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Executive Summary 
 
The SWWD Watershed Management Plan (SWWD, 1997) identified a greenway corridor 
encompassing the major drainage route, or backbone of the drainage system, for the 
watershed.  This corridor, as originally conceived, would link Lake Elmo Regional Park 
with Cottage Grove Ravine Regional Park and the Mississippi River to the south.  The 
SWWD Greenway Corridor would also provide a link to the new State Park being 
proposed for Grey Cloud Island, as well as Grey Cloud Dunes Scientific and Natural 
Area - one of the largest and best quality native prairies in the Twin Cities Area.      
 
The goal of the SWWD Greenway Corridor is to create a multipurpose system of open 
space that provides a physical link to existing natural areas while providing for 
conveyance of storm water runoff to the Mississippi River.  This linear system of open 

space provides a cost-effective overland route for storm water runoff while providing for 
amenities important to local communities.  Key functions of the SWWD Greenway 
Corridor include: connection of important natural areas, active and passive recreational 
opportunities, fish and wildlife habitat, rare species habitat, groundwater recharge, water 
quality protection, environmental education and erosion control.     
 
Although “greenways” have lately been at the forefront of natural resource management 
initiatives, they are not new.  In fact, the linear park approach, has been in existence in 
Europe, and later here in the U.S., for many years.   A local example is the Minneapolis 
Park System, clearly one of the most defining elements in the City of Minneapolis.  The 
SWWD Greenway Corridor borrows on many of the attractive features of existing linear 
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park systems, yet will be unique in that a major emphasis will be to restore/reclaim the 
historic prairie and oak savanna that once covered southern Washington County.   
 
Key Recommendations  
   
Missing Links:  The SWWD Greenway Corridor Study included identification of Missing 
Links – that is, areas of the corridor where gaps in open space currently exist.  Most of the 
Missing Links encompass agricultural land; however, several areas are identified that are 
currently undergoing development. 
 
It is proposed that for each of the identified Missing Links, the following be implemented: 
 

1. Detailed site survey of physical and biological features including soils, hydrology, 
geology and natural communities.   Management concerns such as erosion, 
invasive species infestations and other relevant features should be mapped and 
described. 

 
2. Meetings with corridor segment stakeholders to determine local landowner and 

city concerns and issues.  Stakeholders will develop vision for corridor segment 
within framework of Greenway Corridor Plan. 

 
3. Prepare Corridor Segment Design detailing location and specific plans for natural 

community restoration/reclamation, location of storm water conveyance facilities 
and passive/active recreational amenities. 

 
4. Secure funding sources and leverage SWWD dollars though appropriate grant 

programs. 
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Protection Areas:  The Greenway Plan identifies three key areas of ecological 
significance important to the Greenway, yet are in danger of loss or further degradation.  
The three key areas are Gables Lake East, Mississippi River Bluff and Grey Cloud Dunes 
Terrace.  Management of these areas is largely in the hands of private property owners; 
therefore the recommended approach is to develop site-specific stewardship plans 
fashioned after the Neighborhood Wilds Program.  This program works with multiple 
landowners to inventory natural features, develop management goals and recommend 
stewardship strategies. 

 
Private/Industrial Landowners:  The SWWD is in a unique position to work with 
private/industrial landowners including State Farm Insurance and 3M Cottage Grove.  
Discussions should be initiated to define common goals and define how the greenway 
may benefit local business.   
 
Information and Education:  An educational brochure to inform the local community 
about the Corridor should be developed.  This brochure could also be designed to provide 
information on suggested design standards, establishment of native vegetation and use of 
urban best management practices 
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I. Introduction 
 
The South Washington Watershed District (SWWD) Greenway Corridor Plan serves as a 
guide for establishment of a greenway corridor from Lake Elmo Regional Park, south to 
the Mississippi River via an existing system of City/County Parks and other public or 
privately owned open space.  At the Mississippi River, the corridor links with the 
Mississippi River bluffline and Grey Cloud Island.  While significant portions of the 
corridor are already established, particularly within the City of Woodbury, much of the 
north and south portions are not established.  One of the primary goals of this Greenway 
Corridor Plan; has therefore been, to identify key “missing links” that serve a critical role 
in connecting existing and future natural areas.  
 
The SWWD Greenway includes several significant natural areas including: Lake Elmo 
Regional Park, Cottage Grove Ravine Regional Park, Grey Cloud Dunes Scientific and 
Natural Area, Grey Cloud Island (proposed as a future State Park), Wilmes Lake, Colby 
Lake, Bailey Lake, Mississippi River bluffline, 3M Property, and a large, extensive oak 
forest and woodland to the north of Old Cottage Grove.  A greenway planning effort at 
the watershed level provides for a regional perspective and facilitates planning across 
multiple jurisdictions.   
 
The SWWD Greenway Corridor, necessarily, provides multiple functions including 
connectivity between fragmented natural areas, wildlife habitat, active and passive 
recreational opportunities, water quality protection and stormwater conveyance.  The 
aesthetic, cultural and historic significance of land included within the SWWD Greenway 
Corridor also serves to define the character of local communities spanned by the 
Corridor.   
 
The SWWD  Second Generation Watershed Plan identifies many goals consistent with 
the development of Greenway Corridor and suggests corridor alignments.  The Cities of 
Oakdale, Woodbury and Cottage Grove, though their comprehensive plans and natural 
resource inventories, have also identified corridor alignments as well as the local values 
important to area residents.  This Greenway Corridor Plan serves to compliment and 
build upon these past efforts, while providing additional detail where necessary.   
 
The SWWD Greenway Corridor Plan identifies and prioritizes key parcels and segments 
within the corridor and prescribes implementation steps for use by local units of 
government and the development community in collaboration with the SWWD.  Land 
protection tools including conservation easements and buffers are recommended for 
specific corridor segments.  In other segments, partnering with private and public entities 
that are already effectively managing open space is proposed.  A concept plan suggesting 
corridor design standards is proposed as a model for use by cities, developers and the 
SWWD.  This model addresses such parameters as minimum corridor widths, natural 
community reclamation, and placement of recreational infrastructure and road crossings 
for wildlife.      
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Table II-1:  Summary of Local Values, Their Significance and Priority 
Local Value Regional Need or Significance Numeric Mean 

Score 
Priority 
Ranking 

Storm water 
Quantity3  
 

Regional flooding potential, particularly within land-locked 
areas of watershed require flood retention, infiltration and 
conveyance facilities with outlet to Mississippi River.  
 

7.5 5 

Storm water 
Quality3 
 

SWWD compliance with MPCA Total Maximum Daily Loading 
(TMDL) criteria for NPDES II permits on Mississippi River 
(pool 2) and pretreatment for water quality protection of 
watershed lakes and wetlands. 
 

8.6 1 

 Natural 
Communities1 2 3  

Natural Communities (i.e., forests, wetland and prairie) define 
urban/nonurban landscape along corridor-serve as amenity to 
local communities. 
  

7.6 4 

Rare Features1 2 3 Rare natural communities, plants and animals define character 
of, and serve as barometers to overall ecological condition of 
watershed.  
    

7.3 6 

Connectivity123 Connectivity provides linkage to existing/proposed open space 
areas, thus enhancing other values including wildlife habitat, 
trails systems and stormwater conveyance. 
   

8.1 2 

Wildlife 
Corridors2 3 

Greenways serve as corridors for both generalist (i.e., deer, 
turkey, raccoon) and specialist (i.e., loggerhead shrike, osprey, 
Blanding’s turtle) Wildlife diversity serves as barometer to 
ecological condition of watershed. 
.   

7.9 3 

 Cultural 
Significance1  

Prehistoric and Historic features define our heritage and serve 
as visual landmarks to local communities. 
 

4.3 10 

 Recreation1 2 3 
(Active) 

Local communities desire active recreational activities such as 
biking, inline skating and organized sports. 
  

4.9 9 

Recreation1 2 3 
(Passive) 

Local communities desire passive recreational activates such as 
hiking and bird watching. 
 

7.1 7 

Educational 
Opportunities2 3 

Schools and other public institutions benefit from close 
proximity to the SWWD Corridor though opportunities for 
environmental education. 
 

5.4 
 

8 

Public Values:  Tangible or perceived social benefits 
Regional Need or Significance: The regional context – how Public Values apply specifically to SWWD 
Priority:  Ranking of Public Value importance within SWWD on scale from one to ten. How important are different 
Public Values in developing the SWWD Corridor? 
 

