Happy Birthday to the East Metro Water Resource Education Program!


A few years back, a group of folks from local watershed districts, the county and the conservation district began talking about the state of water resources in Washington County. Here was a county that included Forest Lake, White Bear Lake and Lake Elmo, some of the most popular lakes in the state, as well as several high quality trout streams and extensive shoreline along both the St. Croix and the Mississippi Rivers. The county had become one of the fastest growing regions in the Twin Cities metro area, in part due to its natural beauty, and yet, phosphorus, sediment, salt and other pollutants were slowly diminishing the quality of the local lakes and rivers. Meanwhile, the discovery of groundwater contamination in the Lake Elmo area had many people fearing for the health of their families. 


One of the problems, the group determined, was that people in the area seemed to be unaware of how their actions were contributing to water pollution problems. The people who called to complain about algae turning their lake green, for example, were often the same ones who had a grassy lawn mowed all the way to the shoreline, allowing nutrients to run off directly into the lake. Similarly, the folks working for city and county public works crews did not seem to know that many of their day to day chores, salting roads after a snow storm, applying fertilizer to the local soccer field, were damaging lakes and streams further down the road. 


The group of folks decided that if water quality in Washington County were to be preserved, and even improved, then people must be educated about what causes water pollution and what they could do to stop it from happening. After much discussion, seven partner organizations, Brown’s Creek, Middle St. Croix, South Washington and Valley Branch Watersheds, Stillwater, Washington County and the Washington Conservation District, agreed to pool their resources together to create the East Metro Water Resource Education Program (EMW) in the summer of 2006. Since then, Forest Lake, Willernie, Dellwood, Cottage Grove, Lake Elmo and the Lower St. Croix Watershed have joined the original seven, and the EMW is now providing water resource education throughout Washington County, as well as portions of Ramsey and Anoka Counties. 


The mission of the East Metro Water Resource Education Program is to improve the quality of surface and groundwater resources in the east metro area through education and outreach about non-point source water pollution. Non-point source water pollution includes stormwater runoff, illicit discharges, and other sources of water pollution that cannot be easily controlled or regulated. In the first year of the EMW, the partners have already been hard at work educating citizens, city staff, builders, contractors, landscapers, and others about how to keep the lakes, streams, rivers and groundwater in the east metro area clean and healthy. Through workshops, displays, newsletter articles and one on one conversations, the EMW program is spreading the message that what ends up in the street can pollute local waterways, and that simple actions such as installing erosion control measures during construction projects, raking leaves out of the street and planting raingardens can help to keep the water clean. In the upcoming year, EMW partners hope to develop more training for public works staff, help cities and their elected officials to plan for continued growth in the area and continue to reach out to the general public through the Blue Thumb – Planting for Clean Water Program. One year down, many more to come!

Angie Hong is an educator with the East Metro Water Resource Education Program. She can be reached at (651) 275-1136 x. 35 angie.hong@mnwcd.org
