual basis is not seen as a serious
problem, it is the cumulative impacts that worry the city.
In an effort to begin addressing these problems the city, in
1974, developed an orderly annexation agreement with Fergus
Falls Township.
The agreement has not been nearly as effec~
tive as the city had hoped.
Part of this, they feel, was
due to the manner in which the agreement was initiated. The
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township felt pressured to cooperate in the annexation
proceedings rather than willingly volunteer. It has been
difficult for the city to overcome these initial barriers
during the past five years and progress has been slow.
A little background information may be helpful in explaining
the above situation more clearly. A developer, owning property in the northeast quadrant of the 1-94 and Highway 210
intersection, requested that the property be annexed by the
city. The city not only wanted to annex this area but also
a much larger area extending across the entire northern
portion of the city. Most of the land in the proposed
annexation area was undeveloped and in agricultural use.
Some scattered commercial development occurred along Highway
59 and scattered residential development occurred north of
Opperman Lake and adjacent to Hoot Lake.
Fergus Falls Township did not approve of the city's annexation plans and contested the case.
The township felt that
far too much land was being annexed to the city at one time.
On the other hand, the township knew that the city needed
room to expand. They also were concerned that the municipal
board might rule against them. Consequently, the township
reluctantly agreed to draw up an orderly annexation agreement with the city spelling out specific years for various
land areas to be annexed. The township also agreed to let
the city apply its zoning ordinance and subdivision regulations to the proposed annexation area.
In addition, the
orderly annexation agreement called for the establishment of
a planning and zoning committee to exercise the city's
regulatory power over the area.
In effect, the committee
was intended to be the governing body which also served as
the board of appeals and adjustment within the annexation
area. The committee was made up of three members: one
appointed by the town board, one by the city council and one
by the county board.
In theory, the orderly annexation agreement developed by the
city and Fergus Falls Township allows the city to control
development in the annexation area. However, in practice
this has not happened.
Instead of adopting restrictive
zoning measures that would encourage contiguous development
at urban densities and ensure economical placement of city
services such as sewer, water and streets, ±he city has
chosen to apply its residential-agricultural' (RA) zone to
the annexation area.
Unfortunately, the city's RA-Zone
does no more to control development in the area than does
the current Fergus Falls Township ordinance. Both ordinances treat the area as an agricultural zone but permit
residential structures.
The city's ordinance calls for
minimum lot sizes of 2-1/2 acres while the township ordin-
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ance specifies two-acre minimums. Commercial and industrial
uses are treated as a conditional use in the township ordinance. Such controls hardly encourage contiguous residential
development at urban densities.
Building permits in the orderly annexation area continue to
be issued by the township even though the city has supposedly
applied its zoning controls to the area.
In fact, according
to staff, the township virtually never notifies the city of
individual housing permits. Also, subdivision plats are
frequently unknown to the city before they are approved or
else the city receives them with too little time to properly
review them.
Another downfall of the orderly annexation agreement is the
lack of direction provided by the joint planning and zoning
committee. Although on paper this body is given almost
autonomous authority over the annexation area, it does not
appear that they use it.
The committee has no scheduled
meeting date nor has it made any attempt to develop plans or
policies for the area.
The committee does review some
rezonings and subdivision plats but does not censure the
township or county when they have failed to notify the
committee of pending permits or plats.
The orderly annexation process is also being attempted in
Buse and Aurdal Townships located in the urban fringe area
south and east of Fergus Falls.
In the summer of 1977,
prior to initiation of the annexation talks with the
townships, the city prepared a fringe area growth study.4
This study was partially funded by the Minnesota Land Use
Planning Grants Program. The study sought to answer the
following questions: What are the trends in land development for the fringe area surrounding Fergus Falls? Are the
consequences of such trends socially and economically desirable?
What are the land use conflicts that are being created and
how can these conflicts be alleviated? Which planning tools
can be used to achieve orderly growth in the fringe area?
After the study was completed, the planning commission set
up a fringe area committee which consisted of three planning
commission members.
Their task, with the help of staff, was

4 City Planner, City Engineer, City Administrator, Fergus Falls
Fringe Area Growth Study, Fergus Falls, Minnesota, (unpublished
manuscript) December, 1977.
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to prepare a map showing possible future urban growth and
when and where annexation should most likely occur over the
next 20 to 25 years. Their work was based in part upon the
urban fringe area growth study, feasible sewer and water
extension, transportation corridors and soil conditions.
Unfortunately their work did not follow the approach outlined in the urban fringe area growth study for dealing with
the annexation issue.
The fringe area growth study recommended a number of steps for improving the chances for a
successful orderly annexation agreement. First, joint
meetings of the township boards, city council, county commissioners and soil conservation board should be held to
develop a consensus on how land ought to be used in the
fringe area, e.g., long-term agricultural use, short term
agricultural use, commercial and residential use, etc.
Second, the group should develop goals and policies which
could serve as a guide plan for the area. Third, the study
recommended that a zoning ordinance be established to see
that the goals and policies are carried out.
The approach recommended by the fringe area growth study has
the advantage of bringing all interested parties together to
seek a common solution to their land use problems. Unfortunately, until now Fergus Falls has decided not to use this
approach.
Instead, the urban fringe committee chose to
develop the proposed annexation boundaries to serve as a
starting point for later discussion with the townships.
Unfortunately the committee developed these boundaries without
the benefit of township input or a plan for where development
ought to go. They also failed to base the annexation boundary
on population growth. As a result, the city ended up with a
proposed annexation boundary in Buse and Aurdal Townships
that would more than double the area of the city (Figure
11). Moreover, the area includes a large amount of prime
agricultural land to the southwest of 1-94. Given past
population trends, one wonders whether the city will need
that amount of space for future development.
Proceeding in this manner has further alienated the townships
and has been partly responsible for the breakdown in annexation
talks.
It seems essential that if the city is to make this
an effective process they are going to have to do much more
to involve the townships in the decision-making. An atmosphere
of trust and cooperation must be developed if the city is
going to convince the townships of the benefits of orderly
annexation.
It should be pointed out that the urban fringe committee is
not responsible for setting up annexation talks with the
townships.
Its primary function is to prepare annexation
information for the city council subcomimttee on parks,
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Figure 11

PROPOSED AND CONSIDERED AREAS FOR ANNEXATION SURROUNDING FERGUS FALLS
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planning and development.
This subcommittee is responsible
for setting up meetings with the townships to work toward
the development of an orderly annexation agreement. While
the townships were not involved in the development of the
fringe area growth study or in preparing the proposed annexation boundaries, the parks, planning and development subcommittee has recently held meetings with the townships to seek
their input on these issues.
According to city staff, township reaction during these
meetings has been mixed. Some township officials continue
to view the effort as an attempt by the city to gain additional
control of township land, particularly land with a high tax
base, and are quite reluctant to become involved. Other
township officials, though not terribly excited about the
approach, have been willing to listen. While city officials
are not encouraged by recent meetings with the townships,
they do think that over time the latter group can be convinced
of the value of orderly annexation and that a workable solution
to urban fringe problems can be worked out.
Fergus Falls has not made use of its extraterritorial powers.
The use of extraterritorial zoning powers is limited, except
in Aurdal Township, because the other townships have adopted
their o~n zoning ordinances. However, the city has not chosen
to use these powers in Aurdal Township either. Subdivision
regulations have been adopted by the county.
The city has
the authority to legally extend its extraterritorial subdivision
regulations on any land within two miles of the city. Instead
the city has an informal arrangement with the county by which
they comment on proposed plats within one mile of the
city. The city does not feel that these comments are taken
very seriously by the county board. The city planning commission has shown some interest in making use of the city's
extraterritorial powers.
The city council, however, has
been unwilling to listen to .the planning commission because
council members are fearful it will cause more friction with
the townships.
Except for shoreland regulations, the only technique the
county has for controlling development in the urban fringe
is its subdivision regulations. As was pointed out earlier,
this has not been an effective tool since the county has no
zoning ordinance to back up the subdivision controls. Moreover,
even though the county has given the city review and comment
privileges on any plat within one mile of the city, this has
not worked out very well because of political problems between
the city council and the county board.
Three of the four townships surrounding Fergus Falls have
adopted zoning ordinances.
Initially ordinances in Buse and
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Fergus Falls Townships were developed primarily to curb the
growth of junk yards, mobile homes and commercial development
but not as a way to reduce the loss of agricultural land.
Recently both Buse and Fergus Falls Townships have become
concerned about the amount of residential development occurring
within their townships.' Fergus Falls Township has increased
the lot size several times to discourage non-farm development,
but this has not worked. Both ordinances contain one major
zoning district called the agricultural-single-family dwelling
zone. Permitted uses within the zone include agriculture,
residential, both seasonal and year around and a number of
public uses including churches, schools, parks, etc. Commercial and industrial uses are handled as a conditional use.
Dane Prairie Township developed and adopted its zoning ordinance later than the other townships. Although they were not
receiving the same pressure for development that was occurring in Buse, Fergus Falls and Aurdal Townships, they knew
that they too would be faced with similar problems unless
they developed an effective ordinance. Their ordinance
contains one district called an agricultural zone. This
zone essentially permits only agriculture and residential
uses. All other uses are handled by a conditional use permit.
The intent of the ordinance is to permit only that
residential development which is farm related. However,
from the way the ordinance is written it is questionable
whether the township could prevent someone from constructing
a non-farm residential structure on agricultural land.
According to city officials, the township ordinances have
not been effective in controlling urban development in the
urban fringe.
This is partly due to the limited amount of
funds that the townships have for both development and administration of the ordinances.
Further, they do not have the
expertise or the experience to deal on their own with the
complex urban problems that occur within the fringe area.
Some problems with these ordinances have already been discussed, such as the inconsistencies regarding lot size, set
back, land use, etc.
In addition these ordinances allow
residential development in agricultural areas with minimum
lot sizes ranging from one to 2-1/2 acres which promote,
rather than curb, scattered residential development. The
section on conditional uses attempts to address the requirements of M.S. 394.301 which states in part: "Such standards and criteria shall include both general requirements for
all conditional uses and insofar as practicable, requirements
specific to each conditional use." The ordinances establish
very general criteria which must be met by all conditional
uses but say nothing about specific requirements.
The general requirements would probably be sufficient in an area
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not expecting urban development. However, in an urban fringe
area where urban development is expected, the omission of
specific conditions can result in a proliferation of incompatible land uses, places undue pressure on the town board
often causing arbitrary decisions and fails to provide
any indication to adjacent property owners or to developers
of what they can expect.
In addition to the above, the Buse Township ordinance also
contains provisions for regulating subdivisions.
For example,
the ordinanceS states that there will be "no convenyance of
land by metes and bounds without the approval of the town
board .•. " It further states that the
town board shall consider .•• the effect of the proposed conveyance or subdivision on the land or agricultural land resources of the township, the ability
of the township to provide needed services to the
proposed plat or tract, the compatability of the proposed plat or tract with any and all overall plans of
the township, preservation of open space, the density
and distribution of population ... and other factors. 6
Current township planning and zoning enabling legislation
(M.S. 366.10-366.18) does not provide the authority for
townships to prepare subdivision regulations unless they are
an urban town.
Buse Township is not an urban town. Consequently there is some question concerning the legality of
this section of the ordinance. Moreover, the existence
of such regulations together with the county's subdivision
regulations complicates the situation for developers.

Summary
The reduction of the agricultural land base in otter Tail
County results from three main factors: wildlife production
areas, transportation needs and urban development. Cropland
will continue to be converted to wildlife management areas
and transportation needs. The impact of these programs is
unlikely to change because the county has little control
over the land acquisition policies, standards, and regulations
of federal and state government.
These programs are trying
to attain valid public goals, but they often conflict with
agricultural interests.

S

Buse Township Zoning Ordinance 1974.
6 Ibid.
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Most of the urban development pressure in otter Tail County
is located on lakeshore and other high amenity areas and has
not fully impacted agricultural land. Yet the negative
effects of increasing non-farm growth are already apparent.
While there is local interest in protecting agricultural
land, neither the county nor the townships have land use
controls that would be effective in rapid growth situations.
Once the high amenity sites become limited and their cost
escalates, the agricultural land surrounding Fergus Falls
may experience additional development pressure. Local
government has the opportunity to develop adequate controls
to protect agricultural land before the problem gets out of
hand.
Not all growth management techniques have been used in the
Fergus Falls urban fringe area. Further, those techniques
that have been used have not been effective in controlling
urban development.
There are a number of reasons for this.
First, the county has never sought to apply zoning controls
beyond shorelands. Politically, they have said countywide
zoning would never be accepted. Rather than push the issue
and create additional conflict between local government, they
chose to let the townships develop their own ordinances.
Second, the townships, though wanting to have control over
their own land, had neither the expertise nor the financial
resources necessary to develop the kind of ordinance that
would be effective in controlling urban-type problems. This
is not a criticism of the townships but a statement of fact.
Third, the city has not attempted to use all the powers
granted to it by existing legislation. For example, they have
chosen not to make use of their extraterritorial powers regarding subdivision regulations. Admittedly, this power is
greatly reduced when zoning cannot be used to carry out the
subdivisions regulations. This is the case in Fergus Falls
because all townships, except Aurdal, have their own zoning
ordinances. Fourth, the city has not made effective use of
the existing orderly annexation agreement with Fergus Falls
Township, nor is it having much success in developing a new
annexation agreement with Buse and Aurdal Townships.
Whether these obstacles can be overcome in the future is
unknown. Orderly annexation offers many possibilities.
Extraterritorial zoning and subdivision authority also
offers some possibilities. However, these controls will
only be effective if coordination between participating
governments is achieved. The progress in Fergus Falls has
been slow.
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LOSS OF AGRICULTURAL LAND
1.

Although Otter Tail County has a reputation as a recreational and tourist center, the focus of its economic
base is agricultural.

2.

At the county level there are no controls to protect
agricultural land.

3.

There is strong sentiment for handling land use control
at the township level of government.

4.

At the township level, there is some interest in protecting agricultural land, but town board supervisors
often do not know how to go about doing it.

5.

The protection of agricultural land was not the intention of most township zoning ordinances when they were
originally drafted.

6.

Planning and zoning by townships is done on a piecemeal
basis. Controls are not adopted or if they are, they
are weak and ineffective or improperly designed and
difficult to administer fairly.

7.

The zoning ordinances adopted by townships are basically
untested because of limited development pressure on
agricultural land.
If challenged in court, many ordinances may not be legally upheld.

8.

The laws enabling townships to plan and zone are vague,
ambiguous and outdated.
In one case the laws are so
confusing a township cannot address its own problems.

9.

In the past, competition between residential housing and
agricultural uses has not been an overwhelming problem
because of an abundant supply of scenic and recreational
sites for development.

10. As the inventory for prime building sites is reduced,
additional development pressure may be focused on the
county's agricultural land resources.
11. In effect, little agricultural land has been lost to
urban development, but non-farm residences are beginning
to interfere with normal farming operations. Problems
include different lifestyles of rural and urban residents,
the rising costs of services for non-farm population and
the loss of political control.

C-41

12. Federal and state land acquisition policies are a significant factor in removing land from agricultural production. There is little the county or townships can do
to influence the policies of the U.S. Fish and Wildlife
Service or the federal and state departments of transportation without a formal procedure for exchanging
information and viewpoints.
URBAN FRINGE
1.

Conversion of agricultural land to urban development
will increase slightly but is not expected to result in
a significant loss of agricultural land in this area.

2.

Most new residential development in the urban fringe
will continue to locate in areas high in natural amenities such as wooded areas, lakeshore and along stream
banks. Some of this development will spillover onto
agricultural land.

3.

Failure on the part of the city and the county to make
use of authority granted them by the legislature has
contributed to land use problems in the urban fringe,
e.g. municipal extraterritorial zoning and subdivision
authority and county zoning powers and building code
have not been use.

4.

The biggest obstacle to successful management of the
Fergus Falls urban fringe area is a lack of coordination
between the city, the townships and the county. Poor
coordination also exists between the city and the U.S.
Fish and Wildlife Service.

5.

Townships do not have the expertise or the financial
resources necessary to plan for and manage development
in the urban fringe area. Consequently, township ordinances have not been effective.

6.

Poor administration of the orderly annexation agreement
between Fergus Falls and Fergus Falls Township resulted
in ineffective control 9f development in the orderly
annexation area.

7.

The orderly annexation process being developed between
Fergus Falls, Buse and Aurdal Townships has not progressed
well due to poor communication. Moreover, the process
is not based upon any goals, policies or land use plans
for the area. Consequently, timing of annexation areas
is not well-planned.

8.

