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The first phase of 
the Middle-Snake-
Tamarac Rivers 
Watershed District’s 
9-mile-long Swift 
Coulee restoration 
was constructed in 
2025 (left), and the 
easements were 
seeded (middle, 
right) that year. 
Phase 1 involved 
about 250 acres 
of permanent 
easements, 18 
parcels and 12 
landowners. Phase 
2, expected to finish 
in late 2027, would 
involve nearly 475 
acres of easements. 
Swift Coulee is one 
of three projects 
currently being 
funded by the Red 
River Basin Riparian 
Habitat Program, a 
partnership between 
BWSR and the Red 
River Watershed 
Management Board 
that employs RIM 
easements to restore 
priority riparian 
habitat corridors. 
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The Red River 
Basin Riparian 
Habitat Program 
is currently 
funded by more 
than $9 million in 
Outdoor Heritage 
Funds, including 
$5.12 million in 
2024 and $3.92 
million in 2026.
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In the Red River Basin, a new 
approach to riparian restoration

A partnership between the Minnesota 
Board of Water and Soil Resources 
(BWSR) and the Red River Watershed 
Management Board (RRWMB) is 
tapping the Reinvest in Minnesota 
(RIM) conservation easement 
program to restore priority riparian 
habitat corridors across northwestern 
Minnesota. The aim: improve water 
quality, reduce flood damage, and 
create valuable habitat for fish and 
wildlife.

When riparian areas — the lands 
adjacent to rivers, streams, ditches and 
other watercourses — are protected 
and restored with deep-rooted 
perennial plants, they help to stabilize 
streambanks, filter runoff, reconnect 
floodplains, and provide critical habitat 
and travel corridors for wildlife and 
pollinators.

Over the past 25 years, watershed 
districts throughout the Red River Basin 
have completed eight projects that 
restored more than 55 miles of corridor 
with nearly 1,000 acres of riparian 
habitat. The benefits have included 
reduced sediment- and nutrient-
loading, improved channel stability, 
lower long-term maintenance costs, 
enhanced wildlife habitat, and reduced 
flood damage to crops. In many ways, 
the corridors function like a road right-
of-way.

While successful, those corridor 
restorations typically were completed 
project-by-project. Individual 
watershed districts would identify a 
priority watercourse, work directly 
with landowners and soil and water 
conservation district (SWCD) staff to 
secure necessary easements, seek 
competitive grant funding, and then 
complete restoration activities — often 
in phases as funding was available.

But watershed districts often competed 
for funds. Project schedules, grant 
timelines and landowner interest — 
most projects involved a host of funding 
sources and dozens of landowners and 
renters — rarely aligned precisely.

To address these challenges, BWSR and 
the RRWMB established the Red River 
Basin Riparian Habitat Program.

The program is currently funded by 
more than $9 million in Outdoor 
Heritage Funds, as recommended by 
the Lessard Sams Outdoor Heritage 
Council and approved by the state 
legislature — including $5.12 million in 
2024 and $3.92 million in 2026. Those 
funds cover the cost of permanent 
conservation easement payments to 
landowners, and related administration.

The shift from individual projects to a 
coordinated regional approach allows 
more flexible funding within the 
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region’s priority corridors. 
RRWMB and BWSR staff 
rank the corridors, which are 
suggested by the watershed 
districts, and then rank the 
individual easements within.

“Having a program with 
funding gives partners 
the flexibility to move 
money around a bit to 
accommodate realities 
on the ground related to 
landowner interest. These 
projects are likely to have 
dozens of landowners that 
need easements for project 
completion,” said Henry Van 
Offelen, BWSR clean water 
specialist. “Now that this is 
a regional program, we have 
the flexibility to work with 
landowners among multiple 
project areas to meet their 
needs better.”

