How low can you go?


Everyone loves a good conspiracy theory and complicated natural phenomena provide some of the best fodder for our imaginations. Despite recent rains, water levels in many east metro lakes are shockingly low and some local folks have devised creative theories to explain why. 


White Bear Lake is so low that many residential docks don’t even reach the water anymore. Conspiracy theorists say its because all the raingardens we’ve built are sucking the watershed dry. The theory is flawed for two reasons. First of all, although raingardens capture runoff from rooftops, driveways and roads, the water doesn’t stay in them long. Within 48 hours, the majority of the water that reaches a raingarden soaks into the ground, and then continues its journey as surficial flow. Although we can no longer see it, the water continues traveling underground, supplying groundwater fed lakes and streams with a steady flow of cool, clean water. 


Secondly, although I would love to believe that our outreach and education efforts have been so wildly successful that raingardens now blanket the landscape surrounding White Bear Lake, the truth is more modest. More and more people are planting raingardens at their homes, churches and businesses, but the practice has not yet become common enough to make a big impact on our local lakes and rivers. Raingardens and other landscaping best management practices have the potential to help us dramatically reduce runoff pollution to our waterways (while still ensuring that clean water reaches those waterways) but only if we plant many, many more of them.


Many small lakes in Washington County are growing smaller and shallower by the year. Conspiracy theorists have explanations for this as well. “It’s because of that thing that the Watershed District did 10 years ago,” they’ll say, certain that some earthen dam, diversion or built structure is keeping water out of their local lake. The truth is so much more mundane. Says John Barry, a specialist with Emmons & Olivier Resources, “A series of years with less than average precipitation appears to be the primary driver for the declining water levels.” In fact, it appears that in seven of the last eight years we have had less than average rainfall, with 2009 bringing only half as much rain as normal. 

The boring, but completely natural phenomena of not enough rain impacts both surface and groundwater fed lakes. Monitoring of local groundwater wells shows that many of them are low as well; when it doesn’t rain, there’s no water to soak into the ground and replenish groundwater supplies.  


A common side effect of low lake water levels is an increase in aquatic plant growth. This leads to some of the best conspiracy theories of all. Some people blame dirty water, saying that polluted runoff is to blame for weeds (ahem…macrophytes) in the lake, others blame clean water, saying that increased water clarity is allowing more plants to grow. While both theories have an element of truth, it is also true that aquatic plants grow best in shallow water, and when an already shallow lake becomes shallower, the macrophytes will multiply.  


Short of doing our best rain dance, there’s not much we can do to change the local precipitation patterns. Problems are even worse in some parts of Washington County, which have remained dry, even as other parts of the Twin Cities saw rain this spring and summer. We’ll continue to deal with low lake levels for the next few years at least. Perhaps there’s a national conspiracy to keep it from raining in Minnesota?
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