Workshop on the water lends a fresh perspective to issues facing the St. Croix


Convincing over 100 city council representatives, planning commission members and watershed managers to attend a four and a half hour workshop on a summer evening might sound like a tough sell. Put the workshop on the water, though, and you’ve got a sell-out crowd. 


“A view from the river: A guided tour of the St. Croix Valley’s

land and water resources,” was organized by a group of local and state agencies, including the Minnesota and Wisconsin DNR’s, Project NEMO, East Metro Water Resource Education Program, Middle St. Croix WMO, Washington Conservation District and the National Park Service to bring attention to issues facing the St. Croix and to educate local decision makers about how they can help to protect the river. Far from being a pleasure cruise, this workshop was packed with content and intentionally designed to engage participants as active learners throughout the evening. 


As the Grand Duchess set sail from the Hudson Marina, Dan McGuiness, interim director for the St. Croix River Association, welcomed the crowd and brought them up to date on basin-wide research and policies affecting the St. Croix River. Jay Riggs, district manager for the Washington Conservation District, followed with a discussion of the water quality concerns facing the river. A variety of practices, including farming, new development, and waste water treatment have contributed to declining water quality in Lake St. Croix and changes in these practices are needed to stop algal blooms and other negative impacts.    


Before the participants could yawn and settle in for a night of endless speeches, however, the workshop’s organizers sprang into action People were quickly divided into small groups and spent the rest of the evening rotating through a series of activities designed to help them better understand their roles in protecting the St. Croix. In one activity called the Watershed Game, participants used a large game board to role play how to decrease water pollution in the watershed using best management practices. The group representing farmers, for example, could elect to fence in their cattle so that the animals wouldn’t trample stream banks. Meanwhile, members of the city group could use street sweepers to pick-up dirt and debris before it would be washed into the river. 


At the same time the Watershed Game was going on downstairs, staff from local and state agencies were upstairs, highlighting points of interest along the river. For each learning station along the route from Hudson to the Kinnikinic, they provided background information and made suggestions for what local decision makers can do. At a site south of Hudson, for example, construction activities had caused erosion that eventually led to soil being washed into the river. Because construction miles away can affect a water body, workshop leaders recommended that communities require erosion and sediment control plans for all construction activities – on the river and off. 


Along with the Watershed Game and the guided view of the river, staff and researchers from the Minnesota DNR, National Park Service and St. Croix Watershed Research Station presented information about fisheries, mussels and aquatic bugs in the St. Croix Basin. With a bucket full of mussels in hand, Mike Davis of the Minnesota DNR showcased several native and endangered mussel species, some of which are found nowhere else in the world, and explained how aquatic species like fish and mussels can be indicators of good or bad water quality. 


By the end of the workshop, the boat was practically buzzing with excitement as local representatives shared their newfound knowledge and their ideas for translating this learning into action. This was the fourth in a series of workshops about the St. Croix River targeted at local decision makers. Building on momentum from these previous events held in Hudson, Stillwater and at the Science Museum, last Wednesday’s workshop on the water was a chance for local officials to bring it all together and to remind themselves what it is they’re working for. 
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