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Current Issue Scenario 2020 

Water Resource Management: Local Control and Local Solutions 

The land and lakes near Itasca State Park make up a significant natural resource for the state of Minnesota. This 

area is home to numerous diverse flora and fauna, provides ample recreational opportunities, and is a continual draw 

for those wanting to experience Minnesota’s natural beauty. Agriculture, like tourism, also supports the economy in 

some counties in this area of the state. In recent years, agriculture in the form of potato farms has been creeping toward 

the Itasca State Park region. This process converts forested lands dominated by pines to irrigated agriculture.  

The Itasca State Park region is part of the Upper Mississippi River basin. Recent studies show that the rates of 

land conversion from forests to agriculture in the Upper Mississippi River basin are among the highest in the country. 

Without best management practices employed, the high quality waters resources (i.e., surface water quality and 

groundwater supplies) in the Upper Mississippi River basin may be threatened. Because of the important economic and 

social benefits the Itasca State Park region provides to the state, this topic has received attention from various local and 

state governmental organizations as well as news organizations.  

A retiree was recently selected to take the lead of local lake association for Straight Lake in Becker County, 

Minnesota (Figure 1). The lake association has not been active for many years, but that is changing because of recent 

articles lakeshore owners are reading in newspapers. The lake association has contracted you to put together 

management recommendations for the lake and lakeshore owners. They request that the recommendations be based 

on sound science. The lake association leader knows there are many background materials on the land, surface waters, 

and groundwater near Straight Lake because of recent issues related to: 1) groundwater use and quality, 2) surface 

water quality and fisheries, and 3) land conversion from forests to agriculture. However, the leader does not have the 

expertise to sift through this information and then formulate a plan for the lake association. Finally, although the 

requested recommendations are primarily intended for Straight Lake, the lake association members would also like to 

know more about the groundwater in their area and why the Minnesota Department of Natural Resources are 

concerned about groundwater quantity and quality of the Pinelands Sands area (Figure 2).  

Expectations from lake association: 

1) Develop a general assessment of the water resources in their area including:  

a. current water quality in Straight Lake, any long-term trends available, and how Straight Lake water 

quality compares with other lakes in the area 

b. description of the Pineland Sands area aquifer and any long-term trends available 

c. description of the current threats to water quality and quantity of Straight Lake and the Pineland Sands 

area aquifer 

2) Recommendations for property owners to either maintain or improve their shoreline and lawn care. Keep in 

mind that most owners will only be able to commit minimal financial resources to any proposed projects. 

3) Many lakeshore owners are nearing retirement and planning for their futures. Many of them have expressed 

interest in leaving a conservation legacy to promote a healthy lake. As such, the lake association is asking for the 

plan to include any options owners have for placing restrictions on their land before selling it or passing it on to 

their children. 

4) Many members of the lake association enjoy fishing in Straight Lake and the three nearby-designated trout 

streams (Straight River, Upper Straight Creek, and Straight Lake Creek). They heard that cisco (tullibee) are 
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important in supporting sport fish in lakes and have recently read about threats to cisco populations in 

Minnesota in the news. Therefore, they request the plan to include: 

a. Description of the role cisco play in Minnesota fisheries 

b. Description of current threats to cisco populations in northern Minnesota 

c. Status of cisco populations in Straight Lake 

d. Recommendations for best land management practices by lakeshore owners to promote healthy cisco 

populations 

Figures 

 

Figure 1. Satellite view of Straight Lake in Becker, County Minnesota. 

 

Figure 2. Pineland Sands Area in the shaded portion of the map. According to Richard Peterson of the Minnesota 

Department of Natural Resources, “The Pineland Sands Area is a glacial outwash area characterized by fine to coarse 

grained sands and gravels which are well drained. These sandy soils also infiltrate a significant amount of precipitation 

making them important groundwater recharge areas. The water table aquifer and surface water bodies in this area are 

interconnected and dependent on one another. Withdrawals in the water table aquifer can cause lower water levels in 

the nearby wetlands, lakes and streams. Some of the streams are designated trout streams and highly dependent on a 

cold groundwater supply.” 
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Resources 

• Straight Lake natural resource data and information. Useful links on the left of the page. 

https://www.dnr.state.mn.us/lakefind/lake.html?id=03001000 

• General resources for managing water  

https://extension.umn.edu/natural-resources#water 

• A Citizen’s Guide to Lake Protection 

http://www.shorelandmanagement.org/depth/citizen.pdf 

• **Understanding Shoreland BMPs 

http://www.shorelandmanagement.org/depth/bmp.pdf 

• Fact-sheet blue-green algae 

https://www.pca.state.mn.us/sites/default/files/wq-s1-90.pdf 

• **Straight River Groundwater Management Area Plan 

https://files.dnr.state.mn.us/waters/gwmp/area-sr/sr_gwma_plan.pdf 

• Refuge for Tullibees 

https://www.dnr.state.mn.us/mcvmagazine/issues/2016/may-jun/refuge-lakes.html 

• Articles in popular press read by lake association members 

o http://www.startribune.com/a-great-river-at-risk/394188561/ 

o http://www.startribune.com/interactive-the-urgent-threats-facing-the-mississippi-river/393294531/ 

o http://www.startribune.com/mighty-mississippi-river-faces-mounting-environmental-

threats/393294611/ 

o http://www.startribune.com/feb-6-dnr-halts-pines-to-potatoes-conversion-in-central-

minnesota/290946331/  

 

**Denotes resources are lengthy and at times technical, but have useful materials throughout the document. 
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