Attack of the Killer!


It’s dirty and smelly, loaded with toxins and virtually unstoppable. It strikes out with guerilla tactics, infiltrating streams, lakes, rivers and drinking water supplies in every city and nearly every neighborhood across America. The United States Environmental Protection Agency has called it the number one source of water pollution in America and it is one of the worst environmental threats that we face here in the east metro area. Yet, half of all Minnesotans fail to quake in their boots when they hear its evil name – Stormwater.  


Stormwater would make a terrible villain for a horror movie because it lacks a strong character and identity. Greenpeace activists launch themselves out into icy waters to prevent hunters from killing whales, while a woman named Julia Butterfly Hill spent a year of her life living in a giant redwood tree to protect it from loggers. Whaling ships and bulldozers make good villains. Stormwater, on the other hand, reeks of government bureaucracy. With its dull name and indistinct, scattered origins, it fails to inspire fear in even the most dedicated environmentalists. Its cousin, Non-Point Source Pollution, has an even less terrifying name. It’s like “Hey, it’s not really any one person’s fault, so let’s just not worry about it.”


When the Clean Water Act was passed in 1972, the act’s first targets were the factories and wastewater treatment plants that spewed chemicals and raw sewage directly into our lakes and rivers. All other water pollution that did not have a direct, identifiable source was called non-point source pollution. Stormwater is the special name given to non-point source pollution created by rain and melting snow that runs off of rooftops, streets and lawns and flows untreated into nearby lakes, rivers and streams. Neither stormwater nor non-point source pollution sounds particularly threatening, but together they account for the majority of all water pollution here and across the nation. 


Stormwater has a long list of victims. It washes phosphorus rich materials like grass, leaves and dirt off of lawns and roads and into our waterways every time it rains, feeding algae and weeds and making the water turn green and smelly every summer. During the winter and early spring, it delivers salt and deicing chemicals into lakes and rivers, killing fish and threatening irreversible contamination. It carries a witch’s brew of engine oil, fertilizer, pesticides, dirt, dog poop, cigarette butts and more into the Mississippi River, which in turn flows to the Gulf of Mexico and creates a Dead Zone the size of New Jersey where no animal, be it turtle, shrimp, fish or even whale, can survive. Worst of all, since stormwater was incorporated into the Clean Water Act in 1987, we have made virtually no progress towards stopping this vile and insidious threat. 


Part of the problem is that the majority of communities in the U.S. continue to use outdated technology from the 1970’s and 80’s to control stormwater runoff. To prevent flooding in urban areas, we build storm drains and underground pipes that convey stormwater from parking lots, driveways and streets to lakes and rivers with speed and efficiency. We protect upstream communities from flooding, but by concentrating the water into storm sewer systems with no opportunity to slow down or soak into the ground, we create new problems. By the time the runoff pops out at the end of the storm pipe, there is such a large quantity moving at such a great velocity that it would wreak havoc on our streams and rivers, even if the water were perfectly clean. The water erodes stream banks, creates channels in otherwise meandering brooks, and in extreme cases, jumps the banks of our rivers to flood nearby homes and businesses, thereby transferring the threat of flood from upstream to down. Meanwhile, since very little of the rainwater and melting snow are soaking into the ground, the groundwater aquifers that feed trout streams and wetlands and provide drinking water for millions get drier and drier by the year. 


A recent report from the National Research Council suggests that we could be more effective in our fight against stormwater pollution if we focused less on regulating chemical pollutants and more on reducing the volume of stormwater runoff. Part of this solution requires us to change the way we manage land, especially in developing areas like the east metro. We can dramatically reduce the threat of stormwater by preserving natural areas and practicing Low Impact Development – reducing pavement with skinnier roads and smaller parking lots and preserving natural topography, trees and vegetation whenever possible. The National Research Council report also suggests that we use a variety of distributed structural and nonstructural stormwater management techniques instead of relying on storm ponds alone. These sterile ponds, which have become ubiquitous in new housing and business developments, are designed to temporarily hold stormwater so that the water enters nearby lakes and rivers more slowly and some of the pollutants may settle out. Stormwater ponds help to reduce flooding, but they do little to reduce the overall volume of stormwater that eventually reaches lakes and rivers. By using a variety of techniques, including raingardens, vegetated swales, porous pavement, trees and infiltration basins, we can soak more stormwater into the ground and prevent it from running off into and poisoning our local waterways. When stormwater is infiltrated into the ground, layers of soil and plant roots filter out the pollutants, and the resulting clean water recharges underground aquifers and springs.  


Perhaps the biggest challenge, though, is to convince the general public – homeowners, developers, business owners, contractors, landscaping crews and more – that stormwater really is an evil villain. Stormwater may not have a scary name or hold a prominent position on our list of environmental bad guys, but it is out there day after day, tainting our surface and groundwater resources and doing its best to keep us from fishing, swimming, boating, hunting, camping and otherwise enjoying our lakes and rivers. The National Research Council has issued a call to action for the federal Environmental Protection Agency, state agencies and local units of government. If we’re lucky, they’ll recognize the true dangers of stormwater pollution, pick up their axes and swords and get to work on winning this war. 
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