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SIBLEY SOIL AND WATER CONSERVATION DISTRICT  
 

ANNUAL PLAN 2009 
 

 

Introduction  

 

The purpose of the Annual Plan is to set forth a one-year plan of action for the Sibley Soil and Water 

Conservation District.  The two primary concerns as a soil and water conservation district are water 

quality and soil erosion.  The District addresses these issues through best management practices, utilizing 

the State Cost-Share Program, the State of Minnesota Easement Programs, and the Agricultural Best 

Management Practices Loan Program, Clean Water Partnership Implementation funds, and other funding 

sources that may become available.  Sibley SWCD encourages landowners to use soil and water 

resources wisely.  Citizens are informed about District activities and programs by periodically 

distributing newsletters and news releases.  As a function of the Clean Water Partnership Implementation 

projects of the High Island Creek and Rush River watersheds, quarterly newsletters are issued to 

emphasize resource concerns, and to inform citizens of the programs available to address these concerns.  

Residue management, soil quality, erosion control, wetland management, land retirement, forestry, etc., 

are examples of the informational topics covered in these media releases. 

 

Sibley SWCD administers the Minnesota Wetland Conservation Act (WCA) for the county and its seven 

incorporated municipalities.  Impact mitigation for projects in the County are typically performed on-site.  

These impacts are usually related to industry and business sites, but some proposed new home sites have 

been faced with wetland regulations, particularly involving access roads.  New home construction has 

tapered off in the last several years and project notifications have declined as a result. 

 

Sibley County has over a half million dollars of Agricultural Best Management Practice (AgBMP) loan 

monies allocated to conservation tillage equipment, animal waste management and manure application 

equipment, and individual septic treatment systems.  The AgBMP loan program has brought about many 

positive changes to Sibley County, which has been largely un-noticed in SWCD, Water Management, 

and NRCS reporting.  The program continues to help increase the amount of acreage which utilizes 

conservation tillage, reduced the number of failing septic systems, and corrected numerous feedlot and 

manure handling problems. 

 

Clean Water Partnership Implementation funds are available for High Island Creek, Rush River, and 

Buffalo Creek watersheds.  Continuation funding has made an additional $1,000,000 available to 

landowners of these watersheds.  Low interest loan funds are available for upgrading failing septic 

systems,  Incentive payments are available for implementing practices, such as open tile intake 

alternatives, cover crops planted after canning crop harvest, supplemental funding for buffer strips, and 

cost-sharing for erosion control practices,  When erosion control practices are contracted through the 

USDA Environmental Quality Incentives Program (EQIP) or the Minnesota State Cost-Share Program, 

implementation funds are being used to offer up to seventy-five percent cost-share assistance for these 

projects.  The EQIP percentage may change with the new USDA Farm Bill. 

 

The Crow River Clean Water Partnership was also awarded grant funding for implementing clean-up 

efforts of that watershed.  Nearly identical to the previously mentioned watershed projects, Sibley 

County will be entitled enough funds to upgrade approximately five septic systems in the Buffalo Creek 

watershed, which is tributary to the Crow.  Practice incentives are similar in nature to those available for 

High Island and Rush River watersheds. 
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Introduction (continued) 

 

A Total Daily Maximum Load (TMDL) plan has been developed for the Rush River and High Island 

Creek watersheds.  The plan focuses on reducing fecal coliform bacteria counts in the watershed. 

 

Water management activities have been focusing on these watershed implementation efforts.  The Water 

Management Coordinator devotes part of his time to both the High Island Creek and Rush River projects.  

Coordinators have been hired by the County to oversee the implementation activities of both watersheds. 

 

A wide assortment of program options are now available to carry out the mission of the District: the 

Minnesota State Cost-Share Program; the AgBMP Loan Program; Watershed Implementation Projects; 

the USDA Environmental Quality Incentives Program (EQIP) and the Conservation Reserve Program 

(CRP).  With the dollars available, emphasis has been placed on the promotion of projects. 

 

 

PERSONNEL AND ADMINISTRATION  
 

The Sibley Soil and Water Conservation District operates out of the Gaylord Field Office of the U.S. 

Department of Agriculture and is co-located with the Natural Resources Conservation Service and the 

Farm Services Agency.  The office is a modern facility and is well automated, although somewhat 

undersized.  Two staff members perform the day-to-day administration of District. 

