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A BOLD VOLUNTEER-LED THRUST TO STOP THE SPREAD OF AQUATIC 

INVASIVE SPECIES IN MINNESOTA: A STORY OF PROMISE, DELAY 
 

AND DERAILMENT 
 
 
 
Introduction 
 
Minnesota’s natural resources are under attack. Nowhere is this more evident than in 

the state’s many lakes and rivers that face growing threats, including the increasing 

threat of numerous aquatic invasive species (AIS), from Eurasian milfoil to zebra mussels 

to Starry stonewort to spiny waterflea and others like invasive Asian carp that are on the 

horizon. In response, state agencies such as the Minnesota Department of Natural 

Resources (DNR), local government units (LGUs), individual anglers and organized 

angler associations, plus a growing number of statewide lake associations comprised of 

lakeshore property owners and other citizens, continue to wrestle with AIS management 

and prevention strategies. 
 
Well-intentioned Best Practices and various, (mostly failed) chemically-based 

treatments for zebra mussels, for example, have often been forged from trial-and-error 

processes throughout the state over the past 10 years. In Minnesota’s battle against 

AIS, stasis rather than change is in play. But a new and innovative grassroots initiative -- 

the short-lived Wright Regional Inspection Program (WRIP) from the fall of 2017 to July 

of 2019 in Wright County -- sought to develop and test a promising new strategy. 
 
Given the rapid spread of invasive species in Annandale area lakes and the 

dependence of the city of Annandale on a vital, recreational lake economy and tax 

base, the initiative sought to replace the state’s conventional lake-access-only 

inspection model with a centralized, mandatory regional entrance inspection and 

decontamination strategy. WRIP participants believed the DNR would be supportive 

throughout the design and implementation process, based on a 2012 DNR-funded 

study that concluded that regional inspections were 10 times more cost-effective than 

at the ramp inspections. In the years between 2011 and today, the DNR, however, did 

not sponsor or endorse any such pilot to test that assertion. 

 

The WRIP would first focus on three of the county’s waterbodies in East and West Lake 

Sylvia, Lake John and Pleasant Lake; both Lake Sylvia and Pleasant have infestations of 

starry stonewort. In a scheduled second year in 2019, six more lakes would be added 

to the pilot, including Cedar, Granite, Maple, Bass, Sugar and Moose lakes. 

http://files.dnr.state.mn.us/natural_resources/invasives/ais_prevention_measure_evaluation_final_report_feb_2012.pdf
http://files.dnr.state.mn.us/natural_resources/invasives/ais_prevention_measure_evaluation_final_report_feb_2012.pdf


Unfortunately, the WRIP generated as much controversy, acrimony and seemingly 

state-level indifference from the DNR as it did short-term results in its intense efforts to 

inspect (and when necessary decontaminate) trailered boats quickly and cost-

effectively. At the end of 2019, WRIP generated encouraging data supporting the 

regional strategy, but had yet to prove the favorable economics for the regional 

inspection model. 
 

As expected in any experimental (pilot) program, errors and inefficiencies were 

discovered and addressed. Over the summer of 2018, the three-lake program 

stopped 68 contaminated boats (16 with zebra mussels). They were identified and 

decontaminated before reaching their destination lake. Opportunities for 

improvement (employee training, expectations, and supervision) also occurred and 

improvements were made ready for the next round of training. 
 

Minnesota’s fight against AIS has likewise been fragmented by and conflicted with 

traditional political turf battles that pit state government agencies against efforts of 

local government units (LGUs) and localized citizen organizations. Simultaneously, 

initiatives like WRIP by local lakeshore land owners have been sometimes viewed by 

other local and or visiting recreational users of area lakes and rivers as elitist attempts to 

control use: In Wright County, vocal detractors (who were greatly outnumbered by 

supporters of the program) – in public meetings and on social media chat sites -- saw 

the pilot, in part, as a way “to privatize lakes” and keep outsiders from using “their 

lakes.” This simplistic viewpoint, based on unfounded classist assumptions, proved to 

have little merit. But it readily illustrates the baseless rhetoric often heard when changes 

to the status quo are proposed or put in place. 
 

The WRIP was – and is -- important. It is emblematic of the larger discussion and issues 

about managing and preventing AIS that have taken place across local communities, 

at the legislature and inside state agencies – and as such, it is an ideal vehicle for a 

case study. But the recent Wright Country program also has had far-reaching effects 

despite its brief trial period: It has informed the environmental reporting of the news 

media as well as helping to frame the AIS dialogue among the man and woman “on 

the street” -- not just in Wright Country, but in locales where AIS management and 

prevention remain a serious concern statewide. 
 

It is hoped that this WRIP Case Study then provides actionable insights into the pluses 

and minuses of the program so that the lessons learned over the course of the year-

and-half initiative can serve as a viable public policy tool and help support the 

common good in protecting Minnesota waters. 



 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 

A map of the 300+ lakes in Wright County 
 
 
 

I. Problem: AIS a Crisis Threat to Wright County’s Environment and  
Economy 

 

80% of the surface water in Wright County has at least one invasive species, 

based on both the DNR Invasive Waters list and the inventory of inventory of 

Wright County lakes according to one of the founders of the WRIP, Chris Hector, 

who is also a resident of Lake Sylvia and past president and current board 
member of the Greater Lake Sylvia Association (GLSA). A former Research and 

Development professional with Pillsbury and General Mills Peter S. Pesheck, PhD, 

who has a cabin in Wright County and who served as a dedicated WRIP 

volunteer for the life of the project, determined that “Eurasian watermilfoil was 

found in Lake Sylvia around 2010, and in 2016 both zebra mussels and starry  

https://www.dnr.state.mn.us/invasives/ais/infested.html
https://www.dnr.state.mn.us/waters/watermgmt_section/pwi/bulletin25.html
https://www.dnr.state.mn.us/waters/watermgmt_section/pwi/bulletin25.html


stonewort were found,” based on his report “WRIP Study of Enhanced 

Decontamination of Boats and Trailers.” However, Eurasian water milfoil and zebra 

mussels were both found much earlier in nearby Clearwater Lake in 1989 and 2015 

respectively. 

 

Fortified by other concerned board members and passionate volunteers like 

Pesheck, GLSA became the instrumental organizational body that spearheaded the 

development of the WRIP. But it also had a proactive track record in dealing with 

AIS issues going back six years: 

 

• In 2013 the GLSA funded at the ramp inspections from contributions from the lake 
association. 

 

• It worked with Wright County to get a delegation agreement allowing 

its inspectors to require public inspections. 

 

• It participated in the 2014 effort to allocate the State Aid to Counties across the 

worthwhile projects in Wright County, and the county set up an inspection effort 

based on the success of its year-old GLSA inspection program. 

 

• GLSA joined the Wright County Coalition of Area Lakes and used that 
effort to learn about weed treatment programs and techniques. 

 

Hector has characterized the AIS problem in Wright County as “a crisis,” given that  
impacts from AIS can threaten not only the water resource itself and its fisheries and 

plant diversity but the economic and social fabric of any given community where 

infestations occur, from a family-owned local bait shop to capturing billions in state 

tourism dollars to fueling a county’s property tax base. In other words, AIS are 

marauding invaders that can wreak havoc in delicate and complex ecosystems 

while also disrupting the socio-economic stability of cities, towns and rural areas. 



