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Plan Overview  

Healthy Lands, Healthy Waters 

This plan focuses on protecting water 
quality by maintaining and enhancing the 
health of land in the watershed. It is based 
on the premise that the quality of a water 
body reflects the integrity of its watershed. 
Stewardship efforts that maintain forests, 
wetlands, and other natural communities 
benefit the biodiversity and ecological 
health of the region. They also weaken 
floods, improve infiltration, and remove 
nutrients from runoff as it makes its way to 
our streams. Implementing best 
management practices and expanding 
perennial cover in agricultural and 
residential areas will benefit both the 
natural habitat of the landscape and the 
water quality in the watershed. This plan 
proposes a vision, desired future conditions, 
and strategies that utilize a landscape 
approach to natural resource stewardship.  

Landscape Approach to Natural Resources Stewardship  

This Landscape Stewardship Plan (LSP) is based on the recognition that many, if not all, of our 
conservation and environmental challenges are interrelated. Yet, practicality requires a division 
of activities and expertise in addressing them. As a result, private landowners, city planners, and 
experts in hydrology, forests, game and non-game wildlife management all work to achieve 
diverse, but interrelated, goals from their own specialized angle. For example, additional 
perennial cover in an upland agricultural area can improve soil health while also reducing 
erosion on the forested hillside below it, and improved conditions in both areas will benefit the 
hydrology, water quality, and associated biodiversity in the stream below them. Recognizing how 
these efforts can reinforce each other, and identifying areas where coordination will add the most 
benefit, will allow greater synthesis of all our efforts, making all our goals for the landscape easier 
to achieve. To do so, the L30 ÅÍÂÒÁÃÅÓ ÁÎ ȰÁÌÌ ÌÁÎÄÓȱ ÁÐÐÒÏÁÃÈ ÔÈÁÔ ÉÄÅÎÔÉÆÉÅÓ ÓÈÁÒÅÄ ÏÂÊÅÃÔÉÖÅÓ 
across public and private natural areas as well as urban and agricultural areas.  

While there are many ways to divide a region into landscapes, using watersheds as the organizing 
feature emphasizes the link between natural resource management and water. It also parallels 
other state planning trends, such as the move to One Watershed One Plan (1W1P) plans to 
replace local water plans. Planning natural community stewardship by watersheds increases the 
value of Landscape Stewardship Plans as resources for other water planning exercises. 

Project Area Background 

This landscape stewardship plan covers the 1,428 square mile Zumbro River Watershed in 
Southeast Minnesota (Figure 1). The watershed, which includes portions of Dodge, Goodhue, 
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Olmsted, Rice, Steele, and Wabasha counties, drains roughly 
West-to-East through three main forks (South Fork, Middle 
Fork, and North Fork) which join north of Rochester to form 
the main stem.  Rochester is by far the largest city in the 
watershed. It drains a diverse landscape ranging from deep 
fertile glacial tills  in the upper reaches to sandy soils and 
steep bluffs in the lower portion of the watershed as it nears 
the Mississippi River at Kellogg. Much of the watershed is 
underlain by karst, with exposed bedrock and complex 
groundwater systems predominant in the eastern half of 
the region. Landforms common to this area are steep bluffs 
overlooking deep river valleys, sinkholes, caverns, and cold-
water spring-fed streams. Landscape features such as lake 
and outwash plains, moraines, and drumlin fields that were 
created by glaciers and associated meltwater drainage 
characterize the western part of the watershed.  

This southeastern Minnesota watershed has seen significant change in the last 150 years. Today, 
only 23% remains as forest, wetland, or grassland and many of these areas have been degraded 
in some fashion. Despite these changes, the watershed retains relatively high water quality and 
areas of outstanding biodiversity significance that warrant special protection, maintenance, and 
restoration to sustain their function on the landscape.  

 
Figure 1. Aerial view of the Zumbro River Watershed. 
























































































































































































