
 

We are dedicated to identifying and promoting opportunities for corn growers while enhancing quality of life 

 

September 20, 2019  

Scott MacLean 

Minnesota Pollution Control Agency  

12 Civic Center Plaza, Suite 2165 

Mankato, MN 56001 

 

Dear Mr. MacLean,  

 

The Minnesota Corn Growers Association (MCGA) submits the following written comments with respect to Total 

Maximum Daily Load (TMDL) and Watershed Restoration and Protection Strategies (WRAPS) reports for the 

Minnesota River Basin. The MCGA is a grassroots organization with more than 6,500 members that works in 

conjunction with the Minnesota Corn Research & Promotion Council (MCR&PC) to conduct and fund research and 

provide educational programs on behalf of Minnesota’s 24,000 corn farmers. 

 

Our comments cover several areas, and we appreciate the opportunity to assist the Minnesota Pollution Control 

Agency (MPCA) to direct implementation efforts in the Minnesota River Basin (MRB) and to provide additional 

information on water quality issues and efforts by Minnesota’s corn farmers.  

 

Minnesota corn farmers are continuously working to improve and become better stewards of our state’s natural 

resources while maintaining a thriving rural economy.  In conjunction with the MCR&PC, the MCGA has funded 

research and grower education initiatives aimed at improving water quality in Minnesota. These efforts are 

described in our comments and demonstrate the importance of working directly with farmers to adopt practices, 

which is taking place. However, as the agriculture economy continues to slow, advancement in practice adoption 

becomes more difficult due to limitation in available capital in farm operations to make adjustments. Public 

funding dedicated for clean water activities, such as the Clean Water Fund, could help speed progression under 

lagging economic conditions, and MCGA would encourage MPCA to focus implementation efforts on this strategy.  

 

Investments in research and direct funding for practice adoption help accelerate progress on water quality, but 

since farming is primarily a business, practices must be able to show either short or long-term financial advantages 

to the bottom line. Individual farms have already made investments in equipment allowing precision application 

of nutrients, improving production efficiency. These improvements help limit the loss of nutrients on farm fields 

and ensure that crop demands are met without bringing additional acres into production, minimizing the overall 

environmental footprint of crop production. Without economic advantages to the business, incentives must be 

utilized to speed practice adoption rate.  

 

Water Quality Research and Implementation Efforts Funded by Minnesota Corn Farmers  

The MCR&PC in conjunction with the MCGA has invested nearly $6 million in third-party research focused on 

understanding nitrogen fertilizer management toward increased Nitrogen Use Efficiency (NUE), which reduces 

loss potential while maintaining crop performance. Much of this work contributed to the base of information upon 
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which the Best Management Practices (BMPs) referenced in these reports are founded and available on our 

website.1 

The MCR&PC has also made a significant commitment to soil health through third-party research, on-farm 

research and education.  MCR&PC has invested more than $1.1 million in third-party research evaluating cover 

crop establishment methods, seed mixes, water quality benefits and impacts on corn productivity.  On-farm 

research on soil health is occurring through the Soil Health Partnership (SHP).  The SHP is a farmer-led initiative 

fostering transformation in agriculture through improved soil health, benefiting both farmer profitability and the 

environment. Established in 2014 by the National Corn Growers Association, SHP has built a network of working 

farms to test, measure and share results of advanced farm management practices that will enhance sustainability 

and farm economics for generations to come. SHP collects long-term data on working farms in real growing 

conditions and mentors farmers. The MCR&PC has financially committed to the development and 5-year 

maintenance of four SHP sites in Minnesota.  Finally, MCR&PC has invested in education efforts like the 

Conservation Tillage Conference hosted by the University of Minnesota since 2015. 

MCGA has not only invested in BMP research, but has also focused on BMP implementation through education 

and training. In partnership with the University of Minnesota, the Nitrogen Smart program has educated 756 

participants from 2016 to 2018, influencing BMP nitrogen applications on 423,695 reported acres. With not all 

farmers who participate in the program reporting, the University of Minnesota has estimated that statistically it 

has influenced nitrogen application on up to 632,380 acres. 2019 numbers have not reported, as training is 

ongoing through the year.  

The Nitrogen Smart program was conceived by leadership at the MCGA and the Minnesota Agricultural Water 

Resource Center and developed into a program by University of Minnesota Extension. The program consists of a 

three-hour training on how nitrogen behaves in the environment and how these affect nitrogen fertilizer 

management, as well as environmental concerns. Through post meeting evaluations, three out of four meeting 

attendees report changing at least one practice to improve nitrogen use efficiency. Using survey data, we estimate 

that the annual reduction in applied nitrogen by attendees is 2.2 million pounds.   

