
HISTORY OF FLOODING ALONG MINNEHAHA CREEK
The 1960’s were a turbulent time for the communities along Minnehaha Creek. Urban 
expansion fueled by the post World War II building boom contributed to disastrous 
flooding that damaged public and private property and endangered public safety. 
Empowered by the Minnesota Watershed Act, which was enacted during the previous 
decade, residents along the flood-stricken creek petitioned the Minnehaha Creek 
Watershed District (MCWD) into existence in 1967.

Prior to MCWD’s formation, there were no stormwater regulations to protect our natural 
resources from construction impacts.  Wetlands were drained, areas that used to be grass and trees were 
converted to pavement and concrete, and Minnehaha Creek was ditched and straightened. Cities built storm 
sewers to drain off streets into nearby lakes and streams without treatment. This stormwater runoff, combined 
with the unregulated flow of water from the upper watershed into Minnehaha Creek, increased flood risk. 

To reduce flooding, an adjustable dam was built to regulate the flow of water in Minnehaha Creek.

WATER MANAGEMENT APPROACH IN THE 
MINNEHAHA CREEK WATERSHED

Flooding along Minnehaha Creek in 1965 
(photo credit: Minnesota Historical Society)

Residents sandbagging along Minnehaha Creek in 1966 
(photo credit: Minnesota Historical Society)



GRAY’S BAY DAM OPERATING PLAN
Coming up with a plan to operate the adjustable dam built at the outlet of Lake Minnetonka and the headwaters of 
Minnehaha Creek took 10 years of coordinating with all of the MCWD communities, the Minnesota Department of 
Natural Resources (DNR), and the U.S. Army Corps of Engineers and included an extensive engineering analysis of 
hydrology, hydraulics, and lake records. The construction also included a 202-foot emergency spillway that allows 
water to flow unrestricted out of the lake if elevations reach above 930 feet.

MCWD operates the dam by following the DNR-approved operating plan. The plan requires the lake to be drawn 
down every fall to an elevation of 928.60 to create storage for spring snowmelt, which allows the lake to be used 
as a storage basin. This allows MCWD to control discharge into Minnehaha Creek at a moderated pace and to 
adjust discharge rates based on precipitation forecasts to prevent flooding on Minnehaha Creek. 

CHANGING CLIMATE
The DNR reports that 2013 - 2018 will finish as the wettest six-year period since the 1870s. An extra year’s worth of 
precipitation has fallen during that time (~30 inches according to the DNR State Climatology Office), meaning we 
have received seven years’ worth of rain in a six-year period. This departure from historic precipitation patterns 
has created issues across the state.

“The partnership between MCWD and the NWS is a great example of how agencies can work together 
to use sound science and data to make proactive decisions. As our climate changes, the ability to make 
informed management choices is critical to keeping our communities safe.” 

- Craig Schmidt, Senior Service Hydrologist, National Weather Service - Chanhassen/Twin Cities

GRAY’S BAY DAM TODAY
To address the flood threats caused by our changing weather, MCWD has partnered with the National Weather 
Service (NWS), Hennepin County, and the U.S. Geological Survey (USGS) to enhance how it operates the dam. the 
NWS provides MCWD with seven-day precipitation forecasts and a prediction for how that precipitation will affect 
water levels. With this information, MCWD can proactively create storage for the forecasted precipitation. Dam 
discharge can then be reduced before rainstorms and that storage is used to prevent flooding in Minnehaha Creek.

MCWD also uses real time weather data provided through weather stations installed on MCWD properties, which
are part of the Hennepin West Mesonet. Additionally, the USGS provides real time data on water level changes on 
Lake Minnetonka and Minnehaha Creek. Combined, these partnerships have greatly improved MCWD’s ability to
effectively predict, manage, and monitor the effects of changing weather, to improve flood resilience along
Minnehaha Creek. As an example, no significant flooding was experienced along Minnehaha Creek in 2016, the
single wettest year on record.

Gray’s Bay Dam was inoperable and the emergency spillway was 
submerged in 2014 due to high water, the first time in its history

Photo credit: Erdahl Aerial Photos

Emergency spillway

Gray’s Bay Dam



FOUNDATION OF SOUND SCIENCE
Sound science guides all of MCWD’s planning and implementation decisions. Through a series of robust studies, 
we have a deep and comprehensive understanding of the ecological features that make up our watershed.

