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RIM Grasslands part of 600-acre

AMENDMENT

YOUR Clean Water
Fund AT WORK

Proceeds from
the Legacy
Amendment
fund the Clean
Water Fund and
the Outdoor
Heritage Fund.

Noles County
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ADRIAN — Work is underway this
summer on the last pieces of a 587-
acre habitat complex protecting a

rare fen, creating a spawning area

for a federally endangered fish, and
preserving or reconstructing native
prairie in Nobles County. The site is
visible from Interstate Highway 90 just
west of Adrian.

The project, notable for its size and its
location within a largely agricultural
area, involved three landowners
working with local, state and federal
agencies. Permanent easements
secured via Reinvest in Minnesota
(RIM) Grasslands and the Minnesota
Conservation Reserve Enhancement
Program (MN CREP) built upon existing
easements.

A voluntary program, MN CREP
permanently protects environmentally
sensitive land via simultaneous
enrollments in the USDA Farm Service
Agency-administered Conservation
Reserve Program (CRP) and the
Minnesota Board of Water and Sail
Resources (BWSR) administered RIM
Reserve program. CRP enrollments are
for 14 to 15 years; RIM conservation
easements are perpetual.

habitat complex
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I think it’s probably great for people
driving the Interstate. All you see is

corn and soybeans, corn and soybeans, and

then you come upon this 2 miles that's

native prairie.
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— Dan Matthiesen, Nobles County landowner

Grassland practices for MN CREP-
eligible land are funded by a one-time,
2023 appropriation of $17 million in
state general funds. About S1 million
of that appropriation remains available
for new easements in 2027.

Outdoor Heritage Funds support RIM
Grasslands, which protect remnant
prairie. The recent easements within
this Nobles County complex drew from
Outdoor Heritage Funds, the general
fund appropriation and USDA funding.

“Scoring and ranking includes
proximity to other permanently
protected habitat, habitat corridor size,
a low crop productivity index score,
and benefits to water quality (including
drinking water or adjacency to public
water streams and other wetlands)”
said Kevin Roth, BWSR easement
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Easements within the 587-acre habitat complex in Nobles County, seen from two angles, were seeded in June. The complex involves three landowners
working with local and state staff on permanent easements. Funding sources included state general funds, Outdoor Heritage Funds, Clean Water
Funds and USDA funding. A segment of Kanaranzi Creek, center, runs through the property. Photo Credits: Josh Schmidt, Pheasants Forever
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Left: The Westside 11 fen lies within the Nobles County easements complex. Photo Credit: Josh Schmidt, Pheasants Forever Middle, right: Calcareous
fens are the rarest type of wetlands in the state — and world. A routine check of this one in Nobles County revealed part of it had been farmed. The
landowner's efforts to protect it evolved into a voluntary conservation easement. Photo Credits: Megan Benage, DNR

programs coordinator, said
of RIM Grasslands.

The 480 acres of easements
secured within the past two
years include a calcareous
fen, and marginal farmland
seeded into prairie plants.
Those easements augment
106 acres — funded by
Outdoor Heritage Funds
and Clean Water Funds —
encompassing a stretch

of Kanaranzi Creek and
previous oxbow restorations
that created Topeka shiner
spawning habitat. Recent
management and inter-
seeding will enhance

native and restored prairie;
seeding finished in late
June.

An existing railroad corridor
that has remnant prairie
vegetation brings the entire
complex to 600-plus acres.

“Creating permanent
habitat will create a
sanctuary,” said Josh
Schmidt, a Worthington-
based Pheasants Forever
Farm Bill biologist who
works with landowners on
easement enrollments.

“(That) will positively
benefit all of your grassland
birds — pheasants included.
(The easements) will have
flowers, which will increase
insects and pollinators on
the landscape,” Schmidt
said. “Since it’s such a huge
area, it’ll provide abundant

‘ Once we lose them, they’re gone. ...
Partly that’s because (remnant or native
habitats) are made up of billions of connections
that we don’t fully understand. So when you're
trying to rebuild them just based on what it
looks like and you don’t have a full instruction
manual, it’s like when you try to build Lego

from a picture.

— Megan Benage, DNR regional ecologist
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resources that can sustain a
whole healthy population of
birds, mammals (including)
raccoons and deer —

pretty much anything and
everything will just have a
nice, big sanctuary to live
off of”

A Cinderella conservation
story is how Megan
Benage described what
unfolded once a landowner
realized part of a field

was a calcareous fen,
protected under state law
and requiring restoration.
That routine status check
on the Westside 11 fen

— two locations totaling
1.2 acres, named after the
township — ended with a
conservation easement that
restores and permanently
protects 240 acres of
marginal cropland.

One of the Minnesota
Department of Natural
Resources (DNR) ecologists
covering 32 southern

Minnesota counties, New
Ulm-based Benage’s job
includes surveying fens,

and then working with
landowners if they’re out of
compliance.

The rarest of wetlands

in the state — and world
— calcareous fens are
peatlands fed by a constant
supply of calcium-rich
groundwater built up
over thousands of years.
More than 200 have been
identified in Minnesota,
totaling more than 800
acres.