Present planning enabling legislation for counties, townships,
and municipalities is confusing in part and should be amended
to provide more effective growth management outside municipal
boundaries.
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Isanti County- am
Interviewees I Reviewers
Executive Secretary County Board
County Pl anning Conmission Members
County Zoning Administrator
Mayor of Cambridge
City Planning Conmission Member
City Clerk/Administrator
School Board Member, District 911

Cambridge Township Supervisor
Isanti Township Clerk
Athens Township Clerk
Waste Water Treatment Project Consultant
Regional Development Commission Member
Pollution Control Agency, Water Quality
Division

Bacl<ground
Isanti County has a population of approximately 22,160 and
is located within an hour's drive of the Twin Cities metropolitan area (TCMA).
The county is served by four major
transportation routes.
The three north-south routes, State
Highway 65, State Highway 169 (in Hille Lacs and Sherburne
Counties) and Interstate 35 (in Chisago County), provide good
access to the Twin Cities. East-west traffic between Cambridge, Princeton, and St. Cloud is carried by State Highway
95 (Figure 1). A significant share of the county's population
growth can be attributed to residents who commute daily to the
TCMA.
Historically, farming has been the major economic activity in
Isanti County.
In recent years retail trade, manufacturing
and the service sectors have become more important in terms
of total employment. Still, in 1974, agricultural sales
contributed $12.6 million to the local economy as compared to
only $2.9 million for manufacturing activities. l
When compared to other soil resources of the state, farmland
in Isanti County is often considered marginal because much of
i t is light and sandy and susceptible to drought and wind
erosion. However, there are areas of heavier clay soils
which, with proper land management practices, are quite productive.
In addition, many sand plain areas are suitable for
irrigation and have great potential for increased agricultural production.
For example, farmers can produce 160 bushels
of corn per acre or more from irrigated land.
The county
average for non-irrigated land varies from year to year,
ranging from 40 to 95 bushels per acre. 2
1 U.S. Department of Commerce, 1974 Census of Agriculture,
Minnesota State and County Data, Volume 1 Part 23 April, 1977.
2 Minnesota Crop and Livestock Reporting Service, ~1innesota
Agricultural Statistics 1978, St. Paul, Minnesota, June, 1979.
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Figure 1

COUNTY AND CITY LOCATION MAP

ISANTI Co.
169

95

Farms in Isanti County are relatively small, averaging 159
acres as compared to the statewide average of 264 acres.
Over 50 percent of the farms have sales of less than $10,000.
Further, the statewide trend towards increasing farm size is
not evident in 'Isanti County. Average farm size remained
nearly constant, averaging 160 acres in 1969 compared to 159
in 1977. 3 In part, the heterogenous landscape, characterized
by intricate mixtures of woods, ·marsh and cultivated lands,
limits farm expansion (Figure 2).
In addition, land ownership patterns have been complicated by the extensive subdivision of land.
Although the cost of energy may be a moderating factor, the
state demographer has projected that the population of Isanti
County will increase rapidly, from 22,160 in 1978 to 37,000
in the year 2000, nearly a 70 percent increase. Yet, there
are only three cities in Isanti County: Cambridge (population
3,141 4 ), Isanti (population 895) and Braham (population 820).
3 Ibid.
4 Office of the State Demographer, Population Estimate,
St. Paul, Minnesota, 1980.
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Figure 2

ISANTI COUNTY LAND USE/LAND COVER, 1969
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Figure 2 shows the dominant land use or land cover of each
40 -ac re pa rce 1 in Isanti County, as interpreted from 1969 aerial photographs.

Explanation:
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Since 1970 the population in these cities increased only
slightly, while unincorporated population grew dramatically.
The state demographer has conducted population estimates for
Athens, Bradford, Isanti, Oxford, Spencer Brook, Stanford and
Wyanett Townships. From 1970-1979 the population of these
townships increased from 5,933 to 10,827, an 80 percent increase.
Most of the population increase mentioned above has been in
scattered residential developments in the southern half of
the county (Figure 3). The density of this development is
highest in a wide band running southwest to northeast through
the cities of Isanti and Cambridge. The band of development
is located just west of State Highway 65, a major transportation
link between Isanti County and the Twin Cities. Several lakes
in the western part of the county have also served as a focus
for recent development.
They are Green and Spectacle Lakes
in Wyanett Township and Blue Lake in Spencer Brook Township.
The majority of the 40-acre parcels experiencing a gain in
structures between 1968 and 1977 occurred in the southern
portion of the county. Bradford Township southwest of Cambridge had the greatest number of parcels experiencing gains
in structures with a total of 113. Athens Township~ which is
closest to the Twin Cities, and North Branch Township also had
large numbers of parcels showing gains with a total of 91 and
93 respectively (Table 1).
The majority of 40-acre parcels showing losses are concentrated on the better agricultural soils of the county (Figure 7).
This may reflect the fact that most farms sold are purchased
by adjacent neighbors.
The structures on the newly acquired
farms often have limited value to expansion buyers because
they are unneeded, in poor repair, or obsolete.
In such
cases, the land beneath the building may be more valuable if
put into agricultural production. As a result, structures
are often demolished or removed as farms are consolidated.
The location of structures in 1977 by la-acre parcel is illustrated in Figure 4.
The location of the urban development corresponds closely with
the platting of rural land.
In 1969 most developable lakeshore had been platted while only two non-lakeshore areas
had been platted (Figure 5). By 1972, several more large unincorporated subdivisions were platted emphasizing the shift
from lakeshore.
The period between 1972 and 1975 saw the
most extensive subdivision of rural land. Since much of the
platted land has not been built on, it is likely that future
growth will continue in the area west of State Highway 65.
It is also interesting to note that the large subdivisions
ar~ not located on the county's most inherently productive
sOlls.
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figure 3
URBAN STRUCTURE CHANGE IN ISANTI COUNTY, 1968-1977
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Explanation: Figure 3 shows change in the number of structures per 40-acre
parcel in Isanti County between 1968 and 1977. The data is based on the
interpretation of 1968 and 1977 aerial photographs. Symbols indicate the
number of structures either gained or lost; single dots represent water;
blank areas indicate that either no net change occurred in the number of
structures, or change was not assessed due to difficulties encountered in
counting structures in heavily urbanized areas. No distinction is made
between residential and non-residential uses of structures.
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Table 1
CHANGE IN STRUCTURES IN UNINCORPORATED AREAS OF ISANTI COUNTY. 1968-1977
Chanoe in Number of Structures per 40-Acre Parcel
Numfler
40's in
Township

Decrease
in
Structures

1 St ructure
Gained

2 or more
Structures
Gained

Total Parcels
Showing Gain

Dalbo
%of change category

576

10
(12.7)

7
( 1.3)

3
( 1.1)

10
1.3)

Maple Ridge
% of change category

576

22
{27.8}

12
( 2.3)

1
{ 0.4}

( 1.6)

Stanchfield
%of change category

558

{ L.5}

2

19
( 3.6)

6
( 2.2)

25
( 3.1)

W,yanett
% of change category

576

7
( a.9)

29
( 5.5)

15
( 5.5)

44
( 5.5)

Sprinpvale
%of change category

576

5
{ 6.3}

45
(8.6)

14
{ 5.1}

59
( 7.4)

Cambridge
%of change category

541

3
( 3.8)

51
( 9.8)

36
(13.1)

87
(10.9)

S.'-~nt:er

Brook
%of chanpe cateaory

576

1
1.3)

57
(10.9 )

19
{ 6.9}

76
( 9.5)

Bradford
%of change category

576

2

2.5)

61
(11.7)

52
(18.9)

113
(14.2)

Isanti
%of change category

554

1
( 8.9)

47
( 9.0)

31
(1l.3)

78
( 9.8)

North Branch
% of change category

576

( 5.l)

4

69
(13.2 )

24
( 8.7)

93
(11.7)

Stanford
% of change categorY

643

4
( 5.1)

49
( 9.4)

26
( 9.4)

75
( 9.4)

Athens
% of change ca tego ry

509

6
( 7.6)

51
( 9.8)

40
(14.5)

91
(l1.4)

Oxford
% of change cate!lory

384

6*
( 7.6)

26*
( 5.0)

8*
( 2.9)

34*
( 4.3)

79

523

275

798

Township

CHANGE CATEGORY TOTAL

7,221

13

*Oxford Township is approximately 2/3 the size of a regular township.
Source of Change Data:

State Planning Agency, Land Use Change Project.

Alternatives to building in unincorporated areas are limitert.
In Cambridge, the largest city, there are very few, if any,
residential building sites.
The city of Isanti has shown
some growth but is relatively small and has been experiencing
diffiCUlty obtaining additional land for development.
Braham, in the northeast part of the county, presently has
limited land for expansion.
As a result, there are probably
less than 100 building sites with sewer and water in Isanti
County, and projected needs indicate that over 4,500 new
homes may be constructed by the year 2000.
It is likely that
the projected increase of 15,000 persons will be forced to
locate in unincorporated areas.
This may have serious implications for the viability of farming, the cost of public
services and the continuance of a rural life style.
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Figure 4

LOCATION OF URBAN STRUCTURES IN ISANTI COUNTY, 1977
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Explanation: Figure 4 shows the number of structures per 10-acre parcel
in Isanti County in 1977. Data is based on the interpretation of 1977 hiah
altitude aerial photographs. No d:stinction is made between residential
and non-residential uses of structures,

C-49

Figure 5
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Loss of Agricultural Land
Growth came slowly to Isanti County, with relatively little
land being subdivided between 1965 and 1969. At first, the
construction of a few new homes was welcome, but nobody expected the tremendous land speculation that was to follow.
Relatively low land costs and good accessibility to the TCMA
were major factors influencing growth.
In 1969, the county board adopted an interim zoning ordinance
which established a one-acre minimum lot size.
This ordinance
was replaced in 1971 with the county's first comprehensive
zoning ordinance. At that time, it was believed that a largelot size would slow or discourage scattered residential development in rural areas.
Some residents wanted a five-acre
minimum lot size while others preferred one acre. Although
the county planning commission desired a large-lot size,
political pressure resulted in a compromise at 2 1/2 acres.
While the intent of the first zoning ordinance was to help
preserve agricultural land, in practice, the result was just
the opposite.
It was not long before land speculators discovered a major advantage in subdividing land into small
tracts. Normally, the subdivision of land into small tracts
would require a survey. However, in this case a 40-acre parcel
can be quartered into lO-acre lots by using a simple legal
description. In turn the lO-acre tracts can be divided by
legal description into five-acre tracts and then into 2 1/2-acre
tracts (Figure 6). In effect,
the land could be subdivided
easily and at a relatively low cost.
Subdivision regulations were also adopted by the county board
in 1971, but weak enforcement of these controls fostered the
extensive subdivision of land.
Subdivision practices were
not reviewed very closely and the county failed to properly
administer provisions requiring developers to submit a performance bond. Without a performance bond the county had
little control over how the subdivision was developed. In
many cases., there was no access to a residential building
site.
Developers did not build roads even though the lots
were for sale.
The roads that were built did not always meet
county standards. Occasionally, individual landowners had to
provide their own access, which resulted in roads that were
poorly designed and constructed.
Other programs and policies encouraged the conversion of
agricultural land to residential use. One' factor was the
Farmers Home Administration (FmHA) which promoted rural development by offering reduced interest loans to low income families.
Interest rates were as low as one percent and many
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Figure 6

PROCESS OF SUBDIVISION BY LEGAL DESCRIPTION
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applicants were attracted from the Twin Cities where housing
costs and interest rates were escalating rapidly.
During the
'70s approximately 50-100 new homes were constructed annually
through this program.
In order for the project to qualify,
the developer had to keep housing costs under a specified
limit. Unfortunately, the most feasible way to reduce costs
was to build on the least expensive land. Also, there was a
lack of building sites in incorporated areas. As a result,
agricultural land was often used for publicly subsidized
housing.
Another factor influencing land speculation and subdivision
was state and local tax policy. Platted but unsold residential lots are not taxed as residential land until at least 60
percent of the subdivision is sold.
In such cases, the land
remains taxed at an agricultural rate even though its intended use is residential.
This provision makes it less
costly to subdivide on a speculative basis.
The tax policy
may have also encouraged larger subdivisions than the market
could support.
The ease and efficiency of subdividing land had several
permanent effects.
First, it resulted in many acres of
agricultural land being subdivided. The subdivisions range
from a few lots to a quarter section of land (160 acres).
Agricultural land was particularly vulnerable because it was
easy to build on and usually well drained. This is supported
by Table 2 which indicates a significant share of new structures were built on 40-acre parcels which had either cultivated (28%) or pasture and open (37%) as a dominant land
use in 1969. However, this development has not always taken
place on the most productive soils in the county.
The majority of new development occurring from 1968-1977 took place
in the southern portion of the county on soils with comparatively low agricultural productivity ratings (Figure 7).
Second, large parcels of land were often subdivided in their
entirety, without giving consideration to topography, soils
or accessibility. These problems are reflected in many lots
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Table 2
COMPARISON OF CHANGE IN STRUCTURES 1968-1977 TO LAND USE/LAND COVER
Change i n
1 or more
structures
lost

Land Use/Land Cover, 1969

<)

I

llO

change*

numbt~r

of structures per 40-acre pa reel, 1968-1977

strulture
ga 1ned

Cultivated
% of use/cover category
% of change category

27
( 1.l)
(32.9)

2,118
(89.1)
(34.0)

Pasture and open
% of use/ cover category
% of change category

39
( 1.4)
(47.6)

2,370
(87.1)
(38.1)

( ~".8)
(3).7)

Forested
% of use/cover· category
% of change category

5
( .3 )
( 6.1)

1,440
(88.8)
(23.1 )

( 7.0)

Ma:-osh
% of use/cover category
% of change category

2
( .9)
( 2.4)

192
(90.1)
( 3.1)

Water
% of use/cover cateogry
% of change category

a

2 or more
structures
gained

-water
--

73
( 3.1)
(24.5)

0

100
( 3.7)
(33.6)

0

0

(21.2)

64
( 3.9)
(21.5)

17
( 8.0)
( 3.2)

2
.9)
.7)

0

l58
( (.. 6)
(2~1.7)

;~11

113

Total 40-ac re pa ree1s
By hi ghway
category
ShowinCl oain
231 (27.8%)

,2,376 (32.6%)

311 (37.5%)

2,720 (37.3%)

177 (21.3%)

1,622 (22.2%)

19 ( 2.3%)

213 ( 2.9%)

21 ( 2.5%)

183 ( 2.5%)

71 ( 8.6%)

182 ( 2.5%)

U1

..;::.

9
( 4.9)

Urban
% of use/cover category
% of change category

(11.0)

a
..02
(56.0)
( 1.6)

?5}
1.9}

11
( 6. 0)
( 3.7)

162
88.5)
100.0)

23
(12.6)
( ,1.3)

48
(26.4 )
(16.1)

0

W

=
82
( 1.1 %)

CHANGE CATEGORY TOTAL
% of county

*"No change" means either:

6,222
(85.3%)

532
7.3%)

298
( 4.1%)

162
( ·2.2%)

:i

830
100%

7,296
( 100%)
(100%)

no net change in number of structures: or each of the four 10-acre parcels contained in the 40 contained 10 or more

structures in both 1968 and 1977.
SOURCE OF CHANGE DATA:

State Plannin~ Agency, Land Use Chan~ Project; )ource of land use/land cover data:

State planning A~ency, MLMIS

Figure 7

RELATIONSHIP OF CHANGE IN URBAN STRUCTURES
1968-1977 TO AGRICULTURAL PRODUCTIVITY
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Explanation: Figure 7 shows the relative suitabil ity of areas in Isanti
County for agricultural production. Soil landscape units were given ratings
of 0 to 94 based on soil texture, drainage, color, and slope; depth of the
rooting zone; and phosphorous/potassium content. Ratings were combined into
5 groups for display purposes, with group 1 representing the most productive
soils. Forty acre parcels experiencing gains or losses in the number of
structures between 1968 and 1977 are displayed in red. Parcels which gained
structures appear as solid red squares. Structure change data is based on
the interpretation of 1968 and 1977 high altitude aerial photographs. No
distinction is made between residential and non-residential uses of the
structures.

