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LAND USE DECISION FACTORS

GOALS

Support agriculture as a desirable land use for 
the long term and facilitate diversifi cation of the 
County’s agricultural economy.

Utilize sustainable practices to protect 
prime farmland and water quality for future 
generations.

Retain areas with highly valued agricultural 
land or economically viable animal agriculture 
operations.

Strive for and support higher farm profi tability 
and family farm stability.

Strengthen and retain areas with highly valued 
agricultural land or economically viable animal 
agriculture operations.

Encourage cities to collaborate with the County 
on the review of animal agriculture issues  in 
close proximity to  boundaries or within orderly 
annexation areas.

FOCUS
AREAS

Agricultural 
Uses

Crop/Product 
Diversifi cation

Animal 
Agriculture

Clean Energy

GOALS

Collaborate with cities and 
townships to maintain sustainable 
growth patterns that align with the 
Comprehensive Plan.

Manage the impacts of growth and 
development on the County’s rural 
character and natural resources.

Support housing options that give 
people in all life stages and of all 
economic means viable choices for 
safe, stable, and affordable homes.

Encourage new homes to be 
constructed in a sustainable manner, 
while including energy effi cient 
technology and in accordance with 
state building code.

Respect and preserve architectural, 
archaeological, and cultural history, 
while building on all residents’ cultural 
assets to strengthen County cohesion.

FOCUS AREAS

Transitional 
Areas

Agricultural 
Residential 
Uses

Rural 
Residential 
Uses

Accessory 
Dwelling Units

Workforce 
Housing

Lakeshore 
Living

This factor builds on an existing process used by decision makers to 
determine if a proposed project aligns with the County’s Comprehensive 
Plan. This factor places a stronger ownership on the Townships, property 
owner or applicant to determine how the proposed project fi ts within the 
overall context of the Comprehensive Plan. 

Directions: Select the Goal statements and Focus Areas that
align with the proposed project.

AGRICULTURAL PILLAR
Stearns County’s agricultural heritage is the root of our prosperity and 
identity. Through product diversity, innovation, and sustainable practices, 
we will enhance and promote the advancement of our agricultural 
economy.

LIVING PILLAR
Stearns County shares a broad set of values about ourselves 
and the place where we live. We will continue to embrace these 
diverse values by supporting a full range of housing choices 
that meets resident’s needs at every stage of their lives, and 
ensure a healthy balance of housing types that meet the needs 
of a diverse population with diverse needs.
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GOALS

Increase the County’s regional 
prosperity by being globally 
competitive and a business-
friendly region.

Increase the value of County 
economic production by 
ensuring that operations sustain 
natural resources.

Acknowledge tourism’s 
economic value and the 
prospective contribution of this 
industry to both the diversity of 
the County economic base and 
the potential for growth. 

Enhance the ability of local 
retail and commercial business 
to sustain small cities and rural 
townsites.

Continue to promote and 
encourage multi- jurisdictional 
partnerships and public-private 
partnerships that advance 
economic development 
opportunities.

Support opportunities for rural 
businesses that are compatible 
with agricultural environments 
and residential neighborhoods.

GOALS

Develop and maintain a transportation 
system that promotes the safety, 
mobility, and access of all users.

Coordinate infrastructure and 
service needs with development, 
and encourage development where 
the infrastructure and services are 
adequate to serve that growth.

Strengthen our regional role in 
connecting rural and agricultural 
economies with metropolitan areas 
through reliable transportation 
networks. 

Deploy fast and reliable internet 
technologies that are equitable, 
affordable, and take advantage of 
existing infrastructure assets.

Provide County infrastructure, 
services, and facilities that benefi t the 
residents of the County in a cost-
effective manner.

Maintain a state of readiness to meet 
natural, man-made, and technological 
disasters on a local or countywide 
basis.

