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This section describes Mendota from the perspective of a community in the Mississippi River corridor. A range of 
issues is relevant to its location in the river corridor, including land use and development, a variety of resources, 
open space and parks and, lastly, use of the corridor by residents and visitors. 

This section is intended to fulfill the requirements for planning at the community level that will be consistent with 
the policies of the Mississippi National River and Recreation Area Comprehensive Management Plan and with the 
requirements of state’s Critical Areas Act of 1973. Policies, goals and actions steps in this, and other sections, of the 
city’s comprehensive plan will be the basis for revision of ordinances and other official controls. 

Two legislative documents describe how the river and the river corridor should be used and could be used. They 
are the state’s Critical Areas Act of 1973 (through Executive Order 19-19) and the Mississippi National River and 
Recreation Area Comprehensive Management Plan. 

The goal of the state’s Critical Areas Act of 1973 is to identify areas of natural, historic, cultural or aesthetic 
significance and to shield them from damaging development by working with local governments to prepare plans 
and regulations to protect them. The state Department of Natural Resources (DNR) oversees the state’s Mississippi 
River Critical Area program. Cities and townships along the river are required to update their Critical Area plans 
and ordinances periodically. 

The boundary of the Critical Area is identical with that of the Mississippi National River and Recreation Area 
(MNRRA). MNRRA, established by Congress in 1988 as part of the national park system, is 72 miles long, stretching 
from the cities of Dayton and Ramsey to just south of Hastings. It also includes four miles of the Minnesota 
River at its juncture with the Mississippi River. Mendota is at the confluence of the Mississippi and Minnesota 
Rivers. All but approximately 50 acres of MNRRA are privately owned or under the jurisdiction of state and local 
governments. 

The requirements in the State’s Critical Areas Act and the guidelines in the comprehensive management plan 
for MNRRA will shape planning in Mendota, since the entire city is within the river corridor, except for a small 
portion of the city that connects to Lake Augusta (see Figure 2).  

The MNRRA comprehensive management plan, completed in 1995, is divided into two sections, or tiers. Tier 1 
includes issues in the state’s Critical Areas Act, including, for example, the protection of environmentally sensitive 
areas such as floodplains and bluffs and the preparation of local guidelines for new development that are designed 
to preserve the aesthetic qualities of the river corridor. Tier 2 includes voluntary measures approved by local 
governments that incorporate land use, resource protection and open space policies in the MNRRA comprehensive 
management plan. 

Many of the goals of the Critical Areas Act and the MNRRA comprehensive plan dovetail with the requirements 
of the Metropolitan Land Planning Act. The Metropolitan Land Planning Act, amended by the Legislature in 1995, 
requires cities and townships in the metropolitan area to update their comprehensive plans and, then, to amend 
their ordinances so that they are consistent with the updated plans. The focus of the comprehensive plan updates 
is future growth and how it affects individual communities, the economy, the natural environment and public 
facilities such as parks, sewers, highways, and issues that will affect the river and the river corridor.

Introduction and History
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Purpose
The purposes of the Critical Area and the MNRRA program are complementary to each other. However, the 
MNRRA program stresses the additional protection and enhancement of the natural, cultural and economic 
resources of the river corridor to a greater extent than the Critical Area program. The purpose of the Critical Area 
program is to:

• Protect and preserve a unique and valuable state and regional resource for the benefit of the health, safety and 
welfare of the citizens for the state, region and nation;

• Prevent and mitigate irreversible damage to this state, regional and natural resource;
• Preserve and enhance its natural, aesthetic, cultural and historic value for the public use;
• Protect and preserve the river as an essential element in the national, state and regional transportation, sewer 

and water and recreational systems; and
• Protect and preserve the biological and ecological functions of the corridor.

The MNRRA Comprehensive Management Plan is broad and intended to address a variety of different river 
corridor issues. The management plan contains elements that go beyond what is required under State law. There is 
additional emphasis on public access to the river, historic preservation, and habitat restoration/mitigation.

The following are general purposes of the MNRRA Program:
• Preservation and enhancement of environmental values.
• Enhanced outdoor recreation opportunities.
• Conservation and protection of scenic, historical, cultural, natural and scientific values.
• Commercial use consistent with purpose of designation.