Source of agricultural productivity data:
State Planning Agency, 1979.
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Minnesota Cropland Resources,

that do not meet present residential building standards in
Isanti County. Finally, the frantic desire to speculate in
real estate resulted in the creation of a large inventory of
rural lots, many of which have limited attractiveness as
building sites.
It has been estimated that 1,400 lots smaller than three acres have been platted in unincorporated
areas. The highly desirable lots usually sell quickly, but
there remain many platted areas that have little or no development.
In fact, some of these areas are still cUltivated.
By the mid-'70s the county recognized that uncontrolled growth
was a severe problem. The platting of land was increasing
at an alarming rate. In just three years, from 1969 to 1972,
the amount of land subdivided into parcels of 2 1/2 acres
or less, doubled, and by 1978 doubled again. The scattered
residential development was visibly changing the rural character of the county and increased public service costs were
becoming a concern. Local officials felt that the building
of new schools and the upgrading of county and township roads
placed an added tax burden on the residents.
In one case,
the bid on a new school in district 911 was nearly $6,000,000
(plus interest) to accommodate new students resulting from the
influx of growth. Also as illustrated by Table 3, a large portion (48%) of the 40-acre parcels experiencing gains in
structures are either not highway oriented (i.e., no roads
appear on the county highway map) or are served by unpaved
roads. This development some of which is high density may result in increased demands for road maintenance and improvement.
In 1976, the county board declared a moratorium on development for one year.
The purpose of the moratorium was to give
the county time to develop a growth management strategy and
improve existing controls to implement it.
In effect, the
moratorium prohibited the subdivision of land. However,
development could continue on existing lots of record and in
1976, building permits were issued for 278 homes.
By the end
of the moratorium a new zoning ordinance was prepared which
allows two single-family non-farm dwellings per qua.rter/quarter
section as a permitted use in the agricultural zone. Non-farm
residential unit developments, such as subdivisions, planned
unit developments and condominiums, require conditional use
permits and could potentially be placed on either traditionally
tilled or non-tilled land in varying densities.
This ordinance
was seen as an improvement because the density of development
was limited. One drawback, however, was that subdivisions
were still allowed on agricultural land.
The county planning commission wanted to improve the ordinance
further.
In 1978, Isanti County received a land use grant
from the State Planning Agency and contracted with the East
Central Regional Development Commission (Region 7E) to assist
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Table 3

COMPARISON OF CHANGE IN STRUCTURES 1968-1977 TO HIGHWAY ORIENTATION
Change in number of structures per 40-acre parcel, 1968-1977

",

U\
"-J

Type of highway orientation

1 or more
structures
lost

Two lane
% of orientation category
% of change category

Total 4O-acre parcels
By highway
showil1? gain
cateqory

No change*

1
structure
gained

2 or more
structures
gained

22
( 1.4)
(26.8)

1,278
(82.3)
(20.0)

147
( 9.5)
(27.6)

106
( 6.8)
(35.5)

253 (30.4%)

1,553 (21.3%)

Unpaved
% of orientation category
% of change category

29
( 1.3)
(35.4)

1,988
(86.3 )
(31.1)

191
( 8.3)
(35.9)

96
( 4.2)
(32.2 )

287 (J4.6%)

2,304 (31.6%)

Intersection 2 lane/unpaved
% of orientation category
% of change category

19
( 2.1)
(23.2)

737
(81. 0)
(11.5)

104
(11.4)
(19.5)

50
( 5.5)
(16.8)

154 (18.6%)

91G 02.5%)

Not highway oriented**
%of orientation category
% of change category

8
( .3)
( 9.8)

2,331
(95.1)
(36.5)

82
( 3.3)
(l5.4)

29
( 1.2)
( 9.7)

111 (13.4%)

2,450 (33.6%)

Other***
% of orientation category
% of change category

4
( 5.1)
( 4.9)

50
(63.3)
( .8)

8
(10.1 )
( 1.5)

17
(21. 5)
( 5.7)

25 ( 3.0%)

79 ( 1.1%)

CHP.NGE CATEGORY TOTAL
% of county

82
( 1.1 %)

6,384
(87.5%)

532
( 7,.3%)

298
4.1%)

830
100%

7 ,296
(100%)
(l00%)

*"No change" ;neans either: no net change in umber of stru:tures; or each of the four IO-acre parcels contained in the 40 contained 10 or more
structures in both 1968 and 1977.
**"Not highway oriented" GleailS the 40-acre parcel ;leither contains nor is adjacent to a road appearing on the county hi.ghway map. Allmost all cells
which are not highway oriented and contain structures are adjacent to one or more parcel s containing roads.
***"Other" includes: four lane, residential, intersection 4 lane/2 lanE., and intersection 4 lane/unpaved.
SOU~CE

OF CHANGE DATA:

State Planning Agency, Land Use Change Project.

them in developing a plan.
The original plan was developed
by a committee of resource persons, which included representatives from each township and municipality in the county.
Meetings were open to any citizens who wished to be involved.
Over a period of several months, the growth controls underwent many revisions and compromises by the county board.
The
plan started out as a controlled growth plan essentially
relying on existing plats in unincorporated areas as building
sites for new development and establishing urban growth zones
around the three cities.
However, this plan was criticized
on many fronts.
Some objected because they felt there were not enough alternatives for development.
There are few available lots in
Cambridge or Isanti with sewer and water. Further, many of
the existing subdivided areas were not especially desirable
for development.
The urban service zones were also criticized because they were excessively large and directed growth
towards the county's better agricultural land.
An alternative growth management strategy, suggested by the
East Central Regional Development Commission, involved the
adoption of density zoning that would further limit development to one residential unit per quarter/quarter section
(a 40-acre parcel). Again, urban development would be encouraged to locate in urban service zones where sewer and
water could be provided at a future date.
In a sense the
density zoning and the urban service zones were meant to be
mutually supportive.
The density zoning would allow low
density development in rural areas while higher density growth
was encouraged closer to cities.

The attitudes of citizens in Isanti County toward growth and
development are complex. As indicated by recent employment
figures, the economy is extremely heterogeneous and there is
little consensus on what the rate of growth or its location
Should be. It was clear, however~ that a lot of people in
land speculation, real estate and construction felt that the
proposed controls represented unnecessary limitations on growth.
The county planning commission received many letters criticizing
the proposed zoning. In one case, a developer took out a fullpage ad in the newspsper to express his viewpoint. Yet,
these special interest groups did not get involved in the
process of developing the plan. Some people feel these
groups were excluded, others feel they did not want to be
involved.
The growth management plans and proposed zoning and subdlVlsion controls were completed and went to public hearings in
April
1978. As expected, the plan was controversial.
The
vast ~ajority of discussion centered on density controls and
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lot size, while other provisions of the ordinances received
little attention.
The county board faced a tough decision.
The planning commission was pushing for strong growth controls which much of
the public opposed. Some observers believe the county board
wanted to pass the new regulations but put it off because of
public pressure. After several months of deliberation a new
ordinance was prepared, however, the density zoning provision
was eliminated while the orginal purposes of the agricultural district remained the same.
The purposes were (1) to
allow suitable areas to be retained in agricultural use, (2)
prevent scattered non-farm development and (3) control public
service costs.
It is not certain that the adopted controls will accomplish
any of the objectives mentioned above.
The zoning provisions
do not offer long-term protection to agricultural land but
rather act only to delay conversion of the land to residential use.
The zoning regulations allow for two residential
units per quarter/quarter section (40-acre parcel) on traditionally tilled land.
If tilled land is left undisturbed for
five years, it is reclassified non-traditionally tilled. The
land can then be used for residential purposes and subdivided
into five-acre parcels. Essentially, the county has gone
from 2 1/2-acre minimum lot size to a five-acre minimum.
Many planners and zoning administrators consider large-lot
zoning to be a threat to the preservation of agricultural
land because more land is taken out of production than is
needed for residential use.
Further, the ordinance is unlikely to have much of an impact
in slowing scattered residential development in rural areas.
Due to the complexity of the landscape, a 40-acre parcel
often consists of a mixture of land uses. When implemented,
the ordinance allows for a residential density of between two
and eight additional structures, depending on the characteristics of the land in each 40-acre parcel. A 40-acre parcel
that is entirely cultivated would have the lowest density, or two
additional structures. A 40-acre parcel with a mixture of
forest and cultivated land could be subdivided into separate
five-acre tracts (Figure 8). While no new subdivisions have
been platted in the agricultural district, a scattered residential pattern will continue and new homes built on agricultural land seem likely to remain a common sight.
While there is some support to protect agricultural land,
especially from the county planning commission, .several
fundamental questions need to be answered.
Is it too late
for growth controls to be effective in the southern half of
the county? Are there any viable farming areas left? How
should they be defined in terms of size? Where are they?
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Figure 8

ALTERNATIVE DEVELOPMENT PATTERNS UNDER COUNTY ZONING
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Further, the public must be convinced that the controls to
protect agricultural land will still allow adequate opportunities for growth and development.
This implies that there
must be orderly expansion of the cities within Isanti County.

Cambridge Urban Fringe
Cambridge has a population of 3,141 and is located on the
east bank of the Rum River at the intersection of Trunk
Highways 65 and 95.
From 1970 to 1980, the city experienced
little, if any, increase in population. A number of factors
have slowed population growth, such as smaller family sizes
and the declining number of inhabitants at the Cambridge
State School and Hospital. Also, natural and man-made barriers have restricted the physical expansion of the city.
Significant barriers include the Rum River on the west,
Highway 65 on the east, floodplain and lowlands to the north
and lowlands to the south (Figure 9).
Cambridge has a prosperous and stable economy based on trade
and professional services, especially in the area of health
care. About 75 percent of the population is employed in
white-collar jobs.
Primary industrial employers include
Arrow Tank, Control Data, Computer Metal Products and Twin
City Tool.
The city has approximately 1,200 housing units,
of which 60 percent are single-family residences. A number
of residents commute daily to jobs in the Twin Cities metropolitan area.
The city has identified two major growth problems.
First,
there is a lack of industrial development in the community.
Second, and more critical, is the shortage of residential
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figure 9
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building sites. Some small tracts could be subdivided, but
in general, the inventory of developable land is extremely
limited. The unavoidable question is: Where and at what
rate should the city grow?
The rate of growth has not always been agreed upon, but there
seems to be a consensus that the city needs to grow to keep
its image as a progressive community.
The ultimate direction
of growth is more uncertain.
City officials indicate that
growth could take place in several directions including to
the west, southeast and north.
Generally, the county would
prefer that Cambridge grow westward across the river, because
this channels development away from the county's most productive agricultural land. However, growth west of the river
would require the costly extension of sewer and water utilities under the river.
As a result, the initial development
must be large enough to support the expense.
Over the years, a number of projects have been proposed west
of the river.
The city and county jointly own about a 78acre site which is incorporated (Figure 10). In the '60s a
junior college was proposed for the site, but due to the declining birth rate, the legislature did not appropriate funds for
the facility.
In the late '60s the site was also considered
for a new high school, but the school district preferred to
build east of the river.
And in the late '70s, the county
decided to build a new courthouse, but this too was switched
to another location.
Anyone of these developments would
have provided the impetus to expand westward. Now the city
is hoping that some private development will consider the
site, but the cost of extending utilities is a major drawback.
Since 1970, the city has annexed several parcels of land
(Figure 11). This includes the area west of the river and a
number of smaller parcels in the north and northwestern part
of the city.
The major annexation involved 463 acres between
the proposed Highway 65 bypass and the city limits.
Its
purpose was to guide future development through the use of
city zoning and subdivision regulations.
This annexation was
initiated by the city and opposed by many residents of the
township.
In annexation matters, the city has two policies:
First, no sewer and water will be extended to property which
is not annexed and platted.
Second, the costs for extending
utilities will be assessed to the benefitting properties.
Obviously, landowners have not been anxious to pay for municipal sewer and water until they have to, which can lead to
problems.
The Goldenwood subdivision, immediately
one area that may eventually be annexed
95 homes on approximately one-half acre
sewage disposal systems and another 148
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south of the city, is
(Figure 10). It includes
lots with rural on-site
undeveloped lots.

Figure 10

LOCATION OF KEY FEATURES

Proposed site'of
Junior College
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Figure 11

MAJOR LAND ANNEXATIONS TO CAMBRIDGE. 1970-1980

Municipal utilities could have been provided relatively
easily when the subdivision was first platted, but without
utilities, developers sold the lots at a lower price.
This
area may be experiencing pollution problems and the county is
currently monitoring groundwater conditions.
If pollution
is evident, the pressure to correct the situation is likely
to come from the county and the Pollution Control Agency.
Residents may be faced with paying expensive sewer and water
assessments in addition to the investments they have made in
private wells and on-site sewage systems.
The provision of urban services becomes more complicated in
areas where on-site sewage systems and the need for municipal
sewers coexist. While the city wants to expand and extend
its urban services, the Goldenwood subdivision mayor may not
need them. Even if groundwater problems are confirmed, the
feasibility of upgrading the on-site systems will be considered.
Difficulties arise however, because at some point in the
future the city will need to extend urban services in order
to (1) provide affordable residential building sites, (2)
support the county's effort to protect agricultural land by
allowing for high density development and (3) service other
areas that may need municipal sewer and water.
In the Cambridge urban fringe, like many other urban fringe areas statewide, it is unclear how the city and county will coordinate
the extension of municipal sewer with existing on-site systems.
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Isanti County's growth management plan calls for the establishment of the urban service areas (also called "residence
districts") around each city.
The purpose of the residence
districts is to allow higher density residential development
with temporary on-site utilities in developed areas close to
incorporated cities.
The urban service area is also intended
to allow for future extension of municipal sewer and water
facilities.
The minimum lot size is one acre with on-site
utilities and one-third acre with central sewer and water.
The county planning commission delineated the original urban
service area in connection with the proposed density controls.
After the one per forty density standard was rejected, the county board reduced the size of the urban service
area because it felt that the original area was larger than
necessary and contained too much valuable agricultural land.
The county's growth management plan indicated that the city,
based on its projected land use, should decide how large the
urban service area should be.
In this case the urban service
area was revised by the county, with little input from the
city, even though they were contacted several times.
The
city of Cambridge could have shown more interest in planning
for expansion outside its incorporated boundary.
In the urban service area, the county zoning ordinance established two residential districts:
(1) a community residence
district and (2) an urban residence district. The community
residence district has a one-acre minimum lot size (Figure 12).
The county board can require that the one-acre building sites
be designed to allow for subdivision into one third-acre lots
with the house properly centered.
This would allow for them
to be efficiently subdivided and provided with urban services
at a future date. The urban residence district, which is described as being immediately adjacent to the city has a minimum lot
size of one half-acre.
The urban residence district, which was
approved in November 1979, has not been delineated on a map
and it is not clear how far it extends from the city (Figure
12). If development proceeds under these regulations, larger
lots (one half-acre) ~ will be located close to the city and
potentially smaller ones (one third-acre) further away.
This
could generate orderly annexation problems because the residents with larger lots, closest to the city, might wish to use
on-site sewage systems while residential development further
away may desire municipal sewer.
Cambridge has adopted a comprehensive plan, a zoning ordinance
and subdivision regulations.
The county growth management
plan also suggested the city establish a procedure for reviewing development proposals in the urban service area.
The
city does review subdivision plats in the urban service area
if they are located in areas that are likely to be annexed in
the near future.
However, no formal review procedure has
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Figure 12
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been established to review all subdivision plats even though
the city may have to provide them with services. Cambridge
has not used the authority provided in M.S. 462.358 to extend
subdivision controls two miles beyond their incorporated
boundary.
The one half-acre minimum lot size in the urban service
area was used soon after adoption to plat additional land in
the Goldenwood subdivision.
This area is being studied in
Cambridge's waste water facility planning effort because some
private wells may be experiencing pollution problems. However, there are no current plans to annex this area. Local
officials indicate some residents may resist annexation.
Additional development faces a perplexing question: Should
an on-site sewage system be constructed or will the city
extend sewer and water in the near future?
In the spring of 1979, Cambridge applied for and received a
Step 1 Waste Water Facility Grant.
The grant, which is 75
percent federally, 15 percent state and 10 percent locally
funded, was obtained to initiate a study that will determine
the capacity and technical specifications for a new or expand
ed treatment facility.
This involves delineating a study
area based on the projected growth surrounding Cambridge
during the next 20 years. Within the Cambrige study area,
the consultant will evaluate unsewered areas and recommend
the most cost effective alternative to address the problem
(i.e., municipal sewer versus upgrading of o~-site sewage
systems) •
The planning boundary for the waste water facility study does
not include all land in the urban service area (Figure
13). If sewer and water utilities are extended west of the
river, it seems likely that the area may grow more rapidly.
Since this area is part of the urban service area, where
development on smaller lots is allowed, it,might have been
advantageous to include all of the urban service area in the
waste water facility planning boundary.
The planning area is approximately five times as large as the
city and the vast majority of the developable land is east of
the river. This is also the direction of the county's better
agricultural land (Figure 13). The city indicated that the
least expensive (at least in the short term) direction to
grow would be to the east because the costs of running sewer
and water across the river would be avoided. Some officials
favor expansioD in this direction.
Several county and township officials would like to see the city expand to the west.
Since the planning study may influence the direction of
growth, the potential impact on the county's agricultural
land should be considered.
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Figure 13

COMPARISON OF URBAN SERVICE AREA, WASTE WATER
TREATMENT STUDY BOUNDARY AND IMPORTANT FARM LANDS
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The A-95 review process provides regional development commissions (ROCs) with an opportunity to coordinate growth and
development.
Cambridge applied to the Minnesota Pollution
Control Agency (MPCA) for a Step I Grant on May 1, 1979. The
ROC, as allowed by the A-95 process, had 30 days to review
and comment on the application.
They responded on June 1,
1979. However, the application had already been approved by
the MPCA on May 22, 1979.
This raises the question: How
valuable was the ROC review if the decision to approve the
grant had already been made?
The ROC gave the grant a positive review but also included a
number of recommendations.
One recommendation suggested that
the MPCA convene a meeting with the city and county to discuss the planning boundary.
The MPCA staff indicated that
the city and the project consultant are responsible for coordinating the project with other units of local government.
In the fringe area this may be hampered by the following
situations:
- The county has established an urban service area
around the city, but it has not been approved by
the city.
- The county has recently established a zoning district
that allows one half-acre lots adjacent to the city;
some city officials disapprove of this.
- The city has not done much planning for expansion
outside its corporate boundary.
City review of subdivision plats in the urban fringe
has been inconsistent.
- The city does not have authority to control zoning in
the urban fringe area.
These conditions make it difficult to anticipate the type,
location and amount of future growth in the fringe area.
Cambridge's waste water treatment planning area was revised
by the city and the project consultant to include areas which
may be experiencing problems, but it still does not include
the entire urban service area.
It is unlikely that the
project consultant can do much to correct the coordination
problems in the short term. While the waste water treatment
study can be a highly valuable planning process, its effectiveness may be limited because of the unpredictability of
growth in the urban fringe.
In the urban service area, the city and county have different
perspectives on how to provide sewer arid water to future

C-69

development. The county zoning regulations permit relatively high density subdivisions (one-acre lots) with on-site
sewage disposal systems. As stated in the zoning regulations,
these systems are considered temporary in that municipal
sewer and water are to be provided at some point in the
future.
The county assumes the city will service them.
On the other hand, the city has no plans or commitments for
providing services to these areas.
The city's policy is to
wait until the individual landowner petitions for urban
services, but often this does not happen until environmental
pollution is evident.
The city has not held formal talks
about annexation proceedings, which could help establish a
time frame for providing services.
Growth is being encouraged in this urban service area without the benefit of coordinated planning between the city and county.
The lack of coordinated planning in an urban fringe area can
be costly to both the individual landowners and the local
community.
This could result from (1) residents in the urban
service area having to provide on-site sewage disposal systems
and private wells and a few years later paying for city sewer
and water, (2) the city may be forced to build toward the
county's better agricultural land until there is some impetus
to expand westward, and (3) the city and county may also face
potential problems because development can take place in the
fringe area where public utilities may not be available.

