Floods, ticks and other signs of spring


“Do you know what this is?” Wendy asked me accusingly as she thrust the arachnid under my nose. “It’s a deer tick!” she exclaimed, heading back to her desk. I understood her annoyance, as I myself have been a comfortable host for more than one tick in my lifetime. At the same time, however, a part of me was secretly happy to see the first tick of the year. 

It’s an irony of living in Minnesota that we herald ticks, flooding streams and other bad things that mean spring is near. The St. Croix, Mississippi and Minnesota Rivers are rising, threatening low-lying areas like the downtowns of Stillwater and St. Paul. In other parts of the east metro, normally docile trout streams have increased to many times their normal size. Despite the predictability of high water in the spring, it seems there is always some poor guy caught off guard when he looks out the window one day to see the dog’s house floating down the road.

Like death and taxes, spring floods will always come. For people with a backyard or a “back forty” in flood prone areas, there some common-sense ways to minimize damage. 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 help spring rain soak into the ground. Whereas turf grass roots extend only two to three inches into the soil, native flowers and grasses 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 into the ground and less washes away to a nearby stream. 

If you live along a stream, wetland or lake, it is especially important to have trees and native plants along the water’s edge. A shoreline or stream bank planted with vegetation will hold the soil steady when flooding occurs, while a turf grass stream bank will quickly wash away. Buffers also catch and filter many of the pollutants found in melting snow and stormwater runoff, which helps to keep our water clean. For information on native plants or how to plant a shoreline buffer visit www.BlueThumb.org. 

Keep your eye on the rivers as they keep on rising, and if you’re missing a dog house, let me know!
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