“Why should we care?”
Benage sometimes hears
that from landowners.
Her response: “The No.
1 indicator of health in
any system is diversity.
As you lose habitats, as
you lose species, as you
lose biodiversity you
become less resilient and
you become less able to
respond to climate shifts, to
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weather shifts, to the ebbs
and flows of seasons and
life in general. Having that
diversity really translates
to having that strength and
that resilience to be able to
meet the conditions.”

During droughts, for
example, wildlife seek out
fens as a water source.
Benage said degraded fens
also can indicate that the
groundwater supply is being
depleted.

While they cannot be
re-created, it is possible

to address the impacts
affecting them. In this case,
that meant the surrounding
habitat complex will also
protect the plants, fish and
wildlife that depend upon
the ecosystem. The fen is
no longer farmed, and the
drainage tile was broken;
the surrounding area was
seeded in summer 2025.

“Oftentimes when we

talk about people and our
impact on the environment,
we talk about it in a very
negative way. Here’s a

real example of where a
landowner had an incredibly
positive impact on the land
and the environment by

his choices and his family’s
choices,” Benage said. “By
choosing conservation here,
you have now tipped all of
these dominoes in favor of
all these species.”
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Just (restoring) an oxbow alone might have some benefit. But if we add that on top of other
things, we can improve the quality, the longevity, the number and types of species that will

use each component. So in a large, 600-acre easement, you're protecting a really big chunk of the
watershed with permanent cover. ... The oxbow is not just for Topeka shiners. You could have deer

and pheasants and other wildlife living in the uplands. They also need a water source.

— Scott Ralston, U.S. Fish & Wildlife Service wildlife biologist

9

The Topeka shiner, a 3-inch-
long minnow once found
throughout the central
United States, has been
extirpated from most of its
historic range because of
habitat loss.

“Here in Minnesota, we still
have one of the strongest
populations,” said Scott
Ralston, a Windom-based
U.S. Fish & Wildlife Service
(USFWS) wildlife biologist
covering southwestern
Minnesota. “But it’s weak
in comparison to what

it maybe should be. The
Topeka shiner is in these
streams, still making its way
— and they’re looking for
habitat.”

Ralston has worked on
about 130 Topeka shiner
habitat restorations in
Nobles, Rock, Pipestone and
Murray counties, funded by
two $1 million federal grants
through the Cooperative
Recovery Initiative. Most

of those involved oxbows

— breeding habitat for the
fish that doesn’t do well in
fast-moving water. About

a half-dozen of them were
off Kanaranzi Creek, which
eventually flows to the Big
Sioux River.

“Doing an oxbow
restoration is kind of the
‘Field of Dreams’ story: If
you build it, they will come.
And that’s really what we
find,” said Ralston, who
has mapped and ranked
potential sites, engineered
and designed projects, and
overseen construction.
“We’re not stocking them,

Restored oxbows protect Topeka shiner spawning habitat within the
easement complex. Photo Credit: U.S. Fish & Wildlife Service

but they’re in the streams.
And generally after we do
a restoration, we're finding
within the first flood event
... when the water is up
and fish can get into these
oxbows, we usually find
them there”

Like fens, Topeka shiners are
indicator species.

“We rely on our water
sources for human
consumption. Recreation.
Agriculture. All sorts of
things. So if something is
dying in your environment,
to me that that should raise
a red flag of concern for
many other things,” Ralston
said.

Changes in land use that
have sent more water and
sediment into streams have
affected Topeka shiner
habitat, filling in the oxbows
faster.

“Topeka shiners are just one
piece of the puzzle. They’re

a showcase species,”
Ralston said. “Restoration is
not just about that species.
We’re working on an entire
ecosystem — it’s just you
get the attention from the
individual endangered
species.”

Funding earmarked for a
particular species has a
ripple effect.

“The people that really
couldn’t care less about

a little minnow — maybe
they’re more concerned
about big game species.
Well, we're doing habitat
restoration. That also
helps other species of fish,
deer and pheasants and
waterfowl,” Ralston said.

“What’s the deal with the
little fish? The little fish

is really helping a lot of
different things.”

Two oxbow restorations,
completed 10-plus years
ago, lie within 106 acres Dan
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Matthiesen enrolled in a
2012 RIM signup. He's now
managing and inter-seeding
that grassland — former
cropland that frequently
flooded. And he’s enrolled
into MN CREP another 57
acres of steep, erosion-
prone cropland, seeded this
spring into native grasses
and wildflowers.

“I' think we controlled

the erosion pretty good,”
Matthiesen said of farming
on the contour. “But |
think it’ll be a lot better for
water quality and erosion
(control), getting it all in

Matthiesen reflected on
the expanded habitat
complex that started with
his property: “I think it’s
great for water quality and
keeping soil. ... We took
cropland out of production,
but a lot of it’s probably
cropland that shouldn’t
have been farmed.”

Matthiesen has raised
crops and livestock, and
worked as an industrial
maintenance technician.
None of his three children
was interested in farming.

“I don’t have a bit of
cropland left. | considered
taking farmable land

out of production —

and | considered the
family legacy,” he said.
“I'm hopefully leaving a
conservation legacy.”

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





