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NORDINANCE 439: LAND USE AND ZONING ORDINANCE

This Ordinance is adopted for the purposes of: 

1. Protecting and promoting the public health, safety, welfare and morals. 

2. Promoting and providing for the orderly development of agricultural, residential, 
commercial, industrial, recreational and public areas and land uses. 

3. Preserving agricultural land and animal agriculture. 

4. Conserving natural and scenic areas of the County. 

5. Conserving natural resources and open spaces. 

6. Providing official controls to implement the goals and policies included in the 
Stearns County Comprehensive Plan.

To-Do 
List Stearns County Ordinance 439 (Land Use and Zoning Ordinance) Recommendations

Section 4.8.2 A Criteria for Considering Conditional Use Permits: Section 4.8.2 A requires the Planning Commission and Board to consider a 
proposals alignment with the 2008 Comprehensive Plan’s Policy Areas. This language will need to be amended to reflect the 2040 Comprehensive 
Plan’s goals and policies.
Section 4.10.5 Application for Change in District Boundary (Rezoning): Rezoning requests are required to describe how the proposed 
change in a district boundary will be compatible with the County Comprehensive Plan. The application process will need to provide stronger 
guidance on how the Comprehensive Plan’s Future Land Use Factors are used in making that determination through the use of the Future Land Use 
Decision Factors
Section 4.15 Shoreland Alteration Permits: All land within a 1,000 feet of a lake or 300 feet of a river, stream, or creek is designated as part of 
the County’s Shoreland Overlay District (Ordinance #439 Section 10.2). The overlay district regulates development and other activities. Alterations 
to the shoreland must receive a permit under this ordinance.  The ordinance does not perfectly align with goals and objectives outlined in this 
plan. The ordinance should be amended periodically in order to achieve the desired water quality outcomes for water bodies in Stearns 
County.

OFFICIAL CONTROLS 
Official controls, such as zoning regulations, 
subdivision regulations, and the zoning map 
shall be consistent with the Comprehensive 
Plan. These controls represent the rules and 
regulations that govern county decisions 
related to growth and development. Specific 
updates will likely occur to Ordinance 439: 
Land Use and Zoning Ordinance. Updates to 
this ordinance may include, but not limited to 
the following “to-do” items in Table 8.1. 

Table 8.1  Stearns County Ordinance 439 (Land Use and Zoning Ordinance) Recommendations
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To-Do 
List Stearns County Ordinance 439 (Land Use and Zoning Ordinance) Recommendations

Section 4.24 LESA: This Plan continues to embrace the LESA score as a land use and zoning tool for evaluating projects. However, Appendix A of 
the ordinance should be updated to provide stronger guidance on how the LESA score will be used in the future when evaluating projects (e.g., 
Future Land Use Factors). 
Section 6 Performance Standards: Section 6 identifies the performance standards applied to specific uses by zoning district or any other 
applicable overlay district. This Section 6 will need to be revisited to determine if there are any barriers to creating greater flexibility in what one can 
do with their land. Particular areas of focus should be given to accessory dwelling units, workforce housing, evaluate home and attached garage 
ratio requirements and expand rural business opportunities.
Section 6.7.5 Animal Feedlot Setback Provisions: Setback requirements between animal feedlots and residential uses will need to be revisited 
based on the policies established under the Agricultural Pillar. Aligning this ordinance with the Comprehensive Plan will require a reduction in 
setbacks between a feedlot and a residential dwelling (or vice versa) without a variance.
Section 6.52 Solar Energy Systems: Section 6.52 references specific goals from the 2008 Comprehensive Plan. This section will need to be 
amended to reflect the 2040 Comprehensive Plan’s goals and policies.
Section 7.1.1 New, Revised or Changed Use Accesses onto County Roads: Section 7.1.1 references the County’s Comprehensive Plan to 
determine access management guidelines. This section should be amended to reference both the County’s Comprehensive Plan and County’s 
Transportation Plan.
Section 7.4 Cluster Development Standards: Section 7.4 references specific goals from the 2008 Comprehensive Plan. This section will need to 
be amended to reflect the 2040 Comprehensive Plan’s goals and policies.
Section 7.5 & 7.6 Conservation Design Overlay, Agricultural: This section references action items from the 2008 Comprehensive Plan. These 
references should be removed. Amendments should focus on the overall purpose and intent of the district without referencing specific statements 
from the Comprehensive Plan.

