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INTRODUCTION
In early 2016, Ramsey County embarked on a process to
develop a new Comprehensive Plan. Previous comprehensive
plans had been prepared for the County in 1973 and in 1999,
although the 1999 plan was never adopted. Development
of the new comprehensive plan brought together residents,
property owners, businesses and community officials in a
conversation about how to best prepare Ramsey County for
the future. Data collection, research, initial public and Steering
Committee meetings, as well as a series of stakeholder
interviews were completed during spring and summer 2016.
A draft plan document was prepared in early fall 2016 to
summarize the findings of work completed to date and to
provide a basis for further conversation with County officials
and the Steering Committee on plan details such as goals,
policies and implementation strategies.
This plan documents existing conditions and identifies issues
and opportunities that led to the guiding principles, goals,
policies and implementation strategies developed in the final
plan document. The plan is organized into four chapters:

1.
2.

3.

4.

The Introduction explains purpose and context for
the plan development
Snapshot 2015 provides background information
on the past and present situation of the county,
including its economic and demographic context,
and ….
Trends, Issues and Opportunities summarizes key
findings of the planning process and dominant
topics already strongly influencing the future of
the County.
Ramsey County 2035 describes a plan for the
preferred future of Ramsey County that provides:
a. Guiding principles
b. Goals and policies that identify broad targets
and specific policies to follow
c. A future land use and transportation plan to
encourage development consistent with the
preferred future of the County
d. An action plan identifying specific strategies
and responsibilities in order to reach target
goals and implement the policies and plans

Purpose and Effect of the
Comprehensive Plan
This Comprehensive Plan serves a number of broad purposes:
»» Depicts a long-term vision of the preferred future for
Ramsey County to encourage and accommodate change
over time.
»» Offers guidance to landowner and developer investment
and building decision-making. The future land use plan
and development policies give individual, commercial and
corporate investors the confidence to build in this area.
»» Provides a foundation for Ramsey County’s land
development regulations and decisions.
»» Provides a sound basis for Ramsey County’s investments
and daily decision-making.
»» The plan should be used by elected officials and appointed
board members to evaluate development applications,
amend ordinances and plan future expenditures. Together,
the plan and its implementation tools assure future
decision-making regarding development that is consistent
with the County’s vision and residents’ expectations for a
higher quality of life.

Comprehensive Plan Relationship
to Zoning
The Comprehensive Plan is a policy and strategy document.
In accordance with the North Dakota Century Code, zoning
ordinance must be based upon the Comprehensive Plan.
When changing the zoning of a particular property, it must
be consistent with the Comprehensive Plan. In this respect
the Comprehensive Plan is a guide for future rezoning and
development decisions made by the County. However, the
plan does not change the zoning of any property. Zoning
changes only happen if the property owner requests the
County to change existing zoning designations.
Ramsey County’s zoning ordinance is a written document that
divides the county into zoning districts. Each zoning district
has a specific purpose, and land uses that are permitted
within each zoning district are consistent with that zoning
purpose. An official zoning map is a part of the ordinance
and identifies locations of each zoning district in the county.
The zoning ordinance also regulates how buildings and other
development may be placed on a parcel of land in order to
minimize conflict between land uses and to protect the public
health safety and welfare.
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Planning Area Context
The citizens of Ramsey County value its rural character and
the neighborliness of its small communities. Great school
systems and many recreation and sporting opportunities
significantly contribute to the quality of life enjoyed by current
residents. Despite these positives, there are challenges for
the County and its communities too. Understanding the
regional context for Ramsey County provides greater insight
into challenges and opportunities that will be faced in coming
years.
Ramsey County lies in the northeastern quadrant of North
Dakota in an area often referenced as “prairie pothole” country.
Ramsey County is part of a watershed basin approximately
3,800 square miles in size.

wetlands has grown significantly. As of 2016, more than
133,000 acres, or 16 percent, of Ramsey County is covered
by lakes, the largest being Devils Lake at more than 102,000
acres. As of November 30, 2016, elevation of Devils Lake
at the gaging station was 1450.1 feet above mean sea level
(NGVD 29). Lake elevation peak at was more than 1,454 feet
– 31 feet higher than its level in 1992.
Ramsey County has eight incorporated municipalities
(Brocket, Churches Ferry, Crary, Devils Lake, Edmore,
Hampden, Lawton, Starkweather) and six unincorporated
townsites (Webster, Southam, Penn, Garske, Doyon, Bartlett)
within it. Additionally, there are 36 organized townships in
the County. The City of Devils Lake is the County seat and has
approximately 62 percent of the County’s population.

The county totals approximately 1,301 square miles or 832,586
acres. Since 1993 the amount of area covered by water and
Figure 1: Devils Lake Water Shed Basin Area
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Figure 2: Historic Population for Ramsey County
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Ramsey County’s median age is 43, according to the 2010
Census. This is six years above the statewide median of 37
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E co n om i c C o n d iti o n s
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The largest employers in Ramsey County include Devils Lake
Public School District, Lake Region State College, Wal-Mart,
Eventide Heartland and Leever’s Foods.

Economic Conditions
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Nearly 26 percent of Ramsey County family households (two
or more people related by birth, marriage or adoption residing
in the same housing unit) have children under 18. Again, this
is comparable to the State of North Dakota as a whole, where
just over 26 percent of family households have children under
18.
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MEDIAN HOME VALUE
The median home value in Ramsey County is $93,500, more
than a third lower than the median home value of $142,000
for the State of North Dakota.
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TRENDS, ISSUES, AND OPPORTUNITIES
Based on analysis of existing conditions and community input
from multiple sources a number of issues and opportunities
were identified as significant to the future of Ramsey County.
Issues and opportunities are discussed in the following pages.

Figure 15: County Area Distribution by Category
City of Devils Lake
1% Other
1% Small Towns
Rural Residential
0%
0%

Land Use and Development
Land use in Ramsey County today has been shaped by its
natural features – the topography of coulees, potholes,
drainageways, small streams, lakes and productive
agricultural soils, by the pattern of its historical development
and transportation network, and by its agricultural and small
town heritage. The pattern of small towns, farmland, wetlands
and lakes that have characterized the rural Ramsey County
landscape since its settlement in the 19th century still define
the county’s unique identity and sense of place today.
The City of Devils Lake is the County seat of Ramsey County
and has grown since the original settlement period into
a small urban regional commerce center for surrounding
counties and cities. It is home to Lake Region State College,
the Joint Law Enforcement Center, CHI St. Alexius Hospital,
a wide variety of wholesale and retail businesses, Summers
Manufacturing and several other agricultural support and
industrial businesses.

LAND USE PATTERNS AND TRENDS
Impact of climate conditions on the amount of water in the
Devils Lake watershed have strongly influenced the amount
of land being farmed, and in the last two decades the amount
of land being developed for non-agricultural purposes in the
rural part of the county. Despite these trends, Ramsey County’s
traditional land use pattern is remarkably intact. Almost 90
percent of the county is classified either as farmland (81%) or
wetlands/lakes (9%). An additional 8 percent of the county’s
area is farmland, or other undeveloped or developed land that
is underwater from the rising waters of the last two decades.
Residential, commercial, industrial and other developed uses
comprise less than 10 percent of the county’s total area (see
Figures 15 and 16). These uses are largely concentrated in
Devils Lake and the small towns, or are part of the County’s
roadways or rail lines.

Wetlands
and Lakes
9%
Farmland
Under Water
8%

Farmland in
Production
81%

In the last two decades, the rising waters of Devils Lake and
across the county have inundated tens of thousands of acres.
Thousands more, impacting the City of Devils Lake and other
developments, would have been inundated were it not for the
construction of levees and other water management activities
to mitigate these impacts. Rising waters have led to, or
paralleled, several recent changes in land use and economic
activity:
»» Fishing and other lake based recreational activities have
grown
»» New hospitality and service businesses have developed to
support increased recreational-based tourism
»» New commercial development has grown along US
Highway 2, especially on the eastern edge of the city of
Devils Lake
»» New rural residential subdivisions and single-family
homes have been developed near the current Devils Lake
shoreline. Recent rural residential development has made
up approximately 40 percent of the total growth in the
county since 1993.
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»» Wetland and conservation easements have been
established, which have taken some land that has been
farmed in the past out of production.

Figure 16: Land Use Map

8

AGRICULTURAL LAND USE
Rising waters have also resulted in loss of nearly 60 farmsteads
and the nearly complete loss of the city of Churches Ferry
due to inundation. Identifying the actual amount of farmland
under water is complicated by the changing water levels and
availability of appropriate data. The following map illustrates
parcels from the Ramsey County GIS database that will
likely be inundated at an elevation of 1,453 feet above mean
sea level. The amount of land identified as farmland in the
Ramsey County tax assessor’s database at that elevation is
approximately 44,540 acres. It represents just land located in
the vicinity of Devils Lake and the nearby lakes, which would
expand outwards as water levels increase.
Therefore, it is not surprising to see in a separate analysis of
inundation using the National Hydrography Dataset (NHD)
from the US Geological Survey that the total amount of

inundated farmland is more than 58,000 acres. (See Figure
18 below.)
Figure 18: Water Inundation by Acres
Total County Area
Total Land
Devils Lake
Other Cities
Rural Development
Farmland in Production
ROW and other uses
Total Water
NHD water bodies
NHD farm inundation

AREA IN ACRES
832,586
699,035
6,785
2618
11,746
665,358
12,529
133,550
75,100
58,450

Figure 17: Inundated Parcels at 1,453 Elevation
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The rich soils in Ramsey County have historically made it
one of the top ten North Dakota counties in the production
of wheat and barley. Figure 21 illustrates the areas of prime
farmland in the County.
Changes in agricultural land use have been an ongoing pattern
since agricultural activity began in Ramsey County. Reasons
for these changes include, changes in technology, changes
in markets, changes in climate and changes in government
programs.
Technology changes began with increased mechanization,
and in recent times with computerization, automation
and precision instrumentation. Changes due to ongoing
hybridization of crops and more sophisticated soils analysis
and fertilization, are additional technological changes.
Market and economic forces have influenced what kinds of
agricultural production took place and, to some extent, the
return on investment ag production achieved throughout the
14 decades agriculture has been practiced in Ramsey County.

Climatic changes and weather events have constantly had
a bearing on agricultural land use. The most significant
impacts occurred during the dust bowl years when very little
ag production was possible and during the current wet cycle
with its attendant increase in wetlands and farmland flooding.
Government programs have also impacted production
decisions by farmers as they make choices to mitigate risk
and maximize their return on investment. Examples of
government policies and programs affecting land use patterns
include the CRP program of the 1990s and 2000s, and the
current wetland preservation and restoration programs of
today. Figure 19 below illustrates changes in use of land for
farming over time.
Figure 20 on the following page illustrates the distribution of
farms by farm size over the last several decades.
Much of the data for the below table came from: http://agcensus.
mannlib.cornell.edu/AgCensus/getVolumeOnePart.
do?year=1992&part_id=870&number=34&title=North
Dakota

Figure 19: Changes in Use of Land for Farming by Year
YEAR
1959
1959
1969
1969
1974
1978
1980
1982
1987
1990
1992
1997
2002
2007
2012
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LAND IN FARMS
753,142 (calc)
752,948
751,248 (calc)
751,285
745,625
785,532
685,440
749,000
723,306
566,440
639,709
658,108
636,109
714,525
698,412

HARVESTED CROPLAND
433,000
432,903
350,000
349,583
367,713
431,665
304,000
512,165
448,740
262,000
451,614
450,796
441,332
507,238
518,572

AVERAGE FARM SIZE
698
698
846
846
950
1,018
1,008
1,086
1,143
1,156
1,252
1,254
1,148
1,136
1,219

NUMBER OF FARMS
1079
1079
888
888
785
772
680
690
633
490
511
525
554
629
573

Figure 20: Distribution in Number of Farms by Size

Wetland preservation and other similar lands that are not in
ag production are a significant part of the overall land use
pattern of Ramsey County. A total of approximately 79,000
acres are established for short or long periods of time. Some
are owned by governments or non-profit organizations, while
others just have easements of varying time frames on them.
Some of these areas can be farmed if the land dries out.
Others are out of production for the life of the easement.

