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STOP! FOR SCHOOL BUSES
Bus safety reminders for drivers & students

–Motorists must stop at least 20 feet 
from a school bus that is displaying red 
fl ashing lights and/or its stop arm is 
extended when approaching from the 
rear and from the opposite direction on 
undivided roads.

–Red fl ashing lights on buses indicates 
students are either entering or exiting 
the bus.

–Motorists are not required to stop for 
a bus if the bus is on the opposite side 
of a separated roadway (median, etc.) — 
but they should remain alert for children.

–Altering a route or schedule to avoid 
a bus is one way motorists can help 
improve safety. In doing so, motorists 
won’t fi nd themselves behind a bus and 
as a result, potentially putting children 
at risk.

–Watch for school crossing patrols 
and pedestrians. Reduce speeds in and 
around school zones.

–Watch and stop for pedestrians — 
the law applies to all street corners, for 
both marked and unmarked crosswalks 
(all street corners) — every corner is a 
crosswalk. 

–When getting off a bus, look to be 
sure no cars are passing on the shoulder.

–Wait for the bus driver to signal that 
it’s safe to cross.

–When crossing the street to get on 
the bus or to go home, make eye con-
tact with motorists before proceeding. 

STUDENTS

DRIVERS

Back to School!
Wishing 

our 
students 
a great 

year 
ahead!
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Tale of a Trail: Houston hears reasons for, against proposed OHV project

The open house event on Aug. 10 drew a little over 50 people. On the left is Karla Bloem, executive 
director of the International Owl Center and on the right is Karen Umphress, club member of the 
Twin Cities Trail Riders. Both have worked diligently to inform the public of the concerns and benefits 
of the proposed trail. 
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Meet in the middle

By Jordan Gerard
Editor, The Caledonia Argus

The proposed Off-Highway Vehicle project in 
Houston has garnered a long history even before 
a shovel has broke ground, and groups and clubs 
behind the scenes are moving it forward. 

Though they haven’t been as vocal as those who 
oppose the project or those who oppose the trail’s 
location, they’ve been advocating the longest. 

Tuesday night’s Aug. 10 open house event gave 
an opportunity for two groups to meet, talk and ask 
questions. Present were city council members, city 
staff, Minnesota Department of Natural Resources 
staff, Conservation Corps members and many club 
members.  

The proposed 7.5 mile trail has been a hot topic of 
debate since its start. Residents have raised concerns 
of noise, pollution and erosion. Now, those support-
ing the project had the chance to talk about the poten-
tial benefits and ease concerns.

Karen Umphress, club member of the Twin Cities 
Trail Riders, said Tuesday night’s event was the second 
open house held over the past 13 years, in addition 
to booths at several Hoedown celebrations and dis-
tributing flyers with information on the trail project. 
They’ve also held training sessions for people and 
volunteers to learn how to build the trails, manage 
and maintain them. 

She added various clubs and their members have 
helped in the community too. When damage was 
done to the Hauge property due to logging, the clubs 
helped with the work and put a new gate up. 

Umphress said club members do have the passion 
for the trail, but they held off contacting council 
members because the council was already “barraged” 
by emails. 

Finding common ground
Groups, clubs supporting 

Houston OHV project

“We want to be considerate,” 
she said. 

Rochester Rough Riders club 
member Geoff O’Brien said the 
clubs haven’t been as vocal because 
they didn’t want to pick fights. 

“I didn’t want to pick fights. 
That’s not what we’re about,” he 
said. 

It’s also a matter of breaking ste-
reotypes. Concerns were raised at 
past council meetings about what 
kind of people the trails would 
bring in, with stereotypes such as 
“drunkards,” “wild and rowdy” and 
“they won’t spend money here.”

A former OHV’er, Meg Stark-
son, said the majority of the com-
munity isn’t like that. She used 
to go on trails with her ex-hus-
band, and when he first started 
the hobby, she was apprehensive at 
first. Calling herself a hippie, she 
said had doubts too. 

“They’re respectful and kind. 
People are close. It’s a tight knit 
family,” she said.

Starkson said the town of Gil-
bert, Minnesota was resistant at the 
idea of a trail coming in, but now 
the tourism is “irreplaceable.”

She also spoke to the noise con-

cern. Her son is on the Autism 
spectrum and noises affect him. 

“It was rare that the [machines] 
had enough noise to disturb him,” 
she explained. 

Umphress added much of the 
stereotype is limited to a single 
group of people, but most OHV 
hobbyists include a lot of families, 
people over 50, father/daughter 
teams and women. 