Sunnnnary
The problems of protecting agricultural land in Isanti County
and servicing growth in the urban fringe of Cambridge are
closely intertwined. Both issues involve the basic questions
of where and how growth should take place and how and when
urban services can be provided.
The county has adopted a
growth management strategy with worthwhile goals and objectives.
Unfortunately, political pressure and a lack of
consensus about the nature of the problem have resulted in
regulations that will not achieve desired goals.
Isanti
County and the city of Cambridge have at their disposal the
necessary tools (planning and zoning legislation) to solve
most of their problems.
It is up to them to use them.
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Findings
LOSS OF AGRICULTURAL LAND
1.

Agriculture is important to the economy of Isanti County
even though the inherent productivity of the land is less
than in other areas of the state.
The county should be
concerned with protecting its most productive lands.

2.

A 2 1/2-acre lot size and the lack of enforcement of
subdivision controls led to the extensive subdivision of
the rural countryside.
The county may continue to experience the negative impacts of this development for
years to come.

3.

Although Isanti County has adopted a growth management
strategy, existing zoning regulations and planning efforts do not support it because:
a.

existing zoning regulations will not prevent continued scattered residential development; and

b.

zoning regulations allow agricultural land to be
converted to residential use after a five-year waiting
period.

4.

If Isanti County grows as rapidly as projected, there are
no alternatives to having the development occur in unincorporated areas.

5.

State and local tax policies and federal housing programs
have encouraged scattered residential development and
hastened the conversion of agricultural land.

6.

There is some local support for protecting agricultural
land but:
a.

the protection of agricultural land should be balanced with the need to provide alternative sites for
growth;

b.

viable agricultural areas need to be identified and
appropriate controls such as density zoning set up
to maintain them; and

c.

in other areas, agriculture has been adversely affected by scattered residential growth and density
zoning may no longer be an effective tool.
In these
cases the community should determine whether agricultural and residential uses can exist compatibly and
if so, how they can assure that they do.
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7.

Some special interest groups in the county did not get
involved in the development of the growth management
strategy until the public hearings.
Greater public
involvement is needed to develop a plan that is understood by all.

8.

There probably are enough vested interests in land speculation that growth controls are likely to be extremely
unpopular if applied uniformly to all areas of the county.

CAMBRIDGE URBAN FRINGE
1.

Cambridge has few, if any, residential building sites
available within its incorporated limits.

2.

There is little coordination of planning between the city
and the county in the urban fringe area around Cambridge.
a.

there has been a lack of coordination in establishing
the urban service area around Cambridge;

b.

Cambridge has not adopted the urban service area by
resolution as recommended in the county's growth
management strategy;

c.

the city established a planning area for its waste
water facility study which does not include all of
the land in the urban service area; and

d.

review of subdivision plats in the urban service area
has been inconsistent.

3.

Growth can occur around Cambridge, but it is unclear to
the public how and when municipal services will be provided.

4.

The lack of coordination in the urban fringe can contribute to environmental pollution, higher costs for public
services and the loss of valuable agricultural land.

5.

Local growth management plans and regional development
commission comments were not considered through the A-95
process before approving Cambridge's waste water facility
grant.
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Interviewees/Reviewers
County Board, Chairman
County Planning Commission Member
County Zoning Administrator
County Board of Adjustment Nember
Mayor of Faribault
City Council, Chairman
City Pl anner

Walcott Township Supervisor
Warsaw Township Supervisor
Wells Township Supervisor
Cannon City To~mship, Clerk
Soil Conservation Service Officer
Real Estate Brokers and Developers

Bacl<ground
Rice County has a population of 43,500 and is located about
40 miles south of the Twin Cities metropolitan area (TCMA)
(Figure 1). The county is projected to show moderate growth,
adding another 8,200 persons by the year 2000.
This growth will
be influenced by its proximity to the TCMA. Interstate 35 which
runs through the middle of the county provides good access to
its towns and cities.
The county has two major cities, Faribault and Northfield, and several smaller incorporated areas.
The economy is primarily agricultural, with corn and dairy farming predominant.
The landscape consists of a rolling moraine
which is about 70 percent cultivated and is interspersed with
wooded areas and several lakes.
The city of Faribault is situated in this rich agricultural
area at the junction of Interstate 35 and U.S. Highway 60
(Figure 1). Faribault serves as a major retail trade center for
the surrounding rural area as well as for its own residents.
Although the city contains a number of manufacturing and industrial firms, including the Faribo Woolen Mills, Butter Kernel
Products, several trucking firms and a large seed and bulb
nursery, it is thought to be industry poor by some city officials.
A significant portion of the city's labor force, more
than 900 out of a total of 8,700, are employed by state institutions including the Faribault State Hospital, Minnesota School
for the Deaf and the Minnesota Braille and Sight Saving School.
The state demographer's office estimated the 1979 population of
Faribault at 16,417, down slightly (1.1 percent) from the 1970
census figures.
According to the state demographer the population loss in Faribault can be mainly attributed to two factors.
First, family size during the period 1970-79 decreased
from 3.1 to 2.7 persons per household. Second, the number of
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Figure 1

COUNTY AND CITY LOCATION MAP
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residents in state institutions in Faribault decreased by nearly
700 persons between 1970 and 1979. Had household size and state
institution population remained at 1970 levels, Faribault would
have experienced a population increase of over 2,700 persons.
While projections are not available for Faribault, city officials do expect some growth in the city's population in the next
20 years.

loss of Agriculturallaod
In the early 1970s Rice County discovered it was losing valuable
agricultural land.
The major cause was scattered residential
development resulting from the uncontrolled subdivision of farmland. This scattered development was especially evident in
Webster and Wheatland Townships in the northwestern part of
the county (Figure 2). Farmers who once farmed this land sold
it to developers or became developers themselves. People from
the TCMA were attracted to Rice County because land was cheap,
they wanted to live in a rural area, and, it was easy to get to.
The loss of agricultural land was a problem for two reasons.
One was the conversion of farmland into other uses.
In the
early '70s it was thought that the nation might have to produce
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Figure 2

NON-FARM RESIDENTIAL STRUCTURES 1970-74
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enough food to feed the world. While this may not have been a
totally realistic outlook, Rice County felt an obligation to
manage its land wisely. Although no survey was conducted to
measure the actual number of acres lost, any unnecessary loss of
land was undesirable.
The second reason was the incompatibility of farm and non-farm
uses.
Past experience showed that an increasing non-farm
population could cause a proliferation of conflicts between farm
and residential uses.
Farming operations create dust, noise and
odor problems for nearby residential development.
Residents of
newly platted subdivisions often demanded a level of public
services not necessary for farm use.
The possibility that increased expenses for road maintenance police and fire protection, school busing and snow plowing would raise local taxes was
of major concern to local officials. The county generally felt
that non-farm development would not be able to pay its own way.
In a sense, the basic issue at stake was the preservation of a
farm economy.
Scattered non-farm development was viewed as a
threat to the livelihood of those who farmed.
Further, there
was the fear that an increased number of non-farm residents
could change the importance placed on agricultural issues by
township government. And some townships had found that a growing non-farm population supported issues that further weakened
the viability of farming.
For these reasons the county felt
that the conversion of agricultural land into urban uses could
accelerate.
The county felt strongly that non-farm development
in rural areas had to be limited.
During the early '70s the county had large lot residential
zoning with a five-acre minimum.
In some cases, the five-acre
minimum hastened the conversion of agricultural land because it
required five acres of land for residential purposes when one or
two may have been all that was needed or desired. Also, the
cost of purchasing five acres was not high enough to discourage
development.
There were other problems with the five-acre minimum too. A five-acre lot was not economical to farm and too
large to keep up as a yard. Noxious weeds left unattended on
large lots spread and interferred with surrounding farming operations. It was clear that changes were needed.
The county's land
management controls had to be reviewed.
Farmers were in favor of controlling growth.
So was the
Rice County Planning Commission; commission members were
farm oriented.
In 1974, the planning commission hired a consultant to assist it in reviewing the county's growth management
controls. The planning commission began by setting forth clearly written policies describing what they were trying to accom-
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plish.
This documentation, or "policy plan" as it became known,
justified the need for regulations.
It became the legal basis
for adopting restrictive controls and provided support in case
they were challenged in court. According to the policy plan,
"areas identified as agricultural land should be managed in such
a way as to promote that use and prevent a premature decline of
the agricultural use."
After reviewing the approaches used in other counties, the
planning commission recommended that a density zoning technique
be used to protect agricultural land.
This technique uses
"agricultural districts" in which non-farm development is
limited. These agricultural districts or zones were defined by
the county as areas containing "historically tilled land."
Within these districts, the ordinance provides that only one
non-farm structure can be built per quarter-quarter section
(40-acre parcel), and that no non-farm structures can be built
on SCS Class I, II or III agricultural land that has been historically tilled.
These restrictions were designed (1) to
keep urban development off good agricultural land, and (2) to
keep residential density low enough so that it did not interfere
with agricultural operations.
In addition to limiting development in an. agricultural zone, the
planning commission, with the cooperation of cities and townships, identified urban expansion areas.
These are zones adjacent to municipalities where urban development is to be encouraged.
There is a formal procedure whereby the county and cities
jointly review plans for development in this area.
The agricultural land in this zone is preserved for a period of time
until it can make an orderly transition to urban development.
A public hearing was held prior to adopting the policy plan and
the regulatory controls. About 100 persons attended the hearing, and there was little objection to the controls.
Those who
did object were usually in real estate or wanted to subdivide
their land holdings.
The strongest support came from the f~rm
ing community.
The regulations were approved by the county
board in 1975.
Individuals from local government and the private sector were
asked by the State Planning Agency to comment on the effectiveness of density zoning in protecting agricultural land. Everyone interviewed felt that Rice County was doing a good job in
protecting agricultural land from premature development.
The
county zoning administrator felt that, as a result of the new
controls, the loss of agricultural land had practically stopped.
Non-farm residential development for the periods 1970-74 and
1975-79 in unincorporated areas of Rice County is illustrated
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in Figure 3. The total number of non-farm building permits in
1970-74 (578) is roughly the same as the five year period after
the ordinance was adopted (551) which seems to demonstrate that
density zoning controls are not a detriment to community growth.
However, the location and density of growth will be guided so
that it can be efficiently provided with public services and
reduce the loss of agricultural land.
It appears that density zoning has been effective in controlling
growth even though the total number of non-farm residential building
permits issued after 1975 is nearly the same because (1) some of the
development occurred on land that was platted prior to 1975 and therefore was exempt from the regulations; (2) a significant amount
of development is occurring on lakeshore, where it is regulated
by shore land standards; and (3) growth is also occurring in the
urban expansion zone, which is desirable.
While density zoning
does allow some urban development in rural areas, it is not
allowed on the better classes of agricultural land and because
this development is low in density, urban-rural conflicts are
minimized. Further, once a non-farm residential structure uses
the permitted density of one dwelling unit per 40-acre parcel,
future development is not allowed unless a definite hardship is
shown.
As rural lots platted before 1975 become more scarce i t
is likely that density zoning will become even more effective in
encouraging development to locate in cities.
A planning commission member, who is also on the board of adjustment, indicated the major agricultural concern in the early
'70s was increasing non-farm development.
Density zoning has
been an effective step in limiting non-farm development.
Only
10 or 12 cases involving density zoning are appealed each year
with perhaps six or seven cases being approved.
This amount of
development is relatively insignificant.
In effect, county
zoning is protecting the structure of the farming community.
A number of realtors and land developers were interviewed about
the impact of the zoning regulations on their businesses. ,Surprisingly, the three real estate brokers supported the county's
effort to protect agricultural land.
Though cautious or perhaps
skeptical about the new controls at first, after tour years of
implementation, they now think they are beneficial to the wellbeing of the county.
Some believe the controls have been a
limiting factor on real estate business, especially if one was
specializing in rural non-farm properties.
However, they felt
that this was a sacrifice they were willing to make.
The real
estate brokers indicated that growth was occurring in the most
desirable area -- land adjacent to the- cities.
Agricultural land is being lost in the urban expansion zone
around Faribault.
Both the city and county feel the loss of
agricultural land in the expansion zone is acceptable when
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Figure 3

NON-FARM RESIDENTIAL STRUCTURES 1970-79
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weighed against other community values and needs.
These include
the need to provide low-cost housing for young families, the need
to provide publicly subsidized housing for the poor and elderly
and the desire to provide economically priced public buildings
and utilities.
The city of Faribault is growing primarily to the south, toward
the best agricultural land for several reasons (Figure 4). The
primary reason may be that sewer and water can be provided at a
lower cost on the level agricultural land than it can in other
areas surrounding the city. Areas to the north and east of the
city are hilly and rocky, and Interstate 35 provides a barrier
on the west.
There is a strong local market for moderate cost
housing for the elderly and land development costs are a significant factor in determining site location.
The scheduling and development of capital improvements also
played a significant role in determining the direction of Faribault's growth.
In 1972, the school district, on its own initiative, purchased 150 acres of land south of the city. This
property had a speculative influence on landowners and developers.
Public utilities such as sewer and water in this area have
a substantial excess capacity, which could serve approximately
another 300 acres of developed land.
These factors have greatly
influenced growth in a southerly direction.
The protection of agricultural land in Rice County has not taken
place without some unintended effects.
The zoning regulations
were not designed to prohibit development but to guide its
location and regulate its intensity.
Since the better agricultural lands cannot be developed, more structures are being built
in areas that are not as restrictively protected. For example,
lakeshore and woodlands are receiving more development pressure
(Figure 5). However, development on woodlands is limited by the
ordinance to one non-farm structure per 40-acre parcel.
In the case of lakeshore, the 1,000 feet surrounding the water
body is regulated by the state shoreland standards.
These
standards are less restrictive than the county's density zoning
provisions because they allow platted subdivisions. Nearly all
plats in rural areas are located on shoreland and in many cases
the county's lakes are subjected to a second, third and even a
fourth tier of residential development (Figure 6).
Table 1
shows that higher density development in unincorporated areas
has occurred on or near lakeshore while low density development
was usually not oriented toward lakeshore.
Townships are concerned about the potential impact of shoreland development,
especially water pollution and the cost of providing additional
urban services.
The county has recognized the need to modify
locally-adopted shoreland regulations but has not determined
how to make them conform to state-wide guidelines.
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Figure 4
RELATIONSHIP OF CHANGE IN URBAN STRUCTURES
1968-1977 TO AGRICULTURAL PRODUCTIVITY
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Explanation: Figure 4 shows the relative suitabil ity of areas in Rice
County for agricultural production. Soil landscape units were given ratings
of 0 to 94 based on soil texture, drainage, color, and slope; depth of the
rooting zone; and phosphorous/potassium content. Ratings were combined into
5 groups for display purposes, with group 1 representing the most productive
soils. Frirty acre parcels experiencing gains in the number of structures
between 1968 and 1977 are displayed in black. Structure change data is based
on the interpretation of 1968 and 1977 high altitude aerial photographs. No
distinction is made between residential and non-residential uses of the
struc tures.