 

The County Water Management Coordinator performs the administration of the Sibley County Water 

Plan, and is also used to assist the High Island and Rush River Watershed coordinators with their 

projects.  The Natural Resources Conservation Service has provided the District with a District 

Conservationist who administers the Federal functions of the office.  A Conservation Technician has also 

been assigned to the District; being shared with the St. Peter NRCS field office.  

 

One seasonal worker is hired to assist the District in distributing nursery stock as part of its annual tree 

program.  

 

 

The present Board of Supervisors is composed of the following elected members: 

 

 Chairman   Dave Trebelhorn 4th District 

 Vice-Chairman   Paul Wiemann  2nd District 

 Secretary   Robert Nielsen  5th District 

 Treasurer   Tom Pfarr  1st District 

 Reporter   Gary Schafer  3rd District 

 

 

The staff at the present time consists of: 

 

 District Manager   Loren Evenson  Gibbon 

 District Technician   Kevin Pioske  LeSueur 

 Water Management Coordinator  Ron Otto  Arlington 

 NRCS District Conservationist  John Dotolo  Arlington 

 NRCS Conservation Technician  Marie Lynch  Mankato 
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Personnel and Administration (continued) 

 

 

Monthly Board Meeting: 

 

Sibley SWCD conducts its monthly meetings on the second Tuesday of the month at 4:00 P.M. 

throughout the year, except when this day and time conflicts with general and township elections, 

holidays, or other events.  A meeting notice is posted in advance, on the Service Center bulletin 

board, to reflect any changes in meeting times. 

 

 

The District Office Address: 

 

 SIBLEY SOIL AND WATER  

 CONSERVATION DISTRICT  

 111 6TH STREET  BOX 161 

 GAYLORD  MN  55334 

 (507)237-5435 

 

 

The District can be contacted at: 

 

 Phone: (507)237-5435 

 FAX:  (507)237-5249 

e-mail:   Loren.Evenson@sibleyswcd.org 

 

 

 

 

AUTHORIZATION AND JURISDICTION  
 

The Sibley Soil and Water Conservation District was organized by local people in Sibley County under 

Minnesota Statute 103C.  The present District now includes Sibley County in itôs entirety.  The County is 

divided into five nomination districts, one supervisor being elected to each district and serving a four 

year term.  The District Board of Supervisors, elects from its membership a chairman, vice-chairman, 

secretary, treasurer and reporter, to serve one year terms of office. 

 

Under Minnesota Soil and Water Conservation District Law (M.S. Chapter 103C) the SWCDôs of 

Minnesota are given the following powers and authorities: 
 

 The SWCD is a legal subdivision of the state and can exercise public powers. 

 

 The SWCD may conduct and publish resource surveys and inventories. 

 

 The SWCD may conduct demonstration projects. 

 

 The SWCD may cooperate or enter into agreements with any governmental agency or individual landowner for 

the purpose of carrying on a program of erosion prevention or control. 

 

 The SWCD may purchase or accept property and income therefrom and provide equipment and supplies that 

will help bring about conservation practices. 

 

Loren.Evenson@sibleyswcd.org
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Authorization and Jurisdiction (continued) 
 

 The SWCD may construct, install, improve, maintain, and operate such structures and works as may be 

necessary for proper performance of the District. 

 

 The SWCD may develop a comprehensive and annual plan for the conservation of soil and water resources.  

These plans are required for the District to receive state grant funds. 

 

 The SWCD may assume by purchase, lease or otherwise, to improve, maintain, operate and administer any soil 

and water conservation project undertaken by other units of government. 

 

 The SWCD may sue or be sued. 

 

 The SWCD may require compensation or contributions for goods or services provided. 

 

 The SWCD may enter into any agreement with the United States Secretary of Agriculture for assistance 

 under the Watershed Protection and Flood Prevention Act (P.L. 566). 

 

 The SWCD may make application to enter into agreement with any designated authority for federal assistance. 

 

 The SWCD shall present an annual budget to the Board of County Commissioners. 

 

 The SWCD may use necessary funds to provide membership in State and National associations that pertain to 

district operations, and is authorized to participate and appropriate necessary funds to defray expenses of 

District representatives for meeting of such groups. 

