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Healthy Rivers: Landowners Play Key Role 
 

By Steve Persons, DNR Fisheries 
 

There are three main problems facing the Flute Reed River: 

     -- siltation 

     -- high summer water temperatures, and 

     -- periods of extremely low flows 

Siltation smothers fish spawning habitat by filling the pores between gravel particles.  Silt also coats rocks and 
fills in spaces between stones that would otherwise provide shelter and feeding surfaces for other aquatic life 
important in the food chain.  High summer water temperatures cannot be tolerated by trout.  Even brown trout, the 
most tolerant species in this area, cannot tolerate the 80 degree water temperatures that have been measured in the 
Flute Reed River.  Low Flows reduce the amount of habitat available, limiting fish to scattered deep pools, which 
may then become too warm to support trout.  Low flows also reduce productivity of the stream by drying up 
stream margins and riffles that would otherwise be producing food for fish.    
 
While these problems are serious, the situation is by no means hopeless.  Not so long ago, the Flute Reed River 
supported a wild brown trout population, and may even have supported brook trout in the headwaters reaches.  It 
is still one of the better steelhead streams in this area, supporting large numbers of juvenile steelhead (rainbow 
trout) in its lower reaches.  All this gives us hope that it is possible to have a flute Reed River with adequate flows 
and cool enough water, given the right circumstances. 
 
Landowners in the Flute Reed River watershed can play an important role in correcting problems affecting the 
river.  Wise management of the landscape can reduce siltation, provide cooling shade, and hold water on the land 
for release during periods of low flow. 
                                                                                                                                                (Continued page 3) 
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Alert Citizens Best Defense of Flute Reed 
 

By Sally Nankivell, local project coordinator 
 

On June 10, during peak steelhead spawning season, a CenturyTel phone company subcontractor crew worked its 
way down the North Road, burying cable.  A nearby resident passed by, and couldn’t believe his eyes: the crew 
had driven heavy equipment through the river, and appeared to be trenching the cable through the riverbed.  The 
river was brown downstream of this massive disruption.  And just at a crucial time for those steelhead eggs, when 
a layer of silt translates to no hatch.  
 
He went directly to neighbor Roger Haertel, who is an avid trout fisherman who cares deeply about the Flute 
Reed.  Rodger immediately got on the phone and started making phone calls.  According to Steve Persons Area 
Department of Natural Resources Fisheries Supervisor,  “What went right is that citizens were alert and quickly 
got the ball rolling when the violations were first observed.” 
 
Thanks to Roger’s quick action, a cease-and-desist order was issued while Department of Natural Resources 
(DNR) officials were quickly dispatched to assess the damage.  The subcontractor was required to repair the 
banks, including installing riprap and erosion controls.   
 
The moral of the story?  We all need to keep our eyes open and question what we see when it appears that it’s not 
in the best interests of the watershed.  Then we must take action!  One phone call to the DNR or Cook County 
Soil and Water will start the process in motion.  Be sure to check out and save the list of resource phone numbers 
located in this newsletter. 
 

            
 
Damage done to the Flute Reed River in June by a CenturyTel Contractor. Photos by Roger Haertel of Hovland. 
 

            
 
Water runs brown downstream of the damage. Water samples taken upstream and downstream. 
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(continued from page 1) 
 
Siltation can be reduced by holding soil on the land, rather than allowing it to run off.  When working on the 
land, try to minimize the amount of soil exposure or disturbance.  This can be done by keeping construction site 
size to a minimum, using appropriately-sized equipment, logging and skidding in the winter, and working with 
existing vegetation for landscaping.  When soils are disturbed, erosion of the exposed soil can be greatly reduced 
by immediately covering disturbed areas with straw or other mulch, and reseeding the area so vegetation quickly 
becomes established. 
 
When slopes are such that some runoff is unavoidable, much can still be done to limit the amount of soil that ends 
up in the river.  Bare slopes, of course, should also be mulched, and if they are steep, a fabric blanket should be 
used.  Silt fences and other barriers can be used to limit the movement of soil – but they are only effective if 
correctly placed and maintained.          
 