Section 9 Primary District Provisions: Section 9 includes purpose statements for each zoning district and references land use categories from the 
2008 Comprehensive Plan. Amendments should avoid references to the Comprehensive Plan. This section will also need to be revisited to determine 
the appropriate uses allowed within each zoning district. For example, the Comprehensive Plan has emphasized greater flexibility in what one can 
do with their land. This includes the ability to operate rural businesses and other uses that are not currently allowed in the zoning districts. As part 
of these amendments, “Section 3.2. Definitions” will also need to be updated as new uses (e.g., tasting rooms, event centers, and accessory dwelling 
units) are introduced as permitted uses, provisional uses, conditional uses, or interim uses by zoning district. 

Section 10.2 Shoreland Overlay Provisions: As more property owners make their home year-round, the intensity of use that accompanies 
seasonal properties with cabins or recreational vehicles can cause conflicts.  Develop riparian standards that balance the interests of both year round 
and seasonal residents, while protecting the natural resources that draw them to lakeshore amenities.
Section 10.2.14 Shoreland Alteration Provisions: The County should work towards (1) developing shoreland alteration standards that acutely 
target  sensitive areas including the shore impact zone, steep slopes, and bluffs., (2) further restrict native vegetation removal outside of identified 
water access corridors, and (3.) work with SWCD to develop unified standards and guidance for riparian lots.

Table 8.1  Stearns County Ordinance 439 (Land Use and Zoning Ordinance) Recommendations (continued from the previous page)
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PLANNING AND PROGRAMMING 
The Plan’s policies and recommendations listed in each Pillar should 
serve as a resource for county departments, boards, and commissions 
as they establish and review annual work programs and develop Capital 
Improvement Programs (CIPs). The County also uses others studies 
and plans as tools for implementing the Comprehensive Plan. Notable 
plans include the County’s 2040 Transportation Plan, Park Master Plans, 
and the Broadband Feasibility Study. Recommendations that emerged 
though out this Plan’s development are listed in Table 8.2. Table 8.3 
represents recommendations and park priorities identified by the public 
and the Parks Commission for implementation over the next ten years. 

To Do 
List Planning and Programming Recommendations

Agriculture Zoning: Implement one of the zoning tools in the 
Agriculture Pillar to help preserve large agricultural areas. 

Housing: Modify zoning district standards to expand housing 
options throughout the County (see Living Pillar). 

Land Evaluation Site Assessment: Evaluate the LESA scoring 
system and adjust scoring and categories as needed.

Purchase of Development Rights Program: Gauge interest 
in creation of a PDR program. A PDR program is a voluntary 
farmland or natural resource protection technique that 
compensates landowners for limiting future development on 
their land.

Recycling Programs: Establish countywide recycling 
programs (e.g., educational materials or mandates) that 
helps advance the Comprehensive Plan’s sustainability and 
resiliency goals and policies.

Transfer of Development Rights Program: The existing 
Transfer of Development Rights (TDR) program was suspended 
due to a number of problems with administration and perceived 
fairness. A number of stakeholders have, however, requested that 
the County revisit the TDR program.  To be effective and fair, the 
TDR program will need to be redesigned to work in synergy with 
the Comprehensive Plan’s Future Land Use Factors.

Table 8.2  Planning and Programming Recommendations

“Building a better future, 
while advancing the 

Comprehensive Plan’s goals 
and policies will require 
thoughtful planning and 

programming.”
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To Do 
List Park & Trail Recommendations Type Roles

Beaver Island Trail Extension: Design and construct 4.5 miles of trail. Capital Investment Parks Dept.

Dairyland Trail Extension: Construct 3 miles of trail west of Elrosa. Capital Investment Parks Dept.

Kraemer Lake Wildwood County Park Phase II: Design and development parking, rest 
rooms, picnic shelters, caretakers station, and a playground. Capital Investment Parks Dept.

Kraemer Lake Wildwood County Park Phase III: Design and develop the beach, 
additional rest rooms, and parking. Capital Investment Parks Dept.

Lake Koronis Regional Park: Replace shower building. Capital Investment Parks Dept.

Land Acquisition: Acquire Mississippi River parcel and other lands as opportunities arise Capital Investment Parks Dept.

Natural Resources: Review and recommend unique natural resource park and trail 
opportunities

Planning & 
Programming

Parks Dept. / Soil and 
Water Conservation

Oak Township Park: Open Oak Township Park for additional uses. Ongoing Operations Parks Dept.

Park Dedication: Work with Townships to revise the County’s Park Dedication Policy to allow 
more flexibility in spending options.

Planning & 
Programming Parks Dept.

Staffing: Hire one Full Time Employee (FTE) to plan and operate programming within parks. Planning & 
Programming Parks Dept.

Quarry Park & Nature Preserve Design and construct a two stall bathroom and changing 
house near the parking lot. Capital Investment Parks Dept.

Quarry Park & Nature Preserve south unit Design and develop the southern unit. Capital Investment Parks Dept.

