Keeping sewage out of the water


I was out at Big Marine Park Reserve in Washington County for last Saturday’s grand opening and was amazed not only by the fact that the sun actually shone for the entire duration of the event, but also that somewhere near 1000 people turned out for the opening. After three decades of planning and a year of construction, the opening of the park was celebrated with music, activities and food. As if on cue, a flock of pelicans soared over the park as visitors arrived and thousands of dragonflies, which had emerged from their nymph stage just that week, buzzed through the air snacking on mosquitoes and gnats.  


Understandably, many of the people who visited the park on Saturday were curious about it’s history. Who managed the land before it became a park? Did the county remove trees or natural areas to create the swimming beach and children’s play area? 


As it turns out, the conversion of this chunk of land on the southwestern edge of Big Marine Lake may provide environmental benefits that reach beyond the boundaries of the park. Until a few years ago, lake houses sat where the swimming beach, boat launch and children’s play area are now located. As part of the construction process, the county returned several parcels of shoreline along either side of the beach to natural habitat and created raingardens in the parking lot areas to prevent runoff from entering the lake. They are also working to restore some of the natural wetlands in the park, which provide excellent wildlife habitat and are home to several rare plants found nowhere else in the county. 


Perhaps most important for water quality in Big Marine Lake, however, is the careful management of wastewater in the park. Like most homes in rural portions of the county, the houses that once bordered Big Marine Lake had individual septic systems, many of which were located very near the edge of the lake and some of which were degraded and leaking. Yuck. To prevent wastewater (otherwise known as raw sewage) from leaking into the lake, the county has routed their system to pump wastewater up to the top of the park, away from the lake, thereby protecting lake water quality for park users as well as everyone living near Big Marine.  

Do you have an individual septic system at your home? When was the last time you had the tank pumped? In Washington County, homeowners with an ISTS (individual sewage treatment system) are required to pump out their tanks at least once every three years, if not more often. Remember that a few dollars spent now to pump your tanks can save you thousands of dollars in repairs bills if the unthinkable happens. 

Besides for making a tremendous mess in your home and yard, failing septic systems can contaminate local streams and lakes and even shallow groundwater aquifers. A recent report from the Minnesota Pollution Control Agency found that nearly 4% of the phosphorus pollution in state lakes and rivers is the result of individual sewage treatment systems. For those of us who swim, fish or spend time on our local waterways, it’s a stinky problem indeed. 

For a list of ISTS contractors working in Washington County visit www.co.washington.mn.us/info_for_residents/environment/septic. If you suspect that your system is failing, you may also want to call the county Department of Public Health and Environment, 651-430-6655 to request an inspection. Remember, there’s nothing like the drama when your septic system goes!
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