Level of  Importance  Numerical Score  Source of Local Value 
 Low Importance    1 
      2  1 Cottage Grove Natural Resource Inventory 
      3  2  Woodbury Natural Resource Inventory 
      4  3  SWWD Plan 
 Moderate Importance    5 
      6 
      7 
      8 
      9 

Very Important                   10 
 

Priority ranking was determined by averaging 
numerical scores.  Num ber 1 priority was 
given to the Local Priority receiving  the 
highest numeric score.  
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Table II-2:  Corridor Suitability Criteria  
Assessment Values for Landscape Units 

Function Site Suitability Criteria 

Topographic Position in Watershed 
Presence and Size of Existing Channels  
Drainage Area 
Sensitivity to Erosion 
Location and Sensitivity of Natural Resources 

Stormwater Quality 

Potential Impacts to Private/Public Property 
Quality/Sensitivity of Existing Lakes & Wetlands 
Topographic Position in Watershed 
Wet Storage Volume Potential 

Stormwater Quality 

Proximity to Developed Areas 
Potential Storage Capacity of Depressions 
Permeability/Hydraulic Conductivity 
Depth to Groundwater Table 
Discharge Potential Down gradient of Site 
Topographic Position in Watershed 

Stormwater Infiltration/Groundwater Recharge 

Groundwater Appropriations Down gradient of Site 
Width of Corridor 
Linkage to Other Large Areas 
Diversity of Natural Communities 
Quality of Natural Communities 
Unique or Rare Habitat 
Degree of Fragmentation 

Wildlife Habitat 

Isolation from Disturbance 
Documented Rare Features 
Potential for Rare Features 
Diversity of Natural Communities 
Quality of Natural Communities 
Proximity to Unique/Unusual Features 
Proximity to Mississippi River Valley 

Rare Features 

Ambient Noise 
Proximity to Public, Accessibility 
Connectivity to Existing Trail System 
Aesthetic Quality 
Soil Type and Condition 
Slope and Aspect 

Recreation 

Existing/Proposed Land Use 
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D.  Landscape Units 
To aid in describing corridor features and conducting planning activities, the corridor is 
subdivided into Landscape Units. Landscape Units are subdivisions within corridor 
segments and generally ranging from about one hundred to several hundred acres in size.  
Boundaries between Landscape Units are based on geologic features, changes in plant 
communities, hydrologic boundaries, current/future land use, land ownership and other 
distinguishing features.  Divisions of landscape units are also defined based on similar 
benefits, values or opportunities provided by a given area.  Landscape units within 
corridor segments are shown  
 
E. Missing Links 
While much of the Corridor is already established by local communities or identified 
under existing local plans as open space, several significant gaps were identified.  
Missing Links are described with respect to location and existing condition.  Missing 
Links are shown in Figure II-2.  Table II-3 summarizes the location and key 
features/issues along with the level of priority (from 1, highest to 5, lowest). 
  

Table II-3  Summary of Missing Links in Corridor 
Missing 

Link 
 
Location 

 
Comments 

Priority 

A Lake Elmo 
Regional Park 
to State Farm 
Office Bldg.  

Requires road crossing at CSAH 10 and Interstate 94.  
Interstate 94 poses significant problem for wildlife crossing.  
State Farm Insurance headquarters has large prairie planting 
along south side of Interstate 94.   

1 

B Colby Lake to 
Bailey Lake 

Natural flowage between two lakes within existing golf 
course.  Woodbury School property to west offers possible 
route. 

5 

C CD-P85 to 
Cottage Grove 
Ravine Park 

SWWD currently negotiating with property owners to obtain 
stormwater infiltration and conveyance facilities.  Large area 
along slopes slated for reclamation to prairie and oak 
savanna.   City of Cottage Grove in process of preparing 
Master Plan for portions of this area.  Road crossings 
required at Military Road and CSAH 19. 

4 

D SW Corner 
Cottage Grove 
Ravine Park to 
old river 
channel via 
Langdon Pond 

Road crossings at CSAH 19 and Highway 61.  Highway 61, 
in particular, poses concerns for wildlife crossing.  Langdon 
Pond area south of Hwy 61 may be difficult to connect to 
due to industrial park development.  Bluffline above Hwy 61 
(near drive-in theater), contains degraded sand gravel prairie 
with restoration potential. 

2 

E Grey Cloud 
terrace N. of 
Mississippi 
Dunes SNA. 

Extension of same terrace upon which Grey Cloud Dunes 
SNA occurs.  While most prairies degraded, offers excellent 
opportunity to expand and link into one of the largest and 
best quality prairies in the Twin Cities.  Most of this ridge, 
steep and unbuildable with excessively well-drained soils. 

3 
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F. Protection Areas 
Several natural areas within the proposed corridor are currently unprotected, yet are 
either worthy of protection or provide excellent opportunities for reclamation/restoration.  
Protection areas were identified based on having the following characteristics: 
 

• Significant natural communities 
• Documented threatened and endangered species (or high potential for occurrence) 
• High quality wildlife habitat 
• Provide a critical link to other nearby areas of ecological significance 
• Not currently protected or identified as open space. 
  

Table II-4 summarizes the location of the three major protection areas; the forest area 
between Gables Lake and Cottage Grove Ravine Regional Park, the Mississippi River 
Bluff, and the ridgeline to the northwest of Grey Cloud Dunes SNA (see Figure II-2).  
The significance of these three areas is described in Section III of this report. 
Recommendations for these areas are provided in Section IV of this report. 
 
 
 

Table II-4  Summary of Protection Areas in Corridor 
 
Protection Area 

 
Comments 

Gables Lake to Cottage 
Grove Ravine Regional 
Park.  Northeast corner 
of Cottage Grove  

This area contains remnant oak savanna with good restoration 
potential.  Other community types such as forest, prairie and 
wetland are also found.  Most of the land is privately held in small 
parcels.   Potential for Kitten-tails is  likely within this area. 

Mississippi River Bluff This area is heavily wooded and contains many steep slopes.  
MCBS has identified stands of Maple-Basswood Forest, Oak 
Openings, cliff communities, Floodplain Forest and prairies.  Most 
of the land is held by 3M and the remainder by small private 
parties. 

Grey Cloud Terrace This area is in close proximity to the Grey Cloud Dunes SNA.  
Reclamation of many of the brushy old fields could provide 
additional habitat for the many state listed species, which are 
known to occur in the area.   
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Steep slopes commonly surround existing water bodies, with the exception of Colby 
Lake.   
 
From the south end of Wilmes Lake to the south end of Colby Lake, the greenway 
corridor is established.  Public property makes up nearly all of the area and a trail system 
runs the entire length.  From Lake Drive south the corridor is not established.  Storm 
water flows straight south through the golf course but in order to develop a functional 
greenway the corridor will need to be realigned around the golf course.   
 
At this time the most logical alignment at the south end of Colby Lake is to move the 
corridor west to include the school property.  From the school property the corridor may 
then continue south through the large Bailey Ridge wetland to Bailey Road.  This is a 
marginal link, with minimal wildlife passage potential.  
 
From Bailey Road, south, the corridor has good potential.  The corridor was widened to 
incorporate some City of Woodbury property, including the large sports facility.  
Wetlands and historic drainage routes were then followed to Dale Road.  Bailey Lake is 
included in this segment because of it local wildlife habitat benefits and storm water 
conveyance, although linking Bailey Lake with the remainder of the corridor is 
problematic. Bailey Lake’s lakeshore is fully developed and privately held.  Therefore, 
creating an established trail system or providing a wildlife link along the contiguous 
corridor is unlikely.      
 
2. Description of Landscape Units 
For a summary of Natural Community types and locations, see Appendix A . 
 
CL-1:  This northern-most unit of the Colby Lake segment begins at the south end of 
Wilmes Lake and ends at the south end of Colby Lake, and includes Colby Lake Park.  A 
disturbed woodlot of box elder and elm, with infrequent pin oak, dominates the steep 
slopes above and to the west of the stream corridor.  Within low areas, along the stream 
corridor, vegetation is similar.  Box elder and American elm are common, with some 
green ash.  Reed canary grass forms a dense ground-layer cover along the stream banks. 
Several shallow wetlands occur within this segment.  These generally have low diversity, 
and range from shallow emergent marshes dominated by narrow-leaved or hybrid cattail, 
or reed-canary grass dominated wet meadow. Other vegetation in this unit includes areas 
of old field vegetation along the trails, large mowed tracts of turf grass around baseball 
fields and other public use areas, and a small plantation of red pine.  
 
CL-2:  This landscape unit runs from the south end of Colby Lake west to Pioneer Drive. 
There are no natural communities in this area. The landscape includes mowed turf grass 
around baseball fields and the golf course, a stormwater pond, and some old field 
vegetation on portions of the school property.  
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CL-3:  This unit includes the large Bailey Ridge wetland, a seasonally flooded basin that 
experiences highly fluctuating water levels. As a result of this fluctuation, very little 
vegetation is currently established on site.   
 
CL-4:  This entire site is a gravel mine with some portions of the site slowly reverting to 
early-successional grasses and forbs and other portions of the site actively being mined. It 
is dominated by old fields with smooth brome and Kentucky bluegrass and agricultural 
fields, with occasional small, seasonally flooded cattail marshes. 
 
CL-5: This unit includes the City of Woodbury property south of Bailey road.  A mix of 
agricultural fields and old-field vegetation and a large sports facility dominates the 
landcover.  Scattered wetlands include small, seasonally flooded cattail marshes 
dominated by narrow-leaved cattail, often with abundant reed canary grass around the 
perimeter. Common wetland forbs including smartweed, pinkweed, and swamp milkweed 
are occasionally present.  
 
CL-6:  This portion of the Colby Lake segment includes Bailey Lake and associated 
upland areas.  These communities are listed in the Woodbury Natural Resource Inventory 
as Communities 21A through 21D.  The most significant natural resource features 
include Community 21A (Bailey Lake), an extensive open water/emergent marsh wetland 
created in part, by the placement of an outlet weir structure on the south end of what was 
once an emergent marsh complex.  A steep, west- facing ridge spans the entire east side of 
the Bailey Lake.  The most significant natural community along this ridge includes a 
moderate quality dry oak forest.     
 
 
C. Gables Lake East & West Segments 
 
1. General Description 
This segment extends from Dale Road to an area north of the Cottage Grove Ravine Park 
and straddles the boundary between the townships of Woodbury and Cottage Grove.   
The terrain is similar to the more northern segments, with rolling hills, shallow valleys 
and scattered lakes and wetlands through the corridor. In this segment, land uses range 
from large- lot rural development to agricultural.  

