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INTRODUCTION
Stearns County’s Comprehensive Plan (Shape 2040 Stearns) provides the County with
a broad vision of its future, extending through the year 2040. This vision is discussed
throughout this plan by using five Pillars (Living, Agriculture, Nature, Business, and
Connectivity). Based on these Pillars, the plan establishes a framework for land use
changes, public investments, infrastructure improvements, and intergovernmental
cooperation. The plan was developed with substantial participation from County
residents, local government officials, state agencies, Township officials, and a broad
range of other stakeholders.

What is a Comprehensive Plan?
Comprehensive planning is an important tool for communities to articulate desired land
use patterns to ensure a safe, pleasant, and economical environment for residential,
agricultural, and commercial activities. A comprehensive plan provides the overall
foundation for all land use regulation in the County. In Minnesota, authority for land
use planning and regulation is vested primarily in local governments. For cities and
townships, the authority to plan is found in Minnesota Statutes Section 462.353. Counties
are authorized to plan under Minnesota Statutes Section 394.23. Planning can help:
» Preserve important natural resources, agricultural land, and other open lands.
» Create the opportunity for residents to participate in guiding a community’s future.
» Identify issues, stay ahead of trends, and accommodate change.
» Foster sustainable economic development.
» Ensure more efficient and cost-effective infrastructure and public services.
» Provide an opportunity to consider future implications of today’s decisions.
» Protect property rights and values.

“A comprehensive plan is an
expression of the county’s vision
for the future and a strategic
map to reach that vision.”
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The Five Pillars
Stearns County’s Comprehensive Plan includes five Pillars that articulates the
County’s vision for the year 2040. The Pillars look to the current values and the
character of the County to help define the priorities and direction for future
decisions. The Pillars also serve as an umbrella for structuring the Comprehensive
Plan’s into five cohesive areas (see Figure 1.1) that cover a wide spectrum of topics.

Agriculture: 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.

“

During times of conflict,
decision makers can look
to the Pillars as a way
to find common ground
and shared values. The
Pillars will offer a source of
energy and enthusiasm for
maintaining a commitment
to the future of Stearns
County.

“

Living: 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.
Nature: 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.
Business: 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.
Connectivity: 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 fiscally responsible manner. Enhancing these systems will
require public and private partnerships that strive to maintain our quality of
life.

2
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Focus Areas
»
»
»
»

Agricultural Use
Crop and Product Diversity
Animal Agriculture
Clean Energy

» Transitional Areas
» Agricultural Residential Use
(Farmsteads)
» Rural Residential Uses
» Accessory Dwelling Units
» Affordable Workforce Housing
» Lakeshore Living
»
»
»
»
»
»

Water Resources
Natural System Corridors
Aggregate Resources
Future Parkland Planning
Park/Trail Operations & Mgmt.
Park/Trail Funding

»
»
»
»
»
»
»

Rural Business
Agritourism
Artisan Agriculture
Townsite Mixed Use
Major Transportation Corridors
Changing Economies
Partnerships & Local Coordination

»
»
»
»

Transportation Networks
County Services & Resources
Internet Connectivity
Sustainability & Resiliency

PA
GE

Pillars
S3

PAG
ES

5-

48

49
- 66

Agriculture

Living

Implementation
PAGES 119 -148

PAGES 67 - 86

Nature

Natural Resource
Manual
PAGES 149 -178

- 104
PAGES 87

05
ES 1
G
A
P

- 118

Business

Connectivity

Figure 1.1 Focus Areas by Pillars
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REGIONAL SETTING

#14
Located in central Minnesota, Stearns County is
the largest county by area in the southern half
of the state (14th in area overall). The total area
of the County is 1,394 square miles or 892,160
acres, extending approximately 54 miles east
to west and 36 miles north to south. Lakes and
wetlands cover about 4% of the land area. The
Mississippi River forms the County’s eastern
border and the Sauk River and its tributaries
drain the majority of the County.

159,258
Stearns County contains 31 cities and 34
townships. The population was estimated
at 159,258 in 2018 (State Demographer
estimate), and is concentrated on the
east end of the county, in the St. Cloud
metropolitan area. The metropolitan area
spans the Mississippi and encompasses
portions of Stearns, Benton and
Sherburne counties.

Because of the St. Cloud metropolitan area’s role as a regional
center, the County’s population and economy will continue to
grow. However, this growth will be concentrated in the eastern
half of the County. Rapid growth increases the potential for
land use conflicts and the pollution of land and water resources,
while it creates new demands upon local schools, roadways,
public infrastructure, law enforcement and other services.

4
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Land use varies from urban/suburban
residential in the east to rural towns
and agriculture in the west. Because
of its central location in the state,
Stearns County, and particularly
the St. Cloud metropolitan area,
is considered a transportation
hub, including Interstate 94, State
Highways 10, 15 and 23, the St. Cloud
Metropolitan Airport, and one of
Burlington Northern’s switching yards.

Not all areas of the county are experiencing growth pressure. A
majority of the townships, especially those in the western half
of the County, have experienced population decreases since
2000. These areas are facing other challenges to their long-term
sustainability, including farm consolidation in response to changing
livestock management practices and loss of young people to urban
areas with more employment opportunities.

The Planning Process
C
INTRODUCTION

The planning process occurred over 16 months, starting in April
of 2019 and ending in July of 2020. The Stearns County Board of
Commissioners adopted the Plan on July 28, 2020.
The overall planning process was guided by a Comprehensive Plan
Steering Committee. The Steering Committee was appointed by
the County Board and was comprised of 25 residents with varying
backgrounds. Each committee member served as a “champion”
of the process by promoting the public engagement activities and
recommending changes to the 2008 Comprehensive Plan. The Steering
Committee met a total of six times (see Table 1.1)

BRANDING
The title “Shape
2040 Stearns” was
selected by the project
team in an effort to
create a “brand” and
“identity” for the 2040
Comprehensive Plan.
The logo represents the
Plan’s five pillars and
their relationship to one
another.
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The Public Engagement Process
Every effort was made to make the planning and public engagement
processes accessible to all Stearns County residents. This was achieved
by targeting public engagement activities in specific parts of the
County, while leveraging online tools. A summary of these activities are
listed below. Meeting dates and event types are documented in Table
1.1.
» Pop-Up Events: Booths were setup at community events in an effort
to promote the project, while offering fun activities and giveaways
for all ages. Silly putty was handed out to children and residents and
were asked “How they will Shape Stearns County’s Future.” Wild
flower seed packets were also used as a giveaway to help promote
the Plan’s goals in restoring our natural environment.
» Township Listening Sessions: A great deal of outreach and
engagement was conducted with the Townships. County staff
made themselves available to attend town board meetings at their
request. The County also hosted two Township Listening Sessions
to discuss the Plan’s over arching changes. These sessions were also
used as an opportunity for township officials from across
the County to gather and discuss growth patterns and
development trends.
» Stakeholder Meetings: Presentations were given to a
variety of stakeholder groups. This included meetings
with local Chambers of Commerce, special interest
groups, and organizations.
» Businesses: Businesses located in the western part of
the County were provided brochures to place in their
break room. This was an opportunity to hear from
rural businesses and employees who may experience
different economic needs compared to the eastern part
of the County. County staff also setup in break rooms
(i.e., Cold Spring USA) to engage employees about
their concerns and issues.

6
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» School District: Materials (e.g., posters, brochures, and class
curriculum) were provided to the school districts to promote
the importance of civic engagement within the classrooms.
Presentations were also given to high school civic classes.
» Online Engagement: A project website was developed to reach
across all devices (e.g., desktop, laptop, tablet, and mobile) in order
to help Stearns County connect with residents and businesses.
The project website included regular project updates, draft
materials, meeting minutes, and online engagement tools. Online
engagement included surveys and an “ideas wall” (chat forum) to
learn what makes Stearns County a great place to live, work, and
recreate.
Silly Putty Giveaways
(How will you shape Stearns’
future?)

Coldspring USA Employee
Break Room Pop-up

Insstagram Fun at Summertime by George!

ENGAGEMENT EVENTS
GROUP

ENGAGEMENT TYPE

APRIL 1, 2019

Comp. Plan Steering Committee

Steering Committee Meeting #1

APRIL 5, 2019

Earth Day 5K

Pop Up Event

APRIL 23, 2019

Stearns County Board of Commissioners

Board or Commission Meeting

APRIL 25, 2019

Stearns County Township Officers SemiAnnual Meeting

Stakeholder Meeting

MAY 1, 2019

Dairy Advisory Committee

Stakeholder Meeting

MAY 21, 2019

County Municipal League

Stakeholder Meeting

JUNE 1, 2019

Breakfast on the Farm

Pop Up Event

JUNE 6, 2019

Coldspring USA (employee break room)

Pop Up Event

JUNE 12, 2019

Stearns County Park Commission

Board or Commission Meeting

JUNE 12, 2019

Summertime by George!

Pop Up Event

JULY 9, 2019

Stearns County Soil and Water
Conservation District Board

Stakeholder Meeting

JULY 17, 2019

Albany Chamber of Commerce

Stakeholder Meeting

JULY 10, 2019

Comp. Plan Steering Committee

Steering Committee Meeting #2

JULY 28, 2019

Summertime by George!

Pop Up Event

JULY 29 – AUGUST 2, 2019

Stearns County Fair

Pop Up Event

AUGUST 5, 2019

Comp. Plan Steering Committee

Steering Committee Meeting #3

AUGUST 8, 2019

Summertime by George!

Pop Up Event

AUGUST 13, 2019

Maine Prairie Township

Town Board Meeting

SEPTEMBER 11, 2019

Sauk Centre Chamber of Commerce

Stakeholder Meeting

SEPTEMBER 11, 2019

Stearns County Park Commission

Board or Commission Meeting

SEPTEMBER 12, 2019

Cold Spring Chamber of Commerce

Stakeholder Meeting

SEPTEMBER 12, 2019

North Fork Township

Town Board Meeting

SEPTEMBER 12, 2019

Getty Township

Town Board Meeting

C
INTRODUCTION

DATE

We wanted to see how the County parks
and trails stacked up against one another
in a bracket challenge. Two divisions (Parks
& Open Space vs. Trails & Routes) were
created and competed against one another
to win over the hearts of residents as their
favorite place to visit or recreate.

Future
Fu
Fut
ture
tu
re Lan
and Usse Exxerrci
cise
se

Table 1.1 Engagement Activities 2019-2020
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WHAT WE HEARD
“STRENGTHEN OUR
RURAL AND AGRARIAN
IDENTITY”
“DIVERSIFY OUR
RURAL HOUSING
AND EMPLOYMENT
OPTIONS”

“PRESERVE NATURAL
RESOURCES FOR FUTURE
GENERATIONS”

“BALANCE GROWTH WITH
AGRICULTURAL, RURAL AND
URBAN LANDSCAPES”

“COUNTY PARKS
AND TRAILS ARE
HIGHLY VALUED”

“MAINTAIN
COUNTY ASSETS
AND FACILITIES”

Table 1.1 Engagement Activities 2019-2020 (continued from the previous page)
DATE

GROUP

OCTOBER 1, 2019

Raymond Township

Town Board Meeting

OCTOBER 1, 2019

St. Wendel Township

Town Board Meeting

OCTOBER 13, 2019

Stearns County Park Commission

Board or Commission Meeting

OCTOBER 21, 2019

Township Listening Sessions

Township Listening Sessions

OCTOBER 22, 2019

Stearns County Board of Commissioners

Board or Commission Meeting

OCTOBER 28, 2019

Comp. Plan Steering Committee

Steering Committee Meeting #4

NOVEMBER 14, 2019

Stearns County Township Officers SemiAnnual Meeting

Stakeholder Meeting

NOVEMBER 19, 2019

Wakefield Township

Town Board Meeting

NOVEMBER 25, 2019

Comp. Plan Steering Committee

Steering Committee Meeting #5

JANUARY 8, 2020

Greater St. Cloud Development
Corporation

Stakeholder Meeting

FEBRUARY 12, 2020

Dairy Advisory Committee

Stakeholder Meeting

FEBRUARY 24, 2020

Comp. Plan Steering Committee

Steering Committee Meeting #6

FEBRUARY 25 - 26, 2020

Central Minnesota Farm Show

Pop Up Event

MARCH 5, 2020

Township Listening Sessions

Township Listening Sessions

MARCH 10, 2020

Holding Township

Town Board Meeting

MARCH 10, 2020

Stearns County Soil and Water
Conservation District Board

Stakeholder Meeting

“THE SMALL FARMS ARE DISAPPEARING
AND THOSE WHO ARE STILL FARMING ARE
STRUGGLING TO FIND FARM HANDS TO HELP
WITH OPERATIONS”

“WE NEED TO FIND WAYS TO ELIMINATE
BARRIERS AND CREATE GREATER FLEXIBILITY
FOR THE PROPERTY OWNER”

8
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“WE ENJOY THE
COUNTY PARKS”
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EMERGING TRENDS
TREN DS
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EMERGING TRENDS
This section of the Plan provides an overview of the demographic, social and economic
trends shaping Stearns County’s future. For example, the population and demographic
trends are primary factors shaping the land use patterns of our towns and cities. The number
of people, their age, and the places available to find employment, all play an important role
in how we shape the future and what type of services/programs are needed to accommodate
their choices. Furthermore, this report helps identify the possible changes occurring in
Stearns County that may influence the Comprehensive Plan’s Five Pillars.

The Minnesota State
Demographer has
projected Stearns County
will add 7,500 NEW
PEOPLE by the year
2050. It is assumed this
growth will primarily
occur within the cities.

In 2000, there were 47,604
households, which increased
to 57,695 households
in 2016. HOUSEHOLD
GROWTH from 2000 to 2016
has outpaced population
growth.

The 2017 Census
of Agriculture
reported a 14%
decrease in the
AMOUNT OF FARM LAND
(acres) between 2012 and
2017. The number of farming
operations also decreased
by 16%. This national trend
reflects some of the challenges
farmers are facing in today’s
economy.

The NUMBER OF JOBS in
Stearns County increased
by more than 30% between
2000 and 2018 from 68,455
to 89,371. The majority
of these jobs are
within Health Care/
Social Assistance,
Retail Trade, and
Manufacturing sectors.

14% of Stearns County’s
FARMING OPERATIONS are
of 35 years of age or younger,
which is slightly higher than
the state average of 13%.

TREN DS
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How are Population Trends Shaping Stearns?
» A growing population may put pressure on agricultural
resources at city fringes, as well as increase demand for
electricity generation (i.e. solar and wind farms).
» As farmers age, farms may switch hands to larger
corporations if future generations are unable or unwilling to
continue the family business.

Agriculture
» An increasingly diverse population may shape housing
demands and communication materials.
» An aging population may shape housing demands and
transportation services.
» A growing population in the eastern part of the County will
require more housing and demand for services.
» A declining population in the western part of the County
will strain schools and businesses.

» A growing population may put pressure on natural
resources at city fringes, as well as impair water resources in
sensitive areas.
» Changing demographics can influence how people recreate
in County parks and socialize in their communities.

» A growing population means more demand for goods and
services.
» A growing population means more demand for jobs.

» A growing population will add demand to Stearns County’s
roadways, emergency services, and County facilities and
services.
» An increasingly diverse and aging population may have
difficulty accessing certain facilities and services because of
their location away from urban centers.
» As more people desire the rural lifestyle, the demand for
high speed internet and broadband will increase.

14
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Living

Nature

Business

Connectivity

Figure 2.1 Population Change 2000-2016

Population
GROWTH
Stearns County has seen a steady increase in population since 2000. In 2000, the population was 133,166 and increased to 153,661 in
2016. The fastest growing areas from a percentage basis have been in the St. Cloud Metropolitan Area and communities along the I-94
and Highway 23 corridor. Stearns County can anticipate modest levels of growth over the next twenty to thirty years. The Minnesota
State Demographer has projected Stearns County will add 7,500 new people by the year 2050. It is assumed this growth will primarily
occur within the cities or along their borders.

TREN DS
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Figure 2.2 Median Age

AGE
The age distribution of the people who live in Stearns County will have an important impact on land uses and services that current
and future residents will demand. It is important to examine the age distribution of current Stearns County residents, because they will
demand certain types of housing as their age and family composition changes.
Stearns County’s median age increased from 31.6 to 34.1 between 2000 and 2016. This increase suggests Stearns County residents are
getting older, which mirrors national trends as the baby boom generation (born between approximately 1964 and 1964) gets older.

16

ST EARN S C O U NT Y CO M P R E H E NS I V E PLA N 2040

C
TRENDS

Figure 2.3 Racial and Ethnic Diversity

RACE AND ETHNICITY
Minnesota’s population is changing and so is that of Stearns County. In 2016, the largest groups of foreign-born Minnesotans were born
in Mexico, India, and Somalia. In Stearns County it was Somalia, Mexico, and Ethiopia. Stearns County has seen significant increases in
minority populations over the last two decades. In 2000, 95.2% of Stearns County identified themselves as “white only” (non-Hispanic/
Latino). By 2016, 88.6% of Stearns County’s population identified as “white only.” This trend is likely to be one of the defining elements
of Stearns County over the next decade. Stearns County’s ethnic diversity will shape housing demands and the delivery of services, such
as, recreation opportunities, multiple language materials and communications, and school programming. The diversity can also foster
diverse business opportunities, as well as new cultural and community activities.
TREN DS
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How are Household Trends Shaping Stearns?
» A growing amount of households may put pressure on
agricultural resources at city fringes, as well as increase
demand for electricity generation i.e. solar and wind farms.
» As household sizes decrease, farmers may need to hire
more outside work.

Agriculture
» Decreases in household size may shape the size of future
housing, as well as speed up the number of future housing
units needed.
» Low-income households, especially those who rent, may
find it difficult to find housing that fits their needs.

» A growing amount of households may put pressure on
natural resources at city fringes as well as threaten water
resources in sensitive areas.
» More people are looking to live within proximity to parks
and trails.

» A growing amount of households means more demand
for goods and services, including the construction of new
homes.

» As housing costs rise, some Stearns County residents may
need greater assistance from County services for covering
other costs like food.
» It may become fiscally challenging to serve homes built
further away from existing infrastructure with County
services.
» Access to reliable internet is becoming a key factor in where
people chose to live.

18

ST EARN S C O U NT Y CO M P R E H E NS I V E PLA N 2040

Living

Nature

Business

Connectivity

C
TRENDS

Figure 2.4 Household Change 2000-2016

Households
GROWTH
Stearns County has seen a steady increase in the number of households since 2000. In 2000, there were 47,604 households, which
increased to 57,695 households in 2016. Household growth from 2000 to 2016 has outpaced population growth, 21% compared to
15% respectively. The fastest growing areas from a percentage basis have been in the St. Cloud Metropolitan Area and communities
along the I-94 and Highway 23 corridor. Stearns County can anticipate modest levels of growth over the next twenty to thirty years. It is
assumed this growth will primarily occur within the cities.

TREN DS

19

Figure 2.5 Household Size Change 2000-2016

SIZE
The median household size in Stearns County has seen a decrease from 2.64 persons per household in 2000 to 2.52 persons per
household. Decreasing household size is also a national trend as more people are living alone, more families are deciding to have fewer
children, and rates of multi-generational households are decreasing. Household sizes are decreasing most dramatically in the areas of
the County with higher median ages. This correlation may suggest that as children age they are moving out of their parent’s home and
moving elsewhere, decreasing the median household size and increasing the median age.

20
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Figure 2.6 Median Home Value

AFFORDABILITY
Home values differ around the County. The lowest median home values are found in the St. Cloud Metropolitan Area. The highest
home values are found in the areas immediately adjacent to the metropolitan area suggesting that Stearns County residents are
willing to pay a little more for their home to be close to, but not within the metropolitan area. The abundance of natural amenities
in the areas with high home values may play a role as well.
When a household pays more than 30% of its income on housing costs it is classified as a housing burdened household.
Approximately 27% of all Stearns County households pay more than 30% of their income on housing costs. There is an uneven
distribution of this finding amongst renters and homeowners. Just under 20% of homeowners have a housing cost burden, while
over 44% of renters have a housing cost burden.

TREN DS
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Figure 2.7 New Home Permits 2014-2019

NEW HOME PERMITS
The County saw 270+ new home construction permits during the April 2014 - September 2019 time period. These permits occurred
throughout the County with concentrations seen in Munson, Wakefield, and Paynesville Townships near the lakes. New home permits
issued in Collegeville and Avon Townships also appear to be concentrated around lakes. Many of the home permits issued in the western
portion of the county are located adjacent to and within farmland. Most of these new homes (as seen in the figure) are on unplatted
parcels.

22
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“

People, related or unrelated,
that occupy a housing unit are
considered a household. The
characteristics of the households
in Stearns County heavily
influence future development
patterns and the physical form of
the county.

“

TREN DS
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How are Economic Trends Shaping Stearns?
» The character and intensity of the agricultural landscape
may change over time as farmers are choosing to sell their
land to larger operations.

» An increased need for farm labor may increase the need for
nearby workforce housing and associated services like day
care.
» Rural schools may see declining enrollment rates as family
farms change hands to larger operators.

» A decrease in crop diversity may affect the quality of Stearns
County’s rivers and lakes.
» Environmental impacts depend on the type of farming
practices, which can have a negative effect on natural
resources, habitat, and the climate.

Agriculture

Living

Nature
» As the public continues to rely on granite and aggregate
extraction, careful planning will be needed to ensure
development comes after resources are extracted.
» eCommerce will influence how residents shop within the
County.
» Rural residents and farmers are looking for greater flexibility
to do more with their land to achieve economic prosperity
as farming becomes more difficult from a financial
perspective.
» The number of home businesses may be on the rise.

» A growing workforce may put strain on the transportation
network during peak-commute hours.
» Allowing locally sourced aggregate to be extracted before
development occurs over the top of it can reduce the cost
of new roads.
» The increase in e-commerce may reduce the number of
personal automobile trips taken, but may increase the
number of trips taken by parcel delivery services.
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Each color represents land owned by a
single entity or individual. There are a total
of 18 separate entities or individuals in
Stearns County that own over 1,000 acres of
agricultural land. These properties may not be
contiguous with one another.

Figure 2.8 Owners of +1,000 Acres of Agricultural Land

Economy
FARMING OPERATIONS
Historically, Stearns County has experienced a steady increase in the number of farming operations and the amount of land in
production. In recent years, Stearns County has experienced a decrease in both categories. The 2017 Census of Agriculture reported
a 14% decrease in the amount of farm land (acres) between 2012 and 2017. The number of farming operations also decreased by
16%. This national trend reflects some of the challenges farmers are facing in today’s economy. For example, farmers are experiencing
lower commodity prices, while the cost of production has increased. The total operating expenses for all of Stearns County’s farms
increased from $270.7 million to $591.7 million between 2002 and 2017. This has created a situation where many farmers have a
negative net income, and forced to sell their land or remove their land from production to get by.

