
Big Fork River 1W1P Policy Committee  

Meeting Minutes 
January 28, 2026 
Location: Big Falls City Building, Legion Room 
Time: 9:33AM – 11:15 AM 

Board Members Present Others Present 
Cal Saari- Itasca SWCD (Chair) Matt Gutzmann- Itasca SWCD 
George Aitchison- Koochiching SWCD 
(Vice Chair) 

Austin Steere- Itasca SWCD 

Veronica Bistodeau- City of Big Falls Jeff Hrubes- BWSR 
Jakob Sorensen- Leech Lake Band of 
Ojibwe 

Andy Arens*- Itasca SWCD 

Tom Nelson*- Itasca SWCD Alternate Whitney Simms*- Koochiching County,  

*Virtual attendance 

 

1. Call to Order & Quorum 

Chair Cal Saari called the meeting to order at 9:33 AM. 

A quorum was confirmed. 

2. Approval of Agenda 

Motion: Approve the agenda as printed. 
Motion by: Aitchison 
Second by: Bistodeau 
Vote: Motion carried unanimously. 

3. Approval of Minutes 

June 11, 2025 Meeting Minutes 
August 27, 2025 Meeting Notes (non-quorum meeting) 

Discussion clarified that the August meeting did not have a quorum; however, notes could 
be approved and entered into the record. 

Motion: Approve June 11, 2025 meeting minutes and August 27, 2025 meeting notes. 
Motion by: Aitchison 
Second by: Bistodeau  



Vote: Motion carried unanimously. 

4. MOA Amendment – Addition of Leech Lake Band 

The Memorandum of Agreement (MOA) was updated to formally include the Leech Lake 
Band as a Policy Committee member, with Jakob Sorensen serving as representative. 

Motion: Approve amended MOA including the Leech Lake Band as a Policy Committee 
member. 
Motion by: Aitchison 
Second by: Bistodeau 
Vote: Motion carried unanimously. 

Sorensen was officially recognized as a voting member for Leech Lake Band of Ojibwe. 

5. Timeline & Budget Update 

Gutzmann provided an overview of planning progress and upcoming milestones. 

Draft Timeline Highlights: 

• Advisory topic meetings completed (Aug–Nov 2025) 
• Draft goals meeting: February 4, 2026 (Marcell Family Center) 
• Projects & Actions discussion: March 4, 2026 
• 60-day public comment period anticipated: June 2026 
• Formal public hearing required during a Policy Committee meeting around 

September 
• Final local/state approvals anticipated late 2026 
• First implementation funding expected early 2027 

Public Notice Discussion: 

• Must meet legal publication requirements 
• Minimum publication in official county newspapers (e.g., Grand Rapids Herald 

Review, Rainy Lake Gazette) 
• Additional outreach encouraged (tribal publications, social media, shareable 

documents, smaller news publications) 

Staff will develop a publication and outreach plan for review at the next meeting. 

6. Budget Status 

• Approximately 73% of planning funds remain 
• Approximately $180,000 remaining 
• Consultant (Houston Engineering) is ahead of schedule 



• Remaining planning funds may be used for: 
o Data gaps 
o Stormwater analysis 
o Pre-implementation planning activities 

• No match required for planning grant 
• Implementation phase will require 25% match 

Discussion noted potential coordination with tribal and federal funding sources for match 
opportunities. 

7. Policy Committee Bylaws 

Policy Committee Bylaws were reviewed due to MOA update. 

Key points: 
• Quorum required for official business 
• Simple majority for most decisions 
• 75% supermajority required for final plan recommendation to local governments 
• Local boards only require simple majority for adoption 

Motion: Adopt revised Policy Committee Bylaws as presented. 
Motion by: Sorensen 
Second by: Bistodeau 
Roll Call Vote: 

• Bistodeau – Aye 
• Sorensen – Aye 
• Aitchison – Aye 
• Saari – Aye 

Motion carried. 

8. Election of Officers 

Following adoption of bylaws: 

Motion: Re-elect current officers. 

• Chair: Cal Saari, Itasca SWCD 
• Vice Chair: George Aitchison, Koochiching SWCD 

Motion by: Sorensen 
Second by: Bistodeau 
Vote: Motion carried unanimously. 



9. Advisory Committee Summary & Priority Issue Statements 

Gutzmann provided a recap of topic meetings: 

• Lakes & Streams 
• Forests & Wetlands 
• Stormwater & Drainage 
• Farms & Groundwater 

Strong participation and extensive issue development were noted. 

A consolidated list of 12 priority issue statements was presented for Policy Committee 
approval. 

Amendment Discussion: 

Recommendation to explicitly link forest health issues to lakes and streams to strengthen 
water quality connections and future funding eligibility. 

Discussion for items 2 and 3 to include “Lakes and Streams” as resource topics related to 
forest health and forest recreation/structure.  

**See Priority Statement List Update at end of minutes document 

Motion: Approve amended list of Priority Issue Statements for continued planning 
purposes. 

Motion by: Sorensen 
Second by: Bistodeau 
Vote: Motion carried unanimously. 

10. Priority Lakes (Informational) 

Staff presented draft list of priority lakes based on: 

• Percent protected land 
• Impairment status 
• Development intensity 
• Property value indicators 
• Tribal wild rice and cold-water standards 
• Biological significance 

Key notes: 

• 342 lakes over 10 acres in watershed 
• Majority >75% protected 



• Few impaired lakes 
• Focus on high-development lakes for protection/enhancement efforts 

No formal action required at this time. 

11. Final Items 

• Discussed future meeting dates to ensure plan remains on schedule 
• Tentative meeting dates scheduled for: 

o March 25th, 10am in Marcell to approve list of Draft Goals 
o June 24th, 10am in Big Falls to initiate 60-day comment period 
o Sept 23rd, 10am (location TBD) for official public hearing & review public 

comments 
 

12. Adjournment 

Meeting adjourned following completion of agenda items. 

 

Summary of Actions Taken 

1. Approved agenda 
2. Approved June 11, 2025 minutes and August 27, 2025 notes 
3. Approved amended MOA including Leech Lake Band 
4. Adopted revised Policy Committee bylaws 
5. Re-elected Chair and Vice Chair 
6. Amended and approved Priority Issue Statements list 

 

 
 

 
 

 

 
 

 



Draft Priority Issue Statements for the Big Fork River Watershed 
 

Resource Topic Concerns and Opportunities 

 

Maintaining a forested landscape prevents conversion, and 
safeguards sensitive species, water quality, and habitat. 

 

Managing forest health is vital to sustaining economic, ecological, 
and recreational benefits. 

 

Forest and Recreational Infrastructure affect hydrology, runoff, and 
erosion. 

 

Eroding streambanks contribute to turbidity impairments and 
reduced habitat quality. 

 

Lakeshore alteration impacts water quality and shoreland habitat. 

 

Nutrients have the potential to decrease water quality and impact 
aquatic recreation and aquatic life. 

 

Agricultural runoff and livestock access increases erosion, 
nutrients, sediment and bacteria in surface water and groundwater. 

 

Stormwater runoff in developed areas contributes pollutants to 
streams and lakes. 

 

Wild rice health faces risks from development, climate change, 
pollution, and invasive species. 

 

Altered hydrology from culverts, ditching, and channelization has 
impacted stream flow, connectivity, and aquatic habitat. 

 

Wetland and peatland health is impacted by invasive species, 
climate, ditching, and wildfire effects. 
 

 

Groundwater quality and sustainability need protection. 

 

 


