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Conservation Tour of  Practices

Sherburne Soil and Water Conservation District  
welcomed ewelcomed community members,  
partners and guestson June 18th for its annual 
conservation tour, an event designed to showcase  
local projects and highlight emerging natural  
resource issues across the county. This year’s 
tour featured topics ranging from stormwater  
management to pollinator habitat and soil  
health, with each stop offering time for questions  
and discussion.	  

Native Prairie Progress
The tour departed from the Station 1 Event Center in Zimmerman, passing the native  
prairie planted in 2023 at Christ Our Light Church. Urban Conservationist Franny Gerde  
shared how the project established a diverse mix of 40  
native grasses, flowers, and shrubs—now thriving along 
the church entrance and eastern property.

Stormwater Improvements at Sandy Lake
The first stop brought attendees to Sandy 
Lake, a 64 acre lake known for its exceptional  
clarity. The City of Baldwin partnered with the SWCD and  
engineers from Bogart Peterson (now Widseth)  
to address chronic stormwater issues at the  
lakeside park. Upgrades included a larger catch basin,  
energy dissipaters, a skimmer, and erosion control  
matting. These improvements are estimated to  
reduce sediment and phosphorus entering the lake by 
nearly 60%.

Hands On Learning at Grams Park 

At Grams Park, participants rotated through three demonstrations:
•	 Soft Landings for Pollinators: A new native planting beneath a mature white oak  
	 showed how understory habitat supports the hundreds of caterpillar species that  
	 rely on oak trees.
•	 The Story Soils Tell: Staff explained how soil color, texture, minerals, and rock  
	 fragments reveal a landscape’s geologic history and past land use information 
	 that guides future management.
•	 Shallow Lakes 101: Attendees learn how lake depth and watershed features 
	 shape fish and plant communities across Minnesota.

Franny Gerde

Sandy Lake

https://www.sherburneswcd.org/
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Conservation Tour of  Practices (continued)

Prairie Restoration & Conservation Leadership at the Leone Property

The third stop on the tour brought attendees to the Leone residence in Zimmerman, 
where landowner Renay Leone has partnered with the U.S. Fish and Wildlife Service 
(USFWS) and the Minnesota Land Trust (MLT) on a series of long term conservation  
projects. Most recently, the Sherburne SWCD joined these efforts to support a 16 
acre prairie restoration on former pasture dominated by non native grasses and  
scattered tree cover.

With funding from the Minnesota Department of Natural Resources  
(DNR) targeted towward species of greatest conservation need, the SWCD, USFWS, and MLT  
developed a diverse seed mix featuring 56 native grasses, sedges, forbs, and shrubs. The Leones are working with  
Natural Resource Services, Inc. on site preparation, with installation planned for fall 2026.

During the visit, Renay Leone was presented with the 2026 Outstanding Conservation Cooperator Award.  
Renay and her family have demonstrated exceptional commitment to conservation on their 80 acre property. 
In addition to the upcoming prairie restoration, Renay has worked with MLT and USFWS to establish a permanent  
conservation easement, ensuring the property’s unique habitats, from tamarack bog to upland prairie, are protected for 
generations. She also commissioned a comprehensive Habitat Management Plan through Stantec to guide long term 
stewardship. 

Beyond her work on the land, Renay is an active community member and  
Sherburne County Master Gardener, frequently volunteering and educating others on 
the importance of native habitat. Her dedication made her an outstanding choice for 
this year’s award.

Tour Wrap Up: Protecting Local Drinking Water
The tour concluded back at the Station 1 Event Center with lunch and a presentation  
on drinking water protection by Agricultural Conservationist Miranda  
Wagner. Over the past decade, Sherburne SWCD has expanded groundwater  
and drinking water initiatives in response to sandy soils, rapid population  
growth, and rising nitrate concerns. The district partners with MDA, MDH, BWSR, local 
cities, and watershed groups to deliver education, testing, and conservation practices. 

Together, these efforts are building a strong, community supported network of conservation practices, education, and 
monitoring to protect Sherburne County’s drinking water resources.

