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INTRODUCTION

The Thief River Watershed Comprehensive Watershed Management Plan (TRW CWMP) was
approved by the Minnesota Board of Soil and Water Resources (BWSR) in March of 2020. The
TRW CWMP prioritizes and identifies resource issues within the watershed involving
groundwater, surface water, fish and wildlife habitat, local knowledge base and technological
capacity, and land development and stewardship. The plan then includes goals and actions
aimed at addressing priority concerns and objectives within the watershed.

The TRW CWMP was created through a partnership between the counties and SWCDs of
Beltrami, Marshall, and Pennington, as well as the Red Lake River Watershed District.
Together, this group is referred to as the TRW CWMP Planning Partnership (or “Partnership”).

In 2025, the TRW CWMP entered the midpoint of its 10-year life span. After five years of
implementation activities, the Partnership engaged in a mid-point evaluation to identify if the
current course of action is on track to reach the goals of the plan, assess implementation, and
determine if revisions are necessary to achieve plan goals. This mid-point evaluation was
supported by a BWSR Mid-Point Grant, and included the following:

¢ Compiling all data about work activities (projects, practices, or programs) implemented
by local government implementers and their partners that contributed to reaching plan
goals

¢ Comparing the work activities (projects, practices, or programs) the Partnership
completed with the work activities they set out to accomplish in the period specified by
the plan

o Comparing the resources results associated with projects, practices or programs to the
stated resource goals/outcomes

¢ Evaluating new data and information that could lead to shifts in priorities or management
efforts

¢ |dentify if amendments or course corrections are needed to ensure continued
effectiveness.

This document summarizes the outcomes of this effort.
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BACKGROUND

During the development of the TRW CWMP, the watershed was organized into eight different
planning regions using HUC 10 subwatersheds (Figure 1). These planning regions are utilized
to better target management efforts for priority resources. The eight planning regions within the
TRW are:

¢ Moose River/Judicial Ditch (JD) 21 e Branch 200 of JD 11

o Upper Thief River/State Ditch (SD) e Marshall County Ditch 20
83 e Judicial Ditch 30/18/13

e Mud River/JD 11 e Lower Thief River/SD 8

e Middle Thief River/SD 83
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Figure 1. Planning regions within the TRW CWMP boundary.

The TRW plan identified 14 resources of concern:

e Drinking Water (Groundwater) e Impoundments and Reservoirs
e Agquatic Life and Recreation ¢ Drinking Water (Surface waters)
¢ Surface Runoff and Flooding o Wetlands

¢ Drainage Management Systems




March 2026

e Aquatic Habitat for Fish, ¢ Public Knowledge of Behavior
Macroinvertebrates, Wildlife, and Relative to Water Issues
Aquatic Life e Data Collection

e Shoreland & Riparian Zones e Healthy Urban Landscapes

e Terrestrial Habitat for Wildlife e Healthy Rural Landscapes

Each resource concern has anywhere from three to eight priority issues. The plan includes 13
measurable goals categories, which collectively address all priority issues. The plan then
identifies targeted and specific implementation activities needed to achieve the goals laid out in
the plan. The TRW Partnership used BWSR’s Prioritize, Target, and Measure Application
(PTMApp) to estimate the locations, annual costs and water quality benefits from the
implementation of different best management practices (BMPs) and conservation practices
(CPs) included in the plan.

EVALUATION PROCESS

Compiling Information

Over the last five years, the Partnership has been actively implementing the plan and
generating progress towards the plan goals. Implementation activities in the plan include
structural practices, management practices (non-structural practices), education and outreach
opportunities, addressing data and research gaps, regulatory actions, and capital
improvements.

Local government units recorded information about structural and non-structural implementation
efforts in eLINK, BWSR’s conservation tracking system for practices implemented using BWSR
grants. The eLINK system summarizes information at a per-practice scale on the
BMP/conservation practice implemented, the location of the practice implemented, the load
reductions estimated for sediment, phosphorus, nitrogen, and soil loss reductions, and more.
Because of its specificity, this evaluation uses eLINK data to evaluate implementation
progress that has been made towards plan goals.