700
600
500
400
300
200
100
0

1959 1969 1973 1978
1-49 acres

50-179 acres

1983

1987

1992

180-499 acres

1997

2002

500-999 acres

2007

2012

1,000+ acres

Figure 21: Prime Farmland in Ramsey County
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RURAL DEVELOPMENT

SMALL CITY DEVELOPMENT

As noted in Figure 21 on the previous page, there are
approximately 79,000 acres of land classified as rural
development. This is land, that for the most part, has been
platted either into townsites that were never turned into
incorporated cities or platted as rural subdivisions. The
majority of this land is located along the shores of Devils
Lake as illustrated in Figures 22, 23 and 24. Approximately
80 percent of these rural subdivisions are fully developed. An
estimated 200 platted lots do not have major structures on
them, and appear available for development. Approximately
1,000 acres of this rural development land are found in 300
platted lots in townsites such as Garske and Penn. Of the
these 300 platted lots, approximately 78 of them appear to
have major structures that are in active use.

As noted in Figure 18 on page 9, there are approximately
2,000 acres of land located inside the municipal boundaries
of small cities in Ramsey County. Not all the land inside these
municipalities has been platted, and not all the platted lots
have major structures on them. Of the 2,000 platted lots in
the six incorporated municipalities, it appears that 600 lots
are available for development.

ISSUES
1.
2.

STRENGTHS
1.
2.
3.

4.
5.

Approximately 80 percent of the county’s is
farmland. Another 16 percent is water or wetlands
and 4 percent is developed.

3.

Prime farmland soils and soils of statewide
importance are scattered throughout Ramsey
County. Working farms and cropland activities are
located on 79 percent of the land in the county.
Traditional small towns and townsites are located
throughout the county and provide affordable
housing and appealing small town amenities for
approximately 12 percent of Ramsey County’s
residents.

• Recent redevelopment activities in Devils Lake
illustrate that there is some commitment for
local investment and redevelopment

Prime farmland soils are relatively easy to build
on, making them attractive for new development
outside of established towns and villages. Such
development consumes prime soils and creates
compatibility issues with nearby working farms.
Recent development activity has occurred
in areas near Devils Lake and along the US
Highway 2 corridor east of Devils Lake. Local
Township zoning has authority over most new
development. However, townships do not have
subdivision authority over the development.
Closer coordination and subdivision control may
protect the public safety and welfare in these rural
developments.
• GIS analysis of new development between
2000 and 2006 found that about 60 percent
occurred in or near existing towns and villages
and 40 percent occurred outside those areas.

The majority of the county (82%) is zoned for
agriculture, agricultural preservation or open
space.
Availability of outdoor recreational opportunities
such as hunting, fishing, boating, snowmobiling,
camping, hiking and birdwatching is a highly
desired amenity by County residents and attracts
tourists from all over the United States.

While 80 percent of the county is in agricultural
land use, an additional 7 percent is farmland that
is now flooded and out of production.

• Residential housing has been increasing at
a steady pace since 1990. The number of
housing units is projected to increase (from
14,684 in 2000) by 40 percent in 2030 and 68
percent in 2050.

4.

Although there are a significant number of vacant
lots in the small towns of Ramsey County, they are
not attracting new development. Further analysis
into the constraints to developing in the small
towns should be pursued.
• Business continuity is an issue affecting future
viability of local communities local farming
operations in Ramsey County.
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Figure 22: Creel Bay Area

Figure 25: Six Mile Bay Area

Figure 23: Ackerman Area

Figure 26: Stone Ridge Area

Figure 24: Northern East Bay Area
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STRATEGIES
Although the County does not regulate land development
in cities and does not have zoning control over many of the
rural parts of the county, this Comprehensive Plan has the
opportunity to propose a path forward for the County and its
cities and townships to better meet the needs of its citizens
and to encourage economic sustainability through land use
management practices. Several themes pertaining to land
use resonate in Ramsey County. These include:
»» Property owner rights
»» Protecting property owner investments
»» Township zoning autonomy and authority
»» Encouraging economic development by limiting
constraints and delays in land development approvals
»» Protecting public health, safety and welfare
»» Affordable housing needs
»» Economic malaise
»» Limiting taxpayer burdens
A primary them is maintaining property owners’ ability to
use and develop land, so long as they comply with County
regulations and standards that have been put in place to
protect the public health, safety and welfare, and to prevent
significant impacts on neighboring properties.
In order to limit taxpayer burdens it is reasonable to
encourage orderly land use and growth, by recommending
that most future housing development occurs within cities
where there is already existing service capacity. Similarly, it
makes sense for most commercial and employment uses to
continue to be provided in the cities because it minimizes
need for extending infrastructure into new areas. Although
initial costs for installing infrastructure are often borne by the
developer, maintenance costs and capital equipment costs
often are not. Keeping commercial, industrial and residential
development primarily within cities ultimately helps keep taxes
low because services are provided more efficiently. In addition
to helping keep costs low, locating development within cities
allows them to have a sufficient tax base to maintain the
infrastructure services, and to enhance the quality of life that
small communities provide.
A common land development pattern in cities of all sizes has
been commonly referred to as urban sprawl. In contrast to
traditional neighborhood design that was common before
14

the 1960s, urban sprawl is typically a very auto centric
pattern of development characterized by large lots and large
buildings, cul-de-sacs and other street patterns that limit the
number of routes available to people to get from one place
to another. It has tended to discourage walking as a form
of transportation. Urban sprawl has promoted single-use
development patterns that force living locations apart from
working, shopping and recreation locations. Especially in
areas where the price of land has been a small part of the
development cost, both developers and communities have
tended to support this approach to development. But as
housing and other costs of living continue to increase, and
jobs and wages stagnate, the number of people able to afford
to buy this kind of home grows smaller. If interest rates were
not so low, even less people would be able to afford to buy
their own home. The only choice left to many people is to live
in an apartment. In order to support the potential for people
with modest incomes to move into a community without
being trapped into living in an apartment, more options for
housing are needed. This means a change in development
patterns and a broader range of housing options allowed by
zoning and subdivision regulations. Large minimum lot sizes
and limitations on the number of dwelling units allowed on
a lot are two typical requirements that can be changed to
allow more flexibility in development patterns, and to allow
more residential living options to meet residents’ situations
today. Another opportunity is to support and promote
mixed-use development, which allows more people to meet
more of their daily living needs at a lower cost of time and
transportation, and it strengthens the livability and quality of
life in a community.
For development that does belong in rural areas it is still
beneficial to locate it a way that maximizes the efficiency
of services provided to them as well. For instance, some of
the policies guide development to locate along routes that
already are full-time, year-round roads in order to limit the
need for higher maintenance costs on most of the roads, and
therefore limit the additional cost new development causes.
One significant rural development pattern that assists this
kind of efficiency is development of cluster or conservation
subdivisions. These subdivisions allow large lots without
requiring high amounts of new roadways to serve them.
Cluster subdivisions provide an alternative approach
to subdivision design that allows more flexibility for
development. Typical developments where the land is

divided up into building lots and streets usually end up with
natural areas and open space being limited to undevelopable
land and wetlands. Minimum lots sizes (often mandated to
assure homeowners maximum private front, back and side
yards) tend to minimize the ability to make the best use of
natural areas within a site. By allowing flexible lot design
standards for the overall density on a site without minimum
lot size requirements, it is possible to meet developer needs
while still conserving natural areas or open lands. It also
allows the rural character of an area to be maintained. An
additional benefit of this approach to subdivision design is
the reduction of costs for its infrastructure (roads, sewer,
water, streetlights, etc.) and the long-term infrastructure
costs that will be borne by the local jurisdiction and/or the

property owners. The illustration (www.cdfinc.com)(Low
Impact Development, Conservation Development, and
Non-Structural Best Management Practices by Jake Moore,
Department of Environmental Protection) below shows some
of the differences in character between conventional and
conservation design subdivisions.
Conservation subdivisions typically limit impervious areas to
one area, thus allowing storm water runoff a greater area of
riparian and other natural space to travel through on its way
to a receiving water body. The natural landscaping of these
areas generally has deeper root systems which help prevent
erosion and increase water quality, too.

Figure 27: Conventional vs. Conservation

Three specific contexts that can frame strategically-beneficial
development patterns are location, pattern and form:
1.

>> Encourage townships/cities to adopt zoning.

Location.

>> Establish TND as preferred land use pattern in
Growth Areas.

>> Where growth and preservation will appear.
>> Identify primary and secondary growth areas.
>> Protect rural resource areas and direct into rural
development areas.
>> Encourage broader participation in land conservation
programs.
>> Concentrate infrastructure improvements
expansion of public services in growth areas.
2. Pattern.

>> Modify zoning to implement growth management
strategy and future land use plan.

and

>> Encourage transportation grid patterns and
discourage cul-de-sacs in order to allow efficient
future extension of infrastructure and road networks
that are more efficient to construct and maintain.
>> Encourage cluster development in rural development
areas.
>> Avoid development in the floodplain.

>> The type or mix of land uses.
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3.

Form.
>> The shape that new development will take and
how it will relate to existing development and rural
resources.
>> Create walkable mixed-use communities that
complement historic patterns of existing towns.
>> Preserve and enhance natural resource systems by
influencing shape and density of new development.
>> Reduce overall environmental impact of buildings.

Figure 28: Land-Based Wind Speed

Source: NREL Wind Prospector https://maps.nrel.gov/windprospector/#/?aL=xY_VBM%255Bv%255D%3Dt%26qCw3h
R%255Bv%255D%3Dt%26qCw3hR%255Bd%255D%3D1%2
6W-cXK6%255Bv%255D%3Dt%26W-cXK6%255Bd%255D%
3D2&bL=groad&cE=0&lR=qCw3hR.0%255Ba%255D%3Df%
26qCw3hR.1%255Ba%255D%3Df%26qCw3hR.2%255Ba%255
D%3Df%26qCw3hR.3%255Ba%255D%3Df%26qCw3hR.4%2
55Ba%255D%3Df%26qCw3hR.5%255Ba%255D%3Df%26qCw
3hR.6%255Ba%255D%3Df%26qCw3hR.7%255Ba%255D%3D
f%26qCw3hR.8%255Ba%255D%3Df%26qCw3hR.9%255Ba%
255D%3Df%26qCw3hR.10%255Ba%255D%3Df%26qCw3hR.
11%255Ba%255D%3Df%26qCw3hR.12%255Ba%255D%3Df%
26qCw3hR.13%255Ba%255D%3Df%26qCw3hR.14%255Ba%2
55D%3Df%26qCw3hR.15%255Ba%255D%3Df%26qCw3hR.16
%255Ba%255D%3Df%26qCw3hR.17%255Ba%255D%3Df%2
6qCw3hR.18%255Ba%255D%3Df%26qCw3hR.19%255Ba%25
5D%3Df%26qCw3hR.20%255Ba%255D%3Df%26qCw3hR.21
%255Ba%255D%3Df%26qCw3hR.22%255Ba%255D%3Df%26
qCw3hR.23%255Ba%255D%3Df&mC=48.334343174592014%
2C-98.843994140625&zL=9
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Transportation
Transportation is a key responsibility of Ramsey County. The
County provides a roadway infrastructure system to support
traffic movements across and within the county. This system
is essential to the provision of farm to market travel purposes.
Other transportation modes such as transit, air service, rail
service and trails are also important to provide a complete
transportation system to serve the County’s needs.

