Copper in Brown’s Creek: Why is it there and how do we keep it out?


Researchers surveying Brown’s Creek, a local trout stream that flows to the St. Croix River, have noticed a disturbing trend in recent years. During stream surveys, they are finding fewer species of aquatic invertebrates – insects, worms and other creepy crawlies – and fewer trout as well. To get to the root of the problem, several local agencies, including the Brown’s Creek Watershed District and the Minnesota Pollution Control Agency, are conducting a Total Maximum Daily Load (TMDL) study to determine why the fish and aquatic invertebrates are dying and what can be done to correct the problem. 


As part of this TMDL study, scientists have already discovered several potential culprits in Brown’s Creek, including sediment, high temperature, low dissolved oxygen, and copper. The levels of copper found in the stream are often high enough to threaten fish populations over the long term and sometimes high enough to cause immediate harm to the fish. Copper makes it hard for aquatic organisms to breathe and to process waste through their systems. It interferes with a fish’s sense of smell, making it harder for them to feed and breed, and is also highly toxic to fish eggs. Small amounts of copper can be found naturally in any stream, but the large pulses of copper that enter Brown’s Creek periodically throughout the year are most likely due to landscaping practices and other human activities. 


Copper is found in algaecides, fungicides, and herbicides used on lawns and in ornamental ponds. When it rains, these pesticides can be washed off of lawns or flushed out of ponds and into streets and ditches that carry the water to nearby streams and lakes. Trace amounts of copper are also found in brake pads.  In areas where there is a lot of traffic, copper can fall off of worn break pads and be washed into nearby water bodies as well. 


Brown’s Creek is one of the first places locally where copper has been identified as a problem. Because it is commonly known that copper compounds are toxic to fish, however, this promises to be an emerging issues for many other local streams and ponds. You can help to protect local trout streams by minimizing the use of lawn and pond chemicals. Copper sulfate is commonly used to treat algae in ponds, but it is only effective for a short amount of time, can lead to more algae in the long run and is often misused or overused. It also builds-up in sediment on the bottoms of ponds and is toxic to fish. Some people recommend using beneficial bacteria or other alternatives to breakdown pond algae. 

Spot treat weeds and fungus on your lawn and avoid applying chemicals near the water’s edge, along roadsides or before it rains. Another way to keep chemicals out of surface water resources is to plant native plants or raingardens along streets and stream banks. Deep-rooted plants help to capture runoff and filter out pollutants before they are washed into the water. Raingardens soak water into the ground to be cleaned by plant roots and layers of soil. 


The Blue Thumb – Planting for Clean Water program can help you to design landscaping that is beautiful and good for lakes and streams. Visit www.BlueThumb.org for more information. Contact the Washington Conservation District for a copy of the Blue Thumb Guide to Year-Round Yard Care, which contains advice for using fertilizers and pesticides (651-275-1136), and to learn about watershed district grants and free landscape design assistance for people living on or very near streams. 

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