Siltation can also be reduced by using good practices in road construction.  Culverts or bridges should be 
used at all stream and tributary crossings, even if the crossing is only temporary.  Culverts should be large enough 
to handle storm water flows, so roads aren’t constantly washing out.  Ditches and culvert mouths should be 
revegetated or armored with stone to reduce erosion. 
 
Leaving undisturbed buffers along the river is also important, for several reasons.  They help block the 
movement of soil from disturbed areas to the river.  Buffers also provide shade which helps keep the water cool.  
They provide a long-term source of woody debris which helps create the little pools and eddys that are important 
cover (and refuge areas) for fish.  Finally, fallen leaves from vegetation along the stream are one of the most 
important sources of nutrients in the river.  If possible, it is a good practice to leave at least 200 feet along either 
side of the river undisturbed. 
 
Water temperature is influenced by the amount of sunlight that hits the river, and by the amount of cool  
water flowing into the river.  There are few sources of spring water along the Flute Reed, but cool water seeping 
in from wetlands in the watershed is important.  Clearing or draining of those wetland areas reduces the amount of 
cool water entering the stream.                                           
 
Landowners can increase shading and reduce warming of the river’s waters by planting conifers in the 
areas near the river.  Spruce, balsam, and cedar can all be used.  All require some maintenance – and cedar 
require the most.  Competing vegetation (ferns, grasses, and low brush) has to be kept clear around the trees until 
they are tall enough to get above it.  Cedar have to be protected from deer by regular applications of repellents, or 
by fencing. 
 
Problems with low flows are best addressed by keeping water on the land, rather than making it easy for it 
to run off quickly.  Forested wetlands are particularly valuable in this regard.  They act as sponges, absorbing 
water when it rains, and slowly releasing it.  When they are cleared, they lose much of this ability, sometimes 
permanently  Ditching and draining should also be minimized.  When ditches are used, they should be designed to 
divert flows to the land, rather than channeling them to the river. 
 
All of the solutions to these problems are connected, and any one good management practice usually has benefits 
in several areas.  Improved shading not only cools the water, it reduces losses due to evaporation, keeping flows a 
little higher.  A forested wetland is not only a long term source of water, it is a source of cool water.  Run-off 
controls that keep water (and soil) on the land also reduce flooding, which in turn reduces stream bank erosion, a 
major source of sediment in the river. 
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Minnesota Land Trust: 
 An Opportunity For Landowners 

 
By Jeanne Wright 

 
If you enjoy the quiet woods, wildlife sightings or clean spring water, then you might be interested in a 
tool that the Minnesota Land Trust (Land Trust) has to offer. The Land Trust is a non-profit that works 
with private landowners to protect the important natural and scenic qualities of their property.   
 
The following are six key points about the Land Trust and its primary protection tool called a 
conservation easement that landowners should keep in mind.    
 
 - Private Ownership  - Financial Benefits  - No public access required 

 - Voluntary Nature  - Tailored Protection  - Life on the land remains the same 

 
1.  Private ownership.  The land remains privately owned by the landowner.  The property is protected 
by a legal document called a conservation easement. This conservation easement is attached to the title 
of the property requiring any future owner to continue to protect the property. 
 
2.  Voluntary.  Landowners determine if a conservation easement is appropriate for their property. There 
is no obligation – it’s a voluntary landowner driven decision. 
 
3. Financial benefits. Many landowners are able to take a state/federal tax deduction for protecting their 
property.   
 
4. Tailored.  Each conservation easement is tailored to protect the important natural and scenic areas of 
the property, while accommodating the future needs of the landowner.  For example, a conservation 
easement may restrict development near a river, but allows a building to be built elsewhere on the 
property. 
 
5. No public access.  The land remains in private ownership, and so the landowner determines who is 
allowed on the property. 
 