It’s one of the few sports where 
you see teens hanging out with 

By Jordan Gerard
Editor, The Caledonia Argus

The Save Our Bluffs group in Houston hosted an 
expert panel on Sunday, Aug. 8 at the International Owl 
Center. 

Presenting was International Owl Center executive 
director and Save Our Bluffs member Karla Bloem, 
Dr. Russ Smith – marketing faculty at Winona State 
University, Dr. Dan Keyler – rattlesnake researcher and 
retired clinical toxicologist specializing in venomous 
snakebites, and Ron Meiners – retired Root River Soil 
and Water Conservation District Manager. Scott Leddy, 
a prairie restoration specialist, was scheduled to speak 
but did not due to a family emergency, Bloem explained 
at the beginning of the presentation. 

Bloem started with a history of the project, overview 
of the studies and what research has been done since the 
start of this year. 

Trail width ranges from 17.5 ft. to allow two-way 
traffic to pass, 8.75 ft. for a technical trail, to 3 ft. for 
a dirt-bike only trail and 0.8 acres of a rock crawl area 
(reduced from a previous area of 1.7 acres). The trails 
also allow for 4x4 Jeeps. 

A data request for comments by Bloem to the Min-
nesota Department of Natural Resources (DNR) shows 
DNR field staff recommending “not to place trails on 
south and west facing slopes because it would degrade 
the prairie areas, and negatively impact any potential 
[rattlesnake] dens by disrupting the rock structure.” 
That comment was from the DNR interdisciplinary 
team in 2010.

Comments in 2019 echo previous comments and 
ones made by the U.S. Forest Service’s Trails Unlimited 
enterprise team, who also cited concerns about wet 
weather management, weak soils for frequent traffic and 
two-way trail traffic that will require pull-outs every 500 

Expert panel heightens 
concerns of proposed 

OHV trail

ft. to allow traffic to pass. 
Bloem also pointed out that at 

the time of the federal Environ-
mental Assessment in 2013, no 
trails had been built yet, and thus 
the conclusion of that assessment 
“doesn’t matter unless you look at 
the methodology.” She also said 
there was not an attempt made 
to assess what would happen if 
motorized vehicles used the site, 
and that the process was supposed 
to “legally assess the use of motor-
ized vehicles,” but they did not. 

At the end of the assessment, 
one of three things are supposed 

to be done in order to conclude 
the project: decide not to do it, 
get a more detailed environmen-
tal impact statement or issue a 
“Finding of No Significant Impact.” 
Bloem said none of those were 
done, but the study was accepted. 

When that was pointed out to 
the National Park Service and the 
DNR, their reply reasoned that 
“... because the project is fund-
ed through Grant-In-Aid, no fur-
ther review is required through 
the Land and Water Conservation 
Fund.”

Bloem also pointed out concerns 

with the Federal Highway Admin-
istration Review, which included 
several studies. The National Her-
itage Information System (NHIS) 
database search for species, which 
Bloem pointed out has not likely 
been updated since 1993 and no 
one came to visit the site in person. 
Bloem said she is working to add 
more information to that database 
and found a lot of native species, 
three “special concern” species and 
11 species of “greatest conservation 
EXPERT PANEL
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225 S. Kingston St.

Call us TODAY!
225 S. Kingston St.
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Cresco, IA | Rushford, MN | 800-432-2285

Learn more about how the Summer Shift
helps keep electric rates affordable at
www.MiEnergy.coop/Do-Summer-Shift.

This institution is an equal opportunity provider and employer.

SUMMER
SHIFT

Do The

When each member works to conserve electricity, we all win.
Turn off unnecessary lights. Hang laundry to air dry. Raise
the thermostat a few degrees. Reducing electric use from
11 a.m. to 7 p.m. on summer weekdays helps keep rates
affordable.

SEMBA
29th Bluegrass Festival

Aug. 19, 20, 21 & 22, 2021

The Kevin Prater Band – KY
Thursday & Friday
-------------------------------------------
The Southern Gentlemen - AL
Fri., Sat. & Sun,
----------------------------------------------------
Serene Green– PA
Sat. & Sunday
---------------------------------------------------
Roe Family Singers –MN
Fri. & Sat.
---------------------------------------------------
The Paul Family - MI
Thurs. Friday & Saturday
---------------------------------------------------
Cedar Valley –MN. IA &WI
Thurs. & Sunday am
-----------------------------------------------
Doubledown Dare Devils- MN
Sat. & Sunday
---------------------------------------------------
Squirrel Tail – IA
Thurs. & Friday
---------------------------------------------------

