Getting by in dry times


You know how they say that you can never be too rich or too thin? Could it also be true that your grass could never be too green? 



Across the east metro area we are seeing record low levels in our lakes due to yet another low rainfall year. The current water level in White Bear Lake is the lowest it has been since 1991. Lake Elmo has not been this low since 1975, while Lake Jane is at its lowest since 1972. Meanwhile, over on the west side of town, the Grays Bay Dam, which discharges water from Lake Minnetonka to Minnehaha Creek, was closed on June 2 due to low lake levels. It was one of the earliest closing times ever; last year the dam stayed open until August 26.


Local residents are seeing signs of dry weather closer to home. Wetlands that were swimming with ducks in May are now little more than muddy fields of cattails. Many small neighborhood ponds have completely disappeared and creeks have become dry, rocky trails.  


Meanwhile, the Metropolitan Council issued a report this spring warning that underground aquifers in parts of Washington and Dakota Counties, which provide 100% of the water used for drinking, irrigation and industry in these areas, will drop 10 to 20 feet in the next two decades. Woodbury and Cottage Grove may be forced to use the Mississippi River for drinking water if the aquifers get too low.  In Forest Lake, Hugo and Lake Elmo the water table may drop enough to permanently dry up wetlands and streams.


This Arizona-like predicament we now find ourselves in has three main components. First, we are experiencing a series of dry weather years here in Minnesota, a fact that impacts both surface and groundwater levels. Groundwater recharge rates are very difficult to measure and vary depending on soil types. However, a rough estimate is that 25% of the annual precipitation recharges groundwater supplies. Of this amount, most returns to unconfined aquifers, with very little recharge to the deeper confined aquifers we typically use for drinking water. Little rain means little water for both surface and groundwater resources. 


Second, a combination of impervious surfaces (rooftops, roads and parking lots) and stormwater systems (pipes and ditches) ensures that 40-70% of the rainfall in developed areas is rapidly channeled off the land. This is bad news for groundwater resources and a mixed package for lakes and streams. When rainfall is allowed to soak into the ground in natural areas, some recharges unconfined aquifers, some is taken up by plants and trees and some discharges to streams, wetlands and lakes. Stormwater systems transport the water more quickly to larger water bodies, often bypassing wetlands, ponds and small lakes. Furthermore, any runoff piped to the Minnesota, Mississippi or St. Croix Rivers is on a fast track to the Gulf of Mexico, never again to return. 


 Finally, in spite of our shrinking lakes and dwindling groundwater supplies, we continue to use far more water for irrigation and other household uses than recharge rates can support, even if it weren’t such a dry year. Rather, we tend to use even more water during dry years. It has been estimated that 45% of residential water consumption goes to watering lawns in the summer months. The drier the summer, the more we water our lawns. According to the Minnesota Department of Administration, the number of gallons of water used each day per person in Minnesota increased 34 percent between 1986 and 2000, from 558 gallons per person to 746 gallons per person. 

Some people are willing to forgo a green lawn during the heat of the summer in order to conserve surface and groundwater resources. For those who wish to keep their lawns green, however, they need only water one to two times per week – not every day! Turf grass, on average, needs only one inch of water per week to remain green. If it rains enough during the week, you shouldn’t have to water at all. If your lawn is composed mostly of Kentucky bluegrasses, it is also capable of entering a dormancy period during the summer, requiring no more than ¼ to ½ of water every three weeks. It won’t be green per say, but it will perk right back up in the fall when the rain returns. Last summer, for example, my lawn survived the entire summer without watering. 


In addition to being wasteful, over-watering can cause fungal growth in grass roots and blades. When turf grass is over-watered, it also tends to become “lazy,” and grow shorter roots, making it less healthy in the long run. Another common mistake is to cut the grass too short. In reality, though, shorter grass has shorter roots. Lawns are healthiest and most drought resistant when they are 2.5 to 3.5 inches tall. 


Can the grass ever be too green? There is no way to predict if next year will bring a return to wetter Minnesota weather or yet another drought. Regardless, any actions we take to conserve our water resources today will only serve to our benefit tomorrow. Can you even be too thin? Just to ensure not, I’m having dessert tonight. 

Angie Hong is an educator for the East Metro Water Resource Education Program, which includes 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 County and the Washington Conservation District.

