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FEATURE

WE ARE WATER MN:  
RELATIONSHIP-BASED WATER ENGAGEMENT
By Jennifer Tonko and Britt Gangeness
“I think one of the pleasant surprises for us 

was getting to build those relationships with 
folks from Fond du Lac and really getting a 
better sense of the work that’s going on there 
and the individual humans that are a part of all 
of this incredible work in the community. I felt 
we learned a lot about our own perceptions as an 
organization and as individuals about the Ojibwe 
community. And I think that that was really 

powerful for a lot of our staff to just have this 
invitation to ask questions and be on a team, a 
big community team. And that’s one of the things 
that I hope will stick is those relationships that 
have been established.”

—Sarah Erickson from the Great Lakes Aquarium 
sharing in a May 2019 webinar after co-hosting 
We Are Water MN with the Fond du Lac 
Department of Natural Resources

Learning from Lloyd Keoke. Image courtesy of Minnesota Pollution Control Agency.
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There is a powerful idea behind this reflection. 
It’s the belief that the people in our communities 
have something to teach us and that we can 
create new understanding together, that there is 
value in taking time to learn from and with each 
other, that building relationships with people 
can spark change by creating new pathways for 
solving problems and making decisions.
This belief is at the core of the We Are Water MN 
project.

A project of the Minnesota Humanities Center 
(MHC) and Minnesota Pollution Control Agency 
(MPCA), in collaboration with the Minnesota 
Departments of Health, Natural Resources, and 
Agriculture as well as the Minnesota Historical 
Society, We Are Water MN strives to bridge the 
disconnect between scientific knowledges about 
water and human practices and engagements 
with water. To do this, the structures and practic-
es of the program are centered in the Minnesota 
Humanities Center’s equity-based approach to 
civic and community engagement and include 
state- and community-based partnerships, a 
traveling exhibit, and public events. We Are 

Water MN is built to start with the social and 
relational aspects of water issues instead of 
thinking of those as add-ons or “nice but not 
necessary.” By starting from relationships, the 
state agency collaborators contribute to building 
communities that are better equipped to solve 
problems collaboratively and be more resilient 
in the face of current and future water and 
environmental issues. By putting many different 
ways of knowing water together, we can improve 
communities’ abilities to work together on water 
issues.

In 2008, Minnesota’s voters expressed their 
commitment to working together on water 
issues by passing the Clean Water, Land and 
Legacy Amendment (Legacy Amendment) to 
the Minnesota Constitution to protect drinking 
water sources; to protect, enhance, and restore 
wetlands, prairies, forests, and fish, game, and 
wildlife habitat; to preserve arts and cultural heri-
tage; to support parks and trails; and to protect, 
enhance, and restore lakes, rivers, streams, 
and groundwater (Legislative Coordinating 
Commission 2017).

Story Circle with representatives from exhibit host sites.  
Image courtesy of Minnesota Pollution Control Agency.
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Because of the Legacy Amendment, and the 
Clean Water Fund it established, Minnesota has a 
systematic approach to assessing and monitoring 
Minnesota’s 80 major watersheds. We know 
more than ever about the quality of the water and 
are making plans to restore and protect the water.

While some funds are going directly into priority 
restoration and protection efforts, making prog-
ress on cleaning up Minnesota’s many polluted 
waters is slow and difficult. Climate change, 
landscape change, and development are all part 
of that. But another big factor is that typical 
engagement around water doesn’t center people 
and doesn’t consider the social factors that are 
important to achieving clean water goals, such as 
social norms, emotional connections to people 
and places, self and collective efficacy, and a value 
of the collective good over personal interests 
(Davenport 2017).

We Are Water MN focuses on these emotional 
and social factors.

Since 2016, We Are Water MN has visited 16 
communities, involved 379 community organiza-
tions, reached 44,000 visitors, and strengthened 
6 state agencies’ relationships with each other 
and their ability to do meaningful community 
engagement. Through this project, we at the 
state agencies have begun to see that practicing 
this relationship-based approach to engagement 
enables progress toward the Clean Water Fund’s 
stated priorities of water protection and resto-
ration through the following:

• Positive interpersonal relationships within 
communities promote information exchange, 
build trust, foster shared identity, and pro-
mote common awareness, concern, and sense 
of responsibility for water.  

• Networks can promote positive social norms, 
creating a shared vision for water stewardship 
and encouraging participation in water pro-
tection practices.  

• An increased and broadened community 
awareness of local water issues arises because 
visitors to the exhibit and public program-
ming come from more diverse backgrounds 
than one host organization could convene on 
its own. 