 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 

Starry stonewort infestation of Lake Koronis in nearby Stearns County. 
 

In the case of invasive plants like milfoil, Starry stonewort, curly leaf pondweed and  
others, these non-native plants “can potentially create recreational nuisances to  
lakes…In some instances, when invasive plants become too abundant, they can cause  
economic or environmental harm,” according to the DNR. Starry stonewort in particular  
presents multiple challenges to users of lakes infected with it, primarily because there  
are no known complete eradications of it anywhere in the U.S., according to a news  
release posted by nearby Stearns County in June 2019: 
 

“Starry stonewort is a large, submerged plant-like algae than can form dense mats in 

water bodies. These mats can interfere with boating, fishing, swimming, waterfowl 

hunting and other recreational activities.” 

https://co.stearns.mn.us/Community/CountyNews/ArtMID/2343/ArticleID/2676/Progress-in-Controlling-Starry-Stonewort-in-Lake-Koronis
https://co.stearns.mn.us/Community/CountyNews/ArtMID/2343/ArticleID/2676/Progress-in-Controlling-Starry-Stonewort-in-Lake-Koronis


“In addition, Starry stonewort may choke out native plant communities, causing  

ecological harm. The species can spread by clinging to watercraft, trailers, and 

equipment. A 250-acre infestation of Starry stonewort was discovered in Lake Koronis in 

2015. The Mn Department of Natural Resources (DNR) performed an algaecide 

treatment in the Hwy. 55 lake access area in late fall of that year and again in 2016. 

Neither treatment had an effect on controlling the invasive algae.” Subsequent efforts 

in following years utilizing mechanical pulling of the substance, in tandem with  
algaecide treatments, “was successfully managed to below nuisance levels in all areas 

where this integrated approach was implemented,” concluded the Stearns County 

statement. 
 

Zebra mussels – the most commonly recognized AIS culprit in the state, due to the 

growing number of water bodies harboring them in such high-profile fishing and 

recreational lakes like Mille Lacs and Lake Minnetonka – proliferate with a vengeance 

and leave destruction in their wake: “By filtering the water, they disturb the food web 

and can re-engineer the entire ecosystem. Their sharp shells can cut swimmers’ feet 

when they wash up on shore, and they can cost millions of dollars in damage at water 

intake systems,” reports the Minnesota Aquatic Invasive Species Research Center 

(MAISRC) at the University of Minnesota. 
 

Another factor that makes Wight Country lakes particularly vulnerable is the relatively 

small size of the lakes in comparison to northern lakes and the number of public 

access points, making it easy for a boat to travel between multiple lakes in the 

Annandale area in just one day. Hector noted that Wright County was a singularly 

qualified setting to conduct the WRIP, given the critical factors outlined in a February 

14, 2019, letter to Wright County Commissioners: 
 

“Wright County is in a unique and threatened position because of aquatic Invasive 

species (AIS). The Wright County property tax base is dependent on a vibrant lake 

community—lake shore resident values contribute millions of the property taxes in 

Wright County. Tourism is an important component of the local economy. AIS 

infestations can decrease the quality of the recreation experience and the tax base. 

Wright County is particularly threatened by AIS because of its proximity to vectors of AIS 

transmission--not only the metro area but other highly recreated lakes in northern 

Minnesota. These are facts, not scare tactics. WRIP is a program to prove the value 

and efficiencies of a regional inspection station.” 
 

The three Wright County lakes for which the WRIP was initially established unfortunately 

became part of the alarming state statistics reported, showing that AIS like zebra 

mussels, spiny waterflea and starry stonewort have spread from a few lakes in 2008 to 

over 1,000 waterways, increasing their infiltration in our lakes and rivers. 



 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 

Zebra mussels caked to an underside of a floating dock in Wright County in 2019. 
 
 
 

Despite existing DNR laws when leaving a lake to “clean, drain, and dry” watercraft of 

all shapes and sizes, AIS can spread just as easily from boat lifts and trailers and rafts to 

docks to bait buckets and be transported to uninfected water bodies. Scientific 

studies are patently clear that AIS is spread by errant human behavior and not the 

movement of creatures in the natural world like birds, turtles and other “lesser” 

vertebrae. 
 

However, recent statistics published in a news story, Slip-ups Are Common and often 

Respected, in the Star Tribune of January 10, 2020, indicated that in all of 2019, there 

were only 109 citations – and 440 warnings -- for “transporting aquatic 
 

http://www.startribune.com/officers-know-there-are-people-making-honest-mistakes-amid-long-list-of-rules/566851332/


plants, failure to remove boat drain plug” in the entire state. There was no 

mention of enforcement incidents involving zebra mussels. 
 

Prior to the WRIP, programs to control aquatic invasive species have focused 

primarily on attempts to educate the public about AIS and by policing individual 

boat accesses – traditionally a key component in mitigating the spread of AIS. 

But with over 3,000 public boat ramps, untold private and commercial ramps, 

and almost 900,000 registered water craft in Minnesota, these enforcement 

efforts hopefully have been able to reduce and slow the spread. But they have 

not stopped it. 

 

The stringent, “no tolerance” regulations strategy that the WRIP eventually adopted 

originated largely from western states and Canada, which have been used successfully 

to prevent the spread of AIS: The WRIP envisioned a centralized, regional inspection 

station that mandated entrance inspections at the designated inspection site, 

complete with a decontamination unit. 
 

But not exit inspections, even though exit inspections were envisioned by WRIP and 

proposed in the original draft. According to Hector, the Wright County Attorney could 

not implement enforcement in 2018 without DNR support. “In 2019 exit inspections were 

added (still without DNR support) at a level that exceeded the at-the ramp model,” 

Hector noted. 
 

While this change in the status quo showed promise – and was hoped to be a blueprint 

for other counties to adopt, if successful -- it also generated new sets of problems and 

allegations even as AIS continued to spread in the county (See III). Prior to obtaining 

DNR permission to operate the pilot late in 2017, Starry stonewort and Eurasian water 

milfoil were discovered in Pleasant lake. Those AIS outbreaks were followed in 2019 by 

the discovery of zebra mussels into Cedar Lake. Finally, just after the program was shut 

down in mid-July 2019, adult zebra mussels were discovered in early August at Maple 

Lake – another lake in Wright County.  

https://www.dnr.state.mn.us/news/2019/08/01/zebra-mussels-confirmed-in-maple-lake-in-wright-county
https://www.dnr.state.mn.us/news/2019/08/01/zebra-mussels-confirmed-in-maple-lake-in-wright-county


 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

WRIP signage alerting boaters to mandatory entrance inspections prior to lake use. 
 
 

I. Background: Collaborations Across Jurisdictions at Heart of WRIP 

 

In the past decade, the growing general awareness about the challenges posed by AIS 

in the news media, and the AIS outbreaks in Wright Country lakes, inspired members of 

the GLSA to research the problem and identify appropriate responses to the infestations 

on Lake Sylvia, and subsequently nearby water bodies, Lake John and Pleasant Lake, 

which also became infested. 
 

This awareness has also been compounded by additional reports from non-

partisan, non-profit groups like Minnesota Lakes and Rivers Advocates, or MLR 

[Note, in full disclosure, the author of this case study is also the public relations liaison 

for MLR], ongoing, state-funded research at MAISRC – plus the acknowledged 

political influence and environmental and economic impacts of the state’s largest 

conservation group, lakeshore associations, with more than 500+ associations 

across the state. 
 