 
The Gables Lake segment of the corridor is dominated by depressions formed by ice 
blocks during the retreat of the glacier.  Ice blocks broken off of the glaciers melted to 
form many of the land- locked depressions located in this landscape.   Beneath these 
depressions are sand and gravel outwash deposits.  These deposits have the potential to 
infiltrate significant amounts of water.  Bedrock is found at or near the surface south of 
the Woodbury/Cottage Grove boundary in the east.    
 
The Gables Lake segment can be divided into two subsegments; East and West.  Gables 
lake east links Dale Road to the Cottage Grove Ravine Segment.  Gables lake west 
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provides an additional route following the historic glacial valley from the CD-P85 basin 
to the north end of Cottage Grove Ravine Park.   
 
For the most part Gables lake west is defined along a feasible storm water conveyance 
corridor.  Existing City of Woodbury property and storm water infrastructure is located 
along the northern portions of this segment.  As the corridor progresses southward the 
boundary is defined by undeveloped areas, soils with high infiltration capacity and 
topography.  Aside from one small wetland, very few natural features exist within Gables 
Lake West.   
 
Gables Lake East on the other hand is clearly defined by natural features.  Agricultural 
fields almost entirely encompass this large contiguous area.  The only exception being the 
short portion along its east perimeter which makes up Old Cottage Grove.  Wetlands, 
Gables Lake, woodlands, savannas and large lot development can be found within this 
old glacial valley.  Boundaries for Gables Lake East were taken directly from the 
communities delineated in the Cottage Grove Natural Resource Inventory.    
 
2. Description of Landscape Units 
 
Gables Lake – East 
 
GL-E.1:  This segment encompasses an area of pasture and oak savanna surrounding 
Gables Lake.  During the Cottage Grove Natural Resources Inventory (1998), this area 
was heavily grazed and in generally poor condition.  As general rule, the entire site was 
dominated by nonnative grasses such as Kentucky bluegrass and smooth brome.  Gables 
Lake is classified as a shallow, open water marsh with a narrow, emergent marsh fringe.  
With proper management following cessation of grazing, this wetland has the potential 
for recovery.  The oak savanna (community 1H), although degraded, contains large-
diameter bur oak averaging 20-inches in diameter.  This community provides a good 
opportunity for oak savanna restoration. 
 
GL-E.2:  This segment includes approximately 250 acres of mostly moderate quality oak 
forest and woodland.  The most significant natural resource feature of this site is a steep, 
north-facing slope of mesic oak forest with several areas of exceptionally large basswood 
trees.  Diameters of the basswood trees range from 20 to over 25 inches.  Most of the 
mesic oak forest in this area contain large, bur oak trees averaging about 200 years of 
age.  Younger, and much smaller mesic hardwood trees, have over the years, filled in 
between the large bur oak trees due to a lack of fires.  Through this process, the historic 
oak savanna has gradually succeeded to the oak forest that we see today.  This segment 
potentially provides habitat for rare plants and animals and is; therefore an area worthy of 
active stewardship.       
 
GL-E.3:  Natural resources in this segment include low to moderate quality mesic oak 
forest, maple-basswood forest, oak savanna, cattail marsh, wet meadow and deep-open 
water wetland (Cottage Grove Natural Resource Inventory Site 11A-11F).  The most 
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significant natural feature of this segment; however, is the presence of Kittentails (Bessya 
bullii), a Minnesota State Endangered species.  GL-E.3 provides excellent opportunities 
for natural community restoration of wetland, savanna and prairie communities.         
 
GL-E.4:  This segment encompasses an approximately seven-acre lake, which like many 
lakes in the SWWD, has risen substantially in recent years.  The lake is bordered by a 
fringe of dead snags, the result of trees flooded out from the high water levels.  Both 
sides of the lake are bordered by a low quality mesic oak forest, with small pockets of 
lowland hardwood forest in some of the lower-lying areas.  Natural communities for GL-
E.4 are described under communities 11G-11I of the Cottage Grove Natural Resource 
Inventory. 
 
 
        
Gables Lake – West 
 
GL-W.1:  This segment contains row crop agricultural land  
 
GL-W.2:  This segment includes South Bailey Lake and includes Woodbury Natural 
Resource Inventory communities 27A though 27C.  The segment is dominated by a 
stormwater pond (South Bailey Lake) with a narrow fringe of emergent marsh wetland 
vegetation.  South Bailey Lake flows sourthward through a small area of dry oak forest 
and then a young conifer plantation.   
 
GL-W.3:  Along the west side of CD-P85, an old conifer plantation spans the entire west 
side of the site.   
 
GL-W.4:  Natural resources in this segment include a moderate quality mesic oak and 
maple-basswood forest delineated as communities 31A and 31B, respectively, in the 
Woodbury Natural Resource Inventory.  Although this forest area encompasses only 
about 22 acres, it is important in that it is one of the few moderate quality forest areas in 
this portion of the corridor. 
 
GL-W.5:  This large landscape unit is primarily being used for agricultural purposes.  
Some portions are used for row crop production and others for hay.  Along some of the 
steeper side slopes old field vegetation has established.   
 
D. Cottage Grove Ravine 
 
1. General Description 
The Cottage Grove Ravine Regional Park defines this segment of the Greenway Corridor, 
which terminates south of the park, in the Mississippi River. The northern portion, in the 
regional park, includes a moderately steep, stream dissected wooded ravine system.  
From here, the corridor channels through the historic floodplain and riverbed of the 
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Mississippi, before cutting through the bluffs around the Mississippi and entering the 
river.  
 
The dominant topographic features of the Cottage Grove Ravine include large 
depressions (ice-block) that form an overflow route to the Mississippi River and river 
terraces.  These depressions have steep slopes and few wetlands.  The underlying 
deposits are generally outwash.  The river terraces are generally flat and were formed 
during the melting of the glaciers.  These terraces are generally sand and gravel deposits 
over bedrock.  The bedrock is Jordan sandstone, which is very permeable and close to the 
surface.   
 
For the most part the boundaries of this segment were determined by the limits of 
remaining natural features.  Cottage Grove Ravine Regional Park makes up the majority 
of the segment north of Highway 61 and 3M owns most of the property south of the 
highway down to the Mississippi.  Steep slopes border the segment from north to south.  
The glacial valley was historically used for pasturing livestock but because of the steep 
slopes other types of agricultural practices did not take place within the ravine.  Although 
the entire ravine contains a DNR protected waterway, only south of the lake is there a 
discernable stream channel.   
 
Highway 61 is a significant barrier to the ecological function of the entire corridor.  The 
culvert under the highway is too small to function as a wildlife passage and the traffic is a 
hazard for all terrestrial animals attempting to cross it.  In order to improve the biological 
integrity of the entire corridor, some type of wildlife bridge would need to be constructed.   
 
2. Description of Landscape Units 
 
CGR-1:  These sloping fields outside of the park are dominated by old field and 
agricultural vegetation.    
 
CGR-2: Cottage Grove Regional Park Site:   
The steep, sandy slopes and the bottomlands of the Cottage Grove Regional Park support 
one of the largest and best quality woodlands in southern Washington County (Cottage 
Grove Natural Resources Inventory, 1997), and include a number of good quality wetland 
and prairie communities as well.  
 
Overgrown oak woodland and dry oak forest dominate the slopes and ravine bottom 
within the Park.  The best portions are in the southe rn half to two-thirds of the park, in an 
area mapped by the DNR on the Natural Communities and Rare Species Map of 
Washington County.  Here, a relatively open oak woodland and dry oak forest persists. 
The canopy is dominated by a patchy layer of large, spreading bur oak, with diameters 
between 22” and 30”, depending on location within the park.   Interspersed with these are 
a number of younger red oak-pin oak hybrids, dbh 18 – 20”, and 10 – 12” dbh black 
cherry and quaking aspen.  A number of mesic forest species are established in the 
understory, including green ash, American elm, and hackberry, in addition to saplings of 
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the canopy species. The shrub layer is variable, with locally abundant prickly ash and 
buckthorn.  Some American hazel persists in more open areas, with occasional 
chokecherry and gray dogwood.  The ground layer generally includes bur-fruited species 
such as sweet cicely, enchanter’s nightshade, and cleavers, as well as the forest associates 
false lily of the valley and rue anemone. A steep ridge on the west side of the Ravine 
Lake supports a large population of kitten-tails, a plant listed as Threatened in the State of 
Minnesota.  
 
Sandy ridges and south facing slopes within the park frequently support prairie openings; 
the better quality sites occur on the slopes north and west of the Ravine Lake, and are 
included on the Natural Communities and Rare Species Map of Washington County. 
Because the soils are so well-drained, vegetation at these sites is often sparse. Typical 
species, depending on the site, include old field sedge, hairy grama grass, porcupine 
grass, and fall witch grass, with occasional patches of little bluestem. Forbs include some 
somewhat conservative species in the better-quality sites, such as spiderwort, northern 
rock cress (which has not previously been noted for Washington County), silky prairie 
clover and prairie penstemon, as well as more common species such as bird’s foot violet , 
pussy toes, prairie alumroot, prairie bush clover and prairie larkspur. Spotted knapweed 
and Canada bluegrass have invaded many of these locations.  
 
Along the ravine bottom, the oak woodland develops a more mesic character and is 
somewhat lower in quality.  Here, the canopy is still dominated by large bur oak, but 
overall species diversity is much lower than at other sites within the park. European 
buckthorn forms a nearly continuous shrub layer.    
 
