
PENNINGTON SWCD

201 Sherwood Ave S

Thief River Falls, MN  56701

Our mission is to provide 
landowners and other 
agencies with technical 
assistance in  identifying and 
improving resource issues.
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Each year the 3/8 percent sales tax increase, called the Clean Water Land and Legacy 
Amendment, provides Pennington SWCD the opportunity to apply for grants to install 
conservation practices, perform monitoring for prioritization, and other innovative 
projects.  
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Hartz Park 
Walking Bridge

The SWCD received a Clean Water Fund Grant in 2019 to stabilize 3 sites at the Hartz 
Park, Greenwood St. Bridge, and a site across from Oakland Park known as the Wenzlaff 
site.  The grant amount is $542,000 with the local match being provided by the City of 
Thief River Falls.  
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Greenwood Street Bridge 
& Wenzlaff Streambank 
Stabilization Projects

The Greenwood Street Bridge Streambank Project was surveyed the same day as Hartz 
Park.  This project may look more like a typical rock riprap streambank project as 
compared to the more complicated Hartz Park design.  The Wenzlaff streambank is the 
most complex and will take more head scratching to figure out a solution.  
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Thief River Grade 
Stabilization and Cover Crop

We received a 2020 Clean Water Fund Grant for the installation of side water inlets and 
cover crops in priority areas that outlet into the Thief River.  Our goal is to implement 
62 side water pipes and 5000 acres of cover crop in the JD30/18/13 and Lower Thief 
River subwatersheds.  The Marshall SWCD is also involved with this grant.
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State Cost-Share
Well Sealing

Unused wells provide a potential direct link to groundwater contamination. The 
average cost to seal a well is $500.  We provide 50% cost-share for landowners to seal 
unused wells.  Four wells were sealed in 2020.  

Every fall, we hold an annual well water testing clinic where the District covers 50% of 
the cost for Nitrate, E. Coli, and Total Coliform analysis.  Thirty-two residents took part 
in the clinic in 2020.

We also provide well water test kits for private well testing.  Homeowners can test their 
wells for contaminates such as Nitrates, Bacteria, and Arsenic.  
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Tree Planting 
Season 

In 2020, we planted 890 trees on 5 sites, down from 2,006 trees planted on 8 sites the 
year before.  In total we sold 6,570 trees compared to 8,537 in 2019.  

7



Weed Barrier 
Fabric

Matting Benefits:

-Weed control

-Moisture retention

Weed barrier fabric is installed after trees are planted in the spring to reduce 
competition and retain soil moisture.  The crew installed about 4,700 feet of weed 
barrier fabric. 
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Ditch 
Outlet 
Analysis

The SWCD acquired a Clean Water Fund Grant in 2017 to monitor 52 ditch outlets for 
three years using unmanned aircraft.  Our partner in this venture, NCTC, acquired their 
own LIDAR capabilities in September 2019.  All ditches have been flown twice with the 
third flight occurring this spring.  These flights are being used to ID erosion sites on 
county ditches.  Areas colored in red indicate a loss of sediment from the previous 
year’s photo.  Blue is a gain of sediment.  

9



Installation of 
Side Water 
Inlets on 
CD 96-21-16

We received a CWF grant in 2016, to assist the county with implementing side water 
inlets for willing landowners along County Ditches 96, 21, and 16.  A total of 43 SWI’s 
have been installed. 
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CD 96 Outlet

Phase 1 of this project stabilized 900’ of the south ditch bank from Hwy 32 to the Red 
Lake River. We partnered with Red Lake County SWCD , Pennington County, RLWD and 
HDR for phase 1. Phase 1 stabilization consisted of rock riprap at the toe and a sand and 
granular filter covered by riprap.

Phase 2 will stabilize 2645’ from Hwy 32 West to the Y in CD 96. 
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Buffer Law 

Compliance tracking started the summer of 2019. All parcels in the county must be 
reviewed at least once every three years.  Compliance checks will continue in 2021 with 
the SWCD working closely with landowners to bring non-compliant parcels into 
compliance.  
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Drainage Database

Web-based GIS 
mapping of repair 

requests

Ability to have all ditch 
records stored digitally

Store and track 
maintenance, repairs, 

inspections and 
violations

Track legal proceedings 
for ditch systems

• Redetermination of benefits

• Abandonment

Pennington County and the Pennington SWCD entered an agreement for the 
modernization of ditch records. Working with Houston Engineering and an application 
they created called Drainage DB we are starting this project. (Features of Drainage DB 
listed on slide)
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Minnesota

Agricultural

Water

Quality

Certification

Program

The Minnesota Agricultural Water Quality Certification Program is a voluntary, state 
funded program that recognizes producers who implement conservation efforts on 
their farms.  By participating in approved farm management practices, it allows 
producers to be exempt from new state water regulations for 10 years.  Pennington 
County currently has 15 certified MAWQCP producers. 
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District Drone