FOCUS AREAS

Rural Business

Agritourism

Artisan 
Agriculture

Townsite Mixed 
Use

Major 
Transportation 
Corridors

Changing 
Economies

Partnerships 
& Local 
Coordination

FOCUS AREAS

Transportation 
Networks

County Resources

Internet 
Connectivity

Sustainability 

& Resiliency

CONNECTIVITY PILLAR
Stearns County’s infrastructure, facilities, and services play an important 
role in connecting the places where we live, work and play. We recognize 
the inherent responsibility in maintaining these systems in a sustainable 
and fi scally responsible manner. Enhancing these systems will require 
public and private partnerships that strive to maintain our quality of life.

BUSINESS PILLAR
Stearns County will invest in economic development strategies 
that are rooted in our shared values, skills, and identity. This 
will require a balanced economy that supports our existing 
businesses, while attracting new business that encourages 
entrepreneurship, innovation, and creativity.
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GOALS

Preserve, restore, and protect important natural systems and natural resources.

Ensure the reasonable and responsible use of the County’s natural resources, including land, surface and 
ground water, minerals, open space, wetlands, wildlife, and woodlands. 

Recognize the signifi cance of water resources in the County and ensure the creation and implementation 
of policies to manage stormwater in collaboration with land use and development.

Protect the County’s aggregate resources and provide for reasonable economic use of aggregate. 

Partner with cities, townships, adjoining counties and state agencies to broaden the potential pool for park 
acquisition and improvement.

Provide park and open space areas throughout the County to meet the active and passive recreational 
needs of current and future residents.

Provide a regional trail system in order to support a variety of recreational activities, offer alternative 
transportation modes, and support tourism and economic development initiatives

FOCUS AREAS

Water Resources

Natural System 
Corridors

Aggregate Resources

Future Parkland 
Planning

Operations and 
Management

Funding

NATURE PILLAR
Stearns County recognizes the inherent values of the natural environment and connecting people to nature. We are committed to providing 
recreational opportunities, while recognizing the value of natural resource protection, restoration, and preservation. This will require 
sustainable practices that balance growth between urban and rural communities.



STEARNS COUNTY COMPREHENSIVE PLAN 2040140    

2 FACTOR TWO
IDENTIFY THE 
FUTURE LAND USE 
CATEGORY

Note: Cities and townships are 
encouraged to work together to defi ne 
their urban growth boundaries at 
the parcel level. Growth boundaries 
adopted at the local level will 
supersede those identifi ed in the 
Stearns County Comprehensive Plan. 
If a locally adopted plan does not 
exist, the Stearns County Future Land 
Use Plan will be used as a guide to 
determine if the proposed project is 
within proximity to a city boundary 
and should follow the Transition Area 
criteria.

Directions: Reference the 2040 Future Land Use Plan map to determine what land use categories apply to the proposed project and the boxes to
those that may apply. This fi nding will be used in Factor 4. Please note that more than one category may apply.

The location of the proposed project should be identifi ed on the Future Land Use Plan map 
to determine its future land use category (more than one may apply). The following provides 
general descriptions of the land use categories (or typologies) contained within Stearns 
County’s Future Land Use Plan map. These descriptions provide the general guidelines for land 
use planning by category in Stearns County through 2040. The land use categories provide 
guidance for the application of the County’s zoning ordinances and specifi c districts that 
regulate land development.

ORDERLY ANNEXATION AREAS (OAA) (CHECK THE 
BOX IF APPLICABLE)

The Orderly Annexation Area designation represents property covered by an 
agreement between a city and a township in which land will be annexed to the 
city in the future under specifi ed conditions. Orderly annexation agreements are 

a legal tool that can help a township control, to some degree, when and how land 
is annexed. This proactive measure includes an agreement between both the city 

and township that stipulates the terms and conditions in the transition/annexation of 
land. Typical terms and conditions state the time, location, tax revenue, infrastructure and 

land uses associated with the property. This binding agreement has been a common practice by 
several communities in eastern Stearns County. 

