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MCWD’s Land Conservation Program 
 

• focuses on protecting high priority conservation areas to ensure that our water   
resources are protected as our communities grow; 

• works with interested landowners on voluntary agreements to protect some or 
all of their land through a variety of conservation agreements; 

• began modestly in 2004 with a $500,000 budget; 
• based on the success of the program to date (see reverse), the Board of       

Managers allocated $2 million annually for the program beginning in 2006; and 
• uses partnerships to leverage District funds, ensuring the greatest public return 

for the least cost. 
 

Creative Financing Strategies to Maximize Return on Investments 
 
In November 2006, MCWD entered into a land conservation financing partnership 
with Hennepin County.  Through this agreement, the District will convert its $2    
million annual levy for land conservation to debt service.  We believe we can          
accomplish $20 million in conservation projects during the next four to six years.   
Doing so benefits taxpayers by: 

• taking advantage of today’s real estate values which generally appreciate more    
rapidly than the interest paid on debt service; 

• acting now while the conservation opportunities still exist; 
• being well positioned to act should a downturn in the real estate market provide 

unique opportunities;  
• ensuring that the costs of these strategic conservation projects are spread out 

over time as the benefits will no doubt be; and 
• keeping the District’s levy for its Land Conservation Program relatively flat. 

 

Financing Approach 
 

• District borrows up to $20 million over the next four to six years from        
Hennepin County. 

• Umbrella agreement between MCWD and Hennepin County sets terms for 
County to buy securities from District. 

• MCWD issues notes for specific projects. 
• Notes expected to be repaid by the sale of bonds by Hennepin County. 
• Hennepin County’s debt serviced solely by property taxes levied by the District 

and any other state and federal program funds MCWD may secure. 
• Eliminates another issuer, takes advantage of the County’s high credit rating, 

and lowers the cost to taxpayers. 

Investing in the Future...For Water’s Sake 
 



Strategic Timing 
 

We see significant opportunities to act now, while the upper watershed is relatively   
rural, to take strategic conservation actions to: 

• protect and improve water quality; 
• protect and enhance property values through conservation amenities;  
• prevent erosion in streams, lakeshores, and ditches; 
• limit potential impacts on water quality and flooding associated with poorly 

planned development; 
• conserve wetlands and other wildlife habitat as our communities grow; and 
• leverage other significant conservation efforts to create contiguous conserva-

tion corridors that protect water quality, wetlands, and wildlife (building on 
the good work of other agencies, landowners, and non-profit organizations). 

 
The District’s intention is not to own large tracts of land, but rather to use strategic  
investments, partnerships, and a variety of tools such as voluntary conservation     
agreements to conserve natural resources as our communities grow. 
 

Legal authority for creative financing 
 
Minnesota Statutes 103D.905, subdivision 4, authorizes the District to establish a 
bond fund.  However, the cost to prepare, rate and sell the bonds and smaller size 
of the Watershed District would result in a high level of costs to issue such bonds 
and a higher interest rate.  Section 103B.251, subdivision 7, empowers counties to 
issue general obligation bonds to produce revenue to cover watershed district     
certificates.  Using this approach, county financing will provide a revenue stream, to 
be repaid by ongoing District levy, and deliver taxpayers more results for less 
cost, while keeping the District’s levy for land conservation relatively flat. 
 
We also plan to leverage conservation funding by strategically partnering with the 
state, municipalities, park districts, non-profit organizations, developers, land-
owners, Hennepin and Carver Counties and others.   
 

Protecting Open Space As A Water Quality Tool 
 
Traditionally, water quality protection tools have operated at the end of the pipe: 
just before polluted water reaches its destination (lake, river, stream, or wetland).  
By strategically protecting land at critical watershed drainage areas, (the beginning of 
the pipe, not the end), we can reduce the need for expensive infrastructure. The 
result is a green infrastructure of open spaces and natural areas that takes advantage 
of the free water resource protection services provided by nature, along with other 
benefits such as habitat protection.  Through partnerships, creativity, and leverage, 
we work to conserve and restore water resources for future generations. 
 
Land and Easement Acquisition Results to Date: 
 

• Number of Projects – 8 
• Acres Conserved – 282 
• Linear Feet Lakeshore and Stream Frontage Protected—18,616 
• Expected MCWD Net Land/Easement Costs - $1,934,000 
• Expected Additional funds leveraged - $6,080,500 (314% match) 

Public support for taxpayer funded 
land protection  

Elected officials and the public are taking 
note of fast growth and the need to protect 
land before it’s too late. Across the country, 
voters approved 75% of the 864 proposed 
referenda on open space funding in the last 
five years, raising $19.26 billion.1   
 
Minnesota voters have passed 22 of 27  local 
conservation measures since 1988, raising 
over $111 million for land and water conser-
vation. The passage rate is 81%, higher than 
the national average of 76%. 1 

 
Local examples include: 

• Washington County voters approved a 
$20 million bond measure to preserve 
water quality, woodlands and natural 
areas, with 61% approval. 1 

• 54% of Andover voters approved a$2 
million bond for water, wildlife and natu-
ral habitat areas in 2006.1 

• In 2006 Plymouth voters approved rais-
ing $9 million to acquire land for open 
space, greenways and parks, after rais-
ing $2.235 million in 1995 to acquire 
parkland and build trails. A resounding 
64% of voters said "yes" in 2006.1 

• Eden Prairie voters approved $2 million 
in 2005 to acquire and improve parks. 1 

• Voters in Wayzata passed $3.1 million in 
2003 to conserve their last tract of Big 
Woods. 1 

• Minnetonka voters approved $15 million 
in 2001 for parks and open space. 1 

• Woodbury voters approved the City’s 
third open space and parks referendum 
in 2005, providing $6 million for land 
conservation. 1 

• Dakota County’s Farmland and Natural 
Areas Protection program will raise $20 
million over 10 years to save critical 
areas in the county.  The program is 
funded with a voter approved tax of $17 
per year for the average homeowner. 1 

• St. Cloud voters approved a 17-year, ½% 
sales and use tax in 2004 to fund $10 
million for parks and trails. 1 

 
Voters consistently show a willingness to pay 
extra taxes to conserve open space. In fact, 
70% of Twin Cities Metro residents would 
support a $30 per year property tax increase 
for purchasing, restoring, and maintaining 
natural areas in their county2.  
 

1 The Trust for Public Land. 
2Decision Resources Ltd., Sept. 2006 telephone 
survey of residents in eleven-county metro area.  
Margin of error - +/- 4.5%. 