According to a 2017 study done by Concordia University, sponsored by MLR, called 

"Minnesota’s Lake Associations: Who they are and what they do," key findings from 

the study included: 

 

• Collectively, the 500+ Minnesota lake associations donate about 

$6.25 million, annually, to the care of Minnesota’s lakes. 



• Collectively, the 500+ lake associations in Minnesota contribute about 1.2 million 

volunteer hours annually to lake conservation activities, including AIS inspection, 

water quality testing, and community education/outreach activities. 
 

• The top 3 concerns of lake associations in Minnesota are: AIS, overall 
water quality, and runoff control. 

 
• Most respondents agree or strongly agree that their associations face hurdles in 

becoming more engaged in lake conservation activities. 
 

• The top 3 challenges that Minnesota's lake associations face as they work on 

achieving their goals are: Inadequate member participation (i.e. the needs far 

exceed the available human capital), the feeling that they are not being 

heard/taken seriously by the DNR, and the aging population of lake property 

owners. 
 

• Most respondents do not agree that their lake associations are authentically 

included in the lake management planning process. 
 

• Most respondents do not feel that their lake associations have real authority over 

the lake. 
 

• Most respondents do not believe that the DNR has sufficient lake management 

policies in place. 
 

The GLSA set out in the fall of 2017 to create the following platform for its pilot, 

working in a partnership that included the following organizations below. WRIP 

believed its pilot to be a unique collaboration of township, city, county government 

organizations and lake associations organized to provide a more cost- effective 

model for inspecting and decontaminating watercraft. 

 

Lead Organization:  Wright Soil and Water Conservation District, Buffalo MN. 

 

Partner Organizations  

 

• Wright Region Inspection Coalition 

• Greater Lake Sylvia Association 

• Pleasant Lake Association Lake 

• John Association 

• City of Annandale 

• Initiative Foundation 

• University of Minnesota 

 

Enforcement Partners  

• Wright County Sheriff's Office 

• City of Annandale Police Department 

 

Inspection Service Provider: Bishop AIS Services Inc. 

 

Regional Station Location: Annandale Business Park, 1300 Business Blvd., Annandale, MN 

    



The WRIP was comprised of the following elements and aspirations: 
 

• The free entrance inspection requirement applied to water-related equipment 

launched at public or private landings, with two exceptions: 
 

o Non-motorized carry-in watercraft such as canoes, kayaks and paddle  
boards.  

o Water craft, boats, lifts and docks stored in the riparian area of 
the lake and not transported over public roads. 

 

• The regional inspection station was centrally located for Annandale lakes in the 

Annandale Business Park—1300 Business Blvd in Annandale, MN (Hwy 55, north on 

Annandale Blvd). Hours of operation were sunup to sundown, seven days a 

week. It should be noted that some anglers protested that these times prohibited 

night or pre-dawn fishing and invited non-compliance. However, boats could be 

inspected and compliance inspection papers and tags on the boat would allow 

fishing any time of the day with a prior inspection. 

 

The partnership hoped that A): 

 

• This effort to stop the spread of AIS by providing expanding protection for more 
lakes at a more efficient cost than today's "at landing" inspections is good for all 

current Minnesotans as well as future generations. 

 

• Keeping lakes free from AIS helps retain our fantastic recreational 

opportunities and the wonderful lake aesthetics that all citizens enjoy, 

according to GLSA planning documents. 
 

 

And that the pilot would B): 
 

• Demonstrate that regional inspection sites could deliver expanded 

coverage and greater cost efficiency -- consistent with the DNR-sponsored 

study indicating regional inspection was 10 times more cost effective than 

current efforts used state-wide. 

 

• Generate data which will be valuable to understand if (and which parts of) this 

model is leverageable for other counties. 
 

• Expand activities to broaden community representation and understanding of 

the program: This eventually led to an AIS Advisory group that was formed in 

2018 and included the SWCD, County Commissioners, DNR, Lake Associations, a 

recreational fisherman and law enforcement. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

  



With its pilot program in place, the proposition -- Ordinance Amendment 1701 -- moved 

to the Wright Country Board on June 27, 2017, where public discussion was predictably 

mixed, pro and con, as it had been at previous public meetings in the county.  
Nonetheless, The Wright County Board unanimously approved what could have been 

a precedent-setting, pilot program in Minnesota's fight against AIS, calling for a 

mandatory, centralized inspection requirement prior to launch at three lakes in Wright 

County: Lake Sylvia, Lake John and Pleasant Lake, with an on-site decontamination 

station at the centralized inspection location to help prevent and protect against the 

spread of the dreaded invaders, including zebra mussels, starry stonewort and others. 
 

The Ordinance was based on Minnesota Statute 84D, which was amended in 2012 to 

allow for a mandatory, regional inspection/decontamination program and created 

funding for county-based AIS prevention aid. Notably, over six years no county or state 

agency had pursued such an objective prior to the Wright County pilot. 

 

 
Additional WRIP signage directing boaters along Hwy 55 to the inspection and decontamination site. 
 

 

 



"AIS is an Imminent and Irrevocable Threat to Water Resources, Property Values, 
Enjoyment and Habitability of the Community" 

 

Based on a detailed news release, complete with attributable quotations, issued 

by Minnesota Lakes and Rivers Advocates, the vote was followed by a standing 

ovation and congratulatory comment from District 1 Commissioner Christine 

Husom: “Mr. Chair, I don’t think I’ve ever seen a grassroots effort that has moved 

this quickly or this effectively…they have been just so diligent.” 

 

"To date neither the Minnesota DNR or any local government has taken advantage of 

the 2012 bill," noted Jeff Forester, Executive Director of on the non-profit MLR and a key 

proponent of the new Wright County pilot program, as well as the 2012 state legislation 

delegating AIS funding directly to counties. "By adopting this resolution, the Wright 

County Commissioners are not only showing a commitment to preserving the 

valuable, local lake-based economy and tax base, but providing an example to other 

local governments a practical first step to an efficient mandatory regional inspection 

program.” 

 

Assistant County Attorney Greg Kryzer presented the ordinance, noting that the 

measure had the support of both his office and the Wright County Sheriff’s office. The 

ordinance's purpose and intent were to try to gain greater control of the problem with 

a workable solution: “The County of Wright finds that the uncontrolled spread of 

aquatic invasive species poses an imminent and irrevocable threat to the water 

resources, property values, enjoyment and habitability of the community.” 

 

Once passed, the plan went to the Minnesota DNR for final approval of the signage, 

tagging and other details that made up the pilot. According to the news release, 

“Lake advocates are hopeful for quick approval, and Heidi Wolf, Supervisor of the AIS 

Program for the DNR seemed to indicate it would: ‘This has been in statute since 2012. 

We’ve been hoping that someone would submit a workable plan.’” 

 

Unfortunately, 2017 was a bust because it started too late in the boating and fishing 

season when many people began removing boats and docks with the approach of 

cold weather. The delay cost the program Initiative Foundation funding because that 

source of money was set to expire. Thus, year one of the WRIP was already at a distinct 

disadvantage with the late start. 