The Metropolitan Council, the Department of Natural Resources (DNR) and the National Park Service coordinated 
efforts to provide technical assistance to communities that are updating their plans to meet mandatory Critical 
Area planning requirements, as well as encouraging communities to address the voluntary elements of the MNRRA 
Comprehensive Management Plan. 

State law requires communities to complete Critical Area plans as well as ordinances that are consistent with the 
plan. The City must submit the plan to the Metropolitan Council for review. Additionally, the City must submit 
the plan and ordinances to the DNR, for review and approval, based upon consistency with elements of Executive 
Order 79-19, the Critical Areas Act of 1973, and the 1976 legislation establishing the Mississippi River Critical 
Area corridor.

The first Critical Area Plan, draft ordinance and Capital Improvement Plan for the Mississippi River Corridor in 
was prepared in 1979. The plan and accompanying official controls was submitted to the Metropolitan Council 
and the then reviewing agency, the EQB, for approval. In 1980, the Critical Area Plan and official controls were 
approved by the EQB. 

All of Mendota is in the river corridor except for a small portion of the city that connects to Lake Augusta. Mendo-
ta is in a section of the river corridor designated as the Urban Open Space District. As defined by the state Critical 
Areas Act, a city in the Urban Open Space District is in the metropolitan region, but much of its land immediately 
adjacent to the river is largely undeveloped. Generally, however, the uplands above the river valley are developed 
with a mixture of uses.
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Public Input
The public input for the Mississippi River Corridor Critical Area Analysis and Plan was gathered through the 
same process as the rest of the Comprehensive Plan Update. Stakeholders were exposed to the idea of the river as 
a critical area. The details of the public input and engagement process for this plan are detailed in chapter two of 
the Comprehensive Plan Update.

It is important that the City’s Comprehensive Plan include a chapter that is specifically oriented towards the 
Mississippi River corridor. This is because of the history, environment and planning of community that has been 
influenced by the Mississippi River in Mendota. This portion of the 2040 Comprehensive Plan has been developed 
to include:

 » The mandatory requirements of the Critical Area program (Tier I),
 » The voluntary requirements of the MNRRA plan (Tier II), and
 » To coordinate river corridor planning with other 2040 Comprehensive Plan chapters.

Likewise, all other 2040 Comprehensive Plan chapters need to be consistent with and support the goals and 
policies of the Mendota Mississippi River Corridor Area Plan and strive to meet the Tier II policies. Although the 
Mississippi River Corridor is part of the National Park System, there is no federal regulatory authority over land 
within the corridor except for properties owned by the federal government. The land use controls over the river 
corridor are the responsibility of the City of Mendota.
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Goals and Policies
The City of Mendota has adopted the following goals for the corridor that are intended to be consistent with the 
purpose of the Critical Area and MNRRA programs:

 » To adhere to the purpose and goals of the State Critical Area Act and the Mississippi National River and   
 Recreational Area Program in all municipal planning activities.
 » To provide for the continuation and the development of a variety of urban and rural land uses in the   

 Mississippi River Corridor.
 » To promote the scenic, environmental, recreational, economic, cultural, and historic resources and   

 functions of the Mississippi River Corridor in a balanced manner.
 » To use certain reaches of the river as a water supply source.
 » To provide adequate public access (views, trails, boat access, etc.) to and along the river.
 » To encourage private sector involvement and interest in the Corridor in a manner that complies with the   

 policies of this plan, MNRRA standards and sustainable development practices.
 » That the City adopt regulations for protection and enhancement of the river corridor, updated as needed,   

 and continually enforced.

The policies to implement these overall goals are presented in the Plan and Policies section of this plan.

