It’s all downhill from here baby!

You don’t need a degree in limnology to understand local water resource issues. You just need to understand one basic concept; water flows downhill. This simple piece of information can help to explain any number of water related problems you may experience. Question: Why did my house flood? Answer: It was built in a floodplain downhill from a lake or river. Question: Why is my lake scummy and green? Answer: Nutrients are washing off of yards and streets uphill and into the lake downhill. 

Not surprisingly, because water has the inconvenient tendency to flow downhill, it does not always pay attention to political boundaries. International disputes have been known to arise because a country located upstream has laid claim to all the available water in the region, leaving little for those countries downstream. 

In recognition of the fact that water flows downhill, the State of Minnesota has chosen to regulate water resource issues by forming local units of government called Watershed Districts. A watershed is an area of land that drains toward a given lake, river or wetland. A Watershed District is charged with monitoring the quality of water in your lakes, streams and rivers and is responsible for creating rules to prevent flooding and water pollution in your watershed. Watershed Districts follow natural geographic boundaries, and as such can cross city, township and county lines. 

In some parts of Minnesota, water issues are managed by Watershed Management Organizations. A Watershed Management Organization is a joint powers agreement between the cities in the area. Whereas a Watershed District has independent taxing authority, a Watershed Management Organization is funded through allocations from its member cities’ budgets.

Although most people know little about their local watershed organization, Watershed Districts and Watershed Management Organizations play an important role in your everyday life. To begin, they build levies and drainage systems that ensure that water stays in the lakes and rivers and out of your basement. They also monitor local lakes and streams for pollution and restore eroding hillsides and disappearing shoreline to keep our waters clean. Many watershed organizations offer mini-grants to homeowners to help them plant gardens, stabilize shoreline property or install landscape improvements that benefit water quality. 

The eastern half of Woodbury lies within South Washington Watershed District, while the western half and most of south Maplewood are covered by the Ramsey Washington Metro Watershed District. You can find out more about theses two watersheds by visiting their websites: www.swwdmn.org and www.rwmwd.org. 
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