Source of agricultural productivity data:
State Planning Agency, 1979.
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Minnesota Cropland Resources,

Figure 5

URBAN STRUCTURE

CHA~GE

IN RICE COUNTY, 1968-1977
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Explanation: Figure 5 shows change in the number of structures per 40-acre
parcel in R-Ice County between 1968 and ISl77. The data is based on the
interpretation of 1968 and 1977 aerial photographs. Symbols indicate the
number of structures either gained or lost; single dots represent water;
blank areas indicate that either no net change occurred in the number of
structures, or change was not assessed due to difficulties encountered in
counting structures in heavily urbanized areas. No distinction is made
between residential and non-residential uses of structures.
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Tab~e

1

THE NUMBER OF 40-ACRE PARCELS SHOWING CHANGE IN STRUCTURES BY
Change in number of
Orienta tion to
Lakeshore
Lake oriented - 40-acre
parcel containing lakeshore
%of lakeshore orientation
category
%of change category
o
I

00

W

Within ~ mile of a lake
oriented pa reel
% of lakeshore orientation
cate~ory

% of change category
Beyond ~ mile from a lake
oriented parcel**
% of lakeshore orientation
categol'Y
% of change category

CHANGE CATEGORY TOTAL
% of unincorporated
study area

1 (or more)
structUl"es
lost
---

O~IENTATION

5tr~~tu~er

TO LAKESHORE IN UNINCORPORATED AREAS

40-acre parcel. 1968-1977

structures
qa ined

6 or more
structures
aained

16

( 2.9)
(27.6)

15

(93.0)
(10.3)

15

\~ater

SIJl1 of parcels
which gained
structures

LAKESHORE
OR IENTATI ON
CATEGORY TOTAL

8

73

52

275

( 5.8)
(51.6 )

( 2.9)
(53.3)

(26.5)
(48.7)

2

5

3

1

( 3.9)
(10.1 )

( 0.5)
l 6.9)

( 1.3)
(16.1)

( 0.8)
(20.0)

( 0.3)
( 0.7)

2,692

113

19

10

4

76

( 0.5)
(83.3)

(92.6)
(85.5)

( 3.5)
(76.3)

( 0.6)
(65.5)

( 0.3)
(32.3)

( 0.1)
(26.7)

( 2.4)
(50.7)

18

3,466

148

29

31

15

150

( 0 .8~;)

( 0.8%)

( 0.4%)

(3.9%)

1

2

No rhange*
¥' I

structure
gaine-IJ'

structures
ga ine·u

2

148

20

( 0.7)
(11.1)

(53.8)
( 4.3)

( 7.3)
(13.5)

1

356

( 0.3)
( 5.6)

( 0.5%)

(89.9%)

( 3.8%)

j

8

3 to 5

-

( 7.1%)

25

383
( 9.9%)

146

3,199
(82.9%)

223

3,857

I

(100%)
(100%)

*"t«:> change" means either: no net change in number of structures; or each of the four 10-acre parcels in the 40 contained 10 or more structures in
both 1968 and 1977.
"'*"Beyond ~ mile from a lake oriented parcel" includes: islands, parcels completely covered by water, and parcels which are greater than ~ mile from
a ~O-acre parcel containing lakeshore.
Source of Change Data:

State

Plannin~

Agency, Land Use Change Project; Source of Water Orientation Data:

State Planning Agency, MLMIS.

Figure 6

TIER DEVELOPMENT ON LAKESHORE

Woodlands have been subjected to increased development pressure
in recent years.
Density zoning applies to all land including
woodlands, with only one non-farm structure allowed per 40-acre
parcel. Development on historically tilled lands is restricted
and, therfore, builders must consider other alternatives. As a
result, more woodland building sites are being used for low
density development.
Development on these hilly wooded sites often creates erosion.
Some individuals prefer that woodlands be cleared and converted
to cropland rather than be used as building sites. Others would
like to see the restrictions relaxed to allow more non-farm
development on rural woodlands.
Some landowners feel they are
being overtaxed in relation to the use they are allowed.
In
part, this may be because of misunderstandings about how the
land is assessed. Woodlands usually are taxed quite low as
compared to productive cropland.
The county is in the process
of reviewing development patterns and trends to determine if a
greater density should be allowed on woodlands.
If the denslty zoning technique has a drawback, it is in the
difficulty of its administration.
The county is required to
make continual distinctions between what is farm or non-farm
development, what is marginal or good agricultural land and
where the strict application of the terms of the ordinance
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would create legitimate hardships.
These issues are rarely
black or white and the county must be careful to justify and
record its decisions.
Counties may have to review each case
individually and yet retain an overall view of the cumulative
impacts of their decisions. While the meticulous administration
of the technique is difficult, it is necessary for it to be
effective and fair.
Soil erosion, resulting from poor farming practices, is one
facet of agricultural land preservation that is not being addressed.
The planning commission as well as a number of other
public agencies are concerned about this issue but have not
figured out how to solve the problem.
In sum, density zoning has thus far proven successful.
Greater
tests may lie ahead for the county.
Before the ordinance was
enacted many rural plats or lots had been approved. Much of the
current development is occurring on this inventory of building
sites. Once these sites are developed or diminish in availability, pressure may grow to relax restrictions for development
in rural areas.

Faribault Urban Fringe
The urban fringe, or area of transition, has long been an area
of conflict because rural and urban uses compete for the same
land (Figure 7). Traditional rural activities such as farming
have to compete with new urban activities like housing, commercial establishments, streets, sewers, schools, etc.
This
competition forces land prices higher, making it hard for farmers to resist converting the land to a non-farm use.
For those
that want to continue farming it may be more expensive or it may
mean difficulties with adjacent urban property owners. Most
high density development has occurred within the corporate limits
of Faribault (Table 2). However, there are some scattered high
density developments in the urban fringe and on shoreland, especially Cannon Lake in Warsaw Township and Roberds and French
Lakes in Wells Township.
GROWTH MANAGEMENT PROBLEMS
Extensive residential platting occurred in Faribault between
1970-1973 and again in 1978. Over 400 residential lots were
platted in 1978, primarily in the southern and southwestern
portion of the city (Figure 8). There were approximately
900 dwelling units added to the city between 1970 and 1979.
Considerable commercial development occurred in the vicinity
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figure 7
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of 1-35 in 1977 and 1978 (Figure 8). This development caused
some mixed use problems and exerted pressure on the city to
annex the land and extend city improvements.
Scattered residential subdivisions create problems for townships
when residents demand services that the townships are not physically or financially equipped to handle.
They also create problems for the city.
For example, the Glynnview subdivision in
Walcott Township, adjacent to the present corporate boundaries
of Faribault, is creating a serious pollution problem due to
sewage discharge (Figure 8). Approximately 50 homes are discharging sewage through tile lines directly into the Straight
River.
The remaining homes in the subdivision have on-lot
sewage systems that are functioning properly.
The residents
with inadequate sewage disposal are requesting municipal sewer
and water. However, Faribault's policy is that no municipal
sewer and water can be extended to an area until the area is
annexed. The residents with non-polluting sewage disposal
systems feel annexation is unnecessary.
Another problem occurs when sewer and water lines are extended
from the city across vacant areas to newly developed subdivisions.
This results in unnecessary assessments for the owners
of the vacant land in between. Extension of services increases
the pressure to develop the vacant land, often much sooner than
is desirable.
This is because (1) the additional assessments
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Table 2
THE NU~1BER OF 40-ACRE PARCELS SHOWING CHANGE IN STRUCTURES IN SELECTED AREAS OF RICE COUNTY

1968 -1977

Change in number of structures per 40-acre parcel, 1968-1977
1

2

No chanoe*
,

structure
gained

structures
qained

3 to 5
structures
gai ned

6 or more
structures
gained

Sum of parcel s
which gained
structures

TOWNSHIP
TOTAL

7
( 4.4)
(26.9)

98
(61.6)
( 2.6)

19
(11.9)
(11.2)

4
( 2.5)
01.8)

13
( 8.2)
(29.5)

18
(11.3)
(51.4)

54

159

Cannon City Township
%of township
%of change category

2
( 0.4)
( 7.7)

453
(91.5)
(12.2)

30
( 6.1)
(17.8)

5
( 1.0)
04.7)

3
.6)
( 6.8)

2
.4)
( 5.7)

40

(

Walcott Township
%of township
%of chan~e category

:1
( 0.5)
(11. 5)

513
(92.1 )
(13.8)

31
( 5.6)
(18.3)

3
( 0.5)
( 8.8)

5
( 0.9)
(11.4)

( 0.4)
( 5.7)

Warsaw Township
%of township
%of change category

4
( 0.8)
(15.4)

532
(95.0)
(14.3)

14
( 2.5)
( 8.3)

5
( 0.9)
(14.7)

2
( 0.4)
( 4.5)

3
( 0.5)
( 8.6)

24

Wells Township
%of township
% of change category

3
.6)
(11.5 )

479
(89.9)
02.9)

30
( 5.6)
(17.8)

8
( 1.5)
(23.5)

7
( 1.3)
(15.9)

6
( 1.1)
(17.1 )

51

All remaining townships in
the study area
%of remaining townships
%of change category

7
( 0.4)
(26.9)

1,649
(95.4)
(44.3)

45
( 2.6)
(26.6)

9
( 0.5)
(26.5)

14
( 0.8)
(31.8)

4
( 0.2)
(11.4)

72

3,724
(92.4%)

169
( 4.2%)

34

44
( 1.1%)

35
( 0.9%)

282

( 0.8%)

1 or more
structures
lost

City of Faribault
% of city
%of change category

Township

~

( 3.9%)
495

(

2

(12.3%)
41

557
(13.8%)

co
"'-..J

(

560
(13.9%)
533
(13.2%)

1,728
(42.9%)

-CHANGE CATEGORY TOTAL
% of study area

26
( 0.6%)

*"No change" means either: no net change in number of structures; or each of the ibur 10-acre parcels in the 40 contained 10 or more
structures in both 1968 and 1977.
Source of Change Data:

State Planning Agency, Land Use Change Project; Source of data on township location:

State Planning Agency, MLMIS

I

4,032
( 100%)
100%
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Table 2
THE NU~1BER OF 40-ACRE PARCELS SHOWING CHANGE IN STRUCTURES IN SELECTED AREAS OF RICE COUNTY

1968 -1977

Change in number of structures per 40-acre parcel, 1968-1977
1 or more
structures
lost

Township

~

7

1

2

No chanoe*

structure
gained

structures
gained

3 to 5
structures
gai ned

6 or more
structures
gained

SIJIl of parcel s
which gained
structures

TOWNSHIP
TOTAL

19
(I1.9)
(11. 2)

4
( 2.5)
(11.8)

13
( 8.2)
(29.5)

18
(11.3)
(51.4)

54

159

3
.6)
( 6.8)

2

40

(

(

<

City of Faribault
% of city
%of change category

( 4.4)

(26.9)

98
(61.6)
( 2.6)

Cannon City Township
% of township
%of change category

2
( 0.4)
( 7.7)

453
(91.5)
(12.2)

30
( 6.1)
(17.8 )

5
( 1.0)
(14.7)

Walcott Township
%of township
% of chan~e category

:1
( 0.5)
(11.5)

513
(92.1)
(I3.8)

31
( 5.6)
(I8.3)

3
( 0.5)
( 8.8)

( 0.9)
(11.4)

( 0.4)
( 5.7)

Warsaw Township
%of township
% of change category

4
( 0.8)
(IS. 4)

532
(95.0)
(14.3)

14
( 2.5)
( 8.3)

5
( 0.9)
(14.7)

2
( 0.4)
( 4.5)

3
( 0.5)
( 8.6)

24

Wells Township
%of township
%of change category

3
.6)
(11.5 )

479
(89.9)
(12.9)

30
( 5.6)
(17 .8)

8
( 1.5)
(23.5)

7
( 1.3)
(15.9)

6
( 1.1)
(17.1 )

51

All remaining townships in
the study area
% of remaining townships
%of change category

7
( 0.4)
(26.9)

1,649
(95.4)
(44.3)

45
( 2.6)
(26.6)

9
( 0.5)
(26.5)

14
( 0.8)
(31.8)

4
( 0.2)

72

(11.4)

3,724
(92.4%)

169
( 4.2%)

34
( 0.8%)

44
( 1.1%)

35
( 0.9%)

5

( 3.9%)
495

.4)

( 5.7)
2

(12.3%)
41

557
(13.8%)

co

'-J

(

560
(13.9%)
533
(13.2%)

1,728
(42.9%)

-CHANGE CATEGORY TOTAL
% of study area

26
( 0.6%)

282

*"No change" means either: no net change in number of structures; or each of the fuur 10-acre parcels in the 40 contained 10 or more
structures in both 1968 and 1977.
Source of Change Data:

State Planning Agency, Land Use Change Project; Source of data on township 10cat1on:

State Planning Agency, MLMIS
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• Glynnview
Subdivision
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sometimes require the owner to sell; (2) the land is considered
more valuable for development and offers to buy are more frequent; (3) the land will bring a higher price and (4) the land
is often taxed at a higher rate, reflecting its value for development, which forces the owner to sell.
Several small subdivisions, south of the G1ynnview subdivision
along County Highway 45, could create premature land conversion
problems such as those discussed above. Moreover, the lots in
these subdivisions are larger than those in the city (Figure 9).
Consequently, the cost of providing services to these lots will
be much higher when annexed by the city.
The potential financial burden to homeowners may also decrease their willingness to
be annexed. Occasionally, property owners blame the city for
these problems.
Yet the city had no say in determining the size
of these lots because they were outside the corporate limits
beyond the city's zoning jurisdiction.

Figure 9

SCATTERED SUBDIVISIONS
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0

In addition to sewer and water service, placement of schools is
another major public development that greatly influences the
location of residential development.
The current high school,
located in the south central portion of the city, is a good
example. Once the school was completed, residential development
virtually exploded in the vacant area south of the school
(Figure 8).
As mentioned earlier, the school board recently purchased 150
acres of land just south of the city for a possible new high
school.
There was little coordination between the school board
and the city regarding this purchase, and there has been little
coordination between these two bodies regarding other school
plans. Because of the impact school development has on adjacent
parcels of land, the city thinks it is essential that better
coordination exist.
It also realizes that both the city and the
school board are to blame for the lack of coordination in the
past.
Most new development in the Faribault area has occurred and is
continuing to occur in the southern portion of the city and the
northwestern part of Walcott Township.
This is an area of SCS
Class I and II agricultural soil.
The loss of agricultural land
to residential development is a concern of the county planning
commission and the adjoining townships of Warsaw and Walcott.
However, the Faribault city council and planning commission have not
viewed the loss of agricultural land in this area to be a significant problem.
Rather, they feel, this is the logical direction
for new growth because it is cheaper to develop and to provide
with utilities and also because it is contiguous to existing
development. Other areas within the city are being developed
but these areas are more expensive to develop because of their
physical characteristics (rolling terrain, low areas with high
water table, wooded areas, poor access, etc.). To a great
extent, good agricultural land will be lost regardless of the
direction the city expands.
Urban expansion into what were formerly agricultural areas is
perceived to be a problem by the townships and the county planning commission for several reasons.
First, while the total
acres of agricultural land lost in anyone year may not be very
large, the accumulation of these losses over an extended period
of time may be significant.
Figure 10 shows the location of
10-acre parcels that contained at least one structure in 1977
(this figure includes both farm and non-farm structures). Second, this development may require services such as road improvements, sewer and water, snow plowing, school busing, etc., which
create a financial burden for the county and townships.
Third,
this development increases the non-farm population of the township which could eventually lead to a political imbalance on
the township board in favor of urban people.
Township officials
believe this would be undesirable because the bulk of land
within the township is agricultural.
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Figure 10

LOCATION OF URBAN STRUCTURES IN RICE COUNTY, 1977
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Explanation: Figure 10 shoh's the number of structures per 10-acre parcel
in Rice County in 1977. Data is based on the interpretation of 1977 high
altitude aerial photographs. No distinction is made between residential
and non-residential uses of structures.
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The above issues were a more serious concern of local officials
prior to Rice County's adopting density zoning controls in 1975.
Most officials are now confident that the new density ordinance
will curb the scattereq development that led to the above problems.
Today these issues are more the result of old plats being
"grandfathered"l than the lack of effective controls.
Another issue that adds to the problems in the urban-fringe
is the desire of some farmers, who live adjacent to the city, to
sell their land for development rather than selling it to someone who will continue to use it as farmland.
Farms close to
Faribault can bring more money if they are sold to developers
than if they are sold for agricultural use.
There is a big
temptation to sell to developers, particularly for farmers who
are about to retire and want to get as much for their land as
possible.
The county's zoning controls limit subdivisions to
areas within the city and shorelands.
Consequently, there is
less agricultural land that can be developed in the fringe area.
GROWTH MANAGEMENT CONTROLS
Planning efforts conducted by the city resulted in the completion of subdivision regulations, a zoning ordinance and a comprehensive plan in 1963. All of these studies were conducted
under the Department of Housing and Urban Development's 701
program. Although the city planning commission was interested
in planning during the '60s, there was little support from the
city council.
The council did, however, adopt zoning controls
and subdivision regulations.
They did not adopt a comprehensive
plan at the time because they were not convinced of the benefits
of the plan nor did they have a staff to implement the plan.
Finally, in the early '70s, because of concern for losing federal funds, the city began to develop a new comprehensive plan.
The plan was adopted by the council in 1975 and a staff was
hired to help implement it. According to staff, even though the
council does not put as much stock in the comprehensive plan as
they would like, their general attitude about planning and
cooperation is improving.
Prior to the development of the county's initial controls in the
late '60s, Warsaw, Walcott and Wells townships developed their
own zoning ordinances. Their concern was to protect agricultural land that was being lost to development in the urban
fringe.
However, they lacked adequate staff and technical expertise to prepare an ordinance that would effectively control
the loss of agricultural land. As a result, these ordinances
1 Grandfathered plats are plats that were approved under a previous ordinance and, though they do not conform to the requirements of the new ordinance, are allowed anyway.
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were not effective.
Through the county planning commission, the
townships brought their problems to the attention of the county.
Since the county, too, had been concerned about this issue, they
listened to what the townships had to say.
As a result, the county developed its first zoning ordinance
which established a five-acre minimum lot size. As discussed
earlier, this ordinance was not effective in controlling scattered development and reducing the loss of agricultural land in
the urban fringe.
In 1974, Rice County began to address the urban fringe problem
around Faribault.
Since the loss of agricultural land was due
in part to urban uses locating outside of Faribault, the city,
county and townships established an urban expansion zone around
the city (Figure 11). This expansion zone was adopted as part