General Policies 
 » Encourage development and redevelopment consistent with the designation of the city as part of the Urban 

Open Space District of the Critical Area.
 » Encourage development in the river corridor that is consistent with the Metropolitan Council’s plans and 

polices, and with the capacity of the regional systems.
 » Cooperate with Fort Snelling State Park on the use of the riverfront area of the river corridor that is within 

the city’s boundary and on issues of mutual interest as the park’s management plan is implemented.
 » Prohibit development on slopes exceeding 18 percent.
 » Require erosion control measures for development on slopes exceeding 12 percent, but not exceeding 18 

percent.
 » Prohibit alteration to slopes exceeding 18 percent.
 » Prohibit clear cutting of slopes exceeding 12 percent; permit selective cutting and trimming of vegetation 

on slopes exceeding 12 percent only under a permit from the City Council.
 » Encourage private landowners within 300 feet of the river to retain existing undeveloped land as open 

space.
 » Prohibit development of new buildings within 40 feet of the bluffline.
 » Reduce visual impacts and protect views of the river and from the river and its shoreline by limiting the 

height of new structures to 35.
 » Approve architectural standards and performance standards for new development and redevelopment of 

existing sites that have the effect of increase physical and visual access to the river from the city, and of 
improving views of the city from the river.

 » Protect environmentally sensitive areas.
 » Coordinate with the Minnesota Department of Transportation, Fort Snelling State Park and Mendota 

Heights to reduce runoff that would impact the residents, businesses, the river and the river corridor.
 » Collaborate with Fort Snelling State Park to provide a direct access to the river from the city and the Sibley 

House Historic Site.
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Mississippi River Corridor Analysis
Mendota’s history and location put the city in a unique position for realizing the objectives of the Urban Open 
Space District of the river corridor. 

Exsting Land Uses
The Mississippi National River and Recreation Area (MNRRA) and the state Critical Area are divided into two 
sections the riverfront and the river corridor. The riverfront is defined as the first 300 feet back from the ordinary 
high water level or the floodplain, whichever is greater. The river corridor is the remaining area within the corridor. 

Portions of Fort Snelling State Park are within the riverfront in Mendota. A hiking trail, used both in summer and 
winter, begins north of the Sibley House Historic Site in Mendota and runs in a southwesterly direction along the 
south side of the Minnesota River. Mendota controls no land within the riverfront area. 

Additional state parkland and the developed areas of the city are within the river corridor. Mendota’s downtown 
is the area between the Big Rivers Regional Trail on the south and Fort Snelling State Park on the north. Along 
Highway 13, the city’s Main Street, there are commercial and industrial uses, scattered residences, as well as the 
Sibley House Historic Site.   

Design and Aesthetics 
In Mendota, design and aesthetics in the river corridor are influenced by topography. Standards for design and 
aesthetics also are factors in the design of buildings and the sites on which they stand. 

Along the riverfront and within the river corridor development of the city historically has been shaped by 
topography. At the river’s edge, the city’s northern boundary, the elevation is 680 feet above sea level. The elevation 
rises to 750-770 feet along Highway 13, the city’s Main Street. South of Main Street lies Mendota’s residential area 
with the elevation rising to 880 feet at the top of the bluff.  Slopes in Mendota, except for the relatively flat areas 
of Lowertown and Main Street, exceed 12 percent. The slopes of the bluffs encircling Lowertown and north of the 
downtown area, in Fort Snelling State Park, exceed 25 percent. (Topography and slopes are discussed further in 
The Natural Environment.) Therefore, much of Mendota is considered undevelopable by the standards put forth 
in Executive Order 79-19 and the MNRRA comprehensive management plan. 

Two areas are developable -- the flat areas of Lowertown, on top of the bluffs and Main Street.  The downtown area, 
lying between the Big Rivers Regional Trail on the south and Fort Snelling State Park on the north, is narrow. The 
developable width of lots on the north side of Main Street, closest to the river, varies from approximately 300 feet 
near the Sibley House Historic Site and less than 50 feet east of the historic jail.  Existing residential, commercial 
and industrial buildings along Main Street were not designed to have any relationship to the river. All buildings 
face Main Street; they neither face the river nor function in relationship to the river. 

Resources in the River Corridor 
There are several categories of resources relevant to planning within the river corridor -- water and air; wildlife and 
their habitat; wetlands; cultural resources; and, the economy of the community and the river corridor.
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The Critical Areas Act established four general districts within the entire corridor. The purpose of the districts is 
to provide overall general guidelines to achieve consistent management throughout the corridor. The districts and 
guidelines include the following:

Rural Open Space District (CA-ROS): The lands and waters within this district shall be used and developed 
to preserve their open, scenic and natural characteristics and ecological and economic functions. Presently 
undeveloped islands shall be maintained in their existing natural state. The transportation function of the river 
shall be maintained and preserved.