These kinds of outcomes are possible because 
We Are Water MN’s state- and community-based 
partnerships, traveling exhibit, and public 
events all focus on the human dimensions of 
water. People have different experiences with 
water—which we often describe as different 
ways of knowing water—because of their race, 
gender, where they grew up, what their family’s 
relationship with water is like, their socio-eco-
nomic status, religion, profession, and hobbies. 
We Are Water MN is most successful when 
people of many different races, ethnicities, and 
backgrounds see themselves in the program, are 
actively involved in planning events and activi-
ties, and know that their stories are collected and 
shared.

We Are Water MN’s theory of change is that 
finding ways to see your neighbors as more 
fully human (as people whose experiences may 
resonate with you), will help communities make 
better, more collaborative choices about water in 
the future.
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A different take on “civic engagement”
We Are Water MN is different from other en-
gagement efforts around water because all of the 
individuals and organizations that are a part of it 
are asked to practice the Minnesota Humanities 
Center’s Absent Narratives ApproachTM as we do 
our collaborative work. The Absent Narratives 
ApproachTM is a relationship- and equity-based 
strategy that increases engagement with commu-
nities and fosters equitable practices within sys-
tems. In addition, this approach helps individuals 
understand that all actions, decisions, and beliefs 

exist in relationship to others and it also impacts 
how we work with and influence our colleagues, 
clients, and constituents. The approach asks 
practitioners to improve organizational practices 
through the application of four core principles.

The first principle is to build and strengthen rela-
tionships. To do this, MHC encourages people to 
focus on how we can know each other better and 
what the impacts of connecting to other individ-
uals might be. Specifically, the approach suggests 

Reflection from Absent Narratives training. Image courtesy of Minnesota Humanities Center.
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that learning from others, who are speaking only 
for themselves and out of their lived experience, 
has the potential to change the ways we relate to, 
engage with, and see other people and empowers 
us to share more about ourselves as well.

The second principle is to recognize the power of 
story and the danger of absence. This principle 
asks partners and host sites to create time and 
space for learning and teaching through storytell-
ing. Telling a story requires both the storytellers 
and the story listeners to give generously to each 
other. Storytellers make themselves vulnerable by 
opening up their personal experiences to scrutiny 
and questioning; story listeners put their own 
knowledges and assumptions on hold for the 
moments of the story and simply listen in order 
to understand someone else’s experiences and 
perspective. MHC also presses our partners and 
host sites to consider whose stories are left out, 
erased, or marginalized and what the effects of 
this “absenting” are on individuals, communities, 
and our relationships to place and people. The 
objective of this principle is to challenge the 
assumptions of stereotypes and single stories 
and instead encourage people to seek out the 
complexity of varied stories and experiences to 
develop a deeper understanding of an issue.

The third principle promotes learning from and 
with multiple voices. Once we acknowledge that 
multiple stories matter and that there are prob-
lems when stories are missing, then the next step 
is to make sure we work to include the stories and 
perspectives of others by asking: Are there other 
ways of knowing that can be included? Whose 
voices are not a part of the discussion right 
now? What could community members add to 
this? Seeking out other stories, voices, and ways 
of knowing enriches our work overall and our 
relationships.

Seeking out multiple voices also helps amplify 
community solutions for change—the fourth 
principle of our relationship-based strategy. By 
identifying missing voices and who to learn from, 
we are also identifying people and organizations 

who are already doing the work well so that we 
can learn from them and support their work with 
our own, building relationships with them as 
well.

Collectively, these four principles (“the ap-
proach”) center humanistic practices, drawing 
attention to how people engage with water as part 
of their stories and relationships with others.

We Are Water MN state agency partners and 
host sites practice these principles over about 18 
months. Host sites meet with new and existing 
partners in their communities to identify shared 
goals they can work on through this project. They 
develop exhibit content and programming in 
their local community for the purpose of creating 
shared understanding and lasting relationships.

Using this humanities-centered approach for We 
Are Water MN means that:

• We ground our work in story as a vehicle for 
expressing and sharing knowledge. 

• We acknowledge our place as the homelands 
of Dakota and Ojibwe people and share voices 
of enduring Indigenous relationships to the 
water. 

• We reflect on our relationships and process 
during our meetings and trainings. 

• We amplify local knowledge, concerns, and 
solutions when developing exhibit content 
and programs. 

• We focus on adhering to and improving on 
our process, trusting that this will create 
robust and relevant products. 

• We seek multiple sources of knowledge in a 
community. 

