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The Cottonwood Soil and Water Conservation District (SWCD) is
a legal subdivision of the State governed by a publicly elected fivemember board. The Board of Supervisors provides local leadership and
direction in applying conservation practices to the land; and plays an
important role in how our county deals with a variety of resource management issues, including wetlands, water quality and soil erosion.
The Board of Supervisors meet monthly to discuss the business of
the SWCD, including state program allocations, district conservation
and legislative priorities and coordination with other local, state and
federal partners.
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Special Programs

Subsurface Sewage
Treatment Program (SSTS)

Minnesota Department of Agriculture —
Agricultural Water Quality Certification Program

In 2020, 18 compliance inspections on existing systems were completed by private business; 39 construction and repair permits were
issued in Cottonwood County — 13 permits for new systems and 25
permits for replacement systems, 1 repair/expansion permit. 38 systems
were installed in 2020: 6 — At-grade; 24 Mound; 1 Trench; 5 holding
tanks; 2 tank replacement. Several of these replacement systems helped
replace numerous non-complying systems that were potentially polluting groundwater, discharging to surface water, or posed an imminent
public health threat by discharging sewage to the ground surface.
2020 marked the fifth year of the County Maintenance Reminder
program. After the first 3 years of a new/replacement system operation,
homeowners will receive a letter, brochure, and magnet to help them
with system maintenance (tank pumping). 51 letters and magnets were
sent out to homeowners.

County Feedlot Program

SWCD Supervisors

CLARK LINGBEEK — Term ends December 31, 2022.
Nominating District I: Mountain Lake, Midway, Selma Townships
and the City of Mountain Lake.
CODY DUROE —Term ends December 31, 2024.
Nominating District II: Lakeside, Carson, Delton Townships and the
Cities of Bingham Lake and Delft.
DARYL TASLER — Term ends December 31, 2022.
Nominating District III: Great Bend, Dale, Amboy, Germantown
Townships and the Cities of Jeffers and Windom.
TOM MULLER — Term ends December 31, 2024.
Nominating District IV: Springfield, Amo, Storden, Highwater
Townships and the City of Storden.
JEREMY NEREM — Term ends December 31, 2024.
Nominating District V: Southbrook, Rosehill, Westbrook, Ann
Townships and the City of Westbrook.

Buffer Initiative

The SWCD has been implementing the required buffer compliance
monitoring schedule and continuing to work with landowners on attaining compliance with the Buffer Law. The county paused any potential
financial penalties to landowners that received Notice of Violations in
2019 due to Covid-19. Staff will be reevaluating those parcels this coming year for compliance.
If you have questions, please contact the SWCD or County Environmental Office.

GBERBA Coordinators

2020 was another busy year for the Greater Blue Earth River Basin
Alliance (GBERBA). The GBERBA area includes all or parts of ten
counties in south central Minnesota. The Blue Earth River, Le Sueur
River and the Watonwan River make up the Greater Blue Earth
River Basin. Kay Gross, David Bucklin, and Kari Clouse, Cottonwood
SWCD employees, serve as the coordinators for GBERBA. Coordinator responsibilities include grant writing, project oversight, communications, project reporting, and financial oversight.
Accomplishments in 2020 include applying for and receiving a
Drinking Water Protection Grant for the Watonwan Watershed
through the Minnesota Board of Water and Soil Resources Clean
Water Fund Program. In addition, we will be the fiscal agent for the
Watonwan Watershed One Watershed One Plan project helping to
implement the Watonwan River Comprehensive Watershed Management Plan with an initial work plan totaling $700,447 dollars.
GBERBA continues to be the fiscal agent for the Minnesota
Department of Agriculture Water Quality Certification Program with
grant funding through 2021. Well attended Joint Policy and Technical
meetings, in person and virtual, focused on farm drainage, water storage
and conservation. This kept GBERBA staff and board well informed.
In 2006, the Cottonwood SWCD staff assumed the duties as the
GBERBA coordinators. From 2006 through 2020, over $6,865,067
dollars in grant funds were awarded and utilized by GBERBA members for the conservation of our natural resources.
Please look for our website at www.gberba.org.

Planning and Zoning

The calendar year of 2020 was a busy year for the Cottonwood
County Planning and Zoning yet slightly down in permits. During this
time, the County issued 49 Permits for 11.99 million dollars’ worth of
Estimated Construction. We also issued 8 Conditional Use Permits,
and 2 Variances. No rezoning permits were issued. If you have any
questions or future permitting needs, please stop by our office.