TREN DS
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Figure 2.9 Job Concentration

WORKFORCE
The number of jobs in Stearns County increased by more than 30% between 2000 and 2018 from 68,455 to 89,371. The majority of
these jobs are within Health Care/Social Assistance, Retail Trade, and Manufacturing sectors. Stearns County’s recent job growth during
this time is also reflected in its unemployment rate. Unemployment has decreased from 6.8% to 3.4% between 2010 and 2017.
The 2017 Census of Agriculture has started to track the number of young and new/beginning producers. A young producer is
defined as a producer 35 years of age or younger. A new/beginning producer includes producers operating on any operation for 10
years or less. They may be on farms with producers who are not beginning producers. The 2017 Census of Agriculture included the
following findings for Stearns County:
» 14% of Stearns County’s farming operations are of 35 years of age or younger, which is slightly higher than the state average of 13%.
» 10% of Stearns County’s farming operations are new or beginning producers, which is lower than the state average of 14%.
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Figure 2.10 Natural Resource Extraction

NATURAL RESOURCE EXTRACTION
The extraction of natural resources such as granite and aggregate are an important part of Stearns County’s economy. The premature
development of homes and businesses can limit the extraction of the resource. Additionally, locally extracted aggregate can keep the
cost of new roads and home foundations lower, making for more cost efficient development. Stearns County has many granite and
aggregate quarries. Remaining granite is mostly found in the eastern part of Stearns County. Remaining aggregate is found throughout
the County.

TREN DS
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Market Trends + Shared Economies

eCommerce: Retailers in general have

“

The County’s wellbeing
depends on job creation,
business growth, agricultural
strength, and income growth.
An appropriate mix and
supply of development ready
land, quality and efficient
infrastructure, and a welltrained, abundant workforce
directly influence the economic
vitality of the County.

“
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been impacted by the rise of online
commerce, competing markets and
behavioral change. In fact, online
retail now constitutes a larger share of
shopping in the U.S. This impact has
played a role in a shrinking market for
big-box retailers; resulting in some bigbox stores closing or reducing the size of
their building’s footprint. Other impacts
include a growing number of trucks
transporting goods to residential homes.
Heavier truck traffic may have impacts on
County and Township roads.

Entrepreneurship: The rise of online
c
commerce
has helped open the door
f rural entrepreneurs to sell their
for
g
goods
and services from home. In
t
turn,
the number of home occupations
a home extended businesses are
and
o the rise. These types of businesses
on
c range from professional services
can
(
(accounting
and hair salons),
t
trades
(auto repair/body shops and
w
woodworking),
and the production of
goods (arts, crafts and food).

C
TRENDS

Work Space: As these home businesses out grow
their space, entrepreneurs are seeking cheaper
alternatives to leasing or buying office space. Some
of this demand is being met through makerspace.
Makerspace is commonly defined as a space where
people can gather to create, invent and learn. Types
of makerspace may include woodworking/metal
shops, artisan space, and tech shops. These spaces
are typically rented out through memberships or on
a month-to-month basis. This is being seen to some
degree in and around St. Cloud.

Event Space: People are looking for different

experiences that are unique and memorable.
Examples of new business models that provide
agrarian experiences in rural communities include:
» Meals (e.g., breakfast and dinner) on the farm
» Wedding and event space in refurbished barns
» Living farms that expose people to sustainable and
organic farming practices

Shared Economies: Our economy
is also being shaped by a shared
economy, also known as a peerto-peer (P2P) model. This model is
based on the activity of acquiring,
providing or sharing access to goods
and services that are facilitated by an
on-line platform. The most well known
P2P models include grocery delivery
services, home rentals (e.g., Airbnb ©),
and ride-share programs (e.g., Uber©
and Lyft©) , while sharing equipment
amongst common users.

TREN DS
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How are Technology Trends Shaping Stearns?
» The demand for renewable energy gives farmers options to
enter into long term leases to supplement their income.
» Farming practices are changing as a result of new
technology, which can make farm equipment more efficient.
» Human ingenuity is helping shape farming practices to have
a positive impact on the natural environment.

» Autonomous vehicles and improved internet accessibility
may enable people to live more remotely.
» More people are seeking clean energy sources to support
their daily needs at home.

» The ability to live more remotely may put pressure on
Stearns County’s natural resources.
» New technology (e.g., mobile applications) may influence
how people recreate and connect with nature.

» The expansion of clean energy may increase employment
opportunities in the County and shape the skill sets required
of the workforce.
» Improved internet accessibility may allow more people to
work at home and increase the demand for e-commerce.
» Autonomous freight vehicles may decrease delivery costs
for local manufacturers of goods.

» The infrastructure technology required for autonomous and
connected vehicles may come with additional costs that will
be added to transportation improvement projects.
» Greater broadband connectivity will enable more businesses
to participate in e-commerce.
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Figure 2.11 Broadband Service

Technology
INTERNET
Reliable and affordable internet (wireless or broadband), also known as e-Connectivity plays a fundamental role in our economic activity. More
importantly, access to high-speed internet is vital for attracting and retaining businesses. It also helps support a larger population of workers
choosing to telecommute from home and serves as a catalyst in fostering entrepreneurship and small business growth in rural parts of the county.
The Minnesota Department of Employment and Economic Development (DEED) has reported the number of Stearns County households that have
access to broadband wireline service:
» 88.9% are served by 25 megabytes per second (mbps) download / 3 mbps upload speeds
» 40.22% are served by at least 100 mbps download / 20 mpbs upload speeds
» 4.39% are served by at least 1 gigabyte per second (Gbps) download / 1 Gbps upload speeds

TREN DS
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Figure 2.12 EV Charging Stations

AUTONOMOUS AND ELECTRIC VEHICLES
Fully autonomous cars are still in the advanced testing stages, but partially automated technology and low-speed cars are beginning
to embed themselves into markets across the Country. In that respect, understanding autonomous vehicles and their different levels
of automation will play an important role in how agencies manage their transportation assets, while setting the stage for investments.
Connected vehicles could interact with our transportation system to complete driving functions or provide information to the driver to
make informed decisions.
The electrification of the vehicle fleet will also have impacts on the County. As more people switch over to hybrid-electric or fully
electric vehicles, there will be greater demand for charging stations and the production of electricity. There are currently 16 charging
stations located in Stearns County.
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Figure 2.13 Solar and Wind Installations

CLEAN ENERGY
Clean energy, primarily in the form of solar and wind, have continued to dot the landscape of Stearns County within the last decade.
In that time period there have been approximately 80 solar facilities that have been permitted by the County, State and townships. Of
those, 40 are solar farms with a generating capacity of over 1MW. The remainder are solar accessory which are designed to serve the
energy needs of the property. At the end of 2016, the first wind farm permitted by the State went operational resulting in a 78 MW
wind farm in the western part of the County.
With clean energy becoming increasingly competitive with other sources of energy and statewide mandates for clean energy
portfolios, there may be a higher demand for wind and solar electricity production in Stearns County in the future. Stearns County is at
the top of the Statewide list for solar garden generating capacity with nearly 70MW.
TREN DS
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“

Technological advancements are
always making new things possible
and potentially more affordable
than in the past. Transformations
in how Stearns County residents
communicate, live, work, learn,
do business, and get around are
actively shaping the future of the
County. It will be important for
Stearns County to keep up with the
fast paced tech world and recognize
the positive and negative impacts it
can have on us.

“
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PILLAR: AGRICULTURE
AG RICULTURE
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AGRICULTURE
The Agriculture Pillar pays tribute to the County’s rural identity and agrarian
economic lifestyle. It recognizes these attributes by supporting the County’s ongoing
farming activities, while setting the stage for future agricultural economies. Stearns County’s
commitment to this Pillar is further embodied in the following statement and goals.

Pillar Statement
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.

Goals
1. Support agriculture as a desirable land use for the long term and facilitate
diversification of the County’s agricultural economy.
2. Utilize sustainable practices to protect prime farmland and water quality for future
generations.
3. Retain areas with highly valued agricultural land or economically viable animal
agriculture operations.
4. Strive for and support higher farm profitability and family farm stability.
5. Encourage cities to collaborate with the County on the review of animal agriculture
issues in close proximity to boundaries or within orderly annexation areas.

Existing Stearnss
Agriculture

AG RICULTURE
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Agricultural Framework
INTRODUCTION
The Agriculture Pillar serves as
a framework to ensure future
generations have the available land
suitable for agriculture uses. To
achieve this objective, the Agriculture
Pillar identifies the County’s
primary land use as “agricultural.”
Agricultural uses include animal
operations, crop production and any
specialized agricultural enterprise, in
combination with limited agriculture
related businesses, recreational,
institutional, and open space uses.
The remaining Pillars can be looked
to for additional guidance on other
types of land uses.

The Agriculture Pillar’s framework begins by identifying prime soils for farming, which
is portrayed in Figure 3.1. Prime farmland soils are defined by the U.S. Department of
Agriculture as “soils that are best suited for producing food, feed, forage, fiber, and
oilseed crops.”
The Stearns County Soil Survey (1980) also states that “Prime farmland soils produce the
highest yields with minimal inputs of energy and economic resources, and farming these
soils results in the least damage to the environment.”
Most of these areas have been identified as “Agricultural” areas in the Future Land Use
Plan Map. This designation targets property for long-term agricultural use. Preferred uses
within this land use designation include agricultural uses and farmsteads related to the
operations of the agricultural use at a maximum residential density.

Rural Residential: The Comprehensive Plan recognizes not all of these areas are well
suited for agriculture activities given their soil types or natural features. Therefore,
the property owner should also be given the flexibility 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 scenic views) 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.

Rural Business: It is important to recognize the type of rural businesses (e.g.,
woodworking shops and home based businesses) that may occur in the agricultural
areas. These can be small, privately-owned businesses run primarily by residents
of the property. The Comprehensive Plan continues to support businesses in the
Agricultural areas that do not create negative impacts on the public health, safety,
and general welfare of adjacent property owners.
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Figure 3.1 Prime Farmland Soils

AG RICULTURE
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“

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.

“
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The focus areas capture new ideas in supporting today
and tomorrow’s agricultural economies. The focus areas
build on the framework and the directions we feel are
important to the future of our County. The focus areas
are also intended to recognize long-term agriculture and
farming activities throughout Stearns County.

AGRICULTURAL USES

CROP AND PRODUCT
DIVERSIFICATION

ANIMAL AGRICULTURE

CLEAN ENERGY

AGRICULTURAL USES
Agriculture is an important part of the County’s economy and rural
character, but it is highly vulnerable to conflicts with non-agricultural
uses. Agricultural activities with a more intense character, such as animal feedlot
operations, are particularly sensitive to the proximity of housing, and are most
susceptible to such land use conflicts. To help mitigate these conflicts, agricultural
zoning has limited residential uses to one housing unit per 40 acres or more. This
approach has not prevented the establishment of rural housing, which can make it
more difficult to assemble and efficiently cultivate farmland. The County anticipates
non-farmstead housing to continue to occur in the agricultural areas as people seek
a rural lifestyle and open space. This presents future challenges in our objective
to continue to encourage agricultural uses, while preventing barriers to future
development opportunities.

C
AGRICULTURE

Focus Areas

“Our objective is to continue to encourage agricultural uses, while preventing
barriers for future development opportunities.“

Development Pressure

Many farmers and landowners desire to capture some of the value
inherent in their land through development. Many township boards
also see advantages in the development of land that is less suitable for
agricultural uses as a way to diversify their tax base. However, even
limited development can produce the conflicts with agriculture and
other uses mentioned above. Scattered rural residential development,
even at low overall densities, can have impacts on the viability of animal
agriculture, the transportation system, and the quality and connectivity
of sensitive natural resources. New residents of rural areas may also
have different and often conflicting expectations regarding township
and county services. To help balance these conflicts, the Living Pillar has
encouraged new residential development to occur in Orderly Annexation
Areas or as guided by the Future Land Use Plan map as Townsite Mixed
Use or Transitional Areas.

AG RICULTURE
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Moving forward, the County may consider some of the following tools to protect
prime agricultural lands:
» Agricultural Zones: Agricultural Zones are implemented through zoning
regulations. Agricultural zones in other counties throughout Minnesota have used
a density of 80 acres and up to 640 acres, depending on the land’s productivity
for crop production. This zoning tool can help protect larger areas of agricultural
land, while maintaining open space and wildlife habitat; however, it can limit the
land owner’s ability to develop in the future. Stearns County’s zoning districts range
between 1 unit per 40 acres and 1 unit per 160 acres.
» Purchase of Development Rights: The purchase of development rights is a
voluntary program between the property owner and the County. The County buys
development rights and restricts the use of the land to farming and open space in
perpetuity. This approach can be very expensive depending on the value of the
land. The County does not currently use this tool.
» Transfer of Development Rights: This program allows the development potential
of an agriculture preservation area (sending area) to be purchased by a developer
and to be transferred to a designated developing area (receiving area). This
tool helps manage urban growth areas, but can be very difficult to implement.
Challenges include a supporting market place and financial mechanism to facilitate
the purchasing of development rights. The County has a similar program in
place, which allows a property owner or developer to purchase their neighbors
development rights. The properties must be adjacent or contiguous to one
another. This tool allows a property owner to develop at a higher density, while
removing the future development ability of the adjacent properties.
» Preferential Property Taxation: Land is taxed for its use-value rather than at its
highest and best use for development, which helps encourage farmers to keep
their land in production. Stearns County has a program similar in nature, known as
Green Acres. The Green Acres Program provides property tax relief to qualifying
owners of Class 2a agricultural property in areas where the market value of land is
being affected by development pressure, sales of recreational land, or other nonagricultural factors.
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AGRICULTURAL USE POLICIES

C
AGRICULTURE

» Easements: An agricultural conservation easement is a voluntary, legally binding
agreement between the landowner and a qualified third party that is placed on
agricultural land to ensure that the land remains in agricultural production by
removing most or all of its residential development potential. This type of tool has
been used to preserve over 1,000 acres in the Avon Hills area.
» Advance Acquisition/Land Banking: The local government can purchase land
before it is ready to be developed. The property can be resold with restrictions, such
as conservation easements with limited development. The County does not currently
use this tool.

a. Primary land uses in the “Agricultural”
areas should be agriculturally oriented,
including animal agriculture, crop
production and specialized agricultural
enterprise, in combination with limited
agricultural related business, solar and
wind, recreational, institutional, and open
space uses.
b. Emphasize the importance of animal
agriculture to the County economy by
treating it as a priority land use in this area
(compared with residential or other nonagricultural uses).
c. Encourage agricultural practices that allow
for co-existence with sensitive natural
resources.
d. Encourage sustainable agricultural
practices that protect prime farmland and
water resources for future generations.

Existing Stearns
Agriculture

e. Projects that are located in an
“Agricultural” area and are not
agriculturally oriented should follow the
Comprehensive Plan’s Future Land Use
Factors to minimize conflicts with adjacent
land uses and natural resources.
f.

Rural housing related to the operations
of the agricultural use should occur at a
maximum density of 1 unit per 40 acres.

AG RICULTURE
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CROP AND PRODUCT DIVERSIFICATION
CROP AND PRODUCT
DIVERSIFICATION POLICIES
a. Encourage the diversification of crops and
products to enhance Stearns County’s
regional agricultural presence.
b. Recruit industries that utilize local production
to improve the County’s capture of valueadded industries.

Crop and product diversification is a general practice that increases the
region’s crop portfolio, so that farmers are not dependent on a single
crop to generate their income. Stearns County strongly encourages crop and
product diversification to ensure the viability of farming throughout the county and
region for years to come.
“The importance of crop and product diversification is critical as climate scenarios,
economic markets, and federal subsidies are changing more rapidly.”
Stearns County’s role in crop and product diversification is somewhat limited. We
can influence crop and product diversification through the education and promotion
of sustainable farming practices that result in positive impacts to our economy and
environment. As part of this role, the County has placed a greater emphasis on
“value-added” products.

Crop and Product Diversiﬁcation Beneﬁts

»
»
»
»
»
»
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Establishes new markets that are separate from the rest of the region.
Reduces the need for environmentally harmful inputs such as pesticides.
Results in greater yields and higher nutritional value of food crops.
Diversifies the local economy and protects against crop failure.
Ensures food security, while adapting to changing climates.
Improves soils and soil stability through cover crops, allowing farmers to be
more productive on each acre, while protecting adjacent waterways and
keeping nutrients where they are located.

Value Added Agriculture
C
AGRICULTURE

Value added agriculture is a means to promoting the diversification of crops
and products. Value added refers generally to strategies by which agricultural
commodities such as crops or livestock are transformed into products of greater
perceived value by the consumer and result in extended economic growth for
the community or region. The U.S. Department of Agriculture, Rural Business
Development defines value added agricultural products as follows:

A change in the physical state or form of the product
such as turning milk into cheese, milling wheat into
flour, or making strawberries into jam.

The production of a product in a manner that
enhances its value such as organically produced
products that command a higher retail price.

The physical segregation of an agricultural
commodity or product in a manner that results in
the enhancement of the value of that commodity
or product such as an identity preserved marketing
system.

The County can support the Department of Agriculture to promote better
integration of producers with local retail markets and encourage more diversity
in crop production, better local branding, improved cooperative efforts among
agricultural producers, and other efforts to add value and lessen risk for the
County’s agricultural base.
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ANIMAL AGRICULTURE
ANIMAL AGRICULTURE POLICIES
a. Allow animal feedlots in the agricultural
areas by protecting them from non-farm
housing through County zoning.
b. Follow pollution controls consistent with
State requirements.
c. Provide sources of assistance to allow for
coexistence of agriculture and sensitive
natural resources.

“Our objective is to continue
to emphasize the importance
of preserving and enhancing
animal agricultural operations,
while protecting the
environment.”

Feedlot Facts

From 2014 through 2019 (October),
Stearns County approved the majority of variances that
allowed a residential home to encroach on a feedlot or
a feedlot to encroach on a residential home. In many
cases, the requests involved a common owner of each
or a reactivation of the feedlot.
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The County’s primary agricultural output is in animal agriculture, which has
nuisance risk and risks associated with natural resources. Maintaining a
balance between non-agricultural rural developments and protecting the ability of
animal agriculture producers to continue and expand their operations is an on-going
dilemma. A number of incidents have occurred where animal agricultural operations
have been unable to expand, or have been forced to absorb additional costs due
to encroaching non-agricultural rural land uses (primarily housing). Difficulties in
meeting natural resource protection standards have also limited producer’s ability to
expand. These standards may be viewed as barriers, but provide immense value in
protecting our natural resources and water bodies.
The County continues to see a growing number of nuisance-related conflicts, as
rural development pushes into areas with animal agriculture operations. Also,
natural resource regulations are sometimes structured in a way that limits the
expansion of animal agriculture operations. These barriers can limit a farmer’s
economic opportunities and investments from the farm. One particular barrier has
been associated with the setbacks required between a residential dwelling and the
construction and/or modification of a feedlot structure on a separate parcel.

Setback Requirements

Stearns County’s ordinance requires a residential dwelling be located at a
minimum of 700 feet from an animal feedlot (see Ordinance #439 Section
6.7.5). Minnesota Rules (Chapter 7020) do not require specific setbacks
from residential dwellings. However, many local land-use ordinances have
incorporated dwelling to feedlot setbacks and vice versa (600 to 2,000+
feet) from residential dwellings to reduce land use conflicts (e.g., noise, odor,
and dust). Minnesota Statute 394.25 does require reciprocal setbacks for
dwellings and feedlots in an agricultural zoning district.
Reducing or eliminating the setback requirements is a growing discussion in
an effort to eliminate barriers that prevent feedlot owners from reactivating
or expanding their operation; however, this would also eliminate barriers for
residential dwelling construction closer to feedlot operations.

CLEAN ENERGY

Wind energy production has limited conflicts with many forms of
Win

ag
agricultural land uses and has many significant co-benefits with
a
agricultural protection goals. It has a clear benefit of adding
to agricultural economic diversity and can produce significant
local tax benefits for the County. Primary land use conflicts
w wind energy production include natural habitat and rural
with
re
residences,
both of which have a relatively limited presence on
ag
agricultural
land. Visual impacts of wind energy production may
ch
be challenging
to mitigate.

CLEAN ENERGY POLICIES
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Renewable energy technologies are having an increasingly prominent role
in energy systems. Utility-scale wind power is the cheapest form of electric
generation in the world and the cost continues to go down. The cost of solar is
expected to achieve parity with wind in the next couple of years. More projects
will come to Stearns County in the future and the County will continue to consider
compatible land uses and community benefits as they do. The addition of renewable
energy production technologies to a farmer/landowner’s property as an accessory
use can add value to the production of the property and make agricultural uses more
feasible.

a. Site solar energy systems in a way that
reduces conflict with adjacent land uses,
including but not limited to avoiding
areas that will impact future development
potential for a municipality.
b. Continue to require beneficial habitat
ground cover on solar sites.
c. Direct the siting of wind energy to
minimize impacts to habitat and natural
areas. Local analysis should be considered
in regard to nearby rural residences.
d. Monitor State and Federal policies and
programs to determine if any Zoning
Ordinance changes need to be made.
e. Encourage the development and use of
renewable energy systems throughout the
county, including wind energy and solar
energy.

Solar energy production can enhance the economic diversity
Sola

of agricultural operations as well. Visual impacts from solar
p
production can be mitigated and opportunities exist for
cco-location with agricultural services. Solar development
p
potentially has significant co-benefits with natural resource
p
protection
goals when solar array site design guidelines
spe
specify
perennial ground cover with a mix of native grasses and
pollin
pollinator
flower mixes.
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WHAT TO KNOW ABOUT CLEAN ENERGY
Wind Site Design Land Use Co-Beneﬁts

Wind development has potential co-benefits with
economic development goals discussed throughout
this Pillar and the Business Pillar.
» Compatible land use with many forms of
agriculture.
» Clear benefit of adding to agricultural economic
diversity.
» Least costly form of energy generation.
» Significant local tax benefits.

