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Chapter 9.  Intergovernmental Cooperation  

Introduction and Background 

This section of the Comprehensive Plan focuses on the 
interrelationships between county and local governments and in 
Stearns County, surrounding counties and the St. Cloud Metropolitan 
Area.  Given the multiple jurisdictions and agencies that manage land 
use, transportation, economic development and natural resource 
protection within the region, coordination between these different 
governmental units is essential to effectively implement this plan.   

Metro-Area Regional Planning 

The metropolitan region has benefited from a high level of regional 
planning through the 2000 St. Cloud Area Joint Planning District Plan.  
The plan was conducted as the largest pilot project under the 
Community-Based Planning Act passed by the 1997 State Legislature.  
The Act encouraged voluntary cooperative land use planning among 
local governments.  Three counties – Benton, Sherburne and Stearns 
– and five cities – Sartell, Sauk Rapids, St. Cloud, St. Joseph and 
Waite Park – entered into a joint powers agreement in November 
1997 to complete a Community-Based Plan under the pilot program. 
A joint planning district board was created to oversee development 
of the plan.   

The District Plan delineated three growth areas to serve as a guide for 
urban development throughout the Metro region: the Primary 
Planned Urban Area, Secondary Planned Urban Area and the 
Ultimate Service Area.  All of these areas were located outside the 
urbanized area when the plan was being developed.  The Primary 
Planned Urban Area was expected to develop at urban densities 
within the next 20 years (by 2020) while the Secondary Planned 
Urban Area and Ultimate Service Area were both recommended to 
be preserved for future urbanization by preventing large-lot 
unsewered development.   

These growth areas have been used effectively to guide the planned 
expansion of the St. Cloud Regional Wastewater Treatment Plant and 
trunk sewer system.  The St. Cloud Area Wastewater Advisory 
Committee (SCAWAC) has involved cities and counties in the 
planning process.  However, St. Wendel Township has since chosen 
not to participate in the system expansion, which may result in a 
change to the ultimate service area for the system. 

The Joint Planning District Board has continued to play a 
coordinating role among the participating jurisdictions, meeting on 
approximately a quarterly basis to share information and discuss 
planning issues. 
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For the Non-Metro Area (outside 
of the St. Cloud Metropolitan 
Area), the District Plan defined 
planned urban area boundaries 
around cities, based on 
consultation with selected cities.  
Many of these growth areas have 
now changed in accordance with 
more recent city and township 
plans and annexation agreements.   

Since the plan was adopted, many 
of the participating cities and 
counties report that the pace of 
growth has been faster than the 
plan had anticipated. 

Regional Parks and Trails 
Planning 

The Central Minnesota Regional 
Parks and Trails Coordinating 
Board was established by the 
State Legislature in 1999 to act as 
a coordinating body to plan and 
implement a regional parks 
system, similar to that of the 
Twin Cities Metropolitan Council.  
The Board has received 
commitments from local govern-
ments for park projects but has 
yet to receive state funding. 

Solid Waste Planning 

As discussed in Chapter 8, County Services and Facilities, Stearns 
County has worked as part of the Tri-County Waste Management 
Commission to address solid waste management issues within 
Stearns, Sherburne and Benton counties.  Stearns County currently 
administers and manages trash hauling contracts with private haulers; 
solid waste is taken to disposal facilities in Perham and Elk River.  
The Tri-County Commission maintains 160 acres in Benton County 
as a potential landfill site, should one be needed.  
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Regional Transportation Planning 

The St. Cloud Area Planning Organization (APO) is the regional 
planning body for transportation planning in the St. Cloud area.  As 
referenced in the Transportation Plan, the APO prepares and updates 
long-range transportation plans and improvement programs for the 
region.  Stearns County works with the APO on projects within the 
metropolitan area, which includes the cities of St. Cloud, Sartell, St. 
Joseph, Waite Park and St. Augusta, and the townships of LeSauk, St. 
Joseph and St. Wendel. 

County-Township Coordination 

When the previous County Comprehensive Plan was being prepared 
in the late 1990s, 25 of 36 townships had already adopted zoning 
ordinances, and a few were preparing comprehensive plans.  Stearns 
County’s adoption of the 1998 Comprehensive Plan was followed by 
the development of the first county zoning ordinance (Ordinance 
209), adopted in 2000.  As a component of that effort, the County 
negotiated Memoranda of Understanding (MOUs) with most 
townships, defining a cooperative approach to ordinance 
administration.  These MOUs specify in what respects the township 
land use regulations may differ from those of the County, and assign 
responsibilities for administering and enforcing the regulations. 