Blue Rapids–MN
Thursday evening & Sunday pm
-----------------------------------------------
August Show Times
Thurs., Fri., & Sat. 1:00 -4:45 pm
& 6:30 – 10:15 pm
Sun. AM Gospel 9:00 ~ 11:40 am
Sunday afternoon 12:15– 3:15 pm
Potluck 6:00 pm evening
prior to the Festival

Tickets - CASH ORCHECK
SEMBA, P.O. Box93 , Rushford, MN 55971
Phone: 507-864 -8109 Website: www.SEMBA.TV
e-mail ~ darrbarr1 9 6 2@gmail.com
Rain or shine – have building

WORKSHOPS
Saturday
9:00 ~10:00
am

Admission August
All Four Days ~ $4 0 (Advance $3 8 )
Friday ~ Sunday $3 5 (Advance $3 3 )
Sat. ~ $20 – Thurs. or Fri. ~ $16
Sunday ~ $10

OPEN STAGES Aug – Thurs. 11:00 – 12:00 - Friday 9:3 0 ~
12:00 & Saturday 10:45~ 12:30

See www.semba.tv for
further info or Call (50 7)
251-1884

Bring your INSTRUMENT as Jamming is always present
throughout the campground!! No Alcoholic Beverages or Pets
allowed in Fest Building or Concert Area
Food Service by Relay for Life
Camping Information - Contact - Cushon’s Peak
Campground (in a beautiful valley on the Root River Bike Trail)
18696 State Highway 16, Houston, MN 55943 Tel. 507-896-
7325 www.camppeak.com email: camppeak@acegroup.cc
Clean modern restrooms & Showers. Electric & Water sites $$
vary - non electric sites also available Onsite Dump Station
All shows are ASCAP & BMI Licensed
Information subject to change.

This activity is made possible by the voters of Minnesota through a grant from the Southeastern
Minnesota Arts Council thanks to a legislative appropriation from the arts & cultural heritage fund.

Aug. 19, 20, 21 & 22, 2021
Cushon’s Peak Campg round, Houston, MNBL UEGRASS

INSTRUMENT
WORKSHOP WED.
August 1 8 ,
9:00 am - 4:00 pm
Coordinated by
Bill Cagley
FREE WITH SEMBA
WRISTBAND, For More
information – call (50 7 )
2 51 -1 884

Annual $20 SEMBA Membership
entitles you to a discount on
festival tickets & you will receive
a monthly newsletter.

Aug. 20
Youth Showcase
of Bands
Sat. 10 :3 0 am

See www.semba.tv for
further info or Call (50 7)
251-1884

Aug. 20
Youth Showcase
of Bands
Sat. 10 :3 0 am

The Kevin Prater Band – KY
Thursday & Friday
-------------------------------------------
The Southern Gentlemen - AL
Fri., Sat. & Sun,
----------------------------------------------------
Serene Green– PA
Sat. & Sunday
---------------------------------------------------
Roe Family Singers –MN
Fri. & Sat.
---------------------------------------------------
The Paul Family - MI
Thurs. Friday & Saturday
---------------------------------------------------
Cedar Valley –MN. IA &WI
Thurs. & Sunday am
-----------------------------------------------
Doubledown Dare Devils- MN
Sat. & Sunday
---------------------------------------------------
Squirrel Tail – IA
Thurs. & Friday
---------------------------------------------------

Blue Rapids–MN
Thursday evening & Sunday pm
-----------------------------------------------
August Show Times
Thurs., Fri., & Sat. 1:00 -4:45 pm
& 6:30 – 10:15 pm
Sun. AM Gospel 9:00 ~ 11:40 am
Sunday afternoon 12:15– 3:15 pm
Potluck 6:00 pm evening
prior to the Festival

Cushon’s Peak Campg round, Houston, MN

need.”
The Environmental Assessment 

statement is approved by clubs, but 
is not checked for accuracy, Bloem 
added. That was approved by the 
Houston City Council in February 
2021. 

Bloem was also told that the 
Minnesota Environmental Review 
Laws did not qualify for this proj-
ect because the area is an existing 
multi-use park. She also mentioned 
a citizens’ petition for more review 
can be submitted to the DNR but 
they would not be required to do 
it. If the city requests that, the DNR 
must do it. 

Dr. Russ Smith, who is experi-
enced in tourism-related research, 
said the push from the state was 
based on money. In 2020, the OHV 
industry recorded $15 billion in 
sales and has a projected annual 
growth of 7% through 2027, accord-
ing to Global Market Insights.

Recent statistics that has gotten 
Minnesota’s attention includes $2.3 
billion in revenue for Colorado, but 
$28 million leaving Iowa because 
people travel out of state to the 
trails.

