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About the authors and their methodology 

This report is a collaboration among 

McKinsey, The Nature Conservancy, 

and Ecolab to analyze the benefits 

and costs of improving water quality in 

the Mississippi Headwaters through 

land preservation and restoration 

Sources of insight and data and include:  

▪More than 50 studies and data sources from 

environmental research, state and federal reports 

▪More than 15 interviews with experts  

from Minnesota Pollution Control Agency, Explore 

Minnesota, other conservation efforts across  

the United States, universities, Ecolab, McKinsey, 

and TNC 

▪Six case studies of land conservation  

and water quality preservation across the US 

▪Primary geospatial analysis 
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Land conversion in Minnesota is continuing as our population and economy 

continue to grow 

SOURCES: MN Environment and Energy Report card (2017); Lark et al. “Cropland expansion” (2015) 

1 Map shows new cropland in 2012 since 2008. In red hotspots, cropland more than doubled.  

About 100,000 acres were converted  

for development from 2007 to 2012 
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Cost of proposed plan to protect Mississippi River is $0.4 – 0.6 billion 

SOURCES: MN Environment & Energy Report card (2017); MNPCA 

▪ Investments would include protecting up to 100,000 acres through conservation easements 

from willing landowners, with minimal impact on local tax revenues 
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Plan includes… 

$0.4 –  

0.6 billion  

Estimates to protect the Mississippi River Headwaters are around 

$0.4 – 0.6 billion over 10 years  
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Executive summary 

However, our water quality is at risk. Pollution in our water is increasing as the natural lands  

in the Mississippi Headwaters convert to development, farmland, and industry increasing  

the pollutants entering the system and reducing the presence of natural filters 

We have already seen the negative impact of land conversion on water quality in  

the Minnesota River Basin and expect similar outcomes in the Mississippi Headwaters if 

it is not protected 

We face a choice: to protect our waters now and prevent further pollution or delay action  

and hope to clean them later 

If action is delayed, it will cost billions to clean the Mississippi River Headwaters 

Acting now to protect our water by preserving about 100,000 acres and restoring another 

100,000 in the Mississippi Headwaters – a tiny fraction of the 13 million acres  

of the Headwaters – would cost $400-600 million 

Acting now retains $130 million in direct benefits such as avoided water treatment costs, 

retained property values and tourism revenue and jobs, plus $360 million in indirect benefits 

Clean water is crucial for the health of Minnesota’s economy and people. Natural lands such 

as forests, grasslands, and wetlands act as nature’s filtration system  

and are important for keeping our water clean 

Protecting the Mississippi River Headwaters now avoids billions in future costs  

and allows us to enjoy clean drinking water and clean rivers 



• Camp Ripley Sentinel 

Landscape 

• Pine River Healthy 

Watershed Partnership 

• Crow Wing River Healthy 

Watershed Partnership 

 

Three Projects in the Mississippi Headwaters 
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Project #1: Camp Ripley Sentinel Landscape 
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• Sentinel Landscapes are working or natural lands 

important to the Nation’s defense mission  – 

places where preserving the working and rural 

character of key landscapes strengthens the 

economies of farms, ranches, and forests; 

conserves habitat and natural resources; and 

protects vital test and training missions 

conducted on those military installations that 

anchor such landscapes.  

 

14 



Program Status:  

DNR       BWSR 

19 Land Transactions 237 Land Transactions 

1,920 acres      24,500 acres 

         39 Pending 

 

Funding:  Federal = $38,400,000    State = $8,900,000 

210 Interested Landowners representing 26,500 acres 

 

Desired End State: 78,000 acres of compatible lands 

within the 110,000 acre 3 mile buffer. 

 

2004-2016 Army Compatible Use Buffer (ACUB) 

Program 
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• July 2016: Federal 

designation as a Sentinel 

Landscape  

• October 2016: Camp 

Ripley contracted with The 

Nature Conservancy to 

coordinate the CRSL 

program 
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• 50-miles of Miss. River 

• 748-miles of streams 

• 243-miles of river(s) 

• 3997 lakes and ponds 

• 40-minor watersheds 

  (HUC12) 

• 8-Watershed Mgmt. Units 

Water Resources Project Area 
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• Environment and Natural 

Resources Trust Fund grant 

• Forest management plans 

• Riparian restoration 

• Education and Outreach 

• USFS additional grant support 

Crow Wing SWCD Private Forest Mgmt.  



• RCPP award 2016 

• $1.6M for HFRP started 

• $1.2M for EQIP/CSP 2018 

• Morrison SWCD lead 

• NRCS Forester: Ginger Koop 

 

NRCS: Regional Conservation Partnership Program 
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City of Baxter: LCCMR proposal, 200-ac. Potlatch land 
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The Ripple Effect of Camp Ripley’s ACUB Program  
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Pine River Healthy Watershed Partnership 
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Criteria Ranking Sheet for easements: 



Tracking Landowner easement progress: SWCD 
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Pictures tell the story… 
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4,000 + Ft Shoreline, Turkeys appeared here soon after (Quade) 

Towering Pines in a well-managed woodland (Quade) 



Pine River Dam restoration: Norway Brook project 
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Crow Wing River Healthy Watershed Partnership 
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Trends / Risks to Minnesota’s Clean Water 
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TNC analysis 

 

Nitrate Contamination of 

private and community water 

supply wells  



Partnership Leads: Technical Advisory Committee 
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• Starts with one landowner 

• Now three adjacent applied 

• Potential grazing mgmt. 

• Working forest plan 

RIM easement example in Becker County 
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• More urban than rural 

• Seasonal/recreation 

• Less acres, more valuation 

• Large impact near-shore 

• Seasonal intensity issue 

• Sometimes rental uses 

 

Smaller Properties Opportunities and Challenges: 
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• Zoning controls 

• Storm Water 

• Septic/Well 

• Shoreland Buffers 

• Shoreland restoration 

• Neighborhood Associations 

• Lake Improvement Districts 

Urban Strategies: 
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• Wetland Conservation 

• Cost Share 

• Community Partners 

• Forest Mgmt. Plans 

• Wild Rice easements RIM 

• River RIM easements 

• Shoreland Guides 

Hubbard Soil and Water Conservation District 
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