The County is also a participant in the Stearns County Township 
Officers Association. 

The County is responsible for permitting individual sewage treatment 
system (ISTS) in all jurisdictions throughout the county.  
Additionally, Stearns County is the local authority for administration 
of the Wetland Conservation Act (except in the City of Sartell) in all 
areas of the county through resolutions adopted to that effect by 
each City.  Stearns County is also the authority for administration of 
stormwater and erosion control regulations as part of a joint powers 
agreement which was executed between the County and the 
Minnesota Pollution Control Agency.  As part of the administration 
of both the Wetland Conservation Act and the stormwater and 
erosion control regulations, the County provides review of plats for 
wetlands and compliance with state and federal stormwater and 
erosion control requirements. 

Stearns County is delegated by the Minnesota Pollution Control 
Agency to administer feedlot regulations in the unincorporated areas 
of the County.  In addition, the County operates under a delegation 
agreement with the Minnesota Department of Health for the Food 
Beverage and Lodging Program.  
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County-City Coordination 

Stearns County works with cities in several areas: economic 
development, transportation improvements, regional park and trail 
coordination, and participation in city-township discussions on urban 
expansion and annexation and is an active member in the Stearns 
County Municipal League.  The County’s Housing and 
Redevelopment Authority has taken the lead in integrating and 
coordinating local government marketing and assistance programs.  
The Park Department has worked with cities to develop joint or 
shared facilities.  The Lake Wobegon Trail is one successful example 
of a cooperative effort that combines recreation, open space 
protection and economic development (tourism).  These efforts are 
primarily voluntary and informal efforts.  Many cities also contract 
with the County for police protection, and the City of Rockville has 
contracted with the County to provide assistance in administering 
shoreland regulations.   

City-Township Coordination – Annexation and 
Urban Expansion 

Most city-township coordination revolves around the issues of 
annexation and urban expansion, as well as related transportation and 
infrastructure issues.  Minnesota Statute 414.01 provides guidance on 
the topic of “municipal boundary adjustments” as regulated by the 
State Office of Strategic and Long-Range Planning.  In particular, 
findings of the Act state that: 

Municipal government most efficiently provides government services 
in areas intensively developed for residential, commercial, industrial, 
and governmental purposes; and township government most 
efficiently provides governmental services in areas used or developed 
for agricultural, open space, and rural residential purposes.” 1 

The annexation process is often controversial if the process has not 
been well planned for by both the city and affected township(s). 
Minnesota State Statutes provide for three different annexation 
procedures:   

1) Annexation by Ordinance – applies only to land that is 
owned by the city and completely surrounded by 
incorporated land.  

2) Orderly Annexation – involves intergovernmental 
cooperation, since a joint resolution needs to be passed 
between the city and township(s) involved.  

3) Annexation by Petition and Hearing – involves a public 
hearing before an adjudicated law judge who grants or denies 

                                                 
1 414.01 Minnesota Statutes 2007, Enabling Provisions for Municipal Boundary 
Adjustments, Subd. 1a (2). 
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the annexation. This process should only be done if the first 
two procedures fail. 

The County works with cities and townships to assist in the 
development of orderly annexation agreements.  Several cities have 
such agreements in place, and a number of these have established 
joint planning boards, as noted below: 

• Sartell and LeSauk Township (most of the township) (JPB) 

• St. Cloud and LeSauk Township 

• St. Joseph City and Township (JPB) 

• Waite Park and St. Joseph Township(JPB) 

• Avon City and Township (JPB) 

• Paynesville City and Township (JPB) 

Other cities and townships have informal agreements to work jointly 
on annexation issues. 

No cities within Stearns County currently employ extra-territorial 
review of subdivisions within two miles of their boundaries. 

Coordination with Other Agencies  

Stearns County works closely with the following agencies and 
organizations: 

• Watershed Districts.  Watershed districts are special purpose 
units of local government that have been created to solve water 
resource problems on a watershed basis.  Stearns County includes 
all or parts of 6 watersheds and four organized watershed 
districts, as shown in Figure 4.8, Natural Resources Plan (note 
that the South Two River Watershed District has now been 
dissolved and that parts of the Mississippi River drainage area are 
not part of a watershed district.)  The County works with these 
districts to implement water quality improvement projects, as 
specified in the Local Water Management Plan. 