EXISTING ROADWAY SYSTEM
Ramsey County has a number of important roadway systems
within it. Roads serve two primary purposes: mobility and
access. Mobility is the efficient movement of people and
goods. Access allows those people and goods to reach
specific locations. A roadway designed to maximize mobility
typically does so by limiting access to adjacent properties,
for example, and interstate highway. Roadways designed for
high mobility are anticipated to accommodate higher speeds
and volumes of traffic. In contrast, local roads are designed
for direct access and low speeds. Consequently, they are
not capable of handling high speeds of traffic. Functional
classification of roads allows a consistent treatment and
use of the road in transportation planning, roadway design
and funding availability. Figure 29 identifies the functionally
classified roads in the county as well as other County roads.
US Highway 2 is the main east-west route, which in 2015
carried an average annual daily traffic volume of approximately
2,785 at its western border and 3,615 at its eastern border. Its
highest traffic volume, which occurs inside the City of Devils
Lake, is more than 11,500 vehicles per day. Other major routes
through the county include ND Highways 1, 20, 17 and 19.
Three levels of responsibility exist for roads in Ramsey County.
The North Dakota Department of Transportation (NDDOT)
is responsible for state and federal roads. Ramsey County
has responsibility for County-owned roads and contracts
with Townships to maintain and perform snow removal for
certain township roads. Townships and the municipalities in
Ramsey County are responsible for the remaining roads in
their jurisdiction.
The Ramsey County Highway Department is charged with
the responsibility to construct, maintain and operate the
County road system as designated and selected by the Board
of County Commissioners. The Ramsey County Highway
Department currently maintains:

»» 106 miles of blacktop roads
»» 74 miles of gravel on the federal aid system (plus three
miles of truck route)
»» 38 miles of gravel shared with other agencies
»» 49 bridges that are large enough to qualify for federal
funding
The Highway Department maintains an additional 850 miles
of graveled Township roads on a contract basis.
Most county roads are marked with blue route markers at
major intersections. Exceptions to this are the Wood-Rutten
Road, 79th Avenue NE and 51st Avenue NE that have green
and white 911 signs, and the Truck Route that is marked with
black and white Truck Route signs. Otherwise, if the road does
not have a blue route marker, it is owned and maintained by
a Township. Bridges that are not signed for ton ratings can
carry legal loads. Bridges that are signed with a ton rating
sign can only carry a maximum capacity of what the sign says.
Ramsey County has a road plan that lists current year projects
and all future maintenance and improvement projects. The
road plan is listed on the County website and is updated
annually and projects are added as they come up and funds
become available.
The County has specific design standards that pertain to
new construction or reconstruction for County collector
roads and local roads. However, it does not have a detailed
set of standards for subdivision development. Based on
recent issues with development adjoining NDDOT roadways,
additional development standards appear warranted.
Ramsey County citizens are served by a transit system that
operates out of Devils Lake. Devils Lake Transit provides
in-town rides with an on-demand system, and offers rides
from outlying communities in Ramsey County to Devils
Lake. Additionally, it offers one trip to Grand Forks for each
of the first four weeks of the month. There were 19,976 rides
provided by Devils Lake Transit during its 2015 fiscal year
(July 1, 2015 to June 30, 2016). The transit system has three
buses and one van serving Ramsey County. All are handicap
accessible.
The Burlington Northern Santa Fe (BNSF) Railroad runs
through Devils Lake and provides both freight and passenger
service to the county. The BNSF Grand Forks-Surry Line is
mainline track running from Grand Forks and extends all the
17

Figure 29: County Functional Classification Map
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way through Ramsey County to Surrey. There is also a BNSF
rail spur connecting from the mainline from Churches Ferry to
Rolla. In addition to the BNSF railroad lines, Ramsey County
is serviced by the Northern Plains Railroad (NPR). The NPR
Sarles-Lakota Line runs north to south through the eastern
part of the County. The NPR Oslo-Devils Lake Line runs east
to west through the southern part of the County.
The Devils Lake Regional Airport, Knoke Field, located in
the southwest corner of Devils Lake, is a critical component
of the overall transportation system within the county and
provides a significant competitive advantage to the County in
community and economic development efforts. The airport
receives two mills from the County, and additional support
from the City of Devils Lake for operations.
The airport serves as a feeder airport for the region and is
the base of operations for xx spray-plane businesses and
has _____ fixed-based operators that provide taxi and air
cargo service, fueling and heated hangar space. The Airport
reported xxxxxxx operations in 2015, with private airplane
operation, charter service and crop spraying making up the
majority of air activities. General aviation accounts for roughly
90 percent of all operations. The airport is utilized by the
National Guard as part of their National Academy program,
and is used to deliver freight for nearby Camp Grafton. United
Parcel has a base at the airport providing advanced freight
delivery to the region. United Express also uses the Devils
Lake Regional Airport.

ACCESS MANAGEMENT
Access management is a tool to be used to improve the flow of
people, goods and services. Ideally, it should be an outgrowth
of the comprehensive plan. Good access management
guidelines are best implemented after a county or city has
determined:
»» Land use patterns – where development should be
encouraged and where it should be constrained. This is
extremely important because future land development
patterns can have a tremendous impact on traffic
conditions, and can accomplish more than access
management alone in reducing future traffic problems on
arterials.
»» Traffic flow – the extent to which traffic on the arterials
in the county or city has increased in recent years and is
likely to increase in the future.

»» Relationship of comprehensive plan to access
management – how the county or city’s transportation
and land use policies can be enhanced by sensible access
management guidelines.
A comprehensive plan has a variety of ways it can help to
address access management issues and set the stage for
an effective access management program. It is important to
note that since roads within the county are owned, managed
and maintained by multiple jurisdictions and agencies,
coordination and consultation are essential to effective
transportation plans, and to access management in particular.

STRENGTHS
»» There is an effective process for maintaining key township
roads through a maintenance agreement with the County
Highway Department.
»» The County maintains a capital improvement program
to prioritize and program funding for maintenance and
reconstruction projects of County-owned roads.
»» The County has been able to fund county road maintenance
and reconstruction at a high level, so there is not a huge
backlog of projects needing to be completed.
»» The roadway network in the county is adequate for current
transportation needs.
»» There is a high-quality (non-primary) airport with
commercial service located at Devils Lake.
»» Passenger and freight rail service are available at Devils
Lake.

ISSUES
»» Funding limitations to address all the needs in the county.
»» Uncertainty over how to address reconstruction of
inundated roads when they are once again above water,
and specifically how to meet the need for field access to
farmland when it is once again not under water and is
available to be farmed.
»» Potential additional costs from new development.
»» Safety and access management, especially along
the Highway 2 corridor where significant additional
development has occurred in the last few years.
»» Funding capacity of townships to maintain existing roads,
especially when they are water damaged
»» Gravel is not locally available, so costs for maintenance
and construction of new gravel roads is high.
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STRATEGIES
»» Adopt access management policy statements as part of
the comprehensive plan.
»» Establish access management standards in County
Subdivision regulations.
»» Establish a process for coordinating review of proposed
development with access along State-owned or managed
roads.
»» Continue to maintain a capital improvement plan for
funding roadway maintenance and improvements.
»» Encourage coordination with townships pertaining rural
development in order to minimize impacts on township
and county roadways.
»» Encourage development of appropriate zoning around the
airport to avoid future conflicts, manage risk and protect
growth opportunity.

Housing
Housing is an important part of any thriving county. It is
important to strike the right balance of single and multifamily housing, as well as providing a wide range of housing
prices and amenities or services for housing occupants.
While there has been a substantial amount of new residential
development in Ramsey County, there is still a shortage
of housing for “living wage” workers. Without adequate
workforce housing, a community can be stymied in its

economic development efforts. The most recent housing
needs analysis for Ramsey County was completed as part of
a North Dakota Housing Finance Agency Statewide Needs
Analysis, which was released in August 2016. The study
divided the State into regions and summarized much of its
conclusions at a regional level. Ramsey County is part of its
North Central Region (see Figure 30).
Key findings from this study pertaining to Ramsey County
were:
»» The County is projected to have slow population growth
over the next 15 years.
»» The largest population increase is projected for older
adults; the number of people ages 65 and older is projected
to increase by 42 percent by 2029 in Ramsey County.
»» The number of households in the extremely low and
very low income categories in Region III are projected
to increase over the study period (13 and 3 percent,
respectively). The largest projected increases in extremely
low income households are in Ramsey and Rolette County
(20 and 22 percent, respectively).
»» The increase in the older adult population and in low
income households suggests that future housing needs
in the region will be driven by the need for affordable
housing.

Figure 30: Housing Regions
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Figure 31: Number of Households by Income
Number of Households by Income Levels as a Percent of the Median Family Income (MFI), 2014 and 2029
Income Category

Area

Number of Households in Area
Region III

Benson Co.

Cavalier Co.

Eddy Co.

Ramsey Co.

Rollette Co.

Towner Co.

Devils Lake

Extremely Low:
0-30% MFI
(<$20,000 in 2014)

2014

4,112

626

229

226

1,056

1,796

180

928

2029

4,653

611

193

217

1,264

2,186

182

1,076

% Change

13.2%

-2.4%

-15.7%

-4.0%

19.7%

21.7%

1.1%

15.9%

Very Low: 31-50%
MFI ($20,000 to
$34,999 in 2014)

2014

2,571

445

260

144

886

680

157

621

2029

2,660

428

215

144

929

793

151

617

% Change

3.5%

-3.8%

-17.3%

0.0%

4.9%

16.6%

-3.8%

-0.6%

Low: 51-80% MFI
($35,000 to $59,999
in 2014)

2014

3,477

580

377

274

1,085

959

202

776

2029

3,452

544

326

218

1,141

1,045

177

803

% Change

-0.7%

-6.2%

-13.5%

-20.4%

5.2%

9.0%

-12.4%

3.5%

Lower Moderate: 81115% MFI ($60,000
to $74,999 in 2014)

2014

1,495

203

164

143

477

373

135

288

2029

1,458

195

122

121

505

403

112

318

% Change

-2.5%

-3.9%

-25.6%

-15.4%

5.9%

8.0%

-17.0%

10.4%

Moderate: 116-140%
MFI ($75,000 to
$99,999 in 2014)

2014

1,912

212

277

129

768

401

125

486

2029

1,823

181

239

107

753

444

99

469

% Change

-4.7%

-14.6%

-13.7%

-17.1%

-2.0%

10.7%

-20.8%

-3.5%

Upper: Above 140%
MFI ( >$100,000 in
2014)

2014

2,541

275

460

144

851

567

244

342

2029

2,243

234

336

106

796

587

184

305

% Change

-11.7%

-14.9%

-27.0%

-26.4%

-6.5%

3.5%

-24.6%

-10.8%

In general, the study found that total housing units in Region
III increased by two percent from 2010 to 2014. The majority of
occupied housing units in Region III were owner-occupied in
2014 (70 percent). The percentage of owner-occupied housing
was fairly consistent among the counties in the region ranging
from 63 percent in Ramsey County to 87 percent in Cavalier
County. Of note, the number of renter-occupied housing units
in Devils Lake is nearly equal to the number of owner-occupied
units, 52 percent compared to 48 percent.
The majority (85 percent) of owner-occupied housing units in
Region III were built prior to 1990 and 35 percent were built
prior to 1960. The age of renter-occupied housing was similar
to owner-occupied units, with 83 percent of renter-occupied
housing units built prior to 1990 and 27 percent built prior to
1960. Rolette and Ramsey County have the highest percentage
of owner-occupied housing units built since 1990, (16 and 23
percent, respectively), and Eddy and Ramsey County have the
highest percentage of renter-occupied housing built since
1990 (23 and 20 percent, respectively).
Another relevant study is the Comprehensive Housing Study
for Cavalier, Ramsey and Towner County that was completed

in 2011. This study did not provide a thorough analysis of all
housing in Ramsey County, instead it focused on Devils Lake,
Edmore, Starkweather, and Cando. However, some of the
findings from the study are relevant to the entire county. These
findings are incorporated into the summary of strengths,
issues and strategies discussed below.

