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Important Contacts 
 
Emergencies        911 
Non-emergency Polk County Sheriff Number    218-945-3232 
 
Nature Center        218-945-3129    
City of Fertile (Monday-Friday, 9:00am-5:00pm)    218-945-3136 
Brent Silvis        701-885-1548 
Lisa Liden        218-289-5667 
 

Directors 

First Name Last Name Email Phone 

Nicole Bernd nicole.bernd@wpolk.mnswcd.org 

C:218-280-8989 
O:218-281-6070 

Craig Engelstad craigengelstad@gmail.com 

C:218-280-2115 
H:218-945-6571 

Stacy Erickson stacyerickson31@gmail.com C:218-277-9338 

Laurie Fairchild fair0053@umn.edu C:307-256-3202 

Wayne Goeken wgoekenmn@gmail.com 

C:218-280-0516 
H:218-574-2622 

Wendell Johnson wendelldeanjohnson@gmail.com 

C:218-280-5546 
H:218-281-6813 

Dan Wilkens pamelaw@gvtel.com C:218-280-0934 

    

Staff and Volunteers 

Lisa Liden lisa@cityoffertile.org 

218-945-3136 
C: 218-289-5667 

Brent Silvis brentsilvis@gmail.com 701-885-1548 
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Welcome Volunteers! 
____________________________________________________________ 
 
Welcome to the Agassiz Environmental Learning Center’s volunteer program. Being a volunteer is 
extremely rewarding, educational and fun.  You have an important role in advancing Agassiz ELC’s 
mission: 

“To foster a greater understanding of the interrelationships between humans and nature.” 
 
You help the AELC fulfill this mission by helping provide visitors information and guidance on the unique 
Fertile Sand Hills environment and education and recreation opportunities to explore this site in a 
manner that respects the environment thus ensuring enjoyment by present and future generations.   
 
Thank you for sharing your time, dedication, and enthusiasm!  We appreciate your commitment to help 
us share the diverse recreational and educational activities available in the Fertile Sand Hills with 
everyone who walks through our doors. 
 
Our volunteers are instrumental in educating our patrons, supporting community education, and 
providing an opportunity for the community to participate in outdoor recreation.   
 
Since your support as a volunteer is extremely important, your decision to participate must be made 
with the full understanding of the commitment and responsibility it demands.  This handbook has been 
prepared for you as a reference guide.  It contains information regarding the recreational and 
educational programs we offer, emergency contacts and our policies and procedures.  Please read it 
carefully so you will be well equipped to answer questions knowledgeably. 
 
Thank you for giving your time and energy to the AELC.  We hope your time spent here will be as 
rewarding to you as it is beneficial to the visitors you touch.   
 

Mission and History 
 
MISSION:  TO FOSTER A GREATER UNDERSTANDING OF THE INTERRELATIONSHIPS BETWEEN HUMANS 

AND NATURE. 
 

History 
In 1976, the City of Fertile purchased 640 acres of the Sand Hills to be used as a wilderness sanctuary 
and recreation area.  A grant in 1985 allowed the Nature Center building and trail system to be created.  
The AELC was established as a private non-profit corporation in 1991.   
 
The Nature Center combines the best of nature study, conservation education, outdoor recreation, and 
environmental education.  The AELC site includes over 12 miles of hiking/cross country ski trails, a 
campground, a deck overlooking the Sand Hill River and a nature center which provides restroom 
facilities and a meeting room for classes and community events.   
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Notable Landscape Features 
 
Lookout Point 
Stand on top of this south-facing bluff and take in a spectacular view of the Sand Hill River Valley. 
Imagine early explorers using this vantage point to enjoy the beauty of the hills. 
 
Scout Tower 
Enjoy a panoramic view of the Red River Basin from Scout Tower. Originally called Tower because of its 
height, its current name is attributed to a tower of poles built on the summit by Fertile Boy Scouts. That 
tower has long-since disappeared, as has the United States Geological Society’s elevation marker that 
was once located on this spot. 
 
Sand Hill River 
Follow the winding course of the Sand Hill River as these dancing waters flow over Glacial Lake Agassiz 
beach ridges on their way to the Red River and northward to Hudson Bay. Much of the sand found in 
this area was deposited here in a river delta, as a river draining from Lake Koochiching in the east met 
Lake Agassiz. The delta created would have been like the delta found today where the Mississippi River 
meets the Gulf of Mexico. 
 