To evaluate progress that has been made towards plan goals over the last five years, all
relevant structural and non-structural practices that have been implemented within the statewide
eLINK data was downloaded and then clipped to only projects implemented within the TRW
boundary that took place between March 2020 through May 2025. There were 119 total
activities entered into eLINK during that specified time within the watershed.

Table 1 shows the types of eLINK projects implemented by unit.

Table 1. eLINK practices output through May 2025

Best Management Practice Amount Unit
126M - Septic System Improvement 1 Count
351 - Well Decommissioning 23 Count

178 Linear Feet
380 - Windbreak/Shelterbelt Establishment 9,784 Linear Feet
393 - Filter Strip 88.6 Acres
410 - Grade Stabilization Structure 149 Count
508M - Forest Management Plan 662 Acres
512 - Pasture and Hay Planting 1 Acres
580 - Streambank and Shoreline Protection 4,503 Linear Feet
584 - Stream Channel Stabilization 3,615 Linear Feet
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It is important to note that while eLINK data was chosen as the primary data source for this mid-
point evaluation, eLINK alone does not reflect all the work done in the TRW during plan
implementation. Specifically, eLINK data does not include all work implemented by partners or
federal entities. To address this gap, the Minnesota Pollution Control Agency (MPCA)’s Heathier
Watersheds dataset is also summarized as part of this evaluation.

As part of the Healthier Watersheds effort, the MPCA tracks additional BMPs including those
from NRCS, Minnesota Department of Agriculture (MDA), and BWSR. Healthier Watersheds
tracked practices between 2020 and 2023 (most recent year of data) in the TRW are
summarized in Table 2.

Table 2. Healthier Watersheds counts of BMPs implemented in the TRW from 2020-2023.

Best Management Practice Amount Unit
Agrichemical Handling Facility 2 Count
Cover Crop 2,490 Acres
Fence 30,708 Feet
Filter Strip 91 Acres
Forage and Biomass Planting 73 Acres
Grade Stabilization Structure 135 Count
Heavy Use Area Protection 1,425 Square Feet
Livestock Pipeline 9,455 Feet
Nutrient Management 1 Count
Prescribed Grazing 285 Acres
Residue and Tillage Management, No-Till 3,750 Acres
Residue and Tillage Management, Reduced Till | 3,750 Acres
Septic System Improvement 1 Count
Stream Channel Stabilization 1 Count
3,615 Feet
Streambank and Shoreline Protection 2,657 Feet
Watering Facility 2 Count
Well Decommissioning 15 Count
178 Feet
Windbreak/Shelterbelt Establishment 5,584 Feet

Priority Area Assessment

A key element to the creation of the TRW CWMP process is to prioritize where efforts should be
focused to make the most meaningful progress towards goals. The TRW CWMP prioritized
implementation efforts at a planning region scale (HUC 10s). Figures 2 and 3 summarize the
distribution of projects entered into eLINK throughout the eight planning regions based on the
three tier priority rankings. As shown, 60% of implementation activities have taken place in Tier
1 planning regions, reflecting that implementation activities are focused on high priority areas of
the plan.
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Figure 2. Distribution of projects within TRW priority areas
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Mid-Point Evaluation e 6



March 2026

Progress Towards Measurable Goals

The TRW CWMP includes goals to address all priority issues identified within the watershed.
Many of the goals are qualitative in nature, and instead depend on implementation activities to
assess progress towards them. Of all of the 13 measurable goals within the plan, five of the
goals have specific quantifiable metrics. Utilizing the data from eLINK and MPCAs Healthier
Watersheds tool, progress towards these goals are summarized in the tables below.

Table 3. Progress towards sediment load reduction within TRW planning regions.