Figure 11
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of the Rice County Zoning Ordinance in 1975. The zone is intended to encourage more contiguous development and prevent
premature conversion of agricultural land and the costly servicing of scattered development.
The urban expansion zones
requires a minimum lot size of 35 acres, thus preserving agricultural land until it can undergo an orderly transition to
urban development.
The effectiveness of the urban expansion zone is unclear. As it
stands now, there is a formal procedure whereby the city and
county planning commissions meet annually to discuss development
in this area and decide whether or not boundary changes are
necessary.
The townships see this as a constructive effort but
think there should be more coordination than presently exists.
At present, the townships are not involved in the annual meeting
of the city and county to determine the urban expansion zone
boundary.
One weakness in the urban expansion zone is the delineation of
the boundary.
The boundary seems to be arbitrarily drawn and
does not take into account property lines or growth patterns.
This situation causes the boundary to be adjusted in annexations involving properties bisected by the urban expansion zone
boundary.
For example, the city recently annexed the Cashin
property, a portion of which is located outside the urban expansion boundary (Figure 12). This was done in spite of the fact
that this boundary was found to be adequate at the last annual
meeting.
If the boundary is so easily changed, one wonders how
effective it is in confining growth to a specific area near the
city.
Warsaw Township was also concerned about the Cashin annexation,
which took place before the completion of orderly annexation
agreements, because the property was very good agricultural
land.
The township indicated that it would prefer to see development occur in the northeastern part of the city first, since
there is not as much good agricultural land there as in the south.
The township also felt that cooperation during the Cashin
annexation should have been better between Faribault and the
township. Warsaw Township wanted to be involved in the earlier
stages of the annexation process in order to have a greater
effect on the final decision.
On the other hand, the city
thought that the township had essentially made the final decision on the annexation request.
According to city staff, it is
city policy that the developer or property owner requesting
annexation secure a "waiver of objection" from the township
before the city will consider the request.
The township essentially decides whether an annexation is to proceed.
In the
Cashin annexation, Warsaw Township signed the "waiver of objection," indicating that they had no objection to the annexation
request.
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figure 12
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Faribault also makes use of its extraterritorial subdivision
powers (M.S. 462.358). Through these powers the city reviews
all platting requests within two miles of the city limits and
makes recommendations to the county. Before the county's adoption of its new density zoning ordinance, it is questionable
whether the procedure had much effect on development. Without a
zoning ordinance compatible with the subdivision regulations,
and the old county zoning ordinance was not, there is little
that can be done to control the location, type and intensity of
development.
Since the adoption of the new county density zoning ordinance,
which is compatible with city and county plans for the urban
fringe area, the review of subdivision plats has resulted in
better control of land development in the urban fringe.
Initially, the townships did not look favorably on this procedure.
They were concerned that the city had too much authority in an
area that was predominantly rural.
Moreover, they felt that
they should have more say over development proposals in this
two-mile area.
After establishment of the urban expansion zone
and initiation of annexation talks with the city, the townships
were more receptive to this arrangement.
The orderly annexation process is being used by Faribault, the
county and surrounding townships to deal more effectively with
growth management problems in the urban fringe.
The city contracted with a planning consultant in 1978 to evaluate growth
problems and recommend specific ways to resolve them. The
consultant recommended the adoption of policies to guide growth
and a process for orderly annexation.
The city, townships
and county were all involved in the development of this study.
The orderly annexation process is intended to be staged over a
long period of time, probably 20 years, and provides the framework within which city, township and county can make decisions
regarding development.
The city and the townships are planning
to hold regular meetings to discuss jointly the consultant's
recommendations regarding growth policies and also to work out
the specifics of the orderly annexation agreement, including
when a particular parcel will be annexed, how the tax revenues
will be distributed, what the tax rates will be, timing of
sewer, water, park and street improvements and proposed zoning
for the area.
The orderly annexation process encourages cooperation since each governmental unit involved must sign an agreement
before it becomes official.
The city hopes to conclude its work
on the annexation agreements by the end of 1980. However, because
the process is complex and new to the city and the townships it
may require more time.
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The orderly annexation process appears to be a step in the right
direction. other than the establishment of the urban expansion
zone, there has never been a formal arrangement that enabled the
city and the township to-prepare for growth and annexation in
the fringe area.
This process should also help townships protect good agricultural land and allow the city to handle urban
expansion in an economical manner. Both the township and city
are encouraged by the other's willingness to sit down and talk
about growth problems.
Faribault is also proposing a technique that would establish
service districts for sanitary sewer, storm sewer and water
mains.
This technique would be included in the city's capital
improvement program and would establish district boundaries
within which these services would be provided during the coming
five-year period.
This will provide developers and the city
with some predictability regarding the location and timing of
these services.
This technique should assist the city in confining development to areas where the city wishes it to locate.
Such a technique will require close cooperation among developers,
the city and township officials.

Summary
County controls developed during the '60s were not effective in
controlling scattered development and resulted in unnecessary
losses of agricultural land. Since the preservation of a farm
economy was a primary concern of Rice County, new controls were
developed in 1975.
These new controls consisted of a density
zoning ordinance and the establishment of an urban expansion
zone around cities.
The density zoning controls have proven to be an effective way
to regulate non-farm growth on agricultural land.
However,
pressure to develop non-agricultural areas such as woodlands
and shorelands is increasing.
These areas will require more
attention if problems are to be avoided.
In addition, the
density zoning controls have resulted in additional administrative work for the zoning administrator because of an increase
in the number of variances requested.
To this point, though,
this has not adversely affected the implementation of the
ordinance.
Most new development in Faribault, will continue to occur on
good agricultural land south of the present city limits. The
city believes this to be the logical direction for new growth
because the land is relatively flat and public se~vices can be
economically provided.
To reduce scattered development and
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minimize the loss of agricultural land, an urban expansion zone,
jointly agreed to by the city, townships and the county was
established.
The county zoning ordinance is enforced in the
expansion zone and requires a minimum lot size of 35 acres.
This helps to preserve agricultural land until it can be annexed
by the city and developed in an orderly manner.
The expansion zone boundary could be an effective way of controlling premature conversion of agricultural land in the urban
fringe.
However, present administration of the boundary which
includes an annual meeting of county and city officials to
determine boundary delineation needs to be more strictly adhered
to.
Changes in the urban expansion zone boundary have occurred
without being discussed at the annual Meeting.
The city is also employing other controls to assist in managing
growth in the urban fringe.
These confrols include development
of an orderly annexation agreement with adjacent townships and
establishing service districts for sanitary sewer, storm sewer
and water mains through the city's capital improvements program.
Since these controls are new, their effectiveness cannot be
determined at this time.

Findings
LOSS OF AGRICULTURAL LAND
1.

The loss of agricultural land to scattered development was
a problem before the county developed a new zoning ordinance
in 1975.

2.

The county now uses a variety of tools including density
zoning provisions and urban expansion zones to protect
agricultural land.

3.

Local support from the county planning commission, county
board, and public seem to be a key factor in developing
and implementing the controls.

4.

A strong homogeneous farming economy may be advantageous in
getting local support for agricultural land preservation.

5.

While the density zoning techniques are effective in reducing the loss of agricultural land, they have contributed to
increased development on lakeshore.
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6.

The regulatory controls used by the county are well justified by a policy plan.

7.

The administration of the density controls is difficult and
time consuming but appears to be done fairly and in a manner
consistent with adopted regulations.

8.

The loss of agricultural land to scattered development has
been minimized.

FARIBAULT URBAN FRINGE
1.

Some good agricultural land will continue to be lost to
urban development in the Faribault urban fringe area.
The
loss of agricultural land should be minimized because of
increased efforts by local government to plan and control
development through the orderly annexation process, establishment of service districts for public utilities and
development of sound zoning procedures.

2.

Residential development in the urban fringe is a concern
of townships because agricultural land is lost and the
poli-tical balance could shift in favor of urban interests.

3.

Townships alone have neither the expertise or financial resources to deal effectively with the complex urban problems
that occur in the urban fringe.

4.

Problems with scattered development in the urban fringe have
been reduced by establishing an urban expansion zone and
adopting strict zoning controls, jointly agreed to by the
city and the county.

5.

The urban expansion zone could be more effective in guiding
development in the urban fringe if the expansion zone boundary reflected property lines and by ensuring that the boundary be changed only through the process agreed upon by the
city and the county.

6.

Coordination between county and city staff in dealing with
land use problems in the urban fringe has been good except
for the Cashin annexation.
Coordination among townships and
city officials has been less than satisfactory but is improving through participation in an orderly annexation
process.

7.

Good coordination between all levels of government is the
key to effective land use management in the urban fringe.
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CountyInterviewees/Reviewers

City Council,
City Planning
City Planner
County Zoning
County Board,

County Planning COJmJission, Chairman
County Planning Commissioners
Owatonna Township Supervisors
Clinton Falls Township Supervisors
Soil Conservation Officer(Retired)

Chairman
Commission, Chairman
Administrator
Cha i nnan

Bacl<.ground
Steele County is located in south central J'1innesota on the
northern perimeter of the nation's corn belt (Figure 1).' Outside of Owatonna, the county economy is predominantly agricultural wi th corn and soybeans the top cash crops. Most manufacturing and industrial use in the rural areas is primarily
agriculturally related including grain and feed milling, grain
storage and the handling and storage of bulk fertilizer and
specialized agricultural produce.
The topography of the county
is level to gently rolling. Over 77 percent of the county is
cultivated. Average farm size was 180 acres in 1977 compared
with a statewide average of 264 acres. l
Soils in the county are
among the state's richest.
Approximately 93 percent (255,100
acres)2 of the county's soils are rated U.S. Soil Conservation
Service Class I, II or III, generally considered prime agricultural land.
Population in the county has continued to increase and in 1978
was estimated to be 30,700.
The state demographer has projected
that by the year 2000, the county's population will be 32,700.
As in the past, the major population increase is expected to
occur in Owatonna.
Owatonna is situated at the junction of 1-35 and U.S. Highways
14 and 218 midway between Mankato and Rochester (Figure 1).
Owatonna is the county seat and serves as the primary shopping
area for all of Steele County and the eastern portion of Waseca
County.
1 Minnesota Crop and Livestock Reporting Service, Minnesota Agricultural Statistics 1978, St. Paul, Minnesota, June 1979.
2 Soil and Hater Conservation Service, ~1innesota Soil and Water
Conservation Needs Inventory, August 1971.
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Figure 1

COUNTY AND CITY LOCATION

Although an important retail center, owatonna's greatest strength
is in its industrial and manufacturing base. According to the
Minnesota Department of Economic Development, over 41 percent
(4,577) of Owatonna's labor force is employed in manufacturing.
There are nine manufacturing companies who employ more than 200
employees and one company employing 1,350 people.
These companies are involved in the manufacture of hydraulic equipment,
farm equipment, hardware, vegetable canning and glass processing
to name a few.
Since 1972, the city has averaged from three to
four million dollars per year in industrial and commercial development.
In 1978, over 250,000 square feet of new industrial
space was constructed.
According to estimates made by the State Demographer's Office,
the population of Owatonna increased from 15,241 in 1970 to 18,271
in 1979, an increase of 19 percent. Population estimates were not
available for Clinton Falls and Owatonna Townships. Visual field
checks indicated that most new residential development was occurring within the city limits of Owatonna and consequently these
townships, though experiencing some growth, have not experienced the rapid growth that is occurrinq in Owatonna. Fiqure 2
and Table 1 verify information collected during the visual field
surveys.
It should be noted that although there were only 72 40acre parcels in Owatonna which gained structures, 47 40-acre parcels had gains of three structures or more. City officials
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Table 1
THE NUMBER OF 40-ACRE PARCELS SHOWING URBAN STRUCTURE CHANGE IN SELECTED AREAS OF STEELE COUNTY 1968-1977
Change in number of structures per 40-acre parcel, 1968-1977
1 or more
structures
lost

Township

CJ
I

I-'

o

I

No chanae*

1
structure
ga ined

2
structures
ga ined

3 to 5
structures
gained

G or more
structures
gained
,

Sum of parcel s
which ga ined
structures

3
( 1.1)

26

Medford Township
%of township
% of change category

2
( 0.7)
( 5. G)

255
(90.1)
( 5.2)

17
( 6.0)
(14.3)

4
( 1.4)
(12.9)

2
( 0.7)
( 5.7)

Clinton Falls Township
% of tOI'!'1ship
% of change category

1
( 0.3)
( 2.3)

271
(94.1)
( 5.5)

10
( 3.5)

( 8.4)

4
( 1.4)
(12.9)

2
( 0.7)
( 5.7)

Owatonna Township
% of township
% of change category

5
( 1. 2)
(13.9)

394
(91. 2)
( 3.0)

22
( 5.1)
(18.5)

2
( 0.5)
( 6.5)

4
( 0.9)
(11.4)

5
( 1. 2)
(14.3)

33

City of Owatonna
% of city
% of change category

1
( 0.7)
( ~.tl)

71
(49.3)
( 1.4)

13
( 9.0)
(10.9)

12
( 8.3)
(38.7)

23
(16.0)
(65.7 )

24
(16.7)
(68.6)

72

1

3

( 2.9)

2
(40.0)
( 5.7)

70

( 8.G)
0

TOWNSHIP
TOTAL
1

I

16

283
( 5.5%)
288
( 5.6%)
432
( 8.3%)

N

City of r~edford
% of city
% of change category

0

A1l remaining townships
in the study area
% of remaining to\~ships
% of change category

27
( 0.7)
(75.0)

CHANGE CATEGORY TOTAL
% of study area

36
( 0.7%)

2
(40.0)
( 0.1)

0

0

(LO.O)

57

9

3

1

(97.6)
(79.8)

( 1.4)
(47.9)

( 0.2)
(29.0)

( 0.1)
( 8.6)

( 0.1)
( 2.9)

4,928
(95.1%)

119
( 2.3%)

31
( 0.6%)

35
.( 0.7%)

35
( 0.7%)

3,935

144
( 2.8%)
5

I

( 0.1%)
4,032
(77.3%)
220

5,184
(100%)
(100%)

*"No change" means either: no net change in number of structures; or each of the four 10-acre parcel s in the 40 conta ined 10 or more structures in both
1968 and 1977.
Source of Change Data:

State Planning Agency, Land Use Change Project; Source of Data on Township Location:

State Planning Agency, f1UHS

are convinced that Owatonna will continue to increase rapidly
because of new commercial and industrial growth and have projected the city's population to be 36,000 by the year 2000.
The State Demographer has projected the city's population to be
22,900 and the county's population to total 32,700 by the year
2000.

loss of Agricultural land
The loss of agricultural land to development was considered to
be the major land use problem by the county zoning administrator
and town board supervisors in Owatonna and Clinton Falls Townships.
The county and township officials are concerned about
the loss of agricultural land for several reasons. First, though
the loss of agricultural land in anyone year has not been large,
it is the cumulative impact which worries local officials.
They
believe that if farmers are to provide crops for food and energy, the accumulation of these ag-land losses over a number of
years will eventually reduce total production.
Second, township
officials are concerned about having to provide urban services
such as sewer, water, roads, etc., for residential development
that locates in the township.
Initially, they see this development as beneficial because it provides additional tax base.
Later, however., as requests are made for public services that
the township cannot provide, problems arise causing friction
between residents and town board members.
Third, rural nonfarm residents often become unhappy with unexpected dust, noise
and odor produced by nearby farming operations. For example, a
farmer in Clinton Falls Township has a feedlot which is near a
number of residences. One nearby resident who overlooks the
feedlot operation is opposed to it because he does not like the
way it looks or smells.
The feedlot was there long before this
neighboring homeowner, yet the homeowner wants the farmer to
change the way he works.
Unfortunately, most people who move
to the country are unaware or simply don't care about these
problems before they decide to move.
According to county and township officials, the loss of ag-land
occurs primarily in the urban fringe around Owatonna where there
is substantial pressure to develop the land for urban uses (Figure 3).
In the Owatonna urban fringe, west of I-35, U.S. Soil Conservation Service Class I agricultural land is being lost to industrial development. Additional agricultural land is being lost
to industrial and commercial development in the I-35 corridor between Owatonna and Clinton Falls Township and to residential development in the eastern and northeastern parts of the city. According
to a former SCS officer, the agricultural soils being used for
residential development are not as good as those being converted
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Figure 2
URBAN STRUCTURE CHANGE IN STEELE COUIHY, 1968-1977
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Explanation: Figure
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2 shows change in the number of structures per
40-acre parcel in a portion of Steele County between 1968 and 1977. Data
is based on the interpretation of 1968 and 1977 aerial photographs.
Symbols indicate the number of structures either gained or lost; single
dots represent water; blank areas indicate that either no net change
occurred in the number of structures, or change was not assessed due to
difficulties encountered in counting structures in heavily urbanized
areas. No distinction is made between residential and non-residential
uses of structures.
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Figure 3

RELATIONSHIP OF CHANGE IN URBAN STRUCTURES 1968-1977 TO AGRICULTURAL PRODUCTIVITY
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Explanation: Figure 3 shows the relative suitability of areas in
and around Owatonna for agricultural production. Soil landscape units
were given ratings of 0 to 94 based on soil texture, drainage, color
and slope; depth of the rooting zone; and phosphorous/potassium content.
Ratings were combined into five groups for display purposes, with group
one representing the most productive soils.

