At least we don’t have pirates


Sometimes you need to get away to remind yourself of how good things are back home. Sitting in the airport in Portland, Oregon, I’m reflecting on a three-day conference I’ve just attended, which brought together water resource educators from around the country. It was inspiring to hear about the creative and successful projects that other states have underway, but at the same time, reassuring. It turns out Minnesota is already far ahead in the pack when it comes to the rules we have in place to protect our lakes and rivers – a ban on phosphorus fertilizer, for instance – and the programs in place to help people make a difference in their day-to-day lives – Blue Thumb – Planting for Clean Water (www.BlueThumb.org) is a shining example. 


At the same time, it’s hard not to get jealous of a city like Portland that has done so much to make itself eco-friendly and people-friendly. Out of town travelers like myself can easily spend a week in the city without renting a car, as the extensive light rail system picks you right up at the airport and delivers you to any number of destinations within the city center. Furthermore, within the city’s “fare-less zone,” which includes most of the tourist attractions, restaurants and hotels, you can ride the rails for free to your heart’s content. Touring around town, I was shocked by the number of people commuting to and from work on bicycle, an easy endeavor due to the network of trails and bike lanes leading inward from the outskirts of town. 


During my brief stay in Portland, I’ve also been struck by the similarities it shares with the Twin Cities area. Much like the Mississippi defines the Twin Cities, the Willamette River defines Portland. A series of locks and dams make both rivers navigable, and thus centers for commerce. Over the past century, public perception of the rivers in both metropolitan areas has also made a radical transformation. For Oregon as for Minnesota, timber was once the major commercial enterprise, and the rivers were seen mainly as a means for transporting logs. Later, as both states went through their industrial revolutions, the rivers became dumping grounds for sewage and garbage and consequentially, people stayed as far away from the water as possible. 

Today, however, we have made the shift to viewing our rivers as amenities. Just as Minneapolis and St. Paul have their Mississippi River trails, so to does Portland have trails for running, walking and biking that run along both sides of the river. Much like the new condominiums built along the water in downtown St. Paul, trendy new condos have also sprung up along the water’s edge in Portland. In both metro areas, extensive education campaigns have been underway for at least a decade, with the goal of raising people’s awareness about the value of their rivers and engaging them in protecting local water quality. 

If you are the competitive type, however, here are two measures in which the Twin Cities holds the lead over Portland. First, Minneapolis and St. Paul have both separated their storm sewer and sanitary sewer systems so that large rainstorms no longer overwhelm the pipes and treatment plants. Still waiting to separate their systems in Portland, signs warn pedestrians on the river trails not to wade in or fish from the river after a rainfall, as there may be raw sewage in the water. Secondly, we here in Minnesota have no pirates on our rivers (at least not to my knowledge). Upon arriving in Portland, I was shocked to read the story splashed across the front page of a newspaper lying face-up on the light rail floor – Pirates plague the Willamette! We may be behind Portland when it comes to transportation, we may not have the green roofs and rainwater reuse systems built into our high rise buildings downtown, but at least we don’t have pirates!

Angie Hong is an educator with the East Metro Water Resource Education Program, representing Brown’s Creek, Comfort Lake – Forest Lake, Lower St. Croix, Middle St. Croix, Ramsey Washington, Rice Creek, South Washington and Valley Branch Watersheds, Cottage Grove, Dellwood, Forest Lake, Lake Elmo, Stillwater, Willernie, West Lakeland, Washington County and the Washington Conservation District. 