River neighborhood district (CA-RN): The river neighborhood district (CA-RN) is characterized by primarily 
residential neighborhoods that are riparian or readily visible from the river or that abut riparian parkland. The 
district includes parks and open space, limited commercial development, marinas, and related land uses. The 
CA-RN district must be managed to maintain the character of the river corridor within the context of existing 
residential and related neighborhood development, and to protect and enhance habitat, parks and open space, 
public river corridor views, and scenic, natural, and historic areas. Minimizing erosion and the flow of untreated 
storm water into the river and enhancing habitat and shoreline vegetation are priorities in the district.

River towns and crossings district (CA-RTC): The river towns and crossings district (CA-RTC) is characterized by 
historic downtown areas and limited nodes of intense development at specific river crossings, as well as institutional 
campuses that predate designation of the Mississippi River Critical Corridor Area and that include taller buildings. 
The CA-RTC district must be managed in a manner that allows continued growth and redevelopment in historic 
downtowns and more intensive redevelopment in limited areas at river crossings to accommodate compact 
walkable development patterns and connections to the river. Minimizing erosion and the flow of untreated storm 
water into the river, providing public access to and public views of the river, and restoring natural vegetation in 
riparian areas and tree canopy are priorities in the district.

Separated from river district (CA-SR): The separated from river district (CA-SR) is characterized by its physical 
and visual distance from the Mississippi River. The district includes land separated from the river by distance, 
topography, development, or a transportation corridor. The land in this district is not readily visible from the 
Mississippi River. The CA-SR district provides flexibility in managing development without negatively affecting 
the key resources and features of the river corridor. Minimizing negative impacts to primary conservation areas 
and minimizing erosion and flow of untreated storm water into the Mississippi River are priorities in the district.

Urban mixed district (CA-UM): The urban mixed district (CA-UM) includes large areas of highly urbanized 
mixed use that are a part of the urban fabric of the river corridor, including institutional, commercial, industrial, 
and residential areas and parks and open space. The CA-UM district must be managed in a manner that allows 
for future growth and potential transition of intensely developed areas that does not negatively affect public river 
corridor views and that protects bluffs and floodplains. Restoring and enhancing bluff and shoreline habitat, 
minimizing erosion and flow of untreated storm water into the river, and providing public access to and public 
views of the river are priorities in the district.

Urban core district (CA-UC): The urban core district (CA-UC) includes the urban cores of Minneapolis and St. 
Paul. The CA-UC district must be managed with the greatest flexibility to protect commercial, industrial, and other 
high-intensity urban uses, while minimizing negative impacts to primary conservation areas and minimizing 
erosion and flow of untreated storm water into the river. Providing public access to and public views of the river 
are priorities in the district.
There are three districts within Mendota: 1) The Separated from river district; and 3) the River neighborhood 
district. These districts are shown on the  following map titled Mississippi River Corridor Critical Area Districts, 
City of Mendota, Dakota County.

River Corridor Districts
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Districts & Land Use
• Guide land use and development and redevelopment activities consistent with the management purpose 

of each district.

Primary Conservation Areas
• Protect PCAs and minimize impact to PCAs from public and private development and land use activities 

(landscape maintenance, river use, walking/hiking, etc.).
• Support mitigation of impacts to PCAs through, subdivisions/PUDs, variances, CUPs, and other permits.
• Make restoration of removed Native Plant Communities and natural vegetation in riparian areas a high 

priority during development.
• Support alternative design standards that protect the LGU’s identified PCAs, such as conservation design, 

transfer of development density, or other zoning and site design techniques that achieve better protections 
or restoration of primary conservation areas.

• Make permanent protection measures (such as public acquisition, conservation easement, deed restrictions, 
etc.) that protect PCAs a high priority.

Public River Corridor Views
• Protect and minimize impacts to PRCVs from public and private development activities.
• Protect and minimize impacts to PRCVs from public and private vegetation management activities.
• Protect PRCVs located within the community and identified by other communities (adjacent or across the 

river).

Restoration Priorities
• Protect native and existing vegetation during the development process, and require restoration if any is 

removed by development. Priorities for restoration shall include stabilization of erodible soils, riparian 
buffers and bluffs or steep slopes visible from the river.