TRANSITIONAL AREAS (CHECK THE BOX IF APPLICABLE)

This designation refl ects areas that could see change over the next twenty years. Land located within a 
quarter to a half-mile of city services (sewer and water) are subject to seeing greater development pressure. This 
designation also refl ects growth areas identifi ed by local jurisdictions. However, not every jurisdiction may have the 
aspiration or desire to grow. These areas are still important to designate as Transitional Areas as desires or markets 

can change over time. Therefore, these areas should be held to different design standards to ensure future land uses 
avoid unplanned sprawl, align with infrastructure needs and services, and minimize impacts to natural resources and 

agricultural uses. Future residential uses should be clustered and guided at higher densities than agricultural/rural areas.
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MAJOR TRANSPORTATION CORRIDORS (CHECK THE BOX IF APPLICABLE)

This designation captures the development potential that typically occurs along major transportation corridors as 
businesses seek locations with higher volumes of traffi c and good visibility. The feasibility to develop along these corridors may 
be challenging from a transportation and environmental perspective. These challenges may include limited roadway access, 

wetland constraints, and the ability to address sewer and water needs. 

TOWNSITE MIXED USE (CHECK THE BOX IF APPLICABLE)

This designation identifi es rural townsites that already include some variety of residential or commercial uses. Townsites 
are appropriate locations for non-agricultural development within many townships. Larger residential developments or 

commercial uses are encouraged to locate within these areas in effort to enhance small town economies.

CONCENTRATED DEVELOPMENT (CHECK THE BOX IF APPLICABLE)

This designation captures most of the existing residential developments that have occurred through larger subdivisions 
or concentrated near water bodies (e.g., lakeshore development). Higher residential density ranges have largely been dictated 

by zoning districts and past development.

AGRICULTURAL/RURAL AREAS   (CHECK THE BOX IF APPLICABLE)

Rural Residential: The Comprehensive Plan recognizes not all of these areas are well suited for agricultural 
activities given their soil types or natural features. Therefore, the property owner should also be given the 
fl exibility to develop their land as long as it meets certain criteria that balances residential uses with adjacent 
land uses. Clustering development is encouraged to preserve existing natural resources (e.g., wetlands, prairie, 
woodlands, habitat corridors, and viewsheds) or large areas for agricultural uses. Lot sizes may vary; however, 
properties are required to maintain enough buildable land to accommodate the construction of permitted 
structures, including primary and secondary septic systems or community systems.

Business: It is important to recognize the type of businesses (e.g., woodworking shops and home based 
businesses) that may occur in the Agricultural/Rural Areas. These are small, privately-owned businesses that 
functions without altering the rural character of the area. The Comprehensive Plan continues to support 
businesses in the Agricultural/Rural Areas that do not create negative impacts on the public health, safety, and 
general welfare of adjacent property owners.

This designation identifi es agricultural uses and farmsteads related to the operations of the agricultural use at a    
maximum residential density of 1 unit per 40 acres or greater.
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Work with 
County Staff to 
receive a LESA 

score.

The County is making an effort, based
upon the goals of the Comprehensive
Plan, to promote agricultural
preservation and manage non-farm 
rural residential development.

The LESA score is based on two
factors: soils and their characteristics
(Land Evaluation), and the site’s relative
importance for agricultural use (Site
Assessment).

HAS THE PROPOSED PROJECT RECEIVED A 
LESA SCORE?

3 FACTOR THREE 
LESA SCORE

NO

Land Evaluation (LE) Score:  _________

Site Assessment (SA) Score:  _________

Total LESA Score:   _________

YES

The proposed project has taken the LESA score into 
consideration and has taken the appropriate steps to 
preserving prime farmland soils for future agricultural 
activities.

Y  /  N  

Directions: The LESA score should be used as a resource to educate the
property owner about their lands potential signifi cance it may play in long-
term agricultural activities.

