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This book summarizes the local water planning process. It is not intended to replace
The Handbook for Comprehensive Local Water Planning.
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This document has been developed by state
agency technical representative~ in cooperation
with the Board of Water and SOlI Resources. It
is intended to be used as a planning guide in
conjunction with The Handbook for Comprehensive Local Water Planning. It is not intended to
replace the Handbook, but to serve as a supplement to that document.
The guidelines and suggestions proposed within
are based on experience developed over the past
two years in reviewing almost a hundred local
water plans prepared by counties and watershed
management organizations (WMO's). In all
cases counties and WMO's have sought to
devel~p effective plans to manage their water
resources. While most plans will effectively
serve that purpose, we believe the experience
gained can be useful to the counties which have
yet to prepare plans.
The guidelines developed herein can benefit
county water planning efforts in a number of
ways:
1) An improved planning approach can
produce plans in less time, with less .
effort, and at a lower cost to the counties.
2) The plan will be better targeted to water
resource issues and available funding,
and will be easier to implement.
3) The planning document itself will be
shorter, more readable and be a product
that the public can better comprehend
and contribute to.
4) The plan will be a more effective instrument for obtaining federal and state
monies for implementation.
5) The plan will more accurately reflect
local concern for, and the county's
commitment toward, protection of
natural resources.
Therefore, we believe county water planning
groups have much to gain by incorporatin& the
planning suggestions offered in the followmg
pages.
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A plan is a blueprint on how to get from here to
there. In the case of a local water plan, the here
is a description of a county's current water
situation, including an inventory of water and
related land resources, and an understanding of
the issues facing the county (problems, needs
and opportunities). The there is where the
county wants to be at a given time in the future
(the goals). The goal may be a vision of the
future that the county seeks to attain. It can be
visionary in a way that captures the imagination
of the county's citizenry or it can simply be an
attempt to resolve current problems and capitalize on existing opportunities.
The preparation of a plan follows a logical
sequence:
1) Gathering information on existing resources and resource management
programs (data collection) - Find out
what you have, and who's doing what.
2) Resource assessment - Determine the
condition and adequacy of existing
resources and management programs.
3) Issue identification - Identify problems
and opportunities which the county
wishes to address.
4) Issue prioritization - Determine which
issues are in the most critical need of
attention.
5) Development of goals and objectives Determine the end result the county
wants to achieve.
6) Formulation of actions - Develop
specific steps for solving prob~~ms an~
taking advantage of opportumties, whl1e
meeting goals and objectives.
The county's plan might be organize~ as f?llows, incorporating the elements ?utlmed m the
Handbook for Local Water Planmng:
1) Inventory, description of existing management programs, background information
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2) Resource assessments and implications
3) Issue identification and prioritization
4) Goals, objectives and actions

DEVELOPING THE PLAN
A. DATA ASSEMBLY

6) Appendix containing data which is not
needed in the body of the plan.

Data includes inventory information, descriptions of existing management programs, and
other background information. It includes
Information Items 1-55 in the Handbook, but not
the Assessments and Implications discussions.

The plan should be written in such a way as to
make it evident that the issues and associated
goals, objectives and actions are logically
supported by a combination of data, resource
assessment and public/professional input.

Data elements play an important role throughout
the plan. However, the utilization of data has
been an area which has caused considerable
confusion in the plans prepared to date. A
number of problems have become evident:

5) Implementation program

Such a plan can be simple, short, very direct and
still contain all of the elements that will allow
the county to successfully address its water
resource management mandate.

1) Some of the data required in the rules
seems to have limited usefulness in the
plan.
2) Even where data is relevant, many plans
have failed to use the data to develop
issues, goals, objectives and actions.
3) The data provided by agencies had been
collected for a specific purpose and was
structured by the database manager to
meet specific program needs. The data
may not transfer well to local water planning purposes.
4) Interpretation of the data -- data users
often have no idea why or how data was
collected, how it was used, and if it has
any limitations.
5) No data is available to support some
issues.
In many plans, data was included because it was
required, not because it necessarily contributed
to ~he plan.. Da~a needs to be considered in light
of Its relatIOnshIp to water resource issues and
~he p~anning pro~ess. Data that does not help
IdentIfy or descnbe problems or opportunities
can be inventoried and described, but an attempt
to "shoehorn" irrelevant data into the planning
process should be resisted.
Data included in the main body of the plan
should represent a summary of relevant data
which will help to identify issues and opportuni-
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ties. Enough data, tables, maps, etc. should be
included to provide the reader with a clear
picture of the situation. Data that is especially
useful tends to be that which summarizes or
otherwise illustrates trends. Some of the Information Items required in the Handbook entail
extensive amounts of data, the bulk of which
should be placed in the Appendix.