The goal of the SWCD annual tour is share the conservation projects happening in Sherburne County. Each stop gave the 
opportunity to ask questions about the conservation practice being showcased and have conversations about conservation  
on a local government level.
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The Leone’s with staff who worked 
on their land 

Drinking water presentation

Click here for our tour recap video

https://www.sherburneswcd.org/tour-thank-you.html


Starry Trek is a day of monitoring for starry stonewort, and other aquatic invasive 
species (AIS), hosted state-wide by the University of Minnesota Extension with a 
local event sponsored by Sherburne SWCD.

Since 2017, volunteers have searched Sherburne County lakes and although 
we have not found starry stonewort (we hope to keep it that way) we usually find  
something interesting. This is a great event for families who are looking to learn 
more about lake ecology, invasive species, and how managers use various tools to 
search for invasive species. No experience necessary!

This year’s Starry Trek event is Saturday, August 8th from 8:30am until 1:00pm. 
Volunteers will meet at the Big Lake Township Park for snacks and instruction on 
how to search a lake for AIS, then will disperse in groups to lakes across the county.

Starry stonewort is an invasive algae that was first found in Lake Koronis in Stearns  
County in 2015 and has continued to slowly spread to other water bodies in  
Minnesota. It is currently located in three adjacent counties to Sherburne (Stearns, 
Wright and Hennepin) but not known to be within any Sherburne County lakes. 
Starry stonewort out competes native vegetation which impairs the ecology of a lake 
and decreases recreational enjoyment.

Registration for Starry Trek opens on July 1st. Learn more and register here: https://
maisrc.umn.edu/starrytrek.

Annual Starry Trek Event August 8th, 2026

Sherburne Soil and Water Conservation District
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Starry Trek Sampling

https://maisrc.umn.edu/starrytrek
https://maisrc.umn.edu/starrytrek
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Growing Future Conservation Leaders at the Oliver Kelley Farm

On April 16th, the Sherburne SWCD hosted the Metro Area Envirothon at the historic 
Oliver Kelley Farm in Elk River. Schools from across the 11-County Metro Area gathered 
for a full day of outdoor learning, rotating through five resource-focused stations covering 
soils, aquatics, forestry, wildlife, and current environmental issues. Senior division teams 
also delivered oral presentations tied to this year’s theme, “Non-Point Source Pollution: 
It Begins at Home!” Minnetonka High School earned first place, followed by Hopkins 
High School in both second and third. All three teams advanced to the Minnesota State 
Envirothon.

The Minnesota State Envirothon, also coordinated by the Sherburne SWCD, brought more 
than 120 high school students back to the Oliver Kelley Farm for another day of hands-on 
learning and competition. After completing station exams and delivering their presentations,  
Hopkins High School, coached by science teacher John Sammler, secured first place. 
Waubun High School placed second, and Sartell High School finished third. With their 
state win, the Hopkins team will advance to the National Envirothon in Starkville,  
Mississippi, where they will compete with students from across the globe for scholarships 
and national recognition.

Thank you to our many sponsors and partners that helped make these events happen, if you are interested in sponsoring 
the event, contact Miranda Wagner at mwagner@sherburneswcd.org.

Envirothon Highlights

With a Baaa-rbecue

Conservation Comedy

How do sheep celebrate the Fourth of July?



 

Shelter Belts

5

Shelter belts, tree plantings, and windbreaks all provide key protection on the 
landscape, adding roughness to protect soils and sensitive crops from direct 
wind and gusts. Tree plantings also can allow sediment and snow to fall out of  
suspension and collect in and around them. This sediment and snow can be a 
good way to keep soil on the landscape and bring back some moisture to the 
field. Once a common piece of infrastructure on the rural landscape, old and  
deteriorating windbreaks have been taken out of service and not replaced by new 
plantings; we have lost this function in many areas of the county. If you think your 
field or property would benefit from a shelter belt planting, reach out to the office. 
We have financial assistance available to establish shelter belts and can provide 
technical assistance on species selection.

