Protecting Our Groundwater Resources

If you’ve been reading the papers lately, you probably noticed a number of articles about PFC (perfluorochemical) contamination in groundwater resources in southern Washington County. To make a long story short, state health officials recently discovered trace amounts of a little-known PFC called perfluorobutanoic acid (PFBA) in the groundwater aquifers that provide municipal drinking water to Woodbury, Cottage Grove, Newport, St. Paul Park, Hastings and South St. Paul. PFBA is not thought to be harmful to humans, especially in such low levels as those found in Washington County, but the situation, nonetheless, has many people thinking more about groundwater and its protection. 

Most of us in Washington County spend little time thinking about where our drinking water comes from. That’s because we are lucky enough to have an ample supply of groundwater that is virtually contaminant free and easy to access. People in other places are not always so lucky. Those of you who travel abroad probably recall drinking bottled water in places like Mexico and China where water from the pipe is unfit for consumption. In arid regions of the U.S., like California and Colorado, city, county and state governments wage battles to ensure that their citizens have enough water to drink and to use for irrigation and commerce. Having no such obstacles here in Washington County, we are instead in danger of ruining perfectly good drinking water sources simply due to inattentiveness and lack of understanding.

Here in Washington County we get most of our drinking water from the unconsolidated Quaternary, Prairie Du Chien limestone and Jordan sandstone aquifers. While groundwater is somewhat buffered from aboveground pollution, there is still an important surface-groundwater interaction.

Some water bodies in Washington County, such as Valley Creek in Afton and Square Lake in May Township are almost entirely fed by groundwater that seeps upward from underground. Groundwater fed lakes and streams are usually clear and cool. Other areas, such as the Lake Elmo-Cottage Grove outwash plain are recharge areas for aquifers. Because the land is relatively flat in the outwash plain and has sandy soil, surface water here is easily absorbed by the ground and percolates down to refill aquifers. 

We need to be especially careful of what we allow to enter wetlands, ponds and lakes in recharge areas because there is the potential to contaminate our drinking water supplies. For example, fertilizer on a lawn that is washed away during a rainstorm could easily collect in a nearby wetland and later end up in the groundwater we drink. At your home, you can help keep our drinking water clean be following a few simple steps: 1) Limit your use of fertilizer, pesticides and other lawn chemicals; 2) Sweep leaves, dirt, salt and other potential pollutants off of paved surfaces where they are easily washed away; 3) Always dispose of motor oil and other hazardous wastes at county drop-off sites, not in the storm sewer; and 4) Plant native plants and raingardens to capture stormwater runoff so that it can be filtered by the soil rather than channeled to your nearest pond or lake. 

Above all, we as a community need to develop a “groundwater consciousness” to be ever thoughtful, conservative, and protective of our underground drinking water resources.
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