
Minnesota Pollution Control Agency (MPCA) Environmental Analysis and Outcomes Division 
 
Notice of Availability of the Draft Rock River Specific Conductance and Sodium Site-Specific 
Standards and Request for Comment 
 
Public comment period begins:  April 27, 2020 
Public comment period ends:  June 18, 2020, 4:30 pm 
 

The Minnesota Pollution Control Agency (MPCA) is requesting comments on proposed 
site-specific water quality standards (SSS) for the Rock River. For more information about the 
site-specific standards see https://www.pca.state.mn.us/water/site-specific-water-quality-standards.  
 
Background 

The MPCA designates beneficial uses for all waters of the state (as defined in Minn. Stat. 
§ 115.01, subd. 22) and develops water quality standards to protect those uses. Most streams, 
rivers, drainage ways, lakes, ponds, wetlands, etc. in Minnesota are protected for agriculture 
and wildlife designated public uses and benefits. Class 4A waters are specifically protected for 
“irrigation without significant damage or adverse effects upon any crop”. The state’s existing 
Class 4A standards to protect for irrigation were adopted in 1967 and can be found in Minn. R. 
7050.0224 subp. 2. 
 
Rock River site 

The Rock River is located in southwestern Minnesota, originating from the Buffalo Ridge 
about 13 miles northeast of Pipestone. The river flows south into Iowa where it converges with 
the Big Sioux River before entering the Missouri River. Land use in the watershed consists 
mainly of cropland (81%), followed by rangeland (11%) and developed land (6%). Commonly 
grown crops in the area include corn, soybeans, alfalfa, oats and hay/haylage. 
 

The extent of the proposed site-specific standards is the approximately 16-mile section 
of the Rock River in Rock County that extends from the Luverne wastewater discharge station 
to the Iowa border. It includes part of AUID 10170204-509 (Champepadan Creek to Elk River) 
and all of AUID 10170204-501 (Elk River to the Minnesota-Iowa border). The site consists of 
open water, which is surrounded by parts of the city of Luverne, the Luverne wastewater 
treatment outfall, and surrounding farmland.  
 
Proposed site-specific standards 

The proposed SSS are based on an evaluation of critical local factors to determine site-
specific numeric water quality values for specific conductance and sodium that will be 
protective of the Class 4A irrigation use. The current Class 4A sodium value will be replaced 
with a numeric standard for sodium adsorption ratio (SAR). Current sodium irrigation water 
quality literature indicates that protecting soil health from excess SAR will provide protections 
from direct sodium toxicity to plants. Therefore, a SAR value protective of a given location’s 
soils will also provide protections from excess sodium to crops. The proposed values include 
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growing season average durations (May to October) and a never to be exceeded frequency. The 
proposed site-specific standards are presented below. 
 

Parameter Magnitude Duration Frequency 

Specific conductance 
3,000 
µS/cm 

Growing season 
average 
(May to October) 

Never to be 
exceeded 

Sodium adsorption ratio 
(SAR) 

10 
Growing season 
average 
(May to October) 

Never to be 
exceeded 

 
Basis and rationale for site-specific standards  

The Clean Water Act, federal regulations, Minnesota’s Water Pollution Control Act 
(Minn. Stat. Ch. 115) and Minnesota’s Rules establish opportunities to use site-specific 
approaches. Site-specific options allow the MPCA to consider data on local characteristics to 
apply more precise numeric standards that protect the beneficial uses of an individual water 
body.  

As part of Minnesota rule, site-specific standards (SSS) can be developed when available 
information demonstrates that a site-specific modification to statewide or ecoregion standards 
is appropriate (Minn. R. 7050.0220, subp. 7). Such a modification requires public notice, a 
public meeting, opportunity for comment and EPA approval.  

The MPCA considered the following in developing this SSS: 

 The current Class 4A specific conductance and sodium standards found in Minn. R. 
7050.0224 subp. 2. are based on outdated science and do not consider critical local 
factors that would more appropriately protect the 4A irrigation use for commonly 
grown plants and soils present at the site. 

 The crops usually grown near the Rock River are not classified as sensitive with regards 
to specific conductance.  

 The soils near the Rock River SSS reach have low sodium, sufficient natural or 
engineered drainage and do not have a high salinization risk.  

 Spray irrigation is the method of irrigation that is most used in near the Rock River. 

 Specific conductance less than 3,000 µS/cm and a SAR less than 10 is protective of 
moderately-sensitive crops grown in non-sensitive soils when spray irrigation is used. 

For further detail and explanation regarding this proposal, see the supporting technical 
document available on the MPCA’s site-specific standards webpage 
(https://www.pca.state.mn.us/water/site-specific-water-quality-standards) and at the MPCA 
office at the address listed below. 

 
Preliminary determination on the draft site-specific standards 
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The MPCA Commissioner has made a preliminary determination that the modification of 
the specific conductance and sodium standards is justified. Comments to the proposed site-
specific standards will be considered before being sent to the EPA for approval. 

 
Submit written comments 

 To submit written comments on the proposed site-specific standards for the lower Rock 
River, you must include: 

1. A statement of your interest in the proposed site-specific standards; 
2. A statement of the action you wish the MPCA to take, including specific references to 

sections of the proposed site-specific standards that you believe should be changed; and  
3. The reasons supporting your position, stated with sufficient specificity as to allow the 

Commissioner to investigate the merits of your position. 
 

Written comments on the proposed site-specific standards must be postmarked or 
received by the MPCA contact person listed below by 4:30 pm on June 18, 2020.  
 
Attend a public meeting 

 A public meeting is a formal meeting that the MPCA is required to hold a public meeting 
to solicit public comment and statements on matters before the MPCA and to help clarify and 
resolve issues. A public meeting on the proposed specific conductance and sodium site-specific 
standards for the Rock River will be held online only via a public meeting application, WebEx: 

Where: June 11, 2020, 5:00 PM 
Information about connecting to the meeting through WebEx is available on the MPCA’s 

site-specific standards webpage: https://www.pca.state.mn.us/water/site-specific-water-
quality-standards.  
 
Agency contact person 

Direct written comments and requests for more information to: 
Scott Kyser 
Environmental Analysis and Outcomes Division 
Minnesota Pollution Control Agency 
520 Lafayette Road North 
Saint Paul, MN 55155-4194 
651-757-2665 
Toll free: 1-800-657-3864 
Fax: 218-828-2594 
scott.kyser@state.mn.us 
TTY users may call the MPCA teletypewriter at 651-282-5332 or 1-800-657-3864. 
 

 
Dated:    4/16/2020 
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