Factor Three integrates soil data into the decision making 
process in an effort to promote agricultural preservation 
and manage non-farm rural residential development. The 
Land Evaluation Site Assessment (LESA) rating system is 
currently used as a tool to assist decision makers in assessing 
agricultural land in Stearns County. The LESA system was 
designed specifi cally to assess where the best farmlands 
are located locally. The system provides an objective and 
consistent tool for evaluating the relative importance of 
specifi c sites for continued agricultural uses. 

Scoring Process
The LESA score is based on soils and their characteristics, and 
the site’s relative importance for agricultural use. A LESA score 
of 65 points or greater (out of 100) is considered to be a site 
that is better suited for agricultural use. A score of  less than 
65 points is considered to be a site better suited for other 
land uses, if developed in a sustainable manner. 

Historically, the LESA score has highly infl uenced land use 
decisions. Projects have been denied if it has received a score 
of 65 points or greater. 

Resource
Moving forward, the LESA score should be used as a resource 
to educate the property owner about their lands potential 
signifi cance it may play in long-term agricultural activities. 
Scores of agricultural signifi cance should not limit a property 
owner’s ability to develop as long as they adequately address 
the other factors, specifi cally those identifi ed under Factor 4: 
Future Land Use Criteria.  
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FUTURE LAND USE 
CRITERIA

Directions: Select (check the boxes) of the design standards the proposed project is
using under its future land use criteria (see Factor 2). More than one future land use
category may apply.

This factor applies development standards and criteria to the Future Land Use 
categories (see Factor 2). This approach helps convey preferred land use patterns and 
expectations to minimize confl icts between adjacent land uses and natural resources. 

Depending on the location of the proposed project, it may be required to address 
more than one land use criteria. For example, a proposed project may be located in 
an Agricultural/Rural Area and along a Major Transportation Corridor. 

SmSmmmalalalalalall l lll BuBuBuBuBuBBusisisiisisisinnennenenn ss iin Steaaaarnrns CoC untyt
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The project enhances the 
agricultural community. 

The project can be designed to 
minimize impacts to adjacent 
land uses. 

Through good conservation 
oriented site design practices 
and principles, the site is 
able to protect and preserve 
signifi cant natural resources and 
agricultural areas.

The project utilizes existing 
buildings and/or structures.

The project’s owner or operator 
lives on-site.

The project has demonstrated 
that it will not alter the rural 
character.

AGRICULTURAL/RURAL 
AREAS: BUSINESS USE

The project has taken the LESA 
score into consideration and has 
taken the appropriate steps to 
preserving prime farmland soils for 
future agricultural activities.

Through good conservation 
oriented site design practices and 
principles, the site is able to protect 
and preserve signifi cant natural 
resources and agricultural areas.

The project can be designed to 
minimize potential confl icts with 
agricultural uses (agricultural uses 
take precedent). 

Proposed projects creating multiple 
residential lots should employ 
standards to minimize impacts on 
agricultural land.

AGRICULTURAL/RURAL 
AREAS: RESIDENTIAL USE TRANSITIONAL AREAS

The project minimizes potential confl icts 
between urban and rural land uses.

The project is logically connected to existing 
development; zoning districts shall be 
identifi ed to prevent leapfrog or isolated 
development within contiguous land use 
districts.  

The delivery of other government services 
(i.e. fi re, police, public works, and public 
education) have been consulted and the 
County is satisfi ed that the development 
can be serviced under existing or planned 
programming levels. 

Through good conservation oriented site 
design practices and principles, the project is 
able to protect and preserve natural resources.

The project has been coordinated and aligned 
with the City and/or Township plans for future 
growth.

4 FACTOR FOUR 
FUTURE LAND USE CRITERIA
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TOWNSITE MIXED USE CONCENTRATED 
RESIDENTIAL

MAJOR TRANSPORTATION 
CORRIDOR

The project fi ts the surrounding 
areas character and takes into 
consideration its historical 
context.  

The project promotes a positive 
image of the community through 
design principles (e.g., building 
materials and landscaping) that 
convey the area as an attractive 
place for visitors and prospective 
businesses.