Contact me at mpreis@sherburneswcd.org or call 763-220-3434 ext. 107

Meet the SWCD Staff
Hi, my name is Matt Preis, I have been working as the Agricultural Technician in  
Sherburne County for about a year now. I grew up south of Mankato, MN on my family’s 
crop farm. In college at the University of Minnesota – Twin Cities I was involved with the 
Gopher Dairy Club, the Soil Judging Team as well as St. Paul Greek life in the Delta Theta  
Sigma Fraternity. After graduating in spring of 2022, I worked briefly with an engineering  
firm in downtown Minneapolis. Seeking a reconnection to agriculture, I accepted 
a role as a Soil Scientist with the USDA Natural Resources Conservation Service 
in Detroit Lakes, MN and loved every moment. After two years in Becker County, I  
decided a change of scenery was needed and worked this past summer in Alaska as 
a fishing guide for a lodge out of Cordova, AK. Now back in Minnesota, I am excited to 
be back working with landowners to protect this great state’s soil and water resources. 
In my free time you’ll catch me on the water, enjoying the great fishing Minnesota has 
to offer, checking out the local music scene, or cheering on whichever Gopher team 
is in action.

Questions about soil health or  
buffers? 
Contact Matt at  
(763) 220-3434 ext. 107 or  
mpreis@sherburneswcd.org.

Shelter Belt 

Matt Preis

mailto:mpreis@sherburneswcd.org
mailto:dcibulka%40sherburneswcd.org?subject=
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6

Renay Leone and her family have demonstrated their commitment to conservation 
through various activities both on their 80-acre property and in their community. Most 
recently, Renay worked with the SWCD to establish 16 acres of upland prairie, which 
included 56 species of native grasses, sedges, forbs, and shrubs, creating high  
quality habitat that will benefit local wildlife and pollinators. Renay has also been 
working with the Minnesota Land Trust and USFWS for several years, first to  
establish a permanent easement on her family’s property, to ensure the conservation  
work they have put so much time and effort into remains for years to come. Knowing  
the properties unique habitats, Renay commissioned an extensive Habitat  
Management Plan that was completed by Stantec, to ensure all habitat types ranging 
from tamarack bog to upland prairie are managed and enhanced to maintain their  
ecological value. Renay is an active member in her community and is a Sherburne County  
Master Gardener, she regularly volunteers and continues to educate on the  
importance of maintaining native habitat. For these activities and many more not 
mentioned, the Sherburne SWCD has selected Renay Lenoe and her family for the 
2026 Outstanding Conservation Cooperator.  

Renay Leone

Restored LandGerry & Renay Leone with Award

July 3	 Fourth of July Observed (Office Closed)
Aug 8	 Starry Trek
Aug 10	 Palmer Township Nitrate Clinic 
Aug 12	 Rum River Field Day
Aug 29	 Big Lake Nitrate Clinic
Sept 7	 Labor Day (Office Closed)
Sept 26	 Zimmerman Nitrate Clinic

SWCD Observed Holidays



SC COLA Fishing Tournament
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www.sherburneswcd.org

http://www.sherburneswcd.org
https://www.fishdonkey.com/
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Funding Available for Well Sealing

Pollinator Week 

Funding is available to assist with the proper sealing of unused or abandoned 
wells on both public and private properties. When left unsealed, these wells 
can develop cracks or structural weaknesses that create a direct pathway for 
contaminants such as bacteria, fertilizers, and pesticides to enter groundwater 
without the natural filtration provided by soil. Many of these contaminants are 
not removed by standard household water treatment systems and often do not 
affect the taste or odor of drinking water, making them difficult to detect without 
routine testing.
The SWCD encourages landowners who believe they may have an unused well 
on their property to contact the office for guidance on eligibility and the sealing 
process. Cost-share funding is available county-wide.

Contact Franny Gerde for more information on well sealing at  
fgerde@sherburneswcd.org or 763-220-3434 x104

Each June, Sherburne SWCD joins in the nationwide effort to celebrate and raise awareness about the importance of  
pollinators. This year’s celebration kicked off with a photo contest and a coloring contest, inviting community members of 
all ages to showcase their creativity; outstanding entries were submitted for both contests. The winner of the photo contest 
received a gift card to a local native plant nursery, while coloring contest winners were awarded art supplies to encourage 
their continued creativity. Congratulations to our 2026 winners Ruby, Melanie and Briana! 

Abandoned Well

Ruby F. Age 5  
from Zimmerman

Melanie L. Age 9  
from Big Lake

Briana S.  
from Princeton

Sherburne Soil and Water Conservation District 

425 Jackson Ave NW     Elk River, MN 55330     763-220-3434     www.sherburneswcd.org

mailto:fgerde@sherburneswcd.org
http://www.sherburneswcd.org