Natural Resources Block Grant
(NRGB)

The State allocation for FY20 totaled $44,994 with $8,778 remaining in FY19 match. Cottonwood County and the SWCD spent
$44,346 in grant funds and $41,738 as cash and in-kind match. Programs assisted are as follows:
• Local Water Management (LWM)
• Wetland Conservation Act (WCA)
• DNR Shoreland
• MPCA Subsurface Sewage Treatment Systems (SSTS)
The LWM funding helped seal 26 wells in Cottonwood County
totaling $10,845 with landowner contributions of $12,870. Other
expenses were water testing $468.00 and urban tree programs $2,500.
Please see the SSTS, Shoreland and WCA reports throughout the
2020 Annual Report.

Tree Program

An old saying says, “The best time to plant a tree was twenty years
ago, the next best time is today”
Do not miss your next best opportunity to plant a tree!
2020 was a good year to plant trees. The spring weather was excellent
for planting. The spring, summer, rains were good for establishment and
growth. The fall was beautiful weather but dry, it took until winter to
get a good moisture recharge event. There is now good soil moisture to
establish trees in spring, and to get them off to a great start in 2021.
The 2020 plantings included:
• 1.0 acre farmstead windbreaks
• 5.0 acres of wildlife habitat
Four thousand three hundred trees were sold by the District in 2020,
of those 600 trees were planted by the District.
Eight landowners received our planting service last spring, and
over 25 urban landowners received a new tree through the Windom
and Mountain Lake urban tree programs assisted by the Cottonwood
SWCD. A very large urban tree project was completed on the trail near
the Windom Area Hospital
Some landowners did receive cost share for planting trees this
year. Funding sources could include the Minnesota State Cost Share
Program, Conservation Reserve Program (CRP) and the Cottonwood
County Water Plan.
Trees clean our air, protect our crops, cool our homes, manage the
wind and snow, increase property values, feed beneficial insects and
provide homes for wildlife.
Spring 2021 is our next best time to plant a tree, do not miss it!

This program assists livestock operators to ensure that their farms
meet the current water quality discharge standards and feedlot rules of
the State of Minnesota. It is essential that all feedlot registrations are
updated in order to meet Minnesota Rule Chapter 7020 registration
requirements.
In 2020, 18 feedlot inspections were conducted, and the Department
responded to two construction inspections and one emergency response. As a delegated County by the State, we are required to inspect
7% of our registered feedlots every year. It is an opportunity to ensure
that you are still in compliance with State rules standards and address
any concerns regarding construction or expansion of your feedlot. Cottonwood County has 235 feedlots required to register every 4 years.

Minnesota Wetlands Conservation Act

In Cottonwood County, the Cottonwood SWCD has the technical
responsibilities for the Minnesota Wetlands Conservation Act.
The purpose of the Act which was established on January 1, 1992
is, “To maintain and protect Minnesota’s wetlands and the benefits
they provide. To retain the benefits of wetlands and reach the legislation’s goal of no-net-loss of wetlands, the Wetland Conservation Act
requires anyone proposing to drain, fill, or excavate a wetland first to try
to avoid disturbing the wetland; second, to try to minimize any impact
on the wetland; and, finally, to replace any lost wetland acres, functions,
and values. Certain wetland activities are exempt from the act, allowing
projects with minimal impact or projects located on land where certain
pre-established land uses are present to precede without regulation”.
In 2020, the Cottonwood SWCD made 30 landowner contacts in
Cottonwood County helping all to stay in compliance with the Minnesota Wetlands Conservation Act.
Landowners! Please check first before working near rivers,
streams, lakes and wetlands. Restoring a wetland or shore land is an
expensive lesson to learn!

Conservation
Easement Programs

Conservation Reserve Enhancement Program
(CREP)

In January 2017, the Board of Water and Soil Resources announced
a CREP agreement with the United States Department of Agriculture.
Over $500 million dollars of State and Federal money will be invested
in the program in the coming years. The MN CREP will target riparian
buffer strips, wellhead protection areas, and wetland restorations.
In 2020, the SWCD had nine applications submitted for ranking
to the State and all were accepted, all are wetland restorations. We
submitted seven RIM Grasslands applications for funding, 4 were accepted, 1 was not, and 2 are pending future funding this summer.
A CREP enrollment period has been announced April 12 – 30, 2021
if you are interested. There are no guarantees of future sign ups.
If you are interested in CREP please contact the SWCD.

Lawns to Legumes Grant

In May 2020, the SWCD partnered
with Jackson SWCD and Heron Lake
WD to obtain a Lawns to Legumes
Pollinator Grant for the cities of
Windom, Jackson, Heron Lake, Wilder,
and Lakefield. Any privately-owned
(no public land) residential property
located within the limits of these cities
is eligible for the grant, including renters with owner permission.
The grant helps homeowners offset
some of the cost to install pollinator
projects in their yards utilizing native
wildflowers and trees/shrubs. We provide 90% cost-share, not to exceed $450
per parcel, to install pollinator gardens,
trees/shrubs, and bee lawns. Our grant
expires December 31, 2022, so hurry into the SWCD and sign an application today, funds are limited!

