
Using the WATERSHED ASSESSMENT TOOL 
How healthy, or unhealthy, is your watershed? 

 
To start, let’s test your current knowledge. Keep in mind these questions are intended to 
make you think about what you do and do not know and to spark your curiosity to use 
this tool to help you find the answers!  

 
What do you know about the watershed you live in? 

 
· What is a watershed?  

 
· What major river basin do you live in? That is, where does the rain water and snow melt in 

your back yard or school parking lot ultimately go? 
a) Red River of the North Basin then north through Canada to Hudson Bay 
b) Rainy River Basin then north through Canada to Hudson Bay 
c) Great Lakes Basin, where waters flow into Lake Superior 
d) Mississippi River Basin then south to the Gulf of Mexico 
e) Minnesota River Basin then to the Mississippi River and south to the Gulf of Mexico 

 
· What is the name of the major watershed you live 

in? 
{Examples: Sauk River, North Fork Crow River, 
Long Prairie River, Redeye River, Crow Wing River, 
Rum River} 

 
· Are there lots of lakes and wetlands in your 

watershed?  
 

· What are the predominant kinds of land uses in your 
watershed? 
(For example: cropland, grassland/pastures, 
urban/rural development, roads & highways, 
industry, mining, forest harvest, parks & wilderness 
areas) 

 
· How much has the landscape changed in the past 100+ years?  

 
· Are there rare animals & plants or biologically diverse sites found in your watershed? 

 
· How many dams, superfund sites, and wastewater treatment plants are in your watershed? 

 
· Is the water pretty clean in your watershed for swimming, fishing and drinking? 
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· Have any lakes or stretches of river been declared impaired?  What does impaired mean? 

 
· If you were to compare the health of your watershed to other watersheds in Minnesota, do you 

think it is lower or higher than the average health of watersheds across the state?  Lower or 
higher than other watersheds that flow to the same major river?   

 

Now, let’s explore the Watershed Assessment Tool to help you answer those questions 
you couldn’t answer or were not sure how to answer. 

First, a few definitions you will need to be familiar with… 
There are many different 
watershed scales, from very 
large (Mississippi River 
watershed which encompasses 
40% of the US!) to very small 
(couple acre pothole wetland). 
For various reasons, this tool is 
organized into the ‘major’ 
watershed scale. Major 
watersheds are also known as 
HUC 8 watersheds. Minnesota 
has 81 major watersheds, as 
shown in this map. 

Hydrology 

The study of the 
hydrologic cyle - 

how water moves 
through its 

environment 
carrying with it 

nutrients, sediment, 
energy, & 
organisms 

Key terms: 
precipitation;           

evapo-transpiration; 
stream flows;    

runoff;                        
water storage; 

geology;              
water use 

Geomorphology 

The study of 
landforms -         

their origin and 
evolution as shaped 
by wind and water  

Key terms:           
wind, water, & 
glacial erosion; 

deposition;               
volcanic activity; 
fluvial (landscape 

changes by streams); 
geology & soil types 

Biology 

The study of life - 
animals and plants 

in the lakes & 
streams, the 

riparian lands, and 
in the contributing 

watershed 

Key terms:       
aquatic, terrestrial & 

riparian habitat; 
biodiversity; 

corridors; 
endangered; 

threatened, species 
of special concern 

Connectivity 

The maintenance  
of pathways for 

biological, 
hydrological, & 

physical processes 

Examples:             
dams disconnect 

rivers, habitat 
fragmentation from 

development 
Key terms:        

habitat patches; 
riparian vegetation; 

hydrologic 
connectivity 

Water Quality 

The physical, 
chemical, & 

biological 
properties                
of water 

Key terms: 
temperature; 

turbidity; 
contaminants;      
point sources;        

non-point sources; 
assessments; 

impaired 

A five-component framework: 
This framework was adopted to organize 
all the various information and data 
pertaining to watershed health into an 
easy to understand arrangement. Natural 
systems are very complicated, so it is 
necessary to organize into a framework. 



WATERSHED ASSESSMENT TOOL: 

How healthy is your watershed? 
STEP 1 - BACKGROUND  INFORMATION 
· What is a major watershed?   

  
· How do we define watershed health? 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 

      Click here 

Read here 

When done go back 
to Home page 

Start by going to the Watershed Assessment Tool 
(WAT for short) home page: 

www.dnr.state.mn.us/watershed_tool/index.html 



STEP 2 - VIEWING  HEALTH  SCORES 
   
  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

1.  Take a few minutes to explore the variety of statewide results by expanding the 
drop-down menu on right and clicking on the various indices 
 
2.  Now click on “Perennial Cover” under “Hydrology” 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
· Notice the summary information on 

the right for the watershed.  
· Is your watershed highly developed, 

forested, or predominately in 
agricultural production? 

 

 

 

3.  Find the watershed you live in 
then click in it to open a health report 

      Click here 

      Click here 

A team of experts explored a 
wide variety of data sets to 
create a suite of statewide 
watershed health scores. The 
purpose is to provide the 
public and working 
professionals a platform for 
understanding how healthy, or 
unhealthy, our watersheds are. 
Then we can make informed 
decisions about how we can 
best protect and restore our 
lands and waters.  The five-
component framework is used 
throughout:  
· Hydrology 
· Geomorphology 
· Biology 
· Connectivity 
· Water quality    

This index scores the loss of 
permanent vegetation (prairie, 
forests). Notice the lowest scores, 
or least healthy, watersheds are in 
areas dominated by cropland that 
were once extensive, diverse 
prairies. 