The areas in black indicate 40-acre parcels with gains in the number of
structures between 1968 and 1977. Data is based on the interpretation
of 1968 and 1977 high altitude aerial photographs. No distinction is
made between residential and non-residential uses of structures.
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to industrial development. Scattered non-farm development throughout the county also contributes to the loss of agricultural
land but is not considered a serious threat.
The location of
structures in 1977 by 10-acre parcel is illustrated in Figure 4.
According to data in Table 2, between 1968 and 1977, most development surrounding Owatonna occurred on parcels where the dominant
land use was cultivated. Parcels with a dominant land use of forest
and pasture anq open experienced substantially less development.
According to the zoning administrator, this trend has reversed
recently and now a high percentage of development occurring
outsid~ the urban fringe is occurring in wooded areas.
GROWTH MANAGEMENT CONTROLS AT THE TOWNSHIP LEVEL
The l08s Qfagricultural land to urban development was first
recognized as a problem in Steele County during the 1950's.
When township officials approached the county about a solution
to the problem, Steele County officials indicated that they did
not wish to be involved in land use controls at that time and
encouraged the townships to adopt their own controls. Originally, all nine townships in Steele County adopted zoning ordinances. Later, after the county adopted controls, only two Clinton Falls and Owatonna Townships - continued to enforce their
ordinance. Clinton Falls and Owatonna Township enforce their
ordinances because they believe theirs: to be more effective
than the county's in dealing with the encroachment of urban
development.
These townships are most directly affected by
urban uses because of their proximity to Owatonna (Figure 5).
Owatonna Township surrounds the city of owatonna on three sides
and Clinton Falls Township is located just to the north of the
city.
The township ordinances are intended to provide a means for controlling the location of urban development thus reducing the
loss of agricultural land. However, the terms of the ordinances
are likely to produce results directly contrary to this intent
for a number of reasons.
First, both ordinances contain similar
provisions and four land use districts: industrial district,
commercial district, residential district and an open space
district. Neither ordinance includes a map showing the location
of the four land use districts.
Both ordinances provide a narrative description of the industrial district but the location
of the other three districts (commercial, residential and the
open district) is unknown and left entirely to the discretion of
the town board at the time a developer makes a request.
Consequently, even the most considered decisions of the townships
on development proposals which threaten agricultural land could
be labeled as arbitrary by opponents or proponents and challenged
in court.
Secondly, the industrial district, as defined, promotes conflicts between industry and agriculture.
The industrial
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Figure 4
LOCATION OF URBAN STRUCTURES IN A PORTION OF STEELE COUNTY 1977
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4 shows the number of structures per 10-acre
parcel in a portion of Steele County in 1977. Data is based on the
interpretation of 1977 high altitude aerial photographs. No distinction
is made between residential and non-residential uses of structures.
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Table 2
THE NU~lBER OF 40-ACRE PARCELS SHOWING CHANGE IN STRUCTURES BY TYPE OF LAND USE/LAND COVER 1968-1977
Change ill number of structures per 40-acre parcel, 1963-1977

1

2

No change**

structure
gained

structures
gained

3 to 5
structures
ga ined

6 or more
structures
gained

Sum of parcel s
which ga ined
structures

USE/COVER
CATEGORY
TOTAL

25
( 0.6)
(69.4)

3,918
(96.8)
(79.5)

72
( 1.8)
(GO.5)

13
( 0.3)
(41. 9)

7
( 0.2)
(20.0)

13
( 0.3)
(37.1 )

105

4,048

Pasture and open
% of use/cover category
% of change ca~gory

8
( 1.0)
(22.2)

774
(95.3 )
(15.7)

18
( 2.2)
(15.1 )

5
( 0.6)
(16.1 )

7
( 0.9)
(20.0)

0

30

Forested
% of use/cover category
% of change category

0

101
(87.1)
( 2.0)

10
( 8.6)

1
( 0.9)
( L.9)

0

( 3.4)

4
( 3.4)
(12.9)

Urban
% of use/cover category
% of change category

2
( 1.4)
( 5.6)

78
(53.1)
( 1. 6)

17
(11. 6)
(14.3 )

9
( 6.1)
(29.0)

20
(13.6)
(57.1 )

2l
(14.3)
(60.0)

67

Other***
% of use/cover category
% of change category

1
( 1. 6)
( 2.8)

57
(93.4)
( 1.2)

2
( 3.3)
( 1.7)

0

0

1
( 1.6)

3

CHANGE CATEGORY TOTAL
% of study area

3G
( 0.7%)

4,928
(9b.1%)

119
( 2.3%)

31
( 0.6%)

Land Use/Land Cover, 1969*

1 or more
structures
lost

Cultivated
% of use/cover category
% of change category

(78.1%)
812
(15.7%)

n
I

I--'

c-

eo

15

( 2.2%)

35
( 0.7%)

147
( 2.8%)
61
( 1 .2~;)

( 2.9)
35
( 0.7%)

116

220

5,184
(100%)
(100%)

*"Land Use/Land Cover" refers to the dominant use or cover for each 40-acre parcel.
**"No change" means either: no net change in number of structures; Or each of the four 10-acre parcels in the 40 contained 10 or more structures in
both 19G8 and 1977.
***"Other" includes: water, marsh, extractive, and transportation.
Source of Change Data:

State Planning Agency, Land Use Change Project; Source of Land Use/Land Cover Data:

State Planning Agency, MLMIS.

------------------~~~-~,------,-~-----------

Figure 5

OWATONNA AND SURROUNDING TOWNSHIPS

CLINTON
F ALL S

OWATONNA

district is defined as being that area lying within 400 feet of
the right of way of each railroad in the township and within 200
feet of every county, state and federal highway in the township.
(Figure 6). By permitting industry to locate along any railroad
or major road, the township ordinances do not provide protection
against the conversion of agricultural land to industrial uses.
Furthermore, the ordinances contain a provision which seems to
permit a wide variety of uses to occur within the industrial
district.
The provision states that all buildings and land may
be used for any purpose not prohibited by 1aw. 3 It then lists
those uses that would be allowed only if a special use permit
was obtained. Presumably then, residential uses, and all the
commercial uses listed as permitted uses in the commercial
district, as well as industrial or manufacturing uses not listed
as requiring a special use permit, would be allowed in the industrial land use district.
Consequently, what the township appears to have is an all inclusive land use district adjacent to
all railroads and highways.
This approach poses a serious threat
to agriculture, is likely to cause conflicts between many uses
and will result in enormous expenditures if public services are
required at a future date.
3 Clinton Falls Township, Clinton Falls Township Zoning Ordinance,
1955 amended 1977.
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figure 6
LAND ZONED FOR INDUSTRY-OWATONNA AND CLINTON FALLS TOWNSHIP
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Township officials in Owatonna Township expressed the desire for
limited agricultural industrial development that would not require public sewer or water. However, their ordinance permits a
number of uses that probably would require municipal sewer because of state or federal standards, e.g., restaurants, motels
and certain manufacturing processes.
In addition, municipal
services may be necessary because of physical constraints.
According to a former SCS Official, 90 percent of the soils in
Steele County have moderate to severe limitations for on-lot
sewage disposal systems requiring drainfields.
Finally, the provisions of the residential district have not
effectively controlled scattered residential development in
agricultural areas.
The residential district in Clinton Falls
Township requires a minimum lot size of five acres while the
minimum lot size in Owatonna Township is only 10,000 square
feet.
A town board official in Clinton Falls stated that the
five acre minimum is an increase in lot size over two acres the
township previsouly had in order to discourage scattered residential development.
The increase in lot size has not been
effective in doing this.
For example, about four years ago, a
realtor bought a 50-acre farm near the Owatonna city limits and
subdivided it into 10-acre parcels.
The people who bought the
10-acre parcels subdivided them into 5-acre parcels.
There are
four other property owners just north of the city boundary who
currently want to sell their land for future development. Because of this, the townboard is considering the adoption of
density zoning controls.
Summary of Township Controls
Although Clinton Falls and Owatonna Townships have indicated
that the loss of agricultural land is a big concern, their
existing zoning ordinances do little to prevent this problem
from occurring.
The ordinances promote strip commercial and
industrial development in the rural area of the townships rather
than concentrating it where it is desirable and can be served
with public utilities. Moreover, there is no provision for
controlling scattered residential development either through the
establishment of a residential district or some type of density
zoning measure except for the arbitrary decision of the town
board at the time a request is made.
It should be pointed out
that Owatonna Township has recently hired a consultant to revise
their present zoning ordinance, review annexation issues and to
help the townshiD establish an agricultural protection district.
GROWTH MANAGEMENT CONTROLS AT THE COUNTY LEVEL
As stated previously, the townships started zoning back in the
middle 50's. Around 1968, the county felt it necessary to provide more consistent enforcement and control than what they

C-111

felt the townships were providing. Steele County received HUD
701 planning funds for the preparation of a comprehensive plan,
zoning ordinance and subdivision regulations.
The County's
first zoning ordinance was adopted in 1971. It was designed to
control scattered residential development in rural areas but
proved ineffective in doing so. The ordinance required a minimum lot size of 10 acres. Planning commission members lacked
confidence in the 10-acre minimum lot size requirement as an
effective means of controlling development in the agricultural
area of the county. They reasoned that 10 acres in the rural
areas would not cost anymore than a city lot. Consequently,
land cost was not seen as an effective means of discouraging
people from purchasing and developing agricultural land. Moreover, since many of those who wish to locate in the country
choose wooded areas instead of good agricultural land, the planning commission felt that they were placing unnecessary restrictions on these people by requiring a minimum lot size of 10 acres.
The large lot size requirement did have the effect of causing
wooded areas to develop faster than was desirable.
After four years of expereince with the 1971 ordinance, the
county planning commission determined that the ordinance was not
effective, and, in 1975 requested that the county board appropriate money for a new ordinance.
A new ordinance was prepared by a consultant in 1976 but it was
hard to understand and difficult to administer.
In 1978 the
county planning commission recommended that it not be used.
The
planning commission set up a subcommittee of five people to
revise the county's 1971 ordinance.
The subcommittee consisted
of the zoning administrator, the sanitarian and three planning
commission members. The revised ordinance, adopted in January
1979, contains seven use districts including:
(1) Agricultural
District; (2) Flood Plain District; (3) Shoreland District;
(4) Conservation District; (5) General Business District;
(6) General Industrial District; and (7) Single Family Residential District.
Like the townships, Steele County is concerned with controlling
urban development and minimizing its impact on agriculture.
The
strengths and weaknesses of their approach is discussed in the
following sections •.
Density Zoning Provision
Steele County has taken what appears to be an effective step with
regard to the protection of agricultural land. Their new ordinance
creates a new density zoning provision within the agricultural
district.
Under this provision no more than one non-farm dwelling
unit shall be allowed per quarter of a quarter section of land
(40 acres) and no non-farm dwelling unit will be allowed on land
tilled within the past five years and classified as a Class I or
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II soil by the Soil Conservation Service. On anyone farm, the
ordinance allows one additional mobile home in addition to the
main farm residence provided the mobile home occupants are
associated with the farm operation.
The required minimum lot
size in the Agricultural District is one acre for both farm and
non-farm residential structures.
According to the Steele County zoning administrator, there have
been some exceptions granted to the ordinance. For example,
there's the case where a farmer wishes to give a lot to a son or
daughter so that they can remain on the farm. This is consistent with the ordinance as long as the son or daughter is involved in the farming operation. Often times however, the son
or daughter works in town and has nothing to do with the farming
operation. His or her residence is a non-farm residence, and
according to the ordinance, should not be allowed in the Agriculture District because it would exceed the allowable density
of one dwelling unit per quarter of a quarter section. Exceeding the density provision of the ordinance is only allowable if
the dwelling units are farm related, and then, only by one
additional dwelling unit. Another problem with the farm related
residence is that when the occupants wish to sell, they are
limited to selling the property to someone who will be engaged
in the farming operation, since selling it to anyone else would
classify it as a non-farm residential structure which is not
allowed by the current ordinance. A couple of exceptions to the
density provision have also been granted on SCS Class III soils
and in wooded areas.
There is some question about allowing
higher density on SCS Class III since this is relatively good
farmland. Often times the only difference between this and SCS
Class II soils is that Class III soils have a greater slope.
Lack of Zoning Map
While the county ordinance contains several land use districts,
there is no zoning map at this time to determine where in the
county these land use districts are located. The county zoning
administrator has indicated that he is working with the sanitarian and several planning commission members to prepare a
zoning map for presentation to the planning commission later
this year. The zoning administrator stated that the county
applies the agricultural district throughout the unincorporated
portions of the county, yet nowhere in the ordinance does it
specify that this is so. Other uses such as commercial and
industrial are handled as a conditional use. This is an unusual
practice in view of the fact that there are specific districts
listed for these uses in the narrative portion of the ordinance.
In addition, such a practice places the county in the position
of arbitrarily determining uses without specific criteria to
guide its decisions as required by M.S. 394.301. It also increases the possibility for incompatible land uses and fails to
provide any indication to adjacent property owners or to devel-
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opers of what they can expect. This issue is particularly
critical in the urban fringe where development is imminent.
Spot zoning of developments in the urban fringe can seriously
hamper efforts by the city, township and county to develop and
implement a meaningful management plan for the area.
Conflicting Land Use Regulations
The Steele County ordinance applies to the same land as the
Clinton Falls and Owatonna Township ordinances. Problems result
because the ordinances zone the land for different uses and
establish different standards. Developers must obtain two
building permits - one from the county and one from the townsh:i.p and somehow satisfy the conflicting regulations.
For example,
the township ordinances require a building setback of 35 feet
from the right-of-way of a public road, while the county ordinance requires a setback of 100 feet from the center line of the
road. The ordinances also differ in minimum required lot sizes.
Clinton Falls Township requires a five acre minimum lot size in
its residential district while the minimum lot size in Owatonnna
Township is only 10,000 square feet.
The county requires a one
acre minimum in its agricultural and residential districts.
In
addi tion, the coun·ty also requires a density of only one unit
per 40-acre parcel in the wooded areas and on soils other than
SCS Class I or II. Only residents who are engaged in farming
are allowed to construct a residential structure on historically
tilled SCS Class I or II soils.
Lack of Coordination
The other major control the county has for managing development is
its subdivision regulations. This control is more effective in the
urban fringe than in the rural areas of the county primarily because
there are few subdivisions in the county.
Since the subdivisions
regulations do not control the type, location or intensity of
development, their major contribution toward regulating growth is
in terms of ensuring compatibility of such things as block lengths,
street widths, and street arrangement with existing subdivisions.
There has been little chance to evaluate how effective this has
been since virtually all subdivisions have occurred within the city
limits except for Echo Heights. Echo Heights was subdivided
before subdivision regulations had been adopted by the county
or the city.
Summary of County Controls
In Steele County, there is general agreement among county and
township officials that the loss of agricultural land is the
major land use problem. There is also general agreement that
conflicting regulations, annexation procedures and the lack
of coordination among local levels of government, have contributed to this loss.
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While the county zoning ordinance contains a strong density
zoning provision aimed at preventing unnecessary losses of
agricultural land to urban type development, the granting of
variances for non-farm residences and arbitrary rezonings
have weakened this provision somewhat.
Fortunately, there
has not be~n substantial pressure for development in the
rural areas of the county outside the urban fringe.
Also,
some of the development occurring in the rural area is locating in wooded areas instead of on the good farm land.
The ordinance could be an effective mechanism for dealing
with the loss of agricultural land, but improved enforcement,
a zoning map and plans agreed upon by county, townships and
the city, to base the ordinance on are necessary.
Given
current conditions, the ordinance could be subject to a legal
challenge.

