
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 design of the streambank stabilization project just upstream of the walking bridge 
at Hartz Park finished one more step as the site was surveyed in late fall.  The RRVCSA 
engineering staff utilized a scanning instrument to take readings on a 0.5’ grid.  A 
product called “Pyrawall” is being investigated to stabilize this steep slope.  
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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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State Cost-share
Well Sealing

Unused wells provide a potential direct link to groundwater contamination.  We 
provide 50% cost-share for landowners to seal unused wells.  The average cost to seal 
a well is $500, so we typically provide $250 towards the cost.  Five wells were sealed in 
2019.
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Tree Planting Season 

Planting Delivering Pots

Bagging Orders

We planted 2,006 trees on 8 sites, down from 3,000 planted on 9 sites the year before.  
In total we sold 8,537 trees and 225 tree protector tubes compared to 12,644 and 550 
in 2018.  Fabric was installed the same week as most of the plantings.  All work was 
completed by June 4th!
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Weed Barrier 
Fabric

Matting Benefits:

-Weed control
-Moisture retention

The crew installed about 10,875 (18,600 in 2018) feet of weed barrier fabric.
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NRCS Assistance

Jill Fejszes assists NRCS with Farm Bill Programs.  We have dedicated this position to 
promoting CRP for Pennington, Marshall, and West Polk SWCDs.  In 2019, Jill 
completed 72 CRP plans totaling 3,965 acres.  She completed 105 site visits for CRP 
and other projects and talked with 78 landowners.  She also gave a presentation about 
CRP at the Minnesota Sharp-Tail Grouse Society Annual Meeting.  
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Ecofootprint – Side 
Water Inlets

The last seven pipes were installed in June and the grant was closed out shortly after.  
A total of 34 grade stabilization structures were installed with the assistance of a grant 
from Enbridge and the ditch authority.  
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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.  All ditches have been flown at least once, some 
twice, with all of them being flown again in 2020.  The first overlay was produced late 
in 2019 with many tweaks needed to be accurate.  The photo shows our first attempts 
at CD16.  Areas colored red indicate a loss of sediment from the previous year’s photo.  
Blue is a gain of sediment.
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Installation of Side Water Inlets on
CD 96-21-16

We received a grant in 2016, to assist the county with implementing side water inlets 
for willing landowners along County Ditches 96, 21, and 16.  Working with the county 
during the fall of 2019, 11 SWI’s were completed with 39 more to be installed once the 
weather permits in 2020.
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MAWQCP

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.  It also qualifies 
them for federal dollars that can be used to implement several management practices 
and allows them to earn credit on their CSP application rankings as well.  Three new 
endorsements were recently added to the program for certified producers:  Soil 
Health, Integrated Pest Management, and Wildlife.  Pennington County currently has 
12 certified MAWQCP producers.  Please call our office if you are interested in 
volunteering for the program. 
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Buffer Law 

Compliance tracking started on all county parcels last year.  Compliance checks will 
continue in 2020 with the SWCD working closely with landowners to bring non-
compliant parcels into compliance.  If compliance is not reached within 11 months of 
receiving a notification of non-compliance, enforcement will be handed over to 
Pennington County.
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Water Monitoring

The Pennington SWCD has 9 water monitoring sites on the Clearwater, Red Lake, Thief, 
and Black Rivers.  These sites are monitored once a month May through October.  
Water levels were too low at a couple sites in July and August to collect samples, but 
fall rains increased levels allowing sample collection.  Samples are sent to a certified 
lab for analysis of total phosphorus, 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

Ground water levels continued to drop during the growing season in 7 observation 
wells until the fall rain provided recharge.  You need to go back to 2010 to find fall 
readings at or above the 2019 levels.  These wells are measured once a month from 
March-November and the results are recorded on the DNR website.  
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Thief River One Watershed One Plan

The Thief River One Watershed One Plan was approved by all 7 of the individual Local 
Units of Government involved with the plan.  A public hearing was held on December 
2nd and the Policy Committee approved the plan contingent upon changes from the 
60-day comment period and public hearing.  The Board of Water and Soil Resources 
approved the plan on March 25, 2020, and SWCDs and counties will soon begin project 
implementation.

