Fifty-Six Pounds Down, 101 to Go


In May of 2006, the Brown’s Creek Watershed District finalized a management plan to fix Long Lake, a shallow lake on the developing western edge of Stillwater. To put it simply, Long Lake needed to go on a diet. After years of consuming too much dirt and grass clippings, leaves, fertilizer and more, the algae in the lake had gotten fatter than ever and people were starting to notice. 

Local residents had been concerned for years; although Long Lake is shallow and has never been a high-use lake like White Bear or Lake Elmo, people living nearby nonetheless noticed fewer migrating ducks and herons and more blooms of smelly green algae floating on the water. 

The water monitoring data that Brown’s Creek and the Washington Conservation District had collected over the years confirmed local residents’ suspicions. Using canoes to collect water sample from various points on the lake, monitoring staff determined that the water had more phosphorus and chlorophyll than it should. With a fattening diet of phosphorus, blue-green algae and other aquatic plants were growing fast, resulting in higher levels of chlorophyll. At the same time, monitoring staff found that when they dropped a round, white disk called a secchi disk into the water, they could no longer see it once it was more than three feet underwater. There was so much sediment and algae floating in the water that it was no longer clear. As a result of the excess algae and reduced water clarity, many of the aquatic invertebrates like insects and snails were no longer able to live in the lake. Larger animals like frogs and birds that fed on the aquatic invertebrates were similarly affected. To make matters worse, the Minnesota Pollution Control Agency had already listed Long Lake as an impaired water body in 2002 due to its high levels of nutrients and poor water quality. 

After meeting with stakeholder groups, which included local citizens, biologists, hydrologists and city staff, Brown’s Creek Watershed set a goal of reducing the total phosphorus load to the lake by 35%. In other words, Long Lake would need to lose 157 unwanted pounds of phosphorus over the next ten years in order to put an end to the smelly algae blooms. 

In 2007, the watershed district began tackling some of the bigger projects in their management plan. They improving existing stormwater ponds in the Cottages of Stillwater and Wildwood neighborhoods, found off of Stillwater Blvd., just north of the Target and Cub stores. Models predict that the improvements will trim eleven pounds of phosphorus per year from Long Lake’s diet. Another pond improvement project in front of the Herberger’s store netted a reduction of 35 pounds of phosphorus per year, while a pond project on Tower Drive took out another four pounds. 

The watershed has quickly realized, however, that they can’t fix Long Lake without help from local residents and property owners. Even with better stormwater ponds, Long Lake continues feasting on phosphorus and sediment that run off of residential and business properties within the watershed when it rains. Because the district does not own the land in the watershed, they can’t just put a storm pond everywhere they find a runoff problem. Instead, Brown’s Creek has begun offering grants to residents, businesses and other property owners to install raingardens, porous pavement, shoreline plantings and other water quality improvement projects on their private property. 

In 2007, 23 projects were installed within the watershed. Brown’s Creek Watershed District provided the funds and the Washington Conservation District conducted free site visits at residential properties, designed the planting projects and helped residents and business owners to install their new landscaping projects. Another 21 projects were approved in 2008, including a massive restoration planting project along the shoreline of Long Lake. Although many of these projects are just small raingardens planted in front yards and back yards, modeling estimates predict that together they will cut an annual 376 pounds of sediment, 11.5 pounds of nitrogen and six pounds of phosphorus out of Long Lake’s diet. As an added bonus, the people who installed raingardens and shoreline planting projects with help from Brown’s Creek now have beautiful landscaping for their yards and many have become advocates for water quality projects in their neighborhoods. 

For those of you keeping track, the grand total of Brown’s Creek’s efforts over the past two years is 56 less pounds of phosphorus heading into Long Lake. Fifty-six down, 101 to go! 