The current Red River Basin 
Riparian Habitat Program 
projects are restoring 9 
miles of Swift Coulee in 
the Middle-Snake-Tamarac 
Rivers Watershed District in 
Marshall County, 8 miles of 
Doran Creek in in the Bois de 
Sioux Watershed District in 
Wilkin County, and 21 miles 
of the Wild Rice River in the 
Wild Rice River Watershed 
District in Norman County. 
The Wild Rice River project 
is a particularly ambitious 
long-term effort that would 
restore more than 3,500 
acres of corridor.

SWCDs work with 
landowners on perpetual 
RIM easements, which 
secure the rights to land 
necessary to complete 
permanent corridor 
restorations. The expense 
of securing land rights alone 
can be enough to stop a 
project. In some instances, 
watershed districts would 
incur that cost. Traditional 
funding sources for best 
management practices 
do not exist for corridor 
restoration.

“Without that outside 
funding to do this work, 
it’s very unlikely that these 
projects would occur, and 
they would be occurring at 
a slower pace,” Van Offelen 
said.

These coordinated efforts 
often also use water 
quality funds available 
from the RRWMB, and 
other funding sources 
including Watershed-Based 
Implementation Funding 
from BWSR, for project 
elements such as channel 
restoration.

“This programmatic 
approach allows us to secure 
funding at a regional scale 
and provide the flexibility 
needed to advance priority 
projects when landowners 
are ready to participate,” 
said RRWMB Executive 
Director Rob Sip.

Project priorities are 
guided by locally developed 
comprehensive watershed 
management plans from the 
One Watershed, One Plan 
program, which ensures 
investments are directed 
toward the highest-priority 
watercourses across the 
17,700 square miles within 
the Minnesota watersheds of 
the Red River Basin.

The Red River Basin contains 
more than 1,000 miles of 
ditched channels that were 
once natural watercourses. 
Restoring and protecting 
riparian corridors along 
these systems will require 

continued collaboration, 
funding and landowner 
participation.

“These watercourses erode 
and contribute sediment. 
Getting them back into a 
more functional riparian 
corridor is going to stabilize 
them and improve water 
quality and habitat,” Van 
Offelen said.

Through the Red River Basin 
Riparian Habitat Program, 
partners are building a 
framework that allows 
this work to occur more 
strategically and efficiently, 
guided by local watershed 
plans, and creating lasting 
benefits for Minnesota’s 
waters, wildlife and 
communities.

Since the program’s 2024 
launch, watershed planning 
efforts have identified 
additional project areas. 
Watershed districts’ interest 
continues to grow.

For landowners, the program 
offers an opportunity to 
permanently address areas 
that frequently erode 
and flood, and are often 
difficult to farm profitably. 
The easements generally 
encompass the 10-year 
floodplain, which gives 
landowners a measure of 
certainty that crops are not 
at risk from more frequent 
floods.

For watershed districts, 
the benefits are equally 
significant. Protected 

corridors create more stable 
channels that require less 
maintenance and reduce 
future infrastructure and 
erosion repair costs.

For fish and wildlife, habitat 
benefits come in the form of 
sinuous channels, stabilized 
streambanks and hundreds 
of acres of restored native 
grasslands that further 
improve water quality and 
support pollinators, birds and 
other species.

“The importance of this 
program extends well beyond 
habitat restoration,” said 
Mori Maher, Middle-Snake-
Tamarac Rivers Watershed 
District administrator. “It 
highlights the need for long-
term water management 
approaches that protect 
natural resources while still 
allowing communities to 
actively care for and maintain 
their systems.”

Tara Jensen, Wild Rice 
Watershed District 
administrator, said the long-
term goal for the Wild Rice 
River project was to enroll 
more than 3,500 acres in 
easements — a first step 
toward restoring the river, 
which was channelized in the 
1950s.

 “It is an investment in 
long-term water resource 
management that 
benefits landowners, local 
communities and future 
generations,” Jensen said.

The benefits also extend to 
taxpayers and conservation 
partners. Permanent riparian 
corridors help protect public 
investments by stabilizing 
channels, improving water 
quality, restoring habitat 
and reducing future flood 
damage.

BWSR staff members write and 
produce Snapshots, a monthly 
newsletter highlighting the work of 
the agency and its partners.
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