• We learn and grow together.
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The assets and solutions to address intractable 
issues—such as decisions around land use 
and water protection and restoration—lie in a 
multiplicity of voices and practicing this approach 
helps bring multiple voices to the tables set by 
each of our host communities.

Using this approach is working. During the 
2018–2019 traveling exhibit tour, we collected 
surveys from people who visited the exhibit or 
attended related events at the various host sites. 

Based on that data, 26–31 percent of survey 
respondents reported learning from a perspective 
different from their own in the exhibit, and 79 
percent said they are motivated to take action 
on clean water. We believe that both aspects of 
this are crucial to our theory of change: people 
must be exposed to and learn to respect ways of 
knowing water other than their own in order to 
develop relevant solutions and people must see 
themselves and their neighbors as having agency 
and efficacy to make positive changes for water.

Travis Zimmerman welcoming guests to the Mille Lacs Indian Museum opening event. Image 
courtesy of the Minnesota Humanities Center.
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State and community-based partnerships
We Are Water MN applies these core principles in 
each of the three main elements of the work (state 
and community-based partnerships, traveling 
exhibit, and public events). We consider the 
first element, the partnerships built through the 
project, to be of utmost importance: we expect 
that the partners involved in doing the work of 
We Are Water MN are likely to be the people 
affected the most by the approach and strategies 
of the work, to be the ones likeliest to develop 
novel, collaborative, and relevant solutions to 
water issues.

As mentioned earlier, We Are Water MN has 
at its center six organizations with statewide 
responsibilities (what we call our “state 
partners”): the Minnesota Humanities Center, 
the Minnesota Pollution Control Agency, the 
Minnesota Historical Society, and the Minnesota 
Departments of Agriculture, Health, and Natural 
Resources.

The state partners have goals at both the 
inter-agency level and at the level of relationships 
with communities. For the former, We Are Water 

The six state partners are the light blue dot in the middle; they are most closely connected to 
the hosts and to each other. The hosts are the darker blue dots. They connect with the state 

partners, each other, and their local partners. The host community’s local partners are repre-
sented by the orange dots. Image courtesy of the Minnesota Humanities Center.
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MN is an opportunity for developing shared 
language, vision, and ways of working that benefit 
agencies’ shared goals and individual ones as 
well. The state partners are also focused on con-
necting the host communities to resources such 
as people, funding opportunities, and knowledge 
as well as learning from host communities and 
providing opportunities for host communities to 
learn from and with each other.

The host communities are focused on developing 
their own local network, especially building 
partnerships with organizations and people of 
color and Indigenous people and organizations. 
Through these networks, they plan public events 
in their community that help participants build 
their relationships with water and with each 

other. In addition, their local expertise assists 
the state partners in identifying locally relevant 
topics and content areas.

The partnership brings access to large networks 
and to many resources for the project. The host 
communities are our guides to what is most 
relevant and engaging for their communities, and 
they can make local connections and foster com-
munity engagement in ways that benefit the work 
of the state agencies. At the same time, the state 
partners amplify and support community-led 
efforts. Both the state partners and the local 
networks benefit from connecting with each other 
outside of a regulatory context and instead in a 
relational context.

Traveling exhibit
The second element of We Are Water MN, the 
traveling exhibit, provides the opportunity for 
relationship-building. The exhibit itself combines 
three different ways of knowing water: personal 
stories, historical content, and scientific infor-
mation. It is designed to appeal to visitors who 
come to the exhibit with many different interests. 
At the same time, the physical set of materials 
also becomes a gathering point for community 
partners who work to plan around and enhance 
the exhibit content. Several host sites mentioned 
that the exhibit was a tangible set of materials 
they could offer that facilitated relationships and 
exchanges with others in the community.

There is some content that stays the same regard-
less of host community. There are also five exhibit 
sections that are created specifically for each 
host community location: a collection of personal 
narratives in audio format; a map of the local 
area where visitors can add their stories; written 
inspiration stories of people or organizations who 
protect and affect water; at least one story about 
a farmer or producer in the host community; 
and a description of local water conditions and 
characteristics that share the specific geology, 
histories, or other qualities of water in each host 
community. This local content helps visitors 
understand and develop a personal connection 
with the breadth of information that’s being 
shared with them in the rest of the exhibit.
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The traveling exhibit arrives at the Mille Lacs Indian Museum.  
Image courtesy of Minnesota Humanities Center.
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Personal Water Narratives
To date, We Are Water MN has collected more 
than 2,000 stories about water, including more 
than 200 high-quality audio stories and many 
written pieces added to the map by visitors to 
the exhibit. These written local water stories are 
a way for visitors to share their own personal 
experiences while learning about their neighbors’ 
relationships with water. These stories capture a 
wide range of experiences with water—from water 
as a daily part of visitors’ lives to deeply personal 
stories of love and loss. In addition to sharing 
their stories, visitors also mark where the story 
took place on the water story map in the exhibit.