Artificial drainage is an essential tool for improving agricultural production by ensuring timely planting and field 

operations.  MCR&PC has also made significant investments in research and education related to drainage.  The 

drainage research has focused on both nutrient management practices and hydrologic impacts. MRC&PC has also 

supported a University of Minnesota Extension Specialist focusing on water quality, nutrient management and 

agricultural drainage education. 

The MCGA Innovation Grant Program is now in its fifth year. The program was started with the premise that some 

of the greatest challenges facing corn farmers may have solutions that growers have already thought of or have 

had the insight to try. Innovations like these can be furthered through small grants to farmers to test the idea on 

a limited scale for workability and potential to help other farmers address identical challenges in their operations. 

Since 2016, the MCGA Innovation Grant Program has made an investment of $583,149 toward farmer-led 

innovations to reduce N (and P in 2019) loss to ground and surface water via improved agronomic practices.  

Farmers have used the program to make drainage systems more environmentally responsible, fine-tune nitrogen 

fertilizer rates and host field days where area farmers get together and discuss potential new conservation 

                                                            
1 Minnesota Corn Research Summary, Volume 1 https://www.mncorn.org/wp-content/uploads/2016/09/Research-
Summary.pdf and Volume 2, https://www.mncorn.org/wp-content/uploads/2017/08/2017-Research-Summary.pdf 

https://www.mncorn.org/wp-content/uploads/2016/09/Research-Summary.pdf
https://www.mncorn.org/wp-content/uploads/2016/09/Research-Summary.pdf
https://www.mncorn.org/wp-content/uploads/2017/08/2017-Research-Summary.pdf
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practices. Examples projects funded in the first four years of the program include: state-of-the-art drip irrigation, 

allowing spoon-feeding of both water and nitrogen; new approaches to planting cover crops using air seeding; 

ideal timing of cover crop planting; evaluating variable-rate nitrogen programs; and measuring impacts of reduced 

verses traditional tillage. Priorities for the program in 2020 include: improved nutrient use efficiency; comparative 

tillage innovations (practices to reduce erosion, improve soil health and quality); and production practices that 

enhance water quality.  

With corn prices below the cost of production and many farmers struggling to turn a profit, farmers can be hesitant 

to look outside the box and try something new. The MCGA Innovation Grant Program can help test novel 

approaches during challenging economic times and provides an example of what can be accomplished to improve 

water quality by deploying financial resources to on-the-ground projects and maximizing funds toward that 

purpose.  

Comments on Minnesota River Basin Reports  

In our review of the TMDL and WRAPs reports for the Minnesota River Basin, MCGA recognized several consistent 

principles and also did not see much differentiation in the restoration and protection strategies discussed in the 

three watershed-based reports. Instead of submitting individual comments on the various reports, MCGA makes 

the following general comments on dominant principles consistent throughout the various reports.  

 

One of the principles of the MPCA reports is that much of the phosphorus leaving agricultural fields is applied 

from fertilizer and manure.  Farmers have made significant investments in research to optimize nutrient 

management efficiency and are implementing those practices through investments in precision management 

equipment.  The movement of phosphorus through a watershed involves a series of complex interactions of 

source and transport pathways that function over multiple time scales.  These interactions need to be considered 

when trying to mitigate phosphorus losses from a watershed. For instance, legacy phosphorus attributed to 

internal loading with the system is an important consideration for establishing attainable reduction goals.  

 

Total suspended solids, like phosphorus, movement through a watershed is the result of complex interactions 

among precipitation, land use, topography, geology, and soil type.  It’s a particularly complex issue in the 

Minnesota River Basin, which is geologically predisposed to move sediments through the watershed.  Throughout 

the reports there is a premise that the higher stream flows are more attributed to drainage than the other factors 

including, most notably, precipitation.  The well-established potential for subsurface drainage to reduce peak 

flows at the field scale does not support the argument that subsurface drainage worsens the flows and resulting 

sediment delivery more than precipitation at basin-scales. Strategies to reduce sediment delivery in the basin 

need to consider this rather than focusing on a single driver. 

Poorly drained soils increase risks to agricultural production from excess water and elevated water tables.  