6.  Life as usual.  Once the property is protected, life continues as usual.  The landowner may continue 
to hunt, fish, live, sell or transfer the land as they see fit.  They also have peace of mind – knowing that 
the land that they hold dear will always be protected. 
 
For more details about the Land Trust, feel free to contact:  Minnesota Land Trust:  toll free: 877-658-
5263.  Or check our website:  www.mnland.org 
 
The Land Trust has worked with over 35 landowners in the Arrowhead area and just completed two 
additional conservation easements in the Grand Marais/Hovland area in the past year. The Land Trust 
can also put you in touch with these landowners, if it would be helpful. 
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So what’s it going to be, People or the Environment? 

 
by Sally Nankivell, local project coordinator 

 
This headline caught my eye as I browsed through the Land Protections Options: A Handbook for 
Minnesota Landowners.  This booklet, published by the Nature Conservancy, the Minnesota Department 
of Natural Resources, the Trust for Public Land, and the Minnesota Land Trust, highlights options for 
protecting “open space”.            
 
The handbook identifies open spaces as “productive lands; they promote air and water quality, build 
soils, reduce flooding, foster genetic diversity that gives our environment resiliency in the face of 
drought and disease, provide opportunity for recreation, offer scenic beauty to be enjoyed by a 
community’s residents and visitors, and enrich our lives in countless other ways.  They merit our 
protection because of their intrinsic worth, and because – plain and simple – they are necessary to 
human health, our long-term economic vitality, and the quality of life in our communities.” 
 
This all makes great sense to me.  So I appreciated the question posed later in the handbook: “So what’s 
it going to be, people or the environment?”  The handbook answers by noting that a person interested in 
stewardship might respond, “It’s going to be people and the environment.”   This approach is not about 
extremes; it is about a practical approach to living in a natural environment, an approach that considers 
the natural environment in the decision-making process, and whenever possible, makes an effort to 
accommodate, enhance, and protect the land.  Good answer! 
 
Although out of print, the information contained in this handbook is available at the Grand Marais 
Public Library.  See page 2 for information on the Minnesota Land Trust, one of several stewardship 
options available for Minnesota landowners. 
 

 
 

 
Fascinating Flute Reed Facts 

 
 The Flute Reed River system encompasses a land area of 8,300 acres.  Of these, 5,700 are privately 

owned by 241 landowners.  
 
 One hundred years ago the watershed was primarily coniferous forest, with pine dominating.  The 

forest canopy, underlying thick litter layer, and root systems absorbed and released water to the 
steam system through cool shaded channels and wetlands.  Over the past 100 years the original 
forests were harvested and the thick duff layers burned off or compacted. 
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Flute-Reed: Home of 14 Forest Types 
Ecological Classification Helps Forest Management 

 
By Mike Fitzgibbon, DNR Forestry, Grand Marais 

 
Flute Reed property owners who wonder how to manage their forest acreage can get help from Minnesota’s 
Ecological Classification System (ECS). ECS information helps to determine which trees will grow best on a site 
by using knowledge about plant species, soils and topography. What follows are brief descriptions three common 
forest types in the watershed. Information on all 14 types in the watershed, is available from the MNDNR 
contacts listed at the end of this article. 
 
Once a site is classified, landowners can better tell what forest types should be encouraged on their property to 
meet their economic and ecological goals. Making this easier is that the forest types found in the Flute Reed 
Watershed are usually distinct, and residents may already be familiar with them.  
  
Three upland types are found mostly in valleys, breaks between ridges, the lower slopes of hills, and in some flat 
but well-drained areas. Their soils are loamy and depths vary. White spruce and balsam fir may be plentiful and 
even larger and more abundant than the pine, cedar, birch and aspen namesakes of these forest types.                        
 
A few common ground-cover plants help distinguish the three types. Along with the presence of white pine and 
red pine, twinflower and pipsissewa indicate White Pine-Red Pine Forest Type. 
 
