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            The Blue Earth River begins in northern Iowa and meets with the West Branch Blue Earth River in Faribault County in southern Minnesota. From there, it flows 108 miles northwardly in a winding course through eastern Faribault County into Blue Earth County, past the cities of Blue Earth, Winnebago, and Vernon Center to Mankato, where it enters the Minnesota River. Altogether, the watershed includes parts of eight counties in southern Minnesota—primarily Martin and Faribault—and four in northern Iowa. There are 21 cities in the watershed, of which Mankato and Fairmont are the largest.


The Blue Earth River major watershed area is about 1,550 square miles or 992,034 acres. The Blue Earth River, along with the city and county, were named for former deposits of bluish-green clay, no longer visible, along the banks of the river. The combination of erodible soils and higher flows has led to greater levels of erosion and a dramatic increase in sediment levels in the river system since European settlement in the late 1800s. Sediment makes the water cloudy and hurts aquatic life such as fish.


By volume, the Blue Earth is the Minnesota River's largest tributary, accounting for 46% of the Minnesota's flow at the rivers' confluence. It also a major contributor of sediment to the Minnesota River.


The landscape is mainly flat, though it includes some hilly areas, ravines, bluffs, natural prairies and forested areas. The vast majority of the watershed is farmland. The Rapidan Dam, constructed for the purpose of hydroelectricity generation in 1910, impounds the river 12 miles upstream from its mouth. Above the Rapidan Dam, the river meanders through farmland banks and bluffs from the town of Blue Earth to the lake impounded behind the Rapidan Dam. Below the Rapidan Dam, the river runs through a gorge, which features canyons, waterfalls, great limestone cliffs, and some rapids.


In the Greater Blue Earth River basin, 39 sections of streams and rivers fail to meet the state water quality standard for turbidity, meaning the water is too cloudy and affects aquatic life such as fish. Under state standards, the level of total suspended solids for rivers in the basin should be 90 parts per million. However, levels average between 175 to 675 parts per million according to water monitoring from 2000-2008.


Several stretches of streams in the Greater Blue Earth River also have bacteria levels high enough to violate the state water quality standard, indicating they are not suitable for swimming and other body-contact recreation. Restoring these streams will require reducing bacteria levels by 80 to 90%.


The MPCA is working with local partners, focusing on feedlots and failing septic systems, to reduce bacteria levels and make streams suitable for swimming and other body-contact recreation. As part of the Minnesota River Basin, the Blue Earth and its tributaries have been the subject of several scientific studies, including research by the MPCA, WRC-Minnesota State University-Mankato, University of Minnesota, National Center for Earth Surface Dynamics, Minnesota Dept. of Agriculture and others.


The MPCA and several other agencies monitor the water quality of the rivers and streams in the watershed, an effort that spans more than 20 years. The MPCA has finalized a Total Suspended Solids (TSS) Total Maximum Daily Load (TMDL) report for the Greater Blue Earth River Basin. MPCA recommends a 0% reduction in sediment levels during low-flow conditions and up to a 93% reduction in sediment levels during high-flow conditions such as spring thaw. With this information and other reports from the watershed, the MPCA will work with stakeholders to develop a Watershed Restoration and Protection Strategy (WRAPS) as part of the Blue Earth Watershed Approach.
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 Blue Earth River Watershed stressor identification report (wq-ws5-07020009a)


      



	
	
  
  
            
 Blue Earth River Watershed Monitoring and Assessment Report (wq-ws3-07020009)
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 Blue Earth River Watershed TMDL report (wq-iw7-60e)


      
            (EPA approval 8/1/2023)

      



	
	
  
  
            
 Blue Earth River Watershed TMDL: EPA approval letter (wq-iw7-60g)


      



	
	
  
  
            
 Blue Earth River Watershed lake water quality improvement study (wq-iw7-60n)


      



	
	
  
  
            
 Blue Earth River WRAPS report (wq-ws4-95a)


      
            (MPCA approval 6/20/2023)

      



	
	
  
  
            
 Summary of the Blue Earth River Watershed WRAPS (wq-ws4-95b)


      



	
	
  
  
            
 Blue Earth River fecal coliform TMDL: Fact sheet (wq-iw7-05a)


      



	
	
  
  
            
 Blue Earth River fecal coliform TMDL report (wq-iw7-05e)
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 Blue Earth River fecal coliform TMDL: EPA approval letter (wq-iw7-05g)


      



	
	
  
  
            
 Blue Earth River fecal coliform TMDL implementation plan (wq-iw7-05c)
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 Blue Earth River fecal coliform TMDL implementation plan: MPCA approval letter (wq-iw7-05o)


      



	
	
  
  
            
 2019 modification to Blue Earth River fecal coliform TMDL (wq-iw7-05n)


      






          


  
    More information

              	Minnesota State University Mankato-Water Resource Center
	Faribault County Soil and Water Conservation District
	Greater Blue Earth River Basin Alliance
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            Watershed project manager
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            paul.a.davis@state.mn.us
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Tracking the action

      
            
            See actions taken in Minnesota’s watersheds to meet water-quality goals and milestones: WRAPS, TMDLs, best practices, wastewater, and money spent.
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Water quality assessment data

      
            
            Tribal, federal, state, and local partners. View and download results of monitoring and assessment decisions for Minnesota waters based on designated uses and watersheds.


      

            
              
          
            
  
    
    See the data
  


      
      



      

          

              

    

  



      

              
            Watersheds: Water research library
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Water research library

      
            
            The Minnesota Department of Agriculture maintains the Minnesota Water Research Digital Library, an inventory of water research relevant to the state since 2000.
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