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1.14 COMMERCIAL AND RECREATIONAL NAVIGATION 
Navigation was one the primary initiatives driving the establishment of the District. The District 
was principally established to be a legal entity for providing local participation to the COE to 
construct a navigation channel. Water-borne freight traffic is one of the District’s greatest 
commercial assets and is of great importance to the local and state economy. The Minnesota 
River is navigable from its confluence with the Mississippi River to the Carver Rapids, just above 
the City of Carver. The Hastings Dam, located on the Mississippi River at Hastings, Minnesota, 
controls the surface water of the Minnesota River and its effect extends as far as the Carver 
Rapids, just upstream of the most westerly boundary of the District.  

Construction of a navigation channel on the Minnesota River was first authorized in 1892. In 
that year (1892), Congress authorized the Minnesota River navigation project, which provided 
for the construction of a 4-foot channel from the mouth of the Minnesota River at its 
confluence with the Mississippi River, upstream for a distance of 25.6 river miles to Shakopee. 
The COE is authorized to provide channel maintenance if appropriations and environmental 
concerns are addressed in advance.  

In 1942, the COE dredged a 9-foot deep, 100-foot wide channel from the mouth of the 
Minnesota River to Savage (13.2 river miles), paid for by local interests. The 1958 River and 
Harbor Act authorized improvements on the Minnesota River from its mouth upstream to R.M. 
14.7, a point one-half mile above the railroad bridge near Savage. Under this authorization, a 
channel 9 feet deep and 100 feet wide was provided. Three cutoffs to eliminate wide passage or 
turnouts to aid navigation were provided to permit tows to pass safely. The COE, with the 
District as the local sponsor, finished installation of the 100-foot wide, 9-foot deep channel in 
August 1968. The navigation channel cost roughly $2 million, or about $136,000 per mile. The 
resultant dredged materials were placed at temporary disposal sites.  

Periodic dredging is required to maintain the navigation channel. The required maintenance is 
accomplished through a cooperative agreement between the District and the COE. Sites most 
frequently dredged by the COE are located between R.M. 12 and R.M. 14.7. Sites between river 
mile 1.0 and 2.0, near Pike Island, and between river mile 4.0 and 5.0 are occasionally dredged. 
Figure 1-24 and Figure 1-25 show the most frequently dredged locations on the Minnesota 
River. In the past, private interests extended the navigation channel upstream to R.M. 21.8 near 
Port Peavey in Shakopee, but this channel has been abandoned.  

In 1978, the City of Savage petitioned the District to acquire and develop permanent sites for 
the disposal of dredged materials resulting from maintenance of the 9-Foot channel. The 
Managers accepted the petition and ordered preparation of an engineer’s report. The engineer’s 
report recommended acquisition and development of six permanent disposal sites. In 2007, the 
COE - St. Paul District published a Channel Maintenance Management Plan (CMMP), which 
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reviewed the feasibility of potential material placement sites along the Minnesota River, 
including the six sites originally investigated. The CMMP is available on the COE – St. Paul 
District website.  

In 2007, the District acquired a site from Cargill on the south bank of the Minnesota River at 
mile 14.2 for dredge material placement. This acquisition is documented in the COE CMMP. 
The site was used in 2008, 2009 and 2010 and is estimated to have capacity for 185,000 cubic 
yards or 7to 9 years of dredge material placement without removal. The District is investigating 
acquisition of an additional site from the U.S. Air Force (USAF), on the north side of the 
Minnesota River at R.M. 3.5. This site would provide material placement for the less frequently 
dredged reaches of the river between R.M. 1.0 and 2.0, near Pike Island, and R.M. 4.0 and 5.0.  

Several private dredge material placement sites are also in use within the District. These sites are 
primarily used for placement of dredge material from barge slip maintenance and include the 
following sites on the south bank of the river: 

• Cargill-Westfield (R.M. 14.8) 
• Kraemer (R.M. 12.1) 
• Waste Management (R.M. 12.4)  

Both private pleasure craft and commercial traffic navigate the Minnesota River within the 
District. Commercial barge traffic dominates, traveling the entire 14.7 miles upstream from the 
river mouth to the head of the 9-Foot navigation channel. Generally, tows on the Minnesota 
River consist of one power unit and two to four barges.  

The main commodity transported on the river is bulk grain or grain products. All commercial 
terminals in the District are located in the City of Savage. Cargill handles grain products, corn 
products, and fertilizer. Bunge and CHS, Inc., both handle grain products. Other commercial 
terminals include U.S. Salt and Superior Minerals Company. U.S. Salt handles salt, lightweight 
aggregate, and cotton seed, and Superior Minerals Company handles aggregates. These shippers 
draw from an approximately 200,000 square-mile area, which includes eastern South Dakota, 
southeastern North Dakota, all of Minnesota, the western two-thirds of Wisconsin, and the 
northern two-thirds of Iowa.  