At the south end of the park, small wetlands and the Ravine Lake have developed on 
layers of impermeable soil and/or where groundwater discharge maintains continuously 
wet conditions. The lake is relatively cold and clear, and contains a variety of aquatic 
plant species, including flatstem pondweed, leafy pondweed and Sago pondweed, a 
calcareous associate, as well as two species of duckweed and water meal.  
 
The northern perimeter of the lake includes a narrow fringe of emergent marsh, 
dominated by cattail, and a degraded rich fen. This rich fen habitat occurs on nearly level 
terrain, where areas of cold groundwater discharge maintain continuously wet to 
saturated conditions. Vegetation at the site varies, with some patches of established 
vegetation and other areas dominated by seedlings, primarily beggars-ticks, smartweeds, 
and a grass, too immature to characterize at the time of the survey. Much of the area has 
been disturbed, and there are some dense patches of reed canary grass on site, especially 
along the eastern edge.  The site also contains some common wetland sedges including 
Carex stipata, and Carex scoparia, and the common wetland forbs marsh milkweed, 
boneset, blue vervain, and American water horehound.  There are also patches of manna 
grass, wooly bulrush, rice cut-grass, and Carex rostrata, a characteristic species of rich 
fen communities.   
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At the north end of the park, past land-use impacts are more apparent.  Cover here 
includes a 38 year old conifer plantation with a mix of red pine, white pine, and spruce, 
old fields, heavily grazed lowland hardwood forest, and oak woodland and oak forest 
with various intensities of grazing history.  Some opportunistic prairie species persist in 
these areas.  
 
CGR-3: These Wooded and old field communities are similar to the ones in the adjacent 
park.  The major difference between the two communities is the ownership.  The 
communities in the park are preserved in public ownership. 
 
CGR-4: Within this landscape unit, the Cottage Grove Natural Resource Inventory and 
the Minnesota County Biological Survey have identified an area containing natural 
features.  Although somewhat degraded a sand-gravel prairie exists along the southern 
portion of this unit.   
 
CGR-5: This Landscape unit contains oak woodlands similar to that in the park.  The 
eastern boundary of the unit has been somewhat developed to large lot residential.  The 
southern end of the unit contains a historical farmstead.  This farm, at one time utilized 
much of the current park and surrounding areas for livestock grazing and agricultural 
production. 
 
CGR-6:  This entire segment is described in the Cottage Grove Natural Resource 
Inventory as site 25.  This segment contains an exceptional diversity of good quality 
natural communities including dry oak forest, oak woodland, dry oak savanna, lowland 
hardwood forest, bedrock bluff prairie and open water/emergent marsh wetland.  The 
DNR Natural Heritage Program lists of rare features include: dry oak savanna, dry prairie 
(bedrock bluff subtype), fox snake (Elaphe vulpina) – Official Status Threatened, illinois 
tick-trefoil (Desmodium illinoense) – Official Status Threatened, longbearded hawkweed 
(Hieracium longipillum).  This segment also contains an ephemeral stream which outlets 
Cottage Grove Ravine Park Lake, flowing through this segment and into the Mississippi 
River.  During the Cottage Grove Natural Resource Inventory, wildlife use of this 
segment was very high. 
 
 
E.  Mississippi River Bluffs  
 
1. General Description 
The bluff segment lies between the terminus of Cottage Grove Ravine west along the 
Mississippi River to the east border of the former Ashland oil property which is now a  
DNR Scientific and Natural Area.  The bluff region has a concentration of high quality 
natural communities.  The Minnesota County Biological Survey has identified stands of 
Maple-Basswood Forest, Oak Openings, cliff communities, Floodplain Forest, and 
prairies in this segment.  
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The Mississippi River forms the south boundary of this segment.  The segment’s north 
boundary, owned by 3M, consists of industrial uses and old field which is reserved for 
potential industrial development.  The easterly half is owned by 3M and the westerly 
section of the Bluff segment is a small residential community.  Some homes are built 
along the river abutting the waterfront and some are perched above the cliffs.  The area is 
comprised of heavily wooded steep slopes. 
 
2. Description of Landscape  Units 
 
B-1:  Segment B.1 includes the sourthern-most portion of Site 25 of the Cottage Grove 
Natural Resource Inventory.  This segment includes the blufflands along the Mississippi 
River with good quality examples of oak woodland, dry oak forest, open water marsh and 
dry praire (bedrock bluff subtype).  This segment has among the highest ecological 
values of any site in the SWWD Corridor.  Rare features documented include: fox snake 
(Elaphe vulpina) – Official Status Threatened, illinois tick-trefoil (Desmodium illinoense) 
– Official Status Threatened, longbearded hawkweed (Hieracium longipillum).  In 
addtion, two high quality dry praires (bedrock bluff subtype) are mapped by the DNR.  
This segment is particularly isolated due to its location between the Mississipi River bluff 
and two ravine systems. 
 
B-2: Site 22 of the Cottage Grove Natural Resource Inventory represents Segment B.2. 
This segment includes low to moderate quality lowland hardwood forest, oak forest and 
black ash seepage swamp.  An area of higher quality basswood forest (mesic oak variety) 
occurs within a deep ravine along the east side of the site (22E).  Since much of this 
segment abuts a residential development, impacts from fragmentation and introducation 
of invasive species is generally higher than elsewhere along the bluff.  This segment also 
contains a large spring with a black ash seepage swamp – an uncommon natural 
community in the SWWD. 
 
F.  Old River Channel  
 
1. General Description 
This segment as its name implies is an old river channel formed by Glacial River Warren.  
Topography of the entire segment is level to gently sloping.  The upper part of the 
corridor consists of old field grasses and excessively drained soils.  The two wetland 
complexes located along the lower portion of the segment are bordered by old field 
communities.  The grassy uplands within the lower portion of the segment are known to 
support nesting pairs of loggerhead shrikes, a state threatened bird.   
 
The Greenway corridor boundary was primarily determined using topography.  The old 
channel forms an easily discernable geologic feature.  A narrow connection is shown to 
the Cottage Grove Ravine Segment.  This connection would function as a recreational 
trail but would not operate as a wildlife corridor.  Wildlife could possibly use the bluff 
line to get to the Cottage Grove Ravine Park but would need to cross 3M property and 
US Highway 61.  
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The City of Cottage Grove is constructing a storm water flume in the north half of the 
segment.  The flume will transport storm water from the West Draw, through the 
wetlands and to the Mississippi River.   
 
2.  Description of Landscape Units 
 
ORC-1:  This segment is described in the Cottage Grove Natural Resource Inventory as 
site 23A.  The entire segment consists of old field vegetation dominated by smooth 
brome, Kentucky bluegrass, perennial rye and timothy.  A few scattered pockets of 
prairie grasses and forbs occur throughout the site with species such as Indian grass, 
whorled milkweed and blue vervain.  Spotted knapweed, and invasive species, also 
occurs in this segment.   
 
ORC-2:  This segment is identified as sites 23A, 23B and 24A through 24E in the 
Cottage Grove Natural Resources Inventory.  This segment contains good quality mixed 
emergent marsh, cattail marsh, mesic oak forest, oak woodland and dry prairie.  The 
north portion of the segment contains old field vegetation similar to that found in 23A, 
but with a higher frequency of prairie patches occurring.  The south portion of the 
segment includes high quality mesic oak forest, dry prairie (bedrock bluff subtype) and 
oak woodland.  The Minnesota DNR Natural Heritage Program lists one rare feature; a 
high quality dry prairie, bedrock bluff subtype. 
 
ORC-3:  This segment is currently used for agricultural “truck farming”  No natural 
resources of significance are known to occur. 
 
 
G.  Grey Cloud Terrace 
 
1.  General Description 
A wide variety of natural communities make up this segment.  In the north portion, 
representative plant communities include emergent marsh, lowland forest and dry prairie.  
For the most part these communities are of low quality because of their degree of 
disturbance.  The wooded bluffs adjacent to Grey Cloud Channel contain many homes 
but the forest continues to maintain a relatively good diversity of tree species.  To the east 
of the golf course is very significant natural feature mapped by the MNDNR County 
Biological Survey and has recently become a Scientific and Natural Area.  This dry 
prairie-sand gravel subtype has many state listed plant and animal records.   
 
The boundary of this segment was established almost entirely by incorporating the site 
information from the Cottage Grove Natural Resource Inventory.  The boundaries from 
each individual plant community were merged together to delineate this segment.  One 
exception being the golf course, which was left out of the greenway corridor. This 
segment provides an important link to Grey Cloud Island and the Mississippi River.    
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2.  Description of Landscape Units 
 
GCT-1:  This segment is described as site 19 of the Cottage Grove Natural Resources 
Inventory.  This segment is dominated by brushy old fields and contains some rather 
extensive areas of dry prairie (sand, gravel subtype).  This area is also unique in that 
populations of prairie associates such as prairie skinks (Eumeces septentrionalis) and rare 
species such as fox snake (Elaphe vulpina) and bull snake (Pituophis melanoleucus) 
occur.  The DNR Natural Heritage Program maps the large sand gravel prairie 
(community 19B) as a high quality natural community.  
 
