Reflections on 2007


With the end of the year fast approaching, it’s a good time to reflect on resolutions from last January: 

1. Save the world! (I tried, but unfortunately, we’re all still heading somewhere in a hand basket.)

2. Achieve world peace! (That was going really well until 2pm on January 1, and it was all downhill from there.)

3. Lose ten pounds! (It turns out this one was even harder than number two.)

With luck, however, it appears that there is one realm in which progress is being made. In January 2007, I wrote about the phosphorus reduction goal made jointly by Minnesota and Wisconsin to reduce phosphorus pollution to the St. Croix River by 20% by 2020. The St. Croix Basin Planning Team, who proposed this goal, challenged citizens, businesses, cities and counties in the region to do what they could do to ensure a steady supply of clean, fresh groundwater for drinking and a hearty collection of clear, blue lakes for fishing and swimming. As the recently updated Minnesota Pollution Control Agency list of impaired waters indicates, we are still a long way from crossing this one off the list. At the end of 2007, however, we can at least say that we’ve picked up the pen. 

Reflecting on 2007, it is quite amazing to see how much has happened to improve local water quality. The newly formed East Metro Water Resource Education Program, for example, grew from a fledgling idea to a dynamic partnership of thirteen watersheds, cities and the county. From seeds of knowledge have sprouted wide-spread projects. A Stormwater U workshop, sponsored by EMWREP, trained 90 city staff and consulting engineers in the area on designing and installing raingardens and infiltration basins to capture polluted stormwater. One program participant, Jim Gilles of Lakeland, returned to his city and convinced them to build a raingarden for their newly remodeled city hall. Planting the raingarden provided an educational opportunity for thirty people, including Master Gardeners, community residents and a troop of cub scouts. Toben Lafrancois, who lent a hand in planting the garden, went on to wrangle a troop of high school students into researching and conducting summer projects to improve water quality in the St. Croix River. One product of their efforts was a free raingarden, raffled off to one lucky winner living in Marine on St. Croix. 

The list continues on and on. The City of Stillwater planted a large raingarden in the newly rehabbed Washington Square Park and created seven residential raingardens as part of the Eagle Ridge Trail repair project. Brown’s Creek Watershed District restored 8000 square feet of lakeshore to native vegetation and helped fifteen homeowners to plant raingardens in their yards. Not to be outshown, the Middle St. Croix Watershed Management Organization completed a residential shoreline project and six residential raingardens. One shoreline restoration project in Pine Springs, funded by Valley Branch Watershed District, was featured in a local home and garden tour, in which owners Heather and Bill Griggs showed their neighbors that natural can be beautiful. In St. Paul Park, a project partnership between the South Washington Watershed District, the city, Minnesota Conservation Corps and the Washington Conservation District ensured that five new raingardens would be included in a street repair project to prevent polluted runoff from reaching the Mississippi River. Five other conservation district projects hit the ground in 2007 as well, including a large raingarden at First Presbyterian Church in Stillwater and two grassed waterway projects, installed to prevent erosion in Stillwater Township and Lake Elmo. 

It is inspiring to see how much change can occur in one year when people actually work together. At the most recent Stormwater U workshop, held on Dec. 13, nearly 60 city planners, planning commission members, watershed, county and state staff gathered to talk about integrating water resource protection into the comprehensive plans of local communities. Here’s hoping that the event planted the seeds for another praiseworthy reflection at the end of 2008. 

I wish you well in 2008. May your yards grow green and your water flow blue.
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