 

 The SWCD may procure insurance directly or through the county in which the District is located. 

 

 The SWCD may research and request taxing authority. 

 

 

 

HISTORY OF THE COUNTY  
 

Sibley County was established by the Territorial Legislature on March 5, 1853.  It is named in honor of 

General Henry Hastings Sibley, pioneer statesman and first governor of the State. 

 

The early development of the county was associated with water and overland transportation routes.  First 

settlements in Sibley County occurred as early as 1852 along the Minnesota River.  Located on the banks 

of the River, the village of Henderson became a link to westward expansion.  Joseph R. Brown, pioneer 

statesman and founder of Henderson, surveyed a military supply road in 1852 from Henderson, across 

Sibley County to Fort Ridgely, near Fairfax.  The villages of New Rome, Gaylord and Winthrop 

developed along this early supply route.  In 1867 a railroad was built passing just east of Henderson, in 

LeSueur County.  The Minneapolis and St. Louis Railroad Company built a rail line in the 1880ôs 

running northeast to southwest through the county.  This rail link connected the communities of Green 

Isle, Arlington, Gaylord, Winthrop and Gibbon.  With the advent of the railroads, the prairie to the west 

was opened to agricultural production.  Wheat was the principal cash crop with corn becoming important 

shortly after 1900. 

 

The nature and use of the land in Sibley County began to change with settlement.  By 1910, 148 miles of 

county and judicial drainage ditches spurred agricultural development. 
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HISTORY OF THE DISTRICT  
 

The Sibley Soil and Water Conservation District was chartered on February 11, 1952 and includes all of 

Sibley County.  The total acreage is approximately 384,058 acres with 307,600 acres of cropland.  There 

are approximately 1,200 farms in the Sibley District.  Average farm size is 352 acres.  The Sibley Soil 

and Water Conservation District is located in one of the richest agricultural regions in Minnesota.  

Today, Federal, State and local transportation routes and the Minnesota Valley Rail Authority serve the 

county.  Five hundred sixty miles of public ditches and thousands of miles of private drainage tile have 

been installed to make the land suitable for profitable crop production. 

 

Corn and soybeans are the principal cash crops.  Sweet corn, green peas and sugar beets are other 

important crops.  Dairying, hogs, beef and poultry are presently important animal products of Sibley 

County. 

 

Soil erosion, water quality, drainage, and soil management are the primary conservation objectives of the 

District.  The past conversion of woodlands, prairie and wetlands to agricultural uses, and the shift from 

livestock based agriculture to intensive row crop production, has changed the landscape dramatically.  

This change has occurred in less than 150 years.  With wise use and management, these resources could 

become sustainable indefinitely. 

 

The District begins its 57th year of conservation planning and implementation this year.  In the first half 

of our history, the design of drainage systems to reclaim ñwet-landsò was a primary function of the 

District, in addition to the more traditional practices, such as terraces and waterways.  A tree program 

was initiated in 1973, providing woody plant materials and windbreak plans for the farmstead and 

wildlife habitat.  Over the years, animal waste management systems became popular.  With the advent of 

land retirement programs, restoration of threatened ecosystems, such as prairies and wetlands were added 

to the list.  New easement options are in the works to address biodiversity and bio-fuels. 

 

In recent years, more attention has been given to water quality.  However, the District favors a return to 

its traditional emphasis on land treatment practices, both cultural and constructed.  These proven 

practices have always had a positive effect on water quality.  Crop residue and nutrient management 

systems are being promoted to improve both soil and water quality. 

 

From the start, Sibley Soil and Water Conservation District has been committed to the wise use of our 

soil and water resources.  With the help of willing cooperators, we hope to continue this legacy. 

 

 

PHYSIOGRAPHY, DRAINAGE , AND RELIEF  
 

The highest elevation of 1085 feet above sea level is found in the northwest part of the county, in Grafton 

Township.  The lowest elevation is at 700 feet, where the Minnesota River leaves the county at its 

northeastern border. 

 

The surface of Sibley County ranges from a nearly level to gently sloping till plain, with local relief of 3 

to 10 feet, for over 80% of the county.  About 6% of the county, in its southern and south central part, is 

gently sloping to sloping till plain with 10 to 30 feet of local relief. 

