What is a watershed (and why is my Arby’s bag floating in the Mississippi)?

 
Yes, I admit it; three weeks ago I ate fast food. There was a time a few years ago that I was eating fast food two or more times per week, but I’ve changed my evil ways now. I’m on the straight and narrow path. I pack a healthy lunch to take to the office every day. On days that I have evening meetings, I even pack a dinner. I eat oatmeal for breakfast almost every day, snack on carrot sticks and hummus in the late afternoon and during the summer, I even buy vegetables from a local farmer through a community supported agriculture program – one big box of vegetables every week!


I was hungry though, and try as I might, I just couldn’t get the image out of my head of a piping hot beef and cheddar sandwich and a steaming bag of greasy, orange curly fries. So, I squelched my conscious long enough to pull through the Arby’s drive-through and ordered quick before I could change my mind. The worst part was that the fries weren’t even good that day!


It would have been my little secret, that transgression of mine, if only it weren’t for the wind that day. When I got home, I quickly disposed of the evidence – one paper bag, one soiled sandwich wrapper, two greasy napkins and a half-full bag of curly fries – in the garbage can in our garage. Later that day, we rolled the garbage can out to the curb for the next day’s pick-up, and I said sayonara to my fast food’s remains. 


As I left for my run that evening, the wind was howling in the trees. I headed out through the backside of our neighborhood and then looped around to follow the trail that runs along a nearby highway. The highway angles back so that it eventually passes within a few hundred feet of our house, and from that vantage point I could clearly see that our garbage can had blown over and that all of our week’s garbage was now blowing in the wind. By the time I got home, there were cardboard boxes, plastic wrappers and Kleenexes strewn across the driveway, into the street and into the wetland across from our house. Old, cold curly fries were sprinkled throughout the garden and under a pine. 


The problem with a watershed is that things don’t stay put. Like the wind that distributed my kitchen waste evenly throughout our neighborhood, a watershed carries water, debris, and even pollution from tiny pocket wetlands, to intermittent streams, onward to larger lakes, and eventually to a river like the St. Croix or Mississippi. 


The entire lower two-thirds of Minnesota eventually drains to the Mississippi River, which continues its journey southward toward the Gulf of Mexico, picking up water, debris and pollution from every state it passes. Within the Twin Cities metro area, the larger Mississippi River watershed is subdivided into smaller river watersheds. Some of the southwestern suburbs like Chaska and Savage drain to the Minnesota River, while the urban cores of Minneapolis and St. Paul send stormwater runoff directly to the Mississippi. The eastern-most communities in Washington and Chisago counties drain to the St. Croix River, which eventually joins with the Mississippi near Hastings. 


Like nested Russian dolls, these major river watersheds subdivide even further into local sub-watersheds. The northern half of the City of Forest Lake lies in the Comfort Lake – Forest Lake watershed and drains directly to the lake, while the southern half is actually part of the Rice Creek Watershed and drains to the Mississippi via the Rice Creek Chain of Lakes. The water that falls on rooftops, driveways and streets in Stillwater, Bayport and the other river communities further south, heads straight for the St. Croix River. In Woodbury and Cottage Grove, however, the land drains toward the Mississippi instead. The Valley Branch Watershed follows a diagonal route across Washington County, carrying water from parts of Mahtomedi, Oakdale and even Silver Lake in North St. Paul, southeast through Lake Elmo, into Valley Creek in Afton and finally to the St. Croix River.


A watershed is a one-way street, carrying water from the high points on the land to the low points. In isolated wetlands and lakes, it can be years before there is enough rain or melting snow to crest a hillside and send water coursing through a dry creek bed and onward through the watershed. Anything that is washed into the top of a watershed – dirt, sand, salt, fertilizer, pesticide, oil, bacteria and garbage – can eventually travel downward through the watershed, polluting lakes, streams and rivers on its journey. 


I eventually found my paper Arby’s bag that windy day; it had caught on the big bluestem I planted in my garden. Take a tour of the Mississippi River sometime after a rainstorm, though, and you’ll likely find floating bottles, cans, cigarette butts and more. Washed off the land and into a storm drain, they’re in the river today – the Gulf of Mexico next week. 
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