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Pelican River Dams Update 

HISTORY 

Historically, there were eight dams along the Pelican River 
(Figure 2). These dams are barriers that make dispersal 
for river species difficult both up and downstream, but 
these structures can be converted in such a way that they 
are more favorable to passage of fish, muskrats, otters, 
shorebirds, waterfowl, salamanders, frogs, crayfish and 
other invertebrate species.  As part of the Red River of the 
North Fisheries Management Plan, the Minnesota 
Department of Natural Resources (DNR) has listed goals 
of removing barriers to restore uninterrupted fish migration 
pathways. 
 
The first dam to be converted to rapids was Dunton Locks, which was completed in 2001. This site became a 
show piece for this type of project. With the passage of the Clean Water Land and Legacy Amendment in 2008, 
more funding became available to do these types of projects. 
 
The Fish Lake Dam, at the outlet of the Pelican Group of Lakes, was built in 1932 for the purpose of maintaining 
consistent water levels in Pelican Lake. This dam has a long and storied history, including numerous partial 
washouts and patches, which caused drops in lake water levels of Pelican Lake and had left the dam in 
deteriorating shape. In 2016, PGOLID wrote and was awarded a grant from the DNR to replace this dam with 
rock arch rapids (Figure 1). 
 
The partnership between the DNR and PGOLID for this project set a new precedence for how these projects 
can be accomplished. By partnering with a local government, the DNR was able to accomplish the project more 
quickly while also assuring support from the local area. 
 
Building on the success of the Fish Lake Dam, the DNR partnered with PGOLID again in 2019 to compete the 
Lizzie and Prairie Dams, and the Pelican Rapids City Council voted to modify the Pelican Rapids City dam. 
 
With all these efforts, only two dams remain: the Elizabeth Dam and Bucks Mill Dam. The DNR has secured 
funding for completing the Elizabeth Dam next year. They would like to partner with PGOLID one last time to 
complete this project as well. The DNR will likely work to partner with a local government in Becker County to 
replace Bucks Mill the following year. Howard Fullhart, DNR Fisheries said, “This concept or partnership all 
comes from the success we have had with PGOLID.” 
 
It is very realistic that the Pelican River will be dam free by 2025. These projects cumulatively will have 
reconnected 84 river miles and 14,790 acres of lakes.  

Figure 1. Groundbreaking of the Fish Lake Dam in 
February 2018. 
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Figure 2. History of dam modification projects in the Pelican River Watershed. 
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UPDATES 

FISH LAKE DAM 

The Fish Lake Dam construction is complete. Hough’s retainage remains to be paid. This grant ends in June 
2020, so all invoices need to be paid and final grant paperwork submitted by mid-June. 

Action items: 
1. Decision on adding a couple more large, flat boulders to the site. This would entail bringing heavy

equipment back to the site again.
2. Fix the access road to the site if rocks are brought in and if necessary.
3. Fix up landing area to the Southeast of the Dam (may involve bringing in gravel or reseeding)
4. Final site condition review by property owner and sign off.
5. Pay Hough retainage.
6. Submit final grant summary paperwork.
7. Grant ends June 30, 2020.

LAKE LIZZIE AND PRAIRIE DAM 

Construction on the Lizzie and Prairie dams is essentially complete.  Seeding and other construction clean up 
items will be addressed as soon as conditions permit this spring. 

Action items: 
1. Sign Hough payment request (attached).

ELIZABETH DAM 

The DNR has secured funding for the Elizabeth Dam and would like to complete the site survey and design this 
June 2020. They would like to sign a partnership agreement with PGOLID to complete this project like they did 
with Lizzie and Prairie. 

Action items 
1. Vote on approval to partner with the DNR on the Elizabeth Dam.
2. Sign agreement with DNR (to come next week).

TIMELINE 

 June 2020: Fish Lake Dam grant funds expire
 May 2020: Survey Elizabeth Dam
 June 2020: Complete design of Elizabeth Dam modification
 Winter 2020/2021: Construction of Elizabeth Dam
 June 2022: Lizzie and Prairie funds expire