The Upland White Cedar Forest Type is typically dominated by white cedar, but may also consist of aspen, 
birch and balsam fir trees, with no cedar other than a few downed logs, old stumps or turned-up root dishes. 
Several plants to look for in this type are shining fir clubmoss, common oak fern, alpine enchanter’s nightshade, 
and Canada yew if the deer haven’t eaten it. 
 
The Aspen-Birch Forest Type occurs immediately following disturbance, as an early successional stage of the 
previous types. Understory species distinguish subtypes. One with blueberries, ground pine and red maple. The 
other, occurring on moister soils, with red baneberry, bluejoint, round-leafed dogwood, lady fern, oak fern and 
seedling black ash below.  
 
All of the forest types mentioned up to this point are “fire dependent”. As the time after a fire disturbance 
increases, forest types in this class are characterized by standing dead “snags” and woody debris on the forest 
floor in various states of decay. 
 
More information about Minnesota’s ecological classification system is available at 
http://www.dnr.state.mn.us/ecological_services/ecs/index.html, or by calling the Minnesota DNR Work Station in 
Grand Marais at (218) 387-3037. 
 
Chel Anderson, Plant Ecologist, MN DNR contributed information for this article. 
 

 
 

Determining a forest type can be easy, especially if the choice can be narrowed down to two or three types 
through the process of elimination. But what happens after the forest type is known? 
 
Ecological classification is meant to be used as a tool for working with nature to achieve a range of  outcomes 
desirable to land managers. Natural resource professionals often know of additional tools that can help bring 
about those desired outcomes. Below are three local sources for that information, as well as, possible funding for 
private-land forestry. 
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 The recently started Cook County Sustainable Forestry Co-op offers land management advice and plans to its 
members. John Peterson of Hovland is a contact for that organization. He can be reached at (218) 475-2621 or by 
e-mail at ccsfc@boreal.org.  
 
 The U.S. Department of Agriculture’s Natural Resources Conservation Service also offers land management 

advice and planning for forestry, wildlife and erosion control.  This service is available through the Cook County 
Soil and Water Conservation District at (218) 387-3000. 
 
 Anyone with questions about trees, the forest, or state assistance for forest landowners may call the DNR in 

Grand Marais, at (218) 387-3037. 
 
 

 

Cook County Sustainable Forestry Cooperative 
 
The Cook County Sustainable Forestry Cooperative (CCSFC) is now three years old.  Its 
mission is “to offer an economically feasible way for landowners to manage their land 
sustainably for old growth and a stable climax cover type while deriving personal benefit 
from the land.  Just as the other, non-human members of an ecological region do.” 
 
Traditionally, forest management has been practiced mostly for short-term economic gain, 
and in the end the long-term health and profitability of the land has suffered.  The CCSFC is 
committed to the promotion of woodland management that preserves air and water quality 
and ensures the long-lasting health, productivity and biological diversity of our forests. 
 
The goal of this cooperatively owned business is to restore our forests to ecological stability.  
Co-op members believe this can be done while producing high quality value-added wood 
products, and improving the local economy. 
 
There are many benefits for landowners: 
 Marketing: The CCSFC assists with the coordination of harvests, and the sales, 

marketing and inventory of member’s forest products.  The CCSFC actively seeks out small, 
local businesses for primary and secondary processing to keep value-added dollars within the 
community. 
 
 Woodland Management: The co-op facilitates the careful development and 

implementation of forest management plans that address the landowner’s objectives for his or 
her land.  This summer 15 members received the benefit of a professional inventory of their 
forest, totaling 640 acres. 
  
 Education and Field Days: Workshops, seminars and field days are offered to provide 

on-going training in all aspects of sustainable forestry management and equipment usage. 
 