The District continues to partner with the
MN Department of Agriculture in promoting
the MN Agricultural Water Quality Certification Program.
This voluntary program offers farmers and agricultural landowners’ opportunity to assess their
farm’s risk to water quality, address any resource
concerns, & receive practice implementation assistance and regulatory certification for ten years.
Also available through the program are extra
endorsements for wildlife, pest management, soil
health, & climate smart.
Cottonwood County Through 2020:
Landowner Applications — 35
Landowner Completed Assessments — 33
Landowners Certified — 15
Cottonwood SWCD staff also assist landowners in South Central
MN in becoming water quality certified.
South Central MN (11 county area)
Landowner Applications — 144
Landowner Completed Assessments — 110
Landowners Certified — 70
In January of 2021 the program reached a milestone of 1,000 certified farms covering over 710,000 acres.
Interested in becoming certified or applying for one of the new
endorsements? Stop by our office and we will connect you with our
SW MN Area Certification Specialist Danielle Evers or SC MN Area
Certification Specialist Herman Bartsch. You can also reach them
by email at danielle.evers@pcmn.us or hermanbartsch@outlook.com
Receive $100 incentive just to sit down and run through the assessment
and receive an additional $200 incentive after certification!

MN Pollution Control – 319 Grant

Through GBERBA the District was able to secure funding for the
following projects.
• Greater Blue Earth River Basin Alliance (GBERBA)
255 acres — Cover Crops
Total - $5,693.09

District Capacity — Clean Water Legacy

Non-competitive grant investing in building
the capacity of local soil and water conservation
districts. The grant targets four resource areas —
Soil Erosion, Riparian Zone Management, Water
Storage and Treatment and Excess Nutrients and
supports increased capacity by funding expenses
in the following categories: Staffing, Cost-Share/
Incentives, Technology/Capital Equipment and
Operations.
• FY18 Funding Allocation
$145,750(Including Match) Completed
2020 — Expenditures — $53,785.79
• FY19 Funding Allocation
$145,500(Including Match)
2020 — Expenditures — $69,640.43
• FY20 Funding Allocation
$157,708.00 (Including Match)
2020 — Expenditures — $19,235.14		

Watonwan River
One Watershed One Plan

The Watonwan One Watershed One Plan Planning Project
completed the planning process with an approved Watonwan River
Comprehensive Watershed Plan that involves parts of six counties and
SWCDs including Blue Earth, Brown, Cottonwood, Jackson, Martin,
and Watonwan. With planning completed, a Request for Funding and
Work Plan in early 2021 will ensure implementation funding totaling $700,447 through December 2023 for the Watonwan Watershed.
Funding is focused on surface and groundwater best management
practices.

State Cost-Share Program

The State Cost-Share Program provides a source of funding for landowners to install conservation practices on the land. The primary purpose
of the practices must be to control soil erosion, the reduction of sediment
delivery or water quality protection.
The SWCD received $14,091 for FY2021 allocations.
Work completed in 2020 included the following practices:
• 1,667 ft. Grass Waterway — $3,939.16
• 800 ft. Tree Planting — $1,500.00
• 1 Water and Sediment Control Basin — $10,000.00

Agricultural Best Management
Practices Program

This past year two SSTS loans were obtained for $17,794.83 and one
well replacement for $12,000.
To date Cottonwood County and the SWCD have loaned over $3.5
million through the AgBMP Loan Program.

Environmental Education

Educating the public is an important part of the SWCD office. During 2020, because of the Covid-19 restrictions, we were only able to
participate in two education activities:
• Windom Farm and Home Show
• Riverfest Parade

SWCD Staff

Kay Gross — SWCD Administrator and GBERBA and
Southwest Prairie TSA Administrative Coordinator
Programs: NRBG, Cost-Share, MAWQCP, 1W1P
Dave Bucklin — SWCD District Technician and GBERBA
Technical Coordinator Programs: Tree Program, Wetland
Conservation Act, Cost-Share
Kari Clouse — SWCD Admnistrative Program Assistant
and GBERBA Finance Coordinator Programs: Well Sealing,
Environmental Education, Planning and Zoning
Becky Buchholz — Farm Bill Assistant/District Program
Technician Programs: Conservation Easements, Ag BMP
Loan Program, SSTS, Buffer Program
Herman Barstch — GBERBA Area 6 Certification
Specialist Programs: Minnesota Ag Water Quality
Certification Program (MAWQCP)
Lee Tapper — SWCD Program Technician Programs: CostShare, Tree Program, Soil Health, Feedlots

County Staff

Alex Schultz — Planning and Zoning Technician Programs:
Ag Inspector, Shoreland, Zoning, Invasive Species, Feedlots

