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In recent years we have come to rea
lize that the way we use our land
and its resources shapes the growth
of our communities. We have found
that environmental quality is also
shaped by basic choices we make in
the use of land and resources. These
choices are usually complex and dif
ficult. They are often affected by
people or groups beyond the imme
diate community and its jurisdic
tion. These individuals and groups
often have different ideas about
how to use an area's resources.
This can give rise to conflicts
and raise several questions.

.How can land use conflicts be
tween local units of government
and statewide interests be re
solved?

.How can land use plans and re
gulations of numerous munici
palities and counties around,
say, a major lake or river be
made consistent with each other?

.How can a municipality or county
with little or no planning staff
prepa re for the so ci a1, economi c
and environmental impacts of a
major power plant, peat mining or
other industrial development?

.How can the interests of cities,
counties and regional and state
agencies as well as private or
ganizations outside the juris
diction of a given area be taken
into account in that area's plan
ning program?

. Is it possible to cooperate in
planning for areas where there
are multiple interests?

In 1973 the Minnesota Legislature
created a progr.am to coordinate
planning and management of resource
areas of greater than local signi
ficance and areas affected by major
government development--the Critical
Areas Program--by passing the Criti
cal Areas Act (MS 116G.01 to 116G.14).
The Minnesota Environmental Quality
Board (EQB) rules to implement this
act are titled the Critical Areas
Planning Process (Minn. Reg. MEQC
51 to MEQC 57). This program enables
local governments, Regional Develop
ment Commissions and state agencies
to work together through the En
vironmental Quality Board (EQB) to
plan for the wise use and manage
ment of Critical Areas. The pro
gram,i s neither for nor against
development; rather, it stresses
appropriate use and development,
after considering all relevant
public and private interests.

The Critical Areas Program is sup
plemental to a community's tradi-
ti ona1 pl anni ng and regul atory re
sponsibilities. The program is to
be used when the size of an area or
population is too large, the variety
of resources too great, or the is
sues too complex to be handled ade
quately by traditional planning and
zoning methods or by other state
programs.

The objecti ve 0 f the pro gram is for
local units of government and reg
ional and state agencies to work
together to prepare plans and regu-
1at ions fo r the wi se use and ma na ge
ment of a designated critical area .

1



WHAT IS A CRITICAL AREA?
To be deisgnated a critical area, an
area must sati sfy four criteria:

1. The area mus t be 0 f sign i fi 
cant regional or statewide pub
lic interest. When does an area
possess regional or statewide
interest? Let's look at a pre
vious critical area, the
Mississippi River Corridor in
the Twin Cities Metropolitan
Area, for an answer. In the
case of the Mississippi River
corridor, the regional economy
and, more specifically, trans
portation industry relies on
the r i ve r . Fa ci 1i ties fo r
barges must be built and main
tained along the river and the
river channel must be main
tained. The river serves as
the so urce 0 f water fo rove r
40% of the metropol itan popu
lation. In addition, the river
receives, or will receive, most
of the treated waste water of
the metropolitan area. These
are matters that affect an en
tire region, if not the state,
and state, regional, and local
governments must work together
to deal with them.

~~N/DOT
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2. Other means of protecting the

public interests in the area
are not available or effective.
The questions and issues sur
rounding the use of a critical
area are numerous and complex.
All levels of government -
federal, state, regional, local
-- try to find solutions. For
the Mississippi River Corridor,
20 cities, 4 townships, 5 coun
ties, 3 regional agencies, 4
state agencies, and 4 federal
agenci es werei nvol ved. . Mo s t
of the time, the solution to
a problem was beyond the abi
lity or jurisdiction of any
one of these organizations.
Problems concerning the
Mississippi River corridor
were too lca.rge fo r one govern
ment or agency to cope with.
For example, who was to decide
questions such as from what
part of the river drinking
water is to be taken? Where
effiuents are to be discharg-·
ed? Which historical and cul
tural sites should be preserv
ed?

In a situation such as this,
the only single unit of govern
ment empowered to deal with all
these questions is the Environ
mental Quality Board through
the Critical Areas Program.



