New legislation will mean cleaner lakes and rivers in Minnesota


Sometimes the best government actions get the least amount of press time. Such is the case with a recent bill (HF 2133, SF 1892) to develop Minimum Impact Design Standards (MIDS) for stormwater management in Minnesota. By creating consistent performance standards, as well as zoning codes and model ordinances, MIDS will ensure that Low Impact Development techniques are used for new development and redevelopment statewide. Looking for the English translation? We’ll be seeing less storm sewers, ponds and pipes, more raingardens, trees and plantings and cleaner water in the future. 

We have known for years that runoff pollutes our lakes and rivers. In a natural system like a forest or a prairie, 90% of rain and melting snow is absorbed by plants, evaporates, or soaks into the ground, leaving only 10% to run off into lakes and rivers. In developed areas though, even those that are low density like the east metro suburbs, rooftops, pavement and compacted soils prevent stormwater from soaking into the ground, meaning four to eight times as much runoff.


The traditional way of dealing with stormwater runoff in developed areas is to build storm sewer pipes to get the water off the roads as fast as possible. Unlike sanitary sewers, these storm pipes empty directly into lakes and rivers untreated. Storm sewers reduce flooding on city streets, but can often increase flooding in streams and rivers because they deliver huge volumes of water almost instantly. Additionally, the stormwater in the pipes is often contaminated with dirt, litter, engine oil and other substances that get washed off the roads. 


In the late 1970’s, city engineers began including stormwater ponds, like those that you see in newer commercial and residential developments, in their storm sewer systems. Stormwater ponds hold runoff temporarily so that some of the pollutants can settle out and all of the water doesn’t dump into the nearest lake or river at the same time. Stormwater ponds were the newest technology in 1983, but today we now know that low impact development techniques that mimic nature by filtering and soaking runoff into the ground are cheaper to build and do a better job of keeping surface and groundwater resources clean. They also provide habitat for wildlife, capture carbon dioxide and other air pollutants and can be attractive landscaping features.  


Unfortunately, even though we know that low impact development is the best way to go, most new developments still use traditional roads, pipes and ponds anyway. The problem is that our design standards, city rules and zoning ordinances are set up to promote stormwater ponds, not raingardens, trees, porous pavement and other treatment methods. This is where the new MIDS legislation comes into play. 


Over the next three years, stormwater professionals in Minnesota will create a menu of runoff management techniques that will allow developers to customize stormwater treatment for a site rather than just using pipes and ponds. They will establish a stronger performance standard that will ensure that when natural areas are developed, it will not increase water pollution to lakes, rivers and streams and that when urban areas or farmlands are redeveloped it will actually reduce stormwater pollution. 


To make sure that these improved stormwater management techniques will be used, the MIDS package will include zoning code and ordinance revisions for Minnesota communities. With these new rules in place, low impact development will become just as easy to implement as pipes and ponds.  


Don’t expect to see a nightly news special on the MIDS legislation – engineering designs and ordinance development are just not that exciting to watch. You may begin to see changes over the next few years, though, throughout the east metro and the St. Croix Valley where many of the pilot projects are slated to occur. Sometimes the best government work just happens - quietly and effectively. 
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