Artificial drainage mitigates these stresses to crops resulting in improved yields and less year-to-year yield 

variability.  Many corn farmers would not have been able to plant a crop this spring in the absence of subsurface 

drainage. However in addition to improving crop productivity, artificial drainage provides an opportunity to 

employ many of the conservation practices referenced in the MPCA reports, including cover crops and minimum 
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tillage.  MCGA supports the concept of multipurpose drainage management as promoted by the Board of Water 

and Soil Resources (BWSR) and encourages MPCA to work with BWSR to expand the use of this program. 2 

Program, Policy and Research Advancements 

Most of the assessment and underlying analysis work conducted for the TMDL and WRAPs reports are based on 

monitoring that was completed in 2015. Since that time new policies, programs and research investments have 

been put into place that will help to meet restoration and protection strategies outlined in the reports. As these 

efforts ramp up implementation, we anticipate there will be measured progress towards water quality 

improvements in the basin. We urge MPCA to give these efforts time to work before imposing new restrictions on 

farmers, but instead target funding towards cost-share and increased practice adoption through incentives. As a 

part of our comments, MCGA would like to highlight a few efforts that will assist with implementation efforts in 

the MRB:  

 

Groundwater Protection Rule  

In June of 2019, the final Groundwater Protection Rule was finalized and published in the State Register. This new 

rule will regulate nitrogen application in vulnerable groundwater areas. The rule will become effective January 1, 

2020. The rule contains two parts and farmers may be subject to one part of the rule, both, or none at all, 

depending on geographic location.  

 

Part one restricts fall application of nitrogen fertilizer if a farm is located in a vulnerable groundwater area where 

at least 50 percent of more of a quarter section is designated as vulnerable or a public water drinking water supply 

management area (DWSMA) with nitrate-nitrogen testing at least 5.4 mg/L in the previous ten years. Once the 

rule is effective, fall application restrictions will begin in the fall of 2020.  

 

Part two will apply to farming operations in a DWSMA with elevated nitrate levels and farms will be subject to a 

sliding scale of voluntary and regulatory actions based on the concentration of nitrate in the well and the use of 

BMPs. In part two, no regulatory action will occur until after at least three growing seasons once a DWSMA is 

determined to meet the criteria for level two.  

 

Agriculture Research, Education and Extension Technology Transfer Program (AGREETT)  

The purpose of AGREETT is to support agricultural productivity growth through research, education and 

extension.3  Since 2015, when the AGREETT program was established by the state legislature, significant progress 

has been made towards restoring and expanding capacity and research capabilities at the University of Minnesota 

in the College of Food, Agriculture and Natural Resource Sciences (CFANS), Extension and the College of Veterinary 

Medicine. As of February 2019, 21 faculty and extension educators have been hired along with needed 

infrastructure upgrades in the areas of crop and livestock productivity, soil fertility, water quality and pest 

resistance. Researchers who have been hired are pursuing work in the areas of manure management including 

strip till of liquid manures and precision application of manures based on nutrient content rather than volume, 

precision agriculture, agricultural practices to ensure good water quality under irrigation and promotion of BMPS 

for nitrogen and phosphorus management in row crop production productivity.  

 

                                                            
2BWSR Multipurpose Drainage Factsheet,  https://www.house.leg.state.mn.us/comm/docs/d3d72b4c-bc76-4bed-ac9f-
65732ab6ab5f.pdf) 
3 University of Minnesota, AGREETT, https://agreett.umn.edu/home  

https://www.house.leg.state.mn.us/comm/docs/d3d72b4c-bc76-4bed-ac9f-65732ab6ab5f.pdf
https://www.house.leg.state.mn.us/comm/docs/d3d72b4c-bc76-4bed-ac9f-65732ab6ab5f.pdf
https://agreett.umn.edu/home
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This addition of recent capacity at the University of Minnesota for public research covering several areas related 

to restoration and protection strategies covered in the MRB reports is another example of work already underway 

that will benefit the MRB in the long-term.  

 

Minnesota Ag Water Quality Certification Program (MAWQCP)  

Led by the Minnesota Department of Agriculture, the MAWQCP is a voluntary program for famers and landowners 

to implement conservation practices that protect water.4 Certified farmers and landowners who implement and 

maintain approved farm management practices receive regulatory certainty for ten years. The program was 

signed into statute in 2013 and began statewide operations in 2015. Recently MAWQCP passed the milestone of 

having certified over 500,000 acres in the program. MAWQCP provides another voluntary, practice-based model 

for the MRB to meet strategies identified in the reports.  

 

Minnesota Buffer Law  

Minnesota’s Buffer Law requires vegetative buffers of up to 50 feet along public waters and 16.5 feet along public 

ditches. The law was updated in 2015 and additional clarifications to the statute were made in 2016 and 2017. 