Solar Site Design Land Use

Solar development potentially has significant cobenefits with natural resource protection goals
discussed throughout the Nature Pillar.
» Best practices for solar array site design specify
perennial ground cover.
» The industry standard has become native grass
and pollinator flower mixes.
» Stearns County was a leader, as the first county in
the nation to support co-benefits via an ordinance
requiring beneficial habitat ground cover on solar
sites.
» Perennial ground cover improves soil health and
reduces erosion potential.
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Solar Energy Legislation in Minnesota

In 2013, the Minnesota Legislature enacted a bill that contained several
provisions designed to promote the growth of solar energy. Notable
statutes include:
» Minnesota State Statue 216B.1691, subd. 2f. A new law requires
Minnesota’s public utilities to generate or procure sufficient electricity
from solar sources so that by the end of 2020, at least 1.5 percent of the
utility’s retail electricity sales in the state are produced from solar energy.
(In computing its standard, a utility must exclude retail sales to iron
mining and processing facilities, paper mills, sawmills, and wood product
manufacturers.) At least 10 percent of this energy must be generated
by facilities with a capacity of 20 kilowatts or less. Public utilities must
comply with this solar standard in addition to fulfilling the existing
Renewable Energy Standard, which requires that at least 20 percent of
electricity sales originate from renewable energy sources by 2020, and
25 percent by 2025 (for Xcel Energy, these percentages are 25 and 30,
respectively.).
» Minnesota State Statue 116C.7792. Beginning in 2014, Xcel Energy,
which accounts for approximately half of Minnesota’s retail electricity
sales, must provide $5 million in financial incentives annually for five
years to promote the installation of solar energy systems in its service
area. Eligible systems must have a capacity of 20 kilowatts or less that
generate no more than 120 percent of the customer’s on site annual
electricity consumption. The incentive is paid for a period of ten years.
Source: August 2013 House Research, Bob Eleff

PILLAR: LIVING
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LIVING
The Living Pillar serves as the Comprehensive Plan’s central element for guiding future
growth without compromising our rural and agricultural character and natural resources.
The Living Pillar will not only guide future growth, but will also help shape the County’s
policies that address rural housing needs and settlement patterns. Stearns County’s
commitment to this Pillar is further embodied in the following statement and goals.

Pillar Statement
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.

Goals
1. Collaborate with cities and townships to maintain sustainable growth
patterns that align with the Comprehensive Plan.
2. Manage the impacts of growth and development on the County’s rural
character and natural resources.
3. Support housing options that give people in all life stages and of all
economic means viable choices for safe, stable, and affordable homes.
4. Encourage new homes to be constructed in a sustainable manner, while
including energy efficient technology and in accordance with state
building code.
5. Respect and preserve architectural, archaeological, and cultural history,
while building on all residents’ cultural assets to strengthen County
cohesion.
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INTRODUCTION

Living Framework

A conventional
comprehensive plan
guides every parcel
of land in a county
to a specific land
use (various forms of
residential, commercial
and institutional uses).
Like a traditional land
use plan, this Pillar
provides a framework
for guiding residential
uses. The remaining
Pillars can be looked
to for additional
guidance on other
types of land uses.

Land use trends within the County have included increased pressure for development, varying by
location and development type. The use of land and the patterns of development affect everything
from the location and expansion of infrastructure (e.g., roads and utilities), to the state of animal
operations, the provision of County services, and the protection of natural resources. As such, there are
portions of the County that will experience growth over the next twenty years.
The Comprehensive Planning Team worked with local jurisdictions to confirm
the growth areas that were depicted in the 2008 Comprehensive Plan. In
many cases, the boundaries have stayed the same or expanded through
more recent planning efforts (see Figure 4.1). Outreach also determined
that not every community has aspirations to grow or agree with their
neighboring community’s plans for growth. This presented challenges
in rectifying the growth boundaries as part of the Comprehensive
Plan update. It has also been the County’s position to not dictate or
advocate for growth at the community level. Growth boundaries should
be established at the local level. In that respect, local jurisdictions
(cities and townships) are encouraged to work together to develop
a more formalized growth boundary that is mutually agreed upon.

Planning for Growth

The County’s Comprehensive Plan has addressed
areas of growth (see Figure 4.1) as prescribed
by Minnesota law (State Statue 462.3535).
Identifying these areas in the Plan will not force
change to occur. Rather, it is an initial stage in
the process of guiding land use appropriately
to support change and an acknowledgement
that change may occur. Identifying and planning
for areas where change is likely to occur allows
the County to take a proactive, rather than
a reactive role in guiding development.
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Orderly Annexation
Agreements (OAA)

The Orderly Annexation
Agreements represent
property covered by
an agreement between
a city and a township in which land will be
annexed to the city in the future under specified
conditions. OAA’s 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.
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Figure 4.1 Growth Areas Identified in Local Comprehensive Plans
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Focus Areas
Stearns County has identified a set of focus areas that
helps articulate the Land Use Plan and the directions
we feel are important to the future of our County. The
focus areas are also intended to recognize the diversity
of housing needs and growth pressures across Stearns
County, while providing a path towards implementation.
The focus areas can also be interpreted through the
future land use categories depicted in the Future Land
Use Plan map. The boundaries of the land use categories
maintain a degree of flexibility and interpretation, but
the policy direction for the focus areas are clear.
Transitional Areas

TRANSITIONAL AREAS
Many cities within Stearns County, especially in the eastern areas,
have adopted comprehensive plans that show substantial growth
into the surrounding townships. Some cities and townships have negotiated
orderly annexation agreements that match or partially match these urban growth
boundaries.
It is important to recognize not every city or township has a locally approved
comprehensive plan that identifies growth areas. The purpose of the Transitional
Areas portrayed on the Future Land Use Plan map are described below.

“Good land use planning begins by recognizing areas of growth identified by
a city and their planning documents (e.g., comprehensive plans or land use
studies)(see Figure 4.1). Establishing growth boundaries provides cities and
townships with a clear identification of where the urban/rural divide is planned
to occur (see Figure 4.2). Such a divide provides policy direction to local and
county officials in making key land use decisions in areas of transition.”

Agricultural Residential Uses

Rural Residential Uses

Accessory Dwelling Units

Workforce Housing

Lakeshore Housing
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Purpose of the “Transitional Area” Land Use Category (see Figure 4.2)

» To encourage cities and townships to evaluate their own growth potential
and plan accordingly within a quarter-mile to half-mile buffer from their city
limits. This effort should be locally driven and adopted as part of their own
local comprehensive plan.
» To guide future large lot rural development within the Transitional Areas and
prevent the encroachment of non-farm uses into agricultural lands.
» To provide property owners greater flexibility in developing their land when
located in proximity to an urban centre.
» To guide potential growth and prevent the encroachment of non-farm uses
into agricultural lands.

What We Heard

Stearns County held various public engagement
efforts, including Township Listening Sessions to better
understand how growth (i.e., Transitional Areas) should
be best addressed in the Comprehensive Plan.
Key takeaways from these meetings include:
1. Growth is viewed as a “positive” attribute for the county;
however, development must be balanced in a sustainable
manner that separates development from farming operations
(e.g., animal agriculture and row crops).
2. It is important to recognize that the term “urban growth” or
“urban expansion” may imply annexation.
3. The Comprehensive Plan should incorporate design standards
or guidelines to help better inform development decisions that
occur along the urban fringe.

C
LIVING

TRANSITIONAL AREA POLICIES
a. The County will not dictate or advocate for growth at
the community level. Growth boundaries should be
established at the local level.
b. Evaluate development proposals in the Transitional Areas
using the Comprehensive Plan’s Future Land Use Factors.
c. Future Land Use Plan map amendments that expand or
change a Transitional Area must include a finding:
i.

That insufficient land is available in areas that the
Comprehensive Plan has already designated for that land
use to respond to market demand.
ii. That the expansion is consistent with City, County, and
State infrastructure expansion plans, and with township
staging plans where available.
iii. That the resources in the area proposed for change have
been adequately assessed, or will be assessed prior to any
development proposal.

4. The Comprehensive Plan should build in greater flexibility for
the property owner to choose how they want to use their land,
if it is done in a sustainable manner.
5. Develop a Future Land Use Plan that supports property owner
rights.
6. Recognize that every community (cities and townships) has
different aspirations to grow over the next 20 years.

LIVIN G
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See pages 140 – 141 in the
Implementation section to
learn more about the future
land use categories.
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Wright

Figure 4.2 Future Land Use Plan
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AGRICULTURAL RESIDENTIAL USES (FARMSTEADS)
The Living Pillar recognizes the
residential uses (farmsteads)
that correspond with agriculture
activities. However, recent trends
have suggested a growing interest
in splitting the farmstead from the
acreage. This trend is a result of
family farms being sold, as younger
generations are not choosing to take
over the farm. These requests provide
the farmer an option to stay in their
home, while selling their acreage to a
larger farming operation.

Existing Stearns Farmstead
d

AGRICULTURAL RESIDENTIAL USE POLICIES
a. Residential uses in the agricultural areas must embrace the
Comprehensive Plan’s Future Land Use Factors to minimize conflicts
between adjacent land uses and natural resources

Farrm
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RURAL RESIDENTIAL USES

C
LIVING

Agriculture is an important part of the County’s economy, but it is highly
vulnerable to conflicts with non-agricultural uses. As a county grows, farmland
usually faces pressures from development. Often these rural estate developments
have large lots that consume significant tracts of farmland. In addition, wildlife
habitat and natural areas are lost because they become too small as they are
fragmented between individual lots and are not protected from individual landowner
development.
Even agricultural zoning of one housing unit per 40 acres has not prevented the
development of 40 acre or larger residential parcels, making it more difficult to
assemble and efficiently cultivate farmland. Agricultural activities with a more
intense character, such as animal feedlot operations, are particularly sensitive to the
proximity of housing, and are most susceptible to such land use conflicts.
“The intent of the Transitional Areas and Townsite Mixed Use category is
to provide a district that provides the opportunities for limited to moderate
residential development that may exceed 1 unit per 40 acres, without
conflicting with agricultural uses. The County’s zoning districts will also help
dictate the appropriate locations for rural residential development.”

RURAL RESIDENTIAL POLICIES
a. Future density increases in the agricultural areas should consider
conservation subdivision techniques.
b. Encourage higher density developments to locate near municipal
services.
c. Residential uses in the agricultural areas must embrace the
Comprehensive Plan’s Future Land Use Factors to minimize conflicts
between adjacent land uses and natural resources.
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ACCESSORY DWELLING UNITS
ADUs can be a living area located on the grounds or
attached to a single-family home. The demand for ADUs
has grown in popularity in response to changing family needs and
smaller households. Examples of ADUs include living areas above
garages, tiny homes, and mobile homes. As Stearns County’s
demographics change (e.g., aging populations), the County should
explore updates to its zoning code that continue to support ADUs.
Providing this type of housing can offer the following benefits:
Increase housing affordability (both for homeowners and tenants).
Create a wider range of housing options within the county.
Enable seniors to stay near family as they age.
Allow more efficient use of existing housing stock, public
infrastructure, and the embodied energy contained within existing
structures.
» Provide a mix of housing options that responds to changing family
needs and smaller households.
»
»
»
»

ACCESSORY DWELLING UNIT POLICIES
a. Support a mix of housing that are appropriate for each
zoning district.
b. Carefully mange ADU’s in shoreland areas to ensure
density is managed and shoreland aesthetics are not
altered.
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“

The County has seen
a growing interest in
providing Accessory
Dwelling Units (ADUs),
which could be allowed
in the residential
and agricultural
zoning districts as a
permitted accessory
use or structure.

“

WORKFORCE HOUSING

Most of the County’s 25 Manufactured Home Parks are located in the rural areas of
the County. Many of these Parks are challenged with an aging housing stock, with
homes built prior to the enactment of the HUD Code in 1974.
It’s becoming increasingly clear that this aging housing stock is pervasive and has
tentacles reaching into other issues. For low-income rural households, the struggle
to access safe, quality, affordable housing is real. Incomes are too low and housing
options, both homes for purchase or rent, at affordable prices are limited.
“Residents that spend more than 30% of their household income on housing costs
are cost-burden. Approximately 27% of all Stearns County households pay more
than 30% of their income on housing costs. Just under 20% of homeowners have
a housing cost burden, while over 44% of renters have a housing cost burden.”
Although housing costs are generally lower in rural communities, lower incomes
and higher poverty rates make housing options simply unaffordable for many rural
residents. Many of these households are faced with higher transportation costs,
resulting in more money spent on transportation to travel greater distances to access
work and services. Other cost-burdens may be associated with substandard housing.
For example, naturally occurring affordable housing can be in extensive need of
repairs to meet basic health and safety needs.
In order to sustain the long-term viability of agricultural operations in Stearns County,
our communities should ensure access to quality, affordable housing to accommodate
farm workers and their families. Local comprehensive plans, zoning regulations and
subdivision and land development ordinances can help achieve this objective.

WORKFORCE HOUSING
POLICIES

C
LIVING

Stearns County has its share of challenges and opportunities to
maintain its farmsteads, rural housing and manufactured home parks,
while simultaneously providing housing choices for all of its residents. One
of these challenges includes a growing demand for affordable workforce
housing. Workforce housing is housing that meets the needs of working families
and is attractive to new residents locating in rural parts of the County.

a. Residential uses in the agricultural
and rural areas must embrace the
Comprehensive Plan’s Future Land Use
Factors to minimize conflicts between
adjacent land uses and natural resources.
b. Allow workforce housing, accessory
dwelling units, single-room occupancy
housing, co-housing or tiny houses /
apartments by right in selected zoning
districts.
c. The County will support affordable
workforce housing projects following these
guidelines:
i.

A portion of the project provides
affordable housing units for lower-income
populations.
ii. The project has embraced best practices
for on-site sewage treatment systems
that do not negatively impact the
environment.
iii. The delivery of other public services (i.e.
fire, police, public works, and schools)
have been consulted and the County
is satisfied that the development can
be serviced under existing or planned
programming levels.
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Affordable Workforce Housing Benefits
Sustainable Building Design Practices

Sustainable design practices are used in
developments to minimize impacts to the natural
environment, while improving our health and
quality of life. The U.S. Green Building Council is an
excellent resource to learn more. Examples of these
practices include:

» Provides support for local agricultural businesses by ensuring year-round
housing opportunities for their employees.
» Conserves energy because it provides housing close to the farm workers’
place of employment, thus minimizing travel costs and fuel consumption.
» Helps to sustain municipalities by providing stability for low-income families,
while minimizing the gentrification of community.

Energy Building Practices
» Balancing of heating and cooling distribution
systems
» Efficient hot water distribution systems
» High efficiency appliances
» LED lighting
» Minimum energy performance
Sustainable Site Design Practices
» Access to transit, schools, and community
resources
» Building orientation for passive solar
» Compact development (e.g., clustering)
» Floodplain avoidance
» Impervious surfaces are minimized
» On-site stormwater management
» Reestablish native plants and trees
» Rainwater management (e.g., rain gardens)
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Construction Practices
» Environmental friendly products/construction
materials
» Material efficient framing
» Enhanced ventilation
» Radon-resistant construction
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LAKESHORE LIVING
a. Limit the impacts of additional shoreland development by
clustering housing away from shorelines, using a conservation
design approach.
b. Encourage shoreland protection and restoration methods such
as vegetative buffers.
c. Discourage the alteration of natural shorelands and the
creation of impervious surface in near shore areas.
d. Address wastewater treatment and water quality problems
through the County Water Plan, Watershed Districts, lake
associations and other partnerships.
e. Encourage implementation of innovative stormwater
management practices into shoreland projects such as rain
gardens, permeable surfaces and vegetative buffers.

Shoreland Alterations

Major shoreland alterations
are granted by the County
Board, if it determines there
are no adverse environment
impacts. The approval of a
permit can also be subject to
the property owner meeting
specific conditions. For
example, the applicant may
be required to reduce the
amount of shoreland being
altered or apply best practices to
mitigate environmental impacts.

LAKESHORE LIVING POLICIES
C
LIVING

Part of Stearns County’s unique quality is attributed
to its lakes, rivers, creeks, and streams. These water
features contribute to the County’s tourism, local economy,
and ability to attract new residents. As a result, residential and
recreational uses have developed along the lakes, especially
along the Sauk River Chain of Lakes. This area includes some
of the most intensive residential and recreational development
in the County, with impacts on water quality and natural
resources. Water bodies have limits for how much development
can occur without degrading the very resource that attract
development. Natural resource tourism is similarly faced with how
to take advantage of the amenities that attract people without
exceeding the capacity of the resource for development.

f.

Expand mitigation requirements for projects requesting to vary
from lake setbacks to preserve the riparian environment and
reduce erosion to enhance the water quality.

g. Create riparian standards that balance the interests of both
year round and seasonal residents, while protecting the natural
resources that draw them to lakeshore amenities.
h. Evaluate lakeshore housing projects using the following as
guidelines, in addition to the Comprehensive Plan’s Future
Land Use Factors:
Lakeshore Example

The ordinance does not provide specific thresholds
for when a permit may be denied for major
applications. As a result, many permits are approved
with conditions. Moving forward, the County will
need to consider implementing stronger tools.

i.
ii.

The project preserves sight lines and does not negatively
impact view sheds of adjacent properties.
The project maintains the neighborhood’s residential character
by promoting compatible land uses. Land uses that detract
from this character should be addressed through site design
improvements and mitigation measures.
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DEVELOPMENT RESOURCES

What is Conservation Design

What are the Beneﬁts to Conservation Design?

Conservation design is a controlled-growth land use
development that adopts the principle for allowing
limited sustainable development while protecting the
area’s natural environmental features in perpetuity,
including preserving open space landscape and vista,
protecting farmland or natural habitats for wildlife,
and maintaining the character of rural communities.
Examples of conservation design principles include:

Using conservation design principles in your
development can have the following benefits.

» Cluster housing to retain and protect open spaces, such as
farmland and natural areas.
» Provide for greater setbacks from arterial and collector
roadways.
» Nestle building pads along the edges of woodlands and
natural areas.
» Provide patches of open space that are large enough for a
sustainable agricultural use.
» Minimize street widths, while maintaining consistency with
accepted roadway standards.
» Provide the retention of remnant pieces of farmsteads as an
integral part of the development project where such pieces
add value and historical amenities to the project.
» Provide the use of alternative surfaces to pavement or
asphalt in secondary vehicle access areas, such as driveways
to outbuildings or second garages.
» Provide features, such as stormwater ponds, to be designed
as natural amenities and integrated into site design, and not
relegated to left over parcels.
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» Maintaining or restoring native vegetation and protecting
natural systems sequesters carbon and limits the release of
stored carbon.
» Well-managed open lands and rural development, whether
fields, forests, agriculture lands, parks or wetlands, help
sustain biodiversity, ecosystem services, and the community
in a variety of ways, including:
1. Reduced volume of stormwater runoff, surface water
pollutants and sediment
2. Enhanced groundwater recharge
3. Reduced erosion
4. Improved air quality
5. Additional wildlife habitat and recreational space
6. Preservation of rural community character and
viewsheds
7. Properties near open space and functioning natural
systems show strong retention of housing values over
time.
8. Landscapes can be planned, designed, developed
and maintained to protect and enhance the benefits
society derives from healthy functioning landscapes.
Source: GreenStep Cities

DEVELOPMENT RESOURCES

C
LIVING

Open
Space
Clustered Housing

As agricultural areas grow, farmland usually faces pressures
from development. Often these rural estate developments
have large lots that consume significant tracts of farmland.
In addition, wildlife habitat and natural areas are lost
because they become too small as they are chopped
up between individual lots and are not protected from
individual landowner development. Given the spacing
between the lots, road and utility infrastructure, such
as sewer services, requires significant investment.
In an effort to better protect natural areas and increase
efficiencies, the development community has begun to
use conservation subdivision techniques. Conservation
subdivision, also called cluster development, seeks to cluster
development areas to retain and protect open spaces such
as farmland and natural areas. The process of creating a
conservation subdivision begins with identifying the natural
features on the site, including waterways, forest, prairie, and
topography. It may also include farmland. These areas are
then linked with green strips to create a connected open
space system. With the areas to protect identified, the
process of locating streets, utilities, and home sites can begin.
The use of conservation design should be strongly
encouraged in agricultural and rural areas with significant
natural habitat and resources. Conservation design
should also be used in areas where farming is a desired
pattern to retain for the development project.

Typical
Subdivision

Conservation
Subdivision/Clustered
Development

Photo Source: Rural by Design
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65

This page intentionally left blank

66

ST EARN S C O U NT Y CO M P R E H E NS I V E PLA N 2040

PILLAR: NATURE
N ATURE

67

This page intentionally left blank

68

ST EARN S C O U NT Y CO M P R E H E NS I V E PLA N 2040

NATURE
The Nature Pillar recognizes the County’s natural resources and the areas that
reconnect people to nature through parks and trails. This Pillar is carefully balanced
throughout the Comprehensive Plan to ensure the natural environment is brought to the
forefront of conversations when making land use decisions. Stearns County’s commitment to
this Pillar is further embodied in the following statement and goals.

Pillar Statement
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.

Goals
1. Preserve, restore, and protect important natural systems and natural
resources.
2. 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.
3. Recognize the significance of water resources in the County and ensure
the creation and implementation of policies to manage stormwater in
collaboration with land use and development.
4. Protect the County’s aggregate resources and provide for reasonable
economic use of aggregate.
5. Partner with cities, townships, adjoining counties and state agencies to
broaden the potential pool for park acquisition and improvement.
6. Provide park and open space areas throughout the County to meet the
active and passive recreational needs of current and future residents.
7. 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.

N ATURE
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8.

INTRODUCTION
Natural resources provide the
framework and support for land
use and development choices.
For example, underlying
geology and hydrological
systems often determine land
use choices; row crops are
located in areas of high quality
soils; grazing occurs on rockier,
less productive soils; agriculture
transitions to forestry along the
boundary between prairie and
woodland ecological regions;
and cities spring up where
water is abundant.
Our natural environment has
also shaped the parks and open
spaces we’ve grown to love and
connect with on a daily basis.
Recreational use of open space
complement the desire for
maintaining natural spaces for
scenic quality, wildlife habitat,
and ecosystem functions.
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Natural Resource Framework
A Natural Resource Manual was developed to help inform the Comprehensive Plan’s update, while
informing the focus areas discussed throughout this Pillar (see pages 143-172). The manual provides a
snapshot of Stearns County’s diverse natural resources, parks, open spaces, and trails. It also provides
a foundation for developing the “natural resource overlay” depicted in the Future Land Use Plan map.
The Nature Pillar and the Natural Resource Manual can be used in the following ways.
» When making future land use decisions. Planning decisions are influenced by a variety of entities
that have some regulatory or planning authority for natural resources in Stearns County. The Natural
Resource Manual identifies some of these roles and responsibility (see sidebar), while providing
resource links to learn more.
» Connecting people to nature. Recreation
programs, trail corridors, and parks
ROLES AND RESPONSIBILITIES
are all part of the natural systems of
Stearns County. These connections
Examples of agencies responsible for Stearns
are recognized throughout the Natural
County’s natural resources:
Resource Manual. The manual provides
an inventory and assessment of the
a. The Minnesota Department of Natural
existing system, contextual information
Resources (MnDNR) is responsible for a
regarding complementary state facilities,
number of natural areas and management of
and a framework for Stearns County to
natural systems (e.g., public waters).
follow in order to meet regional needs
b. Four watershed organizations conduct
for recreation and open space and to
planning and managing regulations and
preserve significant natural resources.
programs.
» Implementing the Focus Areas. The
c. Federal entities manage wildlife areas,
focus areas in this Pillar represent some of
and the Minnesota Pollution Control
the priorities discovered throughout the
Agency (PCA) oversees several regulatory
planning process. Therefore, it is important
areas, such as the National Pollution
to note they are not all-encompassing
Discharge Elimination System (NPDES)
when considering the range of
permits for most development activities.
environmental concerns and recreational
needs facing our future.
d. The County has statutory responsibility for
completing and implementing both a Water
“Stearns County will need to continue
Plan and a Solid Waste Management Plan.
to evaluate policies, best practices, and
regulations when making informed decisions
about the natural environment and how we
connect people with these resources.”
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“

The nation behaves well if it treats
its natural resources as assets
which it must turn over to the
next generation increased, and
not impaired, in value.