16



Septic System Upgrade Grant

A failing septic system was upgraded with an at-grade septic system installed by Larry 
Kruse and his son Todd.  A 1500-gallon, two compartment tank, was installed to 
upgrade the failing tank that was pumped, crushed, and filled in with gravel.  Grant 
candidates must meet low income guidelines and 100% of the cost is covered.  In 
addition to the upgrade grant, the SWCD also offers low interest loans to replace septic 
systems.
.
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Aquatic Invasive Species 

AIS prevention aid is used to educate the public about AIS and how to prevent its 
spread.  Incorporating AIS education into youth events; giving away CLEAN.DRAIN.DRY 
promotional items and information at the Pennington County Fair and Home, Sport & 
Family Show; sponsoring NCOR Guide Service; and endorsing AIS prevention on two 
billboards allows us to promote the importance of stopping the spread of AIS.  With 
several popular lakes in the area becoming infested, it is very important to remember 
to clean, drain, and dry your boat and all your gear before leaving any body of water.
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Feedlot Program

There are currently 46 feedlots in Pennington County that are required to be registered 
with the Minnesota Pollution Control Agency or County Feedlot Office.  Feedlot 
owners are required to update their feedlot information every four years.  MPCA is 
testing a new online registration system that is expected to go live in 2020 as the main 
form of registration.  If you have any questions concerning your feedlot or what needs 
to be registered, please stop by the office.
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Our Information and Education Programs are a huge part of our mission. 
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2019 Science Fair Winner
Isaac Mauch

Every year in 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 and awards a cash prize to the student who scores the highest 
on relating their project to the conservation of soil or water.  Isaac Mauch’s orca bean 
plant experiment was chosen as the winner for 2019.  Congratulations, Isaac!
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Science 
Museum

In February, the Pennington SWCD sponsored a Minnesota Science Museum visit at 
Challenger Elementary School for area 5th grade students.  They learned about the 
water cycle and took part in activities that taught them how to conserve and protect 
our water supply.  
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Soil Health 
Café Chat

A group of local producers got together in March networking and chatting about soil 
health at the Soil Health Café Chat sponsored by the Sustainable Farming Association 
(SFA).  A big thanks to Cecil Deschene, Kent Solberg (SFA), Mikayla Tabert, Tim 
Szymanski, and Jeff Duchene (NRCS) for sharing their soil health thoughts and 
experiences with us!
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Home, Sports, & 
Family Show

Our booth, containing information about Aquatic Invasive Species (AIS), wells, septic, 
water testing, tree planting, activities for kids, and much more, was visited by over 
3,300 people at the 2019 Home, Sport & Family Show.  

24



2019 Poster Contest 
Winners

The Pennington Soil and Water District celebrated Stewardship Week with a 
poster/mural contest for 5th and 6th grade students.  The theme for 2019 was entitled, 
“Life in the Soil:  Dig Deeper.”  Three individual posters and one mural were chosen as 
winners out of the 37 entries received.  Individual poster winners (Madelyn Thompson, 
Ashlyn Nelson, and Chesney Salo) received $50 each while the mural winners (Aracely 
Needham, Chloe Sorenson, Patricia Hagl, and Odin Mooney) received $100, that was 
shared equally between them. 
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STEWARDSHIP 
WEEK

The National Association of Conservation Districts works to promote natural resource 
conservation through the celebration of Stewardship Week.  This year’s theme was 
“Life in the Soil:  Dig Deeper.”  The Pennington SWCD printed and distributed 1,200 Soil 
and Water Stewardship program inserts to local churches as part of the celebration of 
Stewardship Week. 
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The Envirothon is an outdoor educational learning event that promotes natural 
resource involvement and education for high school students in grades 9-12.  Teams 
consisting of 3-5 students, visit 5 different outdoor stations:  Aquatics, Forestry, Soils, 
Wildlife, and a current event topic that changes every year.  They are then tested with 
questions pertaining to these topics.  In 2019, twenty teams competed during the 
Envirothon at Lake Bronson State Park.  Congratulations to the first place winners -
Kittson County Central. 
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Arbor Month