ALTERNATIVE HOUSING CONCEPTS
Several factors point to a need for more housing alternatives
than are available in Ramsey County. These include:
»» The increasing gap between what people earn and what it
costs to own your own home.
»» The increasing number of non-traditional households,
including singles and single parents.
»» The millennial age cohort, which as a whole, are likely to
delay families while building their careers and do not want
to be tied to a traditional single-family house.
»» The baby boomer age cohort that is nearing retirement
and seeking to downsize from their suburban singlefamily homes but not wanting to move into retirement
communities.
21

The traditional response to the inability to afford buying your
own home has been renting an apartment in a traditional
apartment building. As the demand for apartments grows
the potential for rental rate increases also grows, thus
putting financial pressure on the renters who already lack the
option for single family housing. Additionally, the traditional
apartment building is not always a good fit. There is an
increasing demand for other alternatives, and it seems there
may be increasing potential options as well. Over the last
few decades, there has been an emphasis on revitalizing
downtowns and creating residential neighborhoods. Now, due
to changing demographic and economic conditions, there is
an emerging interest in finding non-traditional solutions to
current housing market needs. This includes finding ways
to use existing residential areas more efficiently, and making
use of underutilized parking lots, abandoned strip malls and
other redevelopment opportunities.
More and more consumers, when the market provides
options, are choosing smaller homes within walking distance
of entertainment, services and work (see the results of
a National Association of Realtors National Community
Preference Survey, October 2013 below).

As of 2014, according to the US Census Bureau, 63 percent of
the nation’s 117 million occupied housing units were detached
homes. Another 13 percent were apartments in buildings with
10 or more units. Only about 19 percent of America’s housing
stock is composed of all the types in between, from attached
single-family (aka townhouse) up to nine-unit multiplex. It has
not always been like this — as recently as 1986, 20 percent of
all new single-family homes sold were attached, rather than
detached; by 2014, that share had dropped to 10 percent.
(source: https://nextcity.org/features/view/cities-affordablehousing-design-solution-missing-middle) This leads to the
question of what options for less traditional housing are
available or viable in Ramsey County.
A fundamental issue has often been the circular argument that
there are no housing alternatives because no one is willing to
build them and no one is willing to build them because there
is no market for them. The fact of the matter is that unless
people are given a choice they cannot make the choice. So the
question becomes how can cities and counties help provide
the choice. Typically zoning ordinances are inadvertently or
purposely aimed at maintaining the status quo. So it takes a
conscious effort and change to existing regulations to allow

Figure 32: How Would You Prefer to Live
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or promote new choices. Potential new choices include the
following:

including rental housing, attached ownership housing
and single family housing development.**

»» Promoting or allowing mixed residential and commercial
uses in what used to be only commercial areas.

»» Several housing agencies have capacity to provide
financing and administrative services for housing projects
and programs in the City of Devils Lake. **

»» Promoting or allowing smaller (less expensive) houses
by reducing minimum square footage requirements. This
may include “tiny houses.”
»» Promoting or allowing more affordable housing by
reducing minimum lot frontage in developments. When
you reduce the lot frontage you increase the density of
development and allow the same infrastructure costs to
be spread among more properties.
»» Allowing accessory dwelling units in single-family zoning
districts.
»» Allowing manufactured homes and other non-traditional
housing concepts in a broad array of zoning districts
instead of relegating them to a single district.
»» Encouraging non-traditional housing concepts that can
reduce homeowner costs.
»» Allowing and encouraging development of the “missing
middle” housing alternatives: courtyard apartments, live/
work development, townhouses, carriage houses, stacked
and side-by-side duplexes, bungalow courts and small
apartment complexes.
Because many people are not making enough money to be
able to afford buying their own home, they have no choice
but to rent – either an apartment or a house. Ramsey County
has the opportunity to promote more options that will make
housing more affordable in the County.

STRENGTHS
»» Devils Lake is a regional center in northeastern North
Dakota. The implication of this is that the City’s economy
should remain relatively stable and provide a mix of
ongoing employment opportunities for residents of
Ramsey County.
»» Ramsey County has a relatively large stock of affordable,
existing homes. This existing stock, when available for
sale, provides an affordable option for home ownership.**
»» Recent housing development activity has increased the
available supply of “living wage” housing in Ramsey
County.
»» Ramsey County has access to housing developers that are
willing to invest in housing projects in the community,

»» There is adequate land and infrastructure available
in the County for additional housing and commercial
development.**
»» Median home price and median rent asked for housing in
Devils Lake, and Ramsey County as a whole, are less than
the same for North Dakota as a whole.
»» Anticipated housing demand is relatively moderate and
therefore does not pose an insurmountable goal to
achieve.

ISSUES
»» Although median housing costs in Ramsey County are
lower than the state of North Dakota as a whole, the
median household incomes are substantially lower as
well. The net effect of this is that a greater percentage
of households in the County have difficulty paying for
housing than the state as a whole.
»» While the existing older housing stock is affordable, some
housing is old and may need substantial improvement to
meet expectations of potential renters and owners.**
»» Demand for affordable housing will outpace the overall
demand for housing. Typically, 30 percent of household
income is considered the threshold of affordability for
housing.
»» Based on the 2011 Housing Study for Ramsey County,
although the number of lower income households has
been declining, there were still 657 households in 2009
with an annual income below $15,000. These households
can only afford $375 per month or less for housing costs,
without experiencing a cost burden.**
»» Although the margin of error is large for American
Community Survey data, the latest information suggests
that 32 percent of renter households in the City of Devils
Lake were paying more than 30 percent of their income
for rent. For Ramsey County as a whole, this number was
32 percent.*
»» A significant share of the existing housing stock was built
pre-1970 and could have lead paint in them. This may serve
as a barrier to households with young children seeking to
move from rental to starter homes.
»» The limited availability of minimum maintenance move23

in ready homes may be challenging to young career
professionals who may be considering moving to and
working in Ramsey County

STRATEGIES
»» Continue to develop life cycle housing, especially in
Devils Lake. The older cohorts of Ramsey County and
the surrounding area sometimes need more immediate
access to certain amenities like pharmacies and healthcare
facilities, as well as housing options for those with limited
mobility. It will be useful to provide the kind of housing
needed by this cohort in a community with such amenities
so that they do not migrate to larger cities where amenities
and housing is available.*
»» Focus heavily on preservation, maintenance and
improvement of housing stock that already exists. While
some housing construction will occur in coming years,
most of the housing opportunities will continue to be
provided by existing housing stock. It is almost always
less expensive to offer an affordable housing unit through
rehabilitation versus new construction. Units that are lost
due to deterioration and obsolescence cannot be replaced
for a similar price.**
»» Encourage housing redevelopment on affordable
properties located in Ramsey County’s cities. This is an
effective way to provide lower income households with
low-cost housing options.
»» Develop a county-wide housing task force to share and
coordinate the effort to develop new housing initiatives
and better utilize existing resources.
»» Take a balanced approach to addressing housing needs in
Ramsey County by pursuing a mix of housing strategies
aimed at the full spectrum of needs. This will help prevent
additional housing issues caused by an imbalanced
approach.**
»» Look for opportunities at a County or City level to prepare
for development of affordable housing. This might
include simplifying development processes, reducing
assessments, tax break incentives and offering free land
or other incentives.
»» Develop a housing alternatives toolbox that provides the
concepts, building standards and zoning requirements to
allow a broader set of housing options in Ramsey County.
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EXISTING CONDITIONS: PART II
Figure 33: Devils Lake Basin Topography

Water Management

TOPOGRAPHIC CONTEXT

The most significant issue in Ramsey County is the changing
water levels in Devils Lake and inundation of land which has
been in agricultural production or developed for some other
use since the County was organized in 1883. Beginning in 1993,
Devils Lake rose nearly 32 feet to a modern-day record elevation
of 1,454.3 feet above sea level in 2011. Since that record was
set, several factors have contributed to fluctuating lake levels
that have dropped as low as 1,449. This recent flooding has
resulted in major economic impacts in a multitude of ways.
The uncertainty of the lake level and amount of inundation
introduces risk and impacts that continue to complicate
decision-making by local governments, businesses, and
property owners.

Ramsey County is wholly within the Devils Lake Basin, which
technically is a “terminal basin” meaning that it does not
have a regular water channel for outflows. This topography of
the Devils Lake Basin leads to the potential for tremendous
fluctuation in water levels. Water within the 3,810 square mile
area drains into Devils Lake through a system of coulees. At
the elevation of 1446.6 water flows out of Devils Lake and into
Stump Lake. This happened in May 1999. When water levels
reach approximately 1458 feet above sea level, overflow into
the Sheyenne River near Tolna will occur. Figure 33 illustrates
the topography of the Devils Lake Basin and shows the
general location of the overflow outlet. The only other way for
water to leave the Basin is through evaporation.
25

Ramsey County is very flat; the lowest elevation point in the
county is 1,425 feet above sea level and the highest is 1,475.
Figure 35 illustrates the sub-watershed basins within the
County, all of which flow ultimately to reach Devils Lake. The
southern portion of Ramsey County is dominated by “prairie
potholes” and includes several small lakes, and hundreds of
sloughs and wetlands. The northern portion of the County
generally has less “potholes” and is drained by three major
coulees (Edmore, Starkweather, and
Mauvais) and several smaller coulees. The
County is home to more than 160,000 acres
of lakes, ponds, and wetlands and more than
400 miles of (mostly intermittent) streams.

Figure 35: Sub-watershed Basins and Water Features in
Ramsey County

HISTORICAL CONTEXT AND TIMELINE
Devils Lake has fluctuated over time for
millennia. Hydrogeologists believe that it
has overflowed into the Sheyenne River four
times over the last 4,000 years (see Figure
34). Water levels have fluctuated drastically
over time due primarily to changing climatic
conditions. During most of the last century
water levels in Devils Lake have been significantly
lower than its natural outflow level. “Records from
the first European settlement in the area indicate that
the lake level in the 1830s was about 1440MSL.” [2010,
Report of the Devils Lake Basin Technical Review Team]
During the 1930’s Dust Bowl, water levels dropped to very low
levels, reaching a low elevation of 1402 feet in 1940. From
that point in time, with fluctuations, water levels climbed to
1429 in 1989 and dropped back down to 1423 by 1991. Figure
36 on the following page illustrates milestones in Devils Lake
water levels and notable events during the last 100 years.
Figure 34: Historical Devils Lake Elevations
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RECENT INUNDATION IMPACTS
The sheer magnitude of land lost to inundation since 1993
is significant, even without consideration of the economic
impacts. In March 1993, before the Devils Lake rise began, the
lake covered approximately 44,230 acres. When it reached the
peak elevation of 1454.3 in June 2011, it had grown to 211,300
acres. Some of the inundated land is in other counties, but
approximately 100,000 acres of the land inundated since
1993 is in Ramsey County. (At an elevation of 1453.5 the total
inundated acreage in Ramsey County is 121,223.) If the lake
reaches its spill-over elevation of 1,458, it will cover more than
261,000 acres. Figure 38 illustrates the area of water coverage
for both Devils Lake and Stump Lake when they were nearly
dry in 1940, when they were at approximately 1,425 feet above

Figure 36: Devils Lake Elevations and Notable Events, 1913-2017

sea level in 1991, and the area that would be covered if the
elevation of the lake were to reach 1460.

