All Aboard!


Sierra Club, the oldest grassroots environmental organization in the United States, got its start back in 1892 as an outings group. Founded by John Muir, the purpose of the club was to bring wealthy elite and decision makers from the San Francisco area into the Sierra Nevada wilderness so that they could appreciate the beauty of their natural surroundings and be motivated to protect the nation’s natural resources. Said Muir, “If people in general could be got into the woods, even for once, to hear the trees speak for themselves, all difficulties in the way of forest preservation would vanish.”


There’s truth to be found in the Sierra Club philosophy of getting people out into nature to “explore, enjoy and protect,” as it not only helps us to develop a personal connection with the woods and waters, but also allows us to see first hand the condition of these resources. It is one thing to know intellectually that the Wilderness Act set aside for protection a pristine swath of lakes and forest in northern Minnesota, it is quite another to dip a paddle into crystal clear passageways under lazy white clouds, contemplating what if the Boundary Waters weren’t so. 


Even in our urban and suburban areas, getting out into the woods or onto the water can provide an important perspective, as I learned during a recent journey on the Mississippi River with the WaterShed Partners. A coalition of more than 50 public, private and non-profit organizations in the Twin Cities, the WaterShed Partners uses collaborative education and outreach to inspire people to protect steams, lakes and rivers in their watersheds. Each year, WaterShed Partners organizes a short excursion on the Mississippi to celebrate the achievements we have made and discuss the challenges still ahead. Last year, we traveled downriver from the Watergate Marina in St. Paul around the bend of Pike Island and then up the muddy waters of the Minnesota River to Fort Snelling. In 2008, we traveled upriver through scenic gorges in south Minneapolis. 

This time around, we started our voyage at Boom Island, navigating lock and dam at St. Anthony Falls before backtracking northward toward the Riverside Power Plant. As the iconic scenery of downtown Minneapolis gave way to the gritty and unadorned   backsides of factories and lumberyards, it was hard to remember that here too fish lurk beneath the river’s surface and herons perch on its shore. While the view was uninspiring, we learned that many improvements are underway along this stretch of the Mississippi. The Minneapolis Parks Commission had that day purchased a parcel of riverfront property to extend Boom Island Park, and Mississippi Watershed Management Organization is working with the city and others to plant vegetated buffers along the river and it’s waterside trail system. There was good news too about the Riverside Power Plant, which Xcel Energy converted from coal to natural gas last year. The conversion has significantly decreased the plant’s sulfur dioxide, nitrogen dioxide, mercury and particulate emissions as well as reducing carbon dioxide emissions by an amount equivalent to removing 600,000 cars from the road (National Park Service 2010). 

On July 21, I’ll take to the water again, this time accompanied by leaders from local communities in the St. Croix Valley. Last year's St. Croix Workshop on the Water had 100 local elected officials in attendance, along with 40 staff from state and local agencies. It was the fourth in a series of workshops organized by the East Metro Water Resource Education Program, Minnesota DNR and others. Our 2010 workshop will include a “view from the river” session in which communities on both sides of the river showcase practices they have implemented to improve and protect the ecological, scenic and recreational aspects of their lakes, streams and St. Croix River. The workshop will also include breakout sessions that begin to answer the questions community leaders ask about their role in protecting the St. Croix Basin, “Why is it so important?” “What should we do?” and, “How do we begin?” Last year we experienced a view from the river, this year we’ll talk about the river’s point of view. 

No doubt you’ll have your summer filled with camping trips and weekends at the cabin. These quintessential Minnesota experiences bring us into nature and help us to appreciate all that our prairies, woods and forests have to offer. Take time as well to visit those hidden gems closer to home. In city and county parks, local lakes and even your own backyard, you too may be inspired to explore, enjoy and protect the land. 
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