We Are Water MN uses stories as featured 
content in the exhibit, as inspiration and 
conversation-prompts during public events, 
and as part of the collection of water stories that 
the MHC maintains. These stories are available 
to browse and are meant to be a resource for 
anyone who is interested in learning how people 
in Minnesota think about and express their 
relationship with water.

There are five video narratives shared at every 
exhibit site. These five videos were curated 
by Dakota transmedia artist Mona Smith and 
center Indigenous voices and perspectives about 
water in this place. Kevin Jensvold, Chairman 
of the Board of Trustees of the Upper Sioux 
Community, illustrates his understanding of 
Dakota peoples’ relationships to water and a cul-
tural mandate to protect it in his story. You can 
view this video through the Humanities Center’s 
Vimeo page (closed captioning available):

See video “The Water Needs to be Protected” on 
Vimeo.

There are also audio stories collected specifically 
for each host site. This helps visitors to the 
exhibit really appreciate themselves as people 
who protect and affect water, and appreciate their 
neighbors as people who have layered relation-
ships to water and people who have important 
knowledge:

People who are Indigenous to Minnesota, both 
Dakota and Ojibwe people, have water stories 
that often connect to spirituality, values, and 
cultural practices.

Emily Buermann tells a heartfelt story from 
her great-grandmother that really raises the 
stakes on protecting water. If it’s important 
not just for this life but also for the afterlife, 
does that change how one might interact with 
water?

Jim Rock shares how water is a part of 
Dakota origin stories, burial practices, and 
values.

Children’s voices are often absent in environmen-
tal discussions, yet we often form strong bonds 
with water in childhood. By including these 
stories, we are including the voices of the next 
generations who will be responsible for our water 
futures.

This story, featuring Kimberly Musser and 
her triplets, features a parent and children 
building water relationships together.

Karly Eld’s story connects formal education 
with her lived experience of loving water. 

https://mpca.maps.arcgis.com/apps/StoryMapCrowdsource/index.html?appid=1277b9cda806488c96aab6cc14677438&folderid=b699ffbe203a466b8586ee76b1f2db6e
https://vimeo.com/channels/wearewatermn/201929630
https://vimeo.com/channels/wearewatermn/201929630
https://vimeo.com/201929630
https://vimeo.com/201929630
https://pca-gis02.pca.state.mn.us/images/waterways/DL/DL_A_BUERMANN.mp3
https://pca-gis02.pca.state.mn.us/images/waterways/ST/ST_A_ROCK.mp3
https://pca-gis02.pca.state.mn.us/images/waterways/ST/ST_A_MUSSER.mp3
https://pca-gis02.pca.state.mn.us/images/waterways/P2/ML_A_ELD.mp3
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Water is an important part of many peoples’ 
immigration stories. For many people, water can 
be a way of connecting new homes with former 
homes; for others it is about demonstrating the 
differences between them.

Alberto Mijares connects his experiences 
with water from his home in Mexico to 
his actions at his new home in Northfield, 
Minnesota.

Caroline Williams shares how accessing safe 
drinking water is different in Liberia and 
Austin, Minnesota.

A Story Map for Gathering Local Stories
The map posted for the exhibit in each host site 
encourages people to think about how water 
matters to them, how they understand and 
narrate their own relationships with water. 
The Minnesota Humanities Center hires a 
professional interviewer to conduct the audio 

interviews in each host community and some of 
these interviews are used as “starter stories” to 
the story map that’s part of each exhibit. Visitors 
are then invited to add their own stories as a way 
to reflect on their relationship with water.

A child adding her story to the Prairie Woods Environmental Learning Center Story Map, 
June-July 2016. Image courtesy of Minnesota Humanities Center.

https://pca-gis02.pca.state.mn.us/images/waterways/P2/NO_A_MIJARES.mp3
https://pca-gis02.pca.state.mn.us/images/waterways/P2/AU_A_WILLIAMS.mp3
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Starter stories that feature different ways of 
knowing water help spark responses from visitors 
with different perspectives. Here are some 
examples of starter stories that emphasize often 
underrepresented perspectives on water:

I think women of color and people of color 
in natural environments are a lot less rare 
than people think it is. Representation is 
definitely a huge part of the problem of 
whiteness in the outdoors. And, you know, 
it’s self-perpetuating; people don’t see folks 
that look like them represented and they 
don’t think that the outdoors is a place for 
them. Um, so that’s a big part of the reason 
that I’ve been motivated to continue working 
in the outdoors and doing this work that I do, 
because as a marketer I can help shape that 
narrative and that representation, or lack 
thereof rather. 
—Alora Jones, for the University of 
Minnesota River Life Program (Twin Cities) 
hosting, October–November 2018.

