
Solar in Stearns County

Heidi Winskowski, Environmental Services Department

Ryan Rothstein & Jason Selvog, Stearns Soil and Water Conservation District

Vegetation requirements & 
Management



HISTORY

 2016 – Beneficial habitat requirement added to zoning ordinance
 BWSR reviewed/approved plans
 Plans implemented – now what??
 2020 – County, SWCD and BWSR discussed long term plan for 

program
 Goals to ensure standard is met, in plan preparation, implementation

and long term
 SWCD expertise

 Funding mechanism (early projects and new projects)



COLLABORATION
Environmental Services (ESD)
Soil &Water Conservation District (SWCD)

•Plan submittal (ESD)
•Plan review (SWCD)Permitting

•Tracking (ESD)
•Field work (SWCD)Inspections

•Share results (ESD)
•Offer assistance (SWCD)Follow up



PERMITTING / ESD

ZONING ORDINANCE #439

Solar Farms – Interim use permit or Construction site permit 

“The project site design shall include the installation and 
establishment of ground cover meeting the beneficial 
habitat standards consistent with Minnesota Statutes, section 
216B.1642, or successor statutes and guidance as set by the 
Minnesota Board of Water and Soil Resources. The Solar Site 
Pollinator Habitat Assessment Form shall be completed to 
show that the beneficial habitat standard is met and 
submitted, along with the planting plan, with the 
construction site permit application.”



PERMITTING / ESD

ZONING ORDINANCE #439

 Financial guarantee required = 125% of the cost to 
implement
 Letter of credit or cash 
 Kept for minimum of 3 years

 Vegetation shall be maintained for life of solar project
 Fee required upfront – covers SWCD time to review 

plan and conduct follow up inspections over 25-year 
period

 ESD shall be notified when site is seeded and who 
contact person is for inspections



PERMITTING / ESD
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Stearns County SWCD – Solar Arrays

Stearns County SWCD is contracted by Stearns 
County Environmental Services to complete the 
following tasks:

o Complete Plan Reviews
• Make sure the plan meets State requirements

o Complete Inspections
• Inspect sites in the establishment period    
(year 1,2, & 3)
• Inspect sites every 3 years after



Plan Review

o Seed Mix(s) composition
• Number of species
• Number of Grasses
• Number of Forbs
• Bloom periods

o Seed Mix calculations
• Seeds/Sq/Ft
• % of Forbs

o Tree/Shrubs Review (If used)
• Species
• Spacings

Stearns County SWCD – Solar Arrays

What does the SWCD look for when completed a Plan Review?



Plan Review – What did we learn?

Stearns County SWCD – Solar Arrays

Most plans provided are over complicated

o CAD drawings as plan map
• One simple map showing solar fields and planting locations/acres is sufficient

o Multiple seed mixes
• Most sites can utilize one or two seed mixes (Inside/Outside the fence)

o Many solar companies are unfamiliar with habitat establishment process
• Pollinator habitat is not in their wheel-house and they don’t have staff that do 
this type of work

o Many solar companies do not know where to look for professional 
installation
• A vendor list should be provided to help solar companies connect with 
professional habitat companies 



Implementation Requirements and Plan

Stearns County SWCD – Solar Arrays

The fillable plan helps in these ways:
o Helps keep plan applications consistent
o Provides the “How To” for establishment
o Provides the “How To” for management
o Provides seed mix guidelines
o Provides sample seed mixes for use
o More efficient

Fillable Plan and Management form

The SWCD created a fillable establishment
plan and management plan



INSPECTIONS / ESD

 ESD updates spreadsheet 
for inspection due
 Shared on Google Drive

 Inspect on years 1, 2, 3
 Hopefully return financial 

guarantee

 Inspect every 3 years after 
fully established per plan 
and standard is met



Stearns County SWCD – Solar Arrays
Inspections
What does the SWCD look for when completing an inspection?

Establishment years (1-3)
o Is the site establishing as expected?
o Are there weed problems?
o Does it need to be mowed? 
o Has it been mowed?

Every 3-year inspection (Starting year 6)
o Is the site establishing/established?
o Are there weed problems?
o Does it need maintenance?
o Identify species and number of species



Stearns County SWCD – Solar Arrays

Inspection Form

o Stearns SWCD created an online form that is 
completed on a smartphone or tablet while in 
the field

o The online form include a map and turn-by-turn
directions to the site

o The SWCD is able convert data to .pdf or 
spreadsheets 

o Very simple to use



Stearns County SWCD – Solar Arrays
Assessment form converted to fillable online form



FOLLOW UP

 ESD sends inspection report to solar companies

 SWCD is available to answer questions on the inspection 
report



QUESTIONS?

 Heidi Winskowski, Environmental Services Department
 320-656-3613

 Heidi.Winskowski@co.stearns.mn.us

 Ryan Rothstein & Jason Selvog, Stearns SWCD
 320-251-7800 ext. 3

 ryan.rothstein@mn.nacdnet.net

 jason.selvog@mn.nacdnet.net