Some issues may have little or no data to
support their importance or viability. A lack
of data should not prevent further assessment
of water resources issues, and may not require a major data gathering effort. Water
resource experts in various federal, state and
local agencies have considerable background
on water resource problems and could assist
in obtaining information relevant to a particular problem. In the absence of data, the
informed opinions of experts is sufficient.
Data may often be available locally to fill gaps
remaining after information in the data packet
and other sources is exhausted. For example,
the county Soil and Water Conservation District
has comprehensive and annual plans which
would be very usefuL DNR has fisheries management plans for lakes, wildlife management
area plans, public access plans, etc. These
sources can provide more detailed and up-todate information than some statewide data
sources.

3) To Provide a Summary of Existing
Conditions and an Indication of Future Trends: While individual data
items provide a lot of useful information
to the planner, when it is aggregated and
summarized it can provide a better
picture of what the issues and problems
are, and if it can be compared to similar
data from the past or projected into the
future, it can be used to predict trends
which should be planned for.

4) To Provide an Inventory of Water Resources Information: An inventory of
h

water resources information will not only
provide a catalog of available water
resource information, but it will suggest
areas where such information is lacking
or inadequate. Water resource data sets
should be briefly described and an
indication of the utility of the data, or
lack thereof, should be included.

Effective use of data can reduce time and cost of
plan preparation, increase the effectiveness of
the plan and enhance the county's opportunity to
acquire Federal and state funding for action
programs.
One way of structuring the data presentation
might be as follows:

The objectives of data assembly should be:

1) To Help Identify Water Resource
Issues: Relevant and existing data
should be assembled to identify water
resource issues. This should be thought
of as an effort that parallels the public
participation component of issue identification described on the next page. Data
which is required by the Handbook but
which is not particularly relevant or
useful should be put in the Appendices.

2) To Measure the Scope and Severity of
Water Resource Issues and Problems:
As an example, if water quality is the
issue, data that provides a direct measure
of contamination in lakes, rivers and
aquifers should be used, such as test well
data. Data that measures related, contributing factors should also be used,
such as information on the number and
size of feedlots, runoff potential, distance
from sensitive water resources, etc.
Local Water Planning Process Page 3

II

B. RESOURCEASSESSMENT

II

Assessments of resource data and discussion of
the implications of those assessments are required under the Rules for Local Water Planning, 9300.0700, as follows:

regulatory programs, will form the basis of
many of the issues to be addressed in the plan.
Assessment will also help determine the severity
of the problems identified, thus helping in the
setting of priorities in the action planning and
implementation phases of the planning process.
Note that the Rules require a discussion of the
implications of many of the information items.
This should include an analysis of how existing
resource conditions and management programs
will impact the attainment of goals identified by
the county, and what challenges will be faced in
dealing with the identified problems.
Assessments and discussions of implications
need not be lengthy, but should be detailed
enough to facilitate the development of issues
and goals, objectives and actions.
: An example of a wetlands assessment and
implication section for a hypothetical county
follows.
Example of an Assessment and Implication:

Seventy-eight percent of the original wetland
acreage in the county has been drained and/or
filled. Most of the remaining wetlands are
located in the headwaters area of the river
system that has its origins in the western halfof
the county.

Assessment is a critical link between the data
assembled in Step A above and issue identification, discussed in Step C below. The data, and
especially the summaries of the data as discussed above, provides the raw facts about a
particular problem or issue. An assessment,
however, analyzes the data to provide an understanding of the problem and can lead to possible
solutions.
The present condition of water and related land
resources, as evidenced by the data, as well as
the adequacy of existing management and

The headwaters area is an extensive wetland
complex with a mosaic of wetland types and
sizes interspersed with grasslands and some
forest cover. As such, it provides an excellent
variety of habitat types for wildlife and an
important spawning areafor the population of
northern pike in the river system. This wetland
complex also stores a considerable amount of
water during and after storm events, thereby
reducing peak downstream flood flows.
The county's remaining wetlands are distributed
throughout the county, but in general are in
fairly close proximity to the river system that
runs the length of the county. Approximately
halfof the remaining wetland acreage qualifies
for protection under the DNR's Protected
Waters and Wetlands Program. The remaining
wetlands are not protected because their size
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influence on the wayan organization (county)
functions or on its ability to achieve a desired
future, and for which there is no agreed-upon
response. An example of a problem-type issue
is: "Recreational use of rivers is threatened by
water quality concerns." An example of an opportunity-type issue is: "Economic development
can be advanced in the
county by promoting
water-based recreational opportunities on
those lakes and rivers
that are currently underutilized."