Planning Region & Tier 10-year Goal Progress % Progress

toward

(Sediment Tons/yr)

Tier 1: Marshall CD 20 128 393 307%
Tier 1: Lower Thief River 2,335 1,725 74%
Tier 1: Mud/JD 11 290 187 65%
Tier 2: JD 30/18/13 70 99 141%
Tier 2: Branch 200 of JD 11 34 18 52%
Tier 2: Upper Thief/SD 83 103 50 49%
Tier 3: Moose/JD 21 49 46 95%
Tier 3: Middle Thief Riv/SD 83 653 239 37%

Table 4. Progress towards total phosphorous load reductions within TRW planning regions.

Planning Region & Tier 10-year Goal (TP Progress % Progress

toward

Lbsl/yr)

Tier 1: Lower Thief River 5,091 1,935 38%
Tier 1: Marshall CD 20 1,135 378 33%
Tier 1: Mud/JD 11 1,878 163 9%
Tier 2: JD 30/18/13 559 108 19%
Tier 2: Branch 200 of JD 11 888 20 6%
Tier 2: Upper Thief/SD 83 574 48 8%
Tier 3: Middle Thief Riv/SD 83 2,177 239 11%
Tier 3: Moose/JD 21 811 39 5%

For sediment reduction, all three tiers of planning regions are either ON TRACK or

towards achieving their respective reduction goals. Total phosphorous loading
reduction goals will need moving forward for all the planning regions besides the
Lower Thief River and Marshall CD 20 planning regions that are towards
their reduction goals.

Table 5. Progress towards remaining goals.

Goal

Goal 3.2.3 — Aquatic Life and
Aquatic Recreation — Reduce
Bacteria Delivery and Load
Goal 3.2.6 — Drainage

10-year Goal

Within planning region Mud
River/JD11, Reduce 20 miles of
streams listed as impaired

Within Lower Thief River/SD 83,
Moose River/JD 21, Mud River/JD

Mid-Point Progress
8.46 miles of streams, or

3,615 linear feet (.68 miles) of

Management Systems — Erosion
and Sedimentation Reduction

11, and County Ditch 20,
stabilize 20% of the 26 miles of
drainage ditches

channels repaired within the
Lower Thief River planning
region, or

13% progress

Goal 3.2.7 — Shoreland and
Riparian Areas — Improve and
Increase Vegetation Cover

Achieve 100% compliance with
MN Buffer Law

98% compliance rate within
TRW, or
98% progress
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10-year Goal Mid-Point Progress
Goal 3.2.12 — Healthy Rural 13,198 acres of applicable 10,275 acres of cover crops,
Landscapes — Improve cropland acres treated with residue, and prescribed
Agricultural Soil Health management grazing, or

78% progress

NEW DATA AND INFORMATION

The updated Watershed Restoration and Protection Strategy (WRAPs) report for the Thief River
Watershed has not been released. However, in July 2025, an Assessment and Trends Update
report was published. This report indicates that there was no data collected for lakes within the
watershed, resulting in no change since the prior report. For streams, seven segments were
added to the impaired waters list with 10 new impairments being found within them, and with
two biological impairments being removed from the list. The report indicated that the watershed
still is facing problems with excess sediment runoff (turbidity) within the waterways as well as
low dissolved oxygen levels.

The Thief CWMP describes restoration and protection criteria for categorizing streams in Table
3-1. Table 3-2 describes protection and restoration categories at the planning region and reach
scale by pollutant. These categories were updated as part of the Mid-Point Evaluation based on
new monitoring data (2016-2025). They are summarized in Table 6 and Table 7.

As part of the Mid-Point Evaluation, the Partnership recommended updating planning region
priority tier ranking based on this new monitoring data. Those new tiers are summarized in
Figure 4.