“

- Theodore Roosevelt

N ATURE
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Focus Areas

WATER RESOURCES

Stearns County identified focus areas to articulate important directions
for the future of the County.

Water Resources

Water resource policies cover a broad spectrum of topics
that range from floodplain management, stormwater runoff,
erosion and sediment control, wetland management, and shoreland
management. In many cases, these policy areas have already been
established through past planning efforts and regulations. Examples
include:
Aquatic Invasive Species (AIS) Program: In 2014 the State of

Natural System Corridors

Aggregate Resources

Future Parkland Planning

Operations and Management

Funding

Minnesota first offered Local AIS Prevention Aid to all counties for the
purpose of stopping the spread and/or preventing the introduction
of aquatic invasive species, such as Eurasian watermilfoil and zebra
mussels. A Stearns County AIS Committee was formed for the purpose
of developing a County AIS Plan to best use these funds.
The Stearns County Board of Commissioners adopted the County’s AIS
Plan on February 17, 2015. Since the program’s inception, inspectors
have logged over 60,000 watercraft inspections. The premise of
the Plan is the receipt of County AIS Prevention Aid. If that Aid is
discontinued, the AIS Committee and County Officials will need to
determine the future of the program.
The Comprehensive Local Management Water Plan: Stearns County’s
Comprehensive Local Water Management Plan (aka “County Water
Plan”) serves as a guide for water and land resource restoration,
protection and preservation. It is a cooperative plan, relying on
partnerships between many different entities in order to accomplish
the goals of the plan. Stearns County, with its planning and land-use
authorities, is a member of this partnership, positioned to link land use
decisions with local goals for water resources.
Shoreland Management: The history of Minnesota’s Shoreland

Management Program dates back to 1969 with the passage of the
Shoreland Management Act. Minimum development standards - such
as structure setbacks, height limits, impervious surface limits, lot
requirements, vegetation removal and land alteration requirements
- are established in state rules (Minnesota Rules, part 6120.2500
- 6120.3900) and administered through local ordinances. Stearns
adopted it’s first shoreland ordinance in 1973.
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Floodplain Management: Floodplain management incorporates a community’s actions

C
NATURE

for reducing flood damage. Stearns County’s floodplain management ordinance
specifies building standards for new and existing development that provide flood loss
reduction as well as make flood insurance available to home and business owners
through the National Flood Insurance Program (NFIP).
Under the NFIP program, federally insured or regulated institutions (such as banks) must
require flood insurance policies on all new loans for structures in mapped floodplain
areas recognized by FEMA.
Storm Water Pollution Prevention Program (SWPPP): The Goal of the National

Pollutant Discharge Elimination System (NPDES) Permit is to restore and maintain the
chemical, physical, and biological integrity of waters of the state through management
and treatment of urban storm water runoff. The program requires that this be
accomplished through the management of Municipal Separate Storm Sewer Systems
(MS4s) through the preparation of a Stearns County pollution prevention program.

Shoreline Restoration in Stearns County
Stormwater Pollution Prevention Plan (SWPPP)

The SWPPP program has been prepared in conformance with the NPDES,
Phase II Rules and is in compliance with the provision of the Clean Water
Act. The SWPPP has been prepared to manage and minimize the discharge
of pollutants from Stearns County MS4 systems to the maximum extent
practicable. The SWPPP program’s purpose is to identify goals and Best
Management Practices (BMPs) that will be implemented to meet the
requirements of the NPDES Phase II rules. Measurable goals have been
established for each of the BMPs included in the SWPPP, along with the
implementation plan and the persons responsible for the fulfilment of the
BMPs.
BMPs are a combination of education, public outreach, maintenance, and
engineering controls that are appropriate to comply with the requirements of
the NPDES Phase II permit.
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WATER RESOURCE POLICIES
a. Adhere to adopted plans and regulations
that maintain, restore, and enhance the
County’s water resources.
b. Recognize the relationship between land use
and water quality, and continue to support
water quality improvements through land
use plans and regulations.
c. Preserve watershed functions for high-quality
surface waters and recreation areas, and
provide for restoration of watershed function
for impaired waters.
d. Minimize the alteration of wetlands.
e. Recognize the carrying capacity ) of
groundwater and surface water in
development and land use decisions.

Watershed Districts: A watershed district may cover several counties. The
boundaries of the districts follow the natural watershed (region or area which drains
to a particular watercourse or body of water). A watershed district is usually named
after the biggest watershed in the district. There are four watershed districts in
Stearns County (see Figure 5.1): Clearwater River, North Fork Crow River, Sauk River,
and Middle Fork Crow River.

Each watershed district works to prevent and control water-related problems.
Each district monitors the water quality within ditches, rivers, streams, creeks and
lakes. Some projects the districts handle include: administration of public drainage
systems, water quality improvement systems and regulatory controls to protect
water resources.
Wetland Conservation Act: Stearns County administers the State of Minnesota’s

Wetland Conservation Act. This Act prohibits the draining and filling of wetlands
without replacement. Excavations may also be regulated in some instances.
The Act provides for exemptions which allow certain activities in wetlands without
replacement. Activities managed by Stearns County include wetland determinations
for certain property, reviewing wetland replacement plans, and providing certificates
of exemptions, when applicable.
"
)
p
)

f.

Protect drinking water sources through
encouraging sustainable water use and
preserving the function of wellhead
protection areas and groundwater recharge
areas in land use decisions.

g. Use low impact development techniques,
improved management of buffers and
natural resources in shoreland areas, and
improve stormwater management in existing
developed areas.
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Ģ

"
)

Maine
!Prairie
@
A
²
?

147

Fair Haven

149

"
)

Lynden

146

145

"
)

"
) Maine Prairie
X
W
G
a

X
W
G
h

X
W
G
Õ

X
W
G
³
G
X
W
f

146

165

@
A
»
?
Eden
Valley

"
)

X
W
G
g

X
W
G
º

"
)

@
A
²
?

"
)
"
)

Luxemburg

X
W
G
¦

"
"
)
)
180
180

X
W
G
t

X
W
G
Õ
G
W
X
f

142

!

162

"
)

U
H
115

141

165

X
W
G
Ì

X
W
G
t

p!
)
$
b
"

136

St.
Augusta f
G
X
W

"
)

X
W
G
»

Paynesville

122

"
)

Rockville

140

@
A
¼
?

X
W
G
²

123

@
A
¼
?

@
A
¼
?

"
)

"
)

X
W
G
e

"
)
X
W
G
º
?
@
A
Ø

G
X
W
f
X
W
Ǵ
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NATURAL SYSTEM CORRIDORS

Coordinating how to preserve the function of the County’s natural systems,
while also meeting the housing, economic development, and agricultural
preservation goals of the County presents a signification challenge. This effort
is a daunting task,requiring a collaborative approach among many agencies in
helping balance development with natural preservation.

Items to Consider When Planning for Natural System Corridors

» Use of low impact development techniques, conservation design, and
selective preservation of critical areas.
» Consider the carrying capacity (the quantity of stormwater runoff that
can be conveyed and filtered) of shoreland areas that are under heavy
development pressure, and how to restore some carrying capacity to
lakes and rivers where waters are impaired.
» Integrate agriculture, development, and recreation uses within the
context of a sensitive natural resource area.
» Manage the nitrate risk to groundwater that is associated with soils
and geologic features, land use decisions, and various management
practices.

NATURAL SYSTEM CORRIDOR
POLICIES

C
NATURE

Stearns County has a diversity of natural systems, including water
bodies, wetlands, unique wooded areas with both natural and
community value, prairie ecosystem areas, and a stretch of the Mississippi
River. Combined, these natural areas are represented on the Future Land Use
Plan map as a Natural Resource Overlay (see Figure 5.2). Connecting these
resources together through conservation practices and land management tools
will help establish stronger natural system corridors for natural habitat and
plant communities. Natural system corridors can also serve as opportunities to
expand the county’s trail network.

a. Recognize natural systems as critical
infrastructure, equivalent to other kinds of
infrastructure in ensuring the health, safety,
welfare, and quality of life for County residents,
visitors, and businesses.
b. Work with the MnDNR, The Nature
Conservancy, and other entities on green
infrastructure corridors to:
i.

Ensure consistency with County land use
priorities and park and recreation goals.
ii. Work toward mutually achieving the County’s
and the State’s green infrastructure priorities.
iii. Set implementation priorities that integrate
agricultural protections, water resources
protection, and the protection of green
infrastructure corridors.
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See pages 140 – 141 in the
Implementation section to learn
more about the future land use
categories.
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Figure 5.2 Future Land Use Plan
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Wright

AGGREGATE RESOURCES
C
NATURE

Local sources of aggregate are of prime importance
to development activities, from building houses
to maintaining the transportation system. Aggregate
resources need to be protected so that development
does not infringe upon them and prevent extraction.
Aggregate extraction also creates significant nuisances
and puts at risk other natural systems, if not appropriately
managed.

High Quality Aggregate Resources

Large portions of aggregate resources can be found
throughout the County. High quality aggregate
areas may consist of sand and gravel and crushed
stone. Most of the highest quality aggregate in
these areas are used for construction purposes,
such as the manufacturing of concrete or asphalt.
Aggregates of lower quality are used for fill,
base-course for roads, and for a variety of other
purposes.
Aggregate resources in the region, particularly in the
Twins Cities is rapidly diminishing. Stearns County
recognizes these trends and the growing demand
for mining operations in the area. There is a desire
to preserve these resources for local economic
development initiatives and public works projects.
Accessing these resources locally can reduce the
costs for local construction projects, compared to
shipping resources from outside of the region.
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AGGREGATE RESOURCE POLICIES
a. Locate high quality aggregate resources to guide protection and
utilization activities.
b. Manage aggregate resources to provide for the extraction of high
quality aggregate prior to non-agricultural development on the site.
c. Adopt regulations to minimize nuisances from aggregate extraction
that affect developed areas and that ensure restoration of extraction
sites to protect other natural resources and natural functions.

N ATURE
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FUTURE PARKLAND PLANNING
Planning for future improvements and expansion to the existing parks and recreation
system includes the analysis of park access and coverage (see next page), guidelines
for future acquisition, master plans for the park system and individual parks and trails, and
development of system facilities.

Beneﬁts of a Diverse Trail Network

The existing County trails network is connected to a number of state and local
trails. Additionally, state water trails may be connected to the paved, land-based
trails to create a more dynamic linear recreation system, combining walking/
running and bicycling, with canoeing and kayaking. Developing and promoting
this potential network could expand tourism and economic development in the
County.

Regional Park Planning and Funding

The Greater Minnesota Regional Parks and Trails Commission (GMRPTC)
allocates state legacy funds for park and trail projects. Stearns County has the
opportunity to take advantage of this structure to acquire funding for potential
park and trail improvements and expansion. A master plan must be completed
for a certain facility, park, or trail that meets the requirements outlined by the
GMRPTC before it can be designated as a regional facility.

Countywide Parks and Trails System Plan

Prioritization of future projects, including land acquisition, park and trail
development, and partnership projects is needed in order to align staffing,
funding, and maintenance needs. The County can identify all potential projects,
conceptual cost estimates, funding options and sources, and associated priority
levels in a parks and trails system plan.
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PARKLAND PLANNING
POLICIES
a. Seek to expand and enhance
the existing park system
by acquiring property as
opportunities arise in order
to meet the goal of 20 acres
per 1,000 residents and to
add County Parkland to the
system.
b. Identify desired parcels
throughout the county based
on significant natural features,
landscapes and potential
acquisition opportunities.
c. Seek investments into
facilities and programs of the
County park system to meet
changes in recreational needs
of residents and tourists.
d. Invest in a Countywide Park
System Plan to develop a
vision, guiding principles, and
priorities for the next 10-20
years.

Park Access & Coverage

C
NATURE

County and regional parks are typically provided within a 15-30 minute drive, or a 30-45 minute bike ride, of residents. Stearns County
has identified the distance of ten miles as a standard for providing park access to residents. Figures 5.3 and 5.4 show that most of the
county residents are located within ten miles of a county park or trail. Residents in the western part of the county are located more than
ten miles from a county park, which may indicate the need for additional park land in that area. As there has been growth in the Sauk
Centre area, this may be the primary location to consider for an additional county park.
As the County is underdeveloped in terms of the amount of County parkland acreage for its size (see Table 5.1), there is the opportunity
to acquire more land, particularly for natural resources protection and restoration. Specific sites should be identified as desired
acquisition properties as opportunities arise with funding and transfers of property ownership.
Compared to selected peer counties in Minnesota, Stearns County has a smaller ratio of parkland to overall county land area and to
number of residents. Table 5.2 includes a detailed analysis of parkland acreage compared to population and land area. Also included
is the regional parkland in the Twin Cities metro area for comparison. In the past, the metro area has generally received more state
funding for regional parks and trails compared to the rest of the state, so this is not an “apples to apples” comparison, but provided for
reference.
Based on the above evaluation of current park acreage compared to standards for 20 acres of park land per 1,000 residents, Stearns
County should add 415 acres of park land to its system to meet guidelines. In the next 30 years, this guideline will grow to 565 acres.
Table 5.1 Park Access and Coverage
CURRENT
ACRES (2018)

STANDARD
20 ACRES PER 1,000 POPULATION

ESTIMATED 2017
POPULATION*

2,658 acres

157,660

COUNTY
AREA (SQ.
MILES)

# OF PARK
FACILITIES

2018 PARK
ACREAGE NEEDS

3,073.22 acres

PROJECTED 2050
POPULATION*

161,217

PROJECTED 2050 PARK
ACREAGE NEEDS

3,223.22 acres

*Source: MN State Demographer
Table 5.2 Peer County Park Comparison
COUNTY /
REGION

POPULATION
(2017, MN STATE
DEMOG.)

# OF
RESIDENTS
PER FACILITY

PARKLAND
ACREAGE

TRAIL
CORRIDOR
ACREAGE

% OF COUNTY
PARKLAND PER
COUNTY AREA

PARKLAND
ACRES
PER 1,000
RESIDENTS

STEARNS

157,660

1,343.1

18

8,758.9

1,972.0

686.0

0.23%

12.51

WRIGHT

134,365

661.5

33

4,071.7

4,705.0

18.0

1.11%

35.02

WASHINGTON

256,905

423.0

8

32,113.1

4,404.4

NA

1.63%

17.14

OLMSTED

155,849

653.4

5

31,169.8

2,161.0

NA

0.52%

13.87

3,113,338

6,364.0

64

48,645.9

54,370

1.33%

17.46

TC METRO AREA
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Figure 5.3 Access to County Parks
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Figure 5.4 Access to County Trails
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OPERATIONS AND MANAGEMENT
Operating and managing the existing parks and recreation system includes
a variety of daily activities, as well as larger tasks that occur on a monthly
or annual basis. Issues and opportunities that fall under this focus area may include
staffing levels, natural resources management, customer service duties, ensuring
infrastructure and facilities are safe and clean, marketing and wayfinding information,
and managing programming contracts and partnerships.

Support of Highly Valued Facilities

In concert with embarking on new investments in the system, it is important to
understand the value of existing recreation facilities and programs.
The support, promotion, and reinvestment of these highly valued facilities
should be a top priority of County staff and elected officials.
Stearns County residents highly value park and trail facilities in the County,
based on input from a public survey completed in the fall of 2017:
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» Quarry Park and the Lake Wobegon Trail are the most popular facilities with
over a third of respondents saying they have visited both facilities. Mississippi
County Park and Warner Lake Park are close behind with 25% and 16% saying
they have visited the parks, respectively.
» Over 90% of respondents indicated the quality of County parks and trails as
good, very good, or excellent.
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Public-Private Partnerships

a. Support and promote highly valued County
park facilities through various marketing
channels.
b. Embrace public-private partnerships when
the private organization’s or agency’s project
aligns with Stearns County priorities.
c. Ensure continuity of existing staff and
operations by communicating with and
protecting valuable parks and recreation
staff.
d. Consider adding facilities and programs
that interpret and celebrate the agricultural
identity, pre-settlement history, and natural
features within the County.

The County and private institutions could benefit from developing partnership
projects, such as recreation facilities and amenities that may be owned by the
County and operated by a private organization. Partnership facilities could include
unique recreation opportunities, campgrounds, nature centers, or food services/
concessions.

C
NATURE

OPERATIONS AND
MANAGEMENT POLICIES

Interpretation and Cultural Programs

A large part of the County’s identity is tied to agrarian lifestyles and values. This
identity stems from generations of family farms and a history of success in dairy
production. Strengthening this identity over time may have its challenges as farming
operations change throughout the County. Preservation of this identity may be
possible through interpretation of cultural resources and parks that celebrate the
legacy of agriculture in the County.
In addition to the theme of agriculture, interpretation of pre-settlement history and
natural features can be valuable additions to parks and recreation facilities and
programs. Nature tourism could be explored through promotion and marketing of
parks and trails, which is based on attractions that reconnect people with nature and
provide outdoor recreational opportunities.
Marketing and Awareness

A park and trail system is useless if people are unaware of it. Stearns County should
ensure that it regularly takes a count of how many residents and visitors are using
its system of parks, trails, and programs. This information should inform future
marketing efforts to promote the existing facilities to those who may be unaware of
its existence.
In addition to marketing the system, it is important to provide accurate information
for park and trail users on the internet and through print media. Park and trail maps
and program information should be regularly updated and provided through various
media channels.

Existing
Interpretive
Features
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FUNDING
The Stearns County parks and recreation system needs a stable
source of funding in order to operate and plan its facilities. Funding
opportunities include:
»
»
»
»
»
»

Parkland Dedication
Outside Funding Sources
Partnerships
Grant Funding
Donations
Foundations & Non-Profits
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FUNDING POLICIES
a. Develop cooperative agreements with local units of
government in order to utilize parkland dedication fees
for the maximum benefit of County residents.
b. Educate townships on parkland dedication funding issues
and opportunities.
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FUNDING OPPORTUNITIES

C
NATURE

Parkland Dedication
P

M
Minnesota
Statutes allow local governments to require dedication of land or cash in-lieu of land for parks and trails
ffrom new subdivisions. The dedication must be reasonable and rationally related to the recreation demand created by
tthe development.
S
Stearns County Ordinance 334 addresses parkland dedication through fees or land as part of the County subdivision
p
process. As of April 2020, the ordinance establishes a fee of $1,000 per lot for a subdivisions of 3 or more lots, or up
tto 10% of the undeveloped tract’s value, whichever is less. Seventy-five percent of the funds collected must be spent
iin Township of origin, unless there is an agreement otherwise, and may be used only for capital improvements.

Outside Funding Sources
O

A
Achieving
the goals for the parks and recreation system may take additional funding, not only for large capital
iinvestments, but also for park revitalization, park maintenance, and improvements to accessibility, etc. Beyond the
g
general County budget, other sources of funding (e.g., local partnerships, grants and donations) should be explored
ffor implementation.

Partnerships
P

P
Public
and private partnerships are valuable to community development of a parks and recreation system. These
rrelationships can contribute to the development of parks, operation of athletic facilities, development and
iimplementation of community programming and events, and natural resource management. Partnerships will continue
tto be important in Stearns County for both facilities and programming. Organizations with partner funding can also
p
provide assistance with design, outreach and maintenance. Partnerships and relationships with private businesses can
a
also result in easements and use agreements for trails across private lands.

N ATURE
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Grant Funding

V
Various
grant funding is available throughout Minnesota, and the grants available for parks and trails change
ffrequently. Organizations that may have grants available for parks and trails include the following:
»
»
»
»
»
»
»

Minnesota Department of Natural Resources (MnDNR)
Minnesota Department of Transportation (MnDOT)
Minnesota Pollution Control Agency (MPCA)
Minnesota Department of Health (MDH)
Minnesota Historical Society
Minnesota State Arts Board
Regional art councils

Donations
D

P
Private
donations are another potential funding source. These may be financial donations from individuals or area
ccorporations, or donations of labor from recreation clubs or use agreements. Programs such as “adopt-a-trail”
o
or “adopt-a-park” by an organization, business, or individuals have been used in many communities to help with
m
maintenance tasks and raise awareness.

Foundations & Non-Proﬁts
F

T
There
are foundations and non-profits that are interested in fulfilling their missions by supporting local projects. There
a
are a number of online tools that can assist with the process of identifying additional foundations that may provide
financial support for park, trail, and bikeway improvements. The Minnesota Council of Foundations is a great starting
p
point for identifying foundations. Another good starting point is to consider the businesses within Stearns County and
iidentifying those that have a foundation or charitable giving department. In addition to retailers and manufacturers, be
ssure to consider businesses such as energy providers and communications companies.
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PILLAR: BUSINESS
BUSIN ESS
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BUSINESS
The Business Pillar provides a guide for facilitating commercial activity throughout
the County, while recognizing opportunities for entrepreneurship and economic development
initiatives at the local and regional level. Stearns County’s commitment to this Pillar is further
embodied in the following statement and goals.

Pillar Statement
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.

Goals
1. Increase the County’s regional prosperity by being globally competitive and a
business-friendly region.
2. Increase the value of County economic production by ensuring that operations
sustain natural resources.
3. 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.
4. Enhance the ability of local retail and commercial business to sustain small cities
and rural townsites.
5. Continue to promote and encourage multi- jurisdictional
partnerships and public-private partnerships that advance
economic development opportunities.
6. Support opportunities for rural businesses
that are compatible with agricultural
environments and residential
neighborhoods.