The connection to place is really quite 
profound. And for me, there are many places 
throughout the area like on the shores of 
Lake Winnie where my family’s been buried. 
I mean, we’ve been buried there longer than 
America’s been a country. And you know, 
now of course I have to go pay a white guy for 
a funeral plot to be buried next to my rela-
tives. So somehow the land and their bodies 
got sold, taken in the process. Sometimes 
that doesn’t sit so well, but the connection 
can’t be broken even by the politics and 
economics of a pernicious wave of colonial-
ism that came here. 
—Anton Treuer, for Headwaters Science 
Center (Bemidji) hosting, December 2018–
January 2019.

I mean every chance I had I went fishing 
down there at the river. So at the time there 
was a dam there, so we used to fish right off 

the edge for like catfish and northerns and 
walleye, but then they ended up knocking 
that down and just made it into rapids be-
cause of flood purposes. There’s plenty of fish 
in there. My dad used to take us fishing when 
we were little, but now that I’m older, it’s 
like, you know, cast my line and leave it out. 
You know relax. Enjoy the sun. My kids love 
to fish the river as well and they go, “Dad, 
I like the big catfish. Can we go for it?” I’m 
like, sure. So, my daughter was five years old 
when she had started. My son pretty much 
born with a fishing rod in their hand. 
—Felipe Hernandez, for the West Polk 
County Soil and Water Conservation District 
(Crookston) hosting, January–March 2019.

Visitors are asked to reflect on their relationship 
with water in the area and then add their own 
stories. This builds peoples’ relationships with 
water. It helps them identify water as something 
visible and vital to their lives. In the stories 
people share on the map, we see struggle, joy, 
and care in ways that are deeply personal and 
demonstrate the variations of experiences with 
water across Minnesota. Here are a few examples 
of stories that demonstrate these differences of 
experiences and connection to water:

During the summer of 2012, I had gone 
through chemotherapy, after treatment, I 
had a checkup where I was told my cancer 
was back. I left the doctor’s office and headed 
to the one place I always felt safe as a child: 
Wisconsin Point, the place of peace and 
sanctuary for my mom and I. It was also 
the first place my mom thought of when 
the doctor called to tell her the news of me 
running off. I later found I didn’t have cancer 
a second time. After spending time by the 
lake, I was ready regardless. 
—Ariel, from the Fond du Lac Department 
of Natural Resources (Fond du Lac/Duluth) 
hosting, March–April 2019.
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Mom would take us kids to Sibley State 
Park every Sunday after church and before 
evening chores on our large dairy (100 cows 
in the late ’60s). We would swim, hike Mount 
Tom, play ball, and picnic. It is why we chose 
to live in Kandiyohi County. 
—Mike Imdieke, from the Prairie Woods 
Environmental Learning Center (Spicer) 
hosting, July–August 2016.

Where I live has a flowing well that I cherish 
and hope to figure out how to utilize in an 
energy-harnessing manner. I feel fortunate to 
be here and able to care for the water. 
—Sheila Capistran, from the West Polk 
County Soil and Water Conservation District 
(Crookston) hosting, January–March 2019.

Inspiration Stories
The exhibit also features inspiration stories 
drawn from each host community. These stories 
are 200-word profiles of local people who have 
found their way to protect or conserve water. By 
sharing these stories, we amplify local knowledge, 
concerns, and solutions. As their name suggests, 
these stories are also meant to inspire others to 
action and collaboration. We hope that knowing 
the good work others in the community are 
doing might encourage people to take action 
themselves.

The good work in Minnesota that we’ve featured 
includes giving thanks, making changes at 
home, being in a career dedicated to clean water, 
sharing spiritual practices, and participating in 
community decision-making and leadership. We 
need many types of action for clean water. These 
three stories demonstrate this diversity: Roger, a 
farmer, testing water off his land; Sage, a mother, 
passing lessons from her grandmother to her 
son; and Katy, a professor, finding innovative 
solutions for water quality through her research.

Roger Peterson, Austin, Minnesota
“When we purchased this farm, I noticed the 
land had been farmed right up to the creek and 
you could see where the water had washed the 
soil into the creek,” says Roger Peterson. He 
owns about 350 acres of farmland near the Cedar 
River.