Figure 37 summarizes the
results of a 2002 study
which quantified land
inundation anticipated
at 1,450 feet above sea
level, which was the
approximate
elevation
of Devils Lake in the fall
of 2016. In addition to
cropland and pasture,
more than 1,100 acres of
residential and farmstead
lands
have
been
inundated.
Since 1993, the rising and
fluctuating high waters of
Devils Lake have been the
dominant issue facing
the Ramsey County area.
Flooding within the
region has resulted in
an estimated $2 billion
worth of damages to
roads,
bridges,
and
other public facilities.
The flooding has also
had major impacts on
the economy of the
County due to loss of
ag production land and
indirect costs such as
loss of business because
of lowered economic production. Figure 39 summarizes
the estimated direct and indirect losses due to farmland
inundated in recent years that was not under water in 1993.

Figure 37: Estimated Acres of Inundated Land by Land Use Category at Elevation 1,450
County
Ramsey
Benson
Nelson
Towner
TOTAL

Cropland/CRP
21,764.8
10,585.8
4,254.2
2,131.2
38,736.0

Pasture/
Hayland
15,562.9
17,427.4
1,928.2
16.0
34,934.5

Developed
Residential
435.2
236.8
0.0
0.0
672.0

Farmstead
248.0
169.6
19.2
9.6
446.4

Parks/
Refuge
155.5
84.4
54.4
0.0
294.7

Other
891.2
3,419.8
1,473.2
49.6
5,833.8

TOTAL
39,057.6
31,924.2
7,729.2
2,206.4
80,917.4
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Figure 38: Inundation Areas at Specific Water Elevations

Figure 39: Estimated Selected Annual Losses Due to Inundated Cropland in the Devils Lake Basin
Year
2011
2012
2013
2014
2015
2016
2017
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Flooded
Cropland Acres
163,450
151,000
161,000
171,000
133,888
130,878

Direct Ag
Personal
Reduced
Production
Total Losses
Income Losses Retail Losses
Losses
$52,757,993
$50,900,000 $42,900,000
$194,419,000
$47,000,000 $39,000,000
$180,000,000
$54,000,000
$52,000,000 $44,000,000
$198,000,000
$57,000,000
$55,000,000 $46,000,000
$209,000,000
$40,000,000
$38,000,000 $32,000,000
$145,800,000
$36,200,000
$35,000,000 $29,000,000
$133,700,000
Information not currently available

Jobs
Losses
1,150
264
267
282
170
109

Tax
Revenue
Losses

$3,000,000
$2,200,000
$2,000,000

There are still other costs related to the inundation since 1993
including damage and loss of developed residential land and
costs to limit or mitigate the impacts of flooding. According
to an estimate by the State Water Commission, between 1994
and 2011, the total expenditures by local, state, and federal
entities to protect people and places in the Devils Lake Basin
was over $665 million. This includes extensive road building
and rebuilding, construction of the Devils Lake Levee, costs
to buyout most of the City of Churches Ferry and to relocate
an elevator away from Churches Ferry, paying FEMA flood
insurance claims, relocating rural sewer line in Ramsey
County, building east and west end outlet pumps, emergency
operations, building a new Devils Lake Water Supply system,
and railroad raises and other railroad improvements.
On the other hand, high water levels have allowed the tourism,
recreation and hospitality industries to flourish. There is no
known economic impact study that quantifies the amount
of this benefit, but some proxy indicators of the benefit may
be derived from statewide studies of the economic impacts
of hunting and fishing. It may be possible to get a sense of
the magnitude of the impact from looking at some statewide
statistics pertaining to hunting and fishing. One study
indicates that average value of a day of non-resident fishing
in 2011 was $276 per person. The average non-resident spent
seven days fishing in North Dakota. The total number of nonresident fishing licenses sold in 2011 was 38,197. The number
of non-resident fishing licenses sold in Ramsey County prior
to the move to online license purchases in 2008 averaged
xxxx. The number of resident fishing licenses sold is typically
at least three times the number of non-resident licenses sold.
The number of hunting licenses issued in a typical year are
more than twice the number of fishing licenses sold. Thus, it
may be reasonable to infer that the total economic value of
fishing and hunting in Ramsey County is indeed significant.
A prevailing attitude among people affected both positively
and negatively by the high waters of Devils Lake seems to be
that the worst situation is the uncertainty about future water
levels. There seems to be consensus that lake stabilization
would allow decision-makers and those directly affected
by the uncertainty to reduce risk, allow a basis for future
investment, and remove the threat of repetitive loss. Lake
stabilization would allow the County and citizens to more
confidently address economic development, agriculture, and
infrastructure needs throughout the County.

SUMMARY OF ORGANIZATIONS, STRATEGIES,
AND ACTIVITIES TO ADDRESS HIGH WATER LEVEL
IMPACTS
Ed Conley, a long-time FEMA employee who spent a significant
part of his career working on flood mitigation and recovery
efforts in North Dakota, commented that “Devils Lake is
different from any other disaster I’ve ever worked. It [is] a slowmoving event that lasted month after month, year after year.
Challenging events cannot be solved by one organization.
It takes everybody. Devils Lake personifies that.” [http://
www.grandforksherald.com/news/local/4021809-after-27years-responding-disaster-fema-officer-takes-experiencesretirement, April 30 2016 by Kevin Bonham, (6-6-2017)]
A multitude of local, state, national, and bi-national
organizations have been involved in aspects of the Devils
Lake flood phenomenon. A list of all identified organizations
is provided in Appendix A. The following paragraphs of this
subsection summarize a chronology of major activities
undertaken by the leading organizations responding to the
flooding.
As far back as 1983 there were concerns being raised about
the potential for flooding parts of the City of Devils Lake. In
response to these concerns, the North Dakota State Water
Commission began a study to evaluate potential responses.
Based on a recommendation of the Devils Lake Interagency
Task Force established in 1995, the State Water Commission
initiated the Available Storage Acreage Program (ASAP)
in 1996. This was thought to be the most effective way to
quickly obtain flood storage in the Devils Lake Basin. This
involved landowner cooperation since the majority of the
land in the Basin is privately owned. Due to the high costs
required to entice landowner participation, an alternative
approach called the Extended Storage Acreage Program
(ESAP) was also developed. The net initial result of these two
programs was that approximately 13,200 acres were set aside
for water storage. When the initial contract period for ESAP
was lapsing in 2009, the State Water Commission approved
funding for an additional 10-year period which would have
continued to 2019. However, difficulties in coordination with
the Environmental Protection Agency resulted in this renewal
being stalled. At the time the 2013 update to the Devils Lake
Basin Water Management Plan, the water storage areas
still under contract were going to have to be return sites to
pre-storage conditions by December 31, 2014. There are no
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longer any upper basin water storage contracts. When ESAP
contracts were being renegotiated the joint board and the
water commission could not come to terms with the EPA. In
the original contract, it was agreed that in the case that the
contract no longer existed or was terminated the landowner
could return the land back to its original form prior to storing
water without the water storage are being deemed a wetland
by any of the federal agencies that oversee wetland: USFWS,
USACE, NRCS, and EPA. All agencies agreed to those terms
in the original contracts but EPA would not agree to these
same terms when the contracts were up for renewal.
As early as 1996, USACE began examining the possibility
of constructing an outlet to address the impacts of rapidly
rising waters. However, by 1999, with no clear expectation of
when such an outlet might be constructed, the State of North
Dakota began plans to build a state designed and funded
outlet project.
As a result of a May 1999 discussion between the ND
Congressional delegation and high-ranking members of the
USACE, a team was authorized to investigate the potential
situation(s) where an emergency outlet and other features
of work would be appropriate for the Devils Lake Basin. The
result of this investigation was a conclusion by USACE that
no outlet alternative had benefits that exceeded costs. One
recommendation of the investigation’s report was that a
levee raise to the level of 1460 be completed in order to better
protect the city of Devils Lake.
As far back as 2002, the Government of Manitoba had been
invited by the Army Corps of Engineers to support the federal
outlet project through the International Joint Commission.
When Manitoba declined to join, it lost an opportunity to
influence decisions about outlets from Devils Lake. When it
later showed a stronger interest in being involved, it found
that the opportunity had already passed by.
In early 2002, USACE issued a draft report provisionally
recommending the construction of a federal outlet that
was estimated to cost almost $200 million. The approach
undertaken by USACE was still a long way from construction,
so the State of North Dakota decided to go ahead with its
own simpler and cheaper ($28 million) outlet. It began
construction of an outlet from the West Bay of Devils Lake
to the Sheyenne River in 2002, and completed that project in
2005. In 2005 an Adaptive Management Plan was established
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to monitor impacts and inform decisions about pumping
water out of Devils Lake.
In 2006, a new Devils Lake Basin Water Management Plan
was prepared by the Devils Lake Basin Joint Water Resource
Board and the North Dakota State Water Commission. The
Plan was actually an update to the 2002 Devils Lake Basin
Water Management Plan, and still earlier predecessors going
back to the 1990s. The goal of the Joint Board was “to develop
a comprehensive, coordinated water management plan for the
Basin that [would] protect the economic and biological values
of the Basin while providing optimum benefits for agriculture,
wildlife and fisheries, outdoor recreation, economic
development, and its’ citizens.” The Purpose of the Plan was
“to provide general background on water and land resources,
to define water management issues, to update project needs,
to state objectives, to provide strategies designed to manage
the Basin in a manner that best meets the needs of all
interested parties, to set clear goals to be achieved, and to
measure the success of those goals and strategies over time.”
It was a considered a working document that would continue
to be updated, and that provided a convenient and accessible
document that would provide the citizens of the Basin and
state, federal, and private agencies with a road map of what
had been done, what was being done, and what remained
to be done. The Plan describes a three-pronged approach to
alleviating flooding in the Basin:
»» Upper Basin Water Management
»» Infrastructure protection
»» Outlet to the Sheyenne River
The 2006 Plan documented efforts already completed and
intended to be completed to help accomplish all three parts
of the approach to alleviating Basin flooding. The 2006 Plan
also included a set of goals and objectives developed through
a series of Subject Committee meetings that were organized
for the purpose of evaluating previous plan recommendations
and updating recommendations to alleviate Basin flooding.
These goals and objectives were organized and focused on
the following topics:
»» Agriculture
»» Economic Development
»» Recreation
»» Wildlife and Fisheries