Table 6: Protection and Restoration Category Criteria for Streams in the Thief River Watershed

Macro-

Total invertebrate
Total Phosphorus Fish Index Index of

Suspended E. coli Dissolved and River of Biological Biological

2016-2025 Data Solids Bacteria Oxygen Eutrophication Integrity Integrity
Maximum Exceedance Summer Average Average

Exceedance Monthly Rate Average TP/ F-IBI Score M-IBI Score

Metric: Rate Geomean % <5 mg/L TP Standard vs Standard | vs Standard

Meets
Nearly Impaired Stan'\él:g: but >94.5 Stanl\élaerezjt: but standards, but Less than 10 points above
y imp: >7 5<y’ MPN/100mL >7 5<y’ is >75% of the the standard
o7 o7 standard
Meets
Meets Meets .
. . <94.5 standards and More than 10 points above
Al Al Standards & | \pnyqgomL | Standards & i 750, of the the standard
ST ST standard
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Table 7: Protection and Restoration Categories by AUID, Planning Region and Pollutant in the Thief River Watershed

Upper
Thief 09020304-504 | Thief River Thief Lake to Agassiz Pool
River

Headwaters to -95.694 Central/

09020304-567 | Mud River 28318 North

09020304-568 | Mud River -95.694 48.318 to Agassiz Central/
Pool North
Mud
River c "
09020304-526 | Judicial Ditch 11 | Unnamed ditch to Mud River ﬁggﬁ

Tributary to Br95 | Unnamed ditch to Branch 95 Central/

09020304-527 | (1" of JD 11 North

Mid-Point Evaluation e 9
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270th St NE (near Lost R

09020304-511 | Br. 200 of JD 11 | Pool outlet) to 180th Ave NE Cg”‘;ﬂ"
ditch ou

09020304-534 | Br.2000f JD 11 | CSAH 219 to 290th Ave NE Csegﬁ';ﬁ"

T T154 R42W S14, East Line Central/
Judicial 09020304-509 | Judicial Ditch 30 (JD30) to Thief R South
Ditch No

18 N T154 R40W S16, east line to Central/
09020304-540 | Judicial Ditch 13 BrD of JD 18 South

IF = "Insufficient" data. Some data collection has occurred, but not enough to meet minimum sample number
requirements.

"IF, Nearly Impaired" streams may be targeted for extra sample collection.

Mid-Point Evaluation e 10
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Figure 4: Recommended Amended Planning Region Priority Tiers
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MOVING FORWARD

During the first five years of implementation, the Partnership has made significant progress
towards achieving plan goals.

Through the process of the Mid-Point Evaluation, the Partnership assessed the current plan
goals and discussed ways to address challenges that were identified within the current goals.
These challenges were divided into the following criteria:

e Based on results and outcomes from evaluation, some goals were deemed not
attainable based on implementation efforts

e Some goals were overly complicated, making it challenging to assess progress, and

e Some goals could be consolidated or were not needed, as they better represented
action items rather than goals.

The current TRW CWMP goals were evaluated by the Partnership, and after assessing
progress, goals were grouped according to the criteria listed above. Based on outcomes of the
mid-point evaluation, the Planning Group recommended language to re-characterize each goal
to ensure their functionality moving forward for the remainder of the CWMP’s life cycle. These
changes are summarized in Table 8 below.
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Table 8: Recommended Amended Goals for the TRW CWMP