The SWCD staff visited schools throughout the county explaining the importance of 
trees in our world and presenting each kindergarten students with their very own tree.  
The event is in honor of a former kindergarten teacher (Dorothy Hanson) who 
purchased trees for her students.  Since her death, her daughter has set up a special 
fund to pay for the trees distributed to the kindergarten students ensuring her 
mother’s legacy lives on.
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Fair Booth

We hope you enjoyed our booth at the county fair and invite you to stop by and check 
it out again in 2020.  We’ll have lots of information about the programs we offer along 
with some great new promotional items.
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Long Lake
Conservation
CampCarson & Evan

Rubischko

In July, the Pennington SWCD sponsored two campers, Carson and Evan Rubischko, at 
the Long Lake Conservation Center near Palisade, MN.  The boys spent a fun filled 
week learning about natural resource conservation and enjoying other fun summer 
camp activities like swimming, campfires, fire starting, bog exploration, and so much 
more.  
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Soil Health Bus Tour

Hosted by:  Red River Valley Area SWCDs & NRCS

Through a joint effort with the Red River Valley SWCDs and NRCS, a group of producers 
and staff personnel took a “rolling” classroom bus tour at the end of July from Detroit 
Lakes to Bismarck learning firsthand what their peers are doing to implement soil 
health into their operations.  Chad Roisland, a local producer from Pennington County, 
and Matt Sorvig, Pennington SWCD staff, attended the event.
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MinnAqua

In August, thirty-four young fisher people took part in the MinnAqua Fishing Clinic in 
Red Robe Park where they learned about fishing, invasive species, and boat safety.  
Curt Quesnell brought his boat with the Clean.Drain.Dry insignia and talked about how 
to prevent AIS.  The Pennington SWCD gave out packets that contained AIS 
information, a key float, bobber, and fish ruler.  Everyone had fun trying to catch the 
biggest fish!  
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6TH Grade

Outdoor Education Day

• Landfills

• Glaciers

• Trapping 

• Birds

• Aquatic Invasive Species

• Incredible Journey

• Archery

• Deer Population

• Tree Bingo

Due to the rainy September weather, we celebrated Outdoor Education Day indoors at 
the Ralph Engelstad Arena.  Area 6th graders had an awesome time playing games and 
learning about landfills, glaciers, trapping, birds, aquatic invasive species, and the 
incredible journey of a water drop.  Other activities included archery, a deer 
population game, and tree bingo.  We had 194 students from Thief River Falls, 
Goodridge, Grygla, and home schools participating in this fun and educational day.
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NW MN
Water 
Festival
2019

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

The NW MN Water Festival is a two-day event for 4th graders in Northwestern 
Minnesota.  Students participate in interactive stations to learn about our water 
resources.  Water quality, flooding, watersheds, aquatic invasive species, and ground & 
spring water are some of the stations, as well as casting and fish painting.  Over 850 
students attended the two-day event.
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Rainfall
Monitoring

The District has been monitoring rainfall since 1978.  We currently have 20 monitors 
that gather, read, and record precipitation amounts daily throughout the county.  That 
data is then sent to the State Climatologist monthly as part of the official record.  In 
2019, the average rainfall was 22.95 inches compared to our counties annual average 
of 18.85 inches.  

If you are interested in becoming a rainfall monitor, we are currently looking for 
volunteers from Polk Centre and Star Townships.

Rainfall monitors for 2019 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
GARY JOHNSON POLK CENTRE
DENNIS KAINZ CLOVER LEAF
RYAN KRIEL STAR
CRAIG MATTSON NORTH
EDGAR & DOROTHY MILLER REINER
TOM MOLSKNESS SANDERS
ARLENE & GARY NOVAK RIVER FALLS
RAY& ARDITH OLSON NUMEDAL
RICHARD & DONNA PARNOW KRATKA
CURTIS & MARILYN SWANSON BRAY
LES & TRUDY WILDE MAYFIELD
OLIVE WISKOW GOODRIDGE
DEAN & MARILYN WOLFF SILVERTON
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Annual 
Banquet