and type characteristics do not meet the criteria
of the DNR's program.
The county is presently losing wetland acreage,
primarily wetlands types 1, 2, and 6, though the
rate of loss has subsided somewhat in recent
years.- Indirect loss of wetland acreage is also
occurring due to moderate to
severe erosion and sedimentation problems filling wetlands in some areas.
Historical and current wetland losses in the county have
several implications, including reductions in: 1) flood
control capabilities, 2)
available fish and wildlife
habitat, 3) surface and
ground water quality due to
the lost wetlandfiltering
capability, and 4) the natural
and aesthetic landscape
characteristics that wetlands
provide.
Opportunities do exist for
halting the loss of wetland
acreage in the county and to
manage our wetland resources more efficiently. The
safeguarding of wetlands not
presently protected by state
and Federal efforts is afirst
step and is proposed in the
plan. Restoration efforts in
wetlands areas that have
been converted to other uses
is also advocated in the plan.
Erosion and sedimentation
problems, particularly in
those areas that directly
affect the county's wetlands,
are also addressed in the plan through a
variety ofprescribed land management practices
concentrated in specific subwatersheds.

II

c.

ISSUE IDENTIFICATION

A good plan rests on a foundation of clear issue
identification. An issue has been defined as a
problem or an opportunity that has a significant

II

Distinctions should be
made between issues
(resource problems and
opportunities) and
actions (activities that
are designed to address
issues). For example,
the following statement
is not an issue: "The
county lacks the staff
expertise to deal with
water quality problems." Staffing and
funding are solutions
which can address
specific water resource
issues. The issue here
is poor water quality
and/or water quality degredation; obtaining the
funding and staff
expertise necessary to
deal with the problem
are actions which
should be part of the
implementation plan.
The issue identification
process should be open
to all water-related resources issues, including
not only direct water issues such as water quality
and supply, but related issues which affect water
such as land use practices, and "dependent" uses
such as fish and wildlife. The Handbook for
Comprehensive Local Water Plannin~ should be
consulted for additional information; the first
portion of Chapter 6, titled Identifying Problems
and Opportunities, provides guidance in this
area. One way of structuring the Issues section
of the plan might be to organize them into the
following general water resource categories:
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1. Ground Water Quality: Sub-issues
include abandoned wells, leaking storage
tanks, chemical use, non-point source pollution, etc.

2. Surface Water Quality: Sub-issues include sedimentation, erosion, wetland protection, non-point source pollution, poorly
functioning on-site sewer systems, chemical use, streambank erosion, etc.

3. Ground Water Quantity: Sub-issues include water allocation, well interference
problems, etc.

4. Surface Water Quantity: Sub-issues include flooding, structural water control
measures, wetland protection, drought
contingency planning, etc.

5. Water-based Recreation: Sub-issues
include providing public access to lakes
and rivers, surface water crowding, shoreland development problems, promotional
opportunities, etc.

6. Fish and Wildlife: Sub-issues include loss
of critical habitat and species, developing
additional fish and wildlife habitat, wetlands protection, etc.

7. Related Land Use: Sub-issues include
agricultural and urban land use practices,
bluffland protection, buffer strips along
waterways, shoreland development problems, unique features and scenic areas, etc.
Many of the sub-issues listed above will fall
under more than one general water resource
issue area, and under the jurisdiction of many
agencies.
The process of issue identification can be addressed through a variety of approaches. Public
meetings provide an opportunity to identify
issues that reflect the public interest and to
gather public support for subsequent actions
needed to address issues and opportunities.
Opinion surveys and citizen committees can
identify pertinent issues. Water resource professionals can provide valuable assistance in identifying current issues as well as those looming on
the horizon.

Both resource data assessment and public and
professional input must be used to accurately
identify issues of importance.
A lack of data regarding resource problems may
sometimes be thought of as an issue, but in most
cases the need for data should be a part of the
solution (actions), and not an issue itself.
Issues identified must be judged as to their significance or urgency, since water resource management is an ongoing process and all issues
cannot be successfully addressed in a short time
frame. Many issues will take decades to resolve,
during which time new issues will arise. Staff
and revenues are limited, requiring agencies to
address critical problems and opportunities
immediate1y.
Issues can be sorted in several ways. They can
be ranked by the public through public meetings
or by county water planning committees, with
the assistance of knowledgeable county officials
and resource professionals.
There are many systems for ranking issues.
These include:
• Three-tiered System:

Urgent: issues of a crucial nature that
must be addressed immediately. These
would be issues where important opportunities could be lost through inaction or
where serious threats to public health or
sensitive resources are possible if they
are not addressed.
Moderately Important: issues that are
important and will be dealt with as funds
and personnel become available.
Other: issues that are not crucial to
human health or resource protection.
Numerical Ranking System:
Rank issues within categories in consecutive order of importance.
In ranking issues, two criteria which might be
applied are:
1) How critical is the issue?
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2) How feasible are possible solutions?
(Le., who should perform the action
what will it cost, and when can it be'
initiated)