 The CCSFC has aligned itself with the Forest Stewardship Council (FSC), which has the 
most rigorous sustainable forestry standards in the world.  To learn more about sustainable 
forestry go to http://www.mnforestcertification.org or locally call John Peterson 475-2621.  
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 Where to turn? Triage for Landowners 
 

By Sally Nankivell, local project coordinator 
 

As a resident of the Flute Reed River watershed, I’ve been there:  Who can I call?  Are there any resources out 
there?  Whether the problem is an urgent one, or one that involves long-term planning, the following list should 
help landowners get started in the right direction: 
 
• Access Easements: Steve Persons, Minnesota Department of Natural Resources (218) 387-3057 

• Conservation Easements: Minnesota Land Trust, St. Paul, 651-877-658-5263 

• Forest Stewardship Plans: Mike Fitzgibbon, Minnesota Dept. of Natural Resources (218) 387-3037 

                                             Bruce Berggren, Minnesota Dept. of Natural Resources, Two Harbors (218) 834-6607  

• Conservation Plans: Nature Conservancy (612) 331-0750 or minnesota@tnc.org 

                                           Paul Sandstrom, Natural Resources Conservation Service: (218) 720-5209 x 3 

• Certification for Sustainable Timber Harvests: John Peterson, (218) 475-2621 or ccsfc@boreal.org 

• Draining or filling wetlands: Gary Kettelson, (218) 387-3634 

• Bridge and culvert crossings: Cliff Bentley, Minnesota Department of Natural Resources Division of 

Waters, Two Harbors (218) 834-6623 

• Stream bank erosion: Steve Persons, MN Dept. of Natural Resources, Fisheries (218) 387-3057 

• Water Testing: Norma Prosser, Planning and Zoning (218) 387-3630 

• Hazardous Waste Disposal: Norma Prosser, Planning and Zoning (218) 387-3630 

• Groundwater, wells: Karen Evans, Minnesota Department of Natural Resources (218) 387-3635 

• Cost Sharing for abandoned well sealing: Paul Sandstrom, Natural Resources Conservation Service     

(218) 720-5209 x 3 

• Burn permits: Minnesota Department of Natural Resources (218) 387-3037 

• Septic system inspections: Leroy Halberg, Cook County (218) 387-3632 

• Dog lot/feed lot management: Paul Sandstrom, Natural Resources Conservation Service (218) 720-5209 x 3 

• Pollution run-off control issues: Minnesota Pollution Control Agency, Duluth 1-800-657-3864  

• To report poaching, wetlands violations: Minnesota Department of Natural Resources conservation 

officers: (218) 387-3037 

• Still not sure where to turn?  Call Rebecca Wiinanen, Cook County Soil and Water (218) 387-3647 
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Workshop held for Local Road Building Contractors 
On April 24, 2003, a group of 10 local contractors met at the Hovland town hall to talk about roadside erosion, 
and what they can do to protect our rivers and streams.  Paul Sandstrom, district conservationist for the Natural 
Resources Conservation Service, led the workshop for the Flute Reed River Watershed Project.  Funding was 
provided by a United States Department of Agriculture Environmental Quality Incentive Program grant. 

Workshop participants spent the morning touring the Flute Reed River Watershed and discussing road location, 
ditches, culverts, seeding and stabilization techniques.  There was also discussion about the big picture and the 
damage to the stream resulting when many small, poorly constructed roads combine their impacts.   

Contractors reviewed examples of well-constructed roads and roads that had erosion problems, and discussed how 
to work with landowners to encourage them to make the best possible decisions. For example, construction of 
additional culverts costs more money, but may be beneficial to the watershed and may in fact save the landowner 
money in the long run by avoiding costly washouts.  It is important that contractors are able to educate 
landowners on the importance of best practices in road construction to protect their investment and to protect the 
watershed.            

There was a discussion on cost share programs that are available to private landowners to help stabilize eroding 
areas on existing roads.   Currently four landowners in the watershed are in the process of working on $67,000 
worth of erosion control and forestry projects using $50,705 dollars from cost share programs. 

After the workshop participants continued to discuss road construction and healthy watershed issues while 
enjoying a delicious lunch prepared by Chef Judi Barsness of Chez Jude, compliments of the Lake Superior 
Steelhead Association.   

For more information on erosion issues and what you can do either as a landowner or as a contractor, contact 
the Cook County Soil and Water District at 218/387-3000.  