He doesn’t see soil erosion like that anymore 
because now any runoff from the fields “has to 
go through 200 feet of grass before it ever gets 
to the creek.” By putting in buffer strips and 
enrolling other parts of his land in conservation 
reserve programs, Roger has restored habitats for 
wildlife he hadn’t seen here before: bald eagles, 

river otters, even sandhill cranes nesting on the 
property. “I never saw that when I was young,” he 
reports.

As for the water? “We’re cleaning up the system 
and the water quality is getting better,” he says. 
Roger has been testing the water coming off of 
his fields of corn and soybeans, and compares the 
level of nitrates in the outflow with a field that’s 
been in conservation reserve for 16 years. These 
tests help him to evaluate his farming practices—
like when and how he applies fertilizer—and also 
improve them.
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These inspiration stories, from Northfield, were also translated into Spanish and  
displayed with the English stories at Carleton College.  

Image courtesy of Minnesota Pollution Control Agency.
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Daniel Williamson stands next to his featured story. Daniel was one of six people featured in 
the Prairie Woods Environmental Learning Center/Spicer exhibit. Image Courtesy of Minne-

sota Humanities Center.
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Sage Davis, Bemidji, Minnesota
“Some of my most prominent memories and 
teachings about the water have come from my 
mother and from my grandmother,” says Sage 
Davis, a member of the Leech Lake Band of 
Ojibwe and an admissions representative at 
Bemidji State University.

When she was a child, she lived in a “tiny house” 
that her mother bought in Onigum. “It was a 
really simple, beautiful house and it was my 
mother’s first house,” she says. They didn’t have 
running water for the first year, but she recalls 
bathing in Leech Lake and enjoying swimming 
there: “I always liked the way the lake makes my 
hair so soft.” After their home was renovated with 

running water, Sage says she was happy to have 
a bath, shower, and working toilet and not have 
to walk outside to use the outhouse anymore. She 
remembers how her mother would sing in the 
bathroom. “While we were brushing our teeth, 
we had to make sure we turned the water off and 
my mom would sing a song that goes ‘don’t waste 
water, water, don’t waste water.’ We’d always 
sing that together as we’re brushing our teeth or 
washing our hands or taking a bath.”

Today, Sage is passing that lesson on to the next 
generation. “I tried to instill that into my son 
to be appreciative of water,” she says, because 
“water is important to our being and surviving.”

Katy Chapman, Crookston, Minnesota
Katy Chapman is an associate professor of 
biology and environmental sciences at the U of M 
Crookston as well as the director of sustainability 
on campus. Katy doesn’t like to think about 
sustainability as solely regarding sacrifices we 
must make; rather, she wants to think about 
sustainability in terms of positive actions and 
innovation, how we can do things differently.

One innovative practice she’s worked on aims 
to address the excess phosphorus and nitrogen 
currently flowing from the Red River basin north 
into Lake Winnipeg. Katy’s research involved 
creating floating mats of plants to measure how 
well different species could remove phosphorus 
from the water.

Her findings? Well, the ferns received too much 
sun and didn’t last long, but cattails were a 
different story: “We got pretty high biomass with 
the cattails and were able to remove a fair amount 
of phosphorus using that technique,” she reports. 
“If we were to scale it out to a commercial 
application, you would incinerate the material 
or burn it.” The resulting ash would be high in 
phosphorus and could be used as a fertilizer on 
the same fields that previously leached nutrients. 
This offers one potential method to recycle the 
excess nutrients closer to the source, and help 
prevent downstream problems.
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Stories of Local Farmers and Producers
A local farmer profile is included to raise up the 
stories of people who are working to balance 
water and soil health with agricultural produc-
tion. While personal, the farm profile also gets a 
little more technical and shares specific practices, 

certification programs, and insights into farm 
economics. Tim Little’s profile, from Northfield, 
is an example of this blend of personal and 
technical.

https://editions.lib.umn.edu/openrivers/wp-content/uploads/sites/9/2019/11/Farm-Profile-Northfield.pdf
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Local Water Histories and Conditions
Minnesota is a place of great ecological diversity. 
Each watershed has its own histories, geology, 
development patterns, and climate—and these, 

in turn, affect the water. On the local panel of the 
exhibit, We Are Water MN is able to highlight 
more about the water and history of the specific 
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exhibit location. We get specific about the pol-
lution concerns, wildlife and restoration stories, 
and the cultural significance of local lakes and 
rivers.