3. The area is one of a limited
number in the state or region.
If the area is one of many,
then the resources of the area
can be found elsewhere and are
not critical. But, if the
area is limited in number, then
its well being is important.
Careful planning and management
of critical areas must occur to
insure their valuable resources
and characteristics are not.
lost forever. The Mississippi
River is the largest river in
the United States. This river
corridor contains valuable fish
and wildlife resources and re
creation opportunities. It is
also a transportation artery
for food and materials. It is,
therefore, a unique resource
and one of a limited number in
the state.

4. The area must be described spe
cifically enough to permit de
lineation by legal description.
What are the area's legal boun
daries? Before an area's prob
lems can be addressed through
a planning program, the boun
daries of the study area must
be delineated. Because
Minnesota is entirely survey
ed, the legal description of
the area can be easily deve
loped. The area sho ul d inc1ude
all the resources and facili
ties of primary concern.

With regard to the Mississippi
River, the boundaries of the
Critical Area are generally de
fined as all floodplains, bluffs
and land immediately adjoining
the bluffs.
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W!'L~T AREAS MAY BE CRITICAL
AREAS?

Any area, 1ar ge 0 r sma11, havi n9
one of the following characteris
ti cs, and which meets the four
criteria discussed above, may be
come a critical area. Local units
of government within an area meet
ing these requirements can,mutua11y
benefit from the use the critical
areas planning process to resolve
resource management problems .

.An area affected by major gov
ernment development that serves
a large population beyond the
development site or that gen
erates further substantial de
velopment, for exam~le: a new
major highway or a new state
institution or a facility such
as the new Minnesota Zoological
Gardens .

.An area in which activities will
affect major government develop
ment, for example: the fringe
area of a state or national park
or wildlife management area or
the area surrounding a major
highway interchange.
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.An area which contains histori
cal, natural, sci enti fi c or cul
tural resources, for example:
historic towns or districts,
unique lakeshore areas, river
corridors, valuable mineral re
source areas, aquifer recharge
areas or prime agricultural or
forest areas .

.An area where activities would
have impact on such resources,
for example: those areas above
and floodplains, coastal areas
and areas of rugged topography.

MN/DED
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HOLDS PUBLIC HEARING AND
EITHER REJECTS OR SUBMITS
TO GOVERNOR

REVIEWS RDC ACTION AND MAY
REJECT OR GIVE NOTICE OF
PUB LI C HEARl NG

ENV IRONME NTAL
QUALITY BOARD(EQB) GOVERNOR

HAY RECOMf.lEND CRITICAL AREA MAY DESIGIMTE ALL OR PART
J---------" 1 AS A CRITICAL AREA

I
I
I
I
I
I
I

MN/DED

-quested that the Metropolitan Coun
cil develop the recommendation for
designation. The Metropolitan Coun
cil organized a special task force
of area citizens and government re
presentatives to develop the recom
mendation. The final recommendation
was given one public hearing by the
Metropolitan Council and six by the
EQB before it was modified and adopt
ed. The recommendation was then sent
to the Governor, who designated the
Mississippi River Corridor as a
Cri t i ca 1 Area.
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CRITICAL AREAS DESIGNATION PROCESS

REGIONAL DEVELOPf1ENT
COMHISSION(RDC)

MAY RECOMMEND CRITICAL AREA

LOCAL UNIT OF
GOVERNMENT

The recommendationoutlines the par
ticular interests and concerns of
the area, what types of plans and
regulations should be prepared and
suggested temporary regulations to
be applied while the plans and regu
lations are developed.

Because the recommendation forms the
basis for the Critical Area program,
it must receive extensive public re
view at the local, regional, and
state levels before the EQB will re
commend that area be designated.
The EQB may modify the recommenda
tion to reflect testimony received
during public review. The Governor
makes the legal designation by execu
tive order, based on extensive public
review and EQB recommendation.

The Mississippi River Corridor Cri
tical Area designation was initiated
by a citizens group studying the
river in the Twin Cities. It re-

HOW DOES AN AREA BECOME A
CRITICAL AREA?