GCT-2:  This segment is described as site 21 in the Cottage Grove Natural Resource 
Inventory. This segment contains the largest and highest quality praire in the SWWD and 
one the highest quality prairies in the Twin Cities Area.  A total of six state listed plant 
species and two listed animal species are known from this general area.  In addition, the 
DNR Natural Heritage Program maps the sand gravel prairie on the Map of Rare Features 
for Washington County.  This site has recently been purchased by the DNR from the 
Ashland Oil Company is now known as the Grey Cloud Dunes Scientific and Natural 
Area.  In addition to the large prairie, this segment also includes abandoned gravel pits, 
old fields, emergent marsh/wet meadow, mesic oak forest, oak woodland, lowland 
hardwood forest and conifer plantation.  
 
GCT-3:  This segment, which connects to the Grey Cloud Channel and Grey Cloud 
Island contains a mixture of good to moderate quality mesic oak and maple basswood 
forest.  Although large- lot residential home sites fragment much of this area, the quality 
of these forest communities remains relatively good.  An additional noteworthly feature 
of this area is unique rock outcroppings along the Grey Cloud Channel. 
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Specific recommendations for the Colby Lake Segment are: 
 
1. Work with landowners and Woodbury Parks to establish native vegetation both 

upland and lake fringe) within landscape unit CL-1.  The City and Landowners may 
be eligible for the Neighborhood Wilds Program through DNR. 

 
2. Within Landscape Unit CL-2 and CL-3, work with landowners and Woodbury Public 

Schools to place the corridor in a conservation easement.  Restore to native 
vegetation. 
 

3. CL-5 is currently owned by City of Woodbury.  Encourage establishment of native 
vegetation. 

 
4. CL-4:  Work with landowners and developers to establish conservation easements or 

deed restrictions in corridor.  Restore to native vegetation. 
 
5. CL-5 (Bailey Lake) is currently owned by the City of Woodbury with easements up 

to the 100-year flood elevation.  Additional easements including upland should be 
considered.  The east side of the lake contains large bur oak and would be ideal site 
for an oak savanna restoration.  The west side of the lake should be restored as oak 
woodland. 

 
Gables Lake 
An east and west alignment is identified for this segment.   The west segment includes a 
large infiltration ponding area  (CD-P86) that could, if necessary, discharge south, across 
Military Road and then to Cottage Grove Ravine Park.  This segment is a major storm 
water infiltration and conveyance route, but also serves as a key link between Cottage 
Grove Ravine Park and natural areas to the north.   
 
Key portions of the Gables Lake West Segment include GL-W1 and GL-W5.  This 
segment provides an ideal site for a large-scale natural community reclamation project in 
collaboration with development of CD-P86.  According to the original land survey, the 
northernmost portion of this segment would be suited to oak savanna and woodland.  The 
southern portion of the site is suited to mesic prairie.  
 
The Gables Lake East Segment includes a large area of oak forest and woodland within 
an area of large- lot residential development.  The preferred approach to this segment is to 
work with landowners to develop a stewardship plan to minimize impacts from 
residential development.  Neighborhood Wilds, a DNR-sponsored program that works 
with groups of landowners to create stewardship plans for multiple parcels is ideally 
suited to this area.  At the time of this report; however, this program is not being funded. 
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Specific Recommendations are:   
 
Gables Lake - West 

1. Work with landowners and developers in GL-W1 to acquire conservation 
easements and deed restrictions.  Restore to native vegetation. 

 
2. At the boundary between Cottage Grove and Woodbury, a small oak savanna 

remnant occurs along a steep ridge.  This oak savanna contains a moderate 
diversity of savanna forbs, a few mature bur oak and numerous pole-sized bur oak 
saplings.  This site offers an excellent opportunity to restore the presettlement oak 
savanna that once occupied this part of Washington County. 

 
3. GL-W2 and GL-W3 are presently owned by the City of Woodbury and include 

storm water ponding, a lift station and an infiltration basin.  The entire area should 
be restored to a mixture of oak woodland, oak savanna, prairie and wetland. 

 
4. The portion of GL-W5 north of Military Road encompasses CD-P 86, a large 

infiltration area.  A preliminary management plan has already been developed for 
this site with infiltration wetlands and oak savanna/prairie buffers proposed.  A 
DNR Greenway Acquisition Grant has been submitted for this project. 

 
5. The portion of GL-W5 south of Military Road includes additional infiltration 

areas. Unlike the area north of Military Road, no management plan has been 
developed.  The SWWD should work with landowners and developers to establish 
a corridor through this area in accordance with suggested standards. 

 
Gables Lake - East 

1. The north side of Gables Lake contains a remnant oak savanna with good 
restoration potential.  The SWWD should work with 3M to place a conservation 
easement on this area and implement restoration.  A westerly connection to CL-
W5 should also be completed. 

 
2. CL-E2, CL-E3, and CL-E4 include a large contiguous area of forest, savanna, 

prairie and wetland.  The SWWD in cooperation with DNR should work with 
neighborhoods and landowners through the Neighborhood Wilds Program.  
Neighborhood Wilds, a DNR-sponsored program that works with groups of 
landowners to create stewardship plans for multiple parcels is ideally suited to this 
area.  At the time of this report; however, this program is not being funded. 

 
 

3. The entire Gables Lake-East corridor segment has potential to contain additional 
population of Kittentails (Official Status-Endangered).  Follow-up surveys should 
be conducted to identify these potential populations. 
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4. As part of Neighborhood Wilds Program effort, landowners should be contacted 
to determine interest in establishing protected corridor through conservation 
easements. 

 
Cottage Grove Ravine 
Natural features and county property make up the entire northern part of this segment.  
Natural features and 3M property make up the entire southern part.  From an ecological 
perspective the only missing link in this segment is the barrier created by Highway 61.  
Crossing two lanes of State Highway is extremely dangerous for wildlife and essentially 
severs the corridor.  From a recreational perspective there is no potential for the corridor 
south of the highway.   
 

1.   CGR-1 - Work with landowners and future developers to establish a corridor            
with restoration to native vegetation.   

 
2.   CGR-3, CGR-4, CGR-5 - SWWD should collaborate with DNR to work with 

landowners through Neighborhood Wilds Program.  Landowners should be 
encouraged to adopt stewardship strategies for Natural Communities as identified 
in Appendix C. 

 
3.   CGR-2 - SWWD should collaborate work with Washington County and DNR to 

develop a Natural Resource Management Plan for the park.  The plan should be 
developed to address multiple issues including storm water management, 
vegetation management, and erosion and wildlife management. 

 
3. CGR-6 - The Watershed should work with 3M and the DNR Natural Heritage 

Program to develop a Natural Resource Management Plan.  The Plan should 
address multiple issues including erosion, storm water management, and natural 
resources. 

 
4. The culvert crossing at Highway 61 consists of a 6x6 foot concrete box culvert 

and then connects to a 72 inch RCP.  A recent inspection suggests minimal use by 
wildlife due to the relatively small size, length and lack of light in the culvert.  In 
addition, approximately one third of the culvert is filled with sediment.  As with 
the I-94 crossing to the north, a vegetated overpass or larger culvert crossing 
would be needed to significantly eliminate this break in the corridor.   
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Mississippi River Bluffs 
This segment links three segments along the Mississippi River.  Its heavily wooded steep 
slopes provide adequate cover to be considered a wildlife corridor.  In terms of 
recreational opportunities this whole segment is a missing link.  All of the property along 
the bluff is private and the largest owner being 3M.   
 
Specific recommendations include:  
 

1. The SWWD should work with landowners and DNR through the "Neighborhood 
Wilds" program to develop bluffline stewardship plans for appropriate bluff 
segments. 

 
2. As part of the "Neighborhood Wilds" program conservation easements should be 

obtained, especially for unique natural communities such as bedrock, bluff, 
prairie and steep slopes. 

 
3. The bluffline should be evaluated for erosion problem areas.  An erosion control  

ravine stabilization plan should be developed to address problem areas. 
 
Old River Channel 
The Old River Channel segment serves as an ideal link between Cottage Grove Ravine 
Park and the southeast side of Cottage Grove including Grey Cloud Dunes SNA and Grey 
Cloud Island. This corridor also provides a link to the bluffline of Camel’s Hump and the 
West Draw.   
 
Specific recommendations include: 
  

1. The SWWD should work with landowners and developers to create a continuous 
corridor through this segment.  Ideally, the corridor should encompass the entire 
glacial river channel.  If that is not feasible, the corridor should encompass all 
wetlands and the slope along the south side of the channel where scattered prairie 
remnants exist. 

 
2. A connection between Cottage Grove Ravine Park and the Old River Channel is 

needed to link recreational and ecological functions.  The suggested route is from 
the Cottage Grove Ravine Park, west to the drive- in theater and then southwest 
across Hwy. 61.  From this point the corridor should link into the Old River 
Channel near Langdon Pond. 
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Grey Cloud Terrace 
A good portion of this segment is already preserved in the Grey Cloud Dunes Scientific 
and Natural Area (SNA).  The major focus of this segment is on the terrace ridge to the 
north of the SNA and on forest areas near the Upper Grey Cloud Channel  
 
The following are specific recommendations: 
 

1. The entire terrace slope, denoted as GCT-1, should be placed in a conservation 
easement.  This slope contains several good quality sand-gravel prairies and 
provides excellent opportunities for prairie restoration. 