However, Smith pointed out 
that research was published by 
the National Off-Highway Vehicle 
Conservation Council, an advocate 
for OHV trails. He said it was spon-
sored research, not peer-reviewed. 

Smith said the state and regional 
tourism dollars presented would 
not necessarily represent local 
tourism dollars that Houston could 
or could not see if the trail was 
implemented. 

He added there were a few other 
characteristics that OHV users 
want in trail destinations, such 
as more trails, longer trails, chal-
lenging and interconnected trails, 
friendly communities and ones that 
support OHV activities. 

He also noted that in order to 
collect tourism dollars from trail 
users, Houston needs to have peo-
ple or businesses in town to collect 
that money. He added that Houston 
doesn’t have the tourism frame-
work to develop a tourist segment. 
He estimated users might spend 
about $30-40 in Houston. 

Smith noted that the trail would 
also conflict with other types of 
outdoor recreation in Houston. 

“Houston has tourism right 
now, nature-based tourism,” he 
said. “They’re already here. They 

spend more money, have more 
money, more are dedicated to local 
economics.”

Rattlesnake expert Dr. Dan Key-
ler said their habitat is more frag-
mented due to civilization and a 
disrupted gene flow. Since snakes 
have a bad reputation with people, 
their dens are often destroyed or 
their habitats are destroyed. Rattle-
snakes use outcroppings and ledges 
to thermo-regulate their body tem-
perature. They hunt in the forest 
for prey. 

“Even if you put a trail around 
these features, the reality is, snakes 
will be moving across trails and 
through habitat and they run the 
risk of getting run over – maybe 
not deliberately, but inadvertently,” 
he said. “We have a prime piece of 
habitat in Houston and it’s kind of 
unique.”

Keyler has 40 years of experi-
ence working with timber rattle-
snakes and 30 years of experience 
with the Upper Mississippi River 
Valley timber rattlesnake. 

He said there are about four 
to five fatalies in the US per year 
from snake bites, and most of those 
are from Western diamondback 
snakes. 

Ron Meiners voiced his con-
cerns about building trails on sandy 
loam soils and building condensed 
trails in a tight area. 

“The thing that bothers me the 
most on hillsides ... when you’re 
talking about trails, you’re chang-
ing the overland flow,” he said. 
“Water comes down ... the hillside 
has taken a long time to get into 
the shape it’s in. If you come in and 
start cutting, changing topography 
... changing the overland flow ... 
going to get more water in concen-
trated flow areas.”

He also noted the devastation 
of the 2007 flood, where mudslides 
destroyed homes in Brownsville 
and covered roads in the county. 

“You’ve got a short memory if 
you don’t remember what hap-
pened in 2007, because it was abso-
lutely devastating,” he said. “Moth-
er Nature can be pretty cruel. An 
open area with many trails and 
we get a significant rainfall event, 
there’s going to be havoc in there.”

To see the presentation in its 
entirety, visit www.saveourbluffs.
com or find the video on You-
Tube at https://www.youtube.com/
watch?v=2h_WJEI1aDk&t=6799s.

their parents, she added. 
“My dad has diabetes. He can’t 

walk too far, but I can put him in 
a side-by-side and get him into 
nature,” she said. 

There are different categories of 
the OHV hobby as well and dif-
ferent experience levels. Umphress 
said she rides dirt bikes. 

“Dirt biking is physical. It’s 
stress relief because you have to 
concentrate on the trail,” she said. 

A typical trip for many is pack-
ing up, hitting the road and then 
includes local groceries, gas, eat-
ing, camping and recreating on the 
trails, O’Brien explained.

Many enjoy the hobby because 
it gets them out into nature and 
seeing views otherwise not seen. 
There’s always someone to ride with 
because it’s a giant community, he 
explained. 

Houston resident Phil Pedretti 
said the trail will be good for the 
community, as it will bring people 
into Houston.

“We need tourism in Houston,” 
he said. “They will spend money 
in town.”

He noted Loken’s Sawmill Inn 
was full two weeks ago with side-
by-sides, and added all businesses 
will be able to benefit from it. 

Pedretti started the sport last 
year and purchased a side-by-side, 
out of boredom from covid. Now, 
he and his family visit his parents 
in their side-by-side, taking the 
scenic route.

Having been to other trails, 
Pedretti explained what trail ride 
can look like. Machines are 10-15 
ft. apart, and usually can carry two 
to three people. Oftentimes, drivers 

can’t drive too fast, due to navigat-
ing trails and turning. The engines 
use non-ethanol gas, not diesel and 
not black smoke. 

He also mentioned he hasn’t 
seen erosion on other trails because 
of the way the trails are built. 