Community
Engagement

BUSIN ESS
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Business Framework
INTRODUCTION
The Business Pillar is truly
countywide in nature, applying as
much to cities as to townships within
the County. The County’s economic
roots in agricultural production are
quite evident over much of its area,
where agriculture still plays the
primary economic role that it has for
well over a century (see next page).
The Business Pillar serves as a
framework to ensure economic
prosperity continues throughout the
agricultural community. To achieve
this objective, the Business Pillar
identifies policy areas that will help
promote and expand business
activity. This Pillar can be looked
to for guidance in helping advance
future land use decisions pertaining
to business in the agricultural and
rural areas.

90

The Comprehensive Plan continues to recognize agricultural activities as a cornerstone to the
County’s economy and identity. However, the County will need to adapt to changing markets,
socioeconomic trends, and agricultural practices in order to maintain the County’s rural
economies. The County’s agricultural production is a potential source of economic growth, but is
also at risk due to the volatility of commodity markets, changing agricultural practices, and land
use conflicts between agricultural and non-agricultural development.
The Agricultural Pillar and Emerging Trends sections of this Plan has recognized some of these
trends and challenges. Examples include:
» Aging: As farmers age, farms tend to switch hands to larger corporations as future generations
are choosing not to take over the farm.
» Land Sales: The character and intensity of the agricultural landscape may change over time as
farmers are choosing to sell their land to larger operations.
» Flexibility: Rural residents and farmers are looking for greater flexibility to do more with
their land to achieve economic prosperity, as farming becomes more difficult from a financial
perspective.
To help address these trends, the Business Pillar has established policy areas to strengthen the
rural economy.
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Looking Beyond Agriculture

The Comprehensive Plan recognizes the County’s economic diversity
expands well beyond the agricultural sector. The urban areas also play a
pivotal role in the County’s economic diversity, serving as activity hubs for
commerce and jobs. Much of this planning is done through partnerships that
bring together cities, townships, local Chambers of Commerce, Economic
Development Authorities (EDAs), educational institutions, and private
investors/businesses. Therefore, it is important to recognize planning for the
County’s economic prosperity falls well beyond this Plan. One should look to
the various planning documents at the local and regional level to help inform
future economic development decisions (e.g., local comprehensive plans).

THE AGRICULTURAL ECONOMY
Minnesota is an agricultural state, and most Minnesota
counties have a share of Minnesota’s agricultural
production. According to the U.S. Department of
Agriculture, Stearns County was, in 2017, the top
Minnesota County in agricultural sales with total receipts
of almost $748,000 million (see Table 6.1). The County’s
ranking in the state will vary year by year depending on
which commodities are particularly valuable in a given
year and favorable weather patterns. Regardless, the
County is always among the top production areas in
the State as measured by total receipts. Most of the
economic value of the County’s agricultural production
is in animal agriculture (see Table 6.2). In 2017, animal
agriculture accounted for $569 million (76%) of total
agricultural production.

Table 6.1 Stearns County Agricultural Sales (2002 - 2017)
MINNESOTA COUNTY
1. STEARNS COUNTY
2. MARTIN COUNTY
3. RENVILLE COUNTY
4. NOBLES COUNTY
5. BLUE EARTH COUNTY

TOTAL RECEIPTS
OF STATE

SALES RECEIPTS OR
SHIPMENTS

4.1%

$747.978 million

3.5%

$635.52 million

3.3%

$609.19 million

2.8%

$518.97 million

2.6%

$483.50 million

STATE TOTAL

$18.40 billion

Table 6.2 Top 5 Counties in Agricultural Sales (2017)
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ECONOMIC SNAP-SHOT
The economy of Stearns
County employs 85.6k
people. The largest
industries in Stearns County,
MN are:

Focus Areas

The highest paying industries
are:

$77,794

15000

Stearns County has defined a set of focus areas that will help create
greater flexibility for business opportunities in the agricultural areas.
The focus areas are intended to recognize the diversity of business
needs and growth pressures facing the county (see sidebar). Unlike
other Pillars of this Plan, the Business policies are truly countywide
in nature, applying as much to cities as to townships within the
County.

12000

Management of
Companies & Enterprises

9000

Rural Business

6000
3000
0

13,690
people

12,132
people

11,693
people

Health Care
& Social
Assistance

Manufacturing

Retail Trade

$63,636

$61,250

Utilities

Mining,
Quarrying,
& Oil & Gas
Extraction

Agritourism

Artisan Agriculture

1.31%

Townsite Mixed Use

Males in Stearns County
have an average income
that is 1.31 times higher
than the average income of
females, which is $52,870.
The income inequality in
Stearns County (measured
using the Gini index) is
0.467, which is lower than
the national average.

Major Transportation Corridors

Median household
income in Stearns County,
MN is $59,564.

Changing Economies

Partnership & Local Coordination
(Source: 2017 Census Est.)
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RURAL BUSINESS

» Rural Business: These are small, privately owned businesses conducted primarily by
residents of the property. Typical home businesses in the County include “cottage”
type industries or services, ranging from woodworking, cabinetry, contractors, small
repair shops, seamstresses and beauty salons. Other types of business may include
those that specialize in some form of service, such as accounting, web development,
and legal guidance.
» Light Manufacturing/Industrial: These types of uses are typically located along
major transportation corridors (e.g., Highway 23 through Rockville, Richmond, and
Cold Spring) for access and visibility purpose, and in areas that do not demand a
high level of wastewater treatment or water supply. These types of business typically
employ any where from 15 to 100+ employees.
» Commercial Services: There are smaller commercial uses scattered throughout the
County, such as convenience stores and gas stations. These uses are typically located
near townsites or at major intersections. There are also smaller commercial shops that
have popped up throughout the County (e.g., gift shops), which are regulated by the
County.
» Clean Energy: Installing clean energy sources, such as wind and solar can be viewed
as a business venture. These systems can help reduce energy costs associated with
a residential home or farming/business operation. Larger systems also provide a
source of income as collected energy is sold back to the utility provider. The State of
Minnesota and Stearns County regulates wind and solar energy systems within the
County.

RURAL BUSINESS POLICIES
C
BUSINESS

Public engagement efforts helped reaffirm the County’s agricultural identity
from an economic development perspective. This identity continues to
embrace a “rural character” through a rich history of family farms and agrarian
economic lifestyles. The public engagement efforts also recognized the need to adapt
to changing markets and socioeconomic trends to stay viable in the agricultural parts
of the County. Businesses that are considered appropriate for the agricultural/rural
areas should be able to meet the Comprehensive Plan’s Future Land Use Factors.
Examples of these types of businesses include:

a. Rural business should not alter the rural
character of the neighborhood and should
not create negative impacts on the public
health, safety, and general welfare of
adjacent property owners.
b. Rural businesses in the agricultural areas
should utilize the properties existing
infrastructure and buildings.
c. Encourage rural businesses seeking
expansion in agricultural areas to locate
near Major Transportation Corridors,
Townsite Mixed Use areas, or Transitional
Areas (see Figure 6.1).
d. Rural businesses in agricultural areas must
embrace the Comprehensive Plan’s Future
Land Use Factors to minimize conflicts
between adjacent land uses and natural
resources.

BUSIN ESS
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AGRITOURISM
A large part of the County’s identity is tied to agrarian
lifestyles and values. This identity stems from generations
of family farms and a history of leading the State in dairy production.
Strengthening this identity over time may have its challenges as
farming operations change throughout the County. To help overcome
these challenges, similar counties have helped strengthen their
agricultural identity through agritourism and nature tourism:
» Agritourism is the business of establishing farms as destinations
for educational experiences and entertainment uses, while helping
increase the farm income.
» Nature tourism is based on attractions that reconnect people with
nature and provide outdoor recreational opportunities.
Many aspects of agritourism and nature tourism have been established
directly or indirectly throughout the County. Some of the most widely
recognized events include Breakfast on the Farm and local festivals that
celebrate its agricultural history (e.g., Pioneer Days in Albany). Other
examples include regional destinations such as the Lake Wobegon
Trail, Dairy Land Trail, and Quarry Park. Combined, these programs and
amenities create a unique identity for Stearns County.

Examples of Agritourism

»
»
»
»
»
»
»
»
»
»
»
»
»
»
»

Agricultural Museums
Breakfast/Dinner on the Farm
Corn Mazes
Cut-your-own Christmas Tree Farms
Demonstration Farms
Event Venues (Barn Weddings)
Garden & Barn Tours
Hay Rides
Living History Farms
On-farm Farmers’ Markets
Petting and Feeding zoos
Pumpkin Picking Patches
Rural Bed & Breakfasts and Farm-stays
U-Pick Operations
Winery, Brewery, and Distillery Tours/Tasting

“Minnesota State Statue 604A.40. defines agritourism
activity as an activity carried out on a farm or ranch that
allows organizations or members of the general public,
for recreational, entertainment, charitable, or educational
purposes, to view, enjoy, or participate in rural activities,
including, but not limited to: farming; viticulture; wine making;
ranching; and historical, cultural, farm stay, gleaning, harvestyour-own, or natural activities and attractions. An activity is
an agritourism activity whether or not the participant pays to
participate in the activity.”
Collegeville
Orchards
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C
BUSINESS

AGRITOURISM POLICIES
a. Agritourism businesses are subject to
zoning restrictions, building codes,
compliance with the Minnesota
Accessibility Code, taxation, and business
permits.
b. Review high attendance agritourism
activities to ensure mitigation of negative
traffic impacts.
c. Agritourism-related businesses located in
the agricultural areas of the County should
follow the Comprehensive Plan’s Future
Land Use Factors to minimize conflicts with
adjacent land uses and natural resources.

“

Moving forward, Stearns
County should look for
opportunities to enhance its
agricultural identity through
agritourism and nature
tourism. Supporting these
initiatives will help bolster rural
economic development goals,
supplement farm incomes, and
create unique experiences for
visitors and residents.

“

Animal
Agritourism
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ARTISAN AGRICULTURE
By definition, artisan agricultural uses are small scale farms
that can range from a few chickens in the backyard to a
local farm producing meat, cheese, and honey, or breads for sale
at your community’s farmers market. The artisan farm has grown in
popularity as people become more aware of their positive impacts
on the environment and community. The popularity in other markets,
such as organic farming, farm-to-table, and artisan products (e.g.,
breads, honey, beer, and wine) has also inspired younger populations
to take on small scale farming.
“The Comprehensive Plan supports artisan farms or small scale
farming throughout the County.”
Stearns County’s Zoning Districts will primarily dictate the
appropriate locations for these types of uses to minimize potential
conflicts between adjacent land uses. Moving forward, the County
will need to consider how the Zoning Ordinance can provide
flexibility to accommodate new markets. Areas for consideration
include:
» Artisan Zoning: Artisan zoning is an approach to land use and
development that provides space for small-scale operations that
produce little to no vibration, noise, fumes, or other nuisances.
These type of uses can fit within a wide variety of agricultural,
industrial, commercial, and even residential districts.
» Event Space: Stearns County has experienced a growing interest in
the conversion of barns and other buildings to event space that can
be used for weddings, parties, and meetings. The conversion of a
barn to a different use is subject to Minnesota State Building Code
and the Stearns County Zoning Ordinance. Introducing food and
beverages as part of these uses are also subject to Stearns County’s
Food, Beverage, and Lodging Ordinances. These ordinances are in
place for public safety, health, and welfare purposes.
» Hunting & Fishing: Stearns County’s vast open spaces, woodlands,
and waters attract hunters and fisherman from across the state.
Artisan shops, tourism based businesses, and hunting/fishing
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supply shops rely on these visitors and the various hunting/fishing
seasons as a source of income.
» Farmers Markets: Zoning language should be crafted that allows
farmers markets to occur in particular areas of the County that do not
disrupt adjacent areas.
» Tasting Rooms: Tasting rooms are typically associated with wineries,
breweries, cideries, cheese shops, and distilleries. The Zoning
Ordinance can help facilitate the orderly development of these
uses, within agricultural zoning districts and certain commercial,
industrial and residential zoning districts, to encourage the
economic development of the local agricultural industry, provide
for the sampling and sales of value-added products, and protect
the agricultural character and long-term agricultural production of
agricultural lands.

ARTISAN AGRICULTURE POLICIES
a. Permitting of small-scale farms, hobby farms, and home
business will be guided by Stearns County’s Zoning
Districts and Ordinance.
b. Farming operations and home businesses may be subject
to zoning restrictions, building codes, compliance with
the Americans with Disabilities Act, taxation, and business
permits.
c. Producers who provide food products, food stands, or
restaurants must consider local and state food safety and
public health laws that may apply, in addition to laws
governing liquor licenses.
d. Businesses located in the agricultural areas of the County
should follow the Comprehensive Plan’s Future Land Use
Factors to minimize conflicts with adjacent land uses and
natural resources.

C
BUSINESS
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Bad Habit Brewing in St. Joseph, MN (Stearns County)

St. Joseph Farmer’s Market

BUSIN ESS

97

TOWNSITE MIXED USE
These areas are defined by specific landmarks,
intersections or identifiable places. Most of these
nodes were established in the late 1800’s as central hubs
for agricultural business. The number of businesses within
these nodes is relatively small. Types of businesses can range
from implement stores, storage facilities, restaurants/bars,
convenience/gas, and in some cases religious institutions.
Smaller subdivisions and single-family residential homes are
also common land uses in and around these areas.
Although incorporation is not anticipated, there may be
opportunities to allow limited development in and around
these centers. In order to maintain rural development
patterns, new commercial development should be centralized
within existing commercial nodes. Development should avoid
linear type patterns that would occur along transportation
corridors. Instead, development should be focused at
commercial nodes.
Clustering development
in this manner will help
businesses support
one another, providing
successful and viable
businesses.

Townsite Business Examples
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TOWNSITE MIXED USE POLICIES
a. Ensure a compatible design transition between land uses
including retaining existing features of the landscape as defining
elements of site design (fence rows, ditches, wetlands, woods) or
incorporating greater setback and landscaping standards.
b. Encourage building and site design in new commercial projects
that reflect the historical context and identity.
c. Encourage home businesses (e.g., cottage industries and beauty
salons) to expand and relocate to Townsites.
d. Development in the Townsite Mixed Use areas need to embrace
the Comprehensive Plan’s Future Land Use Factors to minimize
conflicts between adjacent land uses and natural resources.
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MAJOR TRANSPORTATION CORRIDORS

“The Future Land Use Plan map (see Figure 6.1) has recognized these
corridors as Major Transportation Corridors. This land use designation
essentially serves as an overlay, providing direction towards design
standards more so than land use.”

Land Use Patterns

•

Most of the interchanges along I-94 have been recognized
in local comprehensive plans as areas of opportunity for
development.

•

The State Highways have attracted strong industrial and
commercial growth, as well as lake-related recreational and
residential development pressure in certain areas (e.g.,
Highway 23). Light industrial/manufacturing uses can also
bee seen along these corridors.

•

Corridors that are more rural in nature provide opportunities
for smaller scale development that do not require municipal
services. These corridors may be more attractive for rural
subdivisions, light-industrial/manufacturing, and business
that complement the agrarian lifestyle.

MAJOR TRANSPORTATION CORRIDOR
POLICIES

C
BUSINESS

The County’s transportation network plays an important role in
our economy by linking producers to markets, workers to jobs,
residents to services, and students to schools. These corridors are also
attractive locations for development given their visibility and access to
markets. However, certain transportation corridors may be better suited
for development, while others will continue to remain agricultural or
undeveloped. Those that are more likely to experience development
will have access to municipal services or located within a growth area
identified by a township or city.

a. Access to Major Transportation Corridors from individual
properties/parcels should follow the road authorities
access management guidelines.
b. Roadway design should be guided first by the desired
character of the road followed closely by the function and
volume of traffic.
c. Site planning and building orientation should direct visual
elements of the site (i.e. landscaping and architectural
details) toward the primary corridor. Setbacks should vary
for residential and commercial uses.
d. Commercial uses should be oriented principally around
key intersections and commercial nodes.
e. Residential uses should be allowed along the corridors,
but should have increased setbacks proportional to the
intensity of the traffic function of the corridor.
f.

Development along a Major Transportation Corridor
must embrace the Comprehensive Plan’s Future Land Use
Factors to minimize conflicts.

BUSIN ESS
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See pages 140 – 141 in the
Implementation section to learn
more about the future land use
categories.
Meeker

Figure 6.1 Future Land Use Plan Map
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Wright

CHANGING ECONOMIES

» eCommerce: Retailers in general have been impacted by the rise of online commerce,
competing markets and behavioral change. In fact, online retail now constitutes a larger
share of shopping in the U.S. This impact has played a role in a shrinking market for
big-box retailers; resulting in some big-box stores closing or reducing the size of their
building’s footprint. Other impacts include a growing number of trucks transporting
goods to residential homes. Heavier truck traffic may have impacts on County and
Township roads.
» Circular Economies: More Minnesota companies (e.g., 3M, Cargill, General Mills,
Medtronic and Target) are embracing a circular economy. Circular economies are closed
looped sustainable systems. Products and energy created on site happens efficiently and
renewably, creating a circular flow of resources. For example, reusing a by-product (e.g.,
steam) to create a sustainable energy source is one of many close looped technologies. A
more simplistic example of a circular economy includes the use of manure from feedlots
to help fertilize farm fields. Other growing markets may include specialty crops that are
being grown and processed on site, such as hops to hop-pellets, milk to cheese, and
apples to cider.
» Autonomous & Electric Vehicles: Over the next 30 years, ride-sharing, autonomous
vehicles and increased access to public transportation are anticipated to change how
future generations move about the region. The biggest unknown is the advancement
of autonomous vehicle and its impact on the economy from how we get to work and
transport goods. We do know that the demand for electrical vehicles are growing in
popularity. The electrification of the vehicle fleet will also have impacts on the County. As
more people switch over to hybrid-electric or fully electric vehicles, there will be greater
demand for charging stations in rural areas.
» Automation: Many industries (e.g., manufacturing and food processing) are finding
business efficiency through the use of machines and technology to make processes
run on their own without manpower (automation). This is also experienced to some
degree in the agricultural sector as larger equipment is becoming more automated. This
advancement in technology has reduced the number of jobs in certain sectors; however,
there is a growing demand for labor in the technology/automation sector.

CHANGING ECONOMY
POLICIES

C
BUSINESS

Stearns County recognizes the changing technologies and economies that can
influence the County’s job growth. Rather than speculate on how or when these
trends will impact the future of Stearns County, this plan highlights a few topics for future
consideration in long-range plans.

a. Support educational institutions
and programs that enhance the
County’s labor force’s skills to
adapt to changing technologies
and markets.
b. Monitor changing markets
and adjust zoning regulations
accordingly to accommodate
new uses.
c. Program and prioritize
transportation investments that
address changing technologies
and transportation needs.
d. Support innovative business
models and new markets that
enhance the County’s economy.
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PARTNERSHIPS & LOCAL COORDINATION
PARTNERSHIPS & LOCAL
COORDINATION POLICIES
a. Strengthen economic connections between
the metropolitan area and other Stearns
County cities and townships.
b. Promote alignment of economic and
workforce development goals, including
encouraging post-secondary education and
skills training to support high-growth and
high-wage jobs.
c. Develop and promote a regional marketing
strategy
d. Develop and ensure consistent regional
branding efforts that promote local
businesses and locally made and/or
designed products.

Most of the non-agricultural economic development will occur in the
County’s urban areas. The Comprehensive Plan’s public engagement efforts (e.g.,
participation by local Chambers of Commerce) also determined that cities have a
variety of needs to meet their economic development goals. These needs ranged
from filling industrial parks, attracting new residents, creating development to help
pay for recent infrastructure improvements, and new approaches to land use and
natural resource conflicts.
Development opportunities can be difficult to balance in an effort to not over
burden infrastructure or natural resource and not conflict with the agricultural
base. Particularly as one moves out of the metropolitan region, diversifying the
local economic base may require substantial investments in infrastructure (e.g.,
telecommunications, transportation, water and wastewater). Some of these
investments are described in local comprehensive plans, while larger regional
initiatives or infrastructure needs are described in their respective plans (see Table
6.3).

e. Campaign for competitively-priced, highspeed broadband infrastructure throughout
the region
f.

Encourage industrial development
within existing communities, including
redevelopment of existing sites and filling of
industrial and business parks.
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DOCUMENT

ADOPTED

AGENCY CONTACT

NA

Cities and Townships

METRO BUS LONG RANGE TRANSIT PLAN

2015

St. Cloud Area Planning
Organization

ON-THE-ROAD BICYCLE FACILITIES REPORT

2016

St. Cloud Area Planning
Organization

REGIONAL FREIGHT FRAMEWORK

2018

St. Cloud Area Planning
Organization

REGIONAL MULTIMODAL TRANSPORTATION
OPERATIONS SUPPLEMENTAL DATA AND
ANALYSIS

2018

St. Cloud Area Planning
Organization

REGIONAL PAVEMENT DATA COLLECTION AND
PAVEMENT MANAGEMENT STUDY

2015

St. Cloud Area Planning
Organization

RETURN ON INVESTMENT FOR PERFORMANCE
MEASURES FOR TRANSPORTATION PROJECTS

2019

St. Cloud Area Planning
Organization

ST. CLOUD AREA PLANNING ORGANIZATION
(APO) LONG-RANGE TRANSPORTATION PLAN

2014

St. Cloud Area Planning
Organization

STEARNS COUNTY 2040 TRANSPORTATION
PLAN

2015

Stearns County Public Works

STEARNS COUNTY BROADBAND STUDY

2020

Stearns County Administration

STEARNS COUNTY CAPITAL IMPROVEMENT
PLAN

Updated Annually

Stearns County Budget and
Finance

STEARNS COUNTY COMPREHENSIVE WATER
PLAN

2007

Stearns County Environmental
Services

Updated Annually

Stearns County Environmental
Services

LOCAL COMPREHENSIVE & ECONOMIC
DEVELOPMENT PLANS

STEARNS COUNTY SUBSURFACE SEWAGE
TREATMENT SYSTEM PROGRAM REPORT

Table 6.3 Regional Plans of Note

C
BUSINESS

REGIONAL INFRASTRUCTURE PLANS

Comprehensive Economic Development
Strategy

In 2017 Stearns, Benton, Sherburne, and
Wright Counties drafted a Comprehensive
Economic Development Strategy (CEDS)
planning document with a multi-jurisdictional
task force comprised of representatives
of local governments throughout the
four counties. The CEDS focuses on four
cornerstones to build a strong region. These
cornerstones include:
» Human Capital: developing, retaining, and
attracting talent
» Economic Competitiveness: making Central
Minnesota an attractive environment for
business
» Community Resources: maintaining rural
values and the heritage of the region
» Foundational Assets: collaborative
approaches/strategies for cost-effective
infrastructure
This document can be used as a resource
to learn more about the region’s economic
profile, such as demographics, labor force,
income, wages, and occupations.

