Defining impaired waters


When you work in a technical field like water resource management, you soon find yourself flinging around jargon and acronyms with careless abandon. Need to take action to meet your MS4 SWPPP or your NPDES TMDL? Then talk to the MPCA to get a list of local impaired waters and a few ideas for how to meet MCM’s 1-6. Unfortunately, when water resource professionals talk to the general public, a lot of important information and concepts are lost in translation. 


Take the Minnesota Pollution Control Agency’s recently updated list of impaired waters as an example. The list is critical for cities, watershed management entities and others working to keep local lakes and rivers clean. Most people who live and work in the east metro area, however, are probably reading this right now and thinking, “List, huh? Impaired what?”


A quick trip to Dictionary.com provides us with these definitions for the word impaired: 1) weakened, diminished, or damaged; 2) functioning poorly or inadequately. For a definition of the seemingly innocent word waters, we can refer to Minnesota State Statute 115.01 subd. 22: "Waters of the state" means all streams, lakes, ponds, marshes, watercourses, waterways, wells, springs, reservoirs, aquifers, irrigation systems, drainage systems and all other bodies or accumulations of water, surface or underground, natural or artificial, public or private, which are contained within, flow through, or border upon the state or any portion thereof. 


Essentially, the list of impaired waters is a list of all of the lakes, rivers, streams, etc. in Minnesota that are not up to snuff. As part of the Clean Water Act, the state must identify all impaired waters and then take action to bring them back to their natural unimpaired condition. Many local lakes are listed as impaired due to excess phosphorus, a naturally occurring element found in organic materials such as grass, leaves and dirt. In small amounts, phosphorus feeds aquatic plants, which in turn provide food and shelter for fish, turtles, birds and other animals. When stormwater runoff leads to too much phosphorus, however, weedy plants begin to run wild and algae grows into thick green and brown mats that float on top of the water. The result is less oxygen for fish, boats tangled in weeds and icky water that no one wants to swim in. 

Here in the east metro area, you might be surprised to learn how many familiar places are on the state’s impaired waters list. Several nearby lakes are listed due to excess phosphorus, including Keller, Kohlman, Wakefield, Beaver, and Silver. Meanwhile, Lakes Gervais, Keller, Kohlman, and Phalen are also listed as impaired due to PFOS, a chemical once manufactured by 3M, which has been found in the tissue of the lakes’fish. The impairment means that people, especially pregnant women and children, should limit the amount of fish that they eat from these lakes. 

An official impairment listing is the first step for local lakes, rivers and streams on the road to recovery. Like a diagnosis from a doctor, the list confirms that these waters are sick and identifies their illnesses. It is now up to local government units to determine the best treatment for each water body and to begin the healing process. 
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