2020

Measurable
Goal Title

2020 Measurable Goal

Comments

2025 Amended Goal

Protection-Vigilance: Maintain current unaffected
private drinking water supply wells e
Drinking Water — Protection-Threatened: Reduce the number of Eﬂlgtlﬁgfy into one measurable
3.9.1 3.2.1 Reduce Nitrate .prlva.te drinking supplies that are at risk for nitrate Seal 50 wells to pr.otegt private drinking
S impairment . water from contamination
Contamination - - - — 26 wells decommissioned to-date
Restoration-Treatment: Restore private drinking
. (eLINK).
water supplies that currently represent a health
concern
Planning Region Scale (Total Phosphorus): .
Use the phosphorus reduction targets outlined by R,,e eles CoEl o rere [ere i) 2y
L . - 5% (or 12,560 Ibs/year) watershed-
Aquatic Life and HSPF and approved by the Thief River : . . ! .
; . : . . wide, with planning region milestones.
Aquatic Recreation — Watershed 1W1P Advisory Committee in each .
. . . Make goal watershed-wide target
3.22 3.2.2 Reduce Sediment and | planning region. . . . . . . ,
. . . . i with planning region milestones Reduce sediment loading by 12% (or
Phosphorus Delivery Planning Region Scale (Sediment): Use the . .
. f - 3,660 tons/year) watershed-wide, with
and Load sediment reduction targets outlined by the TMDL, lanning region milestones
HSPF and the Thief River 1W1P Advisory P greg :
Committee in each planning region:
Planning Region Scale:
e  Protection (Highest Quality): Judicial
Ditch 30/18/13: >95% of readings are
above or equal to daily minimum of 5
mg/L
e  Protection (Highest Quality): Lower
Thief River/SD 83: >95% of readings
are above or equal to daily minimum of
5 mg/L
e Restoration (Potential Impairment): Merge with drainage, MSHA, DO
Lo Lost River: >90% of readings are above | to focus this on channel. Include
ﬁqEZI:g Il;iltfaifer;?ion _ or equal to daily minimum of 5 mg/L; relevant CIPs and include in
323 324 In%rease Dissolved maintain base flow within channel amendment text. Enhance 8 miles of stream channel to
- - Oxygen ¢  Protection (Nearly Impaired): improve aquatic life and habitat
Concentration Marshall County Ditch 20: >90% of 3,615 linear feet of Practice Type
readings are above or equal to daily 585 in Lower Thief Planning
minimum of 5 mg/L Region to date (eLINK).
e  Protection (Nearly Impaired): Middle
Thief River/SD 83: >90% of readings
are above or equal to daily minimum of
5 mg/L
e  Restoration (Impaired): Moose
River/JD 21: >90% of readings are
above or equal to daily minimum of 5
mg/L; maintain measurable flow within
channel during late summer

Mid-Point Evaluation e 13
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2020
Measurable
Goal Title

2020 Measurable Goal

Restoration (Impaired): Mud River/JD
11: >90% of readings are above or
equal to daily

minimum of 5 mg/L; maintain >5 CFS of
flow at Hwy 89 during late summer
Protection (Highest Quality): Upper
Thief River/SD 83: >95% of readings
are above or

equal to daily minimum of 5 mg/L

Aquatic Habitat —
Restore Connectivity
and Habitat, Moderate

Comments

2025 Amended Goal

3.23 3.2.9 Flow Regimes, and Planning region MSHA scores
Promote Vegetated
Banks and Buffers
Shoreland and
323 327 Riparian Areas — Achieve 100% compliance with MN
- o Improve and Increase Buffer Law with 1W1P boundary
Vegetative Cover
Stabilize 20% of the 26 miles of
drainage ditches, using multipurpose
drainage management, in
subwatersheds with high BANCS
Drainage erosion estimates: Lower Thief
Management River/SD 83, Moose River/JD 21, Mud
3.23 3.2.6 Systems — Erosion River/JD 11, and County Ditch 20
and Sedimentation Provide adequate drainage to meet the
Reduction design guidance objectives for a 10-
year, 24-hr summer rainfall event in the
Lower Thief, Marshall County Ditch 20,
Moose River/JD 21, and Mud River/JD
11 planning regions
Judicial Ditch 30/18/13: Reduce
average annual runoff by 0.125 inches
(442 ac-ft)
Lower Thief River/SD 83: Reduce Simplify into one watershed-wide
Surface Water Runoff average annual runoff by 0.125 inches acre-ft storage target with planning Implement an additional 2.925 acre-
and Flooding — (649 ac-ft) region milestones. fetft of temporary or pen:nanent water
3.24 3.2.5 Reduce Damages Lost River: Reduce average annual

from Peak Flows and
Overland Flooding

runoff by 0.125 inches (438 ac-ft)
Marshall County Ditch 20: Reduce
average annual runoff by 0.125 inches
(1396 ac-ft)

Middle Thief River/SD 83: No net
increase in average annual runoff

No acre-feet recorded as part of
midpoint eval but SD83 and Mud
River in project team meetings.

storage in the watershed, with planning
region milestones.
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2020
Measurable
Goal Title

2020 Measurable Goal

Moose River/JD 21: No net increase in
average annual runoff

Mud River/JD 11: No net increase in
average annual runoff

Upper Thief River/SD 83: No net
increase in average annual runoff

Comments

2025 Amended Goal

Habitat for Wildlife —

Maintain and enhance the number of
large terrestrial habitat blocks with the
minimum size necessary to sustain

Simplify- output informed by
midpoint eval .