“Stearns County plays a role in ensuring that local economic development is not at cross
purposes with County land use goals, infrastructure plans, and with the economic needs
of non-incorporated areas. Rather than having municipalities and townships compete
with each other in order to attract development, the County can facilitate a cooperative
process that works to maximize opportunity and create synergy. “

BUSIN ESS
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PILLAR: CONNECTIVITY
CON N ECTIVITY

105

This page intentionally left blank

106

ST EARN S C O U NT Y CO M P R E H E NS I V E PLA N 2040

CONNECTIVITY
The Connectivity Pillar pays tribute to the community resources that help support our
quality of life, while enhancing the vitality of each Pillar. These resources range from county
buildings that provide community services (e.g., human services and emergency response
teams) to gathering places (schools, parks and religious institutions) that create social
cohesion. As a predominantly rural county, the Connectivity Pillar emphasizes the importance
in providing reliable networks (physically and digitally) that connect people to these
resources. Stearns County’s commitment to this Pillar is further embodied in the following
statement and goals.

Pillar Statement
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 fiscally responsible manner. Enhancing these
systems will require public and private partnerships that strive to maintain our quality of life.

Goals
1. Develop and maintain a transportation system that promotes the safety, mobility,
and access of all users.
2. Coordinate infrastructure and service needs with development, and encourage
development where the infrastructure and services are adequate to serve that
growth.
3. Strengthen our regional role in connecting rural and agricultural economies with
metropolitan areas through reliable transportation networks.
4. Deploy fast and reliable internet technologies that are equitable, affordable, and
take advantage of existing infrastructure assets.
5. Provide County infrastructure, services, and facilities that benefit the residents of
the County in a cost-effective manner.
6. Maintain a state of readiness to meet natural, man-made, and technological
disasters on a local or countywide basis.

CON N ECTIVITY
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Connectivity Framework
INTRODUCTION
Stearns County’s services and assets provide an
important means for community development and
the enhancement of the quality of life for citizens. The
primary services provided by Stearns County include:
» Maintaining County roads.
» Enhancing and maintaining the public health and
social welfare of the County.
» Providing law enforcement and related administration
of criminal justice services.
» Managing and maintaining County solid waste facilities
and waste facility planning.
» Providing information to local communities and
coordinating sanitary sewer treatment and disposal.

Stearns County Mission and Values

Provide exceptional public services to assure a safe,
healthy, and vibrant County for all.
» Professional: We are ethical, reliable, accountable for
our actions, and strive for continuous improvement.
» Responsive: We serve our clients and customers with a
keen awareness of their needs
» Approachable: We are eager to serve, friendly, helpful,
and treat everyone with respect and dignity.
» Collaborative: We serve the public best with teamwork
and community partnership.
» Fair & Equitable: We strive to eliminate disparities and
provide impartial assistance to our employees and the
people we serve.
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The Connectivity framework is built around Stearns County’s Mission and Values,
and the services/resources that contribute to our quality of life. Figure 7.1 shows
County buildings, parks, hospitals, police and fire stations, and civic uses. Residents
are largely connected to these resources through transportation systems (roads, rail,
and air), and to a larger extent, the internet and telecommunications.
» County Buildings: These buildings house various County Departments that offer
a range of services and programs that meet our daily needs. Courthouse Square,
located in downtown St. Cloud, is the headquarters for County emergency,
legal and administrative services.. Other County facilities (e.g., Public Works)
are strategically located throughout the county to meet various needs. In 2009,
the County opened a service center in Waite Park that will soon houses the
Environmental Services Department and other land departments.
» County Parks: The County’s park and trail system provide opportunities for
recreation, social gatherings, and active lifestyles. The Stearns County Parks
Department was established in 1974 and carries the responsibility for acquisition,
planning, development, administration, and daily maintenance of over 2,600 acres
of parks and trails. The Park’s Department is located in Quarry Park.
» Emergency Services: Emergency services in Stearns County can be divided into
three categories: police, medical (ambulance) and fire department jurisdictions.
Most areas of Stearns County outside major cities are served by the Patrol Division
of the Stearns County Sheriff’s Office. These areas are also provided primarily by
volunteer fire and medical response teams. All emergency service communications
are provided by the Sheriff’s Office Communications Division, also known as the
911 Center. The Center dispatches for 30 fire and rescue departments, 17 police
departments, and six ambulance services.
» Civic Uses: The civic uses depicted in Figure 7.1 range greatly between public and
semi-public uses. These may reflect the location of
city halls, town halls, and schools. These uses play
an integral part in building a sense of place and
social cohesion.
» Transportation Systems: Figure 7.1 highlights some
of the County’s important transportation systems
(rail and air) that support our economy and quality
of life.
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Figure 7.1 Map of County Facilities
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Focus Areas

TRANSPORTATION NETWORKS

Stearns County has identified a set of focus
areas that will help strengthen our connections
to resources (i.e., transportation networks,
county resources, and internet connectivity),
while being more sustainable and resilient to
changing environments.

The automobile continues to be a major mode of transportation and will be the primary
mode of choice for many residents who live in rural parts of the County. This system
will be relied on heavily by the rural community to access resources and services for
the foreseeable future. Other transportation systems that play an important role to our
economy and quality of life include freight, rail, and air. Long-term planning for these
systems are done at all levels of government (federal, state, county and local) and
through private entities. Stearns County’s long-term transportation goals and needs are
articulated in a separated document, which is known as the Stearns County 2040 Long
Range Transportation Plan (LRTP).

Transportation Networks

“The 2040 LRTP will continue to serve as a planning document for future transportation
decisions. Maintaining and expanding this system is critical in connecting people to
their destinations and county resources.“

County Resources
2040 Long Range Transportation Plan

Internet Connectivity

Sustainability and Resiliency
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The 2040 LRTP was adopted in 2016 and typically updated every ten years. The
Plan prioritizes needs into specific actionable projects, prioritizes improvements
to accommodate growth and the County’s financial capacity, and presents new
transportation initiatives and strategies. Plan elements included:
» An assessment of existing conditions and identification of critical needs.
» Establishment of long-term goals and objectives.
» Preparation of updated traffic forecasts for both rural and metropolitan areas of
the County.
» Development and evaluation of alternatives to address existing and future
system operational and capacity deficiencies.
» A future system planning analysis that proposes functional classification,
jurisdictional and designation updates, along with safety, freight, trail, and transit
improvements.
» Preparation of project scoping, cost, and priorities for future safety, capacity, and
modal improvements, and a financial gap analysis for system preservation.
» Preparation of plan implementation strategies and funding opportunities to
advance recommended system improvements.

TRANSPORTATION SNAP-SHOT
The County’s 2040 Transportation Plan was completed in 2016. The Plan highlights and evaluates various strategies to accomplish
a comprehensive, multimodal transportation system. Many of these strategies focus on education, enforcement, and engineering
standards to ensure people can move throughout the county safely and efficiently. The County’s Transportation Goals for the future
include:
State of the County

The county owns, operates, and maintains:

966

Miles of
County Road

90

Miles of offroad trails

123
Bridges

Safety: Develop and maintain a transportation system that
promotes the safety of all users.
Access and Mobility: Develop a transportation system that
increases the accessibility and mobility options of all users.
Preservation and Maintenance: Develop a transportation

system that is sustainable (e.g., cost-feasible), maintains a state
of good repair, and explores low-cost/high-benefit solutions to
satisfy public transportation priorities.
Coordination and Collaboration: Maximize intergovernmental
cooperation and coordination.

1%

>30 Years

Age of Asphalt and
Pavement

Fifty-five percent
of Stearns County’s
asphalt roadways
are over 15 years
old.

8% 13%
26-30
Years

25%
21-25 Years

0-5 Years

transportation funding.

13%
6-10 Years

19%
21%

Fiscally Responsible: Effectively and efficiently use available

11-15 Years

Bridge Conditions

117 Adequate 2 Structurally Deficient
4 Functionally Obsolete

16-20 Years
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TRANSPORTATION TRENDS
Access & Maintenance: While most people may experience relatively good mobility around the County today,

that may not always be true in the future without proper care for the County’s existing transportation assets and
multi-modal investments. The LRTP lays out a variety of financing mechanisms to ensure that Stearns County’s
maintenance practices don’t fall behind industry roadway standards. Beyond maintenance, proper care also
requires careful planning for future access onto the county roadway system (i.e., access management). The
mobility of a roadway today can drastically change with future haphazard placement of access points to the
roadway. The County is dedicated to planning for and maintaining proper access according to the MnDOT
access management manual guidelines and best practices.

Aging in Place: Stearns County will need to take into consideration the aging population and their ability

to access places they need to go, such as residential areas, churches, health care facilities, employment
opportunities (as we anticipate the age of those still seeking employment will continue to rise), grocery stores,
and drug stores. The majority of these facilities are typically located in the urbanized areas. Thus, older people
living in rural areas may have more difficulty accessing certain facilities and services because of their location
and further distance from the urban centers. The County should plan for different types of transportation
systems, such as dial-a-ride, which provides economical transportation options for the community.

Autonomous Vehicles: Technological advancements are always making new things possible and potentially

more affordable than in the past. Transformations in how Stearns County residents get around are actively
shaping the future of the county. It will be important for Stearns County to keep up with the fast paced tech
world and recognize the positive and negative impacts it can have on the transportation system. While the
timing of mass adoption of autonomous vehicles (AV) is unknown, they will dramatically shape how people will
get around. This plan does not address these anticipated changes given its unknowns. Instead, it continues to
emphasize the importance of multimodal options over the personal vehicles. Stearns County should continue
to monitor the changes in transportation technologies.

112

ST EARN S C O U NT Y CO M P R E H E NS I V E PLA N 2040

C
CONNECTIVITY

Emergency Services: A reliable transportation network is critical to the response times for emergency services

(e.g., police, fire and medical). In fact, research has suggested people, who needed emergency medical
attention and lived further away from a hospital, had an increased likelihood of mortality compared to those
who lived closer to a hospital (source: Journal of American Medical Association – July 2019).
If residential development increases in the more rural areas of Stearns County, emergency service response
times can lengthen due to distance and congestion on rural roads. While this issue has not yet been identified
as a current problem, it should be considered as part of the review of proposed residential subdivisions.

Farm-to-Market: Transporting the goods produced by Stearns County farmers to local and regional markets

and vice-versa is essential to the economic vitality of the county. Farmers depend on a reliable transportation
network that can supports the movement of goods. Farm-to-market routes should be able to handle larger
equipment sizes and weights, which can add stress to the county road. Maintaining a freight network to
transport goods (e.g., crops, livestock, and aggregate) will be an ongoing priority for the County’s economic
viability. The 2040 LRTP provides a framework for the County’s ten-ton network and freight priorities.

Rail, Freight and Air: Retailers in general have been impacted by the rise of online commerce, competing

markets and behavioral change. In fact, online retail (eCommerce) now constitutes a larger share of shopping in
the United States. A strong presence of online retail and day-to-day deliveries have become increasingly more
important to the national economy. This phenomenon is also reflected at a regional level throughout the St.
Cloud metropolitan area and the County’s proximity to the Twins Cities. The demands of customers to receive
seemingly any product of their choosing within a moment’s notice. This trend will continue to increase air, rail
and freight traffic. It is imperative that these trends be accounted for and planned for accordingly to maintain
the viability of our transportation systems, while meeting expectation of the consumer and business community.
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TRANSPORTATION
SYSTEM POLICIES

Multimodal Options: Connectivity for all of Stearns County’s
residents means improving all ways to get around. An increasingly
aging and diversifying population also means that the future
population may have different transportation needs. Transit
(including on-demand mobility services) and bicycle and
pedestrian infrastructure will play a bigger role in moving people
around in the future. These modes of transportation include many
benefits including; a smaller carbon footprint, greater affordability,
healthier lifestyles, and less dependence on the user’s ability to
operate a personal automobile.

a. Adhere to the goals, objectives,
and recommendations stated
in the Stearns County 2040
Transportation Plan.
b. Embrace Stearns County’s
Access Management Guidelines.
c. Prepare for widespread
adoption of automated and
connected vehicles,

Other considerations will need to include multimodal options
for commuters. Many residents are traveling greater distances
to reach their jobs (rural to urban). Over 17%1 of the population
travels more than 50 miles to reach their job. Expanding local and
regional transit options (e.g., Northstar Commuter Rail) will need
to be an ongoing effort.

d. Prioritize transportation
investments that provide
multiple benefits beyond singleoccupancy automobile travel.
e. Support freight, rail, and air
transportation investments that
improve the region’s economic
initiatives.

Safe Routes to School: Safe Routes to School is a national

initiative to increase safety and promote walking and bicycling
for America’s youth. The Safe Routes to school program will assist
in providing infrastructure and non-infrastructure grants to build
trails, paths, and safe connections to local schools. Planning for
safe routes to schools will require specific attention to certain
elements such as bike routes, complete street treatments,
sidewalk networks, pedestrian/bicycle amenities and wayfinding
signage. Combined, these elements can create Safe Routes to
Schools.

1
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Source: On the Map 2017 U.S. Census Bureau, Center for Economic Studies

COUNTY SERVICES & RESOURCES

The planning for County services falls outside of this Comprehensive Plan’s purview.
However, the Comprehensive Plan’s Pillars can be a source of guidance and direction
when developing department plans. The Pillars are committed to advancing equitable
opportunities for all. It is important to note that a focus on equity does not mean
providing equal access to the same amount of resources. Equity is focused on making
sure everyone has the resources they need to lead a healthy, productive life.
Stearns County Services

Stearns County provides a wealth of services and resources for its population,
while planning for a diverse set of needs. County services and programs are
housed under 17 different departments that employ over 900 people. The
largest department includes Human Services, which provides some of the most
important services to area residents, which include public health initiatives,
community corrections, family and children services, and community support
services.

C
CONNECTIVITY

Critical to the success of providing County services in Stearns County is the
balancing of rural and urban service accessibility. This includes the convenient
location of important County services and the expansion of services as needed.
Currently the majority of citizens feel County facilities and services adequately meet
their needs. The continued success of these services will rely on careful analysis and
attention to citizen needs and desires that may warrant expansion of County services.

COUNTY SERVICES AND
RESOURCES SYSTEM POLICIES
a. Coordinate provision of services with other
agencies, jurisdictions and private sector
service providers to maximize efficiency.
b. Recognize and consider existing or
planned County facilities during the
subdivision review process to assess
the ability to provide services to new
development.
c. Plan for the future maintenance and/
or expansion of County facilities and
services by monitoring growth trends
and demographic and socioeconomic
indicators.
d. Ensure reasonable access to County
services and facilities, including access for
transit-dependent populations.
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INTERNET CONNECTIVITY
Reliable and affordable internet (wireless or broadband), also known
as e-Connectivity plays a fundamental role in our economic activity.
More importantly, access to high-speed internet is vital for attracting and
retaining businesses. It also helps support a larger population of workers
choosing to telecommute from home and serves as a catalyst in fostering
entrepreneurship and small business growth in rural parts of the County.
Internet connectivity acts as a catalyst for rural prosperity by enabling
efficient, modern communications between rural households, county
services, schools, and health care facilities. The benefits are far reaching,
which have been recognized not only at a national level, but also at the
state. It is a state goal that no later than 2022, all Minnesota businesses
and homes have access to high-speed broadband that provides minimum
download speeds of at least 25 megabits per second and minimum
upload speeds of at least three megabits per second; and no later than
2026, all Minnesota businesses and homes have access to at least one
provider of broadband with download speeds of at least 100 megabits
per second and upload speeds of at least 20 megabits per second.

BROADBAND INTERNET CONNECTIVITY
POLICIES
a. Adopt a “dig once” approach to align efforts for the
planning, relocation, installation, or improvement of
broadband conduit within the right-of-way in conjunction
with any current or planned construction, including, trunk
highways and bridges.
b. Facilitate the timely and efficient deployment of broadband
conduit or other broadband facilities on County-owned
lands and buildings.
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Stearns County Broadband Study (2019)

In January 2019, the County engaged NEO Connect (NEO)
to provide the County with the information needed to
analyze, select and implement the best solutions to improve
broadband connectivity across the study area.
“The Vision for the Broadband Feasibility Study states “All
Stearns County residents will be able to use convenient,
affordable world-class broadband networks that enable us to
survive and thrive in our communities and across the globe.”
A summary of the study’s recommendations include:
1. Implement broadband-friendly policies and ordinances in
each of the cities, towns and counties to help reduce the
cost of broadband expansion.
2. Work with Stearns Electric and Great River Electric to
streamline the permitting process and gain access to their
utility poles. Continue discussions in perfecting easements
for telecommunications use, joint builds and shared capital
costs in building middle mile infrastructure and potential
collaboration in reducing costs of deploying fiber.
3. Follow up on discussion with the service providers for
collaboration. Conversations regarding collaboration and
partnership to share in the capital costs and leveraging
grant funding are underway with several service providers.
4. Leverage grant funding – namely, the MN Border to Border
Broadband Development Grant Program, the Economic
Development Administration and USDA’s Rural Utilities
Services Reconnect program to pay for a significant part of
these builds. These grant programs will pay for 50-65% of
the capital costs to build fiber to homes and businesses.

SUSTAINABILITY AND RESILIENCY
SUSTAINABILITY AND
RESILIENCY POLICIES
a. Support policies, programs, best practices,
and efforts that promote reuse of
resources, energy efficient equipment and
development, and reduction of energy use.
b. Prepare, plan, and program for natural, manmade, and technological disasters on a local
or countywide basis.

More communities (cities and counties) are integrating strategies into their
comprehensive plans to be more sustainable and resilient to changing
environments. These environments range greatly and can cover topics such as
solar energy, food access, emergency preparedness, changing economies, and
climate change. General definitions for these terms include:
» Resiliency: Resiliency is defined as the ability to adapt to or recover from change.
» Sustainability: Sustainability is defined as meeting the needs of the present
generation without compromising the needs of future generations.
The term “resiliency” can also be linked to a community’s ability to respond to
natural disasters and public health crises. Many counties have adopted Emergency
Preparedness Plans to address natural disasters. Stearns County’s Emergency
Management Division is responsible for the development of community based
plans and programs to maintain a state of readiness to meet natural, man-made,
and technological disasters on a local or countywide basis.
“Since 1965, each of Minnesota’s 87 counties have respond to a number of
disasters (e.g., floods, tornados, wildfires, and infectious diseases).”

Existing Solar

Climate Change

Emergency Preparedness

The Comprehensive Plan
Steering Committee worked
on ways to integrate sustainability and resiliency
themes throughout this plan. Climate change
was a particular area of interest as it relates to the
County’s natural resources and agricultural activities.
The Agricultural Pillar has embraced a policy
area that addresses crop diversity as a potential
adaptation/mitigation measure in adapting to an
increase in extreme weather events.

Preparedness is one of the largest components of emergency management.
As a function this is all the action we can take to prepare ourselves for any
number of threats or hazards we may face in our local communities.
Preparedness is a partnership between people who live and work in the
community as well as local government. As residents it is important to take
action such as developing emergency plans for home, work, and in the car.
As local government we focus on developing emergency plans, training
personnel, and conducting drills and exercises to test our plans to best
ensure they are complete and ready for use when emergencies happen.

CON N ECTIVITY
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Agriculture

Living

Nature

Business

Connectivity

IMPLEMENTATION
IMPLEMEN TATION
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IMPLEMENTATION
The Comprehensive Plan can be implemented in a number of ways. On a daily basis,
the document is used by County staff to review applications. The County Board, as well as
other advisory commissions use the Plan when making decisions. It is used by residents and
developers to understand the County’s intentions for the use of land, infrastructure needs, and
planned park and open space improvements.
This section of the Plan highlights several ways the Comprehensive Plan can be implemented
over time. A summary of these initiatives include:
» Future Land Use Plan: The Future Land Use Plan is an important part to the overall
Comprehensive Plan and its Pillars. The Future Land Use Plan designates all land within
Stearns County outside the incorporated cities into specific land use categories, as expressed
on the Future Land Use Plan map. This map provides a basis for establishing zoning district
boundaries and regulatory tools, and for guiding private and public land investments. The
map helps guide land use decisions for the next 20 years.
» Ofﬁcial Controls: Stearns County’s Planning and Zoning Ordinances are used to support
development and ensure that it adheres to the goals and policies of the Comprehensive Plan.
These tools are also used to ensure development is built in a manner that mitigates impacts
to the natural and built environment, including traffic and adjacent neighborhoods. These
tools will be updated over time to help
advance the Comprehensive Plan’s Pillars.
» Planning and Programming: Many of the
ideas discussed throughout the Pillars will
require additional planning and resources to
make reality. These ideas should be reflected
upon when developing annual work plans
and Capital Improvement Programs (CIP).
The CIP is a five year program that identifies
budgeting priorities for all capital projects
(e.g., roads and parks).

THE PILLARS
The Comprehensive Plan is structured
around five Pillars (Agriculture, Living,
Nature, Business, and Connectivity).
The Pillars help articulate the County’s
vision for the year 2040, and define the
priorities (Focus Areas) and direction for
future decisions.

IMPLEMEN TATION
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During times of conflict,
“decision
makers can look to
the Pillars as a way to find
common ground and shared
values. The Pillars will provide
direction for the future of
Stearns County.

“
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» Coordination and Collaboration: The Pillars include focus areas
and policies that will require coordinated efforts by many different
public, private, and non-profit entities. As an adopted policy plan, the
Comprehensive Plan can help solidify the support, commitment, and
collaboration needed to mobilize the county. The Comprehensive
Plan’s Pillars should be referenced, celebrated, and promoted both
within the community and the region.
» Public Outreach and Education: The entire Stearns County
community will be affected by the Comprehensive Plan and
the public’s involvement in supporting and helping achieve the
Comprehensive Plan’s Pillars is critical. That involvement will be
encouraged to continue through education and outreach tools, such
as the County’s Comprehensive Plan project website (shapestearns.
com), the County newsletter, publications, public hearings, township
board meetings, and special advisory panels. Other opportunities
include partnerships with local schools to bring awareness to students
about the County’s aspirations for the future.

Future Land Use Plan Map

The Future Land Use Plan map gives people
a visual representation of what the County is
expected to look like in the future. The text,
maps and images contained throughout this
Plan identify a framework for the future of land
in Stearns County. It also helps guide future
land use patterns and the development form in
the County for the next 20 years. In doing so, it
establishes how areas where people live, shop
and work are anticipated to look and function in
the future.

C
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WHAT IS A
FUTURE LAND USE PLAN?