If there’s any common ground to 
be found amongst the two groups, 
it’s a love of nature. 

“They’re more of a naturalist 
than they think,” Starkson said. She 
added club members also help take 
care of the land and also plant back 
trees. 

“People enjoy nature. It doesn’t 
matter if your enjoyment is hunt-
ing, birdwatching, or off-roading. 
We all appreciate it,” Umphress 
said.

Umphress explained she has 
worked on a lot of projects with the 
same concerns voiced by Houston 
residents: noise, pollution and ero-
sion. 

“They will find out it’s not an 
issue,” she said. “We try to make it a 
point to support a community that 
supports us.”

Clubs often hold fundraisers. 
O’Brien mentioned the Rochester 
Rough Riders hold a fundraiser for 
Multiple Sclerosis (MS) and raised 
near $100,000. Pedretti mentioned 
if the trail was built, Houston could 
be included on area poker runs that 
often benefit groups or individuals.

O’Brien added the trail would 
be a great opportunity for com-
mon ground, as interpretative signs 
could be placed on the trail. The 
trail would also open up the geo-
graphic location of the bluffs and 
bring tourism to Houston. 

OHV OPEN HOUSE
Continued from page 2

By Jordan Gerard
Editor, The Caledonia Argus

Giving themselves another 
option or an opportunity to learn 
more, the Houston City Council 
approved the creation of a four-
person exit committee for the Off-
Highway Vehicle (OHV) project 
at its regular meeting on Monday, 
Aug. 9. 

The council was initially hesis-
tant to create the committee, citing 
the sound study with OHVs and 
another archaeological study had 
not been performed yet, and thus, 
had no results or new information 
to base an exit committee on.

Council member Tony Schultz 
said he didn’t think the city was at 
the point where an exit strategy was 
necessary. Council member Cheryl 
Sanden made the motion to create 
the committee, but said the cre-
ation of it did not indicate the city 
is moving or would move in that 
direction. The goal of the exit com-
mittee is to negotiate a way out of 
the project without the city paying 
back about $516,523. 

There was confusion among 
council members and audience 
members about the city’s future 
ability to be selected for DNR 
grants if they chose to exit. Mayor 
Dave Olson said the city would 
lose its grant ability, while resident 
Anna Benda said she spoke with a 
DNR representative who said “...if 
the city backs out, it does not black-
list the city.” She added the DNR 
representative said future grants 
toward OHV projects might not be 
available if they exited. 

City Administrator/Clerk 
Michelle Quinn said the DNR 
did not know what impact exiting 
would have on the city. 

Members of the committee are 
Anna Benda, Karla Bloem, Larry 
Connery and Ron Evenson. Coun-
cil member Cody Mathers will be 
the council liaison. The first meet-
ing of the committee was not deter-
mined. 

Electric vehicle charger
After some discussion, and con-

tinuing discussion from July’s coun-
cil meeting, the council approved a 
motion to purchase a 15.4 kilo-watt 
(kw) electric vehicle charger from 
MiEnergy. MiEnergy will cover 
up to $5,139 of the purchase cost, 
but the city will be responsible for 
the installation costs. The charger 
is dual pedestal, so two cars can 
charge at the same time. 

The city can choose how to 
charge fees for the charger, either by 
a parking fee, amount per kw/h or 
amount per hour of time charged. 
The city will receive new quotes for 
installing the upgraded charger. It 
was recommended by the planning 
board to install it by the new com-
munity center. 

Other news
The council approved a final 

payment of $93,907.67 for work 
completed on Lincoln St. and 
approved a fourth pay application 
to Wapasha Construction for the 
new wastewater treatment plant in 
the amount of $201,834.99.

The council accepted donations 
from Silver Creek Rustlers 4-H 
Club of a 6 ft. bench, Houston 
County Farm Bureau for another 
6 ft. bench and a $7,200 donation 
for the purchase of acoustic panels 
for the community room from an 
anonymous donor. 

The council also approved the 
mutual aid agreement with Caledo-
nia Ambulance. 

Also approved on Monday was a 
single bid for native seed collection. 
That went to Dan Smith and Alan 
Wade of Prairie Moon Nursery. The 
city will receive 10% from the final 
cleaned seed, and Prairie Moon will 
also weed out garden beds at the 
nature center and add plants to fill 
in as needed. 

Finally, the council approved the 
hire of Grace Shupe as the new 
Houston Nature Center assistant.

Next meeting
The next meeting of the Hous-

ton City Council will be Sept. 13, at 
6 p.m. at 111 W. Cedar St.

Houston Council creates exit committee 