662 acres forest management
plans added (eLINK); Permanently

Enroll or re-enroll, or manage 4,500
acres in permanent or temporary

3.25 3.2.8 Enhance Connectivity ecosystem services representative of a | protected land (WMAs, WPAs) protection programs or forest
and Cover terrestrial landscape within the plan maintained. CCRP numbers t gl
area fluctuate annually. In the past management plans
No net loss of wetlands summer, CCRP had 6 new
applicants covering 440 acres in
the Thief River Watershed.
Public Knowledge of
and Behavior Related Increase enrollment in education and
3.2.6 3.2.10 to Water Resources — outreach programs and stakeholder Keep as is Keep as is
Increase Stakeholder engagement
Participation
Collect 10 years of continuous flow
monitoring data at pour points of all
eight subwatersheds
Collect 10 years of groundwater level
monitoring data to establish a
watershedwide baseline
Arsenic: Collect 10 years of arsenic
Data Collection — data in private wells—32 wells per
327 3.2 11 Enhanct—; Knowledge year—.to establish a watershedwide Keep as is Keep as is
of Baseline baseline
Conditions Bacteria: Collect 10 years of E. coli data
in private wells—32 wells per year—to
establish a watershedwide baseline
Nitrates: Collect 10 years of nitrate data
in private wells—32 wells per year—to
establish a watershedwide baseline
Develop records and spatial data of
tiled acres within the watershed
Implement management practices in N
E::(Ijtggaig;al 5% (13,198 acres) qf all cropland areas Simplify An annua_l average of 2,640 acres are
3.2.8 3.2.12 Improve Agricultural in the watoershed to increase SOM An annual average of 2,500 acres treattgd with soil health management
Soil Health content 1%. Areas to be managed are of soil health practices were practices

cropland areas categorized as rural

Mid-Point Evaluation e 15
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2020

Measurable
Goal Title

2020 Measurable Goal

stewardship “Probability Low” and
“Probability Depends on Practice
Effectiveness” that have SOM content
of >1% and <4%.

Comments

implemented from 2020 — 2023.

(HW)

2025 Amended Goal

3.29

3.2.13

Healthy Rural
Landscapes —
Reduce Surface and
Groundwater
Contamination

100% of septic systems that are ITPHS
are brought into compliance 30% of
septic systems that are FTPGW are
upgraded

Maintain feedlot compliance if
determined to be no known compliance
issues

3.29

Agquatic Life and
Aquatic Recreation —
Reduce Bacteria
Delivery and Load

Planning Region Scale:

Protection (Highest Quality): Judicial
Ditch 30/18/13: Maintain current
conditions

Protection (Nearly Impaired): Lower
Thief River/SD 83: Reduce maximum
monthly

geometric mean E.coli concentration by
24% or 30 MPN/100ml

Protection (Highest Quality): Lost River:
Maintain current conditions

Protection (Highest Quality): Marshall
County Ditch 20: Maintain current
conditions

Protection (Not Assessed): Middle Thief
River/SD 83: Assess current conditions
Protection (Highest Quality): Moose
River/JD 21: Maintain current conditions
in the Moose

River/JD 21. Reduce maximum monthly
geometric mean E. coli concentration in
Branch A of

JD 21 by 5% or 5 MPN/100ml
Protection (Highest Quality): Upper
Thief River/SD 83: Maintain current
conditions

Merge with septics

1 septic addressed to date in
eLINK

Address 10 noncompliant septic
systems over the 10-year plan
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