                  

Paul Sandstrom discusses ditches and culverts with area road construction contractors. 
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Please let us know: 
 
___ I would like more information on managing my property and preventing erosion.  Please contact me.   

I prefer: 
          a phone call            contact by mail           contact by e-mail 

name & address          
               
               
daytime phone                          
e-mail address  ____________________   
 
You may also contact Rebecca Wiinanen at 387-3647 for more information. 

 
___ I am concerned about erosion in the Flute Reed River Watershed, and although I don’t think there is a 

problem on my property, I would like to learn about ways I can work with my neighbors to 
prevent erosion.   Please contact me.  I prefer: 
          a phone call            contact by mail           contact by e-mail 

 name & address          
               
               
 daytime phone                     
 e-mail address  ____________________ 

 
___ I am interested in joining a group to address watershed issues.  Please contact me.  I prefer: 

          a phone call            contact by mail           contact by e-mail 

 name & address          
               
               

  daytime phone                          
 e-mail address ____________________ 
 
___ I think a Flute Reed River Watershed organization is a good idea, but I am not able to participate at 

this time. 
 
Please be aware that while there have been funds provided over the past several years for the Flute Reed 
River Watershed project, these funds are not guaranteed.  This money has helped with many projects to 
keep our watershed clean. Landowner involvement is critical in assuring future grant funding.  
Funding agencies need to know we are committed to keeping our watershed healthy.  We need to make it 
clear that we care through active involvement. 
 
Comments and/or suggestions about how to deal with erosion in the Flute Reed River Watershed: 
_____________________________________________________________________________________
_____________________________________________________________________________________
________________________________________________________________    
          
Please Return to:  Flute Reed Watershed Local Workgroup 

c/o SWCD 
                               411 W. 2nd Street 

Grand Marais, MN 55604     
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What does our future hold? 
 

 
      
            Build-Out Scenario: Future Development Potential 

                                                      Map parcel data  - Cook County GIS 
                                    Map preparation – K. Evens, August 15, 2003 

 
 
 

The darkest shaded area is the Hovland General Commercial District.  Surrounding it is the 
Residential zone with 1 acre minimum lots along Lake Superior and 2 acre minimum lot 
sizes away from Lake Superior. 
 
The numbers in some of the larger private parcels are total acreages.  These parcels fall 
within the 2 acre minimum lot sizes and thus can be further subdivided if all requirements 
can be met.  For example, a 20 acre parcel in a 2 acre minimum zone has the potential to 
be divided into 10 lots. 
 
As a simple build-out exercise, total up the acres in any combination of parcels and 
estimate the number of new potential homes with additional needed septic systems, 
driveways, wells and so on.  How would this change area traffic patterns, surface and 
groundwater quality and flow amounts, other community expectations?   
 
As development continues, many landowners will need to assess their actions in 
relationship to the health of the Flute Reed River watershed.  For example, neighbors can 
reduce the number of roads by cooperating on shared roads and driveways.  Voluntary 
preventive maintenance and simple practices can prevent more costly mandated water 
quality improvement projects in the future.  Low-interest loans are available for such 
projects.  Other good suggestions for watershed-wide water quality improvements were 
given in Steve Persons’ article.   
 

The Flute Reed Watershed needs a group of landowners who can provide leadership and initiative in 
working on these issues.  It is important that folks get involved in any way they can.   A great start 
would be to fill out the enclosed survey.   
 
 



  12  

   

 
Flute Reed Local Work Group 
c/o SWCD    
411 West 2nd Street 
Grand Marais, MN 55604 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
This educational newsletter is produced for those who live in and care for this watershed, and is funded by a one-

year EQIP grant awarded to the Flute Reed River Watershed Project. 
 

All Programs and services of the U. S. Department of Agriculture (USDA) are available on a nondiscriminatory 
basis, without regard to race, color, national origin, religion, sex, age, sexual orientation, marital or family status, 

political beliefs or disability. 
 

 
                          Flute Reed River Watershed Boundaries 