Critical area designation procedures
may be initiated by a township, city
county, regional development commis
sion or the EQB. Desi gnation proce
dures are initiated by preparing a
recommendation for designation.
Citizens can initiate designation
procedures by petitioning a local
unit of government or a regional
development commission to bring an
area to the EQB for consideration.

MAY RECOMMEND CRITICAL AREA



ENVIRONMENTAL QUALITY
BOARD (EQB)

MN/DED

REVIEWS AND ADVISES ON
PERMIT APPLICATIONS
AND AMENDMENTS(30 DAYS)

APPROVES OR RETURNS PLANS
AND REGULATIONS FOR
MODIFICATIONS(45 DAYS)

REGIONAL DEVELOPf1ENT
COMMISSION (ROC)

REVIEW PLANS AND
REGULATIONS(45 DAYS)

lations. Regional and state agencies
must also prepare plans and regula
tions for areas within their juris
diction. EQB staff members who
administer the Critical Areas Pro
gram help local units of government
inventory the characteristics and
needs of the areas under their
jurisdictions; the staff also pro
vides technical assistance and guide
lines for local planning programs and
monitors and coordinates the planning
of all units of government engaged in
managing the critical area. In this
way, local governments without broad
individual jurisdiction can cooperate
collectively to prepare plans to meet
the needs of the entire area.

LOCAL UNIT OF
GOVERNMENT
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CRITICAL AREAS PLANNING PROCESS

PERMITS DEVELOPMENT ACCORDING TO
APPROVED PLAllS AND REGULATIONS
AND NOTIFIES EQB OF PLAN OR
REGULATION AMENDMENTS

PERMITS DEVELOPMENT ACCORDI NG TO
DESIGNATION ORDER AND LOCAL OR
DINANCES AND NOTIFIES EQB OF
PERMIT APPLICATIONS

SUBMITS EXISTING PLANS AND REGULA·
TIONS (30DAYS) AND PREPARES NEW
PLANS AND REGULATIONS(180 DAYS)

WHA T HAPPENS AFTER DESIGNATION?
After an area is designated, all
10 cal un its 0 f go ve rnme nthavi ng
jurisdiction in the Critical Area
prepare plans and regulations for
the area's use and management
according to the guidelines of the
designation order. The designa
tion order may also include tempo
rary development regulations to be
enforced by local units of govern
ment while the local critical area
plans and regulations are prepared.
Local units of government and re
gional development commissions
receive planning grants from the
State Planning Agency for the pre
paration of these plans and regu-

GOVERNOR
ISSUES CRITICAL AREA
DESIGNATION ORDER



CONCLUSION
The Critical Areas Planning process
is not a way for the state to acquire
1and. It is a program used to develop
plans for the management of areas
with demonstrated state or regional
significance. The program is design
ed to assi st local units of govern
ment in solving problems beyond
their jurisdiction or technical and
1ega1 capabil i tie s . Th e pro gra m
does not usurp local authorities,
but rather relies on them to pre-
pare and implement plans and regu-
1at ions fo r the ma nageme nt 0 f the
area. To have a coordinated approach
to resource management, agreement of
all governmental units involved is
essential. If this agreement does.
not exist, effective plans 'and regu
lations cannot be;developed. .

As stated earlier,' the management
of our natural resources and areas
affected by government or industry
is complex. These areas usually
overlap political boundaries.
Several interest_groups are always
involved and, in many cases, con
flicting agencies and levels of
government make local planning and
land-use management difficult.
Economic, environmental, and cul
tural interests need to be bal
anced. The aim of the Critical
Areas Program is to bring the
interest groups and units of
government together so that, a
mutually agreeable planning and
management program is developed.

If you feel that the Critical Areas
Program can be of use to your area,
contact the staff at the following
address for more information. A
slide show explaining the program
is also available free of charge
and can be mailed to you upon re
quest.

Critical Areas Program
Rm 100, Capitol Square Bldg.
550 Cedar Street
St. Pau1, t~ innesota 551a1
(612) 296-2686
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