• Seek opportunities to restore vegetation to protect and enhance PRCVs identified in this plan.
• Seek opportunities to restore vegetation in restoration priority areas identified in this plan through the 

CUP, variance, vegetation permit and subdivision/PUD processes.
• Sustain and enhance ecological functions (habitat value) during vegetation restorations.
• Evaluate proposed development sites for erosion prevention and bank and slope stabilization issues and 

require restoration as part of the development process.

Surface Water Uses
• Recognize the Mississippi River as a “working river” that is important to the economy of the Twin Cities 

metropolitan area and the Midwest.
• Minimize potential conflict of water surface uses authorized under Minn. Statute, Chapter 86B 

(MR6110.3000 – 6110.3800). State whether your community is regulating surface water use under Chapter 
86B.

• If so, there needs to be a policy to minimize conflict of surface water uses. If not, then this requirement 
does not apply.

• Provide for barge fleeting and identify areas where barge fleeting could have a negative impact on PCAs 
and should be avoided.

• Seek to balance commercial and recreational surface water uses

Required Policies
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Water-Oriented Uses
• Acknowledge existing and future water-oriented uses and provide for their protection. 
• Minimize potential conflict of water-oriented uses with other land uses.

Open Space & Recreational Facilities
• Encourage creation, connection, and maintenance of open space, recreational facilities, including public 

access to the river.
• Identify and encourage connection of CA-SR district land to existing and planned parks and trails, for 

LGUs with developable land in CA-SR districts. (Not applicable in communities with no CA-SR district.)
• Encourage that land dedication requirements be used to acquire land suitable for public river access.

Transportation & Public Utilities
• Minimize impacts to PCAs and PRCVs from solar and wind generation facilities, public transportation 

facilities and public utilities.
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Required Implementation Actions
Ordinance Updates

• Amend existing or adopt new MRCCA ordinance overlay district consistent with the goals and policies of 
the MRCCA plan, and with Minnesota Rules, part 6106.0070, Subp. 5 - Content of Ordinances.

• Amend zoning map to reflect new districts. 
• List any actions to be taken to pursue implementation flexibility.
• Incorporate specific design and placement conditions that minimize impacts to PCAs and PRCVs into 

local permits for solar and wind generation facilities and essential and transmission services.
• Provide for water-oriented uses in the ordinance.

Ordinance Administration
• Establish procedures and criteria for processing applications to ensure compliance with MRCCA 

dimensional and design standards and to evaluate potential impacts to PCAs and PRCVs, including:
1. Identifying the information that must be submitted and how it will be evaluated (PCAs, PRCVs),
2. Determining appropriate mitigation procedures/methods for variances and CUPs (PCAs, PRCVs)

• Establishing evaluation criteria for protecting PCAs when a development site contains multiple types of 
PCAs and the total area of PCAs exceed the required set aside percentages (PCAs only)

• Develop administrative procedures for integrating DNR and local permitting of rip-rap, walls and other 
hard armoring. (PCAs)

• Actively communicate with other communities to protect views they have identified in your community 
that are valuable, and vice versa. (PRCVs)

• Establish a vegetation permitting process that includes permit review procedures to ensure consideration 
of restoration priorities identified in this plan in permit issuance, as well as standard conditions requiring 
vegetation restoration for those priority areas.

• Establish process for evaluating priorities for natural vegetation restoration, erosion prevention and 
bank and slope stabilization, or other restoration priorities identified in this plan in CUP, variances and 
subdivision/PUD processes.

• Develop visual analysis approach for CUPs for additional height in the RTC and UM districts (if applicable), 
as well as for proposed PUDs and variances. (PRCVs)

• Develop a system for reviewing, tracking, and monitoring open space required as part of the subdivision 
process.

Education & Outreach
• Ensure that information on the new MRCCA districts and zoning requirements, and the location of PCAs, 

PRCVs, and restoration priorities is readily available to property owners to help them understand which 
ordinance requirements - such as setbacks, height, vegetation management and land alteration permits - 
apply to their property for project planning and permitting. 