A typical comprehensive plan guides every parcel of land in a community to
a specific land use (various forms of agricultural, residential, commercial and
institutional uses.). This is depicted on a Future Land Use Plan map (see Figure
8.1) and continues to guide a property’s use. However, the planning process
determined past Comprehensive Plans were too prescriptive in what one can
do with their land – limiting the property owner’s options. Updates to the
Comprehensive Plan needed to create greater flexibility. Creating this flexibility is
in response to changing markets and rural economies (see the Emerging Trends
Chapter), while providing new opportunities for rural communities to attract new
residents.
Greater flexibility comes with greater interpretation and cooperation in using the
Comprehensive Plan and it’s Future Land Use Plan map. This requires greater
transparency in articulating preferred land use patterns and expectations on how
to balance projects between land uses (e.g., residential and agricultural uses,
and rural/urban fringe) and natural resources, while continuing to emphasize the
importance of agricultural uses.

Examples of when the Future Land Use Plan
map is consulted include:
»
»
»
»
»

Reviewing land use permits
Articulating future land use patterns
Evaluating rezoning requests
Guiding growth and new development
Identifying Orderly Annexation Agreement
boundaries
» Prioritizing infrastructure needs
» Reviewing development proposals

IMPLEMEN TATION
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See pages 140 – 141 to learn
more about the future land use
categories.

Figure 8.1 Future Land Use Map
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The Comprehensive Plan’s Pillars and Future Land Use Plan map (see Figure 8.1) maintain a
degree of flexibility and interpretation in our land uses. This is achieved through a series of
Future Land Use Factors (see page 135). These factors are used to help inform future land use
decisions and should be used as a filter for screening projects for their suitability and alignment
with the Comprehensive Plan’s Pillars. The factors include:
1. Comprehensive Plan Alignment: This factor builds on an existing process used by decision
makers to determine if a proposed project aligns with the County’s Comprehensive Plan.
2. Future Land Use Category: This factors helps determine the future land use category assigned
to the project.
3. Land Evaluation Site Assessment Score (LESA): This factor uses soil data to inform the
decision making process in an effort to promote agricultural preservation and manage nonfarm rural residential development.
4. Future Land Use Criteria: This factor applies development standards and criteria to the Future
Land Use categories (see Factor 2).
5. Township Review: This factor builds on an existing process that requires a Town Board’s
review or signature on certain proposed projects
6. 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.

C
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FUTURE LAND USE FACTORS

WHAT WE HEARD
The planning process determined
past Comprehensive Plans were too
prescriptive in what one can do with
their land – limiting the property
owner’s options. Updates to the
Future Land Use Plan needed to
create greater flexibility. Creating
this flexibility is in response to
changing markets and rural
economies, while providing new
opportunities for rural communities
to attract new residents.

Using the factors as a guide, will help achieve the following:

Move away from
assigning specific land
uses to each parcel of
land, while allowing
greater flexibility for the
property owner to do
more with their land.

Continue to
integrate soils data
into the land use
decision making
process in an
effort to preserve
agricultural land.

Create greater
transparency in
articulating preferred
land use patterns
and development
exceptions through
design criteria and
standards.

Continue
to provide
opportunities
for local
jurisdictions
to review
proposed
projects.

Minimize
conflicts
between
land uses
and natural
resources.

Conduct a
preliminary risk
assessment in
evaluating a
proposed project
before it goes
through the official
application process.
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How to Use the Future Land Use Factors

The Future Land Use Factors provide a greater degree of flexibility
when reviewing rezoning requests, subdivisions, and applications for
other land use changes.
If a proposed project is generally consistent with the factors, then the
proposed project could be considered to be in conformance with the
Comprehensive Plan. For example, the County is largely guided for
agricultural uses, but does not designate areas for rural residential
uses or to some degree, commercial and light industrial uses. Using
these factors, a developer is able to propose a development (e.g.,
subdivision or new land use) in an agricultural/rural area if it meets
the six factors. The final determination if a project is consistent with
these factors should be made by the County Board and advisory
commissions, based on a review from County planning staff.
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Purpose

The factors serve as a resource for helping screen projects or
ideas to determine if they align with the Comprehensive Plan
before they proceed through the County’s Official Application
Process. The factors should also be used when screening
larger projects, such as rezoning requests, subdivisions, and
applications for other land use changes.

Input received from the Steering Committee and
Township Listening Sessions (see page 6) helped
create the Future Land Use Factor.
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OFFICIAL CONTROLS
ORDINANCE 439: LAND USE AND ZONING ORDINANCE

C
IMPLEMENTATION

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.

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.

Table 8.1 Stearns County Ordinance 439 (Land Use and Zoning Ordinance) Recommendations
IMPLEMEN TATION
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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
ely

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
To Do
List

Planning and Programming Recommendations

C
IMPLEMENTATION

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.

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.
“Building a better future,
while advancing the
Comprehensive Plan’s goals
and policies will require
thoughtful planning and
programming.”

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
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To Do
List

Park & Trail Recommendations

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 Planning &
more ﬂexibility in spending options.
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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To Do
List

Coordination and Collaboration Recommendations

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.

makers, property owners and developers in determining the type
and intensity of development in transitional growth areas of the
County.

County-Township Coordination

Housing Task Force: Establish a County task force to monitor and

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.

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).

C
IMPLEMENTATION

COORDINATION AND COLLABORATION

Coordinated Growth: Continue conversations with decision

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

the Comprehensive Plan will require ongoing
“Implementing
coordination with many municipalities, agencies and
organizations.
“
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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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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.

C
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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.”
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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 decisionmaking 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.

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

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 communityy
engagement
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FUTURE LAND USE FACTORS
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LAND USE DECISION FACTORS

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 fits within the
overall context of the Comprehensive Plan.

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.

GOALS
Support agriculture as a desirable land use for
the long term and facilitate diversiﬁcation 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 proﬁtability
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
Diversiﬁcation
Animal
Agriculture
Clean Energy

C
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COMPREHENSIVE PLAN ALIGNMENT

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

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.

GOALS

FOCUS AREAS

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

Transitional
Areas

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

Agricultural
Residential
Uses

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

Rural
Residential
Uses

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

Accessory
Dwelling Units

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

Lakeshore
Living

Workforce
Housing
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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.

GOALS

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 fiscally responsible manner. Enhancing these systems will require
public and private partnerships that strive to maintain our quality of life.

FOCUS AREAS
GOALS

Increase the County’s regional
prosperity by being globally
competitive and a businessfriendly region.

Rural Business
Agritourism

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

Artisan
Agriculture

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.

Major
Transportation
Corridors

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

Townsite Mixed
Use

Changing
Economies
Partnerships
& Local
Coordination

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

FOCUS AREAS
Transportation
Networks

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

County Resources

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

Sustainability

Deploy fast and reliable internet
technologies that are equitable,
affordable, and take advantage of
existing infrastructure assets.
Provide County infrastructure,
services, and facilities that beneﬁt the
residents of the County in a costeffective manner.
Maintain a state of readiness to meet
natural, man-made, and technological
disasters on a local or countywide
basis.

Internet
Connectivity

& Resiliency

NATURE PILLAR

GOALS

C
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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.

FOCUS AREAS

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

Natural System
Corridors
Aggregate Resources
Future Parkland
Planning
Operations and
Management
Funding

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

IMPLEMEN TATION
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FACTOR TWO
IDENTIFY THE
FUTURE LAND USE
CATEGORY

The location of the proposed project should be identified 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 specific districts that
regulate land development.

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 finding will be used in Factor 4. Please note that more than one category may apply.

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 specified 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

Note: Cities and townships are
encouraged to work together to define
their urban growth boundaries at
the parcel level. Growth boundaries
adopted at the local level will
supersede those identified 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.

(CHECK THE BOX IF APPLICABLE)

This designation reflects 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 reflects growth areas identified 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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AGRICULTURAL/RURAL AREAS

(CHECK THE BOX IF APPLICABLE)
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This designation identifies 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.
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
flexibility 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.

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.

TOWNSITE MIXED USE (CHECK THE BOX IF APPLICABLE)
This designation identifies 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.

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 traffic 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.

IMPLEMEN TATION
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FACTOR THREE
LESA SCORE

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 specifically to assess where the best farmlands
are located locally. The system provides an objective and
consistent tool for evaluating the relative importance of
specific 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 influenced 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
significance it may play in long-term agricultural activities.
Scores of agricultural significance should not limit a property
owner’s ability to develop as long as they adequately address
the other factors, specifically those identified under Factor 4:
Future Land Use Criteria.
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Directions: The LESA score should be used as a resource to educate the
property owner about their lands potential significance it may play in longterm agricultural activities.

HAS THE PROPOSED PROJECT RECEIVED 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).

YES

NO
Work with
County Staff to
receive a LESA
score.

Land Evaluation (LE) Score:

_________

Site Assessment (SA) Score:

_________

Total LESA Score:

_________

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

C
IMPLEMENTATION
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FACTOR FOUR
FUTURE LAND USE
CRITERIA

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 conflicts 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.

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.
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FACTOR FOUR
FUTURE LAND USE CRITERIA

AGRICULTURAL/RURAL
AREAS: RESIDENTIAL 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 signiﬁcant natural
resources and agricultural areas.
The project can be designed to
minimize potential conﬂicts with
agricultural uses (agricultural uses
take precedent).
Proposed projects creating multiple
residential lots should employ
standards to minimize impacts on
agricultural land.
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AGRICULTURAL/RURAL
AREAS: BUSINESS USE

TRANSITIONAL AREAS

The project enhances the
agricultural community.

The project minimizes potential conﬂicts
between urban and rural land uses.

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

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

Through good conservation
oriented site design practices
and principles, the site is
able to protect and preserve
signiﬁcant natural resources and
agricultural areas.
The project utilizes existing
buildings and/or structures.

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

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

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

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

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

The project ﬁts 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.

CONCENTRATED
RESIDENTIAL
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
signiﬁcant natural resources and
agricultural areas.
The project can be designed to easily
address sewer system requirements.

MAJOR TRANSPORTATION
CORRIDOR

The project demonstrates a transition
between commercial uses and residential or
agriculture uses including retaining existing
features of the landscape as deﬁning
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 trafﬁc impacts.
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TOWNSHIP RECOMMENDATION FORM
FACTOR FIVE
TOWNSHIP REVIEW

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 Official 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.
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 Official Application Process (see Factor 6).

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.
TOWNSHIP
T
RECOMMENDATION
FORM
COM

APPLICANT INFORMATION

Applicant Name

To be filled out by County staff.

Parcel Number

Property Address

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.
(Choose One) Checklist Questions
Yes

No

Yes

No

Yes

No

Question 1: The request is consistent with the Comprehensive Plan’s goals and policies.
Question 2: The request is consistent with the Comprehensive Plan’s Future Land Use designation.
Question 3: The request is consistent with the Comprehensive Plan’s Future Land Use Factors.

TOWNSHIP RECOMMENDATION

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.

The

Town Board met on
(Township Name)

The Town Board recommends (choose one)

to discuss the request.
(Date)

Approval

Denial

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

NO

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.
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FACTOR SIX
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 official 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.

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

THE PROPOSED PROJECT HAS
ADDRESSED FACTORS 1 – 5.
YES

NO

Proceed with the
Development Application
Process

Revisit the factors with the
property owner or applicant
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NATURAL RESOURCE MANUAL
The Natural Resource Manual was created to help inform the Comprehensive Plan
update, while informing the focus areas discussed throughout the Pillars. This manual
provides a snapshot of Stearns County’s diverse natural resources, parks, open spaces,
and trails. It also provided a foundation for developing the “natural resource overlay”
depicted in the Future Land Use Plan map.
The Natural Resource Manual can be used in the following ways.
» When Making Future Land Use Decisions: Planning decisions are influenced by a
variety of entities that have some regulatory or planning authority for natural resources
in Stearns County. The Natural Resource Manual identifies some of these roles and
responsibility, while providing resources to learn more.
» Connecting People to Nature: Recreation programs, trail corridors, and parks are all
part of the natural systems of Stearns County. The Natural Resource Manual provides an
inventory and assessment of the existing systems and a framework for Stearns County
to follow in order to meet regional needs for recreation and open space, while preserve
significant natural resources.
» Implementing the Focus Areas: The focus areas discussed throughout the
Comprehensive Plan’s Pillars represent some of the County’s key priorities. Therefore,
it is important to note they are not all encompassing when considering the range of
environmental concerns and recreational needs facing our future. Stearns County will
need to continue to evaluate policies, best practices, and regulations when making
informed decisions about the natural environment and how we connect people to these
resources.
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Natural Resources
GEOLOGY
Depth to bedrock (see Figure 9.1) is an important consideration in land use planning.
It indicates areas that will support agriculture and areas that have development
constraints such as rock outcroppings and septic challenges. A summary of Stearns
County’s geological characteristics are summarized below.
» Areas in Stearns County with over 100 feet of soil depth to bedrock tend to support
agricultural land uses.
» Areas with shallowest depth to bedrock (less than 50 feet) are in proximity to
waterways and are likely locations for stone and aggregate mining (see sidebar).
» Eastern and western Stearns County are underlain with igneous and metamorphic
rock.
» Central Stearns County is underlain with sedimentary rocks. The bedrock is covered
by glacial material ranging from about 50 feet depth in the east to 350 feet depth in
Collegeville Township to 200 feet depth in western parts of the County.
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Aggregate Resources

The following resources and regulations are
examples of tools used to help manage and
protect Stearns County’s aggregate resources.
These tools, and others should be referenced
when making planning decisions that impact
these resources.
» Mining Standards: Stearns County’s mining
standards can be found in Stearns County
Land Use Ordinance #439 Section 7.17
» Mining (Gravel Operations): New mining
operations are required to be permitted
by the County or Township depending
on their location. There are three types of
mining operations or permits (i.e., Existing,
pre-ordinance mining operations (POMO),
Administrative Mining Permit, and a Interim
Use Permit (IUP).
» Aggregate Resource Maps: The DNR
Interactive Aggregate Resource Mapping
website provides information about the
distribution of quality aggregate resources
for local units of government, citizens,
land use planners, private companies and
environmental groups.
» The Stearns County Comprehensive Water
Plan (2013) and the Stearns County Geologic
Atlas describe in detail the geologic history
of Stearns County.

Figure 9.1 Geology
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TOPOGRAPHY
Figure 9.2 is a representation of topography throughout Stearns County.
Topography is determined in large part by underlying geology and refined by
glaciation and stream erosion. Three major landforms in the County are: hilly lake
regions or morainic hills; rolling till plains; and relatively flat outwash plains to the
west. Lowest elevation areas tend to follow streams and lake complexes while
highest elevation flat areas support agriculture. The prominent hills in the northern
and eastern part of the County, created by glacial moraines, provide desirable
amenities for developing areas. Development in these hills presents water quality
challenges such as protecting soils from erosion (see sidebar) and keeping
wooded areas intact.

Prairie, woodland areas, and glacial moraines make up the historic
natural landscapes found in Stearns County
154
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Soil Erosion Resources

The following resources and regulations are
examples of tools used to help manage and protect
Stearns County’s soil resources. These tools, and
others should be referenced when making planning
decisions that impact these resources.
» The Stearns County Soil & Water Conservation
(SWCD) District: The SWCD is a local unit of
government that manages and directs natural
resource management programs at the local
level. The SWCD works in both urban and rural
settings, with landowners and with other units
of government, to carry out a program for the
conservation, use, and development of soil, water,
and related resources.
» Construction – Best Management Practices:
Improperly treated and untreated runoff from
exposed soils of a construction site can cause soil
erosion and sedimentation problems resulting
in the pollution of lakes, rivers, and other water
bodies. The Minnesota Pollution Control Agency
(MPCA) is a resource for learning more about
best management practices (BMPs) to address
soil erosion at a construction site. See the MPCA
Stormwater Manual for more information.

Figure 9.2 Topography
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SOILS
There are fourteen general soil classifications in Stearns County detailed
in the Stearns County Soil Survey, and grouped generally into outwash
plains and glacial till. The outwash plains are associated with shallower
depth to bedrock areas while the glacial till is associated with deeper depth
to bedrock areas. Soil features that are particularly important to land use
planning are erodible and hydric soils. Figure 9.3 and Figure 9.4 show the
locations of erodible and hydric soils in Stearns County. Hydric soils are wet
soils. Wet soils are not desirable for development, particularly for structures
with basements. Erodible soils tend to be unstable if disturbed for either
agriculture or development. Soil erosion has a direct impact on water
quality in streams and lakes.
Prime farmland soils (see Figure 9.5) are defined by the U.S. Department
of Agriculture (USDA) as “soils that are best suited for producing food,
feed, forage, fiber, and oilseed crops.” The Stearns County Soil Survey
(1980) also states that “Prime farmland soils produce the highest yields with
minimal inputs of energy and economic resources, and farming these soils
results in the least damage to the environment.” Within Stearns County,
prime farmland soils are predominant in the Sauk River watershed and
much of the northeast area of the County. These soils are less common in
the southwest, the southeast, and much of the Avon Hills, although much of
the farmland in these areas is still of high quality. Prime and other important
farmland soils are considered an important natural resource that can be
permanently destroyed or damaged by development.
“It should be noted that the locations of animal agriculture operations are
not necessarily dependent on prime farmland soils, since lands suitable for
pasturage may have steeper topography or other less ideal soil conditions.
However, the larger “vertically integrated” operations (in which farmers are
growing corn for their own feed) can benefit from high quality soils.”
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Farmland Soil Resources

The following resources are examples of tools used to
help identify prime soils for farming. These tools, and
others should be referenced when making planning
decisions.
» Land Evaluation and Site Assessment (LESA): LESA
is a numeric rating system for scoring sites (based
on land capacity factors, including soil ratings) to
help make land use decisions (see Page 142 for
more information). The LESA system was designed
specifically to assess where the best farmlands are
located locally. The system provides an objective and
consistent tool for evaluating the relative importance
of specific sites for continued agricultural use. The
LESA rating system is used as a tool to assist decision
makers in assessing agricultural land in Stearns
County. To learn more, please reference the Future
Land Use Plan Decision Criteria.
» Web Soil Survey (WSS): WSS provides soil data and
information produced by the National Cooperative
Soil Survey. It is operated by the USDA Natural
Resources Conservation Service (NRCS) and provides
access to the largest natural resource information
system in the world. NRCS has soil maps and data
available online for more than 95 percent of the
nation’s counties and anticipates having 100 percent
in the near future.

Figure 9.3 Erodible Soils
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Figure 9.4 Hydric Soils
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Figure 9.5 Prime Farmland Soils
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NATURAL AREAS
The Minnesota County Biological Survey, conducted by
the DNR, has identified areas of remaining natural land
cover in Stearns County. Figure 9.6 shows the location
of these areas and the general plant types within the
natural areas. The remaining natural areas are often
located in areas of wet soils, slopes, or other areas that
are somewhat unsuitable for agriculture or development.
DNR maps can be obtained that indicate the biological
significance of the plant communities from a statewide
perspective. The natural areas depicted in Figure 9.6 play
an important role in the County’s green infrastructure.

Natural Area Resources

Many of the County’s environmental regulations and programs
are administered through the Stearns County’s Environmental
Services Department. For example, the Land Use Division
oversees the Comprehensive Plan, zoning, shoreland
management, floodplain management, and land subdivision.
The Agricultural and Water Resources Division is involved with
all aspects of feedlot/animal production facilities, wetland
management, and comprehensive water planning.
Other statewide resources to assist with natural area resources
management and protection include:

Existing naturall
areas within
Stearns Countyy
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» MN Department of Natural Resources (DNR) is a state
agency that works to protect and manage land, water,
fish, and wildlife, and provide access to outdoor recreation
opportunities.
» Watershed Districts are local, special-purpose units of
government that work to solve and prevent water-related
problems. Watershed district boundaries follow natural
watersheds and are not based on political boundaries. The
MN Association of Watershed Districts includes a map of
all watershed districts in the state. Stearns County includes
portions of four watershed districts: the Sauk River, the North
Fork Crow River, the Clearwater River, and the Middle Fork
Crow River Watershed Districts.

Figure 9.6 Natural Areas
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WATER RESOURCES
Determined to a great degree by underlying geology and subsequent
glaciation, Stearns County rivers, streams, lakes and wetlands define
unique subareas of the County. The land use plan areas reflect the varying
distribution of water resources in the County. Figure 9.8 shows the extent of
surface water resources in Stearns County. While lakes, rivers and streams
provide desirable amenities for development, they are also susceptible to
degradation from poorly planned development. The land use plan considers
the relationship of development to surface water quality.
The Mississippi River creates the eastern border of the County and is fed by
rivers and streams including the Sauk, North Fork Crow, Two Rivers, Watab,
and Clearwater Rivers, and Johnson, Spunk, and Plum Creeks. Figure 9.7,
Watershed Districts, illustrates the geographic distribution of watersheds
in Stearns County as well as the managing watershed districts. Two distinct
lakes regions are located in the central and southern areas of the County.
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Ǵ

Clearwater River
Watershed District

149

© 2015 Stearns County, MN

162

X
W
G
Õ
G
X
W
f

142

!

X
W
G
º

"
)

Railroad
Township Boundary
Lake

!

Marty

148

@
A
²
?

141

Luxemburg

County Road

City

U
H

136

St.
Augusta f
G
X
W
141

165

180
180

X
W
G
t

p!
)
$
b
"

"
)

X
W
G
¹

"
)

X
W
G
»

Eden Lake
X
W
G
¦

181

X
W
G
t

122

115

X
W
G
¹
Rockville

162

"
)

US Highway

St. Cloud

"
)

X
W
G
e
X
W
Ô
@G
A
²
?

141

123

@
A
¼
?

X
W
G
g

140

X
W
G
»

"
)

Paynesville

136

137

X
W
G
Ü
@
A
¼
?

"
)

@
A
¼
?

123

?
@
A
¼

"
)

139

X
W
G
Ä

158

@
A
¼
?

"
)

Cold Spring

"
)

X
W
G
Õ

"
)

X
W
G
Ô
X
W
e
!G
$
b
"

G
X
W
e

X
W
G
Ñ

@
A
»
?

"
)

X
W
G
Ì

@
A
¼
?

)
p
$
b
"
!

139

X
W
G
a

X
W
G
a!

X
W
G
¼

X
W
Í
X G
W
G
h

111

@
A
¼
?

X
W
G
Õ
Waite Park

"
)

160

Wakefield

Richmond

"
)

120

@
A
¼
?

"
)
Jacobs
Prairie

"
)
134

138

121

@
A
¼
?

Roscoe

"
)

130

X
W
G
Õ

"
)

"
)

"
)

X
W
G
h

X
W
G
i
X
W
G
p

St. Joseph

X
W
G
a

138

X
W
G
k

Paynesville

Interstate Highway

State Highway

X
W
G
¼

X
W
G
±

X
W
G
k

134

134

"
)
@
A
²
X?
W
G
c

"
)

"
)

St. Joseph

Sauk River
Watershed District

Munson

X
W
G
p

)
p
$
b
"
!