 

Whole Country Watching this Pilot Program, Notes Scientific Expert 
 

The news release went on to underscore the importance of the WRIP not just at 

the local level, but potentially at a national level, too: 

 

“The DNR estimates that regional inspections are 10 times more cost-effective than 

working a limited number of boat ramps," adds Chris Hector, President of the Greater 

Lake Sylvia Association, who framed the goals of the new ordinance. "Many of the 



people working on this project are not from the affected lakes, but from the wider lake 

community of the state who believe that this is an opportunity to leverage and make 

more effective use of our taxpayer dollars. This is our opportunity to show the 

legislature that they made the right choice when it funded the counties to be 

innovative and to find better, more localized ways to combat AIS." 

 

Dr. John Rogers, an international scientific expert on algae from Clemson University, who 

spoke in favor of the new ordinance, noted, “This is a very interesting pilot project, and I 

am here to speak in support of it. The entire country is watching this situation." 

 

Prior to the Commissioners vote, a September 2017 public survey provided to the 

project for Wright County Commissioners found overwhelming support for the pilot. 

There was obvious disapproval of it as well once WRIP was in place that created some 

polarization in the broader community, as WRIP members and news media reported: 
 

2017 Survey Results  

• 561 support the program  
• 79 oppose the program 

 

o Most concerns were about an attempt to privatize lakes and 

inconvenience users (33 out of 79). 
o Only 3 mentioned the program was not well publicized. 

 

A limited number of responses were unable to be classified as “oppose” 

or “support” and were left as uncounted. 
 

The details of the responses and analysis are available at: 

 

• Analysis 

• 8/23/17 Open House Comments (received at event) 

• Comments Sent to WSWCD or DNR 
 

 

2017 Media Reports Underscored DNR Support for WRIP (Until It Appeared to 

Erode 2 Years Later) 
 
As the WRIP moved through the approval process, state and local media reporting 

seemed to indicate full support from the DNR and others. The Star Tribune story of July 6, 

2017, titled -- In a first for Minnesota, Wright County to make watercraft inspections for 

aquatic invasive species mandatory: The move signals a get-tough attitude toward a 

threat to Minnesota lakes -- quoted Wolf, who heads the DNR’s Invasive Species 

Program.  
 
In the Star Tribune account, Wolf echoed a sentiment that is widely embraced by those 

in the AIS battle, both in and out of government: “I don’t think any one agency or 

group can solve this problem on its own.” 

https://docs.google.com/spreadsheets/d/1V9eeSL4Yg1u5u6kYy-CEeoIx6-rGWOHgQfu-Kw7_3gg/edit?usp=sharing
https://drive.google.com/file/d/0Bwa6KLLjSnqyZElTaFBueHJ5VHM/view?usp=sharing
https://drive.google.com/open?id=0Bwa6KLLjSnqyVGFIMDBkTks2c0E
http://www.startribune.com/wright-county-boaters-face-mandatory-inspections-for-aquatic-invasive-species/432992983/


 

The state Department of Natural Resources (DNR) is keenly interested in Wright County’s effort, said 

Heidi Wolf, supervisor of the agency’s Invasive Species Program. The DNR must sign off on an official 

delegation of authority to the county before the program gets underway, but county officials said they 

expect that to happen by the end of July. 

 

“We definitely support counties and local governments and tribes being part of the AIS solution,” Wolf 

said Thursday. “I don’t think any one agency or group can solve this problem on its own.” Wright County 

commissioners adopted the regional inspection program last month. Under the proposal, boaters 

entering the four lakes — East and West Sylvia, John and Pleasant — would first have to visit an 

inspection and decontamination station in Annandale. 

 

After inspection, a zip tie would be placed on their trailer. Any trailers at the four lakes found without a 

zip tie would be subject to a citation from county sheriff’s officers. Local lakeshore owners suggested the 

program last year, after starry stonewort was found in the Sylvia lakes. Only 10 lakes in the state have 

starry stonewort, a thick algae that turns the water yellow and can clog boat motors. 
 

The local Wright County paper of record for the region, the Annandale Advocate, 

extensively quoted County Commissioner Mike Potter, who waived aside concerns 

about brief delays and the “inconvenience” brought about by the inspection process, 

since it benefited the greater good in the long term: 

 

"If we can get a handle on this, if we can slow it down somehow, it might be a minor inconvenience to a 
few people," Potter said. But he pointed out that protecting the lakes – and Wright County contains a lot 
of lakes – would be to their long-term benefit…."I applaud the effort. As people get over their initial 
 
grumbling over being two minutes late to the lake, the end result will be good for the residents of these 
lakes and the citizens of Wright County." 

 

Minnesota Public Radio (MPR) reporting included comment from parties opposed to 

the plan:  

 

The proposal has drawn some criticism, including from a Facebook group called "Common Sense MN 
Natural Resources Outdoors-Sporting Rules & Laws." The group's founder, Carroll Aasen of Chaska, 
said the plan could limit access to lakes for anglers who like to go out fishing early in the morning 
before the inspection station opens. Aasen also said the Wright County program isn't likely to be 
effective because it doesn't include any inspections for outgoing boats. 

 

"They haven't proven that their method is going to stop or prevent something," he said. "To me, 
I'm more concerned about the starry stonewort spreading to another lake.” 
 

Outdoor News reporting likewise reflected opposition to what some contended was 

an exclusionary program – while also noting how slow DNR was to approve it:  

 

At a June 27 Wright County board meeting, where the board gave its blessing to the plan and some 
members admonished the Minnesota DNR for being slow to approve the plan, one letter of opposition 
was noted, but several people, including lake association members, spoke in favor of it. 

https://www.mprnews.org/story/2017/08/23/wright-county-plan-for-mandatory-boat-inspections-gets-public-review
https://www.facebook.com/Common-Sense-MN-Natural-Resources-Outdoors-Sporting-Rules-Laws-1593672207529357/?ref=br_rs
https://www.facebook.com/Common-Sense-MN-Natural-Resources-Outdoors-Sporting-Rules-Laws-1593672207529357/?ref=br_rs
https://www.outdoornews.com/2017/09/05/minnesotas-wright-county-aquatic-invasive-species-proposal-divides-room/


Darren Bruss, an angler from nearby Buffalo…is convinced that the proposal is intended to limit the 
number of outsiders on the developed lakes. “There are too many holes for it to be anything else,” he 
said. “If they were really concerned about the other lakes there would be more of an exit plan for 
those leaving.” 

 

Russ Fortner, a member of the Greater Lake Sylvia Association, which spearheaded the proposal, said he 
was part of the original group that came up with the idea. He denied it was an effort to keep people off 
the lake. 
 

 

 

 

 

 



 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 

II. 2018-2019 WRIP Implementation: Forward Motion, Then A Hard Stop 
 

The WRIP was passed in 2017 and was partially implemented that fall with set-up costs 

of $61,238.99 (according to the WRIP 2018 Final Year End Report). Its first full year of 

operations – costing $242,285.66 (based on the same report) -- did not occur until the 

open water season in 2018, roughly May through October of that year. 
 

Funding for 2018 WRIP came from three primary funding sources: Lake association 

contributions; State AIS prevention funds administered by Wright Soil and Water 

Conservation District (WSWCD); and a generous grant from the Initiative Foundation. 