• Soil and Water Conservation District, Natural Resources 
Conservation District, Farm Service Agency  

• Department of Natural Resources: Shoreland and floodplain 
Management 

• Minnesota Pollution Control Agency:  Individual Sewage 
Treatment System regulation, stormwater management, feedlot 
regulation 

• Minnesota Department of Health: Food, Beverage and 
Lodging administration, wellhead protection areas 
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• Board of Soil and Water Resources: Wetland Conservation Act 
administration 

Issues and Challenges 

Urban expansion and annexation.  As discussed in the Land Use 
Plan, urban expansion and annexation by cities continue to be 
controversial issues.  Many cities and townships have been unable to 
establish orderly annexation agreements.  Cities are frustrated by 
what they view as lack of township cooperation, while townships 
often view the process as leading to a loss of tax base, rural identity 
and self-determination.   

Parkland dedication – Regional use of fees.  Stearns County has 
instituted a parkland dedication fee for subdivisions, in accordance 
with state statutory requirements (see Parks, Open Space and 
Recreation Plan).  Seventy-five percent of funds collected must be 
spent in the township of origin unless an agreement is in place for 
broader use of funds.  Such agreements will be necessary to enable 
the County to address park needs on a regional basis. 

Feedlot management.  Stearns County currently manages 
permitting for animal feedlots throughout the County.  Permits are 
required for new animal feedlots and modifications or expansions to 
existing animal feedlots.  County zoning specified setbacks between 
feedlots and residential uses and other facilities.  However, once a 
land area is incorporated by a city, County setbacks no longer apply, 
which can lead to conflicts between feedlots and other land uses. 

Shoreland and wetland management across boundaries.  Stearns 
County enforces state and local standards protecting shorelands and 
wetland areas.  Are cities enforcing these regulations, or adopting 
equivalent regulations?  Some cities appear to lack adequate 
regulations or enforcement capacity.   The issue of equity between 
County regulations and City regulations needs to be addressed. 

Wastewater and water supply facilities.  Some cities have 
undertaken ambitious expansions of their wastewater treatment and 
water supply infrastructure without sufficient coordination with 
neighboring cities and townships, resulting in over-capacity or 
inconsistencies with land use plans.   

City plans override county/township plans. A common 
perception among township officials and residents is that city 
expansion plans can proceed with few opportunities for townships 
and the County to comment or influence the final outcome.  This 
issue is linked to that of annexation.  There is a desire for increased 
accountability on the part of cities in recognizing and coordinating 
their planning efforts with County and township plans. 
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The regulatory environment.  Land use regulation within Stearns 
County includes a variety of permit processes administered by several 
agencies in addition to Environmental Services Department.  
Residents and landowners have commented that regulations are 
redundant and that the process is excessively lengthy and 
bureaucratic.  How might the process be streamlined or better 
coordinated? 

Assessment of forest and open space lands.  While agricultural 
parcels of 10 acres or more in size are assessed at their agricultural 
value, parcels of wooded land and other open space land are assessed 
based on their development value, based on their current zoning.  
This policy tends to make it more expensive to retain land as open 
space and therefore tends to encourage premature development. 

Goals and Objectives 

Goal 1.  Foster cooperative planning among all levels of 
government within Stearns County and the larger region. 

Objective 1. Continue and broaden the role of the Joint 
Planning District Board as a regional 
clearinghouse and educational resource for 
collaborative planning. 

Objective 2.  Promote a cooperative approach to planning for 
urban expansion among cities and townships, 
taking into account the principles and policies of 
the Stearns County Land Use Plan. 

Objective 3.   Encourage cities to share with the County any 
plans for major developments that are likely to 
affect County roads, emergency services, and 
other countywide systems. 

Objective 4.   Continue to hold training sessions and 
educational forums for townships and cities on 
planning issues.  

Objective 5.  Continue to participate in the Stearns County 
Township Officers Association and Stearns 
County Municipal League 

Goal 2.  Encourage planning for cost-effective infrastructure 
improvements and sharing of government services.   

Objective 1.   Encourage county and regional review of 
municipal water and wastewater expansions in 
order to avoid duplication of services and over-
capacity. 

Objective 2.   Support existing joint planning ventures in the 
areas of emergency services, solid waste, transit, 
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social services, affordable housing, park and trail 
planning and other areas. 

Goal 3.  Support consistent planning and protection of natural 
resources across municipal boundaries 

Objective 1.   Encourage cities to work with the County on 
review of feedlot issues within urban expansion 
areas or annexed areas. 

Objective 2.   Encourage a regional approach to shoreland and 
wetland protection and stormwater management. 

Objective 3.   Plan for regional park, open space and trail 
systems that serve County residents and 
encourage tourism and economic development. 