The District purchased a drone the fall of 2019. Through an NCTC training and FAA 
testing, two district staff got their remote pilot's license. The drone has been used for 
inventory, project updates and potentially bridge inspection in the future. Photos are of 
the West Side Project and CD 96 Outlet Project.
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Pennington SWCD has 9 water monitoring sites on the Clearwater, Red Lake, Thief, and 
Black Rivers.  These sites are monitored once a month during the ice-free months. In 
2020, monitoring was completed April – November. While monitoring, field 
measurements and observations are noted. Water samples are sent to a certified lab 
for analysis of total phosphorus, total nitrogen, E. coli, total suspended solids, and 
alkalinity.  The results are sent to the MPCA for determining water quality status which 
guides local project implementation for improving water quality.  
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DNR Observation 
Wells

Seven observation wells are measured once a month from March-November and the 
results are recorded on the DNR website. These are shallow beach ridge wells that are 
between 7-15 ft deep.  Groundwater levels were near record highs in the spring of 
2020 and there has been strong downward trend since to near record low levels.
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Aquatic 
Invasive 
Species 

Pennington County’s allocation of AIS prevention aid is used to educate the public 

about AIS and how to prevent the spread. With many of our annual events cancelled, 

we were unable to hand out our new CLEAN.DRAIN.DRY promotional items.  We 

continued to sponsor North Country Outdoor Radio Guide Service, who put a new wrap 

on his tracker. We also continued sponsoring Linder’s Angling Buzz and the billboard on 

Hwy 32. 

With the recent finding of zebra mussel veliger in Red Lake, we began monitoring for 

Zebra mussel in the Red Lake River at 3 sites. Luckily, no zebra mussels were detected 

this summer.
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Prescribed Grazing

With help from NRCS Grazing Specialist, Jeff Duchene, we assist livestock producers 

who want to better manage forage production and provide fresh water for their cattle 

develop a personalized grazing plan.  A few practices that are a part of a grazing plan 

include interior and perimeter fence, livestock pipeline, water tanks, pumping plants, 

pasture plantings, and sometimes wells.

In 2020, two new grazing plans were initiated, and we assisted 11 individuals to 

develop grazing plans for their operations to apply for funding in 2021.
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Feedlot Program

We administer the county feedlot program.  As of 2020, there are 41 feedlots in 
Pennington County that are required to be registered with the Minnesota Pollution 
Control Agency. Feedlot owners are required to update their feedlot information every 
four years via their new online registration system. We are required to inspect 7% of 
the feedlots in the county each year, attend annual training events, and provide 
owner’s assistance/outreach to feedlot owners.
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Common Tansy

Canada Thistle

European Buckthorn

A grant was received in 2020 to establish a Cooperative Weed Management Area 
(CWMA) in Pennington County to form a unified approach to weed management.  
County, state, and federal agencies, township officials, and the public have been invited 
to be active in the CWMA. This program will create a baseline inventory map of weed 
infestations. Roughly 50% of the county was inventoried in 2020 with the remaining to 
be completed in 2021. The inventory will then be used to prioritize common weed 
species and their locations for management purposes. We will be providing education 
to residents about identification and best management practices for the priority 
species. Thus far, common invasive plants in the county include common tansy, spotted 
knapweed, European buckthorn, leafy spurge, and Canada thistle.
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One Watershed One Plan

❑ Red Lake River – Completed in 2017
❑ Thief River – Completed in 2020
❑ Clearwater River – Started in March 2021

We are involved with the Red Lake River, Thief River, and Clearwater River 1W1Ps.  The 
plans are at various stages:  The Red Lake River was approved in 2017 (1 of the 5 pilots 
in the state) and is in the second round for project implementation, the Thief River plan 
has been approved and in the first year of implementation, and we have just started 
the plan for the Clearwater River Watershed.  They are 10-year plans that identify 
priority resources, what’s affecting those resources, goals, and priority areas, and 
projects to implement.   
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Septic System Upgrade Grant

Two failing septic systems were upgraded in 2020 using Clean Water Funds.  Candidates 
must meet income guidelines set by the Board.  Both candidates in 2020 received 100% 
cost-share to install mound type septic systems.  Systems are sized based on soil 
texture and number of bedrooms.  
.
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Shoreland and 
Floodplain  
Ordinance 
Administration 

We administer the Pennington County Shoreland and Floodplain ordinance.  
Landowners within 300’ of a river are required to apply for a shoreland permit for 
building or land alteration.  Typically, the setback for structures is 100 feet from the top 
of the bank.  The Floodplain Ordinance requires structures to be elevated above the 
100-year flood elevation if they are constructed in the floodplain.  Flood Insurance Rate 
Maps are currently being updated for Pennington County and an appeal was submitted 
to FEMA and the DNR during the review process.
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Our Information and Education Programs are a huge part of our mission. 