These goals and objectives compiled in the 2006 Plan are
the basis for ongoing actions promoted by the Joint Water
Resource District and the State Water Commission to
address the flooding in the Basin. The Plan has been updated
in 2009 and again in 2013, but retains its original objectives
and framework. In 2013 a fourth “prong” was identified
in the Plan. This new element was a focus on economic
development, especially in the areas of economic recovery
and revitalization.
In a somewhat parallel time frame, a variety of state and
federal agencies have participated in independent and
collaborative efforts and studies to clarify issues and
impacts, and develop strategies to address the impacts of
high water levels in the Devils Lake Basin. The 1995 Devils
Lake Interagency Task Force noted previously had developed
a series of recommendations for intermediate strategies
to that end. However, in 2010 due to the clear potential for
overflow of these high waters into the Sheyenne River, the
ND Department of Emergency Services, the North Dakota
State Water Commission, and the USACE formally partnered
to participate in a state-led technical review of the overall
Devils Lake Interagency Task Force recommendations.
Their objectives were to accurately determine the status of
structural and non-structural measures in progress, and to
collaborate on what the possible next steps could be for any
future strategic planning efforts. One result of this effort was
a list of 34 potential next steps.
In a somewhat parallel timeframe, a Federal Interagency
Working Group began a Federal interagency evaluation of
actions taken to date to address flooding in the Devils Lake
area. The working group consisted of representatives from
USACE, the EPA, the Office of Management and Budget, the
Departments of Agriculture, Commerce, Defense, Homeland
Security, Interior, Transportation, and State. In order to
complete its objectives in an expedited manner, this Working
Group utilized key past analyses such as those from the 2003
Devils Lake Integrated Planning Report and Environmental
Impact Statement prepared by the USACE and the Report
of the Devils Lake Basin Technical Review Team noted
above. In its December 2010 Report, the Working Group
identified 21 potential actions that could be implemented
cooperatively with local, State and other interests. These
actions were grouped into four categories: Governance, Water
Management, Infrastructure, and Risk Management. Actions

identified in the Working Group’s report to address the most
pressing issues included:
»» Work with the State of North Dakota on water quality
standards,
»» Help avoid an uncontrolled spill into the Sheyenne River
»» Assist in the relocation of the town of Minnewaukan
»» Provide assistance to farmers and other landowners
»» Continue raising roads, expand upper basin storage, and
improve coordination and planning on flooding issues
An outgrowth of the 2010 Report of the Federal Interagency
Devils Lake Working Group, was an action plan prepared by
the same working group and preliminarily approved on June
13, 2011. This action plan included revised action items from
those identified in the 2010 Report.
In 2010 additional pumping capacity was added to the West
Bay outlet that raised the total potential outflow to 250 cfs. In
2012, in response to rapid increases in lake levels, the State
built an additional outlet on the east side of Devils Lake with a
maximum pumping capacity of 350 cfs. Additionally, in 2012
the USACE constructed a control structure in the Tolna Coulee
at the mouth of Stump Lake as an added level of protection
from a natural uncontrolled overflow. It has stop logs placed
a foot or two below the water level so as to not prevent water
from overflowing but to control the flow. The high ground
in the coulee is still what is preventing water from Stump
Lake flowing into the Tolna Coulee and downstream into the
Sheyenne River. Despite these investment, the lake outlets can
only be operated under certain conditions, and the potential
remains for the waters in the Devils Lake Basin to continue
to rise. A fundamental issue affecting the use of the pumping
stations is the impact on sulfate levels in the Sheyenne River
and the Red River. The sulfate levels are of special concern
because of their potential impact on aquatic health and on
water supply for communities adjoining these rivers.
A Devils Lake Outlet Management Advisory Committee
was established to advise the State Water Commission and
the Governor of North Dakota regarding operations of all
Devils Lake outlets. Membership on the committee includes
representatives from Canada, Minnesota, major cities, and
counties that are affected by high water levels in the Devils
Lake Basin or by the quantity and quality of water flowing down
the Sheyenne River. It also includes representation from the
North Dakota State Legislature, the Devils Lake Basin Joint
31

Water Resource Board, and the Spirit Lake Nation. One of
the most significant decisions of the Advisory Committee was
made in 2016 when it set a target elevation for Devils Lake at
1,448 feet.

CURRENT STATUS OF FLOOD MITIGATION
STRATEGIES AND ADDITIONAL OPPORTUNITIES
As noted previously, the Devils Lake Basin Water Management
Plan identified a three-pronged approach to addressing high
water levels:
»» Upper Basin Water Management
»» Infrastructure protection
»» Outlet to the Sheyenne River
Ever since the rising Devils Lake waters began to damage and
inundate roads in the region, work has been done to raise
and/or reroute major roads in the Basin. All major roadways
threatened by high water levels are now protected to at least
an elevation of ???? feet. However, minor roadways such as
section line roads managed by townships that do not have the
capacity to build their way out of the threat of rising waters.
Several additional projects for infrastructure protection have
also been completed.
By the fall of 2017, the final work to complete flood protection
measures for the City of Devils Lake will be completed. The
embankments to prevent Devils Lake waters from reaching
the City were constructed in four phases. The final result are
embankments totaling more than 12 miles in length that have
been raised to an elevation of 1466 feet to meet dam safety
standards in the worst case scenario where the maximum
pool elevation of 1458 feet is reached. There are also five new
pump stations in place to pump storm water from the interior
side of the embankments into Devils Lake.
Two pumping stations and an emergency outlet are now in
place to provide some measure of control over the maximum
levels of flooding. Under ideal conditions, such as those
experienced in 2011, they have the pumping stations have
the capacity to remove approximately one foot of water off of
Devils Lake.
Several studies have been undertaken over the years to
evaluate the potential of upper basin water management to
impact the water levels in Devils Lake. A North Dakota State
Water Commission Study completed in 1998 concluded that
the upper limit of drained wetlands contribution to rising
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waters in Devils Lake was approximately six inches. Some
studies suggest that the capacity for upper basin storage
is quite limited. Others suggest that the potential is much
greater. The 2006 Devils Lake Basin Water Management Plan
provides a thorough discussion of this “prong.” By 2013 nine
different studies on wetlands had been completed that aimed
to determine the storage capacity of “wetlands” or “wetland
depressions.” The conclusion of the 2013 Devils Lake Basin
Water Management Plan was that while wetland drainage
has played a role in Devils Lake flooding, it was not the main
cause of the flooding. It also concluded that wetland storage
only plays a significant role in limiting rising waters during
moderate rainfall events. The most recent study undertaken
to discuss the role of wetland storage in the Devils Lake Basin
was a 2016 study by members of the NDSU Department of
Agribusiness and Applied Economics. This study used GIS to
conduct a detailed analysis “of land areas surrounding Devils
Lake to determine which ecologically-sensitive lands might
be acquired most cost-efficiently based on recent history”
such as cropping patterns, flooding, and agricultural prices.
The conclusion of the study was that up to “250,000 acres of
land could be acquired for conservation purposes at a cost
of $100 per acre,” and that this land “could be managed to
provide wildlife habitat, ecosystems services, and recreation
opportunities.”
The three-pronged approach to managing water levels in the
Devils Lake Basin all aim at preventing catastrophic impacts
of high water levels both within and outside the Basin.
However, they do not provide any capacity to help keep the
water levels from dropping significantly in times of lower
annual precipitation. The concept of an inlet which allows for
controlled additional water to enter the Devils Lake Basin may
be the only viable solution to significant water level reduction.
However, such a solution would have both technical and
political difficulties. Despite these difficulties, the value of
such a solution could bring to the Devils Lake region, and to
all of North Dakota suggest that it should be pursued.

Economic Development
Economic development is closely related to housing and
land development. Without adequate housing opportunities
workers do not have a way to live close to employment
centers, which in turn impacts the potential for business
expansion and new business development. Without readily
available and appropriately zoned land, business expansion
and new business development face potential roadblocks that

may result in extra costs or risk that discourage economic
expansion in the County.
Economic Development as a discipline has changed
significantly since the 1960s and 1970s. This is due in part
to changes in technology and in the increasingly globalized
economy. Technology changes have resulted in reductions
in human power needed for production in areas such as
agriculture, manufacturing, and financial services. Technology
has also resulted in the capacity for vastly more interconnected economic activity. Additionally, due to changes in
national policy and technology, many former United States
industries and jobs have shifted to other parts of the world.
Collectively, these and other factors have resulted in a shift in
economic development from chasing a single major employer
to provide jobs and a solid economic base for a community
to a much more diversified approach to economic stability
and growth.
Figure 40: Distribution of Full and Part-time Jobs by Industry
in 2015
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ECONOMIC CONDITIONS – ECONOMIC BASE
Ramsey County’s economic base can be explained in part by
reviewing the number of full and part-time jobs in the County
by their industry category. As illustrated in the Figure 40,
the largest industry categories for Ramsey County are Retail
Trade, Healthcare and Social Assistance, Local Government,
Accommodation and Food Services, State Government, and
Farm Employment. Collectively, they represented more than
56 percent of all the jobs in Ramsey County in 2015. The
largest employers in the County are Devils Lake Public School
District, Lake Region State College, Wal-Mart, Eventide,
Leever’s Foods, CHI Mercy Hospital, and Summers
Manufacturing.
Another facet of Ramsey County’s economic base can
be understood by reviewing estimated personal income
earned by industry. Personal income is the total amount
of wages and other earnings from employment and
sole proprietorships within the County. As illustrated
in Figure 46, Public Administration, Health Care/
Social Assistance, Retail Trade, Wholesale Trade/
Transportation/Warehousing,
and
Management/
Professional/Other Services are the leading sources of
Ramsey County’s personal income. These four industry
categories represented just more than 72 percent of the
total earnings in 2015.
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This section is organized into three parts. The first part
reviews economic indicators to provide a sense of the
existing economic conditions in Ramsey County. The second
part offers a template for thinking about the organization
and activity of economic development in Ramsey County.
The third part offers a menu of best practices and checklists
for consideration in preparing an action plan for economic
development as part of the Ramsey County Comprehensive
Plan.
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Ramsey County’s total sales and use tax revenue and
adjusted gross income are two additional indicators of its
economic base. Ramsey County’s adjusted gross income
has grown at approximately the same rate as the sales
and use tax revenue. Both have grown slowly over the
1990 to 2014 time period. In contrast to this, the number
of jobs in the county reduced sharply in the early 2000’s,
and has only now recovered to near the peak experienced
in 1997. The most significant factor reducing jobs was the
reduction of construction jobs which were created while
major flood protection activities were underway.
33

Figure 41: Personal Income Earned by Industry in 2015
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States and nations often evaluate their economic
condition with the single indicator of Gross Domestic
Product (GDP), this measure is not as readily
developed for rural counties like Ramsey County. A
few models have been proposed and occasionally
implemented to measure GDP for counties, but
this section provides a series of indicators which
are relevant to understanding the overall economic
condition of Ramsey County.

50%

11.40%

40%

8.70%

30%

8.10%

ECONOMIC CONDITIONS – WORKFORCE
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Figure 41 provides labor force, employment and
unemployment statistics from 1990 to 2015. Since it is based
on covered employment reports the overall employment
numbers are lower than those reflected in Figure 40,
which includes workers and enterprises not subject to
unemployment insurance. Generally, the overall labor
force has dropped. However, unemployment rates and the
numbers of unemployed has remained fairly constant over
the last fifteen years.
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While Ramsey County’s median household income is lower
than North Dakota as a whole, it is substantially higher than

Figure 42: Ramsey County Employment and Unemployment Statistics, 1990-2015
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Time Period
1990
1991
1992
1993
1994
1995
1996
1997
1998
1999
2000
2001
2002
2003
2004
2005

Labor Force
6,223
6,172
6,308
6,480
6,506
6,603
6,752
6,759
6,545
6,409
6,187
6,249
6,102
6,007
6,009
6,011

Employed
5,997
5,951
6,033
6,220
6,280
6,394
6,548
6,583
6,349
6,200
5,979
6,048
5,861
5,752
5,766
5,781

Unemployed
226
221
275
260
226
209
204
176
196
209
208
201
241
255
243
230

Unemployment Rate
3.6%
3.6%
4.4%
4.0%
3.5%
3.2%
3.0%
2.6%
3.0%
3.3%
3.4%
3.2%
3.9%
4.2%
4.0%
3.8%

Region III’s (see Figure 43). Educational attainment is also
lower than the state average and higher than the regional
average (see Figure 44).
Figure 43: Median Household Income, 2014
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Figure 44: Percent of Population Age 25+ with a Bachelors
Degree or Higher Education

Specific programs being utilized to enhance economic
development in the County include:
»» TrainND
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CURRENT

Ramsey County has a number of organizations which support
or lead economic development efforts in the County. The key
organization is Forward Devils Lake, which although located
in Devils Lake, is committed to fostering economic growth
throughout the Lake Region. Other organizations involved in
economic development in the County include:
»» Ramsey County Board of County Commissioners
»» Devils Lake City Commission

Forward Devils Lake (FDL) is the leading economic
development organization in Ramsey County. During a recent
planning initiative, FDL developed the following Strategies
and Goals as their main focus for the future. Each focus area
has a specific strategy.
Primary Sector Business Development: Devils Lake needs
more primary sector development to expand the tax base and
to better economically support our community.
»» FDL will pursue finding a tenant for the 126,150 square foot
manufacturing building that the City of Devils Lake owns.
»» FDL will also continue to pursue businesses to develop in
the new industrial park.
»» To grow primary sector businesses in Ramsey County,
FDL will continue marketing our community assets on
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various levels: websites, tradeshows, publications, and
social media.
»» Emphasis will be put on the Unmanned aircraft systems
industry, agriculture industry, and tourism industry to
foster business development in Ramsey County.
Infrastructure/Facility Development: Infrastructure is a
critical element of primary sector business development and
economic gardening. By expanding community facilities in
Ramsey County, the quality of life standard is increased. This
will have a positive effect on community growth, business
development, and will result in broadening the tax base in
our community.