Note: Low scores (red) 
indicate poor health. 
High scores (green) 
indicate better health. 

      Click here 



 
 
 
  

 

Each component name 
opens a drop down menu 
of watershed index scores. 
When you hover over the 
scale below the index, the 
text box on the right gives 
a brief description and a 
link to more detail. 

      Click here 

      Click here 

 

      Click here 

For even more information about 
a component or index, click 
“Watershed Health Assessment 
Results” to open a new page with 
statewide results and more 
detailed information. 

4.  Take a few minutes to read these 
summaries, to help understand what 
these 5 components and 18 indices 
measure. 

5. Click on the 
“download health 
report” to view a 
printable health 
report summary 
for that watershed 
(shown on the 
next page).   
 

Note: The 5 components have 
mean scores (the average of the  
3-5 indices) and minimum scores 
(the lowest of the 3-5 indices). 



 
 
 This summary sheet conveniently shows all health 

scores for your watershed. 
 

View and compare the scores for each component 
and each index.  Here are some things to look for: 
· Which of the 5 components had the highest 

mean score? 
· Which of the 5 components had the lowest 

minimum index score? 
· Does one component in the system seem to 

have mostly high or mostly low scores?   
· Do these scores make sense with what you 

know about your watershed? 
 

Click back to WAT Home page, then click Health 
Index List icon 
· Use the Index list to see how your                       

watershed compares to other MN                     
watersheds.  

  
 

   Click any 



 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 
 

 

 
 
 
 
 

From the Home page, click Health 
Index List icon, then click Perennial 
Cover under Hydrology. 
 
Take some time to read bout 
perennial vegetation, especially 
“Why is this important?” and “What 
story do the results tell?”   
 
Go back to the Health Index List and 
explore other indices you are 
interested in, such as Point Sources 
in Water Quality or Species 
Richness in Biology. 

When you are ready to 
move on, click on the 
Watershed RESOURCE 
MAP icon to “Map your 
Watershed”  

STEP 3 -UNDERSTANDING  HEALTH  SCORES 
 

      
Click 
here 



 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 

 

Read through the instructions, then 
follow the “Map your Watershed” 
link to select a watershed of 
interest. 

 

To view features in your watershed, try these different steps: 
 

1.  Scroll to the bottom of the menu list and check one of 
the five options under “Background Layers”.  HINT:  
Remember to click the “redraw map” button to add the 
new layer.   
 
2. In the menu list, turn on another layer of interest, 
remember to click the “  +  ” to show color scales. (Notice 
the data layers are organized using the 5 components) 
 

3.  Use the “i” tool to click: 
· point features (e.g. dams, wells, etc.) to learn about each 

one 
· gaging stations and lakes to link to more information 
· within the watershed boundary to display a summary 

page 
 

4.  Click on “layer information” for more information 
about each data layer. 
 

5.  Try other tools - measure distance and area, print a map, 
or navigate using a place name. 

STEP 4 - VIEWING  WATERSHED  FEATURES  
 

      Click here 

      Click any watershed 



 
 
 
 

 

WATERSHED ASSESSMENT TOOL: 
How healthy is your watershed? 

What do you know about the watershed you live in? 
 

· What is a watershed?  
 

· What major river basin do you live in? That is, where does the rain water and snow melt in 
your back yard or school parking lot ultimately go? 
f) Red River of the North Basin then north through Canada to Hudson Bay 
g) Rainy River Basin then north through Canada to Hudson Bay 
h) Great Lakes Basin, where waters flow into Lake Superior 
i) Mississippi River Basin then south to the Gulf of Mexico 
j) Minnesota River Basin then to the Mississippi River and south to the Gulf of Mexico 

 
· What is the name of the major watershed you live in? 

{Examples: Sauk River, North Fork Crow River, 
Long Prairie River, Redeye River, Crow Wing 
River, Rum River} 

 
· Are there lots of lakes and wetlands in your 

watershed?  
 

· What are the predominant kinds of land uses in 
your watershed? 
(For example: cropland, grassland/pastures, 
urban/rural development, roads & highways, 
industry, mining, forest harvest, parks & 
wilderness areas) 

 
· How much has the landscape changed in the past 100+ years?  

 
 

· Are there rare animals & plants or biologically diverse sites found in your watershed? 
 
 

· How many dams, superfund sites, and wastewater treatment plants are in your watershed? 
 

 

STEP 5 - REVIEWING  WATERSHED  INFORMATION  
 

Using the information you have gathered, does your answer to any of these questions change?   
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· Is the water pretty clean in your watershed for swimming, fishing and drinking? 
 
 

· Have any lakes or stretches of river been declared impaired?  What does impaired mean? 
 

 
· If you were to compare the health of your watershed to other watersheds in Minnesota, do you 

think it is lower or higher than the average health of watersheds across the state?  Lower or 
higher than other watersheds that flow to the same major river?   

 
 
 
 
 

 Hopefully the Watershed Assessment Tool helped you answer these questions.    
If not, go back and keep exploring to learn all about your watershed! 

MN DNR 

Division of Ecological                    
& Water Resources 

Stream Habitat Progam  
www.mndnr.gov/eco/streamhab 

Watershed Assessment Tool 
www.dnr.state.mn.us/watershed_tool/index.html 

 
To request the Word version of this exercise, please send 

request to amy.r.childers@state.mn.us 
 

http://www.dnr.state.mn.us/watershed_tool/index.html�
mailto:amy.r.childers@state.mn.us�

