Watch what you put in your watershed!


A few years back, while spending the summer in Costa Rica, three other women and I decided to travel to Panama to visit Bocas del Toro. The group of islands, located off the Caribbean coast in northern Panama, is one of the most amazing and beautiful places I have ever seen. After a short, but harrowing, bus trip across the mountains from the pacific coast (the bus driver fell asleep at the wheel!), we hopped on a boat taxi and began speeding through winding channels and mangroves. The people who live in Bocas del Toro are a mix of cultures, including Indian, Latino and Afro Caribbean, and many speak Caribbean English, much like in Jamaica. The shores we passed were dotted with brightly colored homes and strains of reggae and the scent of curry wafted in the ocean air. 


After spending the first night on the main island of Colon, we headed for nearby Bastimentos, where we stayed in a budget cabina built directly on top of a pier over the water. The water in Bocas del Toro was the most translucent I have ever seen. Even from a boat, you could clearly see starfish settled on the ocean floor, 25 to 50 feet below. The beach we hiked to on the north side of the island was amazing as well, with sand as fine as powdered sugar and poison dart frogs hiding in trees along the edges.  


Yes, we had truly found a tropical island paradise…until we used the bathroom in our cabina, that is. When I mentioned earlier that the cabina was located on top of a pier, I mean that the floor was literally made of slats of wood, through which you could see the lapping waters of the ocean below. In the bathroom, a simple shower washed everything through these slats and into the ocean. Much more disturbing, however, was the toilet. When flushed, it also opened directly to the water, spilling its entire contents into the aforementioned crystalline sea. 


My experience in that cabina in Panama was shocking, because I could so clearly see how my actions were diminishing the quality of a pristine natural resource. As an educator, I sometimes wish I could find an equally powerful method for showing people the impacts of their everyday actions on the health of the local environment here in Minnesota. 


The truth of the matter is that in a typical rural or suburban neighborhood, 20% to 30% of all rain and snow becomes stormwater runoff. This means that any pollutants on your rooftop, driveway or lawn can be washed away and transported throughout the watershed, via natural streams and lakes or manmade storm sewers, ditches and pipes. In other words, we are all essentially living on a pier over the water. 


The next time you are out in your yard, take a moment to survey it and consider how you may be impacting your local lakes and rivers. Have recent rains chiseled a channel in your yard? Picture that dirt spilling directly into the St. Croix River. Were you feeling a bit overzealous with the lawn chemicals? Let’s hope the fish don’t mind a few extra toxins in their water. If you cringe at the thought of pouring it into the water at your local beach - fertilizers, pesticides, engine oil, grass clippings, or dog poop - then take the time to dispose of it properly and keep it out of the stormwater. Watch what you put in your watershed; you might just find it in the ocean someday.  
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