Memo
To:

Mark Johnson, Director – Lessard-Sams Outdoor Heritage Council

From:

Rich Johnson, The Nature Conservancy

cc:

Council Members of the LSOHC

Date:

May 6, 2016

Re:

Northern Tallgrass Prairie National Wildlife Refuge Project

This memo is to provide additional information regarding the issues raised in the recent
letter sent to the Lessard-Sams Outdoor Heritage Council by the Kittson County
Administrator. It will also provide answers to the subsequent questions from Council
Member David Hartwell. First, we would like to provide a bit of background information on
the parcels of land referred to in the letter:
The County’s letter refers to two Kittson County tracts totaling 424 acres. These tracts
were acquired by The Nature Conservancy in 2013 with funding from the ML 2010
appropriation for the Northern Tallgrass Prairie National Wildlife Refuge (NTP NWR) Land
Acquisition program and subsequently donated to the U.S. Fish & Wildlife Service (FWS)
in 2015 as additions to the Refuge. The purpose of the NTP NWR Acquisition program is
to acquire land and permanent conservation easements on behalf of the Refuge. Both
parcels are located in the Aspen Parkland core identified within the Minnesota Prairie
Conservation Plan as one of the best functioning prairie landscapes in the state. The lands
acquired are primarily native grassland with scattered aspens and wetlands.
We thought it might be useful to provide a timeline of the acquisition and transfer process
and this is attached to the memo. The timeline includes information on the original request
for funding, the initial acquisition and donation of these lands, contact points with the
County during the acquisition and transfer process, and the most recent communications
with the County.
The following information provides responses to Council Member Hartwell’s questions as a
result of receiving the letter:
1) What does The Nature Conservancy say about the claim that they told us they
would seek local government approval but apparently did not?
The Request for Funding for the ML 2010 appropriation was prepared and submitted by
FWS in October 2009. In a December 17, 2009 letter, FWS requested that program
management responsibility be transferred to the Conservancy. This transfer was
approved by the Council via the Accomplishment Plan Amendment. The Conservancy
was subsequently involved in preparing the Accomplishment Plan and Grant Agreement.
These documents do not refer to local government approval.

The original FWS application is marked “Yes” on the line for local government approval
with the following explanation:
“Local MN DNR and USDA offices will be contacted regarding potential fee
title/easement purchases to determine if any ongoing programs will affect acquisition.
Acquisition goals have also gone through a public review process which occurred
during the development of the Final Environmental Impact Statement.”
This question has been marked “No” in subsequent proposals submitted by the
Conservancy.

2) Did this transaction result in a one-time payment to the county in lieu of taxes? If
so, how much compared to the taxes that were paid. If not, Why?
Properties placed into the National Wildlife Refuge System are eligible for annual
payments to the County under the Federal Refuge Revenue Sharing Program (RRS).
Base funding for the RRS is provided by a dedicated fund authorized in the Refuge
Revenue Sharing Act. Congress has the authority to appropriate additional funds to
increase these payments. The amount paid to individual counties will vary depending on
the amount appropriated. Kittson County is scheduled to receive their first RRS payment
for these properties in May 2016 in the amount of $562. The property taxes due for the
two parcels last year was $1,636.
This differs from the process for properties placed into the Waterfowl Production Area
system, which includes a one-time payment. Those payments are authorized by the
Migratory Bird Conservation Act. Congress has not provided similar authority for a onetime payment for additions to the National Wildlife Refuge System.

If you would like additional information on the NTP NWR project, please feel free to
contact Rich Johnson, Project Manager for the project at rich_johnson@tnc.org or (612)
331-0790.

2

Attachment - Timeline for NTP NWR Acquisition in Kittson County
2009/10/30 – US Fish & Wildlife (FWS) submits a proposal for ML 2010 funding. Alice Hanley,
NTP NWR Refuge Manager, was the program manager.
2009/12/22 – The Nature Conservancy (TNC) approved to assume program management
responsibility.
2013/3/8 – TNC records the purchase of the first parcel, located in McKinley Township.
2013/5/16 – TNC records the purchase of the second property, in Pelan Township.
2014/10/2 - FWS sends a letter to the Kittson County Commissioners, care of the Kittson County
Administrator, notifying the County of their intention to accept the McKinley and Pelan Twp.
properties from TNC.
2015/1/2 – FWS records their ownership of the McKinley Twp. property.
2015/2/18 – FWS sends a letter to the Kittson County Taxpayer Services Office with information on
the Refuge Revenue Sharing (RRS) payments the county will receive in 2016 for the transferred
properties.
2015/9/18 – FWS records ownership of the Pelan Twp. property.
2016/1/25 – TNC receives a letter from Kittson County Administrator requesting additional
information on the McKinley and Pelan Twp. transfers and a meeting with the County
Commissioners.
2016/1/29 – TNC sends a letter responding to these questions and offering to meet with the County
Commission.
2016/2/16 – Neal Feeken, TNC’s Grassland Conservation Program Director, and Craig Mowry,
FWS’s manager for that region, meet with the County Commissioners and answer questions.
2016/4/21 – The Kittson County Administrator sends a letter to legislators and Council members
with additional comments on these transfers.
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