• Specific actions may include:
1. Develop outreach and communication strategy to alert MRCCA property owners of new districts 

and zoning requirements, and the location of PCAs, PRCVs, and restoration priorities.
2. Develop web materials (mapping applications, FAQs, handouts, and other materials) to help 

property owners identify if their property is in the MRCCA and what regulations apply.
3. Provide information to residents and park and facility users that these facilities are in the MRCCA, 

including information on what the MRCCA is and ways in which the resources are being protected.
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Capital Improvements
• Include facilities in the capital improvement program for parks and open space facilities (if relevant). 

(Open Space and Recreational Facilities)
• Include transportation facilities in the capital improvement program. If applicable, identify which facilities, 

or portions of facilities, are in the MRCCA.

Land Acquisition
• Identify specific land acquisitions within the MRCCA.

Specific Planning Efforts & Projects
• Adopt surface water regulations authorized under Minn. Statute, Chapter 86B (MR 6110.3000 – 6110.3800) 

if community is planning to regulate surface water uses. (If no plans to regulate surface water use, then this 
action does not apply.)

• Conduct feasibility studies/research as needed to address issues in the MRCCA. 
• Coordinate with regional, state, and national park planning efforts within the MRCCA. 
• Conduct master planning or other planning efforts Planning Efforts.
• Key corridor projects and initiatives.
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Minnesota DNR statewide minimum shoreland standards apply to all lakes greater than 10 acres in municipalities 
and rivers with a drainage area two square miles or greater. These standards apply to the use and development 
of shoreland property including: a sanitary code, minimum lot size and water frontage, building setbacks and 
heights, land use, BMPs, shoreland alterations, subdivision and PUD regulations. The Shoreland Management Act 
regulates all land within 1,000 feet of a lake and 300 feet of a river and its designated floodplain.

Shore Impact Zones

Source: Metropolitan Council

The Mendota Critical Area/MNRRA Corridor contains numerous natural resources that contribute to the func-
tion and character of the river community. Additionally, these natural resources are critical components of the 
environmental quality of the corridor area. An inventory of the natural resources within the corridor is required to 
determine overall policies and regulatory controls necessary for the responsible management of resources within 
the area. This section of the chapter presents an overview of the natural resources within the corridor including 
topography, vegetation and water resources.

Primary Conservation Areas

Shore Impact Zone - Land located between the 
ordinary high water level of a public water and 
a line parallel to it at a setback of 50 percent of 
the structure setback.
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Wetlands
One wetland, identified on National Wetland Inventory maps, is in Mendota, in addition to the two wetlands along 
the edge of the Minnesota River that are within Fort Snelling State Park.  This wetland area is on land owned by 
the city, within Veterans Park.

Floodplain
A majority of property along the Minnesota River, north of the developed areas of Mendota is floodplain as depict-
ed on the included Wetlands & Floodplains map. 

Wetlands and Floodplains
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The north and northwestern portions of the corridor within the City drains to the Mississippi River and the major-
ity of the eastern portion of the City within the Rural Open Space District drains to the Vermillion River before it 
discharges to the Mississippi River north of the Canadian Pacific Railroad. Additionally, there is a sand coulee that 
parallels the west side of Co. Rd. 91 and terminates just south of the Canadian Pacific Railroad. The northwestern 
area of the city is within the Lower Mississippi River watershed, the area to the north of the downtown is within the 
Cottage Grove Ravine watershed and the remaining portion of the City is within the Vermillion River watershed.
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The floodplain portion of the Mendota Critical Area/MNRRA Corridor is comprised primarily of level to nearly 
level lands and outwash plains. Slopes ranging from 0% to 6% dominate the floodplain with greater topographic 
variation as distance from the river channel increases. Areas of steep slopes that are defined as rising 12’ or more 
within a distance of 100’ (12%) can be found in the area. The topography of the area, with slopes exceeding 18 per-
cent, results in problems with runoff from the hillsides, particularly from those in the residential area of the city. 