Riverine Forest 
The river and its valley have produced a rich lowland forest community. Wildflowers, ferns, and trees 
greet visitors. Expect to see a mixture of songbirds, waterfowl, and birds of prey. 
 
Blufflands 
An unusual natural community – birch forests with boreal species are found on cool and damp north-
facing bluffs. Steep bluffs and deep valleys have been formed over the years by the Sand Hill River. 
 
Oak Savannah 
A rare experience awaiting visitors is a hike through the Oak Savanna – a prairie landscape with a mix of 
scattered oaks. Imagine the stories these gnarled 100-year-old oaks could tell of life in the Sand Hills! 
 
Dunes 
Wide-open expanses of shifting sand dunes once characterized the Sand Hills. Plants have now stabilized 
the dunes. Death Valley 1 and scattered small “blow outs” are still active.  
 
Death Valley 1 
Wind-blown sand forms this active sand dune. Sand forms ripples as it is blown over the surface. 
Eventually, the sand grains cascade over the steep north face of the dune and their journey ends… until 
the shifting dune exposes them again. 
 
Sand Prairie 
Visitors are treated to beautiful panoramas of rolling hills covered throughout the growing season by 
grasses and wildflowers. An amazing variety of plants and insects are found in these sand prairies. 
 
Old Mill 
The foundation of an old mill can be found along the river on West Mill Road. A dam was once located 
near this site, creating a large pond covering the area to the south. 
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Daily Opening Checklist 
____________________________________________________________ 
 
1. Turn on all the lights and unlock the doors, including bathroom door. 
2. Turn the sign in the front window to show that the Nature Center is “OPEN”. 
3. If needed and you are able, please shovel or sweep snow away from entry doors. Apply salt to icy 

spots. Shovel off observation deck, picnic tables and benches.  
4. Light a fire in the fire pit if you are able and it seems appropriate. 
5. Please sign in on the “Sign-In and Notes” sheets at the back of this binder. 
6. As needed refill paper towels, toilet paper and soap. Refills are in the lower cabinets of the kitchen.  

The key for the dispensers is in the cash drawer (one of upper drawers in kitchen below the 
counter). If running low on refills, please notify Lisa Liden at 218-945-3136. 

7. Feel free to make coffee, hot cocoa, or tea for yourself or any of our visitors if they request it.   
8. Please re-stock soda and water supplies in the refrigerator, as necessary.  Additional soda and water 

can be found in the lower kitchen cabinets.  If more refreshments are needed, please let Lisa Liden 
at 218-945-3136. 

9. If the phone rings, please answer it.  Please reference other areas of this handbook for answers to 
common questions. 

10. During your shift, keep track of how many visitors come through the Nature Center.  Encourage 
visitors to sign the Visitor’s Log located by the front door. At the end of your shift, please enter the 
number of visitors, rentals/sales, and other comments on Sign-In and Notes sheets in the back of 
this binder. 

11. If possible, please restock maps at kiosk at nature center entrance. 
 

If you have any questions, concerns, or emergencies please contact the appropriate person. 
 

In case of an emergency please dial 911. 
 

For other issues, please call the Polk County Sheriff nonemergency number, City of Fertile, Brent Silvis or 
Lisa Liden. See “Important Contacts” for contact information. 
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Daily Closing Checklist 
____________________________________________________________ 
 
1. Make sure the sign in the front window is turned to show that the Nature Center is “CLOSED.” 
2. At the end of your shift, please enter the number of visitors, rentals/sales, and other comments on 

the “Sign-In and Notes” sheets at the back of this binder. 
3. Secure cash box in a location as directed. 
4. Please shut off the coffee pot/hot water dispenser, if you used it, and clean it out so the next 

volunteer can enjoy it as well. 
5. Make sure the door between the bathrooms and the main part of the Nature Center is locked. 

Ensure exterior door to the bathrooms on the east end is open or locked, depending on current 
operating procedure. 

6. Turn off all the lights. 
7. Lock both locks on the front door with your key.   
8. If the Nature Center needs cleaning or maintenance, please call Lisa Liden at 218-945-3136. 
9. Please log volunteer hours worked at: https://aelcfertile.org/links  
 

If you have any questions, concerns, or emergencies please contact the appropriate person. 
 

In case of an emergency please dial 911. 
 

For other issues, please call the Polk County Sheriff nonemergency number, City of Fertile, Brent Silvis or 
Lisa Liden. See “Important Contacts” for contact information. 

