Emerging contaminants for rivers, lakes and oceans


 Last weekend, my normally healthy mom called from a hospital in Milwaukee to tell me she had come down with a deadly strain of pneumonia. Caused by an antibiotic resistant strain of bacteria called methicillin-resistant Staphylococcus aureus (MRSA), the infection was moving quickly and doctors would most likely have to perform surgery to clear the area around her lungs. In shock, my husband and I loaded the car and rushed to Wisconsin praying that she would be okay.

Later that day as I sat in her hospital room, I read in a Milwaukee Journal article that researchers have found MRSA bacteria at nine out of ten beaches tested in Washington State. Of six MRSA strains found in the samples, five were multidrug resistant and resembled the type of MRSA that has recently become a problem at hospitals in the U.S. – the very same bacteria that now infected my mom, a hospice nurse. The study found no indications that the staph bacteria on the beaches had infected anyone and researchers are uncertain where it is coming from, since there are no hospitals near the tested beaches.


After surgery, my mom’s condition improved dramatically, although she still needed to stay in the hospital to receive antibiotics and respiratory treatments and regain her strength. During these next five days, I learned about three more emerging issues for our lakes, rivers and oceans. First, the U.S. Geological Survey (USGS) released a study on the rate of intersex fish in nine river systems around the U.S. During the course of their research, they found that 73% of the smallmouth bass they tested in the Mississippi River near Lake City, MN had characteristics of both sexes – the highest recorded rate in the study. Many researchers believe that hormone-disrupting chemicals in the environment such as pesticides, PCBs, heavy metals, pharmaceuticals and even shampoos and detergents are to blame for these male fish with female sex organs. 


Next, the Minnesota Pollution Control Agency approved a clean-up plan for contaminated land at the 3M plant in Cottage Grove near the Mississippi River. As part of the plan, 3M will be removing 51,000 cubic yards of soil contaminated with PFC’s (perfluourinated chemicals) and building groundwater collection wells that will treat the water the soaks into the ground before it reaches the river. 


Finally, another national report from the U.S. Geological Survey was released this month which supports University of Minnesota research showing that 70% of the salt and deicing chemicals that we use on roads in the Twin Cities during the winter is washed into area wetlands and lakes and seeps into groundwater supplies. Of that amount, nearly half ends up in the Mississippi River. 


Yesterday, I finally brought my mom home from the hospital, where she was greeted happily by three furry family members that were unable to visit her during her illness. By the time I left to return to Minnesota, she was resting comfortably on a chair in the living room watching a Packer game with her long-term boyfriend Ron, a dog on either side and a cat in her lap. 


As I’ve struggled to make sense of my emotions during the past ten days, I keep thinking about how we approach difficult issues in our world and our lives. Should I feel bitter and afraid that my mom was stricken seemingly out of the blue? Or should I be thankful that she was able to recover and that things were not worse? 

I wonder the same as I consider the many issues that threaten our water resources. Should we throw up our hands in despair? There’s just one problem after another, and how can we ever hope to solve them all? Or, should we rejoice in our successes and tackle new problems as they come? Less that a century ago, raw sewage coated the Mississippi River from bank to bank. Today it is the jewel of the Twin Cities, home to parks, trails and riverboats, and there are native fish and mussels returning. 


I’ve made my decision to celebrate the achievements in water quality and other environmental issues that we’ve made thus far, without losing sight of the very real challenges we still face ahead. Just one week ago, I had the joy of standing with members of All Saints Lutheran Church in Cottage Grove as they blessed their newly planted raingarden. Designed to capture and infiltrate 40% of the stormwater runoff from the building, parking lot and grounds, the garden brings beauty to the church property while also serving to protect the nearby Mississippi River from pollution. Building the raingarden was truly a collaborative effort, spearheaded by Pastor Jules Erickson with church members contributing equipment and labor, the South Washington Watershed District providing grant funding and the Washington Conservation District supplying the garden design. 

One raingarden certainly won’t save the river, but it is a step in the right direction. We must continue to build raingardens, clean up contaminated industrial sites and develop new technologies that can treat and prevent emerging contaminants for our water systems. We’ll continue to take steps, sometimes small and sometimes large, sometimes local and sometimes internationally, but always progressing towards our goals. New issues will emerge, but so will new success stories. We might not see the results of our efforts this year or the next, but twenty years down the line, and then twenty years after that, we’ll look back and feel thankful for all the progress we’ve made – for cleaner water, for a healthier environment and for our healthier selves. 

