Rising Waters


This morning I accompanied a co-worker on a drive down along Valley Creek Road in Afton to take photos of flooding in Valley Creek and the surrounding areas. It was amazing to see the strength of water in an otherwise calm and trickling stream. Along the roadside, ditches had turned to rivers and in nearby farm fields channels appeared bisecting the cornrows in two. Luckily, many of the homeowners living alongside Valley Creek have converted their streamsides from turf grass to native plants and shrubs, a move that has both stabilized their yards and benefited the local ecosystem.

 The shear quantity of water created by snowmelt is astounding, even for those of us who live in tidy subdivisions. Our storm sewers are working overtime carrying water away from our homes and we can see new lakes forming in the low points of our yards, parks and roads. Sometimes we build tool sheds, ornamental gardens or woodpiles within flood prone areas of our yards, only to watch them wash away like a sand castle at the beach when the waters rise. Other times, we stare in dismay as a perfectly good section of lawn rolls up and slides down a hillside in the yard. We can’t prevent flooding, but we can make some changes in the ways we manage our yards to limit the negative impacts. 


First, be aware of the areas in your yard that are prone to standing water or voluntary streams. Avoid putting any permanent structures in these areas and try to keep those parts of your yard clear during the spring. Second, consider planting deep-rooted native plants or trees in flood prone areas to stabilize the soil and increase infiltration. The roots of turf grass extend only two to three inches into the soil, giving it little ability to hang on when the water flows. Native flowers and grasses, on the other hand, can have root systems four to twelve feet deep! These deep roots anchor the plants and keep soil from washing away. They also increase the amount of water the soil can absorb, meaning that more water sinks in to recharge groundwater aquifers and less ends up in the storm drain. 


If you live along a stream, wetland or lake, it is important to maintain a healthy un-mowed buffer along your shoreline. A shoreline or stream bank planted in trees and native plants will hold the soil steady when flooding occurs. Buffers also catch and filter many of the pollutants found in melting snow and stormwater runoff. For information on native plants or how to plant a shoreline buffer visit www.BlueThumb.org. 
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