Efforts underway to keep Square Lake clean


I knew I was in trouble when I pulled into the parking lot at Square Lake Park that day. Dozens of other competitors had already arrived and were busy adjusting gears on their skinny-wheeled racing bikes, portioning out energy gels and sliding into wetsuits. Nearly everyone was toned and athletic, and in comparison I felt as fat as the knobby tires on my mountain bike. It was my first ever triathlon, and surveying the crowd, I said to my soon-to-be husband, “I think I’m out of my league here.” “Yeah, no kidding,” was his uninspiring reply, “You want to just leave?” 


For the most part, the day’s events proceeded as poorly as I expected. Laboring to cycle on the hilly roads of the St. Croix Valley, I was quickly eating the dust of more than one hundred better-equipped riders. During the run, I passed a few people that were nearly three times my age, but at the finish line, I ended tenth from last. Ironically, the lake swim at the start, which I had most dreaded before the race, was the only part of the competition that went reasonably well. Although I was one of only a handful of racers without a wetsuit, the water in Square Lake was warm and clean, and while I swam, I could see for miles and miles. 


The water clarity at Square Lake in northern Washington County is somewhat legendary. The lake attracts scuba divers and competitive athletes, as well as families fishing, swimming and enjoying the beach. It is one of the top ten cleanest lakes in the metro area, and the local watershed district would like to keep it that way. 


The Carnelian Marine – St. Croix Watershed District (CMSCWD) grew concerned in 2002 when they noted that the water in Square Lake had grown hazier over the past decade, and they worked with local partners to conduct a diagnostic study that would explain the change. The study identified low levels of daphnia, a teeny tiny organism that eats microscopic algae and bacteria, as one reason the water was less clear. Researchers at first blamed rainbow trout for eating the daphnia, although a subsequent study suggested this might not be the problem. Meanwhile, the watershed district wondered if changes in the landscape surrounding the lake might be partially at fault, noting slight increases in phosphorus and chlorophyll-a in the water as well. 

Thanks to a grant from the Minnesota Pollution Control Agency, CMSCWD now has funding to continue the research needed to restore Square Lake. The lake is still one of the cleanest, but you can only see 16 feet deep today, whereas in 1993, you could see 23.8 feet. An important part of the project will be to identify potential souces of pollution in the area surrounding Square Lake where the watershed district can help property owners to improve their land and keep the lake clean. This might mean repairing eroding gullies or planting trees to reduce runoff from rain and melting snow. 


One exciting project is already underway in the parking lot of Square Lake Park, where I stood six years ago before my very first triathlon. With a grant from the Minnesota Department of Natural Resources, the watershed district has worked with the Washington Conservation District and County Parks to install several features that will trap polluted runoff from the parking lot and soak it into the ground before it can run down the hill and into the lake. Parks staff broke ground on the project in October and will be finishing construction in the spring, along with conservation landscaping and an educational exhibit. If things go as planned, I might just sign up for that triathlon again in the fall. This time though, I’m bringing my racing bike and taking time at the end to enjoy the lake. 
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