Crookston is located in the Red River Valley, a 
location that is geologically unique and profound-
ly transformed by agriculture. The local panel 
for that exhibit location speaks about the water 
quality and quantity challenges they face, while 

celebrating some of the unique attributes and 
hard work of local people.

This inclusion of multiple perspectives—espe-
cially those left out, marginalized, or otherwise 
absent from public systems and awareness—is 
how we all work together to practice the 
Humanities Center’s approach, which the exhibit 
hosts and state partners are trained in at the 
beginning of the project.

Public events
The third key element to We Are Water MN is the 
public events. Host communities design public 
programming in partnership with other organiza-
tions and individuals in their community. These 

partnerships combine different ways of knowing 
water to enrich the experience for participants 
and also broaden the audience base. Often these 
events help people engage even more directly 

More than 44,000 people have seen the We Are Water MN exhibit since 2017. Image courtesy 
of Minnesota Humanities Center.

https://editions.lib.umn.edu/openrivers/wp-content/uploads/sites/9/2019/11/Regional-Crookston.pdf
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with both local water issues and local water 
stories they might not otherwise know. More than 
20,000 people have attended at least one We Are 

Water MN event. Here are a couple examples of 
the kinds of events that have successfully engaged 
communities in ongoing dialogue around water.

Historical theatre production
In Lanesboro, the local historical society part-
nered with the local theater company to produce 
a staged reading that shared the water stories of 
elders from their area. A well-known local writer 
attended this event, and a companion art show 

opened with it. Following the art show and staged 
reading, the writer wrote an editorial article re-
flecting on his relationship with water and his 
experience at the event. That article stimulated 
dialogue and discussion about local water issues.

Tribal fishing rights forum
When the Fond du Lac Band of Lake Superior 
Ojibwe’s Natural Resources Department hosted 
We Are Water MN, a key public event was a fo-
rum on tribal fishing rights. This event was held 
at the Great Lakes Aquarium in Duluth, where 

Fond du Lac also chose to install the traveling 
exhibit. This forum attracted both Native and 
non-native residents for an important conversa-
tion that affects their whole community.

Host Site Experiences
Through these three key elements of We Are 
Water MN and by doing this work in collab-
oration, focused on the four principles of the 
Humanities Center approach, we build the social 

networks required for watershed restoration and 
protection, instead of just sharing information. 
Here are three host site examples.

Itasca Waters Experience
In 2017 we began discussions with community or-
ganizations who would be part of the 2018–2019 
tour. One of these organizations was Itasca 
Waters, a group who works to collaborate with 
other organizations and residents in their area 
to keep water in Itasca County clean for health, 
enjoyment, and a strong economy. From our very 
first meeting, this organization was clear on how 
they hoped to leverage We Are Water MN. They 
wanted to educate landowners in Itasca County 
on how their shoreland influences lake health.

Below is information shared by Itasca Waters 
with We Are Water MN through evaluation 
surveys and event reports:

Several years ago, Itasca Waters surveyed 
Itasca County lakeshore residents. From the 
survey we learned lakeshore owners wanted 
information about shoreland in two formats: 
a website and a printed guide.

The survey also indicated lakeshore property 
owners were interested in getting infor-
mation about their property from ordinary 
citizens. As a result, Itasca Waters decided 

https://www.postbulletin.com/sports/outdoors/can-water-ways-exhibit-inspire-us-to-act/article_54184416-daba-53aa-b14d-9dbe6543e8bb.html
https://www.duluthnewstribune.com/news/government-and-politics/4595424-tribal-members-talk-treaty-rights
https://www.duluthnewstribune.com/news/government-and-politics/4595424-tribal-members-talk-treaty-rights
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to pioneer and pilot a unique program: the 
Shoreland Advisors program. This three-year 
program focuses on restoring and preserving 
shoreland in Itasca County by using some 
helpful practices that can positively impact 
lake water quality.

Our hope is the Shoreland Advisors program 
will be a model that can be used across the 
state.

The Shoreland Advisors program is a great exam-
ple of working to build a community’s capacity 
to restore and protect water. By equipping vol-
unteers with this knowledge, they’re building 
a community of people who care about water. 
By partnering with We Are Water MN, Itasca 
Waters has been able to host its first training for 
these volunteers and to raise awareness of this 
program.

Some examples of how this affected the first 
group of volunteers include:

Others care about Shoreland buffering and 
are doing something about it. It was good to 
see what others are doing.

I don’t have to know exactly how to improve 
shoreline, but simple observation tells me if 
there is a problem and I have information on 
who to contact to resolve issues on my own 
property and can share this information with 
others.