 
2. The SWWD should collaborate with DNR and the National Park Service 

(Mississippi River Critical Area), to develop a stewardship plan for GCT.3 
through the Neighborhood Wilds Program. 
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Summary Table for the Mississippi River Bluffs Segment * 
 

Site Attributes 
Site Community type MLCC Rank 

500 Oak Woodland-Brushland 42120 D 
501 Oak Woodland-Brushland 42120 C 
502 Mesic Oak Forest 32110 B 
503 Old Field 23200 NA 
504 Emergent Marsh/Wet Meadow 61480; 

61710 
BC 

505 Pond 92000 NA 
506 Oak Woodland-Brushland 42120 C 
507 Dry Prairie 61210 C 
508 Mesic Oak Forest 32110 B 
509 Basswood Forest 32150 B 
510 Mesic Oak Forest 32110 C 
511 Dry Oak Forest 32110 D 
512 Res. Development   ----- NA 
513 Black Ash Seepage Swamp  32310 C 
514 Lowland Hardwood Forest 32330 C 
515 Mesic Oak Forest 32110 BC 
516 Lowland Hardwood Forest 32330 C 
517 Oak Woodland-Brushland 42120 C 
518 Mesic Oak Forest 32110 CD 
519 Conifer Plantation 21110 NA 
520 Dry Prairie 61210 AB 
521 Old Field/Gravel Pits 23200 NA 
522 Lowland Hardwood Forest 32330 D 
523 Emergent Marsh/Wet Meadow 61320 B 
524 Dry Prairie 61210 AB 
525 Disturbed Deciduous Woodland 42130 NA 
526 Old Field 23200 NA 
527 Conifer Plantation 21110 NA 
528 Mesic Oak Forest 32110 D 
529 Old Field 23200 NA 
530 Gravel Pit 14212 NA 
531 Dry Prairie 61210 B 
532 Lowland Hardwood Forest 32330 D 
533 Open Water/Emergent Marsh 61820 D 
534 Dry Prairie 61210 D 
535 Dry Prairie 61210 C 
536 Open Water Marsh 61820 D 
537 Brushland 62200 NA 
538 Aspen Forest 32160 D 
539 Brushland 62200 NA 
540 Mesic Oak Forest 32110 D 
541 Maple-Basswood Forest 32150 CD 
542 Mesic Oak Forest 32110 D 
Natural Community data from the Cottage Grove Natural Resources Inventory, 1997 
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Land Protection Options 
 
Information in this section is from Land Protection Option:  A Handbook for Minnesota 
Landowners.  It is reproduced here with permission from the Minnesota Department of 
Natural Resources Natural Heritage Program.  
 
Conservation Easements 
 
What is a conservation easement? 
A conservation easement is the voluntary and permanent transfer of specified 
development and land use rights from a landowner to a qualifying organization.  In 
Minnesota, the legal basis of easements as a conservation tool is provided for in Chapter 
84C of the Minnesota Statutes, which states that a conservation easement may be 
established on land in order to "assure its availability for agricultural, forest, recreational 
or open space use, protecting natural resources, maintaining or enhancing air or water 
quality, or preserving historical, architectural, archaeological or cultural aspects."  To be 
eligible for an easement, land must be evaluated by a conservation organization and 
determined to have qualities that serve these purposes. 
 
An easement takes the form of a binding contract that is filed in the public records of the 
county in which the land is located.  Terms are negotiated between the landowner and the 
conservation organization that will "hold" (monitor and enforce) the easement.  The 
landowner who establishes the easement and all future owners of the property are legally 
obligated to abide by its terms.  The organization serves as permanent guardian for the 
land's conservation values, monitoring the property annually to assure that the terms are 
upheld.  If it should become necessary, the organization is empowered to enforce the 
easement in court. 
 
The mutually agreed upon restrictions that are placed on the land's development and use 
will vary with the features that an easement is intended to protect.  If an easement was 
established in order to protect a piece of native prairie, for example, gravel mining would 
likely be a restricted activity, since gravel mining is a land use that is incompatible with 
prairies.  If an easement were established to protect a property's open space values and 
rural character, however, an activity such as farming would be allowed (not restricted), 
since farming is a land use that is perfectly compatible with those values.  For lands of 
outstanding ecological value, especially large tracts of undisturbed natural lands, a 
landowner and conservation organization may work together to design a highly restrictive 
easement that provides the land with an appropriate level of protection.  In general, the 
terms of an easement are designed to reflect the wishes of the landowner to the extent 
possible while providing meaningful protection for the significant features of the land. 

 
Conservation easement provisions may limit: 

• structure, construction, location, renovation 
• utility expansion 
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• such uses in other areas covered by the easement 
• alteration of water bodies and courses 
• removal or alteration of vegetation, except for specified purposes 
• extent of recreational use 
• extent of motorized vehicle use in specified areas 

 
Easements are sometimes used as part of a so-called "limited development plan," in 
which an easement is structured so that it allows development on one part of a property 
while restricting development on another part of the same property.  While generally not 
a viable option for small parcels of land, limited development plans can be a useful tool 
for conservation-minded real estate developers and local communities that want to 
provide permanent protection to natural and open space areas within major subdivisions 
and other areas planned for residential or commercial development. 
 
A landowner may sell or donate an easement.  Some conservation organizations have 
funds available to compensate a landowner for establishing an easement on property of 
significant conservation value to protect natural features such as forests, wetlands, 
riverways and native prairie.  Donating conservation easements is a popular option for 
landowners who are: 

 
• interested in the associated potential for income tax deductions 
• supportive of conservation 
• feel positively about making a donation if it is within their financial means to do     

so. 
 

Since it restricts a property's development potential, an easement may dramatically 
reduce its resale value.  Although this loss in resale value may be offset to a degree by tax 
savings, it is nonetheless a very important consideration for landowners. 

 
Key aspects of perpetual conservation easements 

• Landowner retains title to the property and all associated rights and obligations of 
ownership aside from those that are transferred to the organization in the 
easement. 

• Property retains its private status; an easement does not require that land be open 
to the public unless access has been agreed to by the landowner 

• May be donated or sold to a qualifying organization 
• Runs with the title to land; all future owners are bound by its terms 
• May dramatically reduce property's resale value 
• Does not freeze a property's value; values may still be expected to rise over time, 

although not at the rate of unrestricted properties. 
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Why choose a perpetual conservation easement? 
• Permanent Protection 

A conservation easement provides the benefit of assuring perpetual preservation 
of invaluable natural, rural or scenic features of your property, enhancing the 
quality of life for present and future landowners and their surrounding 
communities and supporting the continued integrity of any existing natural 
communities.  Placing an easement on property prior to donating or selling the 
land or bequeathing it to your heirs will legally obligate all future owners to care 
for the land according to your wishes as expressed in the terms of easement. 

 
• Financial Benefits 

A landowner who donates a conservation easement to a qualified organization 
may be entitled to a significant charitable contribution deduction on his or her 
income taxes, equal to the amount of any appraised loss of property value that can 
be attributed to the easement (see Figure 1 below).  A landowner who sells an 
easement derives income from the sale, but is not eligible for any related income 
tax benefits unless the easement is sold to a qualifying charitable organization at 
less than fair market value.  Any easement, whether donated or sold, has the 
potential to result in property and estate tax savings for the landowner if it reduces 
the appraised property value. 

 
 Figure 1 

 Appraised 
Property value  

Before easement 

Appraised  
Property value  
After easement 

Potential income 
tax deduction  

for donor 
A $60,000 $12,000 $48,000 
B $348,000 $206,000 $142,000 
C $21,000 $13,500 $7,500 
C $955,000 $486,000 $469,000 

Note:  Figure represents actual appraisals of four properties before and after donations of 
conservation easements to the Minnesota Land Trust in the years 1994-1996. 

 
An easement can also serve as a strategy to help a landowners' heirs keep family lands 
rather than being forced to sell all or a portion of their inheritance in order to cover estate 
taxes.  In Minnesota, on an estate valued at more than $600,000, estate taxes can be as 
high as 55 percent of the estate.  When an easement reduces the appraised value of land 
in an estate, it accordingly reduces the estate taxes owed and may bring the taxes into a 
range that heirs can more reasonably pay.  When an easement brings the value of the total 
estate below the $600,000 level, no estate taxes will be owed.  These benefits are realized 
regardless of whether the easement is established during the donor's lifetime or by 
bequest (in his or her will). 
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Easements by Bequest    
An easement may be donated to an organization by means of the donor's will (referred to 
as a donation by bequest or by devise).  In this instance, the easement is generally signed 
during the donor's lifetime but does not come into effect until his or her death.  Upon the 
donor's death, provided that the conservation values of the land have not been 
compromised in the interim, the organization will execute the easement as instructed in 
the donor's will. 
 
Endowing your Easement 
The organization that accepts your perpetual easement accepts a great responsibility:  
That of annual monitoring and enforcement of the easement to assure that its terms are 
honored by all present and future owners.  In acknowledgment of this responsibility and 
the associated costs, many landowners choose to make a contribution to the organization 
that is over and above the easement donation.  By making this contribution, a landowner 
is said to endow the easement. 
 
Some organizations require that their easements be endowed.  Others encourage but do 
not require endowments.  The amount of an endowment generally takes into 
consideration such factors as size of the property and any particular challenges it presents 
to effective monitoring.  Subject to tax law, a landowner may claim an endowment in 
regard to an easement as a fully deductible charitable contribution. 
 
Land Retirement Program 
 
What is a land retirement program? 
A land retirement program provides financial incentives for a landowner to retire land 
from agricultural production and/or to leave natural lands undeveloped.  Although these 
programs employ some of their strategies already discussed - such as purchase of 
conservation easements - the term is used here to refer exclusively to those programs 
administered by governmental agencies at the federal, state and county levels.  Some 
such programs restrict land uses permanently.  Others restrict uses for a specified term, 
such as a 10-year period, after which the landowner may choose to re-enroll in the 
program or convert the land to alternate uses.  Enrolled land must meet eligibility 
requirements that vary with the focus of each program. 
 
