Don’t know what a watershed is? You aren’t the only one.

I have a confession to make. Until recently, I did not really know what a watershed was. Oh sure, I had a vague understanding of what it may be, but I could not have given you an exact definition of the term “watershed,” nor could I have explained to you how a watershed district is managed or what rain falling on your roof here in Minnesota has to do with the dead zone in the Gulf of Mexico. 


It turns out I’m not the only one. When the Environmental Protection Agency (EPA) conducted focus groups with people from around the country in 2001, they found that while some people had heard of the word “watershed,” few could define the word or name their own watershed. A Roper survey in 1999 found that only 41% of Americans had any idea what a watershed was, and a more recent survey conducted in San Diego in 2004 showed that only one in five people could define “watershed.”


Why does this matter? Too understand water pollution both here in Washington County and across the U.S., we must first understand the most basic concepts of how water moves. So, here is the definition: A watershed is an area of land that drains towards a given river, lake or wetland.  That wasn’t too bad was it?


Quite simply, whenever it rains, the rain either flows across the land and into a local water body, or it is absorbed by the ground, soaks down into the groundwater table and then moves toward a local water body. Small ponds and streams move to larger lakes and rivers and eventually all the water in Washington County is carried down the Mississippi River to the Gulf of Mexico. This means that when rain rolls over your lawn and picks up fertilizers and phosphorus in the city of Lake Elmo, these pollutants are carried through the watershed, impacting the quality of local lakes like Lake Jane and Sunfish Lake, then transported to the St. Croix River, and eventually deposited in the Gulf of Mexico nearly 1300 miles south of here. Thanks to pollution throughout the entire Mississippi River Basin Watershed there is now a “dead zone” in the Gulf of Mexico, approximately 7,728 sq. miles, where no fish or aquatic animals can survive due to low oxygen content in the water. (Just as a reference, 7,728 sq. miles would cover all the water area in Minnesota, the “Land of 10,000 Lakes.”) 


Luckily, federal, state and local governments have taken action through legislation and policy making to control water pollution at its source. The Valley Branch Watershed District (VBWD) is responsible for managing water resources in Oakdale, Lake Elmo, Afton and other local communities. VBWD is a special purpose local unit of government dedicated to monitoring the quality of water in your lakes, streams and river and responsible for creating rules to prevent flooding and water pollution in the community. You can help prevent water pollution by using good landscaping practices at your home. Next spring, consider planting a rain garden to beautify your yard and absorb stormwater runoff, and if you have waterfront property, plant native plants along your shoreline to prevent erosion and filter out harmful pollutants before they reach the water. When the weather turns chilly, limit the amount of sand and salt you use on your driveway, and sweep up any remaining leaves from your driveway and street. 


In the upcoming weeks, look forward to learning more about watersheds, watershed management, groundwater, and water pollution, and consider yourself privileged that you are now one of the few Americans able to define the word “watershed.”
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