 

Equipment Rentals 
AELC offers rentals of: 

• Kayaks with PFDs and paddles 

• GPS units 

• Snowshoes 

• Skis with boots and poles 
Signed liability waivers are required with each rental. Rented equipment is expected to be used on site. 
Generally, rented equipment is to be returned by the posted Nature Center closing time. 
 
Daily rental fees:    

 Nonmember Member 

Cross-country ski rental (with boots and poles) 
$6 per person 
$20 per family 

Free 

Snowshoe rental 
$6 per person 
$20 per family 

Free 

GPS Unit rental $6 Free 

Kayak rental (with PFD and paddle) $10 $6 

 

https://aelcfertile.org/links
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Rental Tracking Sheet 
To keep track of equipment rented and returned, a tracking sheet is provided. A sample of this sheet is 
shown below. 
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Sizing Charts 

 
 

MSR Snowshoe Lengths 
 

Black = 19” 
Green = 22” 

Green with fin attached = 28” 
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Fee Schedule 

 Nonmember Member 

Cross-country ski rental (with boots and poles) 
$6 per person 
$20 per family 

Free 

Snowshoe rental 
$6 per person 
$20 per family 

Free 

GPS Unit rental $6 Free 

Kayak rental (with PFD and paddle) $10 $6 

Daily horse trail fee 
$5 

Currently waived 
Free 

Daily trail fee for hiking, skiing, snowshoeing 
(waived if renting equipment) 

$3 
Currently waived 

Free 

Camping: primitive site 
$15 a day per site 

$75 a week per site 
 

$15 a day per site 
$75 a week per site 

 

Camping: RV site 
$20 a day per site 

$100 a week per site 

 

$20 a day per site 
$100 a week per site 

 

Can of soda or bottle of water $1 $1 

Cocoa or coffee $0.50 $0.50 

T-shirt $10 $8 

Mug $5 $3 

 

Waivers 
On the following pages are samples of the most current liability waivers. Blank waivers are located at 
the desk for guests to complete and sign.  
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Waiver – Skis and Snowshoes  
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Waiver – Kayaks 
Note: this will likely be updated prior to 2021 season. 
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Membership 
____________________________________________________________ 
 
Why be a member? 
 
AELC provides quality, hands-on learning activities unique to the ecosystems found in the Fertile Sand 
Hills. Hundreds of area students visit annually to participate in a variety of programs, which take place in 
our beautiful outdoor classroom! 
 
The Fertile Sand Hills serve as the venue for many recreational opportunities. Whether you like to hike, 
cross country ski, horseback ride, camp, or just relax in the beautiful outdoors, the Sand Hills offer 
something for everyone.  
 
With more than 12 miles of trails, membership helps to defray the costs associated with maintenance, 
and signage, as well as mowing, spraying for noxious weeds, and keeping the trails free of litter. Site 
management is ongoing to ensure that the trails are being used properly and the integrity of the terrain 
is protected.  
 
What is in it for me? 
As a member you can use the AELC trails and ski/snowshoe equipment free of charge and kayaks at a 
reduced rate. As a member, you are also invited to attend our Annual Membership Board Meeting, 
which is generally held the third Wednesday of January at 6:30 p.m. at the Fertile Community Center. 
You are welcome to ask questions, make comments, and engage in discussion on matters that come 
before the Board. All regular AELC Board meetings are also open to members and the public at large. 
You will be notified of all AELC programs via email, news releases, and social media posts.  
 
What does it cost to become a member? 
$20 Student/Senior/Military    
$30 Individual                          
$40 Family                     
$100 Centurion      
$250 Patron 
$500+ Benefactor  
$2,500 Lifetime  
 
On the following page is a sample of the most current membership form. Blank forms are located at the 
desk for guests to complete and sign. 
 
Memberships can be submitted online at https://aelcfertile.org/membership  
  

https://aelcfertile.org/membership
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Permitted Trail Uses 
 

• Except as noted, all motorized vehicles are prohibited in the Fertile Sand Hills trails. Prohibited 
vehicles include cars, trucks, tractors, forklifts, skid loaders, ATVs, 4-wheelers, 3-wheelers, 
motorized bikes, dune buggies, and side-by-sides/Rangers/UTVs.  

• Snowmobiles are permitted only on snowmobile trails and only when conditions allow. 

• At this time, bicycles are not permitted on any trails. 

