Protecting Our State Assets 


Last weekend my husband and I headed south to a state that shall remain unnamed for a company staff retreat at a lakeside resort. Rolling south through endless miles of cornfields, we couldn’t help but note the irony of driving five and a half hours to go to an out-of-state lake, when we live in a state with 11,842 of them. Adding further irony was the fact that the lake we visited is actually an impounded section of a river, and hence, not even a real lake. 


Our snarky commentary about the resort, the lake and the state continued throughout our stay. “It’s hard to be impressed by the state’s second largest lake, when they’ve only got five of them,” I would say to Gary. “If you’ve never had caviar, you don’t know what you are missing,” he would respond. To be sure, the lake was nice, and the resort was more than comfortable. To a Minnesota girl, however, I just couldn’t help but think that the whole place would look better with a few hundred more pines around the landscape. 


All and all, our weekend retreat was rather underwhelming, but for one exception. We were blown away by all of the eco-friendly features at the State Park managed resort facilities. There were rain barrels under every downspout, with artistic rain chains strung above to lead the water from the rooftop to the barrels. The shampoo and conditioner bottles were made of cardboard instead of plastic, and the carpets and paint were non-toxic. A buffer of at least 100 feet of natural vegetation separated the main building from the shoreline of the lake, with a winding pathway leading down to the boat dock, intentionally designed to slow down and filter runoff water before it reaches the lake. There were even parking spaces at the front of the parking lot labeled for hybrid cards only. 


The resort was so green that even Gary, who is normally somewhat unobservant, noticed the features. Yet, it catered to a decidedly mainstream crowd. There was an indoor waterpark, elegant dining areas and an outdoor luau at night. The families walking in the door were solid Midwesterners, sporting baseball team jerseys and flip-flopping shoes. Going green, it appeared, was nothing new or special around there. 


Upon further thought, it struck me that scarcity of resource was perhaps a motivating factor in this resort’s decision to employ so many eco-friendly techniques. Near another lake in that same state, the local communities have worked cooperatively to install thousands of pollution prevention measures that have successfully protected the lake from stormwater runoff. There are plenty of people working to protect Minnesota and Wisconsin’s lakes, but I can think of few, if any, examples of huge lakeside resorts with native plant buffers and stormwater management features. Nor can I think of a place where communities have come together in a similar fashion to protect their lake water quality. Perhaps you take better care of your lakes when you only have five of them. 


There’s a lesson to be learned from my trip down south. We Minnesotan’s might have the best lakes in the country, but we shouldn’t take them for granted. Unless we think carefully about the landscapes around our lakes and take big steps to keep our water clean, we might one day find ourselves vacationing at some other state’s lake. 
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