
Hiawatha Golf Course 
Water Management and Use Directions Summary 
 
At a public meeting held on May 18, 2017, the City of Minneapolis (City) and the Minneapolis Park and 
Recreation Board (MPRB) presented two alternatives for the Hiawatha Golf Course property: one that 
continues pumping of groundwater at a rate of at least 242 million gallons annually while preserving the 
golf course, and another that reduces the rate of groundwater pumping to approximately 94 million 
gallons annually. The second option cannot support an 18-hole golf course on the site. 
 
As discussed during the meeting, the second option opens the property to a range of other recreation 
opportunities. Both alternatives protect nearby homes from groundwater intrusion as a result of some 
degree of continued pumping. 
 
Two alternatives chosen for further analysis: current pumping level and reduced pumping level 
The two alternatives presented at the May 18 meeting were selected for further analysis by the MPRB, 
the City and the Minnehaha Creek Watershed District (MCWD) after considering a wide range of water 
management alternatives—from no pumping to several reduced pumping possibilities. In total, six water 
management options were considered. The reduced pumping option selected for further analysis carries 
the following benefits: 

• Eliminates the need for stormwater pumping and reduces average annual groundwater 
pumping by 60 to 70 percent. 

• Protects basements of adjacent homes from flooding.  

• Reduces surface flooding (streets, boulevard, etc.) in the Hiawatha north watershed.  

• Provides the opportunity to restore ecological function including restoration of wetlands 
and shoreland habitat, creation of new stream channels/floodplain, restoration of uplands, 
and creation of wildlife habitat. 

• Maximizes the potential for water quality treatment by reducing annual phosphorus loading 
in Lake Hiawatha. 

 
The May 18 public meeting included a discussion of the continuation of the golf course. As discussed, 
maintaining the 18-hole golf course requires continued groundwater pumping at current rates which 
requires approval by the Minnesota Department of Natural Resources (MnDNR). (The MnDNR has 
authority for issuing permits for groundwater pumping.) The MPRB has a permit for pumping 36.5 
million gallons of groundwater to irrigate the Hiawatha Golf Course. However, the MPRB has been 
pumping far in excess of that amount and has been working with the MnDNR since fall of 2015 to 
address permit inconsistencies. 
 
MnDNR determines pumping levels 
During this time, the MnDNR has allowed the MPRB to continue pumping groundwater at volumes 
exceeding the permitted allowance with the understanding that the pumping is protecting nearby 
homes from groundwater intrusion. Because the MnDNR’s permit approval is a key threshold for any 
solution, MPRB has been keeping them informed about the range of alternatives being considered. 
 
The MPRB shared the two water management alternatives with MnDNR prior to the May 18 public 
meeting. As part of that communication the MnDNR’s expressed a clear preference for a solution that 



protected homes and significantly reduced groundwater pumping. The MnDNR, in stating a preference, 
recognized the impacts on the golf course but indicated the cumulative benefits of a reduced pumping 
solution would be considered in its decision regarding a permit. In essence, the City and the MPRB 
believe the MnDNR is forecasting its very strong preference for a reduced pumping scenario. 
 
Reduced pumping scenarios no longer include golf 
As part of an April 20 public meeting, members of the public expressed strong support for some form of 
golf on the property should a water management solution preclude 18-hole golf. MPRB staff has 
considered the potential of a 9-hole golf course, but have determined 9-hole golf is not financially viable 
at this course.  
 
As a result, the options for use of the property in a reduced pumping scenario no longer include golf in 
an 18-hole or 9-hole configuration. However, the possibility of a golf learning center will continue to be 
considered as a potential use if the pumping regime changes. Many recreation activities and other 
public uses are still being discussed, including the ideas shared during the April public meeting. As 
communicated at the April and May public meetings, potential new recreational activities are being 
considered with ecology as a primary lens. MPRB will also strive for compatibility with the 
neighborhood, with more active uses likely being directed to portions of the property most remote from 
homes. 
 
Should the MnDNR allow pumping at the current volumes to continue, the MPRB would still expect 
some evolution of the 18-hole golf course. Most significant, in terms of configuration, would be 
rerouting the large storm waterpipe that runs along East 43rd Street to an open channel running through 
a portion of the golf course. Other improvements, some aligned with pursuit of Audubon certification 
and others directed to basic improvements to the golf course, would be a part of the solution. 
 
Additional analysis needed for both pumping level scenarios 
Both alternatives selected for additional analysis have been through an initial assessment of 
sustainability using a tool called Envision, which was created by the Institute for Sustainable 
Infrastructure to assess large-scale infrastructure development projects. Envision considers a wide range 
of factors in framing sustainability. While work remains in the full assessment, and recognizing that the 
intent of the tool is not simply to make comparisons between competing alternatives, it is evident from 
a sustainability perspective that the option that reduces pumping and introduces a wider range of uses 
offers greater sustainability benefits. 
 
Over the coming month the use of Envision will be expanded to more carefully assess the costs and 
benefits of both alternatives. That process was only initiated by the time of the May public meeting, and 
much work remains to fully address costs and benefits. 
 
Next public meeting set for June 21 
Staff and consultants continue to study the two alternatives, refining and verifying the information 
collected, and attempting to build more robust models for use and benefits relate to each. Where the 
last two public meetings allowed for only an abbreviated presentation of information so that input from 
the public could be generated, the alternatives and more detail supporting each will be shared during a 
public meeting scheduled for: 
 
 Wednesday, June 21 
 6:30-8 pm 

http://www.auduboninternational.org/acspgolf
http://sustainableinfrastructure.org/envision/how-it-works/


Location: To be determined 
 
The work continues to focus on bringing a recommended preferred alternative forward for 
consideration by the MPRB Board of Commissioners in July.  
 
If a reduced pumping scenario is recommended by MPRB and City leaders, the MPRB will begin a 
process focused on expanding and amending the Nokomis-Hiawatha Regional Park Master Plan. The golf 
course property is part of the regional park, but it was not included in the recent master planning effort. 
In accordance with MPRB and Metropolitan Council policy, changes in regional parks need to be 
supported by extensive public engagement, much like the process that resulted in the current regional 
park master plan. The MPRB will outline that process and form a Community Advisory Committee if the 
Board of Commissioners directs a solution that would reduce pumping and eliminate golf from the 
property. 
 
A thoughtful and comprehensive process takes time 
It’s important to reiterate that the process supporting any solution is long. When MPRB staff first met 
with representatives of the MnDNR to discuss the extent of groundwater pumping, the MnDNR 
encouraged a thoughtful and comprehensive process—one that might take three to five years. As a 
result, it’s unlikely that any change will happen on the golf course property in 2018 or 2019, as the 
regulatory and engineering processes underlying either alternative will require that amount of time to 
be fully pursued. A more complete schedule will depend on the alternative directed by the Board of 
Commissioners. 
 
 
 