It’s important to note again that a Minnesota Department of Natural Resources (MN 

DNR) 2012 study, estimated costs of required inspections at regional stations at one-

tenth the cost of access inspections – a critical cost-benefit analysis that the WRIP 

would have tested, and hopefully confirmed, had it continued. 
 

While the operational details are important to understand the overall success of 

the WRIP, they are not necessary to repeat here, given that those details are  
available online. Suffice to say, the program’s operations produced these 

highlights and results: 

http://files.dnr.state.mn.us/natural_resources/invasives/ais_prevention_measure_evaluation_final_report_feb_2012.pdf
http://files.dnr.state.mn.us/natural_resources/invasives/ais_prevention_measure_evaluation_final_report_feb_2012.pdf
http://wrightswcd.org/Water_Management/wrip.html


• Inspections for the lakes in the program increased 51% compared to 2017. 

 

• Wait times to begin inspections were low -- average was 30 seconds. 

 

• Average Inspection time was 2.7 minutes. 
 
 

• 68 inspections failed with 16 zebra mussel violations [all of which 

were corrected prior to issuing a tag]. 

 

• All violations were identified and corrected before accessing the lake. 

 

• Average decontamination time was 15.8 minutes. 

 

• Staffing with 2 inspectors saved time and contributed to the low wait times 

experienced, creating excellent traffic flow. 

 

Other noteworthy accomplishments included: 
 

1) Hours of Operation: Staffing the Regional Inspection Station 7 days a week, ½ hour 

before sunrise to ½ hour after sunset, from May 10 through October 31, 2018, proved to 

be an effective time frame. 
 

2. More Inspections: 1,780 additional entering inspections compared to previous year. 
 

 

3. Initiative Funding Extended: The funding from the Initiative Foundation was extended by 

12 months to June of 2020, providing an additional year to give WRIP the opportunity to 

continue to measure ways to improve the processes, test changes and measure results. 

 

4. High Compliance Rates: 92.4% of inspections complied with the ordinance. 
 
5. Increased Coverage: The ordinance increased coverage for WRIP lakes from as little  

as 4% to 100% and added coverage on three previously unmonitored accesses. 
 

6. Accurate Forecasts: It was estimated that there would be 5,000 inspections for 

the season in 2018. Actual results were 5,268 – underscoring the careful planning 

and projections that went into establishing the program. 
 
7. High Excess Capacity: Capacity at the site was under-utilized with an estimated 82% 

available capacity that could have been utilized by adding more lakes. 
 
8. Safety Improvements: Two-person teams increased the safety of decontamination 

services -- unlike prior county inspection and decontamination services, which were 

performed by only one paid county employee. 



 
9. On Site Facility Improvements included: 
 

• A heated & air-conditioned office was installed which provided a safer and more 

comfortable working environment for the inspectors, complete with city-operated 

severe weather warning sirens, a telephone, security cameras, lights, the ability to 

eliminate inspectors at remote, unsecured locations, a portable toilet and a 

location just minutes from Annandale city police, rescue, fire and ambulance 

service. 
 
• A new storage building for the decontamination unit was provided, which saved time 

for the staff by not having to transport the unit each day to an offsite, secure building. 

 

• Land line phone service and Wi-Fi phone access to request assistance if needed, 

communicate with the Inspection Service Provider, obtain medical assistance 

and law enforcement assistance. 
 

10. Wright County Regional Inspections Coalition (WCRIC) was established: The 

organization received 501c3 status under the WCRIC name. A Governance Council 

with representatives from various lake associations was set up and included members 

with legal, engineering, accounting and technical expertise. The Wright SWCD and 

the Inspection Service Provider met regularly to plan strategy, review operations, 

analyze user feedback and resolve any issues. 
 
 

11. An AIS Advisory Committee was formed: A county-standing committee was formed to 

address AIS concerns. Stakeholders included MN DNR, Wright SWCD, WCRIC, Wright 

County Commissioners, law enforcement, county attorney’s office, transient boaters, 

and inspection service provider. Representatives from each group met regularly to 

coordinate inter-organization cooperation. 

 

12. Community Engagement: Highlights included: 
 

• In June 2018, a well-attended community presentation was held at the Annandale 

Community Center where a robust question and answer session followed. 
 
 

• Regular articles were run in the local newspaper as well as advertising in its summer 

publication. 

 

• Presentations were made at the 2018 AIS statewide summit, the Minnesota Association of 

Watershed Districts, and various other lake associations and service organizations. 

 

• Wright SWCD maintained a website and WCRIC maintained a Facebook page providing 

an overview of the project plans, progress reports and contact information. 



2019 Expansion Plans Met with Critical Delays 

 

The wide-ranging achievements and positive community support, for the most part, in 

2018 demonstrated that the program had too much capacity for the available traffic. 

A 2019 expansion – as originally planned for the pilot -- was operationally ready to add 

an additional six lakes (Cedar, Granite, Maple, Bass, Sugar, Moose), which would 

provide even more traffic to prove the WRIP’s cost-effectiveness.  
 

The 2019 version of the program also would add a new "Spot Checker" position that 

would offer exit inspections for all lakes in the program within a 15-mile radius of the 

centralized inspection station in Annandale. The six lakes all had committed and 

known funding levels for each lake as their share of costs associated with 

additional numbers of inspections. 
 

The Spot Checker would be a DNR-certified Level 1 inspector who, when at a ramp, 

would inspect all boats exiting the ramp. In addition, the Spot Checker would verify that 

seals of inbound boats are unbroken before launch and ensure that boaters that do 

not park at the ramp are in compliance with the ordinance. 

 

In the past, the lack of exit inspections was a frequent criticism of the WRIP program – 

and on the face of it, they may have seemed counter-intuitive to some. Other 

challenges about the illegal use of boat tag receipts became another criticism not 

only with a minority of users but also the DNR. The tagging issue was succinctly 

addressed in a March 27, 2019, letter to Steven Colvin, Director, Division of Ecological 

and Water Resources at the DNR, from Luke Johnson, a District Manager for the Wright 

Soil and Water Conservation District – a major partner in the WRIP. So was the DNR’s 

delayed response to time-sensitive deadlines and issues: 
 

In addressing the “Tagging Protocol,” Johnson wrote: 
 

“There were some problems in 2018 with the seal and receipt model that we are 

looking to address in 2019 with the Quality Control spot checkers. In 2018 there were 

261 instances of reuse from the 5,268 seal/receipts issued. The 2019 spot checks will 

occur randomly at each of the public ramps in the program, staff will verify seals are 

still affixed and the broken seal is placed in the box. A boater arriving with only a 

receipt would be informed that a new seal and receipt is required whenever water-

related equipment travels over a public road.” 
 
 

“Making mid-season changes to the seal/receipt process was discussed after evidence 

of re-use was discovered. We felt that implementing an expiration date on 
seals/receipts mid-season was a major change to the program that would be very 

difficult to educate the public of and may further erode public confidence in the 

program.” 
 

Earlier in Johnson’s letter, he expressed the apparent frustration with DNR response 

times, critical delays – perhaps by choice, indifference or through bureaucratic under 

sight -- that often overshadowed the WRIP process and what was initially seen as a truly 



collaborative partnership between a robust state agency and a well-organized citizen-

driven initiative to protect Minnesota waters. 
 