• Exceptions can be made to this policy for official business or by special permission. 
 
Summer 

• Horse riding is permitted on designated trails only. 

• Hiking is permitted on any trails. However, hikers yield to horse riders on horse trails. 
 
Winter 

• Snowmobiles are permitted only on snowmobile trails and only when conditions allow. 

• Skis are permitted on ski trails. 

• Hikers and snowshoers are encouraged to use the snowshoe trails. However, they are permitted to 
use other trails provided they do not walk on groomed ski trails. 

Maps 
On the following pages are samples of the most current maps. Maps are located at the desk and some 
kiosks. 
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River Map 
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Snowshoe Maps 
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Camping 
• AELC offers camping sites. Reservations can be made by calling the nature center. 

• AELC offers five primitive camping sites. These are in the loop east of the Nature Center. There is not 
electricity or water. However, restrooms, showers and firewood are available 24/7. 

• AELC offers one RV site. This is located east of the shed.  Electricity is available at this site all year. 
Water is available during late spring, summer, and early autumn. Those wishing to use this site 
should call the nature center to reserve it. 

• If the nature center is closed when campers arrive, they can deposit their camping fee in the drop 
box at the mail kiosk.  

• Sites can be reserved or registered by calling the nature center. 

• Coming soon: campground map 
 
Camping Fees: 

Primitive Site 
$15 a day per site 

$75 a week per site 
 

RV Site 
$20 a day per site 

$100 a week per site 
 

 

Hunting 
Archery hunting is allowed at the AELC for members only.  All hunters must obtain a permit from Al and 
Laura’s Foods at 309 S Mill Street.  218-945-6151.  Hunting with firearms is prohibited. 
 

Facility Rental 
The Nature Center is available to rent, subject to availability.  
 
What is included in the rental? 

• Meeting room with seating for up to 48 people (tables and chairs). 

• Two bathrooms (with showers) 

• Full kitchen 

• Use of trails 

• Use of deck overlook of Sand Hill River 

• Campfire with firewood 

• 8-10 picnic tables, plus benches 

• Projector, screen, whiteboard and wi-fi 
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Facility Rental Fees: 
Non-profit       $30.00 
Individuals, private parties or groups, businesses, etc.  $65.00  
 
As a gesture of goodwill, for occasional use AELC waives the rental fee if you are a group whose primary 
function is working with youth. These events must be chaperoned. 

Programming 
For questions about our educational programming please refer guests or callers to 
https://aelcfertile.org/learn-1 and advise them to contact Brent at 701-885-1548. 
 

COVID-19 Protocols 
On the following pages is the current COVID-19 Preparedness Plan.  

https://aelcfertile.org/learn-1
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Frequently Asked Questions 
 
A lot of information can be found on our website: https://aelcfertile.org/ 
Our Facebook page is frequently updated with most current information. 
If you are unable to answer a guest’s or caller’s questions, please take a message or refer them to the 
appropriate person. 
 
Who should I contact in case of emergency? 
In case of an emergency please dial 911. 
 
For other issues, please call the Polk County Sheriff nonemergency number, City of Fertile, Brent Silvis or 
Lisa Liden. See “Important Contacts” for contact information. 
 
Who should I call if I can’t come in for my scheduled shift? 
Please contact Brent Silvis at 701-885-1548 if you are unable to come in for your shift. 
 
What should I do if the weather is bad? 
Please use your own judgment in deciding if it is safe to come to the Nature Center to volunteer. 
Likewise, please use your own judgment in deciding if the Nature Center should be closed early due to 
weather conditions. Please contact Brent Silvis at 701-885-1548 if you the Nature Center will be closed 
due to weather. 
 
Who should I call if something needs to be fixed or repaired at the Nature Center? 
Please contact Lisa Liden and she will notify the City of Fertile Public Works Department. 
 
How do people find out about trail conditions? 
Updates on trail conditions are usually posted on the “Agassiz Environmental Learning Center” Facebook 
page. This includes reports on mowing, ski trail grooming, and water levels/tree snagging of the Sand Hill 
River water trail. Water trail information also posted on the “Sand Hill River Kayaking” Facebook page. 
 
 

https://aelcfertile.org/
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Sign-In and Notes 
Below, please provide the following information: 

• Your name and the dates and hours your worked.  

• Notes regarding number of visitors, number or rentals, sales, and any notable events, comments, or 
observations. 

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

 