Goal 4.  Continue to manage the County’s solid waste to 
maximize the benefit to County residents and to maintain 
County infrastructure.   

Goal 5.  Explore tax assessment options to encourage pro-
tection of undeveloped open space. 
 

Policies and Action Items 

1. Consider developing Memoranda of Understanding (MOUs) 
with cities and townships that would foster recognition of one 
another’s land use and natural resource plans and policies.  
Stearns County has already negotiated MOUs with most townships 
governing land use regulation.  Bringing cities into the process could 
foster a shared approach to planning and resource protection.  
MOUs could cover issues such as: 

• Recognition of the County’s Transfer of Development Rights 
(TDR) program.  The program could be redesigned to function 
within Urban Expansion areas only if an agreement with the 
adjacent city is in place that would recognize the change in 
development rights caused by any transfer. 

• Coordination of regulation of feedlots across municipal 
boundaries, including determining appropriate plans for 
annexation areas in proximity to feedlots.    

• Coordination of shoreland management policies and techniques, 
discussed in the Natural Resources Plan, among jurisdictions and 
with watershed organizations and lake associations.  Techniques 
could include shoreland restoration, improvements to wastewater 
systems, and assessments of carrying capacity. 
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• Protection of natural resources that cross municipal boundaries, 
including groundwater recharge and wellhead protection areas, 
wetlands, floodplain and critical habitat resources. 

2.  Develop agreements with townships and cities for the use of 
parkland dedication and acquisition fees, as discussed in the 
Parks, Open Space and Recreation Plan. 

3.  Develop new methods of sharing information with local 
officials to assist in making decisions on issues of land use 
regulation and resource protection.  Stearns County 
Environmental Services staff already holds training sessions for 
township officials on the administration of the County zoning 
ordinance.  Additionally, the County’s geographic information system 
contains valuable information on land uses and natural resources that 
can assist both townships and cities in decision-making.  The County 
should explore methods for sharing this information with cities and 
townships, either electronically or in printed form. 

The County could also offer staff capacity to cities to assist in 
administering feedlot, floodplain and shoreland regulations.  County 
assistance would help address the issue of disparities among 
jurisdictions in their regulatory methods and capacities. 

4.  Continue to encourage intergovernmental coordination 
among townships and cities.  There is widespread interest among 
local governments in methods of identifying and defusing land use 
conflicts before they develop.  For example, issues surrounding 
annexation remain controversial for both cities and townships.  The 
County will continue to advise and comment on proposed 
annexations, especially when prime farmland, animal agricultural 
operations and sensitive natural resources are involved.   

Annexation issues are particularly difficult to resolve because both 
cities and townships have an interest in maintaining their respective 
tax bases, and annexation is viewed as a “win” for cities and a “loss” 
for townships.  One approach to annexation conflicts that has been 
suggested in the past is that of revenue sharing within a joint 
planning area, as an incentive for joint planning.  Townships would 
thus benefit from some of the added value of development, while 
cities would (theoretically) benefit from a less adversarial process.2  
Amortization of tax base has already been used in several orderly 
annexation agreements in Stearns County.  The County will continue 
to work with the Stearns County Municipal League and the 
Township Officers Association in attempting to develop more 
cooperative and less adversarial solutions to these issues. 

                                                 
2 Minnesota Planning Agency.  “Annexation Criteria: Report to the Legislature.”  
April 1995. 
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5.  Work with the State Department of Revenue and other 
counties to assess the options for tax assessments of 
undeveloped land, and how these might be adjusted to encourage 
private protection of land with significant natural resource or open 
space values.  

Table 9.1.  Summary of Implementation Actions 

Phasing 
Priority 

Implementation Actions Lead and Coordinating 
Agencies 

On-
going 

Develop Memoranda of Understanding 
with cities regarding environmental and 
land use policies. 
 

Environmental Services 
Planning Commission 
City officials and staff 

 
Short-
term 

Develop agreements with townships and 
cities regarding use of parkland dedication 
fees for regional or community-wide park 
improvement projects. 

Park Department 
Environmental Services 

Park Board 

On-
going 

Share information with local governments 
and offer assistance in environmental 
regulations. 

Environmental Services 
Planning Commission 
City officials and staff 

 
On-

going 
Continue to encourage intergovernmental 
coordination among townships and cities. 

Environmental Services 
Stearns County Municipal 

League 
Township Officers 

Association 
Medium-

term 
Explore options for tax assessment of 
undeveloped land 

Environmental Services 
Stearns County Assessor 

MN Department of Revenue 
 