Quarry Park Visitor Center: Design and construct the Granite Country Visitor Center. Capital Investment
Parks Dept./Stearns 
County History 
Museum

Rockville County Park & Nature Preserve: Design and construct a picnic shelter. Capital Investment Parks Dept.

Table 8.3  Park & Trail Recommendations
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Implementing the Comprehensive Plan will require ongoing 
coordination with many municipalities, agencies and 

organizations.  

COORDINATION AND COLLABORATION 
Implementing the Comprehensive Plan will require ongoing 
coordination with many municipalities, agencies and organizations. 
Given the multiple jurisdictions and agencies that manage land use, 
transportation, economic development, and natural resource protection 
within the region, coordination between these different governmental 
units is essential to effectively implement this plan. Recommendations 
to help strengthen these partnerships are listed in Table 8.4.  Notable 
partnerships are discussed throughout this section.

County-Township Coordination
Stearns County’s adoption of the 1998 Comprehensive Plan was 
followed by the development of the first county zoning ordinance 
(Ordinance 209), adopted in 2000.  As a component of that effort, 
the County negotiated Memoranda of Understanding (MOUs) with 
most townships, defining a cooperative approach to ordinance 
administration.  These MOUs specify in what respects the township 
land use regulations may differ from those of the County, and assign 
responsibilities for administering and enforcing the regulations. There 
are 28 MOUs between the County and the 34 townships.

County-City Coordination
Stearns County works with cities in several areas: economic 
development, transportation improvements, regional park and trail 
coordination, and participation in city-township discussions on growth 
and annexation, and is an active member in the Stearns County 
Municipal League.  The County’s Housing and Redevelopment 
Authority has taken the lead in integrating and coordinating local 
government marketing and assistance programs.  The Park Department 
has worked with cities to develop joint or shared facilities.  The Lake 
Wobegon Trail is one successful example of a cooperative effort 
that combines recreation, open space protection and economic 
development (tourism).  These efforts are primarily voluntary and 
informal efforts.  Many cities also contract with the County for police 
protection.

“ 
“ 

To Do 
List Coordination and Collaboration Recommendations

Agency Training: Partner with agencies and organizations that 
offer professional trainings on best practices for land management 
or other emerging trends discussed throughout this Plan. Offer 
trainings to local partners (e.g., cities and townships).
Coordinated Growth: Continue conversations with decision 
makers, property owners and developers in determining the type 
and intensity of development  in transitional growth areas of the 
County.
Housing Task Force: Establish a County task force to monitor and 
respond to housing needs (see Living Pillar) in manufactured home 
parks.

Township Meetings: Conduct annual township listening sessions 
to discuss emerging topics and potential growth concerns.

Solid Waste Management: Coordinate Solid Waste Management 
Plans with future Comprehensive Plan updates, including changes 
that better recycling mandates for food waste, agricultural plastics, 
etc.
Water Resources: Pursue participation in the Clean Water 
Partnership program, which offers zero-interest loans to local 
units of government for implementing nonpoint-source best 
management practices.

Table 8.4  Coordination and Collaboration Recommendations



STEARNS COUNTY COMPREHENSIVE PLAN 2040132    

MINNESOTA STATUTE 414.01 

Minnesota Statute 414.01 provides guidance on the topic of 
“municipal boundary adjustments” as regulated by the State 
Office of Strategic and Long-Range Planning.  In particular, 
findings of the Act state that:

Municipal government most efficiently provides government 
services in areas intensively developed for residential, 
commercial, industrial, and governmental purposes; 
and township government most efficiently provides 
governmental services in areas used or developed for 
agricultural, open space, and rural residential purposes.” 1

The annexation process is often controversial if the process 
has not been well planned for by both the city and affected 
township(s). Minnesota State Statutes provide for three 
different annexation procedures:  

1. Annexation by Ordinance – applies only to land that 
is owned by the city and completely surrounded by 
incorporated land. 

2. Orderly Annexation – involves intergovernmental 
cooperation, since a joint resolution needs to be passed 
between the city and township(s) involved. 

3. Annexation by Petition and Hearing – involves a public 
hearing before an adjudicated law judge who grants 
or denies the annexation. This process should only be 
done if the first two procedures fail. 

City-Township Coordination
Most city-township coordination revolves around the issues of 
annexation and urban growth, as well as related transportation and 
infrastructure needs. The County works with cities and townships to 
assist in the development of orderly annexation agreements.  Several 
cities have such agreements in place, and a number of these have 
established joint planning boards. Other cities and townships have 
informal agreements to work jointly on annexation issues.