Owatonna Urban Fringe
The Owatonna urban fringe is where most of the major land use
problems affecting the city occur. The urban fringe is defined as the area just outside the corporate limits which is
undergoing change from a rural to an urban area (Figure 7).
The city and adjacent townships have identified a number of
issues that are either land use problems or contribute to land
use problems in the urban fringe. These issues include conflicting regulations, annexation, scattered urb~n development
and poor coordination.
CONFLICTING REGULATIONS
As was pointed out in a previous section there are three
zoning ordinances each with different standards controlling
growth in the urban fringe.
In addition, the city of Owatonna, through the extraterritorial provisions of the municipal planning act (M.S. 462.358) is allowed to review and
approve subdivision plats within two miles of its boundary.
However, since the county and the townships have zoning
ordinances, the city is not allowed to extend its zoning
authority into the two mile area (M.S. 462.357). Without
zoning authority the city cannot control the type, intensity
or location of specific land uses.
Moreover, extending city
subdivision regulations to an area controlled by three separate
zoning ordinances makes it extremely difficult if not impossible
to review subdivision plats in a consistent manner since lot
size, setbacks, road width are all different. According to the
city staff, this makes the review of subdivision plats almost
worthless and contributes nothing to the city's ability to
manage development in the urban fringe.
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Figure 1
OWATONNA URBAN FRINGE

Besides creating problems for persons responsible for administering the land use controls, conflicting controls also create
difficulties for developers who are uncertain about which
controls apply.
In addition, as land is annexed by the city,
it could be faced with providing public services such as
streets, sewers and water mains at excessive cost because of
large lot frontages.
Many of these problems could probably be
avoided if more uniform controls were in place in the fringe
area.
ANNEXATION PROCEDURES
Past annexation procedures of the city of Owatonna have alienated Owatonna Township. According to township officials, on·
several occasions in the past, the city has simply gone ahead
and annexed the land by ordinance whenever a developer has
asked for it without making any effort to involve the township.
For example, in the early 70's there was a piece of industrial
property of about 25 to 30 acres located in Owatonna Township
for which the owner requested annexation.
The property was
bordered by'the city on over 60 percent of its perimeter but
was not completely surrounded by the city. According to M.S.
414.033, the city is required to notify the township of its
intent to annex under these circumstances. According to Township officials this did not occur.
In fact, the township
didn't learn of the annexation until they received a copy
of the annexation ordinance passed by the city council.
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In other cases, the township was notified of the requested
annexation and given 90 days to file objections. Many of these
situations involved small parcels of vacant land, usually less
than 50 acres.
There were over 15 of these small annexations
during the early and mid 70's and the townships viewed this
activity as piecemeal and without much thought to overall
development (Figure· 8). However, in Hla:::lY of these annexations,
the township did not voice their objection during the 90 day
period they were allowed by law, and consequently, most of
these annexations were ordered by the Municipal Board.
Township reluctance to voice an objection might be due to several
reasons:
(1) the township did not have the expertise to prepare a suitable objection; (2) the township was reluctant to
spend the money necessary to hire an attorney to prepare a
formal objection; and/or (3) the township didn't think their
objections would make any difference in the final decision.
Later, as is discussed below, Owatonna Township did hire outside help.
Another annexation issue which caused misunderstanding between
Owatonna Township and the city occurred in 1977. At that time
the city proposed to annex approximately 300 acres of land near
its southwestern boundary just west of 1-35 (Figure 9). This
annexation was somewhat unique in that it was initiated by the
city rather than by a property owner and was state owned land.
Owatonna Township had no knowledge of the annexation until they
received the city's notice of intent to annex which allowed
them 90 days to file objections to the annexation.
The township was angered because the city had not taken the time to
discuss the annexation before it had gone that far, even though
the city's procedures were perfectly legal.
The township hired
an attorney to fight the city's requested annexation.
The
township claimed that far more land than would be necessary for
immediate development was being requested for annexation by the
city. Moreover, there was no specific development plan for the
annexation area. As a result the city withdrew its request
for annexation of this property.
Another annexation conflict between Owatonna Township and the
city is the Owatonna Manufacturing Company.
The company is
located in Owatonna Township and is causing pollution problems
because of an inadequate on-site sewage disposal system (Figure 9).
Consequently, the company wishes to be annexed to the city so
that they may receive city sewer and water service. Owatonna
Township has been reluctant to let this happen since approximately seven percent of the township's tax base is represented
by the company. On the other hand, the city has stated that
unless the land is annexed, it will not provide city services.
Recent talks between the city and Owatonna Township have
resolved this problem.
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Figure 8

OWATONNA ANNEXATIONS 1957-1979
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Figure 9

ANNEXATION PROBLEMS

Although the city has not annexed any land in Clinton Falls
Township, pressure to do so from property owners living adjacent to the north city limits is increasing. According to
Clinton Falls' Township officials, one of the major problems
they see with annexation is that the township loses land with
the highest tax value.
Currently, according to township officials, the township receives approximately 50 cents per acre
for agriculture land while land with housing on it brings in,
on the average, approximately $75 to $80 per house in tax
dollars.
A study is now being conducted by a consultant to analyze the
urban fringe area and to make recommendations on the best way
of handling the annexation issue.
The county, city and the
townships are represented on the committee which is responsible
for assisting the consultant in preparing the study.
LACK OF LOCAL GOVERNMENT COORDINATION
According to city, county and township officials, there is
mutual agreement that coordination has been poor in the past
and has contributed to many of the land use problems that
occur. When asked to describe why coordination was so poor, it
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was difficult for local officials to pin point specific reasons.
They did make some general observations that may be
helpful in explaining the coordination problem.
Townships believe that piecemeal annexations by the city at the
whim of developers is a major contributor to poor coordination.
Moreover, townships point out that according to the Owatonna
Steel County Cooperative Planning progra~,4 prepared by a consultant for Owatonna, adjacent townships and Steele County,
there are approximately 850 acres of land available for residential development within the city limits. According to population projections prepared by the state demographer, this would
be enough land to support residential growth for more than 20
years.
The city, on the other hand, feels that any attempt at
coordination has only resulted in problems for the city and
delays in development.
The city believes that the townships
don't really understand their need to expand while the townships generally think that the city is acquiring too much land
without a plan and time schedules for development.
SCATTERED URBAN

DEVELOp~mNT

Most new residential development in the county is continuing to
locate within the Owatonna city limits, primarily in the northern and northeastern portion of the city. During the early and
mid-70s, a substantial amount of residential development also occurred in the southern and southeastern section of the city.
Industrial and commercial development has occurred mainly in
the western portion of the city, west of I-35. Considering the
amount of residential and industrial growth that has taken
place in Owatonna, the city has done a good job of channeling
growth in a contiguous manner.
In spite of this, however,
there has been some scattering of development (Figure 10). For
example, approximately 19 homes have been built one mile north
of city limits in the vicinity of County Highway 1 and a township road. Nearly half of the homes were constructed prior to
1968. Some agricultural land had been taken out of production
as a result of this development. A number of residential
structures are also strung out along County Highway E, southeast of the city in Owatonna Township.
The Echo Heights Subdivision is located in Owatonna Township
just east of the city limits
(Figure 10). This is an established subdivision which has experienced gradual development
over the past 20 years.
Development began there prior to
county adoption of subdivision regulations. According to city

4 Isberg, Risenberg, Chelseth and Associates, Owatonna/Steele
County Cooperative Planning Program, unpublished draft,
November 10, 1979.
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Figure 10

SCATTERED URBAN DEVELOPMENT

•

•

•••

•

LEGEND
•

1m
••

•

•••
••

•

~ low Density
~ Resldenti.1 in ci,y
Residential
unots outslae
city limits'

••

•
•

•

•

,

• •
•
•

••

=1

•

C-121

•

•

•••

•

•

Commercial

•

•
•

•

•

staff, the county zoning administrator and the former area SCS
officer, the subdivision is experiencing on-site sewage problems which are resul-ting in pollution of Maple Creek.
Residents there do not want city sewer and water extended to them
because of the high cost involved. However, given the pollution that is said to be occurring, this problem will have to
be remedied. Providing utilities would be expensive because
(1) an expensive lift station would be needed to sewer this
area and (2) there are a number of relatively large land h0ldings between the Echo Heights Subdivision and the existing
city sewer and water service.
The large land holdings in the
area consist of five, ten and fifteen acre hobby farms.
These
owners do not want to be assessed for sewer and water service
that will benefit residents in Echo Heights more than it will
them. As a result,the only option open to the city at this
time is to condemn a strip of land for an easement to permit
placement of sewer and water mains.
According to city staff,
the city council is reluctant to take this type of action at
this time and consequently the problem remains unresolved.
other relatively large urban land holdings of five to
fifteen acres in size are located near the eastern and southeastern border of the city.
These, too, are preventing the
city from expanding to the east because property owners are
unwilling to provide the city with an easement for city services
such as streets, and sewer and water mains.
Scattered commercial and industrial uses are located along 1-35
northwest of the city in Clinton Falls Township. None of these
uses is posing any serious pollution problems at this time
except for the Owatonna Manufacturing Company. However, as the
area becomes more developed, pollution problems could occur and
city sewer and water may be necessary.
This development will
be more costly to serve with public utilities than the compact
industrial development located west of 1-35.
GROWTH 11ANAGEI{ENT CONTROLS
In general, until recently the city of Owatonna and Steele County
have made use of traditional planninq tools to control development in the urban fringe.
Such tools include comprehensive plans,
zoning ordinances and subdivision regulations. Originally, these
planning tools were prepared with H.D.D. 701 planning funds.
Owatonna prepared their original controls in 1965. As pointed
out earlier, townships adopted zoning ordinances back in the
mid-fifties prior to adoption of county controls.
In 1975 and
1976 the city made revisions to their orginal planning tools.
The city planner indicated that the revised Owatonna comprehensive plan had been approved by the planning commission but not
by the city council.
The planner also stated that the plan had
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been only partially successful in guiding zoning ordinance
preparation and zoning decisions. A problem in this regard is
that while the comprehensive plan can be used to suggest land
use patterns in the urban fringe, extraterritorial zoning
powers cannot be used because the county and the townships
surrounding Owatonna all have adopted zoning ordinances. Consequently, the city has no authority whatsoever for ensuring
that plans it prepares for the urban fringe can be properly
implemented.
The only option open to them is to develop close
coordination with the county and the townships hoping that the
city's plans can be implemented through their ordinances.
As we have seen, coordination has not been effective in Owatonna.
Extraterritorial subdivision regulations were discussed earlier
in the section on inconsistent controls. At this point all
that needs to be said is that this technique has not been an
effective growth management tool in the urban fringe.
In order to develop new techniques to manage growth in the
urban fringe and improve coordination between the townships,
county and the city, the city hired a consultant in January of
1979 to prepare an urban fringe study.
To guide the study a
committee was established made up of representatives from the
city planning commission, city council, county board, county
planning commission, Owatonna Township and Clinton Falls Township.
This was the first time the county townships and city
had worked together on a planning project.
One technique, recommended by the consultant, which the city is
starting to implement is its capital improvements program. As
a part of this program, the city has adopted the policy of not
extending sanitary sewer and water service outside the city
without first annexing the area to be served. Additional
policies are also being considered to encourage infilling of
vacant land within the city before extending services outside
the city.
These policies would not permit extension of sewer
and water service through or adjacent to vacant land without
assessing the full cost of such improvements against the land.
The above policies are relatively new and their effectiveness
cannot be adequately judged at this time.
However, unless the
city is able to coordinate these policies with county and township plans and controls, they will be unable to discourage
residential development from locating outside the city. And,
consequently, the owner of vacant land within the city will be
faced with large assessments with little opportunity to recoup
his investment.
As mentioned earlier the city still has the problem of dealing
with a number of relatively large property holders on hobby
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farms who live in the city.
These people are unwilling to give
up this life style and provide the city with an easement to
extend services. And, unless the city can solve this problem,
the above policies on infilling will be difficult to implement.
Condemnation may be the only alternative open to the city
despite its reluctance to use this power.
Another technique recommended by the consultant is a staged
growth policy plan.
This particular document combines a land
use plan and policy statements setting forth standards to guide
local decision makers in determining when, where and what types
of urban growth should take place both within and outside the
city.
It combines the best qualities of a number of techniques
including:
(1) the capital improvement program and policies
regarding the extension of services; (2) an agreed upon land
use plan stipulating where residential, industrial and
commercial development should be located; (3) coordinated zoninq
and subdivision controls to prevent scattered urban development and premature conversion of agricultural land; and (4)
a growth staging mechanism that sequences when particular
areas ought to receive city services. For example, residential subdivisions in a Stage II areas would not be permitted until 50 percent of the available developable land in
Stage I has been provided with central utility services and
at least 25 percent of this land had been fully developed. 5
Stage I areas are all within the present city limits.
Stage II areas are immediately adjacent to the city boundaries and Stage III areas are just beyond the Stage II
area.
The staged growth policy plan has many advantages including
promoting contiguous urban development, preserving good agricultural land as long as possible before urban development
occurs, ensuring wise expenditure of public funds for city
services and relieving some of the pressure exerted by developers on town board and city officials to make hasty land use
decisions.
Coordination between the county, townships and city
is essential if this mechanism is to be effective. Past coordination has been poor as we have seen and unless this is
reversed, the proposed staged growth policy plan, will be
difficult to implement.
The cooperation that has been developed as a part of the Owatonna/Steele County cooperative planning program is a step in the right direction.
However, the
decisions up until now have been relatively free of conflict
and easy to make compared to those that must be made now.

5 Ibid.

C-124

Annexation is another tool that the city has used to address
growth in the urban fringe area. However, as pointed out in an
earlier section, this process has been piecemeal and lacked an
overall development plan to guide when these annexations should
take place.
In.addition, coordination between city and township was poor and resulted in a number of misunderstandings.
An orderly annexation process is now being considered by the
city and townships.
If the city and townships agree to the
staged growth policy plan discussed above, developing an orderly annexation agreement will be relatively simple.
The
annexation areas and the time when they enter the city will
have been decided. Also land use plans and timing of services
will also have been agreed upon.
The orderly annexation agreement can also provide a way to reduce the financial burden on
the township resulting from tax revenue lost through annexation.
In this instance the city may agree to compensate the
township for lost revenue over a period of years.
Zoning and
subdivision regulations can also be mutually agreed upon for
the orderly annexation area thus ensuring implementation of the
staged growth policy plan. For the orderly annexation technique to be effective, close coordination will also be essential.

Summary
In summary it can be said that the major land use problems in
Steele County such as loss of agricultural land, extension of
public services, lack of coordination and annexation are confined primarily to the urban fringe area around Owatonna. Some
scattered urban development takes place in other portions of
the county but this development is minor and conflicts are few
compared to that in and around Owatonna.
In the past there has been very little coordination between the
city, townships or the county in dealing with land use problems
in the urban fringe area. Long standing differences between
the governing bodies have prevented any meaningful coordination
efforts from getting started. The lack of coordination has resulted in the development of conflicting regulations, most of
which have not been effective in dealing with the area's land
use problems. Moreover, there has been little agreement between the governing bodies on the type and location of new
development.
Recently the townships, city and county came together to try
and develop a meaningful and effective planning program for the
urban fringe area. A number of innovative techniques for
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dealing with the area's land use problems have been suggested
including orderly annexation, policies on extending public
services to the urban fringe area, a growth policy and staging
plan and common zoning and subdivision regulations for the
planning area. These techniques offer many possibilities for
the area.
The decision to work together and make use of these
techniques rests squarely on the shoulders of local officials.
without this commitment, these plans and techniques for improved growth management will certainly be ineffective.

Findings
LOSS OF AGRICULTURAL LAND
1.

Except for scattered small areas and lands adjacent to the
Straight River, virtually the entire county is prime agricultural land.

2.

The loss of agricultural land to scattered development is
a problem and resulted in the adoption of a density zoning
ordinance in January 1979.

3.

Loss of agricultural land to development will continue to
occur, but mostly in the Owatonna urban fringe area.

4.

Conflicting township and county zoning controls near Owatonna have made administrationof the density zoning ordinance
more difficult.

5.

The county density zoning ordinance as enforced now is not
an effective mechanism for controlling the loss of agricultural land because:
a.

variances were granted which allowed a density greater
than one dwelling unit per 40 acre parcel on SCS Class II
soils;

b.

the ordinance does not include a zoning map and, therefore, lacks predictability; and

c.

commercial and industrial development is treated as a
conditional use, thereby increasing the possibility
for incompatible land uses which could hamper efforts
by the city and township to implement a meaningful
management plan for the urban fringe.
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URBAN FRINGE
1.

Owatonna will experience a larger population increase
during the next 20 years than other cities its size because of a rapidly expanding industrial base.

2.

Good agricultural land will continue to be lost regardless of the direction in which the city chooses to grow.
These losses can be minimized by adopting policies which
encourage infilling of vacant land within the city and by
developing plans and controls jointly agreed to by the
townships, county and city.

3.

Lack of coordination between townships, city and county
has been the major obstacle to successful management of
growth in the urban fringe area.

4.

The joint planning study being developed between Owatonna,
Owatonna Township, Clinton Falls Township and the county
is the first time the three levels of government have
worked together to solve land use problems. This study
offers much promise but only if participating governments
cooperate with each other.

5.

Extraterritorial subdivision regulations are an ineffective
land use control when not supported by compatible zoning
authority in the same area.

6.

Past annexation procedures have not been an effective wa1
of dealing with growth in the fringe area because, unlike
orderly annexation agreements, they have not:
a.

encouraged coordination among township and city
officials;

b.

allowed for the development of an overall plan for
the area before annexation takes place; and

c.

provided for the development of uniform controls such
as zoning and subdivision regulations.
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