Bluffs and Bluff Impact Zones
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Bluff Impact Zone - A bluff and land located 
within 20 feet of the top of a bluff.
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The steep hillsides in the developed portion of Mendota have a combination of vegetation native to the river corridor 
and cultivated lawns and gardens. On the slopes north of downtown Mendota, within Fort Snelling State Park, 
vegetation is native to the river corridor. The types of vegetation are further described in The Natural Environment.  
As in any area surrounded by extensive parkland, wildlife can be found. Of particular importance are the 
threatened, endangered and rare species which might be impacted by implementation of the comprehensive 
plan elements. A description of these species is in The Natural Environment. Only one species, the fox snake, 
has been sighted within Mendota.  Through the years, other species have been sighted in parklands surrounding 
the city.

Native Plant Communities and 
Significant Existing Vegetative Stands
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Unfortunately, a majority of the City of Mendota is unable to have any direct view of the Mississippi River or 
Minnesota River on account of the foliage and elevations of Fort Snelling State Park. There are no public areas of 
the City, parks, overlooks, or historic sites that are in a location that provides a view of either river, despite the close 
proximity of both.  Additionally, the bluffs that surround the City of Mendota are primarily located in Neighboring 
and surrounding Mendota Heights. The only areas within the City limits that a high enough to potentially allow 
river corridor view are private property and not publicly accessible.  On the opposite side of the river corridor from 
Mendota is also part of Fort Snelling State Park and the elevation and foliage does not allow Mendota to be viewed 
publicly form the bluffs or elsewhere.

Public Corridor Views

View north from Highway 13 towards Minnesota River, Mississippi 
River and Fort Snelling State Park.

Looking northwest towards Minnesota River and Mississippi River 
corridors into Fort Snelling State Park.

Looking north via Google Streetview into private property at highest elevation in the City of Mendota, towards Minnesota 
River and Mississippi River Corridors as well as Fort Snelling State Park - across HWY 13  and downtown Mendota.
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Restoration Priorities
There are numerous agencies that provide oversight and regulations pertaining to the resources and activities 
within the MNRRA Corridor. The following section provides an inventory of current programs and regulations 
that affect lands within the MNRRA Corridor.

The process of urbanization within the River Neighborhoods and the Separated from River districts of Mendota 
within the corridor has completely altered native vegetation. Development normally includes tree removal, grad-
ing and filling activities and the installation of sod and new plantings. Plantings of deciduous and conifer species 
are common, though conifers are not native to the area. Large areas of urban mixed vegetation exist throughout 
the City and district.
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Mendota has one community park -- Veterans Park in Lowertown. It has facilities for nearby residents (See The 
Plan for Community Facilities).  Veterans Park is not connected to nearby trails or to other parks. 

In addition, the Sibley House Historic Site is in Mendota. Fort Snelling, the site of the first military outpost in the 
Minnesota Territory, is linked to the city by the trail across Mendota Bridge.  There is also access from Mendota 
to open space, park and trail resources operated by other government jurisdictions. These are Fort Snelling State 
Park, Lilydale Regional Park, the trail across the Mendota Bridge, and the Big Rivers Regional Trail. 
  
Fort Snelling State Park, comprising more than 2,900 acres, extends from the confluence of the Mississippi and 
Minnesota Rivers and extends southwesterly along the Minnesota River. A portion of the northern section of the 
park is within the City of Mendota, separating the city from the Minnesota River. 

One trail in the state park, the Upper Gun Lake trail, runs along the south side of the Minnesota River, between 
the railroad trestle behind the Sibley House Historic Site in Mendota and the Interstate 494 Bridge, in Mendota 
Heights. The unpaved trail is designated for hiking, although it is used by both hikers and mountain bike riders. 

Lilydale Regional Park, comprising more than 460 acres, is located along the south side of the Mississippi River. 
It stretches from Lilydale, north of Interstate 35E, to Harriet Island, which is across the river from downtown 
St. Paul. The Big Rivers Regional Trail, which runs through Mendota, extends into the southern end of Lilydale 
Regional Park. 

The Big Rivers Regional Trail begins in Lilydale and extends 4.2 miles southwesterly to Mendota Heights. The paved 
trail was built on the rail bed of the Soo Line Railroad, believed to be one of the oldest railroads in Minnesota. The 
trail, which is under the jurisdiction of Dakota County, has a scenic overlook at an historic WPA work camp in 
Mendota Heights, as well as three scenic overlooks where the trail skirts the Mississippi River in Lilydale. 