Since many of these programs are legislatively funded, their status relies on the political 
process.  On an ongoing basis, new programs come into existence while others are 
discontinued, and available funding may vary from year to year. 
 
Key aspects of land retirement programs   

• May provide significant income to the landowner 
• The vast majority of these programs focus on highly erodible agricultural lands, 

wetlands and other lands that safeguard water quality and lands that promote 
habitat for game species. 

• Public access to land is generally not an enrollment requirement. 
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The following list offers a sampling of land retirement programs: 
• Debt Cancellation Conservation Easements 

Through this federal program, landowners who have Farmers Home 
Administration (FmHA) loans secured by real estate may qualify for cancellation 
of a portion of their debt in exchange for a conservation easement that protects 
wildlife habitat, wetlands and other conservation values.  The amount of the loan 
forgiven is proportional to the amount of the farm that will be covered by the 
easement.  Permanent easements are the general rule, although in some cases, 
easements will be allowed of no less than 50 years in duration.  For information, 
contact your local Farmer's Home Administration office, a division of the U.S. 
Department of Agriculture. 
 

• Reinvest in Minnesota (RIM)Reserve Program 
RIM is a state program that uses a combination of state tax dollars and private 
donations to fund natural resource protection on both public and private lands.  
The private lands program of RIM, known as RIM-Reserve, pays landowners for 
conservation easements that retire fragile and environmentally sensitive lands 
from agricultural production.  RIM-Reserve is administered through the Board of 
Water and Soil Resources.  Interested landowners should apply directly to their 
local Soil and Water Conservation District office (SWCD). 

 
• Conservation Reserve Program (CRP) 

The federally funded Conservation Reserve Program offers incentives (long-term 
rental payments and cost-sharing of up to 50 percent) to farmers who retire highly 
erodible farmland from production and establish permanent grass or forest cover 
on the land.  Duration of agreements range from 10 to 30 years.  Fields must meet 
eligibility requirements, and there is a limit to the number of acres admitted into 
the program each year.  For information, contact your local Natural Resource 
Conservation Service (Note: This agency was previously known as the Soil 
Conservation Services or SCS). 

 
Why choose a land retirement program?   

• A Sound Business Decision for Agricultural Lands 
Land retirement programs can be an important part of an overall land  use plan for 
those engaged in crop farming and livestock enterprises.  Periodic retirement from 
grazing and crop farming can benefit long-term soil productivity in instances 
where the landowner intends to return the land to active use upon completion of 
its enrollment term.  Such programs can also provide a farmer with an alternative 
means of deriving income from marginal agricultural lands - lands that require 
excessive labor for little return. 

 
  Land retirement programs provide a landowner with a certain amount of reliable 

income that is not subject to weather and market conditions.  While it may not 
equal the income that might have been generated from working the land in a good 
year, it may prove to be an important source of income during unfavorable years.  
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In this way, such programs offer a hedge against the risks commonly associated 
with farming. 

 
• Flexibility 

Many land retirement programs restrict uses only for a period of years and do not 
limit a landowner's long-term choices regarding land use.  At the completion of 
the enrollment term, the landowner may, if desired, convert the land to other uses. 
 

• Environmental Benefits 
Land retirement programs make an important contribution to the state's water 
quality by reducing the influx of chemicals and sediments into waterways.  They 
also benefit wildlife, particularly waterfowl and nesting grassland birds.  Greatest 
environmental benefits are derived from those land retirement programs that 
permanently restrict land use. 

 
Restoration Cost-Share Programs 
 
What is a restoration cost-share program? 
A restoration cost-share program compensates a landowner for a percentage of the cost 
involved in projects undertaken to restore and protect natural areas on private lands.  The 
majority of such programs focus on: 
 

• Protection of wetlands and the ir associated upland communities 
• Habitat enhancement for game species 
• Management of forest lands for timber production, and 
• Selected conservation practices on lands enrolled in land retirement programs. 

 
Cost-sharing is provided for a variety of landowner activities, including establishment of 
vegetative ground cover for erosion control, restoration of drained and degraded 
wetlands, and planting of native trees and shrubs.  As is the case with land retirement 
programs, restoration cost-share programs are typically offered through government 
agencies and, therefore, are subject to similar limitations as to funding and availability. 
 
Key aspects of restoration cost-share programs: 

• Compensate landowners for a percentage of labor and material 
• costs associated with specified restoration efforts 
• Administered through government agencies, sometimes in  
• cooperation with private conservation organizations  
• Programs and availability of funding subject to frequent change,  
• depending on legislative appropriations and the political process 
• Landowners commonly piggy-back cost-share funds from different sources, e.g., 

obtaining a 50 percent cost-share from a federal program, and financing the 
remaining 50 percent through state or local sources. 

 
The following represents a sampling of restoration cost-share programs: 
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• Partners for Wildlife 
Administered by the U.S. Fish and Wildlife Service, this federal program offers 
many restoration-related services to private landowners, specializing in 
restoration efforts on wetlands and adjacent natural communities such as 
bottomland hardwood forests, native grasslands, and oak savanna.  A highlight of 
Partners for Wildlife is its wetland restoration program that will cover 50 percent 
or more of the costs of restoring a previously drained wetland.  Services vary 
from technical assistance to actual restoration (excavation, installation, 
landscaping, planting of upland vegetation).  For information about Partners for 
Wildlife, contact: Branch of Private Lands, U.S. Fish and Wildlife Service, 
Whipple Federal Building, 1 Federal Drive, Fort Snelling, MN, 55111.  Phone: 
(612) 725-3570 

 
• Pheasant Habitat Improvement Program 

Funded through Minnesota pheasant stamp hunting fees, this program offers cost-
sharing of up to 75 percent for management that improves habitat for pheasant 
populations, including such activities as plantings for food, nesting cover and 
woody cover.  Plantings of native vegetation (such as prairie grasses) may, in 
some cases, qualify for funding through this program.  For information, contact 
the Minnesota DNR Section of Wildlife, central office phone (612) 296-3344, or 
your local DNR Wildlife Manager. 

 
• Stewardship Incentives Program (SIP) 

This program offers cost-share of up to 75 percent for conservation projects of 
non- industrial private forest lands.  Property must have a minimum of 20 acres of 
forested land.  Landowners become eligible for SIP cost-share funds by first 
working in voluntary partnership with a DNR Forester (or other approved 
conservation professional) to set up a comprehensive Forest Stewardship Plan for 
their land.  The plan identifies broad management objectives that encompass the 
landowner's interests and foster the health and vitality of the property's natural 
communities, with a primary - although not exclusive - focus on enhancement of 
forested lands.  Projects that fall within the framework of this plan are then 
eligible for cost-share funds and technical assistance through the Stewardship 
Incentives Program.  SIP cost-share funds have been granted for: 
• purchase and installation of fencing to keep livestock out of environmentally 

sensitive areas 
• installation of nest boxes and nesting platforms for wood ducks, osprey and 

other nesting birds 
• efforts to restore certain types of trees in woodland communities, e.g. 

regenerating an oak forest by planting oak seedlings, selective removal of 
competing vegetation, use of  prescribed burns 

• brushland and grassland management practices that favor wildlife and 
complement the integrity of adjacent forests 

For information, contact the MN DNR Division of Forestry in St. Paul, MN, (612) 
297-7298, or your local DNR forester. 
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Why choose a restoration cost-share program? 
• Access to Funds and Technical Expertise 

Restoration cost-share programs allow you to improve the conservation va lue of your 
property with minimal out-of-pocket expense.  The specialists who administer these 
programs can also offer important technical advice regarding proper engineering, 
construction methods, and site preparation practices that will help to assure the 
success and long-term stability of restoration projects. 

 
• Projects with Narrow Purposes may have Broad Benefits 

It is important to note that a given project can serve more than one purpose.  
Establishment of grassland nesting cover for pheasants, for example, benefits not only 
pheasants but many other species of ground-nesting wildlife as well.  Accordingly, a 
landowner interested generally in improving native grassland habitats may find his or 
her goals met by participating in a cost-share program such as the Pheasant Habitat 
Improvement Program.  The same is true of many restoration cost-share programs:  
Wetland-oriented  programs often fund upland projects, forestry programs may fund 
activities that promote wildlife diversity, and erosion-control programs may be used 
to fund prairie restoration. The upshot is this - look beyond the name of a cost-share 
program to see what specific restoration practices it funds. 

 
Deed Restrictions 
 
What is a deed restriction?     
A deed restriction defines specific limits regarding allowable uses and development of a 
property.  It is established by a landowner on a property's title, typically when the 
landowner is selling the land and wishes to exert some influence over its use, usually to 
benefit adjacent lands to which he or she intends to retain title.  State law presently limits 
enforceability of deed restrictions to 30 years (with exceptions defined in MN Title 
Standard No. 91A).  They are subject to interpretation and nullification by the courts and 
are most practical in situations where the original landowner or the landowner's heirs own 
adjacent land and are in a position to observe and enforce any violation.  There are 
generally no tax benefits. 
 
Why choose a deed restriction?    
A deed restriction is an alternative when an easement is not an option.  For properties that 
do not qualify for a conservation easement, a deed restriction can provide land with a 
degree of protection. 
 