In addition to the strategies and goals developed by FDL as
listed above, the following list represent additional action
steps and strategic directions which may be appropriate
economic development in Ramsey County.
»» Encourage reinvestment and redevelopment in previously
used properties, versus greenfield development
»» Continue to pursue firms that complement existing
industries and increase business for established companies
»» Identify companies that fill a gap (contribute a needed
product or service).
»» Continue to pursue additional workforce housing
development.

»» FDL will install infrastructure in the new industrial park so
that that property can be developed.

»» Continue to pursue additional childcare services and identify
ways to stabilize or enhance existing childcare operations.

»» FDL will work closely with new and expanding businesses
to find locations in Ramsey County that maximize use of
current infrastructure while ensuring the businesses have
access to all their infrastructure needs.

»» Evaluate opportunities for lower cost housing development
in small communities of the County.

»» FDL will assist local organizations interested in developing
various facilities in our community.

»» Consider the potential for cluster business development.

Downtown Development: Communities have already
invested city infrastructure in the downtown locations, and
instead of investing in new infrastructure, FDL will focus on
utilizing the already existing infrastructure in our downtowns.
»» FDL will support efforts by various community
organizations to help recruit new and expand current
businesses in the communities’ downtowns.
Entrepreneurship Development: FDL will create an initiative
to promote entrepreneurism in Ramsey County. This will assist
with their business development and provide connections
with fellow entrepreneurs.
Workforce Development: FDL will focus on primary
sector development, housing development, and childcare
development to increase the available workforce in our
community. If larger primary sector businesses come to
Ramsey County, they will ultimately be recruiting some of their
employees from outside of our area. Those new employees
will bring their families that will then provide to the workforce
growth in our community. Additionally, if there is adequate
housing and childcare in our community, more individuals
will be able to relocate to Devils Lake and ultimately will lead
to a stable workforce in our community.
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»» Promote streamlined and more flexible land development
standards and practices.
»» Provide technical assistance to businesses and offer
business incubator support.
»» Ensure access and educate businesses regarding the use
of high speed, broadband technology.
»» Continue to expand tourism attractions.
»» Provide housing and clustered services for elderly.
»» Consider surveying customer needs and buying habits to
identify market potential of retail and service growth.
»» Promote high quality personal service among all
businesses. Make a name for Ramsey County as the most
customer oriented community in the State.
»» Continue to seek opportunities for value-added agriculture
development including agri-tourism, farmers-markets, etc.
»» Encourage high-quality community amenity development
that appeals to millennials and emerging population cohorts.
»» Evaluate opportunities to expand the utilization of existing
community resources such as the local school systems.
»» Capitalize on the draw of people from across the nation for
outdoor recreation by using their word of mouth stories to
reach a broader market.
»» Strongly support the maintenance and growth of local
healthcare providers.
»» Promote heritage and eco-tourism and associated
economic development activity tied to the County’s
natural and cultural assets.

RAMSEY COUNTY PLAN 2035
In order to shape and navigate its future, Ramsey County
supports the following Guiding Principles which represent the
broad values and ideals for the County. Each Guiding Principle
addresses a specific and critical aspect of the County’s future.
Collectively, these Guiding Principles illustrate the vision for
Ramsey County now and into the future.

Guiding Principles
»» Quality of Life – Ramsey County will actively pursue an
enhanced quality of life so that people today and in the
future will make the County their first choice as a place to
live, work, and play
»» Land Use and Development – Ramsey County will provide
a welcoming context for development while protecting
existing land uses from conflicts and maintaining its rural
character
»» Water Management – Ramsey County will work to achieve
a water management balance that provides opportunity
for a diversified economic base and achieves stability
which reduces the risk and cost for public and private
investment
»» Housing – Ramsey County will promote housing diversity
and affordability in order to enhance opportunity for
economic development and to meet the future housing
needs of its citizens
»» Transportation and Infrastructure – Ramsey County will
encourage and support transportation and infrastructure
investment sufficient to meet current needs and future
economic development
»» Economic Development – Ramsey County will nurture
existing businesses and employers while encouraging the
growth of a diversified economic base

Goals, Policies, and Implementation
Strategies
Based on the analysis of trends, issues and opportunities
for Ramsey County, and the guiding principles that describe
Ramsey County’s Vision for the future, the following goals and
policies are established to provide a consistent approach to
decision-making in Ramsey County. The policy level guidance
included here does not in all cases provide the impetus needed
to reach some of the Goals and to fully follow the Guiding
Principles. In response to some of the detailed issues facing
the County, implementation strategies are also provided as
the additional impetus to achieve the Goals. These goals,

policies, and implementation strategies are intended to apply
to the maximum extent they are feasible within the County.
For instance, a number of the cities and townships within
Ramsey County have zoning regulations, and it is recognized
that implementation of these land use and development
goals cannot be wholly accomplished without agreement and
collaboration between these local governments.

Water Management
GOAL 1: ACHIEVE DEVILS LAKE LEVEL STABILIZATION
»» Policy 1.1 Maintain an active education and lobbying
organization to lead the effort to attain lake level
stabilization.
»» Policy 1.2 Work internally to identify opportunities to
include lake inlets or some other way to maintain lake
level stabilization.
»» Policy 1.3 Work internally to identify opportunities and
methods to address the economic impact of landowners
holding water, and to implement them.
»» Policy 1.4 Continue to communicate effectively with those
concerned about environmental issues pertaining to the
current or potential future water retention or release from
the Devils Lake Basin.
»» Policy 1.5 Develop and implement funding mechanisms
for continued protection and maintenance of roads and
other infrastructure affected by flooding.
»» Policy 1.6 Continue efforts to secure and maintain flood
insurance protection for Ramsey County properties, and
to maintain flood insurance waivers where needed.
»» Policy 1.7 Continue efforts to use easements and upper
basin storage as part of the three-legged stool approach
for lake level stabilization.

Land Use and Development
GOAL 2: PROVIDE LAND USE GUIDANCE THAT IS
CONSISTENT WITH ECONOMIC DEVELOPMENT
NEEDS AND OPPORTUNITIES, WHILE PROTECTING
EXISTING PROPERTY OWNERS FROM NUISANCES
AND ECONOMIC IMPACTS
»» Policy 2.1 Identify county-wide opportunity locations
for development or redevelopment that are suitable for
business and industry.
»» Policy 2.2 Encourage growth where infrastructure exists,
especially inside municipal limits and within extraterritorial
areas where annexation is feasible.
»» Policy 2.3 Identify prime locations for industrial and large
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scale commercial operations and protect these locations
from incompatible development.

inundated with fluctuating lake levels to establish future
land use plans and consistent zoning regulations.

GOAL 3: PROVIDE LAND USE GUIDANCE THAT
BALANCES
PRIVATE
PROPERTY
ENJOYMENT,
FLEXIBILITY, AND ECONOMIC OPPORTUNITY FOR
PROPERTY OWNERS
»» Policy 3.1 Monitor development trends and effectiveness
of policies

GOAL 6: SUPPORT EFFORTS TO PROMOTE “LIVING
WAGE” HOUSING DEVELOPMENT TO FACILITATE AN
INCREASED WORKFORCE IN THE RAMSEY COUNTY
AREA
»» Policy 6.1 Encourage innovative efforts to develop housing
options for “living wage” households.

»» Policy 3.2 Streamline development approval processes
to maximize the positive reputation of development
opportunity in Ramsey County

»» Policy 6.2 Collaborate with economic development
organizations to identify additional approaches to
encourage workforce housing development in Ramsey
County.

»» Policy 3.3 Promote flexibility in land use as long as overall
land use district purposes are achieved and impacts to
surrounding property owners are minimal.

GOAL 4: ESTABLISH LAND USE AND DEVELOPMENT
REGULATIONS THAT PROMOTE HEALTH, SAFETY
AND WELFARE WITHIN THE COUNTY
»» Policy 4.1 Coordinate development review and subdivision
approval processes with NDDOT policies and guidelines in
order to provide orderly and safe access for developments.
»» Policy 4.2 Coordinate development review and subdivision
approval processes with townships and cities in order
to assist them with their individual land management
strategies.
»» Policy 4.3 Establish standards and guidelines for
development of land uses which have the potential
to significantly impact surrounding property owners
including oil refineries, temporary housing for industrial
development workers, wind farms, concentrated animal
feeding operations, and similar land uses.
»» Policy 4.4 Establish a rural development overlay
zoning district for land uses which have the potential
to significantly impact surrounding property owners
and require that such uses must be located within the
boundaries of such an overlay zoning district.

Housing
GOAL 5: ENCOURAGE HOUSING OPPORTUNITY TO
ADDRESS HOUSING NEEDS IN THE COUNTY
»» Policy 5.1 Promote housing development and
redevelopment in areas with existing sewer and water
services.
»» Policy 5.2 Identify opportunity locations for residential
redevelopment and development in rural centers, and
promote them.
»» Policy 5.3 Encourage townships that abut land being
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»» Policy 6.3 Encourage or develop housing rehab programs
in order to maintain the existing home market stock.

Economic Development
GOAL 7:
SUPPORT EXISTING BUSINESS AND
INDUSTRY TO ENCOURAGE RETENTION AND
EXPANSION OF JOBS
»» Strategy 7.1 Aggressively partner with appropriate local,
regional, and state economic development organizations
to maximize the effort focused on economic development
in Ramsey County
»» Strategy 7.2 Collaborate with local government and
economic development organizations to create a
coordinated and unified approach to recruiting and
retaining jobs in Ramsey County
»» Strategy 7.3 Collaborate with local governments, local
businesses, and economic development and community
development organizations to enhance web-based
attraction to Ramsey County.
»» Strategy 7.4 Encourage careful evaluation of return on
investment of funds expended to support business
retention, expansion, and recruitment.
»» Strategy 7.5 Support and encourage entrepreneurial
training, career and technical education programs
developed in partnership with the public schools.

Transportation

2. To provide a basis for zoning regulation by Ramsey
County in accordance with the North Dakota Century
Code.

GOAL 8: PROVIDE ADEQUATE TRANSPORTATION
SYSTEMS TO SUPPORT THE NEEDS OF AGRICULTURE
AND OTHER ECONOMIC ENGINES IN RAMSEY
COUNTY
»» Policy 8.1 Utilize a capital improvements program to
manage maintenance and system improvements for all
roadways under Ramsey County’s control.

The overall strategy for land use management in the County
is to achieve the following objectives:

»» Policy 8.2 Coordinate with State and local governments
to ensure appropriate transportation standards are
implemented in land development in order to maintain
safe and efficient transportation networks.

»» Encourage nodes of development to allow more efficient
maintenance and service provision

»» Policy 8.3 Work toward a long-term strategy to address the
issues of inundated roads and access limitations.