There are two places in Mendota where trail users get onto and off of the trail - where the trail crosses Highway 
13 at the east end of the city and at its intersection with D Street,  a block south of the Sibley House Historic Site. 
There is a trailhead facility at its intersection with Highway 13.   

The Big Rivers Regional Trail Development Plan, dated October 1994, proposes trailhead facilities in Mendota 
at the northeast corner of its intersection with Highway 13. This trailhead site is within Fort Snelling State Park. 
Facilities would include a parking lot, restrooms, information kiosk, picnic area, warming shelter and maintenance 
station. Currently, the trailhead includes a parking lot. The development plan states that “since the trailhead is sited 
at the northeast end of Mendota, there may be merit in a joint project with Mendota in developing a gateway to the 
city in the vicinity of the trailhead.” 

In addition, the development plan envisions using the trail to connect to downtown Mendota and other sites in two 
ways -- a trail route along Highway 13 and a trail spur from its intersection with D Street. These two connections 
would link the Big Rivers Regional Trail to downtown Mendota, the Sibley House Historic Site, Fort Snelling State 
Park and the Mendota Bridge bike trail.  

The location of Fort Snelling State Park and the Big Rivers Regional Trail are depicted in the included Regional 
Parks System map and Regional Bicycle Transportation Network map.

Open Space and Recreational Features
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Transportation and Public Facilities
The primary transportation system within the Mendota Critical Area/MNRRA Corridor consists of a roadway 
network of local, county and state facilities oriented towards the movement of people and goods. Other major 
transportation facilities including the Mississippi River and the railroad are also located within the corridor and 
contribute to the economic vitality of the region. The transportation system map is included and identifies the 
locations of the major transportation systems.

Roadways
Both Highways 110 and 13 are under the jurisdiction of the Minnesota Department of Transportation. TH 110 
contains two eastbound and two westbound lanes. Highway 110 is a principal arterial and Highway 13 through 
Mendota is a collector. Other streets in Mendota are classified as local streets and are under the city’s jurisdiction. 
The figure below depicts the road system serving Mendota and its functional classification.
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Transit
Mendota is not served by existing Metro Transit routes, nor are there transit facilities in the city. Regardless, the 
city is within the Metropolitan Transit Taxing District and is included in Market Area III. The nearest transit 
route runs through Mendota Heights, as well as West Saint Paul and St. Paul. Service options for Market Area III 
include peak-only express, small vehicle circulators, midday circulators, special needs paratrasit(ADA, seniors), 
and ridesharing. Dial-a-ride service for the general public as well as for seniors and persons with disabilities is 
provided by Dakota Areas Resources and Transportation for Seniors (DARTS). ADA paratransit service is also 
provided by Metro Mobility.

Railroads 
An active rail line runs through Mendota, between downtown and the Minnesota River, passing both through and 
over the Critical Area/MNRRA Corridor.

Barge Facilities
There are no barge facilities within Mendota’s Critical Area/MNRRA Corridor.

Marinas
There are no marina operations on the Minnesota River  in Mendota’s Critical Area/MNRRA Corridor

Seaplane Use
Seaplane operations are not permitted in Mendota’s Critical Area/MNRRA Corridor

Public Utilities 
The City of Mendota provides sanitary sewer, water and limited storm-water facilities to properties within the 
River Neighborhoods and Separated from River districts.

Electrical Transmission Lines
There are no major transmission lines within Mendota’s Critical Area/MNRRA Corridor

Pipelines
There are no pipeline that currently exists within Mendota’s Critical Area/MNRRA Corridor
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Surface Water Uses
The Minnesota River is the primary surface water resource within Mendota. Downtown Mendota lies directly 
south of the Minnesota River and the majority of the City is either River Neighborhood or Separated from River 
district.

Water-oriented land uses are commercial and industrial land uses that require water access such as barge terminals 
and recreational marinas. Water-oriented uses are land uses that are often related to, but are different from, surface 
water uses, which are uses of the river surface (barge fleeting, recreational boat traffic, riverboat tours). There are 
no existing water-oriented uses  because the City of Mendota does not have access to the Minnesota River on 
account of the Fort Snelling State Park. There are also no plans for the addition of water-oriented uses.

Water-Oriented Uses
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