 

In the eastern part of the county, in Henderson and Faxon townships, there are two areas on a sloping to 

moderately steep till plain with local relief of 10 to 50 feet.  These areas constitute 5% of the county.  

There is a nearly level lake plain in the southeast part of the county that adjoins Lake Prairie township in 

Nicollet County.  The range in depth of lacustrine material over till ranges from 0 to 6 feet. 
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Physiography, Drainage, and Relief (continued) 

 

The mostly wooded steep side slopes and ravines along the Minnesota River and its tributaries provide 

the most dramatic landscape in the county.  This escarpment is the boundary between the till plain on the 

uplands and the Minnesota River floodplain.  The slopes range from 35 to 70 percent and are about 

midway up the steep side slope in four locations.  They are remnants of the Glacial River Warren. 

 

On the east side of the county is the nearly level Minnesota River floodplain.  The floodplain is one half 

to one mile wide and contains large depressions and oxbows. 

 

The drainage pattern in Sibley County is dominated by the Minnesota River, which flows north along the 

east boundary of the county.  The main tributaries of the Minnesota River in the county are High Island 

Creek and the branches of the Rush River.  These streams flow from west to east and provide the 

drainage for most of the county.  Bevens Creek and Silver Creek drain small portions of the northeast 

part of the county and enter the Minnesota River through Carver County.  The western portions of 

Severance township and several sections of Moltke township drain to Eight Mile Creek, which flows 

through Nicollet County where it meets the Minnesota River.  Buffalo Creek drains a small portion of 

New Auburn Township and flows to the Crow River, a tributary of the Mississippi River.  Rush River 

and High Island Creek are very similar.  Each is a low gradient stream with a drop in elevation of four 

feet per mile until the streams are about eight miles from the Minnesota River.  At this point the gradient 

of the streams increases to 30 feet per mile and a deeply dissected valley and ravine system develops. 

 

These streams have not deposited much sediment at their mouths, which indicates that they formed at the 

same time as the erosion of the Minnesota River Valley was occurring.  The erosional process in the 

main valley carried away the material coming down the tributary streams.  In contrast, the many short 

ravines along the Minnesota River bluffs formed more recently.  This is indicated by the fact that the 

erosional sediment from the ravines are found in fan-shaped, gently sloping positions at the mouths of 

ravines at a height of 5 to 40 feet above the present floodplain. 

 

Artificial drainage with subsurface tile and open ditches has dramatically increased row crop production 

in the county.  By removing surface water from depressions and draining the saturated soils, large 

acreages were made available for crop production.  Drainage gives the plants a favorable root 

environment and allows the soils to warm more quickly in the spring of the year.  The loss of wildlife 

habitat resulting from this drainage has had an adverse impact on the wildlife of the county. 

 

 

CLIMATE  
 

The average precipitation for the county is about 27 inches, 70% of which occurs as rainfall during the 

growing season.  The frost-free period is about 140 days, with the average first frost in late September 

and the last killing frost in the spring, in late April and sometimes in early May. 

 

Climatic changes have been responsible for the formation and melting of glacial ice, deposition of glacial 

sediments, evolution of topography, and growth cycles of plants and animals.  Climate was responsible 

for the types of vegetation under which soils formed. 

 

Freezing of the soil during the winter slows the soil-forming processes.  Alternate freezing and thawing 

also help to disintegrate parent materials, and frost heaving helps mix soil material.  Rainfall influences 

the leaching of carbonates and the translocation of clays in the soil. 
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Climate (continued) 

 

Climate and fires determined the growth of prairie or forested vegetation.  In Sibley County, the line 

between forests to the east and prairie to the west has moved back and forth with fluctuations of the 

climate over the past 13,000 years.  As a result of grass cover, most soils in the county have a dark 

surface layer.  Prairie vegetation and cool average temperatures promote the accumulation of organic 

matter.  The western two-thirds of the county exhibit primarily a prairie influence on the soils, while the 

eastern one-third exhibits both forest and prairie influences. 

 

Sibley Soil and Water Conservation District administrates a precipitation network of over thirty-five 

readers, who faithfully send in monthly rainfall reports.  The information that the readers provide is 

forwarded to the Minnesota Climatological Network for statistical and archival purposes.  Trends in 

normal and abnormal weather patterns are documented to provide current and future researchers a 

valuable tool. 

