Running out of water in the land of 10,000 lakes


Earlier this morning, I headed down the hall to our office bathroom and flipped on the faucet to receive only a trickle of water, barely enough to wash away the soap coating my outstretched hands. As I watched in dismay, the trickle faded away into nothing. Five minutes later, the mystery was solved, when an e-mail arrived alerting us to a burst water pipe in the west end of the building, which was fixed and functioning again by lunch time. It was a minor interruption in an otherwise uneventful day, but the incident caused me to wonder what would happen if one day there was just no more water for the taking?


The Metropolitan Council (www.metrocouncil.org) recently released a report warning that underground aquifers in parts of Washington and Dakota Counties will drop 10 to 20 feet in the next two decades. These aquifers provide 100% of the water used for drinking, irrigation and industry in our growing suburban communities. The good news is that we should still have enough water to meet the demands of a population set to grow from 2.9 million people to 4.3 million by 2050. The bad news is that some communities, such as Woodbury and Cottage Grove, will no longer be able to safely pump water from wells if water levels drop 10 to 20 feet; they would then be drawing from unconfined aquifers, susceptible to contamination. In other communities, like Forest Lake, Hugo and Lake Elmo, the water table may drop enough to permanently dry up wetlands and streams. 


Groundwater aquifers are an ideal source of drinking water because they are relatively plentiful and clean. Many people picture aquifers as underground lakes, but they are better described as areas underground where all of the pore space between rocks is filled with water. When it rains, water soaks into the ground and continues to percolate downward until it reaches the water table. Eventually, some of the groundwater reaches aquifers, and this water can easily be accessed via wells. Most pollutants are filtered out of rainwater as it percolates into the ground, and once groundwater is contained within an aquifer, it is protected from bacteria and other organic pollutants.


The dangers facing our groundwater resources are three-fold. To begin, we are using the water faster than it can be replenished. Woodbury, for example, pumps an average of five million gallons of water per day during the winter, but can pump as much as 20 million gallons per day during the summer! Both residents and business like to have green lawns in the summer, but the amount being used for irrigation is more than can be sustained for the next ten to twenty years. 


The second challenge for our groundwater resources arises from an increase in impervious surfaces in developed areas. In a woodland or prairie environment, more than 90% of all rainwater and melting snow is used by plants or soaks into the ground. Only 10% runs off into lakes and rivers. In a suburban area, on the other hand, impervious surfaces like rooftops, driveways and roads prevent water from soaking into the ground. Not much water soaks into a typical lawn either. Many landscapers refer to residential lawns as green concrete because the soil can be so compacted underneath and the roots of the turf grass are so sort that almost all of the rain and melting snow runs right off and into the street. When stormwater reaches a street or storm drain, it is a quick journey from stream, to pond, to lake, to river. Once the water reaches the St. Croix or Mississippi Rivers it is gone forever, off to the Gulf of Mexico with no chance to soak in and replenish our groundwater supplies here in Minnesota. 


A final threat to our groundwater drinking aquifers has become apparent in recent years in parts of southern Washington County and northern Dakota County where chemical contaminants have been found in some private and municipal wells. The Minnesota Health Department has yet to determine what level of risk these contaminants pose for people living in these areas, but we are reminded, regardless, that our drinking water supplies are not as invulnerable as we may like to believe.  



Most local communities have watering restrictions during the summer that prohibit lawn-watering during the middle of the day and on certain days of the week. These laws help to reduce the demand for water during peak months and can sometimes extend the period of time before the city must drill another well to provide water for its citizens. If we are to prevent a future calamity, however, a bigger change is needed. 

The vast majority of our groundwater resources are used to irrigate crop fields, lawns and turf grass. If we wish to preserve pristine aquifers as a source of drinking water for years to come, we need to pump a lot less groundwater for irrigation and soak a lot more rainwater into the ground. This can be partially accomplished by practicing Low Impact Development techniques in growing communities – maintaining more natural vegetation and topography and spreading less pavement. Individual businesses and homeowners can also help by changing the way they landscape their properties. By planting trees and native plants and converting unused portions of our lawns into perennial gardens, we can soak more water into the ground and reduce our irrigation needs. We may be the land of 10,000 lakes, but if we’re not careful, our children may find themselves parched in the land of plenty. 
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