
The Rice Lake Dam  

Objective: General information regarding the man-made dam located on Elm Creek which controls the 
flow of water through Rice Lake within the Elm Creek Watershed.  
 
Rice Lake Dam FAQs 

1. Does the dam control the water level on Rice Lake? 
Yes. The dam establishes a normal water level for Rice Lake at an 
elevation of 891.0 at the top of the dam. The dam is also used to 
provide downstream flow via a “bypass”to Elm Creek, per the MN 
DNR permit approvals. That required flow rate is 2.0 cf/s (cubic 
feet/second). This type of control is passive, meaning precipitation 
throughout the year provides for water levels on Rice Lake rather 
than the City “turning a knob” to control water levels. 

2. Who manages the dam? 
The City of Maple Grove (Public Works department) is responsible 
for long-term maintenance The City is limited to, at the request of 
the lake association, to increase the flow through the bypass during 
winter months to draw the lake down, provided the MN DNR issues a 
permit, and returned the flow to at least 2.0 cfs in the spring. The 
City does not actively manage water levels. 

3. What role does the MN DNR play in water management? 
a. The MN DNR dictates what the discharge rate is for the flow level downstream on Elm 

Creek. They also authorize the permit necessary to draw down the lake when needed. 
 
Background 
The original dam was built after 1965. Somewhere during the 1970's the dam was modified to its current 
configuration.  (See Exhibit A for article in the Minneapolis Star Tribune in 1969.) 
 
Dam and Bypass Operation 
The dam creates Rice Lake by restricting the flow of Elm Creek.  The top of the dam is 891 feet above sea 
level, so that is the normal lake water level (see Exhibit B for an early diagram of the structure).  During 
times of high rainfall or snowmelt, excess lake water cascades downstream over the dam.  Surprisingly, 
that can still result in lake levels several inches higher than the top of the dam as the water just can’t get 
out fast enough.  To ensure the downstream creek never runs dry through Elm Creek Park Reserve on its 
way to the Mississippi, the Minnesota DNR requires a dam bypass mechanism to release at least 2.0 cf/s 
(cubic feet per second) downstream.  The dam is equipped with a 36” diameter pipe with a gate valve to 
accomplish that bypass function.   
 
To maximize lake water levels, the dam bypass is always set to the minimum flow requirement except 
during drawdown events when needed for maintenance or to control aquatic invasive plants (by freezing 
them during the harsh Minnesota winter).  During drawdowns, the City of Maple Grove completely opens 
the dam bypass valve to help draw down the lake’s water level.  Still, nature maintains the upper hand 
since rainfall and snow melt can exceed the discharge capacity of the 36” dam bypass pipe.  See Exhibits 
C and D below for the location and inner workings of the dam bypass controls (as of 11/5/2014).  
Unfortunately, the bypass controls were vandalized in March, 2022 and the gate/sluice plate no longer 
operates as it should, making it much more challenging to adjust bypass water flow.  As a result, the 
bypass flow during the summer of 2026 has actually been 3.5 cf/s rather than the minimum required 2.0 
cf/s.   



 
Summer Water Levels 
During summer months, drought and evaporation can result in low water levels and algae blooms on Rice 
Lake.  Despite perceptions to the contrary, the impact of some extra bypass flow due to gate valve 
vandalism has been small.  There is no flow meter on the dam to get an accurate measurement, but it is 
believed to be discharging 3.5 cfs.  Even under extreme worst-case assumptions of zero rainfall and zero 
water flowing into the lake, the extra 1.5 cf/s flowing past the dam results in just 3.5” of monthly lake level 
drop.  We have been and continue to work with the city to find creative ways to limit the flow further and 
will but without rain the drop in lake levels is inevitable, 

For math geeks: 
 
For the 307 acre lake, a 1.5 cf/s “leak” drops the lake level by 3.48 inches in 30 days: 
 
1.5 cf/s x 2,592,000 s/month ÷ 43,560 ft2/acre ÷ 307 acres = 0.29 ft = 3.48” 

 
Repair Plans 
Due to the March, 2022 vandalism of the dam bypass controls, the City of Maple Grove has issued 
Capital Improvement funds to make repairs during a 2029-2030 drawdown.  Again, repairs to more easily 
and accurately set the minimum bypass flow to 2.0 cf/s won’t solve the summer lake level drops during 
periods of drought. 
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Exhibit C 
Aerial view of dam with the bypass manhole to the left of the dam: 
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