 

 

HIGH PRIORITY FOCUS AREAS 
 

 

The general soils maps, found in the map section, indicate, by soil association, those areas most prone to 

erosion by water and wind.  By isolating the mapping unit components of these associations, which 

require specific management to reduce erosion, priority areas can be identified and given more attention.  

Inclusion areas of these same mapping units may also be found in associations which have not been 

labeled as ñhigh priorityò. also deserve attention from a conservation management perspective. 

 

 

High Priority Water Erosion Areas  

 

The principal mapping units of concern are Clarion, Lester and Hawick soils.  In the eastern portion of 

the county these soils occur on the deeply eroded bluffs and ravines of the Minnesota River Valley and 

its tributaries.  In the western portion of the county these mapping units are located generally on the 

ridges of the watershed divides. 

 

Historically, more attention to resource problems has been given to the bluff areas.  Many of the ravines 

and gully heads have been treated with water and erosion control structures over the years.  There is 

much work left to be done in these areas.  However, due to the costs involved in constructing drop pipe 

and full-flow structures, and the programmatic funds available to install them, the implementation of 

these practices has slowed down considerably.  Cultural practices such as residue management, 

conserving crop rotations and farming on the contour are now being promoted as primary conservation 

practices to be adopted on a county-wide basis. 

 

District staff has been instrumental in assisting the County in the updating and adoption of its zoning 

map.  A formula, using Crop Equivalency Ratings (CER) is now used in determining building site 

eligibilities in the Conservation and Agricultural District, and the Shoreland District.  This concept 

encourages placement of residential development on the transition areas between the good and marginal 

farmland.  Although development of housing may create conflicts with agriculture, it is anticipated that 

sensitive croplands will be retired to a less erosive use.  Converting these areas to housing also has the 

benefit of expanding forest and grassland cover, which provide food and cover for wildlife, and reduces 

the potential for runoff.  The Conservation and Agricultural District, as depicted on the new map, 

coincides with the high priority water erosion areas of the County.  Protected streams, lakes and 

wetlands, and floodplain areas are also shown.  A staff member sits on the Zoning Commissission. 
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High Priority Water Erosion Areas (continued) 

 

Diagnostic water quality studies of the High Island Creek and Rush River have indicated that the 

majority of sediment contribution to these streams is coming from the steep ravine and bluff lands of 

these watersheds.  More focus will be given to these areas to promote the implementation of water and 

sediment control basins, terraces, and grade control structures. 

 

 

High Priority Wind Erosion Areas  

 

Although Sibley County is predominantly a level prairie, and exposed to the prevailing winds, the high 

clay content of the soil limits the amount of soil lost to wind erosion.  The grid-work of public roadways 

also help to modify the ñfetchò distanceò and help to reduce wind velocities.  Lester, Storden and Terril 

soils, found on the elevated terraces of the Minnesota River Valley are the most susceptible to the forces 

of the wind.  These areas are locally referred to as ñsand prairiesò and encompass only about one percent 

of the land area of the county.  Because of the ñdroughtyò nature of these soils, practices such as field 

windbreaks, pasture and long-term set-aside or land retirement are encouraged.  These practices are also 

highly beneficial on a county-wide basis, regardless of the soil type. 

 

 

High Island Creek Watershed 

 

The High Island Creek Implementation Project (HIIP) is a phase II Clean Water Partnership project.  

High Island Creek Watershed is located in south central Minnesota, in the Lower Minnesota Watershed, 

a sub-basin of the Minnesota River Basin.  The Watershed covers 153,222 acres in three counties, Sibley 

(66% area), McLeod (23%) and Renville (11%).  Topography is flat to gently rolling in the western two-

thirds, to steeply sloped in the eastern one-third of the watershed.  HIW contains three cities, Arlington, 

New Auburn and a portion of Stewart.  Approximately 85% of the land-use is agriculturally related.  The 

water quality concerns of High Island Creek Watershed are fecal coliform bacteria, total phosphorus, 

total suspended solids and nitrate-nitrite-n. 

