
 

 
 
 
August 24, 2017 
 
Larry Gunderson 
Pesticide and Fertilizer Management Division 
Minnesota Department of Agriculture 
625 Robert Street North 
St. Paul, MN 55155 
 
Re:  Comments on Proposed Rule Governing Nitrogen Fertilizer 
 
Dear Mr. Gunderson: 
 
Cooperative Network is one of the largest associations of its kind in the country and serves more 
than 400 member-cooperatives. Our members are owned by more than 6.1 million residents of 
Minnesota and Wisconsin and include member-owned farm supply, dairy marketing, livestock 
marketing, financial, health care, mutual insurance, processing, consumer, electric utility, housing, 
and worker-owned cooperatives, among others.  
 
We thank you for the opportunity to comment on the Minnesota Department of Agriculture’s (MDA) 
Proposed Rule Governing Nitrogen Fertilizer (Rule). Cooperative Network supports maintaining and 
improving the quality of the state’s waters. We believe pollution controls should be of a practicable 
and workable nature, protecting the gains made in agricultural production and the living standards of 
both rural and urban people. When implementing any state water quality program, we also believe 
cost-sharing resources should be provided to farmers who are affected by the program.  
 
Nitrogen movement in soils and its effects on groundwater can be very complicated. In some cases, 
nitrate issues in groundwater may exist due to farming and non-farming sources from previous 
generations. Technology such as variable rate fertilizer application, nitrogen inhibitors, and nutrient 
management practices such as the 4R nutrient stewardship principles (right source, right rate, right 
time, and right place) are just a few examples of continuous improvement efforts utilized by 
cooperatives and their member-owners to enhance nitrogen utilization and efficiencies. 
 
In addition, advancements in new technology and nutrient application practices are being adopted by 
cooperatives and their member-owners as they integrate nutrient management programs into their 
operations. Cooperatives and their member-owners continuous adoption of technology and precision 
agriculture practices is only expected to increase in the coming years.   
 
It should also be noted that ongoing research continues at land grant universities, including the 
University of Minnesota and the University of Wisconsin. Cooperative network believes educational 
partnerships with agricultural organizations, including cooperatives and their member-owners, are an 
effective strategy to reduce nitrogen loss given regional farm variability. We continue to support the 
ongoing promotion and funding for research and university extension education toward on-farm 
nutrient stewardship.   
 
The proposed Rule and associated Nitrogen Fertilizer Management Plan (NFMP) identifies areas of 
the state where groundwater is vulnerable to contamination (i.e., sandy soils or karst geology).  
Specifically, defining coarse textured soils based on Natural Resources Conservation Services 
classifications as dominated by sand and loamy sand is suggested.  
 
 



 

 
However, more accurate criteria reflecting the variability in groundwater vulnerability in the karst 
region is needed. Depth of topsoil is one variable that can support fall nitrogen application. We 
believe that MDA should focus the NFMP and proposed Rule to these vulnerable areas and explicitly 
state all other areas are not subject to the proposed Rule. MDA estimates in the NFMP that 15-20% 
of all townships may be targeted for nitrate testing. We believe that the MDA should clearly state this 
focus of the NFMP and the proposed Rule, as well as clearly state that all other areas are not 
subject to the proposed Rule. 
 
Cooperative Network is also concerned with part two of the proposed Rule as it relates to MDA’s 
Township Well Testing Program. The number of wells within this program are very low and we 
believe MDA may wish to do more targeting to ensure landowners are aware of groundwater 
conditions. This could be accomplished by requiring at least 80 percent of the wells in the township 
be tested for non-fertilizer sources prior to any Level 2, 3 or 4 designations. In addition, township 
well testing reports should not be released until after round two testing has been completed and all 
ineligible wells have been removed from the calculation of the mitigation level.  
 
Upon identification of these priority areas, Cooperative Network also believes MDA should engage 
local stakeholders with knowledge of water conditions and farming practices. The local advisory 
teams should include farmers and agronomists with knowledge of local conditions. However, we 
would suggest deleting the requirement that local advisory team members “provide support” to the 
commissioner for the implementation of the response activities. The function of this team is to 
“advise” the commissioner, not to provide funding for the program.    
 
In addition, fall application of nutrients varies across Minnesota depending on crop agronomic 
requirements and soil type. Cooperative Network believes MDA should allow flexibility regarding the 
timing of fall nutrient applications, including for late planted crops, for sugarbeet production, and for 
phosphorus fertilizers containing small amounts of nitrogen. 

Cooperative Network would also urge the use of flexible performance-based approaches to 
environmental compliance that is of a practicable and workable nature. In addition, we continue to 
urge officials to take actions necessary to protect the interests of cooperatives and their members by 
ensuring that Clean Air Act and Clean Water Act regulations and programs are cost-effective, 
sensible and address scientifically demonstrable and significant environmental principles. 

In closing, our members have appreciated the open dialogue that we have had with you and the 
team at MDA regarding this proposed Rule over the past several years. As you will recall, 
Cooperative Network submitted comments during the Rule’s first comment period in January of 
2016. In addition, we are also looking forward to MDA joining our Farm Supply, Grain and Fuel 
Committee next month to further discuss the proposed Rule and its implications on our member-
owned cooperatives throughout the state of Minnesota. 

We plan continued engagement on this process as it is critical to our agricultural cooperatives and 
their member-owners. Once again, we appreciate the opportunity to comment on this proposed Rule 
and thank you for your consideration of our comments. 
 
Sincerely, 

 
Matt Hughes 
Vice President and Minnesota Managing Director 
Cooperative Network 

 



 

 
 


