A view from above exposes all


When explaining a complicated term such as “impervious surface” to children, I try to be as visual as possible. Question: “If I pour this cup of water onto this sponge what will happen?” Answer: “The sponge will soak up the water.” Question: “If I pour this cup of water on Susie’s head, what will happen?” Answer: “She’ll get mad at you, but her brain will stay dry.” 


I’ve learned from experience that the same teaching techniques that work for children work for adults as well. When explaining how and why stormwater contributes to water pollution, for example, I like to use aerial photos from around the area. One photo I use shows an aerial view of an almost undeveloped chunk of land along the St. Croix River. In the photo you can see woods, prairie and a few ponds, with only one small house in the bottom left-hand corner. For comparison, I use an aerial photo of the State Fair grounds in St. Paul. In the photo you can see streets, sidewalks, rooftops and parking lots, with only a few very small patches of grass. 


You see, the issue of stormwater pollution has more to do with what’s on the ground than what’s falling from the sky. When two inches of rain falls onto that undeveloped chunk of land along the St. Croix River, about 40% evaporates or is absorbed by plants and 50% soaks into the ground. The remaining 10% that runs off the land gathers in natural wetlands or flows into the St. Croix River. 

When the same two inches of rain falls on the State Fair grounds, it’s a much different story. With most of the ground covered in impervious surfaces like concrete, asphalt or buildings, there are very few places where the rainwater can soak in. About 15% of the water soaks into the ground and 30% evaporates, leaving 55% to runoff into storm sewers, which lead directly and without treatment into local lakes and the Mississippi River. In addition to the sheer volume of water, which can cause erosion and flooding, the stormwater that washes over streets, roofs and sidewalks picks up all sorts of really gross stuff along its way. 

A coworker of mine was up in a helicopter last month taking photos of undeveloped and developing regions of Washington County. Along the growing edge of local communities, the contrast between the natural areas and the newly built neighborhoods is sharp. From above, it is obvious that acres of turf grass swathing the new homes are a poor replacement for prairies and woodland. Many landscapers, in fact, refer to turf as “green concrete” because it soaks up only slightly more water than a parking lot. Nor does the turf provide homes for chickadees or shade for wild geranium.

With a creative eye, the mind can imagine those newly built neighborhoods slowly resprouting until the line between the natural and the human created is not so distinct. With a backyard prairie here and a cluster of oaks there, the painting from above would be complete. 
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