St. Croix River Endangered – Now what?


By now, the news has splashed across the pages of all the newspapers in the Twin Cities metro area and made headlines on several local television stations. The St. Croix River, a federally protected Wild and Scenic River and a precious jewel in Minnesota, has been listed as endangered by American Rivers, a conservation organization with a strong base of supporters throughout the U.S. and a high degree of political influence. 

American Rivers added the St. Croix River to its list of ten most endangered rivers, because of the important significance of the river to people living in Minnesota and Wisconsin, as well as the magnitude of the threat to the river. According to the organization, short-sighted zoning decisions in communities along the 26-mile lower stretch of the river are threatening to change the character of the river irreversibly. The river is a favorite destination for boaters, anglers and others seeking a natural, outdoor experience within an hour’s drive of the city, and recreation dollars from residents of the St. Croix Valley and its visitors are an important component in the local economy. 

There is no denying the threat that development poses to the scenic nature of the St. Croix River, and it will indeed be important for both Wisconsin and Minnesota to provide appropriate training to help local officials guide development in their cities and townships. It will be equally important for these communities to have financial assistance to repair current erosion problems along the river bluff and to install measures to reduce polluted runoff to the river. 

 Pointing fingers at a few small communities along the lower stretch of the river, however, does little to address the bigger problems facing the St. Croix. Water quality in the river has been declining for the past 60 years, so much so that both Minnesota and Wisconsin have now listed Lake St. Croix as impaired, meaning damaged or polluted. The St. Croix River has a watershed of 8,000 square miles, which collects water from land in both Minnesota and Wisconsin. The watershed stretches from the confluence of the St. Croix and Mississippi in Prescott all the way north to communities like Hinkley, McGrath and Moose Lake in Minnesota, and Spooner, Hayward and Solon Springs in Wisconsin. The tiny towns along the Lower St. Croix might be the closest to the river, but they are hardly the only ones to blame for the increased levels of nutrients in the water that allow smelly green algae to grow every summer. 

The St. Croix Basin Team, which includes researchers, agency representatives and non-profit groups, has been hard at work over the past ten years to identify the sources of pollution to the St. Croix River, model different strategies to reduce this pollution and promote collaborative efforts throughout the watershed. The St. Croix Watershed Research Station, for example, has determine which tributaries of the St. Croix are bringing the most phosphorus, nitrogen and dirt to the river, and how much of the load of nutrients in human caused. Along Lake St. Croix in Minnesota, Silver Creek, Brown’s Creek and Valley Creek all contribute small amounts of pollution to the river. Their input is nothing, though, when compared with the amount of nutrients and sediment that flows through the Sunrise River in Chisago County and into the St. Croix. The Apple, Willow and Kinnickinnic Rivers in Wisconsin also dump enormous loads of phosphorus, nitrogen and dirt into the St. Croix every year. 

Where is all this phosphorus, nitrogen and sediment coming from? It is washing off of farm fields, supermarket parking lots, golf courses, streets and residential lawns throughout all 8000 square miles of the watershed. Rain and melting snow wash away dirt, leaves, fertilizer, manure, grass clippings, road salt and more, sending the runoff into storm drains or roadside ditches that continue untreated to local lakes, then streams, and then rivers, until eventually this collection of yuck ends up in Lake St. Croix. The result is dirtier water, more weeds and algae and less fish and mussels. 

Over the next two years, the Minnesota Pollution Control Agency will be hard at work with members of the St. Croix Basin Team to develop and implement a plan to clean up the St. Croix River. Given the magnitude of the problem, the solution will require a lot more work than just fixing a few eroding bluffs along the Lower St. Croix Riverway. It will require thousands of new raingardens to be planted in residential neighborhoods throughout the St. Croix Watershed. It will require tens of thousands of trees to be planted and thousands of acres of land to be converted from row crops to native prairie. It will require a massive influx of funding for local Soil and Water Conservation Districts and Extension offices to hire additional staff that can work with farmers and provide grants to help these farmers reduce runoff from their fields. 


The St. Croix River might be catching headlines now with its endangered status, but to fix the river for ourselves and future generations to enjoy, we will need to move past the drama of today’s front page story and onward toward rolling up our sleeves and getting the dirty work done to clean up our water. 
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