Future Land Use Plan and Map
LAND USE MANAGEMENT
Under the authority granted by the North Dakota Century
Code, Ramsey County has the ability to establish ordinances
for zoning and subdivision that regulate the use and
division of land, respectively. The extent of this authority is
limited to areas outside the zoning control established by
municipalities in the County. Devils Lake is the only city in
the County to have established zoning regulations. It has not
established extraterritorial zoning authority beyond their city
limits. Under the North Dakota Century Code, joint zoning
authority between a city and the County must be exercised
when the extraterritorial zoning authority is extended beyond
a certain distance from city limits. In the case of townships
that have established their own zoning control, the County’s
zoning authority is limited to only those aspects of zoning
not addressed by a township’s zoning ordinance. Figure X
illustrates the cities and townships where zoning authority
has been exercised. Five townships have established zoning
ordinances.
The overall objectives of future land use plan and map are:
1.

To provide a template with common elements that
can be adopted by individual cities and townships.
The template provides a common language or set of
concepts that allow simpler coordination between local
jurisdictions and allow developers or others seeking
to follow land use guidelines within the County a less
confusing experience.

»» Encourage coordination between local jurisdictions
»» Encourage careful evaluation of development return on
public investment

»» Strike a balance between opportunity for economic
development and protecting individual properties from
land use conflicts

LAND USE STRATEGY
The overall strategy for land use management in Ramsey
County is based on the guiding principles of the County.
The guiding principles for land use and development and
economic development all apply directly to the land use
strategy. In order to encourage development in the County that
will enhance local tax bases and spur economic development,
this approach allows a broad range of land development
outside of existing communities. It allows rural housing and
business development without zone district changes when the
development meets predefined development standards. This
relaxed approach to rural development may result in impacts
to township budgets and roads, and may result in changing
land uses which might be perceived to conflict with existing
land uses. As a result of the greater potential for development
in rural areas and the potential for more conflict with existing
land uses, it has the potential to be more complicated to
administer the applicable land use regulations. Specific
concepts inherent in this strategy are encapsulated in the
character and requirements of anticipated zoning districts:
»» Agricultural District – allows residential and industrial
uses as CUPs
»» Townsite Residential District - allows
»» Townsite Business District – allows industrial uses as
CUPs; allows residential while maintaining main street
character
»» Shoreline Development District – allows agricultural uses
and uses which may be desirable adjoining lakeshore but
stipulates conditions to minimize negative impacts from
development
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»» Urban Development District – next to City of Devils Lake –
requires area plan and future redevelopment plan

FUTURE LAND USE MAP CATEGORIES
In order to effectively implement the land use management
strategy previously discussed in this comprehensive plan, it
is important to identify areas in the County which are most
suitable and appropriate for various kinds of development.
A future land use map provides a kind of framework that
identifies areas which are particularly suited to specific types
of development. The Future Land Use Map is consistent
with the guiding principles and conveys the vision for the
future of the County. The areas shown on the Future Land
Use Map are described in the paragraphs below. A proposed
development is not required to be fully within a specific future
land use area in order to allowed. In order to be approved as
consistent with the Future Land Use Map at least 51 percent
of the proposed development area must be located within
a given future land use area where that use is intended to
be allowed. The remaining 49 percent may be located in a
different future land use area as long as potential conflicts are
appropriately mitigated.
AGRICULTURAL LANDS
The Agricultural Lands category covers the vast majority
of Ramsey County. These areas are depicted in green on
the future land use map. The intent for land use in this
category is to maintain the primarily agricultural production
activities and related rural land uses which are essential to
the economic base of the County. Agricultural uses should
be preserved while offering reasonable opportunities for
new growth. Land use in this category also includes very low
density residential living that is not served by municipal water
and sewer services. This category also includes land use and
activities for an array of leisure and recreation opportunities
that contribute to the quality of life desired by many in the
County. Industrial and commercial activities which support
production agriculture or are not appropriate to be located in
more densely developed areas are also expected to be located
in the Agricultural Lands area of the Future Land Use Map. It
is desirable to maintain the existing rural character of Ramsey
County throughout the Agricultural Lands areas of the Future
Land Use Map. These areas typically have limited availability
of water and sewer services, and require on-site provision of
these utilities. Road infrastructure is characterized by gravel
roads with ditch drainage.
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Some parts of land in the Agricultural land use category are
potentially subject to inundation or are already inundated
by the rising waters of Devils Lake and other major lakes in
Ramsey County. These areas are depicted in two shades of
blue on the future land use map. The maximum potential
elevation of these rising waters is estimated to be 1460
feet above mean sea level. Most land potentially subject to
inundation is anticipated to remain in agricultural use unless
it is inundated, but it is recognized that this area is also
subject to market demands for other types of uses including
rural residential subdivisions, recreational, and commercial
development. It is characterized by lakeshore access or
frontage that makes it attractive for residential, resort, lodging,
recreational and leisure activities. The potential for changing
water levels and shoreline location introduces an element of
risk and uncertainty for development which requires special
considerations when being proposed for development.
If these additional types of development are allowed to
develop, care should be taken to ensure the functionality of
the development under a variety of lake levels, and that such
development (including access and utilities) is adequately
protected from inundation. Therefore, development should
be required to meet floodplain development standards.
Incorporated municipalities are depicted in gray on the
Future Land Use Map. Municipalities have autonomous
control over land within their boundaries, and County land
use plans and zoning have no authority over them unless an
appropriate joint powers agreement is in place. Land use
in areas adjacent to these municipalities should be carefully
evaluated. Even if the municipalities do not have established
extraterritorial zoning authority, adequate measures should
be taken to avoid conflicts between various types of existing
and proposed land uses. When such potential conflicts
cannot be mitigated, the existing land uses should be given
priority over proposed land uses.
RURAL RESIDENTIAL LANDS
The Rural Residential Lands category includes rural large lot
and small lot residential developments which are outside
of incorporated municipalities. These areas are depicted
in yellow on the future land use map. This includes a large
number of recently developed residential subdivisions that
are not inside municipal boundaries. It also includes existing
platted townsites that were never incorporated, but where
existing residential development continues to exist. Proposed
residential development in these areas must be contiguous

with existing residential development. Non-residential
development in these areas is not encouraged, and should
be guided to existing municipalities instead.
HIGHWAY COMMERCIAL CORRIDORS
The Highway Commercial Corridors are specific locations
along Highway 2 where non-residential development has
occurred or where market forces may prompt proposals for
additional development. These kinds of development create
significant and costly impacts, and involve a very limited
commodity (frontage and access to a major transportation
corridor of statewide significance). Dense access points along
Highway 2 will prompt safety concerns and/or force reduced
speeds that impede the intended use of Highway 2 as a highspeed long-distance through road providing an important
function for the entire State of North Dakota. It is essential
that any such development be managed in a way that ensures
safety, maintains highway speeds, and limits costs to the
County and the State of North Dakota. Additionally, these
lands are a very limited commodity, and should be reserved
for only those uses which are considered essential to the
future of the County and have no other appropriate location
available for development. Therefore, the land uses allowed in
these corridors must be such that they:
1.

FUTURE LAND USE MAP
The future land use category section described land use
characteristics pertaining to each land use category depicted
on the Future Land Use Map. The map is provided below. It
illustrates in would be light green land areas that would be
inundated at elevation 1,460. If the lake level is at the natural
outlet elevation of 1458 and a maximum inflow event occurs,
the inundation level could reach 1460 in areas that are not
protected by levees.

have an economic function of regional significance

2. cannot be located within the City of Devils Lake because
there is not sufficient space for the proposed land use
3.

cannot function without visual access to Highway 2

Additionally, any development within this corridor must be a
component of an approved area plan that:
1.

fully addresses access, safety and other transportation
issues

2. presents an aesthetically pleasing view from the highway
so that it serves as a positive gateway to the City of
Devils Lake
3.

provides for efficient future expansion perpendicular to
the Highway 2 corridor
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Figure 45: Future Land Use Map
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CORRELATION WITH ZONING DISTRICTS
The future land use categories depict the recommended
development character of land outside municipalities in
Ramsey County. They do not change existing land uses or
existing zoning districts. In most cases there are multiple
zoning districts which could be established in the area
identified for a given future land use category. Figure 45
illustrates this correlation.

Future Land Use Categories

Production
Agriculture

Shoreline
Development

Rural

Figure 46: Future Land Use Categories
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integral in allowing vehicles, bicyclists, and pedestrians to
enter the roadway and reach their destinations. However,
access points can increase the risk of crashes among vehicles
and other roadway users. They can also lead to bottlenecks
and backups at intersections, which reduce travel speeds,
roadway capacity, and overall throughput.
Access management addresses the classic dilemma
between corridor-wide throughput (or “mobility”) and local
accessibility. Requirements can include a minimum spacing
distance between access points that affects the design
and location of new roads and driveways. Less aggressive
techniques may be employed to encourage retrofitting
existing roadway networks to close and consolidate ineffective
access points. Access requirements can such things as access
classification of the roadway, intersection spacing standards,
access among properties, and driveway spacing and design.
Figure 46 illustrates potential Ramsey County standards
for the most critical requirements of driveways spacing and
intersecting roadways (actual existing County standards and
NDDOT standards should be evaluated to determine actual
standards).

Transportation and land use are closely linked elements in the
comprehensive plan. Proposed development needs adequate
access which varies depending on the type of proposed land
use. And existing transportation access tends to encourage
development. In order to effectively coordinate these two
elements it is important to recognize the relationship and
provide adequate guidance for consistent decision-making
that will help fulfill the goals, objectives, and policies of the
comprehensive plan. The existing transportation network
needs ongoing maintenance, and must be a high priority of
the County. Ramsey County has a maintenance funding and
implementation process in place to address these needs.
When new roads are proposed or new development is
proposed along existing roads, there are potential safety and
capacity issues which should be considered and addressed
in a consistent manner. Two key considerations are access
management and right-of-way preservation.

ACCESS MANAGEMENT
Access management is a strategy for managing the type of
development along and physical connections to transportation
corridors by regulating the frequency and location of access
points along roadways. Access points range from intersecting
roads to driveways and field accesses. Access points are
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Figure 47: Roadway Functional Classifications
Functional Classification of Roadway
Type of Access
Private Residential Driveways
Commercial Driveways or Non-Continuous
Commercial Roads

No direct access

Minor Arterial
> 7,500 ADT
< 7,500 ADT
No direct access
Variable

No direct access

No direct access

1/8 mile

1/8 mile

Variable

Non-Continuous Residential Roads

No direct access

1/8 mile with no
median opening

1/8 mile

1/8 mile

Variable

1/2 mile

1/4 mile

1/4 mile

1/8 mile

1/8 mile

1/2 mile

1/2 mile

1/2 mile

1/2 mile

1/2 mile

Principal Arterial

Continuous Local Roads and Collector
Roads
Minor Arterials

RIGHT-OF-WAY PRESERVATION
When new developments are proposed, a critical aspect of
County review and approval should include preserving or
obtaining additional right-of-way to allow construction of
adequate roadway systems to serve existing and anticipated
future traffic and safety needs. This may include additional
right-of-way width where turning or acceleration lanes are
needed. Figure 47 below illustrates potential standards
for Ramsey County (actual existing County standards and
NDDOT standards should be evaluated to determine actual
standards).
Figure 48: Potential Roadway Standards
Roadway Type

Right-of-Way

Collector

Arterial
Principal
200 feet*
variable
Minor
200 feet
variable
Collector
150 feet
36 feet
Local
Rural Section
120 feet
32 feet*
Urban Section
70 feet
30 feet
Alleys
20 feet
20 feet
* Right-of-way or road width may be reduced at the County
Engineer’s direction
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Collector

Local

Variable

Variable
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