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Overview 

• McKnight History: People and Place

• Growth of the Environment Program

• Mississippi River Program Strategies



The McKnight Foundation



Washburn A Mill 



The McKnight Foundation

• Established 1953

• William and Maude McKnight 

• Invests more in Minnesota than 

any private family foundation or 
corporation based in MN 

• Assets: $1.6 billion

• Grants: $1.7 billion; $99 million in 2009



The McKnight Foundation

• 11 board members; 2/3 family

• Staff increase from 1 in 1973, to 40

• Board meets quarterly to act on 

requests & travels to visit grantees

• Grants: MN, U.S., and international



2009 Grantmaking 

Funding by Program Area

• 27% Environment

• 20% Region & 

Communities

• 20% Children & Families

• 10% Arts

• 9%   Minnesota Initiative 

Foundations

• 8 %  International 

• 5%   Neuroscience 

Funding by Geographic Area

• 22% Twin Cities Metro 

• 17% Greater Minnesota

• 8% Minnesota Statewide 

• 26% U.S., Outside MN

• 13% Global 



Environment Program – Mississippi River Focus

• Mississippi River established as focus 

of environment program in 1992 

– Drinking water for >18 million; 50 cities

– Iconic, yet no philanthropic champion

– Headwaters in home state

– Multi-faceted

– 10-state corridor focus



Environment Program: Mississippi River

• Farming
• Navigation

• Drinking Water >18M



Environment Program: Climate

• 1998 - $1M/yr. to Energy Foundation

• Midwestern states: wind, energy 
efficiency, coal

• 2008 - new commitment: $100 
million over five years for carbon 
reduction

– ClimateWorks

– Energy Foundation

– RE-AMP



Environment Program: Mississippi River

• $100 M since 1992; 100 grants/year

• Local, regional, and national groups

• Focus on government policies

• 10-year evaluation to refine 

strategies finalized in late 2009 



Environment Program: Evaluation 

Evaluation of river 

program informed by:

– Survey of river program 

grantees

– Detailed report by 

independent evaluator

– 2008 NAS report: 

Mississippi River: Water 

Quality and the Clean 

Water Act



Environment Program: Refined Strategies for the 

Mississippi River Work  

• Nov. 2009, board reaffirmed overall goal to 

restore the water quality and resilience 

of the Mississippi River

• Also approved refined strategies: 

– Protect and expand floodplains and 

wetlands

– Reduce agricultural pollution in 4 upper 

basin states

– Achieve cross-boundary and interagency 

coordination (among gov’t entities)   



River Program Evaluation Framework

• May 2010, board approved evaluation 

framework:

– Numeric metrics 

– Public Policy Metrics

• Two additional evaluation components: 

– Water quality in main stem of the Mississippi 

and key tributaries 

– Dead Zone in the Gulf of Mexico 



Mississippi River Program
Goal: To restore the water quality and resilience of the Mississippi River

Strategy 1: Protect and 

expand floodplains & 

wetlands in the 10-state 

Mississippi River corridor.

1. Protect and restore wetlands 

along the Mississippi River and 

its major tributaries.

2. Maintain large riverside 

wetlands, reforest areas that 

were logged along the southern 

half of the river, and restore 

coastal wetlands in Louisiana.

3. Prevent damage to ecologically 

important wetlands and rectify 

past damage to wetland areas.

4. Give top priority to non-

structural, natural approaches to 

reduce flooding from storms and 

manage the river for multiple 

uses.

5. Address related policies.

Strategy 3: In the 10-state 

Mississippi River corridor, 

achieve cross-boundary and 

interagency coordination 

(among government entities) 

that improves the river’s 

water quality and resilience.

1. Advocate for coordination 

among federal government 

agencies and other relevant 

organizations that affect 

management, protection, and 

restoration of the river and its 

landscape.

2. Strengthen advocates’ capacity 

to improve government policies 

affecting the river and to 

improve the performance of the 

government agencies whose 

policies and operations affect 

the river.

3. Address related policies.

Strategy 2: Reduce agricultural 

pollution in four states along 

the northern half of the river 

(Minnesota, Wisconsin, Iowa, 

and Illinois), focusing on 

farmland and operations with 

high nitrogen and phosphorus 

runoff.

1. Encourage participation in 

government agricultural 

conservation programs that 

reduce water pollution.

2. Increase production of crops 

grown with reduced amounts of 

fertilizers and pesticides.

3. Encourage farmers and farmland 

owners to prepare and implement 

conservation plans to reduce 

pollution.

4. Prevent or reduce the impact of 

environmentally damaging 

projects.

5. Address related policies.



Strategy I: Protect and expand floodplains and wetlands in the 10-state 

Mississippi River corridor 

Objective 1: Protect and restore wetlands along the Mississippi River and its 

major tributaries. 

State WRP Acres 

Enrolled 

Cumulative 

1992-2008

Active CRP 

Acres in Wetland 

Practices 2010

Floodplain 

Easements 

Cumulative 

Acres 2009

WRP Acres 

Enrolled 

Cumulative as of 

2012

Active CRP 

Acres in Wetland 

Practices 2012

Floodplain 

Easements 

Cumulative 

Acres 2012

Arkansas 207,117 45,122 4,166

Illinois 62,484 58,227 10,363

Iowa 80,083 161,768 19,506

Kentucky 17,355 3,443 0

Louisiana 221,449 84,225 7,751

Minnesota 87,151 373,927 0

Mississippi 151,787 24,988 0

Missouri 96,666 16,431 9,271

Tennessee 33,462 3,759 1,142

Wisconsin 48,318 13,443 0

Total 1,005,872 785,333 52,199

Ag land conversion to wetlands 



Objective 1: Encourage participation in government agricultural conservation 

programs that reduce water pollution.

CRP WRP CSP EQIP WHIP AWEP GRP ConOps EPA

Appropriated 

FY09 ($ millions)

1,946 441 561 1,067 85 73 63 853 201

Appropriated 

FY12 ($ millions)

Annual Appropriations for USDA Conservation 

Programs

Strategy II: Reduce agricultural pollution in the four 

upper-basin states focusing on N and P runoff 



Objective 1: Advocate for coordination among federal government 

agencies and relevant organizations that affect management, 

protection, and restoration of the river and its landscape.

Policy metrics for Objective 1 

1. Key agencies commit to joint agreements for Mississippi River 

clean-up. 

2. New federal mandate to clean up the Mississippi River. 

3. Key federal agencies support pollution reduction by agriculture, and 

Congress provides needed policy and funding.

4. Multiagency collaboration on Louisiana coastal restoration.

5. USDA conservation programs and US EPA jointly involved in ag

pollution reduction efforts.

Strategy III: In the 10-state Mississippi River corridor, achieve 

cross-boundary and interagency coordination



Mississippi River Water 

Quality Monitoring

Mississippi River Basin 

Initiative - Focus Area 

Watersheds



Dead Zone in the Gulf of Mexico

2008 2009 2010 2011 2012

Size (Square Miles) 7,988

Nitrate-N load in May 

(Metric Tons)
190,000

Ortho-Phosphorus 

Load in May (Metric 

Tons)

7,780

Combined River 

Discharge Rate March 

through May

(Cubic Meters/Second)

45,167

Duration of Hypoxic 

Condition

111 

days

Annual Hypoxic Zone Data 