According to the DOT Ports and Waterways Section, annual tonnages from the City of Savage 
commercial terminals decreased from 3,427,182 tons in 2004 to 1,705,650 in 2008. Annual 
tonnages vary due to seasonal flooding, freight rates, and foreign grain demands. DOT figures 
further show that the average barge movement via the Minnesota River since 1991 has been 
over four million tons per year. Ten years of that period had actual tonnage in excess of five 
million tons. As for the most recent six-year period, a drop in barge movement is explained by 
several events: First. According to DOT, the Minnesota ethanol industry removes roughly 100 
million bushels of corn from the river market each year; that’s the equivalent of 1,900 barges 

http://www.mvp.usace.army.mil/navigation/default.asp?pageid=167&subpageid=321�
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annually. DOT figures further show that the average barge movement via the Minnesota River 
since 1991 has been over four million tons per year. Ten years of that period had actual tonnage 
in excess of five million tons. As for the most recent six-year period, a drop in barge movement 
is explained by several events: First, according to DOT, the Minnesota ethanol industry removes 
roughly 100 million bushels of corn from the river market each year; that’s the equivalent of 
1,900 barges annually. As an aside, dried grains, a byproduct of corn ethanol, has a potential to 
move via barge when production stabilizes so as to justify the capital investment required to 
handle such movements. Second, periodically, abnormally high ocean shipping rates from New 
Orleans to Japan, for instance, diverted additional grain from Savage to west coast ports via rail. 
Without high ocean rates, these grains would have moved from Savage via the river. As a matter 
of reference, the spread of ocean rates to Japan from Gulf ports versus from Pacific Northwest 
states increased by a factor of 8 times against the Gulf, meaning grain destined to Japan via the 
Gulf was simply too expensive. However, the Panama Canal expansion scheduled to be 
completed in 2014 will enable the larger west coast vessels to serve Gulf ports thus removing the 
current Gulf penalty. Figure 1-24 and Figure 1-25 show public and private dredge material 
disposal sites within the District. 
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1.16  FISH AND WILDLIFE HABITAT 
The District supports critical needs of a large number of wildlife species. Bird watching clubs 
have recorded hundreds of species of birds in the area during migration. There are also several 
species of mammals and many species of amphibians and reptiles. The lakes, streams, and rivers 
of the District are inhabited by carp, buffalo head, bullhead, shad drum, catfish, dogfish, gar, 
shiner, northern pike, walleye, trout, and sunfish. Many of these species of fish are available in 
abundance and provide excellent fishing opportunities. However, before eating fish taken from 
the Lower Minnesota River, health warnings from the DOH should be consulted.  

Appendix E of the Minnesota Valley National Wildlife Refuge Comprehensive Conservation 
Plan (CCP), completed in 2004, contains a detailed wildlife inventory. In addition, Appendix A 
of the CCP contains an environmental assessment that evaluates the effect of various 
management alternatives on fish and wildlife habitat in the Refuge. This assessment applies to all 
fish and wildlife located in the District. For additional information, the Conservation Plan is 
located on the USFWS Website.  

1.17 UNIQUE FEATURES AND SCENIC AREAS 
The District is home to several areas having a moderate to high biodiversity significance. The 
combination of the Minnesota River, the floodplain, and the river bluffs result in a high 
occurrence of rare and endangered species, unique features, and scenic areas. Unique features 
include the fens and trout streams discussed in later sections. Scenic areas include the parks, 
trails, and refuges previously described.  

In addition to unique water resources and scenic areas, there are several rare species and natural 
communities within the District that are important areas for conservation. Numerous native 
plant communities found in the District are shown on Figure 1-22 and Figure 1-23. The plant 
communities, delineated by the Minnesota County Biological Survey, interact with each other 
and their surrounding environment. These interactions have not been altered by human activity, 
or by introduction of non-native plant or animal species.  

According to the Natural Heritage Information System, maintained by the DNR Natural 
Heritage and Non-game Research Program, there are hundreds of known occurrences of rare 
species and natural communities within the District. The Higgins eye pearly mussel is currently 
listed as a federally endangered species. The peregrine falcon, previously listed as a federally 
endangered species and since removed from the list, is still considered a threatened species in 
Minnesota. Endangered state species located in the District include the western prairie fringed 
orchid, Henslow’s sparrow, the cricket frog, and eared false foxglove.  

Rare natural communities include mesic prairies and Boiling Springs in Savage. Mesic prairies are 
found on sites that have relatively good drainage and contain some of the most diverse prairie 
wildflower displays. Mesic prairies are the most threatened prairie because most were converted 

http://www.fws.gov/midwest/Planning/MinnesotaValley/�
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for agricultural use. Eagle Creek is the home of Boiling Springs, a location where the water 
bubbles up, creating the illusion that it is boiling. It is considered a sacred site by the local Native 
American community.  

1.18 POLLUTANT SOURCES 
1.18.1 Feedlots 

Currently, there are no registered feedlots within the District. However, county groundwater 
plans propose to inventory currently unregistered feedlots.  

1.18.2 Abandoned Wells 

Abandoned and sealed wells, inactive wells, and wells of unknown status within the District, are 
identified on Figure 1-26 and Figure 1-27. 

1.18.3 Storage Tanks 

The MPCA maintains a database of all leak sites, including those from above- and below-ground 
storage tanks and leaking underground storage tanks (LUST). Many of these leak sites have been 
closed by the MPCA. The intent of the database is to protect human health and the environment 
by evaluating, minimizing, or correcting petroleum contamination impacts to soil and water 
caused by leaking storage tank systems. 

Figure1-26 and Figure 1-27 identify LUST site locations. 

1.18.4 Industrial Discharges 

MCES is delegated as the Control Authority to regulate the use of public sanitary sewer systems 
within the MCES seven county service area. Companies are issued an Industrial Discharge 
Permit if it is determined they will have a significant impact on the public sewer system. 

Figure 1-26 and Figure 1-27 identify the locations of sites that have been issued an Industrial 
Discharge Permit by the Industrial Waste and Pollution Prevention Section of MCES. 

1.18.5 Wastewater Treatment Plants 

Two wastewater treatment plants, Seneca in the City of Eagan and Blue Lake in the City of 
Shakopee, are located within the District. 

Figure 1-26 and Figure 1-27 identify their locations. Discharge from these treatment plants, 
along with the associated sanitary sewer lines, urban storm water discharges, and various utility 
lines, present potential environmental hazards within the District. 

 






