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L
ocal lakes and lakegoers are under 

attack — from non-native aquatic 

invasive species. Once infested with 

species such as zebra mussels or 

Eurasian watermilfoil, it’s difficult 

or even impossible to eradicate the threat to 

the lake.

“By the time it’s identified it’s too late,” said 

McLeod County director of environmental 

services Marc Telecky.

According to a 2019 infested waters list pub-

lished by the Minnesota Department of Natural 

Resources, two McLeod County lakes — Belle 

and Cedar lakes — are listed as infested with 

Eurasian watermilfoil, an invasive plant that 

can grow up to 20 feet, creating a canopy and 

dense mats at the water’s surface that inhibits 

water enthusiasts. It can also overtake habitat 

and native aquatic plants, possibly lowering 

diversity.

Zebra mussels attach to hard surfaces under 

water and can encrust equipment such as boat 

motors and hulls. Swimmers and pets can cut 

their feet on zebra mussels attached to rocks, 

docks, swim rafts and ladders among other 

environmental and habitat threats.

In Meeker County, nine lakes are listed as 

infested:

 ■ Clear Lake, Eurasian watermilfoil 

 ■ Erie Lake, Eurasian watermilfoil 

 ■ Little Mud Lake, Eurasian watermilfoil 

Fighting back against invasion
McLeod and Meeker 
counties take action against 
aquatic invasive species
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Level 1 boat inspector Steve Stepien, far right, educates an angler about aquatic invasive species on opening fi shing day. Meanwhile, 

inspector Greg Wegner checks the boat with the other angler at the Department of Natural Resources’ boat landing on Lake Minnie 

Belle. Inspectors are a key line of defense in controlling the spread of aquatic invasive species.
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McLeod County’s wheelage tax is gone, and 

starting Jan. 1 it will be replaced with a half-

percent sales tax on nonessential items.

The wheelage tax kicked in at the begin-

ning of 2014 in response to an 

option allowed by the state to 

cover growing transportation 

expenses. It was collected when 

county residents registered 

their vehicles each year and 

garnered $385,000 annually to 

assist with road maintenance. 

The wheelage tax was repealed 

last month by County Board 

members.

The sales tax approved 

unanimously Tuesday will 

cost consumers 50 cents on a $100 purchase. It 

will not apply to food, clothing, agriculture pro-

duction items and essential items. A University 

of Minnesota Extension study predicts it will 

raise $1.9 million annually, moving the county 

closer to closing a $3 million annual funding 

gap from the state aid system 

to help maintain highways. 

The gap is larger when county 

roads are taken into account.

In a presentation, McLeod 

County Public Works direc-

tor John Brunkhorst said the 

county has more than 150 

miles of substandard paved 

roads. The cost to tackle those 

projects, including addressing 

narrow shoulders and steep 

inslopes, would be $225 mil-

lion. That figure does not include 100 miles of 

gravel roads.

“We’re trying to find realistic solutions to a 

very difficult problem of keeping our roads up 

to par so their safety ... is where it needs to be,” 

said Board Member Rich Pohlmeier.

A few roads in need of reconstruction, and 

the cost of the work, includes:

 ■ County State Aid Highway 16 from State 

Highway 7 to Wright County ($9 million)

 ■ County State Aid Highway 10 from County 

State Aid Highway 2 to Carver County ($11 mil-

lion)

 ■ County State Aid Highway 5 from County 

State Aid Highway 16 to County State Aid High-

way 1 ($13 million)

 ■ County Road 57 from 

County State Aid Highway 17 

to U.S. Highway 212 ($7 million)

 ■ County Road 61 from 

County Road 79 to County Road 

60 ($7 million)

 ■ County Road 81 from Sib-

ley County to U.S. Highway 212 

($5 million)

“With only a few miles of 

road it goes from hundreds of 

thousands of dollars to mil-

lions to make a difference,” said Board Member 

Paul Wright. “That’s the way it goes with today’s 

values and prices.”

Maintenance and repair adds additional 

costs.

Board Member Doug Krueger says he favors 

the sales tax over the wheelage tax, as it spreads 

the burden out to everyone who benefits from 

the commerce the roads bring into the county, 

Sales tax approved for road repairs
A 0.5 percent tax will be 
included on purchases in 
McLeod County
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McLeod County’s preliminary levy increase 

was set at 8.9 percent Tuesday, lower than an-

other projected option of 15.99 percent.

The decision ties into a move to change from 

a wheelage tax to a 0.5 percent sales tax, which 

is covered in another A1 story.

The preliminary 8.9 percent increase would 

bring the levy to $24.62 million if approved in 

December. The final levy can be reduced from 

the preliminary levy, but not increased. Colleen 

Robeck, a county accountant, said the taxes on 

a $100,000 home would increase by $15 on the 

county’s portion, assuming the home’s value 

didn’t change. She noted no change to a home’s 

value is unlikely.

Compensation and benefits for the county’s 

roughly 300 employees are cited as one of the 

main factors for the increase, as has been the 

case in past years.

Robeck said personnel costs for 2020 are ex-

pected to increase by $1.5 million. The figure 

accounts for compensation and benefits, high 

insurance claims, workers’ compensation and 

growing staff needs.

In addition to a desire to offer competitive 

wages, County Board members have cited the 

burden of meeting state mandates and the respon-

sibility of county services to handle a myriad of 

County preliminary levy up 8.9 percent
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A $10 million, 20-year bond proposal 

was approved in a 4-1 vote by the McLeod 

County Board Tuesday.

The bond, which is an $8 million bump 

from a previous proposal, ties to a 0.5 per-

cent sales tax covered in an 

A1 story.

The County Board pre-

viously approved a $2 mil-

lion bond to help fund the 

remodel of the upcoming 

McLeod County Govern-

ment Center in the for-

mer Jungclaus building in 

Glencoe.

The project’s total cost 

is projected at $12 million 

when accounting for reno-

vations and the purchase of the building 

and nearby properties. The County Board 

previously intended to cover $2 million of 

the $9 million renovation cost with its fund 

balances but has reconsidered doing so out 

of a desire to keep its fund balances at a 

healthy level. That led to the proposal to 

add $2 million more to the bond and bring 

it to $4 million.

Another $6 million bond would be used 

for highway projects. That portion of the 

bond would be paid back by the recently 

approved sales tax. By combining the vari-

ous bonding proposals, the county hopes it 

can find a better rate.

Board Chair Joe Nagel cast the one dis-

senting vote, saying that he would rather 

only bond $2 million in order to safeguard 

county reserves.

County approves 
$10M bond plan
Plan includes money for
roads, Government Center
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