Local lakes – some getting better, some getting worse


It was a familiar scenario for me last Wednesday. I sat in the middle of a living room in Mahtomedi showing a group of homeowners a large map of Washington County. First, I pointed out the nine watersheds within the county, each shaded a different color on the map. “A watershed is an area of land in which the water all drains to the same location, through a combination of overland lakes and streams and manufactured storm pipes and drainage ditches,” I explained. In Washington County, seven of the watersheds are managed by watershed districts and two are managed by watershed management organizations. A watershed agency is a special purpose local unit of government dedicated to monitoring the quality of water in lakes, streams and rivers and responsible for creating rules to prevent flooding and water pollution in the community. These watershed agencies follow the geographic contours of the watershed, which means they can cross political boundaries like city and county lines. The northern half of Mahtomedi lies within the Rice Creek Watershed District, which eventually drains to the Mississippi River via the Rice Creek Chain of Lakes. The southern half of Mahtomedi, on the other hand, falls within Valley Branch Watershed District, which drains southeast until it meets the St. Croix River just south of St. Mary’s Point in Afton.  


Referring again to the map, I pointed to several of the lakes on the map, which were shaded yellow with a red border. “These lakes are all listed as impaired,” I explained, “meaning they have poor water quality. Either because of excess nutrients, mercury contamination, or another pollutant, they are bad for swimming, fishing and other forms of water recreation.” The group of neighbors in Mahtomedi gasped in shock as they noted the number of impaired lakes shown on the map (more than 30, plus several streams and both the St. Croix and Mississippi Rivers). Then, I got the question that I so often hear from residents who are concerned about the health of their local lakes and rivers. “What are they doing about it!?” 


The truth is that an enormous effort is underway to improve and protect lakes, rivers, streams and wetlands throughout Minnesota, although much of it, unfortunately, escapes the public eye. Within the past two years, watershed agencies in the metro area have revised their rules to prevent further degradation to nearby waterways. When a new housing development is built, for example, it is now standard practice to use raingardens or a similar method to infiltrate stormwater into the ground instead of letting it run offsite where it could pollute nearby waterways. 


The bigger challenge, however, is to reduce stormwater pollution from already developed neighborhoods and businesses in the region. Very little land is publicly owned, meaning it is up to homeowners and other property owners to voluntarily install raingardens, shoreline plantings, porous pavement and other projects on their property to help reduce stormwater pollution. Fortunately, cost-share grant programs at watershed agencies, cities and conservation districts are making it much easier for people to do just that. A resident near Colby Lake in Woodbury, for example, who is interested in installing a raingarden in their yard can apply for a cost-share grant through the South Washington Watershed District and receive up to $2500 to fund their project. Any resident in Washington County can call the Washington Conservation District and schedule a free site visit at their home to get advice on drainage and erosion issues or to pick a location for a raingarden or shoreline planting (there are similar programs in Anoka and Ramsey Counties as well). Grants and site visits are also available for businesses in the east metro area. 


Based on years of water monitoring data, we can now begin to see trends in many of the local lakes. Long Lake in Stillwater, for example, is steadily improving, due in large part to the efforts of the Brown’s Creek Watershed District. We can expect continued improvements in the coming years, as several homeowners near the lake have installed raingardens or shoreline plantings in the past three years with funding and technical assistance from the watershed district. In May Township, north of Stillwater, data collected from stream monitoring stations has shown that excess phosphorus is actually being reabsorbed as it travels between Big Marine Lake and Little Carnelian. The Carnelian Marine St. Croix Watershed District has funded several streamside stabilization projects along Carnelian Creek, which are contributing to this water quality improvement. 


Although they function on a smaller budget than most watershed districts, Lower and Middle St. Croix Watershed Management Organizations are currently working on management plans for lakes and streams in their regions. Lower St. Croix WMO, for example, recently completed a plan for O’Conners Lake in Denmark Township, while Middle St. Croix WMO has been working with the City of Stillwater to finalize a plan for Lake McKusick. Water quality is already improving in Lake McKusick, and we can expect that with plans in place, other local lakes will soon follow suit. 


To request a free site visit at your home or business and to find our what cost-share grants are available for raingardens and other projects in your neighborhood, contact your local conservation district (Anoka County – 763-434-2030, Ramsey County – 651-266-7270, Washington County - 651-275-1136).
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