Many lakeshore owners want to do the 
right thing for their shorelines but need to 
be educated about what options they can 
do to improve their property and minimize 
impacts to the lake’s water quality.

University of Minnesota’s Experience
One of the big benefits of this partnership is that 
by working together we expand access to different 
skill sets, networks, knowledge sets, funding op-
portunities, and other resources. The University 
of Minnesota’s River Life program used the 
power of partnership to pull off a student career 
panel.

The information here was reported by Laurie 
Moberg with the University of Minnesota in a 
post-hosting webinar:

That event came together because I could 
reach out to the people that I knew through 
this and say, “Hey, we’re doing an event for 
students about careers in water. Do you know 
any early career people who would want to 

talk about their careers with water and what 
they do to a bunch of undergraduates?” And 
within 24 hours we had 10 panelists. So that 
was all through the relationships that you 
guys have built at the state agency level and 
having met all of them through this. I think 
that was a really fantastic demonstration how 
well this works.

The exhibit served as a catalyst for getting 
these conversations started. We introduced 
the state agency folks to the students and 
then it serves in both ways, employment 
opportunities for the students and future 
prospective employees for the agencies. So 
there was a lot of good that came out of that.

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=aAhgQtMzzIc
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Cannon River Watershed Partnership’s Experience
Oftentimes, community engagement is something 
that suffers because it’s difficult to prioritize but 
having something tangible and defined to work 
on is a great motivator for doing community-en-
gaged work.

The Cannon River Watershed Partnership, 
summed up their experience around this in the 
webinar held after their community finished 
hosting:

Well, I think the biggest thing that’s gonna 
stick is the local partnerships. I think this 
project gave us an opportunity and resources 
to really reach out to groups, some of which 
we’ve worked with in the past and some of 
which we hadn’t. And the momentum of 
the projects, I think, are still building some 
relationships for us. We have one more We 
Are Water MN event coming up later this 
month, and that’s outreach with the Latinx 
community.… And just the idea that we can 
think broader about who we want to involve 
in projects when usually we would think, 
“Okay, we want to deal with resource people 
and water people and recreation people.”

 [A second thing that will stick is that] the 
local panels that were printed for our exhibit 
that are now in our office here are gonna find 
their way to parts of the community. And 
so the exhibit will be showing up here and 
there from time to time. And so having those 
resources that we would never have had the 
time or resources to create on our own is a 

great side benefit of the exhibit and we’ll be 
finding a place to have those show up.

 And a third thing is the idea of working 
with groups that aren’t connected to water 
conservation. There are different ways to get 
people interested in water issues. We want to 
talk about science with people and that works 
for some people and doesn’t work for other 
people. And so thinking about working with 
arts groups or history groups or healthcare 
groups gives a whole other set of doorways to 
getting people thinking about water, interact-
ing with water, caring about water.

 I think I probably had a much narrower 
vision of what water and watershed educa-
tion looks like before working with so many 
partners and seeing how they did it. And not 
that they’re necessarily teaching the exact 
same things about waters that we do, but 
they were helping build those connections 
with people and the river. And once people 
have those connections, learning more about 
the river gets easier and easier. And so that 
idea of the effectiveness of collaboration is 
definitely gonna stick with us.

These host site stories demonstrate how having 
time and support in building their local networks 
of people who protect and affect water have had 
positive impacts on their programming. We hope 
this will lead them to have more opportunities 
within their community to make changes with 
their new or strengthened partnerships.

Conclusion
We Are Water MN is one model of engaging 
people around water, equity, and relationships 
to place and community. And while we use the 
Humanities Center’s approach to bring people 

together to increase understanding and to spark 
change, there are other models out there and 
other people who are working to deepen the 
connections between people, the places where we 
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live and work, and the decisions that we individu-
ally and collectively make.

The state agencies and host communities that 
are working with the program are consistently 
practicing the equity- and relationship-based 
approaches that we foreground and teach, and 
there are certain things that those involved can’t 
unlearn. Specifically, this project encourages us 
to see that water issues are more than technical; 
they involve people. Because people are involved 
and central to water work, who is hosting a 
conversation, who is invited into the conversa-
tion, and how invitations are made matters. In 

addition, participants at all levels can’t unlearn 
that there are Indigenous relationships to this 
land that precede the state of Minnesota’s 
authority and continue to this day. Further, those 
who are most likely to be affected by negative 
consequences of environmental trade-offs that 
have been made are the least likely to have a 
powerful role in the decision-making—and that 
has consequences for all of us.

As state agencies and host communities learn 
from and with each other, our hope is that we’re 
equipping communities to make better, more 
collaborative choices about water in the future.
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