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INTRODUCTION 

 

 In light of some resident requests, the County Attorney’s Office was requested to prepare 

a memorandum that could be shared with others regarding the process to rename water bodies in 

Minnesota.  This memorandum, which outlines the process that could be used to rename Lake 

Calhoun, may be shared with individuals outside Hennepin County.  

 

ANALYSIS 

 

  The Commissioner of the Department of Natural Resources is vested with the authority to 

“determine the correct and most appropriate names of the lakes, streams, places and other 

geographic features in the state,” Minn. Stat. § 83A.02(1), and “in cooperation with the county 

boards and with their approval, change the names of lakes, streams, places, and other 

geographic features…,” Minn. Stat. § 83A.02(3).   In addition, when the Commissioner has 

given a name to “any lake. . . within the state, such name shall be used in all maps, records, 

documents, and other publications issued by the state or any of its departments and political 

subdivisions, and such names shall be deemed the official name of such geographic feature.”  Id. 

at 83A.03. 

 

 Minnesota statutes provides a mechanism for county boards to rename bodies of water 

with approval from the DNR Commissioner.  Specifically, a water body name that has existed 

for less than 40 years may be changed by a county board.  See Minn. Stat. §§ 83A.05-.07.  

Renaming water bodies that have existed for less than 40 years requires: (1) a petition of at least 

15 voters (an online petition is not sufficient); (2) a public hearing on the name change; (3) a 

county board vote on the new name; and (4) approval from the DNR Commissioner.  See id. §§ 

83A.04 and 83A.06.    Based solely on the language of these provisions, it would appear that 
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there is no role for a county board to rename a water body that has existed for more than 40 

years. See id. at 83A.05, subd. 1 (“A name of a lake, river, stream, or other body of water may be 

given or changed under sections 83A.05 to 83A.07 except that a name which has existed for 40 

years may not be changed under the provisions of sections 83A.05 to 83A.07.”) (emphasis 

added).  

 

However, staff at the Minnesota DNR, Division of Ecological and Water Resources 

(Peter Boulay, Climatologist), responsible for implementing Minnesota law regarding naming 

and renaming water bodies in Minnesota has advised me that the DNR has authority to rename 

any water body and will consider a name change proposed by a County Board if it follows the 

statutory process outlined in Minn. Stat. §§ 83A.05-.07, regardless of whether the water body’s 

name has existed for more than 40 years.  The DNR has construed its authority under Minn. Stat. 

§§ 83A.02(1) and 83A.02(3) to include the ability to rename lakes when a county has followed 

the process outlined in state statute for renaming even when a lake has had the same name for 

more than 40 years.   Mr. Boulay indicated that there is precedent of the DNR agreeing to 

rename water bodies that have existed for more than 40 years.  Specifically, in 2007 the DNR 

agreed to change the name of two bodies of water in Wright County.  Prior to 2007, East Sylvia 

Lake and West Sylvia Lake were called Sylvia Lake and Twin Lake.  After Wright County 

followed the process described below, the DNR agreed to approve the renaming of these lakes 

and to submit the new names to the U.S. Board on Geographic Names for final approval.   

 

 Mr. Boulay indicated that it is important that the process includes hearing from those 

individuals most impacted – those living on/near Lake Calhoun, the City of Minneapolis, the 

Minneapolis Park Board, and others.  Inclusion of those most impacted helps the Commissioner 

and the U.S. Board on Geographic Names to appreciate that there is a broadly held opinion that 

the name should change.   

 

 Here is an outline of the renaming process: 

 

1. A petition (complying with Minn. Stat. § 83A.05, subd. 2) is circulated and signed by at 

least 15 registered voters; the petition must include: (a) the location of the body of water; 

(b) its current name; (c) the name that petitioners desire to be given to the body of water; 

and (d) the reason for the change of name.  The petitioners must print their name legibly, 

sign and date the petition, provide their residence, and year of birth (so their voter 

registration can be verified); 

 

2. The petition is delivered to the County Auditor, id. § 83A.05 subd. 2(e); 

 

3. The County Auditor formally presents the petition to the County Board, id. § 83A.06, 

subd. 1; 

 

4. The County Board sets a date for a public hearing, which must be at least 30 after the day 

on which the hearing date is set, id. § 83A.06, subd. 1; 
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5. The Auditor must make and file certified copies of the petition in the Recorder’s Office at 

petitioners’ expense, id. § 83A.06, subd. 2(e); 

 

6. Before notice of the hearing is given, petitioners must give a bond to be approved by the 

county attorney that is conditioned on the full payment of the reasonable expenses 

incurred by the county for the proceeding, id. § 83A.06, subd. 3; 

 

7. The notice of the hearing must be published for at least three weeks, served on the DNR 

Commissioner, and served personally on the Mayor of Minneapolis, id. § 83A.06, subd. 

4; 

 

8. The Auditor must mail a copy of the petition with a copy of the notice of hearing on the 

petition to the director of Division of Ecological and Water Resources, DNR, id. § 

83A.07, subd. 2; 

 

9. The director of Division of Ecological and Water Resources must compare the names 

suggested in the petition with the names of other water bodies within the state and report 

the findings and recommendations back to the Auditor before the date of the hearing, id. 

§ 83A.07, subd. 2; 

 

10. Residents of the county may appear at the hearing or file an answer to the petition, id. § 

83A.06, subd. 5; 

 

11. The County Board shall hear all parties desiring to be heard and make an order, by 

resolution, determining the name of the body of water described in the petition, id. § 

83A.06, subd. 6; 

 

12. The county board shall select and approve a name as it determines is in the permanent, 

best interests of Hennepin County, id. § 83A.07, subd. 1.  (The name cannot be of a 

living person or be derogatory); and 

 

13. The DNR Commissioner must provide written approval of the name change, endorse the 

county board resolution, and this resolution must be recorded, id. § 83A.04. 