Johnson’s remarks included: 
 

“We are certainly aware the 2018 Wright Regional Inspection Program (WRIP) had some 

operational shortcomings. Many of these concerns were discussed between SWCD and 

DNR staff during the 2018 program. Your written comments on the 2018 season are very 

much appreciated as constructive criticism, which is always a useful tool for positive 

change. With that said, I must stress that receiving these comments after the plan for the 

current season has been submitted puts the SWCD in a reactionary position that could 

have been avoided. Your staff members that have been working on this program are 

quite knowledgeable and have been very available to Wright SWCD staff when 

questions have arisen, it would be very helpful for future operations if these individuals 

could provide official comments on the front end in order to expedite the process and 

reduce unnecessary revisions” (bold emphasis added).  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

An inspection seal tag is attached to a boat entering a lake; some cited occasional abuse of this process. 

 

The state agency had to approve the expansion program by April 15, 2019, to ensure 

that another full boating and fishing season could provide additional data points that 

the DNR claimed were deficient in the previous year. The newly enhanced WRIP 



program would add only $60,000 for new Spot Checker component -- “almost double 

the $34,600 that has been provided for the same lakes in Wright County Soil and Water 

Conservation District, by comparison,” noted Hector. 

 

Funding sources remained largely in place from previous year, with an additional 

$128, 314.00 added to the bottom line in 2019, which included funds from lake 

associations that were part of the expansion. Most associated with the WRIP believed 

these costs were fiscally conservative and a responsible use of dollars to fight AIS, plus 

a good investment in water resources for all users for the present and future. 

 

The 2019 WCIP Budget Breakdown   

Lake Associations 111,500.00 30% 

Initiative Foundation Grant 169,100.00 46% 

Local AIS Prevention Aid 34,600.00 9% 

Wright County Decontamination support 30,000.00 8% 

SWCD Administration 25,400 7% 

Total Budget 370,600.00  
 

 

“We believed the new exit inspection program was really no different than what was 

done in the past by Wright County,” noted Forester (Executive Director, MLR). “Wright 

County once had a wandering inspector that visited different launches. The new Spot 

Checker strategically addressed some of the complaints about no exit inspections, and 

it demonstrates again that the WRIP isn’t about privatizing the lakes, as its detractors 

often claim, it is about protecting the lakes. The WRIP is based on programs in other 

parts of the world that have demonstrated success in preventing the spread of aquatic 

invasive species.” 
 

Unfortunately, the DNR did not appear to share that viewpoint. 
 

Despite best efforts by Minnesota Lakes and Rivers Advocates, MN COLA, and the 

Initiative Foundation. which had all provided extensive and consistent support for 

the nascent program -- plus the overt and closed-door efforts by legislators in 2019 

to secure DNR approval – the WRIP failed. Operations ceased on July 12th, 2019. 
 

Hector and fellow board members – Blaine Barkley, Doug Flatz and Kathy Jonsrud – 

issued a brief, four-point checklist appraisal of the abrupt collapse of what looked to be 

a promising program -- barely in its infancy -- that could have become another viable 

platform to manage and prevent the spread of AIS: 
 

✓ No support from the DNR to fund or enforce a regional inspection model. The lack 

of DNR engagement and a long-term funding model was interpreted as a negative 

by Wright County Commissioners. 

 

✓ The DNR and the Wright County Commissioners faced community polarization 

regarding the program. Strong support or strong opposition was the norm. 

 

Opposition themes included: 



o Extra time needed to drive to the regional station for an inspection 
was inconvenient.  

o The requirement for inspection before launch at a regional site limited 
access. 

 

✓ The threat and impact of aquatic invasive species is either not fully understood or 

is minimized by some boaters. 

 

✓ Exit inspections for the participating lakes were requested by the DNR and some 

members of the public. Exit inspections at the regional site are only possible if the 

DNR requires boaters to return to the site after leaving a participating lake. These exit 

inspections however were never required anywhere else in Minnesota, including 

impaired lakes like Mille Lacs and Lake Koronis, according to WRIP member Blaine 

Barkley. 



 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 

Map snapshot of Wright County lakes and solitary AIS from 1989 (credit Minnesota Public Radio)  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
Map snapshot of Wright County lakes and multiple AIS from 2018 (credit Minnesota Public Radio) 



III. Final Assessments and Future Outcomes? 

 

With the abrupt shutdown of the WRIP, framers of the program were justifiably frustrated 

with the end result. To an outsider, it may have looked like the WRIP was sabotaged by 

state bureaucratic delays in its first year (2017) and its final year (2019), given that the 

pilot was only truly operation for one full season (2018) and ,as a first-year venture, had 

a reasonable number of operational kinks to iron out since very little useful experience 

was gained in the short 2017 season. 

 

In short, the plug was prematurely pulled before the WRIP had a chance to 

demonstrate success with the efficiencies of a 9-lake program, and to benefit from the 

learning that an expanded effort would generate. Others may wonder if total project 

costs – not to mention the thousands of hours of unpaid time put in by board members, 

coalition partners and individual volunteers – had not been in vain. 

 

In retrospect, the main issues faced in the first year that were raised by agencies such 

as the DNR and to some extent the Wright Country Board were remedied in fairly 

short order, if one reviews the facts. The widespread disappointment about the pilot 

program’s demise in light of such facts was reflected in an April 5, 2019, email letter 

from Hector to Don Hickman (Vice President for Community, & Workforce 

Development of the Initiative Foundation): 

 

“This letter [from the DNR ending the 2019 expansion plan] is a deep disappointment to 

our group, the citizens and elected officials in Wright County. Unfortunately, this is 

another attempt by the DNR to discourage innovation and a blatant attempt to kill a 

program that they dislike. 

 

“In the opening paragraph the DNR correctly states that they have multiple roles. The 

first is to ensure that all pilots meet statutory requirements, which this one does. Further 

this pilot meets all of the guidelines for regional inspections provided by the DNR. It has 

already been reviewed and approved in 2017 and 2018. The expansion to additional 

lakes was identified as a program goal in our 2016 Initiative Foundation Request and is 

required to show the cost effectiveness of regional inspections. Each lake in the 

proposed expansion meets all of the criteria in the DNR guidelines for regional 

inspections. 

 

“The second responsibility of the DNR is to provide technical support to pilot operators. 

This would be the grand opportunity for an organization whose mission is to protect the 

resources of this State using the best technologies and procedures. Unfortunately  
the actual DNR practice does not meet this goal. At the County Board meeting in 

September of 2017 when DNR reluctantly announced its approval, assistant DNR 

commissioner Bob Meier said the agency is ‘not enamored with the project.’ When 

Senator Anderson hosted a meeting in March between the Wright County 

Commissioners, Heidi Wolf, Bob Meir and Commissioner Strommen, it was clear that his 

position has not changed.” 
 

Testimonials from a post-mortem survey with select WRIP architects and supporters 

outside of Wright County reveal more about the program’s successes and shortcomings 

than any protracted analysis that could be provided (Note that the DNR’s Heidi Wolf 



and fellow staff declined comment for the case study in a Wolf email request, because 

it is “opinion-based in nature, DNR staff won’t be able to provide comments”). 
 

The lakes are a multi-billion-dollar industry in terms of property taxes, tourism, and 

resident recreation. In Wright County, 100% of the popular lakes are fighting invasive 

species. Out of all 300 lakes, 80% have invasive species each year with even more 

troublesome invasive species being spread. Unfortunately, lake property owners do 

not have the lobbying ability of the fishing and hunting clubs, forestry companies, 

mining companies, etc., making it hard to get legislator attention unless they live in an 

area being impacted by invasive species. It is interesting that former Governor Mark 

Dayton had as a priority, cleaning up Minnesota Rivers while appearing to have not 

been concerned about Minnesota lakes and the issue of invasive species. 

 

When you look at the background of those involved in this project, however, we were 

able to bring forward the expertise from the scientific community, the legal 

community, project management community, public affairs community and other 

professions -- an incredible list of extremely talented individuals, not just a group of 

everyday people trying to do something. We had an unusually high degree of quality 

and expertise that the DNR or other organizations would be hard pressed to put 

together. 

 

--Blaine Barkley, Wright County Regional Inspection 

Program coalition member 

 

* 
 

• Delays with decisions and complicated data requests were seen as 
deliberate setbacks from above. 

 

• There was no DNR financial support for the program. 
 

• The DNR’s unwillingness to serve as an ambassador for the program was also a 
negative. 

 

My overall personal perspective is that we all feel our waters are a precious resource. 

However, there has been a lack of a true response by the “owner” of the Minnesota 

waters (the DNR) to manage AIS. Because of that, the lake shore owners have stepped 

up and committed significant financial resources to preserve the lakes, with no real DNR 

solutions in sight and with nearly non-existent enforcement of current invasive species 

transportation laws. 
 

Combine that with the misguided perception of some boaters that humans are not the 

primary vector for AIS infestations, there is a real public tension about the proper use 
and access of the waters to prevent the spread of AIS. 

 

--Kathy Jonsrud, Secretary, Wright County Regional Inspection Program 
 

 

* 



This program was/is unique. There was no one to learn from (we were it), so we just 

jumped in and worked to figure it out on our own. As far as I can tell given my 

limited view of outside actors, we got zero help or advice from outside the team 

and a double helping of criticism (we got a LOT of interest from other lakes, though). 

The DNR inspected us once (that one didn't go well) and they never came back 

(they quit while they were ahead, perhaps, that's what it feels like). 

 

Bottom line, I think the WRIP team did an excellent job given the slow (limited, 

disinterested, seemingly hostile) response by the DNR. I know how hard people on the 

team thought about the problem and how hard they worked. Further, given my 

experience with elite teams in Pillsbury, General Mills, and external research 

organizations that I worked with, I was totally impressed with the WRIP team, their 

dedication, the interest and energy they invested in learning, and by the breadth 

and depth of the people and skills they were able to attract (I've found that talent 

attracts more talent; this was true in spades on this team). 

 

--Pete Pesheck, PhD, Wright County cabin owner and volunteer 
 

* 

The WRIP demonstrated a new methodology that is utilized elsewhere in the country. As 
conversations continue and people become more familiar with the “actual intent,” 

opposition tends to dissipate. This is a model that under certain conditions and 
geographic locations makes a great deal of sense given limited resources and 

capacity. 

 

The DNR needs to assist citizen groups in finding new solutions and mechanisms to 

protect water resources. The focus needs to be placed on protecting the resource 

rather than the convenience of its users. Everyone has a part to play and the DNR 

could be more helpful in establishing a more collaborative rather than confrontational 

stance – especially since legislative support existed for the program. 

 

--Henry Erdman, Contract Lobbyist (including Minnesota Lakes and 
Rivers Advocates) 

*  
WRIP was an amazing effort showing that citizens can have a voice and affect 
change. The level of effort, determination and results were amazing. However, the WRIP 

effort can only be judged "positive" if there is some follow-on effort that improves our 
effectiveness in fighting AIS. That said, the State of Minnesota is wholly unprepared to 

mount an effective campaign against AIS. The DNR still holds all of the cards but has no 
motivation to change, and it is not being held accountable for the yearly losses of lakes 

to AIS. 

 

The DNR is funded by user fees (licenses and registration) and the number of ramps 

they open. They have judged that they owe more fealty to recreational boaters than 

they do to the citizens of the State of Minnesota. But foremost they have no obligation 

to show any results in the fight against AIS. 
 

--Chris Hector, President, Wright County Regional Inspection Coalition 

* 



I have three different kinds of involvement with management and mitigation 

prior to the WRIP pilot. At Christmas Lake we were on the leading edge of zebra  
mussel eradication efforts, so I am very familiar with the treatment options…. Of which  
there are none for a widespread infestation. I was actively involved with Lake 

Koronis and their treatment plans for Starry stonewort. Koronis was the first lake in the 

state to find Starry stonewort. 

 

Lastly, I was the developer of much of the material that the WRIP team used as I have 

been working towards getting a pilot program like that running for at least the past five 

years. After learning that both zebra mussels and Starry stonewort were discovered in 

Lake Sylvia, it was extremely impactful to me as either one alone is a significant 

problem for the lake. Having both discovered at the same time was gut-wrenching. 
 

In my view, the WRIP represented the best way to provide the most robust inspection 

and decontamination program for multiple nearby lakes. I know what it costs to do 

“at ramp” inspection and decontamination and that cost becomes untenable 

without a shared services model like the regional inspection. There was no true 

partnership between the DNR and the project. If the DNR was sincerely interested in 

making this regional model successful for better protection of many more lakes in 

Minnesota, they would have been trying to make it work. Instead, they took the 

politically easy way out and just said no. 

 

-- Joseph Shneider, President of Minnesota Coalition of Lake Associations (MN COLA) 
 

* 

 

The reactive rather than proactive DNR bureaucracy hinders any real work in 

protecting our resources from AIS. It can identify the AIS but then their work is 

done -- the job of trying to manage the infestations is passed onto the lake 

associations and citizens on the lake. One of the main concerns being 

addressed in the WRIP was the economics: If the number of lakes involved was 

reduced, no hard results were going to be produced unless the pilot was larger. 

Any delay in programs on lakes in Minnesota will affect the outcomes of the 

program. It's sort of like not taking the full course of antibiotics for an infection 

and expecting it to totally clear up. 
 

--Judy Corrigan, Secretary, Minnesota Lakes and Rivers Advocates  
* 

 

The program had a lot of good qualities and I believe with the right adjustments 

it had the potential to be a great program. The program in my opinion, probably 

started a little too quickly. Had we known that the DNR would be very inflexible 

moving forward in making adjustments, we should have spent more time upfront 

to make the needed changes instead of learning as we go. Looking ahead, any 

good step forward must be a collaborative effort between lake associations 

and transient users of lakes. 
 

-- Darek Vetsch, Wright County Commissioner, District 2 



I supported the WRIP because it made good sense and was a positive effort to 

stop, or at least slow down the spread of invasive species. Lake property 

owners saw the value of the program. Some boaters were opposed, but others 

supported it. Adding a “Spot Checker” in 2019 would be more cost effective 

and efficient. However, Wright County needed the DNR to support the 

program to ensure success and buy-in from boaters. 