County-Agency/Organization Coordination 
Stearns County coordinates and collaborates with a variety of other 
agencies and organizations. Examples of these partnerships include:

 » Minnesota Department of Health - Stearns County has a delegation 
agreement with the Minnesota Department of Health, which gives 
the County authority to administer the Food, Beverage & Lodging 
program. County staff issue licenses, conduct plan reviews of 
facilities, and perform yearly inspections of each facility located 
in the County. Those facilities located in the City of St. Cloud are 
the responsibility of the City Health Department. County staff also 
investigate any reported food-borne illnesses that may occur in 
the County, with the assistance of the Public Health Division of the 
Human Services Department.

 » Minnesota Pollution Control Agency - Stearns County is delegated 
by the State of Minnesota to administer the Minnesota Pollution 
Control Agency’s Feedlot Program. Stearns County’s Feedlot 
Officers (CFOs) work to assist the County’s livestock producers in 
meeting State regulations and County ordinances while protecting 
water quality. County staff assists with feedlot registration, 
conditional use permits, variances, construction permits, feedlot 
evaluations, inspections and information and education. 
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 » St. Cloud Area Planning Organization  - The St. Cloud Area Planning 
Organization (APO) is the regional planning body for transportation 
planning in the St. Cloud area. The APO prepares and updates 
long-range transportation plans and improvement programs for the 
region.  Stearns County works with the APO on projects within the 
metropolitan area, which includes the cities of St. Cloud, Sartell, St. 
Joseph, Waite Park and St. Augusta, and the townships of LeSauk, 
St. Joseph and St. Wendel.

 » State Agencies - Stearns County works with a number of state 
agencies such as  the Minnesota Department of Transportation 
(MnDOT), Minnesota Department of Natural Resources (DNR), and 
the Minnesota Board of Water and Soil Resources 
(BWSR).

 » Stearns County Soil and Water Conservation 
District - A partner in education and conservation, 
SWCD coordinates with several County departments 
to deliver conversation programs to project and 
enhance the County’s natural resources.

 » Tri-County Waste Management Commission  - 
Stearns County works with the Tri-County Waste 
Management Commission to address solid waste 
management issues within Stearns, Sherburne 
and Benton counties.  Stearns County currently 
administers and manages trash hauling contracts 
with private haulers; solid waste is taken to disposal 
facilities in Perham and Elk River.  

 » Watershed Districts - Watershed districts are special 
purpose units of local government that have been 
created to solve water resource problems on a 
watershed basis.  Stearns County includes all or 
parts of 6 watersheds and four organized watershed 
districts (see Natural Resource Manual). The County 
works with these districts to implement water quality 
improvement projects, as specified in Local Water 
Management Plans.

“Advancing the Comprehensive 
Plan’s Pillars will require ongoing 
coordination and collaboration 

amongst each agency and 
organization.”



STEARNS COUNTY COMPREHENSIVE PLAN 2040134    

PUBLIC OUTREACH AND EDUCATION
Citizen participation in the planning process is a key element in 
the continued implementation of the Comprehensive Plan. Open 
communication should characterize the relationship between county 
government and local citizens. The expression of public opinion and its 
subsequent consideration in decision making are essential ingredients 
in implementing all public policy issues including the Comprehensive 
Plan.

“The implementation of the Comprehensive Plan requires a 
strong citizen participation effort. Ongoing public agreement 

recommendations are listed in Table 8.5.” 

Public outreach allows interested and affected individuals and 
organizations to have the opportunity to participate in the decision-
making process. The County has a number of public education and 
outreach tools available including the County newsletter; the County’s 
website, special mailings and publications; public hearings; township 
meetings; and workshops. The County will continue to use these 
tools to involve the public in the Comprehensive Plan implementation 
process.

The County has also developed an online version of the 
Comprehensive Plan in effort to create greater transparency in 
promoting and using the Comprehensive Plan in the decision making 
process. The County will use this website to broadcast updates to how 
the Comprehensive Plan is being implemented, while continuing to 
seek public input and comments on the process. 

Breakfast on the 
Farrm community 

engagement

To Do 
List Public Outreach and Education Recommendations

Civic Engagement: Offer programs or educational materials that 
helps build stronger community cohesion and encourage people 
to be civically engaged in the County’s planning process. This could 
include the engagement activities used to develop this plan (see 
page 6) and promoting the Comprehensive Plan’s website.
Educational Outreach: Encourage shoreland owners and 
decision makers to utilize tools such as DNR’s Score Your Shore to 
assess habitat conditions of developed lake lots.
Pop-Up Events: Continue to “pop-up” in the County at community 
events to promote the Comprehensive Plan, while celebrating it’s 
successes.   
Project Website: Maintain the Comprehensive Plan website by 
providing regular updates and actively monitoring and responding 
to the online comment form.

Table 8.5  Public Outreach and Education Recommendations


