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Drainage – We Drain for Multiple Reasons

 Agricultural land use and productivity

 Roads and commerce

 Insect and disease control

 Urban land uses

 Flood control
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Why Minnesota has Substantial Ag Drainage

3

Agricultural land benefiting from improved drainage
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Drainage Class: Poor, Very Poor, Poor/Very Poor, Very Poor/Poor
Hydrologic Group: A/D, B/D, C/D, D
Slope: Less than or equal 2

Percent of 
agricultural land in 
the Midwest for 
which production 
can benefit from 
drainage, based on 
soil classifications.

(USDA - ARS at Iowa 
State University, 
circa 2010)



Drained Land in the U.S.
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Percent 
drained land 
in the U.S.

(USDA - NRCS, 
circa 2017)



Minnesota Drainage Law – General Facts

 1858 - Minnesota became a state and enacted its first Drainage Act 

 See Chronology of Key Statute Chapter Numbers, Titles and Major Headings

 Key purposes: 

1) facilitate ag production via drainage involving multiple landowners and jurisdictions

2) facilitate transportation and commerce

3) reduce stagnant water, insects & disease to protect public health

 Current drainage law is Minnesota Statutes, Chapter 103E Drainage

 Chapter 103E “public” drainage systems are more accurately called  “publicly 
administered” drainage systems

 Benefited property owners are co-owners and pay for the systems 

 Includes both open ditches and subsurface tile mains and laterals
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M.S. Chapter 103E 
Drainage Ditches

Source:  Minnesota Buffer Law, 
Buffer Protection Map (DNR, 2017)

19,150 miles of Chapter 103E ditches

Map does not include Chapter 103E 
subsurface tile systems

Does not include private agricultural 
tile
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Chapter 103E Drainage Authorities

 Over the years included:

Townships

Counties

8-County Red River of the North Commission

State of Minnesota

District Courts

Watershed Districts 

 Now: County, Joint County, and Watershed District Boards

 Drainage authorities administer “public” drainage systems in accordance 

with Chapter 103E Drainage Law and other applicable law

 Drainage System Identifiers: County Ditch,  State Ditch,  Judicial Ditch, 

Watershed District Ditch, (ditch or tile);  main,  lateral,  branch,  spur, … 
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Drainage Authorities

 76 of 87 counties administer 
Chapter 103E drainage systems

 21 of 45 watershed districts

 Drainage system miles per drainage 
authority = a few miles to many 
hundreds

 6 counties have no Chapter 103E 
drainage systems

 5 counties have transferred all 
drainage systems to watershed 
districts 
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Minnesota Public Drainage Manual (MPDM)
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1991 2016

https://drainage.pca.state.mn.us/index.php/Main_Page

https://drainage.pca.state.mn.us/index.php/Main_Page


Stakeholder Drainage Work Group
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 Established in 2006

 Fosters science-based 
mutual understanding 

 Focuses on updates of 
Chapter 103E and related 
provisions

 Responds to legislative 
directives and other 
requests

 BWSR coordinates per 
103B.101, Subd. 13

 7 sets of recommendations 
to date, 5 adopted, 2 in 
process

Drainage Authority     
and Related 

Organizations

AMC – Association of Minnesota Counties

MRC – Minnesota Rural Counties

MAWD – Minnesota Association of Watershed Districts

RRWMB – Red River Watershed Management Board

MACATFO – Minnesota Association of County Auditors, Treasurers and Finance Officers

MVA – Minnesota Viewers Association

MADI – Minnesota Association of Drainage Inspectors

MNLICA – Minnesota Land Improvement Contractors Association

MAT – Minnesota Association of Townships

Drainage Attorneys

Drainage Engineers

Agricultural 
Organizations

MFB – Minnesota Farm Bureau

MFU – Minnesota Farmers Union

MAWRC – Minnesota Agricultural Water Resources Center

MCGA – Minnesota Corn Growers Association

MSGA – Minnesota Soybean Growers Association

Conservation and 
Environmental 
Organizations

MASWCD – Minnesota Association of Soil and Water Conservation Districts

MCEA – Minnesota Center for Environmental Advocacy

FWLA – Fish and Wildlife Legislative Alliance

MCF – Minnesota Conservation Federation

IWL – Izaak Walton League

TNC – The Nature Conservancy

University UMN – University of Minnesota, Water Resources Center

State Agencies BWSR,   DNR,   MDA,   MPCA,   MnDOT

Legislature House and Senate nonpartisan staff



Understanding Minnesota Public Drainage Law
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2002 2019

Understanding Minnesota 
Public Drainage Law

 Updated version is a 
work in progress

 Provides executive summary
of Chapter 103E



Private Agricultural Drainage

 Chapter 103E benefited landowners have a right to use the system as an outlet

 Landowners and municipalities not in the benefited area must petition and pay 
for an outlet into a Chapter 103E drainage system
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 Private pattern tile has been 
implemented for many decades

 Increased production with agricultural 
tile has typical payback within years

 Some Watershed Districts and Water 
Management Organizations require 
permits for private drainage

Lateral 
tile



Multipurpose Drainage Management (MDM)

 See BWSR MDM Fact Sheet, 9-11-18

 CWF Multipurpose Drainage 
Management Grant Program

 Altered hydrology

 Erosion reduction, ag drainage, 
water quality, flood control, habitat

 Storage – multiple scales, soil profile 
to impoundments
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Drainage Management and One Watershed, One Plan

• DWG recommended revisions of Section 103E.015 Considerations 
before drainage work is done. (2014)

• Make drainage law more compatible with Local Water Planning and 
1W1P – but not replace or duplicate

• Drainage authorities – administrative and fiduciary responsibility to 
Chapter 103E drainage system owners

• Local Water Planning Authorities – multipurpose water management 
responsibilities

• 1W1P – watershed based, coordinates Local Water Planning 
Authorities, including Drainage Authorities
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