They’re giving out money for the right kind of gardens


Mike Kocon didn’t set out to change the world when he planted new gardens in his yard two years ago. His primary goal was to add some color to the existing landscape and cut out lawn along the edges of his white picket fence where mowing was a chore. At a neighborhood meeting that spring, however, he learned that the local watershed district was offering cost-share dollars for landscaping that reduces water pollution, and he quickly jumped at the opportunity. Kocon scheduled a free site visit at his home with Rusty Schmidt, a landscape designer from the Washington Conservation District, who helped him to draw up a planting plan that would complement his backyard and also help to soak polluted runoff from his rooftop into the ground before it could flow to a nearby lake. A grant from the Brown’s Creek Watershed District paid half of the cost for plants and materials. 


Along with Kocon, 29 of his neighbors also planted lake friendly gardens, called raingardens, that year. The combined impact of these raingardens now prevents 376 pounds per year of sediment from washing into Stillwater’s Long Lake and six pounds per year of phosphorus, the equivalent of 3000 pounds of algae. 


For people living in Forest Lake, both the Rice Creek and the Comfort Lake – Forest Lake Watershed Districts offer cost-share funding for raingardens, shoreline gardens and other Blue Thumb – Planting for Clean Water projects that benefit local lakes and streams. In addition to reducing water pollution, Blue Thumb plantings provide many other benefits. Raingardens can be used to eliminate erosion, soggy lawns and other drainage issues. The flowers also attract birds, butterflies and pollinating insects. Shoreline plantings reduce the impact of wave action on shoreline properties and also discourage geese from setting up residence in lakeshore yards. 


Getting started on a Blue Thumb landscaping project for your own yard is easier than you might think. Local partners are sponsoring a workshop at the Gander Mountain in Forest Lake on April 13 from 6:30-8pm to provide landscaping ideas and further information about the cost-share programs. You can also schedule a free site visit with a conservation district staff person to begin developing a planting plan that will fit your lifestyle and complement existing landscaping in your yard. The Blue Thumb website, www.BlueThumb.org, is also a good resource for how-to’s, garden photos and blueprints, plant information and local nurseries and landscapers. 

To find out which Forest Lake watershed you live in and learn about grants, visit www.ricecreek.org or www.clflwd.org. To register for the April 13 workshop, contact Angie Hong (angie.hong@mnwcd.org or 651-275-1136 x.35). To schedule a free site visit at your home, contact your county Conservation District:

· Washington - Pete Young (pete.young@mnwcd.org, 651-275-1136 x.21)

· Anoka - Nate Zwonitzer (nate.zwonitzer@anokaswcd.org, 763-434-2030 x.11) 

· Chisago - Casey Thiel (casey.thiel@mn.nacdnet.net, 651/674-2333)