25



2020 Science Fair Winner
Bethany Larson

Every January, Franklin Middle School hosts a Science Fair that challenges students to 
present a question that can be answered through experimentation.  They must 
complete the research and testing necessary to prove or disprove their hypothesis and 
then report their findings in a clear concise manner.  Pennington SWCD staff assists in 
judging projects related to the conservation of soil or water and awards a cash prize to 
the student who scores the highest.  Bethany Larson’s experiment about turning 
saltwater into drinking water was chosen as our 2020 Science Fair winner. 
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Science 
Museum

In February, the Pennington SWCD sponsored a presentation by the Science Museum of 
Minnesota about one of our most precious natural resources – “WATER”.  One hundred 
and fifty 5th grade students from Challenger Elementary School attended the 
presentation by Science Museum Staff Member, Sam Horak.  Sam stunned students 
when she turned a cup of water into solid matter.
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MAWQCP 
INFORMATIONAL 

BRUNCH

The Pennington SWCD hosted a MAWQCP Informational Brunch for area producers in 
March. Area MAWQCP Certification Specialist, Glen Kajewski, highlighted the benefits 
of the program and how the certification process works.  A few highlights included 
technical and financial assistance, regulatory certainty, whole farm assessment for 
water quality, and producer recognition.  Three area producers took the next step by 
applying to become MAWQCP certified.  Thanks to all who attended!
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2020 Poster Contest 
Winners

Lilly 
Swenson

Mylee 
Sjulestad

McKenna 
Carr

Norah 
Phelps

The Pennington Soil and Water District celebrated Stewardship Week with a poster 
contest for 4th and 5th grade students from Goodridge and St. Bernard’s Schools.  The 
theme for 2020 was entitled, “Where Would We BEE Without Pollinators?”  Posters 
were emailed and judged virtually.  Four winning posters were chosen out of the 27 
entries received.  Poster winners (Lilly Swenson, Mylee Sjulestad, McKenna Carr, and 
Norah Phelps) each received a $50 check from their sponsors (North Risk Partners, Sally 
Wolf Insurance, Northern State Bank, and Border State Bank) . 
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2020 
NW MN
Water 
Festival

➢ Water Quality
➢ Flooding
➢ Watersheds
➢ Aquatic Invasive Species
➢ Ground & Spring Water
➢ Fish Fun Arcade

The NW MN Water Festival is a two-day learning event held every September for fourth 
graders in NW Minnesota.  Due to the COVID-19 pandemic, organizers were just about 
ready to cancel the festival for 2020 when a group of partnering agencies stepped 
forward with the idea of going virtual with the event.  They pooled resources and staff 
to develop tutorials about watersheds, water quality, ground water, flooding, aquatic 
invasive species, the water cycle and fish printing along with a hands-on activity for 
each lesson.  Activity supplies were purchased, assembled, labeled, and packaged into 
totes with lesson packets for distribution to the schools.  Five hundred and eighty-nine 
students from eight different counties took part in this fun interactive experience.  
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Rainfall
Monitoring

The District has been monitoring rainfall since 1978.  In 2020, 18 volunteers from 
around the county gathered, read, and recorded daily precipitation amounts for the 
months of April through October.  That data was then sent to the State Climatologist as 
part of the official record.  In 2020, the average rainfall was 18.16 inches compared to 
our counties annual average of 18.83 inches.  

If you are interested in becoming a rainfall monitor, please call our office at 218-683-
7075.

Rainfall monitors for 2020 were: 

NAME TOWNSHIP
MYLES & KATHY ALBERG RIVER FALLS
VERN CLEVEN SMILEY
DEAN & MARY DAHL NORDEN
DEB DIETZ NORTH
HOWARD & LINDA HANSON HICKORY
WARREN & MARYANN HERMRECK BRAY
GREG & GAYLE HILGEMAN DEER PARK
DENNIS KAINZ CLOVER LEAF

CRAIG MATTSON NORTH
EDGAR & DOROTHY MILLER REINER
TOM MOLSKNESS SANDERS
ARLENE & GARY NOVAK RIVER FALLS
RAY& ARDITH OLSON NUMEDAL
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RICHARD & DONNA PARNOW
CURTIS & MARILYN SWANSON
LES & TRUDY WILDE
OLIVE WISKOW
DEAN & MARILYN WOLFF

KRATKA
BRAY 
MAYFIELD 
GOODRIDGE 
SILVERTON
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2020
Rural Beautification 