161

X
W
G
w

179

@
A
Ø
?

35
U
H

X
W
G
±

X
W
G
c

133

"
)

X
W
G
\

X
W
G
¥

"
)

X
W
G
½

Collegeville

X
W
G̀

U
H
120

U
H

X
W
G
Õ

159

X
W
G
h
Farming

X !
W
G
w

X
W
G
i

X
W
G
k

Zion

130

G
X
W
p
@
Ä
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Water Resource Programs

The following resources are examples of tools used to
help protect our water resources. These tools, and others
should be referenced when making planning decisions.
» Stearns County Comprehensive Local Water Plan:
The plan focuses on locally-identifying water resource
issues and concerns based on available data. From this
assessment, the plan defines priorities, sets objectives
and goals, and outlines measurable outcomes in
improving the County’s Water resources.
» Wetlands: Stearns County’s Environmental Services
Department administers the State Wetland Conservation
Act (WCA) for all areas of the County, except the cities
of Roscoe and Sartell. Activities within the department
include wetland determinations for certain property,
reviewing wetland replacement plans, and providing
certificates of exemptions, when applicable.
» Shoreland Management: The shoreland management
program requires permits for all structural, use,
shoreland alteration and vegetative removal activities.
The shoreland of lakes, rivers and streams are regulated
under this program.
» Floodplain Management: Stearns County participates
in the Federal Flood Insurance program. Participation
in the Federal Flood Insurance program allows certain
structures that were built before the County began
participating in the Flood Insurance Program to secure
flood insurance at subsidized rates.

Figure 9.8 Water Resources (This data
represents the most current data
available through the MN DNR as of
2019)
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Groundwater resources are also influenced by land use choices. The DNR has created a map (see Figure 9.9) of groundwater areas that are
susceptible to contamination by nitrates. Development and agricultural land use practices should be considered when planning for land uses in
areas of high nitrate susceptibility.
SENSITIVITY

SENSITIVITY OF GROUND-WATER SYSTEMS
TO POLLUTION
By
Hua Zhang
1998

FIGURE 1. Geolo
Ratings are based o
vertically to the w
times imply a lowe
studies can indicat

WARNING: This map provides an overview of ground-water contamination
potential as interpreted from 1:100,000-scale geologic map information.
THIS MAP SHOULD NOT BE THE BASIS FOR EVALUATION OF
SPECIFIC SITES.

EXPLANATION
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FIGURE 4. Residence time interpretation of cross section B-B’. The color overlay shows the distribution of
recent, mixed, and vintage waters. Recent waters have entered the subsurface since about 1953. Mixed waters
are probably a mixture of recent and vintage waters. Vintage water entered the ground prior to 1953, but can
be much older. Corresponding geological and hydrogeological cross sections are shown in Figure 2 on Plate
4 and Figure 3 on Plate 8, respectively. Well locations and depths of wells for which tritium values from this
study were available are indicated by vertical lines. Tritium concentration is in tritium units (TU).
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Figure 9.9 Sensitivity of Groundwater to Pollution
LOCATION
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“

We abuse land because we see
it as a commodity belonging
to us. When we see land as a
community to which we belong,
we may begin to use it with love
and respect.

“

- Aldo Leopold
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This part of the manual provides an
inventory and assessment of the existing
system, contextual information regarding
complementary state facilities, and a
framework for Stearns County to follow in
order to meet regional needs for recreation
and open space, and to preserve significant
natural resources (see Figure 9.10).

C MANUAL
RESOURCE

INTRODUCTION

Parks, Recreation and Open Space
Inventory
ROLE OF THE COUNTY PARKS SYSTEM
The County’s role in park and recreation planning is regional – it works to meet needs
and provide facilities that are broader than those of an individual city or township. The
County also plays a key role in coordinating among federal and state agencies and
programs, municipal governments, and semi-private or nonprofit organizations such as
watershed districts and lake associations.
Stearns County’s existing system of parks, trails, and open space includes eighteen
unique park and recreation facilities, ranging from boat landings to regional trails to
significant regional parks (see Figure 9.10).
The County system is supplemented by a number of State Forests, Scientific and
Natural Areas, and Wildlife Management Areas, as well as city parks and trails. Major
recreation features in the Stearns County system include the highly used and valued
Quarry Park and Nature Preserve in Waite Park, and the Lake Wobegon Trail, which
stretches east and west across the County.
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THE COUNTY PARK COMMISSION
STEARNS COUNTY PARKS
DEPARTMENT
The Stearns County Parks Department was
established in 1974 and carries the responsibility
for acquisition, planning, development,
administration, and daily maintenance of over
2,600 acres of parks and trails. It is the operating
arm of the Stearns County Park Commission.
Parks department staff duties include:
» Operate County parks, trails, and recreation
programs
» Provide and manage facilities
» Improve and maintain parks and trails
» Partner with recreation groups and
organizations on programming
» Acquire land and build new parks and trails
» Manage natural open space in parks and along
trails
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The Stearns County Park Commission was created by the County Board on October
20, 1970. Its responsibilities are described as follows:
» To study and determine the park, recreation and open space needs of the County
and make recommendations to the Planning Commission and the County Board of
Commissioners.
» Recommendations include “general and specific development standards
and criteria for evaluating potential sites, the extent and objectives of county
participation in outdoor recreation and a program for coordination with other
groups or agencies, all in conjunction with the Stearns County Comprehensive
Plan.”
» To submit an annual budget and priority projects to the Administration Department
to be approved by the Stearns County Board of Commissioners.

PARK COMMISSION’S MISSION STATEMENT
To provide natural resource-oriented parks and outdoor recreation
opportunities, that enhance the quality of life of Stearns County residents
through physical fitness, community building and economic vitality.

Figure 9.10 Parks, Trails, and Open Spaces
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PAST PLANNING
The Parks, Open Space and Recreation Plan chapter is an update to the 2008
Comprehensive Plan, which has its roots in the 1989 Recreation Plan. The 1989
Recreation Plan set the framework for the Stearns County park classification system
and standards. The first recreation plan for Stearns County was developed in 1970,
and it was comprehensively updated in the mid-1980s. The 1970 plan established the
park acreage need of 20 acres of County parkland per 1,000 County residents.

PARK CLASSIFICATION SYSTEM

Quar
Qu
arryy Par
ark

Stearns County has defined its parks facilities using a park classification system,
which articulates the diversity and types of recreational uses available within the
county (see Table 9.1 and 9.2). Table 9.1 has been revised from the version in the
2008 Comprehensive Plan to align with the existing and potential future park types
in the County. The local or municipal park classifications have been removed as cities
typically define their own classification standards.
Stearns County’s existing system of parks, trails, and open space includes two (2)
signature County recreation facilities, eight (8) County parks and open spaces, three
(3) linear parks/greenways/trails, and seven (7) special features. The County system is
supplemented by a number of State forests, Scientific and Natural Areas, and Wildlife
Management Areas, as well as city parks and trails (see Figure 9.10).
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CLASSIFICATION

SIGNATURE COUNTY
RECREATION FACILITY

LINEAR PARK / GREENWAY /
TRAIL

SPECIAL FEATURE

USE
County parkland with a regional draw,
such as a unique natural feature or
recreation component

One or more modes of recreational travel;
could include land-based trail or water
trail

Area for specialized or single-purpose
activities – i.e., golf course, nature center,
arboretum, historic site, canoe access,
wayside, boat landing, etc.

COUNTY PARK OR OPEN
SPACE

Area of natural or scenic quality for
nature-oriented outdoor recreation

COUNTY PARK RESERVE

Area of natural or scenic quality for
nature-oriented outdoor recreation,
including significant wildlife habitat and
trail access; could include preservation
land for environmental or aesthetic
benefits; to avert negative consequences
of development

Table 9.1 Park Classification

SERVICE
AREA

Countywide

Countywide

Countywide

3-5
communities
or 10-mile
radius

SIZE

100-1,000 acres

Sufficient width to
provide maximum
resource
protection and
use; adequate
length for use

As needed for
specific purpose

100 – 1,000 acres

1,000+ acres
Countywide
Variable

ATTRIBUTES/
LOCATION
Unique recreation
features; accessible
facilities for diverse
population
Where corridors
occur naturally
and in the context
of transportation
corridors

Appropriate to
purpose

EXISTING FACILITIES
•
•

Quarry Park and Nature
Preserve*
Lake Wobegon Trail*

• Beaver Island Trail
(to be developed) *
• Dairyland Trail
• ROCORI Trail (to be developed)

•
•
•
•
•
•
•

Upper Spunk Lake County Park
Fairhaven Mill Park
Lake Sylvia Wayside
St. Martin Canoe Access
Heims Mill Canoe Access
Miller Landing
Clearwater River Canoe Access

•
•

Warner Lake County Park*
Mississippi River County Park
(*future)
Oak Township Park site (New
Munich River Wayside)
Lake Koronis Regional Park
(*future)
Kraemer Lake Park*
Rockville Park*
Spring Hill County Park
Two Rivers Lake Park site

•
Complete natural
setting, preferably
•
contiguous to water
•
resources
•
•
•

Diversity of natural
resources
Significant
resources which
merit preservation

•

None

*Regionally-designated parks or trails that serve a larger area
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NAME

ACRES

ADDRESS /
LOCATION

RECOMMENDED
PARK
CLASSIFICATION

QUARRY PARK AND NATURE
PRESERVE 4

683

1802 County Road 137,
Waite Park

Rock climbing, scuba diving, swimming, nature trails,
picnic areas, ski, snowshoe, hiking trails, bike paths,
environmental education, group camp, mountain bike trail,
fat tire biking, historical site

ROCKVILLE COUNTY PARK AND
NATURE PRESERVE 3, 4

294

11503 Glacier Road, St.
Cloud

Fishing, canoe campsites, picnic area, canoe access, trails,
group camp

County Park

KRAEMER LAKE-WILDWOOD
COUNTY PARK

265

29709 Kipper Road, St.
Joseph

Fishing, ski trails, hiking trails, overlook, youth group camp

County Park

WARNER LAKE COUNTY PARK 4

264

1485 County Road 143,
Clearwater

Boat access, fishing, group camp, nature trail, hiking trails,
picnic area, picnic shelter, play area, prairie, swimming
beach, snowmobile trail

County Park

MISSISSIPPI RIVER COUNTY PARK

230

41300 County Road 1,
Rice

Boat access, fishing, picnic area, nature trail, picnic shelter,
play area, prairie, ski trail, disc golf course, group camp,
archery range

County Park

SPRING HILL COUNTY PARK 3, 4

82

31938 County Road 14,
Melrose

Canoe access, canoe campground, fishing, picnic area,
picnic shelter, play area, prairie, river wayside, snowmobile
trail

County Park

LAKE KORONIS REGIONAL PARK 1

62

14076 Bluefield Road,
Paynesville

Boat access, fishing, nature trail, picnic area, picnic shelter,
play area, swimming beach, trailer campground

TWO RIVERS LAKE PARK SITE 4

56

38694 County Road 10,
Albany

Fishing, picnic area, trails, group camp

County Park

OAK TOWNSHIP PARK SITE (NEW
MUNICH RIVER WAYSIDE)

32

33685 County Road 12,
Melrose

Open space, canoe access, picnic area, archery, canoe camp

County Park

UPPER SPUNK LAKE COUNTY
PARK

7

17626 County Road 9,
Avon

Fishing, picnic area

4

Table 9.2 Stearns County Park Facilities (continued on following page)
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Signature County
Recreation Facility

County Park
(inter-county)

Special Feature

ADDRESS /
LOCATION

RECOMMENDED
PARK
CLASSIFICATION

NAME

ACRES

FEATURES

FAIRHAVEN MILL PARK 2

5

5001 Birchdale Road,
South Haven

Boat access, fishing, historic site, picnic area

LAKE SYLVIA WAYSIDE

3

32574 County Road 17,
Melrose

Boat access, fishing, picnic area

Special Feature

ST. MARTIN CANOE ACCESS

1

27427 Sauk Landing
Road, Paynesville

Canoe access, fishing

Special Feature

HEIMS MILL CANOE ACCESS

0.7

32324 County Road 1, St.
Cloud

Fishing, canoe access, picnic area

Special Feature

MILLER LANDING

6

7502 County Road 138,
St. Cloud

Canoe access, picnic area

Special Feature

CLEARWATER RIVER CANOE
ACCESS

1

12482 Bayview Road,
Clearwater

Canoe access, picnic area

Special Feature

BEAVER ISLAND TRAIL

40

St. Cloud - Clearwater

Paved trail (not completed as of 2019)

Linear Park / Greenway
/ Trail

DAIRYLAND TRAIL / SOO LINE
RAIL CORRIDOR

485

Greenwald – New
Munich

Aggregate trail

Linear Park / Greenway
/ Trail

LAKE WOBEGON TRAIL

161

Waite Park-Sauk Centre /
Albany -Holdingford

Paved trail, snowmobiling, hiking, biking, snowshoeing, etc.

Special Feature
(inter-county)

Signature County
Recreation Facility

Note:
1. Meeker County is responsible for management; Stearns contributes financially
2. Owned by Wright County and located largely in Stearns; managed jointly with Wright County; costs shared 50/50
3. Horses are allowed
4. All park camping except canoe campsites are for non-profit youth groups.
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RECENT SYSTEM ADDITIONS
Since the last Comprehensive Plan update, the County system has expanded with
the following acquisitions:
» Kraemer Lake-Wildwood Park, established in 2007, provides unique recreation
and interpretation opportunities including cross-country skiing, hiking, maple syrup
production, picnicking and swimming, amidst a high-quality forest landscape. The
park has been designated as “Regionally Significant” by the Greater Minnesota
Regional Parks and Trails Commission following development of a master plan in
2016.
» Rockville County Park and Nature Preserve was established in late 2006 and
early 2007 through the purchase of three major parcels of property. Minnesota
Department of Natural Resources grants were used to match donations and County
bonding funds to establish the park. This parcel is encumbered by a conservation
easement held by the Minnesota Land Trust.
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The largest parcel, the John and Linda Peck parcel, was donated to the project.
Mr. Peck is a volunteer with the Minnesota Land Trust and was the chair of
the Stearns County Park Commission. He and his wife, Linda were recognized
as Stearns County Volunteers of the Year in 2007 for their commitment to
conservation and their donation of property for the new park.
» Clearwater River Canoe Access is three parcels with less than an acre of land. The
tax forfeited property has been maintained by the Stearns County Parks since 2016.
There is access to the Clearwater River which leads into Clearwater Lake.
» Lake Wobegon Trail expansion
from St. Joseph to Waite Park.
The trail extended east of St.
Joseph during 2017 and 2018
to add 3 miles of paved trail to
the system.
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Stearns County works closely with other government agencies on protection of natural and
recreational resources. Other types of protected open space within the County include:
Wildlife
Management Areas

are managed by the
Minnesota DNR for
wildlife production,
public hunting and
trapping. Stearns
County contains
42 WMAs totaling
8,772 acres. Many
are located near
wetlands, where they
also help protect
water quality.

Scientiﬁc and Natural Areas (SNAs) are managed by

the Minnesota DNR to “preserve and perpetuate the
ecological diversity of Minnesota’s natural heritage,
including landforms, fossil remains, plant and animal
communities, rare and endangered species, or other
biotic features and geological formations, for scientific
study and public edification as components of a healthy
environment.” (MN DNR web site) There are currently 7
SNAs in Stearns County, totaling 1,811 acres:

Waterfowl
Production Areas

» Cold Spring Heron Colony, Wakefield Township, 65
acres
» Partch Woods, St. Wendel Township, 124 acres
» Quarry Park (southern section of this County park), City
of Waite Park, 323 acres
» Roscoe Prairie, Zion Township, 57 acres
» St. Wendel Tamarack Bog and Fen – 663 acres
» Avon Hills Hardwood Forest/Collegeville Township – 354
acres
» Sedan Brook Mesic Prairie – North Fork Township near
Brooten – 225 acres

are managed by the
U.S. Fish and Wildlife
Service to maintain
breeding habitat
for waterfowl and
other wildlife. There
are 2,152.6 acres
in Stearns County
owned by the U.S.
Fish and Wildlife
Service.

National and State Trails
Stearns County has worked with neighboring counties and
the DNR to obtain bonding funds for construction of the
Glacial Lakes State Trail from Richmond to Paynesville (16
miles). Portions of the Mississippi River Trail (MRT) is also
located in the County. The MRT is a designated bicycle and
pedestrian trail that traverses the shores of the Mississippi
River in the United States. The trail extends from the
headwaters at Lake Itasca in Minnesota to near the mouth
of the river in Venice, Louisiana.

SWCD
Stearns County support Stearns County SWCD’s
efforts in natural system corridor planning.
To rank and prioritize conservation easement
acquisition in the Sauk River Watershed in
partnership with the Minnesota Land Trust.
Priority is given to tracts of land that fall under
multiple state priority designations for protection
and provide the greatest benefit to citizens of
Minnesota. Typically, tracts of land that augment
or create habitat corridors rank highest. Land in
close proximity to already protected habitat is
also prioritized.

C MANUAL
RESOURCE

FEDERAL AND STATE PROGRAMS AND FACILITIES

To rank and prioritize conservation easement
acquisition in the Avon Hills ecoregion in
partnership with the Minnesota Land Trust.
Priority is given to tracts of land that fall under
multiple state priority designations for protection
and provide the greatest benefit to citizens of
Minnesota. Typically, tracts of land that augment
or create habitat corridors rank highest. Land in
close proximity to already protected habitat is
also prioritized.
To assess the potential for wetland and native
vegetation restoration using a scoring matrix
created by the MN Board of Water and Soil
Resources to rank and prioritize applications for
MN CREP conservation easements. Priority is
given to tracts with greater wetland restoration
potential in addition to being near species of
conservation concern and near permanently
protected habitat.
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TRENDS IN RECREATION
The following list includes trends that have emerged locally and
nationally over the last ten years that serve as potential opportunities
for Stearns County. Whether the trends are on the rise or in decline,
they are worth noting in this plan as they may affect how Stearns County
plans for the future.

National Trends

The National Recreation and Park Association’s (NRPA) 2019
Agency Performance Review indicates that in the coming years,
park investments will grow compared to the last ten years. This
is in comparison to the depressed spending following the 2008
economic downturn. In addition, local government agency tax
revenues have been increasing, which provides park agencies with
greater economic resources for recreation investments.
Nationwide there has been an increased use of technology for
providing recreational services, monitoring use and performance,
and collecting data. Impacts can be seen in parks agencies
through the use of:
» beacon counters to measure park use
» autonomous vehicles to move people through parks and open
spaces
» georeferencing and GPS technology to monitor users and
facilities
» drones that photograph facilities as well as deliver food and
beverages to park users, assist with public safety monitoring, and
mapping natural areas
Changing climate and an increase in severe weather events
globally and nationally has had an impact on our environment
and outdoor spaces. It is important to recognize this issue
and plan for future changes in the climate and environment to
reduce economic impacts, mitigate where possible, and adapt as
necessary.

176

ST EARN S C O U NT Y CO M P R E H E NS I V E PLA N 2040

Statewide Trends

The 2014-2018 State Comprehensive Outdoor Recreation Plan
(SCORP), published by the Minnesota Department of Natural
Resources (MnDNR), gives outdoor recreation decision-makers and
managers a focused set of priorities and suggested actions to guide
them as they make decisions about outdoor recreation. The SCORP
outlines outdoor recreation trends, challenges and issues including
protecting existing natural resources, sustaining existing facilities,
promoting healthy lifestyles, connecting people with nature and an
increasing demand for a diverse range of recreation opportunities
based upon population changes.
Some challenges identified in the SCORP include low population
growth in Minnesota compared to the rest of the nation, with the
majority of the population growth in the state occurring in the
metro area, and especially between Rochester and St. Cloud. This
concentrated growth in the more densely populated areas of the
state compared to low growth in the rural areas correlates with more
interest in nature-based activities such as fishing and boating, and
less interest in activities such as hunting, snowmobiling, and ATV
use.
The Minnesota State Demographer states that recent population
growth in Minnesota has been increasingly coming from
immigration. “While both the U.S.-born population and foreign-born
population have grown since 1970, the foreign-born population has
swelled more quickly. Minnesota had about 113,000 foreign-born
residents in 1990, but that number had more than quadrupled to
about 457,200 residents by 2015.”
The Greater Minnesota Regional Parks and Trails Commission
provides a new funding stream for out-state regional parks and trails
by designating State Legacy Funding to be allocated to specific
projects. Stearns County has six regionally designated facilities:
Kraemer Lake Park, Lake Wobegon Trail, Rockville Park, Quarry Park,
Warner Lake Park, and Beaver Island Trail.

Regional/County-wide Trends

Emerging trends in regional and county parks and recreation facilities include a continued growth and interest in trails and linear
recreation, such as biking, walking, and running. This interest in trails is expected to continue to increase in the coming years. Regional
destination trails with amenities and facilities, such as trailheads, campsites, views/overlooks, cultural interpretation, and connections to
local breweries and eateries, are becoming more popular statewide.
Physical and mental health have been recognized as important considerations for parks, trails, and recreation programming with countywide active living plans and Safe Routes to School (SRTS) investments. With an increase in obesity and mental health issues, regional
parks have been tasked with providing facilities and programs that help people lead healthier lives.
Counties are dealing with a variety of demographic changes, such as increasing diversity, an aging population, and smaller households
and families. These changes indicate a greater need for parks and recreation providers to be flexible in terms of programs and facilities
that they are offering to meet the needs of their residents.
In addition to the above trends, a number of recreation facilities and programs are becoming more popular for regional park agencies
to provide in their systems:
»
»
»
»
»
»
»
»
»
»
»
»

Outdoor events - trail runs, adventure races
Aquatic facilities - splash pads, swim ponds, beaches
Events and experiences - amphitheaters, outdoor wedding facilities, family reunions, festivals
Efficient operational models – public/private partnerships
Environmental learning - camps, nature centers, naturalist-led programming
Cultural and natural interpretation – sign panels, overlooks and views, plant identification, arboretums
Natural resources preservation and restoration - prairies, oak savannas, woodlands
Adventure recreation - rock climbing, mountain biking
Unique amenities - off-leash dog parks, disc golf, archery
Camping - camper cabins, yurts, RVs/campers
Winter recreation - snow shoeing, cross-country skiing, snowmobiling
Outdoor activities - fishing, boating, canoeing/kayaking

Note:
COVID-19 was at the forefront of all of our lives during the last several months of developing this Plan. During this time, Stearns County’s park and trail system
experienced a large increase in the number of users. Much of the response to COVID is continually evolving and few concrete answers exist to how we will continue
to feel impacts in our communities and parks/trail systems.
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