The MCWD has assessed the land cover, soils, geology, stormwater systems, wetlands, and all first order streams 
in the 11 major and 453 minor subwatersheds within its boundaries. This effort, which provides a detailed 
assessment of the quantity and quality of water moving through the 178-square-mile watershed, has been 
identified as one of the most ambitious studies ever undertaken by a watershed district in Minnesota.

This understanding is being continuously refined, calibrated, and updated as the MCWD collects more data, 
collaborates on additional studies, and furthers partnerships with the National Weather Service, University of 
Minnesota, Minnesota Pollution Control Agency, United States Geological Survey, and others.

WATER MANAGEMENT STRATEGY
The MCWD takes a watershed-wide approach to managing water quality and water quantity. As benefits of our 
work flow downstream, we are working in strategic locations across the watershed to protect and improve our 
natural resources and contribute to sustainable communities.

In MCWD’s largest upstream watershed, we are working to reduce stormwater runoff from this rapidly developing 
area. Our efforts in the Six Mile Creek-Halsted Bay Subwatershed will reap lasting benefits for communities 
throughout the system.  

In conjunction, we are working in real-time to manage the discharge of water from the upper watershed into 
Minnehaha Creek preventing flooding during some of the wettest years on record.

Further downstream in St. Louis Park, Hopkins, Edina, Minneapolis, and Richfield we have been partnering on several 
projects to slow down water flow, increase water storage, and catch and clean stormwater runoff. Collectively, all of 
these efforts are protecting Minnehaha Creek and its communities from pollution and high water.  
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A HEALTHY MINNEHAHA CREEK
A half-century after MCWD was petitioned into existence Minnehaha Creek is healthier and less prone to flooding.

Our proactive dam management, utilizing the latest technology from the National Weather Service, has prevented 
flooding in some of the wettest years in recent history. Our partnerships to slow water flow, capture runoff and 
clean stormwater are seeing tangible improvements in Minnehaha Creek’s water quantity and water quality. 

According to the Metropolitan Council’s 2014 comprehensive assessment of 21 Twin Cities’ streams, Minnehaha 
Creek has the lowest amount of runoff into the stream relative to the amount of rainfall the watershed receives. 
In addition to the relatively low quantity of water flowing off the landscape, the report also notes that Minnehaha 
Creek has low levels of total suspended solids (TSS), total phosphorus (TP), and nitrate (NO3) compared to other 
urban tributaries that drain to the Mississippi River. 

Further evidence that MCWD’s work is seeing positive results: the Metropolitan Council says Minnehaha Creek’s 
water quality continues to improve. The ongoing efforts of MCWD, communities along Minnehaha Creek, and 
Hennepin County continue to lessen the impact of urban development and our changing weather on this iconic 
natural resource.

CONTACT

If you have questions, please contact Tiffany Schaufler at tschaufler@minnehahacreek.org or 952-641-4513.

“Trend analysis indicated 
downward trends in flow-adjusted 
concentrations of TSS, TP, and 
NO3 since 1999, thus indicating 
improving water quality. This 
improvement may reflect the 
large number of improvement 
projects sponsored or completed 
by MCWD, cities, counties, park 
boards, and others.” 

- Metropolitan Council,  
“Minnehaha Creek Section, 
Comprehensive Water Quality 
Assessment of Select Metropolitan 
Area Streams”
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Annual Median Total Phosphorus Yield
(2003-2012)

0.009 to 0.084 lb/ac/yr

0.085 to 0.255 lb/ac/yr

0.256 to 0.385 lb/ac/yr

0.386 to 0.514 lb/ac/yr

0.515 to 0.848 lb/ac/yr

5.5 Miles
Yield = watershed pollutant yield calculated from annual pollutant load mass estimated using Flux32 (Walker, 1999) divided by area
of watershed upstream of MCES monitoring station

Metropolitan Council. 2014. Minnehaha Creek. In Comprehensive water quality assessment 
of select metropolitan area streams. Table MH-6: Annual Median Concentrations, Loads, and 
Yields for MCES-Monitored Streams, 2003-2012. St. Paul: Metropolitan Council


