Rx for water pollution in southern Washington County


What if cleaning up a dirty river were as easy as healing an ear infection? “Take two trees and one raingarden,” the doctor would say, and two days later we would be out snorkeling in the Mississippi. Instead, cleaning up our water is a lot more like treating a nagging sports injury. There are some immediate and obvious fixes that eliminate the most grotesque problems; for example, we’ve built wastewater treatment plants to keep raw sewage out of our rivers. These types of solutions are akin to rest, ice and compression for a sprained ankle. Much like the sprain that continues to ache months after the injury, however, we often find that our lakes and rivers continue to degrade, even as we put measures in place to stop the biggest sources of pollution. 


This summer, the South Washington Watershed District, Ramsey-Washington Metro Watershed District and Washington Conservation District will embark on three innovative projects to diagnose and prescribe treatment for water pollution in southern Washington County. The studies, called sub-watershed assessments, are planned for Carver and Powers Lakes in Woodbury and the Highway 61 commercial corridor in Cottage Grove, which drains to the Mississippi River. Using a combination of computer modeling software, maps and aerial photos, and on-the-ground research, project staff will select small areas in each of these locations, one to three blocks large, where stormwater ponds, raingardens and other landscaping features can be added to reduce runoff pollution. The goal is to find the most efficient and cost-effective ways to keep dirt, phosphorus and other pollutants out of these and other local water bodies. 


In the neighborhoods surrounding Carver and Powers Lakes, the sub-watershed assessments will compare different strategies for reducing stormwater pollution, such as raingardens, buffer plantings, vegetated swales and other water-quality landscaping, so that project staff can install the most effective and cost-efficient practices. When the assessments are complete, they will then put together funding and assistance packages to help the people living around Carver and Powers Lakes put these practices in their yards. Additionally, there will be a parallel project at Powers Lake, to measure how well trees reduce stormwater pollution. Once a target area is set near the lake, the project partners will start handing out trees to the most-willing neighborhood, with a goal of planting 80-100 teenager trees within a two to three block area and then measuring the impact of these trees over the next ten years.      


The Highway 61 project in the South Washington Watershed will be slightly different than the Carver and Powers Lake sub-watershed assessments because it will address stormwater pollution in a developed commercial stretch, as opposed to a residential neighborhood. In general, commercial areas generate far more stormwater runoff than residential areas because they have more impervious surfaces, like parking lots and rooftops, where water can’t soak into the ground. Businesses also have limitations that make some practices more practical than others for reducing pollution runoff. Porous pavement, for example, includes concrete, asphalt and pavers that allow rainwater and melting snow to soak through into the ground instead of running off. It is a good option for businesses that need to maintain parking space and don’t have room for a raingarden or storm pond. At a home, however, it is usually cheaper and easier to just grade the driveway so that it drains into a raingarden, instead of excavating and installing porous pavement.  


Think of the Powers, Carver and Highway 61 projects as orthopedic assessments for lakes instead of people. After the doctors use an x-ray to rule out a break for that still-aching ankle, they’ll move on to a regime of rest, stretching and perhaps physical therapy. For a few weeks, you’ll insist that it’s feeling no better. Our lakes and rivers won’t change overnight either. Then one day you’ll be out running again and you’ll realize that ankle is finally good again. 
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