 

Centralized inspections were the DNR's idea, but when  
Wright County implemented it, they didn't support it. This was not a reasonable 

response. The overall public response to the WRIP was positive. People were 

excited about it around the state and in other states. I'd like to see the WRIP 

come back. In the meantime, lakes are looking at more portable units at their 

sites. And more spot checkers. Regional inspection and decontamination sites 

make good sense 

 

Christine Husom, Wright County Board of Commissioners,  
District 1 

 

* 

 

As a major proponent for the WRIP and a big believer in the value of data 

and education about AIS, I was hoping that the program could generate 

three years of good information and help further educate about its spread 

and help slow it. But the DNR put up so many road blocks from day one 

that we could only get about a year-and-a-half of results. Why shut it 

down at the halfway point?! The DNR’s rationale seemed to be “No good 

deed goes unpunished.” 

 

We need to be proactive in the fight to keep AIS from destroying our lakes. If that 

means eventually raising things like license fees on boats and fishing, it’s to 

everyone’s benefit. We know regional inspection works and is more economical 

than access inspection, why wasn’t it allowed to be fully implemented in Wright 

County? If there’s an infestation of Starry stonewort in Lake Minnetonka someday 

like the one on Lake Koronis, it’s going to be game over. If the DNR wants to 

come back to our program, we’ll be all in, because these invasive species are not 

going away and more are coming. 
 

--Michael Potter, Wright County 

Commissioner, District 4 



 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 

WRIP short-term results: Average Inspection time -- 2.7 minutes; 1,780 additional entering inspections. 
 
 

Given that the WRIP was only fully operational in its first full year (2018), it’s fitting to note 

the Conclusions highlighted in the Year-End Report from that year, because they 

illustrate a path forward while also calling out the initial shortcomings of the pilot 

program. It also projects the potential success of a regional inspection model as a 

major, cost-effective and -efficient tool in the fight against AIS in state waters: 
 

Conclusions (from 2018) 
 

As a first for the state, the pilot program provided a great deal of information about the 

potential of regional inspection programs. The primary information learned was, the 

opportunities for improvement, logistics regarding traffic, tag returns and enforcement, 

the benefits of regional inspections, and the minimum costs. 
 

One aspect of WRIP that is both a benefit and a challenge is the number of partners 

involved. Between the volunteers from lake associations, law enforcement, Wright 

SWCD, Wright County, legal, the DNR, and contracts there are a lot of voices in the 

room. This can be a challenge when it comes to decision making but also provides the 

opportunity for many great ideas. 
 

Probably the greatest challenge of WRIP is the amount of novel data. Not only is there 

the inspection data but managers need to deal with the rover data, enforcement 

data and more. These datasets are distinctly separate but related and therefore 

requires the use of a database. Working with the database has been a learning 

experience for SWCD staff. This challenge should improve over time with experience. 



 

The greatest benefit to the using a regional model was the combination of traffic to 

one location. There was a 51% increase in entering boater traffic and the inspectors 

stayed just as busy as they did at the ramp based on inspections per hour. In addition, 

boaters who failed inspection no longer required any additional travel to reach a 

decontamination station as it was on site. 
 

The logistics of the regional approach worked well. The benefit combining the traffic 

from multiple ramps mitigated the negative effect on inspections per hour of expanded 

coverage and no required exit inspections. Even with the combined traffic, there was 

very little wait for boaters 
 
 

The WRIP remains an important example and strategy for future consideration. Its 

collaborative model, however, comes with these aforementioned caveats discussed 

throughout the case study. While it could have become a major tool in the AIS battle, 

it would be wrong to relegate its significance to footnote status. Remnants of the 

program will still exist with courtesy decontaminations available at 1300 Business Blvd, in 

Annandale. And as Hector notes in his summary checklist items, these following 

activities within Wright County may benefit future water protectors against AIS. 
 

✓ Develop an extensive summary report to include program financials, lessons  
learned, work done on “Float Your Boat” (a concept to decontaminate watercraft) 

and debriefs with stakeholders (DNR, County Commissioners, etc.). 

 

✓ A small number of lake associations in Wright County will still fund limited at 

the access inspections. 

 

✓ Continue to educate and seek solutions to slow the spread of AIS. 
 

There remains a highly concentrated and formidable knowledge base – and data sets  
– among the WRIP stakeholder groups whose expertise will prove invaluable to other 

counties, law makers and concerned citizens that may one day want to add regional 

inspection to their AIS war chest. The model is forged and its viability is proven. There 

are alternative ways to salvage its utility. Perhaps the suggestion by Blaine Barkley is 

prudent to seriously consider: Restart the program as part of a MAIRSC effort to 

improve preservation of Minnesota waters. 

 

Looking forward in the post-WRIP period, the legislature should keep exploring 

innovative methods to control AIS and improve the inspection process across the 

board. It should also be asking the DNR to engage in a more collaborative process with 

citizen groups to solve shared resource problems that demand the participation of the 

public. 

 

Instituting citizen advisory councils that are on equal footing with state agencies is 

one way to achieve a more sustainable and collaborative strategy to support water 

resources and their users, especially in the AIS battle. That viewpoint is shared by 



 

longtime Outdoors columnist for the Star Tribune, Dennis Anderson, in his January 24, 

2020 column about the annual DNR roundtable event, underscoring the issues explored 

in this case study: “…until the state’s resource-management apparatus is wrested from 

politicians and placed in the hands of the people, in the form of a citizens commission, 

the state’s fish, wildlife and other professionals necessarily will remain limited in their 

ambitions, and Minnesota’s lakes and lands will continue to degrade,” Anderson notes. 

 

He continues: “Other states, in fact most states, already do this. Not to a perfect end. 

But to a more perfect one than is now the case in Minnesota. Big Ag will oppose any 

such change, as will mining companies and developers, among others, and their 

legislative lap dogs. Yet it’s a fight that merits joining, and indeed should have been 

joined long ago, and would have, were it not for the citizenry’s belief, wrongheaded 

at its core, that their love of lands and waters would somehow manifest itself, 

politically, in their proper care.” 

 

Learning from other jurisdictions is also important and can inform, improve and 

augment Best Practices. Communication to elected officials is one key to progress. 

Another is to keep the dialogue open with opponents. Engaging in meaningful 

discussions with a focus on protecting the resource foremost should yield better 

collaborations going forward. The legislature is more likely to advance innovations or 

frameworks if some common ground can be found among disparate user groups. 

 

Some of that work is already taking place although not always visible to the media 

and general public. Still, none should tarry. Between the start of this case study process 

and its completion, the Minnesota Pollution Control Agency (MPCA) found in 

November 2019 that 56% of Minnesota's lakes and streams are impaired. Climate 

change will exacerbate not only the problems outlined in the report, but also the 

progressing threats from AIS. 

http://www.startribune.com/state-finds-56-of-minnesota-s-lakes-and-streams-are-impaired/564825512/


 

Appendix (relevant letters and news releases) 
 
 
 

1) February 14 Wright County Commissioners Letter from Chris Hector 

 

2) August 2017 Minnesota Lakes & Rivers Advocates News Release on the WRIP 

 

3) WRIP September 2017 Survey Report 

 

4) WRIP 2018 Final Year-End Report 

 

5) March 27, 2019 Letter to DNR from Wight County Soil & Water Conservation 

District 

 

6) April 9, 2019 Letter to the Initiative Foundation from Chris Hector 

 

7) April 5, 2019 Letter from DNR to Wight County Soil & Water 

Conservation District denying 2019 WRIP pilot expansion 