The project provides housing 
options or job opportunities 
that support local and regional 
economic development goals for 
future growth.

The project can be designed to 
minimize impacts to adjacent land 
uses. 

If the project is located near a water 
body, it can be designed to restore or 
preserve shoreland. 

The project is logically connected to 
existing development.

Through good conservation oriented 
site design practices and principles, 
the site is able to protect and preserve 
signifi cant natural resources and 
agricultural areas.

The project can be designed to easily 
address sewer system requirements.

The project demonstrates a transition 
between commercial uses and residential or 
agriculture uses including retaining existing 
features of the landscape as defi ning 
elements of site design (fence rows, ditches, 
wetlands, woods).

The project promotes a positive image of 
the community through design principles 
(e.g., building materials and landscaping) 
that convey the corridor as an attractive 
place for visitors and prospective 
businesses.

The project has met the roadway’s access 
management guidelines.

The project has taken the appropriate steps 
to mitigate traffi c impacts.
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The applicant has acquired a review form with written 
documentation from the Town Board approving the proposed 

project before the application/plat/rezoning is submitted to the 
County.

5 FACTOR FIVE

TOWNSHIP REVIEW

Continue to work collaboratively with the Township to obtain
a signature. Factors 1 - 4 can be worked on during this time. A
signature should be obtained before proceeding to Factor 6.

NO

Direction: This factor requires a Town Board’s review or signature
on a proposed project (e.g., construction permits, development
applications, rezoning requests, and subdivisions). Input
received from the Town Board is carefully considered as part of 
the County’s Offi cial Application Process (see Factor 6). 

This factor builds on an existing process that requires a Town 
Board’s review or signature on certain proposed projects (e.g., 
construction permits, development applications, rezoning requests, 
and subdivisions). Input received from the Town Board is carefully 
considered as part of the County’s Offi cial Application Process. 
Embracing this factor will continue to emphasize the importance of 
intergovernmental cooperation in the decision making process. This is 
also an opportunity for when a project falls within a “Transitional Area” 
to determine if it aligns with the Townships values and/or aspirations for 
growth. 

TOWNSHIP 
RECOMMENDATION FORM

Applicant Name

(Choose One) Checklist Questions

Yes No
Question 1: The request is consistent with the Comprehensive Plan’s goals and policies.

Yes No
Question 2: The request is consistent with the Comprehensive Plan’s Future Land Use designation.

Yes No
Question 3: The request is consistent with the Comprehensive Plan’s Future Land Use Factors.

APPLICANT INFORMATION

Parcel Number

Request LESA Score

Future Land Use Category

TOWN REVIEW BOARD CHECKLIST

The Town Board has reviewed and considered the following items pertaining to the County’s Comprehensive Plan.

TOWNSHIP RECOMMENDATION

The

(Township Name)

Town Board met on 

(Date)

to discuss the request.

The Town Board recommends (choose one) Approval Denial

Township Signature 

Please explain the reason for approval or denial of the request. Meeting minutes are preferred.

T
COM

To be filled out by County staff.

Property Address

TOWNSHIP RECOMMENDATION FORM
A Township Recommendation Form can be obtained from your 

township of residency, visiting the Stearns County Comprehensive 
Plan website, or contacting the Stearns County Environmental 

Services Department.
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Revisit the factors with the 
property owner or applicant

Proceed with the 
Development Application 

Process

6 FACTOR SIX
APPLICATION PROCESS

THE PROPOSED PROJECT HAS 
ADDRESSED FACTORS 1 – 5.

YES NO

Directions: Environmental Services will help determine if the
project is ready to go through the County’s offi cial application

process

Findings from the other factors will help identify if a proposed 
project has any perceived risks before advancing through the 
County’s development review process. It is important to recognize 
this process is separate from the County’s offi cial application 
process. Proposed projects will still need to comply with the Stearns 
County Zoning Ordinance and application process for permits, 
construction activities, zoning amendments, etc.  
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