Stopping bacterial pollution, one turd at a time

No matter what you choose to call it – excrement, feces, poop, scat or dung – it’s gross on the ground and worse in the water. Complaining about poop might seem to be a pointless exercise; chances are no one’s going to take the counterpoint argument. At the same time, however, e. coli contamination is actually a fairly big problem for streams and rivers in Minnesota. It is easy to point fingers at agricultural operations for producing large quantities of animal waste, but even within suburban and rural residential areas, we generate a surprising amount of excrement, both human and animal. 

You may not realize it, but dogs are one of the primary sources of fecal bacteria in urban and suburban areas. Left on the street, dog poop can be washed into storm sewers, sending fecal coliform and other dangerous bacteria into our lakes and rivers whenever it rains. Those people unfortunate enough to swim or fish in water contaminated with fecal coliform can become infected with typhoid fever, viral and bacterial gastroenteritis and hepatitis A. Fecal coliform in the water also contributes to algae growth, making our local lakes green and unsightly and choking out oxygen needed for aquatic life. 


So why blame it on the dogs? A study in Seattle, WA found that 20% of water born bacteria in the area could be traced to dog droppings, and it has been estimated that in a watershed of up to 20 square miles, a mere 100 dogs would contribute enough waste to contaminate a small lake or bay within only two to three days. 

Another common source of fecal coliform pollution, especially in rural communities, is faulty septic systems. So…if you live in the country or in a large lot house with an individual sewage treatment system (ISTS), now might be a good time to ask yourself, “When was the last time I had my tank pumped?” In Washington County, homeowners with an ISTS are required to pump out their tanks at least once every three years, if not more often. For a list of ISTS contractors working in Washington County visit www.co.washington.mn.us/info_for_residents/environment/septic. If you suspect that your system is failing, you may also want to call the county Department of Public Health and Environment, 651-430-6655 to request an inspection.

Last but not least, we have our friends the Canada geese, providing a steady stream of droppings in golf courses, lawns and parks throughout the area. Geese are attracted to wide expenses of short grass, close to water, where they can build a nest and keep an eye out for predators. Where we have replaced natural wetland and lakeshore buffers with turf grass and pavement, we’ve inadvertently created the perfect goose habitat. By planting taller grasses, sedges, flowers and shrubs near and along the water’s edge, we can keep the geese away and help to keep stormwater pollution out of the water. Visit www.BlueThumb.org for planting recommendations. 

The take away message is that if you, like me, prefer not to swim or fish from brown waters, you should do your part to keep poop out of the water. Equip yourself with bags whenever you and your dog head out for a walk, and practice bending, scooping and bagging until you can pick up like a pro. Pump out your septic system regularly, and watch for signs of leakage. Resist feeding the geese, and if you have shoreline property, don’t mow it down to the water, as this encourages geese to settle in. Become an expert on scat, and you too can help to keep our water clean one turd at a time.

Angie Hong is an educator with the East Metro Water Resource Education Program, representing Brown’s Creek, Comfort Lake – Forest Lake, 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.

