Erosion Control (or how not to lose your yard)


A few years ago when our neighborhood was under construction, we hired a contractor to connect our house to city sewer and water. This involved digging a giant trench through the middle of the front yard to hook up to the city sewer line and a similarly large trench through the middle of the back yard to hook up to the city water line. A week or so later, the city laid sod along the ten feet of our yard closest to the street and we got started planting a garden in the “newly turned earth” in the back yard. That left just a small swath of bare soil across our front yard from the edge of the house to the sod line. No big deal, right?


Allow me a moment to describe to you what happened the first time it rained. First, the bare soil became a tad muddy. Then, the mud began to gradually inch its way down the hill and across the lawn below. Next, little gorges began to form in the spot, kind of like our own personal Grand Canyons, without the long drive and the Arizona heat. By the end of a few consecutive days of rain, we were left with a big ugly hole in the middle of the yard. 


Unlike many of our neighbors, we decided to take action soon after realizing the consequences of our previously laissez faire attitude toward the lawn. We bought several bags of topsoil to fill the hole, covered the area with grass seed and crossed our fingers that it would sprout before another rain came. Luck was with us, and by the time the next rain came, the formerly bare soil was covered in soft green grass and it stayed in place. Meanwhile, the neighbors who chose to do nothing have now lost the majority of their lawns.


Erosion is a major problem, not only for homeowners who end up with ugly yards, but also for our local lakes and rivers. Loose soil doesn’t stop when it reaches the edge of the lawn. Instead it continues onward and into nearby storm sewers, wetlands, lakes and streams. Construction sites, in particular, can send enormous quantities of dirt and mud downstream and into local waterways. 


The East Metro Water Resource Education Program recently co-sponsored an erosion control seminar for local contractors and builders. Although many of the erosion control practices were demonstrated at a large scale, most could still be used for an individual homeowner as well. 


The first step in preventing erosion at home is to cover all bare soil. This could be accomplished temporarily with a tarp or landscaping fabric. The next step is to establish permanent vegetation in the area. This may mean sodding the area or planting grass seed. The best results come from products that control erosion and distribute seed together in one package. Some examples include compost with seed and hydromulch with seed. You can also protect newly seeded soil with a biodegradable erosion control blanket, available at many nurseries. For steep hillsides and shoreline property, deep-rooted native plants are the best defense against erosion. The roots of native grasses, flowers and shrubs anchor the soil and increase its ability to absorb water. 


If you have persistent problem with erosion control on your property, contact the Ramsey Conservation District for information and assistance, 651-266-7270. An employee from the Conservation District can schedule a site visit and work with you to create a landscaping plan for controlling erosion. Take it from me – it’s better to act now than to lose your yard later.
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