Outstanding 
Conservationists

Rural Beautification WinnersMural Winners

Poster Contest
Winner

Our spring banquet was one of our 2019 highpoints.  We honored the Outstanding 
Conservationists, Rural Beautification, and Poster/Mural Contest winners.  Rainfall 
Monitors were introduced, and the staff presented a Power Point review of the 
District’s accomplishments. The 126 guests were treated to the entertaining Popple 
Ridge Pickers who truly ended the evening on a high note!
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Beautiful yards require a lot of hard work, and the SWCD wants to make sure they 
receive proper recognition.  Every year we select a Rural Beautification winner from a 
list of candidates nominated by township officials.  Let’s take a pictorial tour of the 
2019 winners.
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2019

Rural Beautification

Arlene & Gary Novak

Incredible, immaculate, and impressive are a few words that describe the yard of the 
2019 Rural Beautification winners, Arlene and Gary Novak.
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Gary and Arlene moved to this River Falls property and built their home in 1978.  Since 
then, the work continued…sheds were torn down, new sheds built, and gardens 
created.  It was a team effort, as Arlene designed, and Gary provided all the “heavy” 
work.
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Since Arlene loves digging in the dirt, she gets most of the credit for maintaining the 
beautiful yard.  She has a host of different perennials and annuals with something 
blooming each season.
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The front yard features daisies, hostas, roses, lilies, dahlias and cannas.  The back yard 
has several colorful perennial beds.

41



The various perennial beds are enhanced by antique glassware, wheels, and even an 
old purse!
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They are also a haven for butterflies, as we witnessed several checking out the 
cornflower Macrocephala.
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A small greenhouse and garden shed are nestled in the oak trees.  A grapevine 
flourishes on the arbor.

44



To enhance their yard, Arlene and Gary have planted several tree varieties such as 
basswood, Ohio buckeye, birch, honey locust, and apples.
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After visiting the yard, one would never guess that Arlene has a job at the Red Lake 
Watershed District, involved on several community boards, as well as assisting Gary 
with his full-time farming operation.  It is evident that they make good use of their 
“spare” time.
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MASWCD AWARD

Scott and Kris Mostrom from Smiley Township were awarded the 2019 Outstanding 
Conservationists Award by “The Farmer” magazine during the MASWCD Annual 
Convention in Bloomington, Minnesota, in December.  
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The Mostrom Family

The Mostrom’s have two children, Kaden and Kassidy, and operate an 800-acre crop 
and livestock farm where they raise Angus beef cows.  Three hundred and fifty acres of 
cropland are rotated between wheat, beans, hay, corn, and oats.  This rotation 
prevents the invasion of weeds that producers are seeing with only a wheat/bean 
rotation.   Scott and Kris planted a 5-row farmstead windbreak in 1999.
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Rotational grazing is practiced on 450 acres of pasture.  Through EQIP, Scott completed 
a 99-acre prescribed grazing system plan to accommodate 100 cow/calf pairs.  Five 
paddocks were created with cross fencing, pipeline, and 3 water tanks to complete the 
system.  
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Meeting with
State Legislators 

Deb Kiel, Dan Fabian, and Mark Johnson

In December, local legislators attended our monthly board meeting to discuss 
conservation and legislative issues.
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Summer 
Apprentice

Abby B.

Abby Bendickson worked as our summer apprentice this year.  She planted, matted, 
and tubed trees; worked on the County Geologic Atlas; developed a well testing 
promotional flyer; helped with surveying; and assisted Peter with observation well 
monitoring.  
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Staffing

HELLO Bryanna!

Farewell to Dan Haig! 

Bryanna Grefthen joined our team last fall as the District’s Technician and we had to 
say goodbye to Dan Haig, from NRCS, who retired at the end of December.  We wish 
him well.
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SWCD Staff

Peter, Matt, Bryanna, Donna
Bryan and Barb 

Zach and Jill

Bryan Malone, Barb Molskness, Peter Nelson, Matt Sorvig, Bryanna Grefthen, Donna 
Christianson, Zach Foley, and Jill Fejszes continue to work closely with the citizens of 
Pennington County to implement conservation best management practices. 
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NRCS Staff

Luther and Dan

Luther Newton and Dan Haig continued to assist landowners on Farm Bill Programs 
through NRCS.  
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SWCD Board

Ricky, Grant, Greg
Brenda and Linda 

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 highlights from 

2019.

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