Reducing Polluted Runoff with Pinpoint Accuracy


Imagine that you are going on a spring break vacation and you want to lose just ten more pounds to look great for the trip. To cut calories from your diet, you could stop bringing an apple to work each day for your afternoon snack, or you could cut out your nightly habit of eating ice cream sundaes while watching the evening news. Either strategy will reduce your overall calorie intake, but skipping the ice cream will get you a lot closer to your weight loss goal.  


We all like to get the biggest bang for our buck, whether we are buying a new car or trying to lose weight. The same principle applies when trying to reduce runoff that pollutes our local lakes and rivers. Creative engineers have given us a host of tools to use to capture pollutants in runoff such as heavy metals, sediment and phosphorus. Some of these tools also help to reduce the overall volume of runoff, thereby decreasing stream bank erosion and increasing groundwater recharge. Just like in our daily diets, however, some of these tools get us closer to our water quality goals than others. Furthermore, where we choose to install water quality improvement projects has a dramatic impact on how much improvement we see in local lakes, rivers and streams. In other words, not all raingardens are created equally.


The Metropolitan Association of Conservation Districts (MACD) has developed a new program to reduce polluted runoff with pinpoint accuracy. Using a combination of computer modeling software, maps and aerial photos, and on-the-ground research, they can study the land surrounding a local lake and identify pollutant hotspots, as well as neighborhoods with the most potential for reducing runoff. This data is then used to prioritize locations for stormwater ponds, raingardens and other projects that will benefit the lake. 

The MACD program includes a ranking system to help determine which techniques to use in which neighborhoods. In a commercial area, for example, they might find that the most cost-efficient way to reduce runoff is to modify an existing stormwater pond so that it holds more water after it rains. In a nearby residential neighborhood, however, it may be far cheaper and more effective to build a series of raingardens that soak the runoff into the ground before it reaches the lake.  


Currently, there are seven metropolitan counties in the MACD program, but that may soon expand to include four additional counties on the growing edge of the Twin Cities area. On the east side of town, Anoka, Dakota, Ramsey and Washington counties will all be participating in the MACD project in 2010. Washington Conservation District, for example, plans to conduct watershed assessments in three locations within the county this year and to use grant money from the project along with other funding sources to install the water quality projects recommended in each assessment. 


In many cases, the watershed assessments will show that the best locations for raingardens and other projects in a neighborhood are on private property. When this happens, the Conservation District will turn to homeowners and business owners across the county to help them get the projects in the ground. For most people, this will be a welcome request. Who could say no to a low-cost or free raingarden, artfully designed to enhance existing landscaping, especially if it will mean cleaner water in their local lake?
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