 

The desired outcomes of the project are to achieve the TMDL standards for fecal coliform bacteria and 

significant reductions in Total Phosphorus, Total Suspended Solids and Nitrate concentrations.  Water 

quality monitoring will continue to be utilized to determine if sediment, nutrient, and fecal coliform 

bacteria reduction goals are being achieved.  Increased wildlife habitat will be analyzed by examining the 

conservation projects that have been implemented (example - # acres of wetlands restored).  Water 

quality monitoring and biological monitoring will be utilized to determine improvements in aquatic 

habitat.. 

 

Participation to-date has improved somewhat over the past year.   Newsletters, public outreach through 

meetings and open houses, and partner agency participation are taking hold.  Agricultural producers are 

the primary target audience and it is hoped that a new strategy of promotion can be realized at 

cooperative meetings, seed company field days, fleet and farm sales, and displays at community 

festivities. 

 

Rush River Watershed 

 

The Rush River Clean Water Partnership Implementation program is also available.  The incentive and 

loan categories are identical to the High Island Creek program.  The interest in the Rush River program 

has shown tremendous response when compared to the High Island.  Historically, conservation programs 
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have been more widely accepted and utilized in the Rush River drainage area than the rest of the county.  

Landowners have been very responsive to septic system upgrades and open tile intake alternatives. 

 

Due to the identical loans and incentives being offered, both the Rush River and High Island Creek 

projects will be combined in citizen outreach.  One newsletter will be sent to residents of both 

watersheds, and the Technical Committee will be utilized for both projects.  The funding pools will 

remain separate. 

 

As previously mentioned, a TMDL plan has been developed, and is currently being reviewed by the 

MPCA.  It is anticipated that additional implementation dollars will be received  

 

 

Crow River Watershed 

 

Funding for the Crow River Clean Water Partnership Implementation program has also been approved 

for encumbering.  The incentive and loan categories will be also be similar to the other implementation 

projects.  The project will be administered through McLeod County.  A very small portion of Sibley 

County drains to Buffalo Creek, a tributary of the Crow River.  One septic system has been funded. 

 

 

Bevens Creek TMDL Study 

 

Carver County is overseeing a TMDL plan and future implementation project to address fecal coliform 

bacteria in the Bevens Creek Watershed, which drains northeast Sibley County.  Sibley County is not part 

of the Metropolitan Council and is ineligible for any money rewarded. 

 

 

Areas of the County not within Project Areas 

 

The southwest portion of Sibley County, and those areas draining directly to the Minnesota River (direct 

flow) are not included in the implementation project or TMDL plans.  Although citizens and landowners 

will be excluded from non-traditional practices, such as open tile intake alternatives, they may still find 

financial and technical assistance available through the traditional programs delivered through the field 

office including, Minnesota State Cost-Share Program, AgBMP loan program, and USDA programs.  

Exceptions may be made to direct flow areas adjoining the Rush River and High Island Creek 

watersheds.  Challenge grants or Clean Water Legacy funds have been sought to address these area. 

 

 

Sibley County Zoning Map 
 

The Sibley County zoning map divides the county into specific areas for zoning administrative purposes.  

The map defines geographic regions in the County, which can be used to focus conservation programs 

and projects.  Best management practices, suitable for specific water and soil related issues, can be 

tailored for these zoning districts.  As staff time and resources allow, the District may develop best 

management practices guidelines in the form of a handbook. 

 

The Conservation and Agricultural District, which encompasses the ravine and bluff lands on the east 

side of the County, has been increased in size to reflect the drastic changes in topography and soils that 

are found there.  This area coincides with the high priority water erosion map, and also includes soils of 

the County which are the most vulnerable to wind erosion. 
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The Shoreland Districts encompass the protected waters of the county; lakes, large marshes and streams.  

Land use zoning of these areas contains language addressing erosion, feedlot runoff, and other measures 

needed to protect these resources. 

 

The General Agricultural District is the largest land use area of the County.  It encompasses the largely 

agricultural lands which were formerly tallgrass prairie.  Resource concerns are ditch-bank erosion, 

nutrient management, feedlot runoff, and wind erosion. 

 

From a County perspective, the map identifies areas where residential growth is likely to occur, and 

where traditional agricultural production will be maintained.  Conflicting land-use will always be a 

concern, but the map will act as a guide in making wise choices as changes develop.  Residential uses 

will be focused closer to areas which are more marginal for production agriculture.  Prime farmlands will 

be protected from urban sprawl and non-agricultural uses. 
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