One important clarification was to enable the use of alternative practices to provide flexibility for landowners and 

recognition that a different type of conservation practice can be just as or more effective than a vegetative buffer 

in addressing water quality. MCGA partnered with the University of Minnesota and the Board of Water and Soil 

Resources (BWSR) to develop and implement a Decision Support Tool for buffer implementation. As reported by 

BWSR, more than 3000 parcels throughout Minnesota use alternative practices to comply with the buffer law 

requirements.5  

 

Despite weather challenges during the past couple growing seasons, BWSR reports that as of December 2018, 

approximately 96 percent of parcels adjacent to public waters are in compliance with buffer requirements. It is 

worth noting that farmers have achieved high levels of compliance without compensation for lost land value or 

equitable property tax treatment. In many cases, farmers are still paying agriculture land property tax value on 

buffer acres no longer in production. Public ditches are reporting lower compliance, but implementation continues 

to occur.  

 

Drainage System Repair Cost Apportionment Option  

In 2019, drainage law—Chapter 103E—was updated during the legislative session to add a voluntary, alternative 

method for repair cost apportionment that better utilizes technology to more equitable apportion drainage 

system repair costs, based on relative runoff and sediment contributions to the system. This voluntary option is 

available for drainage authorities to use and is limited to repair costs only. The option also includes applicable due 

process hearings, findings, orders and appeal provisions consistent with other aspects of drainage law. This option 

enables drainage authorities to better utilize technology for more equitable drainage system repair cost 

apportionment that can be updated readily with less cost to assessed landowners in a drainage system and 

provide an incentive to reduce runoff and sediment contribution to the drainage system.  

 

                                                            
4 Minnesota Department of Agriculture, Minnesota Agricultural Water Quality Certification Program, 
https://www.mda.state.mn.us/environment-sustainability/minnesota-agricultural-water-quality-certification-program-0 
5 Board of Water and Soil Resources, Buffer law flexibility yields results, https://bwsr.state.mn.us/sites/default/files/2019-
08/Snapshots-story-2-August-2019-DST%20buffers.pdf  

https://www.mda.state.mn.us/environment-sustainability/minnesota-agricultural-water-quality-certification-program-0
https://bwsr.state.mn.us/sites/default/files/2019-08/Snapshots-story-2-August-2019-DST%20buffers.pdf
https://bwsr.state.mn.us/sites/default/files/2019-08/Snapshots-story-2-August-2019-DST%20buffers.pdf
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This new voluntary option sunsets July 31, 2024, and reporting to legislative committees with jurisdiction over 

drainage law is required discussing the effectiveness of this option.  

 

Future-focused Investments  

There is overlap among the restoration and protection strategies identified for the Watonwan River, Minnesota 

River-Mankato and Lower Minnesota River watershed. Our comments up to this point detailed several research, 

education and implementation efforts funded and led by MCGA that are identified strategies for the MRB in the 

reports. MCGA plans to continue those efforts on behalf of Minnesota corn farmers.  

In order to further bolster our efforts and the implementation of other organizations or partners in the MRB, 

MCGA strongly encourages the MPCA to develop and implement a more intentional strategy of directing Clean 

Water Funds towards practice and project implementation. To date a significant portion of the constitutionally 

dedicated funds have been used to measure, monitor and assess water quality in Minnesota. A strategic shift is 

needed from monitoring, modeling, tool development and research to a majority of funded projects to practice 

and project implementation in key areas such as agriculture, storm water management and wastewater 

treatment. More dollars need to be directed to local partners, including municipalities and farmers. All have a role 

to play in addressing water quality issues across the MRB. Especially at a time of difficult financial stress for many 

farmers across our state, cost-share dollars for practice implementation can help progress continue and not 

depend on individual farmers to shoulder the costs.  

There are already examples of successful Clean Water Fund implementation projects that should be replicated 

and expanded such as multipurpose drainage management discussed earlier in our comments.  

Further, MPCA and other partners should examine economic modeling to predict increased farmland or farm 

operation values under practices that promote soil health, conservation tillage and cover cropping systems. 

Having this economic data can also demonstrate to farmers the direct benefit to their operation from practice 

implementation and could help to accelerate adoption in the MRB. However, additional cost-share resources in 

the near-term should be an immediate area of focus for MPCA.  

MCGA appreciates the opportunity to assist the MPCA to direct implementation efforts in the MRB and to provide 

additional information on water quality issues and efforts by Minnesota’s corn farmers.  

 

Sincerely,  

 

 
 

Brian Thalmann  
President  
Minnesota Corn Growers Association  
 