Mutual Covenants 
 
What is a mutual covenant?  
A mutual covenant is a type of deed restriction involving a legal agreement between two 
or more landowners in which the same set of restrictions govern the development and use 
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of all involved properties.  Also subject to the 30-year rule, it must be periodically 
renewed by agreement of all properties.  There are generally no tax benefits. 
 
Why choose a mutual covenant? 

• Peace in the Neighborhood and Profitability for Developers 
Mutual covenants may be initiated by neighbors who have a common goal of 
protecting a shared landscape feature or the open space values of their 
neighborhood.  More commonly, they are inserted in the title to a parcel of land 
by a sub-division developer who makes participation in the mutual covenant a 
condition of sale to protect attributes (e.g., scenic beauty) that promote high land 
values and marketability. 

 
Leases 
 
What is a lease? 
In this context, a lease is the rental of a given parcel of land to a conservation 
organization for its exclusive use.  The lease is generally for a specified term and for a 
rental fee that may be at or below the market rate.  The landowner land organization sign 
a written agreement that specified the term, payment schedule, any stipulations regarding 
use of the land, and guidelines regarding cancellation by either party. 
 
Why choose a lease? 

• An Opportunity to Promote Conservation while Receiving Income 
While not common, long-term leases can be a tool for landowners who need 
income from their land, are interested in protecting its natural features, and yet 
wish to retain title to the land.  Such leases are of interest to conservation 
organizations when the land supports rare species or is critical to efforts underway 
by the organization on adjacent lands. 

 
Management Agreements 
 
What is a management agreement? 
A management agreement is a legal contract between a landowner and a conservation 
organization in which the landowner agrees to follow specified land practices for the 
benefit of their land's natural features.  The organization provides technical expertise and, 
in some cases, assistance with carrying out the recommended practices. Contracts are 
typically for a specified term, but may be canceled by either party with proper notice.  It 
may or may not involve income for the landowner. 
 
Why choose a management agreement? 
These agreements are often used in efforts to protect large-scale natural features such as 
the watersheds of rivers.  Landowners who participate make an important contribution to 
the health of the environment and thus, to their communities. 
 
Land Donation 
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Donating Unrestricted Title To Land 
Basically a "no-strings attached" transfer of ownership, the donation of property with an 
unrestricted title leaves the future use of the property to the discretion of the recipient.  
Because the title is unrestricted by an easement or other legal device, the landowner who 
makes such a donation to a qualified charitable organization may be eligible for a 
deduction on their income taxes equal to the full fair market value of the property.  The 
recipient organization may be able to give you an indication of what it intends to do with 
the land upon receiving title. In the case of a land donation for a DNR Scientific and 
Natural Area, for example, you will be given legal assurances regarding the future use of 
the land.  You may also outline your wishes in a letter of understanding with the 
organization.  Donation of an unrestricted title, however, implies that you are granting the 
organization the right to make whatever decisions it considers appropriate regarding the 
future of the land. 
 
Donation of Trade Lands    
Donations of unrestricted title to land are sometimes made as part of so-called trade lands 
transactions with conservation organizations involving properties that do not necessarily 
warrant protection for conservation purposes.  Highly developed commercial properties 
and suburban residential lots, for example, may have high market value but little or no 
conservation value.  Such properties can still, however, serve conservation purposes 
when donated as trade lands with the understanding that the organization will sell the 
land to fund protection efforts on other lands of higher conservation value. 

 
Donation of Restricted Title To Land 
If you'd like the recipient of your donated land to be legally obligated to abide by your 
wishes regarding the land's future use and management, you can restrict the title through 
a perpetual conservation easement of deed restriction.  In the case of an easement, this 
may be accomplished in one of two ways.  A landowner may first donate an easement to 
one conservation organization, then donate the restricted land to another.  Subject to tax 
law, both donations qualify the donor for a charitable contribution deduction on his or her 
income tax.  Alternatively, as is commonly practiced in donations of land for designation 
as a unit of the state outdoor recreation system ( such as Scientific and Natural Area), the 
land may be donated with the understanding that the state, upon receipt of the land, will 
immediately protect it with a perpetual conservation easement.  In this case, the higher, 
unrestricted value of the property may be used for both the donor's charitable contribution 
deduction or income tax, and for matching by the Critical Habitat Match Fund.  
Alternatively, a landowner may elect to protect the land prior to donation by placing a 
deed restriction in its title.   
 
Such deed restrictions do not qualify as a charitable deduction for income tax purposes, 
nor do they designate a guardian to monitor and enforce the restrictions, as is provided 
for in a conservation easement.  Placing a deed restriction on a property's title prior to 
donating the land may also reduce the value of the donation, and accordingly, the amount 
the donor may claim as a charitable contribution deduction on his or her income tax. 
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Donation by Bequest   
This is also referred to as donation "by device."  One way to plan for your land's future 
protection is to donate land to a conservation organization in your will.  It is important 
that you first contact the intended recipient of the land to be sure that they are able to 
accept the donation.  This is also an opportunity to discuss any wishes you have regarding 
the land's future use.  Of course, added protection is given to the land if you establish a 
conservation easement on the title prior to or current with the execution of your will. 
 
Donation of land by bequest will not enable you to make use of income tax deduction for 
the donation, nor will it release you from any other obligations of ownership during your 
lifetime.  It will, however, reduce the assessed value  
 
Donating Undivided Partial Interest 
It is possible to donate land in increments; that is, to donate partial interests in a property 
over a period of time until eventually full interest has been transferred.  You could, for 
example, donate a 20 percent interest in a given property each year for a period of five 
years.  At the end of the five-year period, full interest to the property will have been 
transferred.  The up side of this method is that you'll retain use of the property until the 
final interest is transferred, and will have more tax years in which to take the associated 
charitable deductions.  The downside of this gradual transfer of ownership, however, is 
that each partial interest is not valued at a rate equal to its percentage of the value of the 
property.  Using our example, you might expect that each donation of a 20 percent 
interest in the property would be valued, for tax purposes, at 20 percent of the full market 
value of the total property.  But since the use and control of the land by the recipient is 
somewhat limited until they have full title, these donations of partial interest are afforded 
less value in the eyes of the Internal Revenue Service.  When all is said and done, the 
positive aspects may more than compensate for the negative.  Consulting your tax 
counsel will be important here. 
 
Land Donation with Reservation of Life Estate 
When donating land to a conservation organization, you may opt to reserve what is called 
a life estate.  This entitles the person or persons named as life estate holders (perhaps you, 
or your aging parents) to live out their lifetimes on the property, even though the land is 
held by the conservation organization. 
 
Structuring your donation in this manner is different from a donation by bequest, in that 
you may claim the donation as a charitable contribution deduction on your income taxes 
during your lifetime.  To calculate the value of such a donation, the IRS subtracts the 
value of the retained life estates (using actuarial tables to estimate the life expectancies of 
those named) from the land's current  market value.  Accordingly, the greater the age of 
the people named in the life estate, the higher the value of the donation and, therefore, the 
greater the amount the donor may claim as a charitable contribution deduction on his or 
her income tax.  (Note:  Landowners may also reserve a life estate when selling land to a 
conservation organization, in which case there would be no potential tax benefits unless 
the land were sold at less than fair market value.) 
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Life Income Gifts   
The general term "life income gifts" is used to describe a variety of strategies by which 
an individual may receive regular income as a result of a donation of land or other assets 
to a nonprofit conservation organization or other charitable organization.  Through such 
options as charitable gift annuities and charitable remainder unitrusts, the donated land is 
typically sold and the proceeds invested to generate funds from which payments may 
then made to you (the donor) and /or to other beneficiaries named by you.  Payments may 
be made for a specified period of years or for life.   
 
Not a land protection option per se, life income gifts are, perhaps, best viewed as a means 
by which a donor of land may receive income ( a portion of which may be tax-free) and 
potential estate tax and income tax benefits, while at the same time providing important 
financial support to a conservation organization. 
 
Life income gifts function best when the donated land is of highly appreciated market 
value.  Highly appreciated commercial or residential properties that may be sold with an 
unrestricted title (see the section on Trade Lands discussed earlier) are, therefore, 
appropriate for donation as a life income gift.  Land of significant conservation value 
may also be donated as a life income gift, although in some instances, it may be less 
suitable for this particular type of donation since an actions to protect the land (such as a 
conservation easement) would likely reduce its market value and thus, its capacity to 
generate funds from which the payments to beneficiaries are made.  A conservation 
organization will evaluate potential land donations for income gifts on a case by case 
basis.  If the land is of outstanding conservation value such that it warrants designation as 
a natural area or preserve, an organization may accept the donation as a life income gift, 
retain title, and identify alternative funding sources to cover the payments to the 
beneficiaries. 
 
To establish a life income gift through a donation of land or other assets, you may wish to 
contact a conservation organization directly.  Many conservation organizations offer their 
own suite of life income gifts, with established criteria and policies for each.  
Alternatively, you may also choose to establish a life income gift, such as a charitable 
remainder unitrust, with a bank or other financial institution, in which case you could 
designate a conservation organization to be the recipient of all or a portion of the assets 
that remain in the fund after all life income beneficiary payments have been made. 
 
Selling Land to Conservation Buyers 
 
Strategies   
Using the following strategies, you can structure a sale to help make it possible for a 
conservation buyer to purchase your land. 

• Grant of Rights of First Refusal 
If you'd like a conservation buyer to have "first dibs" at buying your land, you can 
grant the individual, organization or agency a right of first refusal.  The 
conservation buyer would then be informed of any bona fide offer by another 