Winners

Randy & Jennifer Knott

Beautiful yards require a lot of hard work.  Every year a Rural Beautification winner is 
chosen from a list of candidates nominated by township officials.  In 2020, the Rural 
Beautification Award was presented to Randy & Jennifer Knott from Sanders Township.
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Randy and Jennifer purchased 320 acres of untouched wooded land back in 1994 and 
named this treasured area “Knott’s Wildwood.”  Like talented artists, they bore a vision 
in their minds of what the natural resources on this tract of land could be transformed 
into.  They have been sculpting and airbrushing the property with pops of color and 
unique structures ever since.
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Some of the structures include their garage and home (which Randy designed), a 
rounded a greenhouse, a little red tool shed, a silo top chicken coop, and a one room 
family hunting cabin.  The cabin, an old granary completely remodeled on the inside, is 
nestled far out into the woods next to a clearing.  It is used extensively by family and 
friends, not only during hunting season, but throughout the entire year.
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Out in the yard you can find groomed trails, a large garden, grapevine terraces, 
beautiful flower beds, two Adirondack chairs engraved with their daughter’s names, 
and many memories of items that family and friends had given the couple over the 
years.  A few notable memories include the small tree that came from Jennifer’s dad’s 
place that now stands 25-30 feet high and greets you as you drive in, Grandma Lilly’s 
lilies that border the yard, and communion grapes that reach to the heavens above.
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“SOMETHING 
FROM NOTHING”

So much work has gone into this beautiful rural property, but they are not done yet; so 
much more is yet to come.  Randy and Jennifer are truly building a legacy for their 
family.  As Jennifer puts it, they are building:

“SOMETHING FROM NOTHING”
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Meeting with

State Legislators 

Deb Kiel and John Burkel

In December of 2020, local legislators attended our monthly board meeting via Zoom 
Video Conferencing to discuss conservation and legislative issues.
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2020 SWCD Staff

Front Row:  Bryan and Barb
Back Row:  Peter, Matt, Bryanna, Donna

Bryan Malone, Barb Molskness, Peter Nelson, Matt Sorvig, Bryanna Grefthen, and 
Donna Christianson continue to work closely with the citizens of Pennington County to 
implement conservation best management practices. 
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New 
District 
Manager 

Farewell Bryan Malone
Welcome Peter Nelson

We are sad to announce that Bryan Malone left the Pennington SWCD after 22 years of 
service.  He accepted a District Administrator position with the Becker Soil and Water 
Conservation District in Detroit Lakes.

We would like to welcome Peter Nelson as the new Pennington District Manager.  Peter 
started working for the District in May of 2012 as the Water Plan Coordinator and was 
chosen as the Outstanding District Employee for 2020.    
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2020 
Outstanding 
District 
Employee

Peter Nelson

Peter was selected from nominations throughout the state for his outstanding 
accomplishments in soil and water conservation.  Some of Peter’s main 
accomplishments were his key role in completing the Thief River Comprehensive Water 
Management Plan in 2020 and the Red Lake River Comprehensive Water Management 
Plan in 2017.  He also administers the Water Plan, Shoreland, SSTS, and Floodplain 
Programs for Pennington County.  
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CRP Assistance

Pennington, Marshall, and W. Polk
- 318 Contracts
- 13,000+ Acres
- 235 Sites Visited
- 82 Landowners Assisted

Jill Fejszes
Farm Bill Biologist

Jill Fejszes assists NRCS with Farm Bill Programs.  We have dedicated this position to 
promoting CRP for Pennington, Marshall, and West Polk SWCDs.  In 2020, Jill completed 
318 CRP plans enrolling over 13,000 acres.  She visited 235 sites and assisted 82 
landowners.

For Pennington County, she completed 25 contracts enrolling 1,600 acres.  
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TSA Assistance 
Serving the Counties of: 
Pennington, Marshall, Red Lake,       
Kittson, Roseau, and W. Polk

Zach Foley
Engineering Technician

Zach Foley assists the Counties of Pennington, Marshall, Red Lake, Kittson, Roseau, and 
W. Polk with engineering services for site inspection/evaluation, survey, design, 
construction inspection, and as-builts.  Projects completed include grade stabilization 
structures, livestock pipelines, grassed waterways, and water and sediment control 
basins.
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NRCS Staff
Nico Bennett

Nico Bennett continues to assist landowners on Farm Bill Programs through NRCS.  
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2020 SWCD Board

Front row: Brenda Szymanski and Linda Nelson  Back row: Ricky Peterson, Grant Nelson, and Greg Hilgeman.

Our Board of Supervisors consisted of (front row) Brenda Szymanski and Linda Hanson 
(Back row) Ricky Peterson, Grant Nelson, and Greg Hilgeman.
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Thank You!
We hope you enjoyed  

viewing our annual 
highlights.

For more information about any of our programs or services, please call 
(218) 683-7075.
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