1) ~hat.a~e the parts of the goal that can be

IdentIf1ed as short-term activities which
will help achieve the goal?
2) What standards must be attained?
Using the above example, the Goal might read:

D. GOALS AND OBJECTIVES
DEVELOPMENT
~oals
l~sues

and objectives form the linkage between
and t~e actions. Since issues change over
t1me, the pnmary goals and objectives focus
should be on high-priority issues - those that
the county intends to address in the near future.
Goals and objectives are hierarchical in nature
with the goal being the more general and longerterm target. A goal states clearly what the
county wishes to accomplish over the long-term'
th~ objective sets near term targets to accom- '
phsh the goal. An analogy can be made with a
foo.tball field: the goal line is the ultimate goal
Wh1C~ the players are striving to reach; the tenyard hne markers are the objectives which must
be r~ached, one by one, if the goal is to be
atta1ned; the plays are the actions used to reach
each objective.
For exam~le, a goal might be to reduce phosphorus lev~ls 1~ county lakes to a given standard.
0l!e objectIve that would help achieve this goal
m1ght be to have all on-site sewer systems
upgraded by a specific date. Other related
objectiv.es n~cessary to achieve thi~ goal would
also be 1dentIfied. Then, actions could be
planned to accomplish each of the objectives.
Goals must be clear and achievable. For example, the following goal is neither clear nor
specific enough for a county water plan: "All
lake water quality should be improved." Goals
should address these questions:
1) What is the ultimate result that is desired?

2) Is the result achievable in a reasonable
period of time?
Objectives break the goal down into smaller
manageable bites and should be more specific
and should be measurable. They should address
the following questions:

"Phosphorus levels are to be reduced to
meet state water quality standards by the
year 1995."
Objectives to achieve this goal might include
the following:
1) Upgrade all on-site sewer systems by

1995.
2) Adopt and enforce buffer strip requirements along streams, ditches and lakeshores.
3) Ensure that municipal treatment systems
meet discharge standards.

E. ACTION PLAN
Actions· are the specific steps a county will take
to address its priority issues and are used as a
means of accomplishing objectives which deal
with.those issues. Using the example from the
prev10us page, if the objective is to insure that
all on-site sewer systems are upgraded the
action step might indicate locations th~t are to be
targeted in a given time period.
Ac!i~~s should be specific projects, programs or
act1:VItIeSw~ich have a good likelihood of being
~chievable 1n the short term. That is, they are

hkely to be funded and/or to be achieved within
the existing programs of an agency or organization. Identifying realistic actions increases the
chances that a plan will bring results. Towards
t~e end of developir:g a meaningful plan, countIes should state actIons that require accomplishment as a measure of success. The actions
sh~u!~ use proactive language, require effective
ac.t1V1t1es., or propose specific programs to deal
w1th the 1ssues. .~ctions such as encourage,
promote and fac1htate often will not go very far
in addressing complex water resource problems,
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and allow no measure of accomplishment. Such
actions may have less chance of receiving state
or federal funding support. There are a number
of issues where consideration should be given to
teaming educational efforts with immediate and
direct action such as regulation, and enforcing
existing regulations.

3) When will it be initiated? Based on
project costs and funds and staff available, the county should develop an implementation schedule that accomplishes
the most important objectives first.

Establishing Priorities
The actions should be prioritized to reflect the
urgency of the problems they are intended to address, as well as the resources which can be
expected to be available for addressing them.
Priorities should reflect the rankings established
in the Issue Identification step discussed previously. By incorporating estimates of costs and
time and money available, priorities can be
established using the same methods used for the
issue rankings.

F.. IMPLEMENTATION
PROGRAM
The purpose of the Implementation Program is
to state how and when the plan will be carried
out to meet the objectives and achieve the
actions identified. It will identify the agency or
organization that will perform each action, provide a cost estimate for each, and layout a
schedule of when each will be undertaken. A
brief description of these steps follows:
1) Who will perform the action? Actions
may be accomplished either by the
county or by other agencies or organizations. The amount of staff and financial
resources necessary (and available) must
be considered. Please note that the
Handbook states that if actions require
the cooperation of other agencies or local
units of governments, the plan must
indicate whether commitments for that
assistance have been obtained.
2) What will it cost? While detailed cost estimates may not be possible or practical
at this stage, "ballpark" estimates should
be made so that a realistic implementation schedule can be developed. Grandiose plans may look impressive, but if
they can't be funded, goals will not be
acheived.

Local Water Planning Process Page 8

