Know where to find the resources to make eco-friendly landscaping projects happen


Let’s say you’re at the State Fair and you wander by the Eco Experience Building. Noticing a pair of newly planted raingardens on either side of the entrance to the building, you think to yourself, “Hmmm, those sure would look nice on either side of my driveway.” You then, of course, promptly forget about the raingardens, continue munching on your pronto pup and head down the road to the carnival rides. The next day, while settling down at the beach at Lily Lake, your kids complain, “Ewe! The water is so green – why isn’t it clearer?” You contemplate this question for a moment and then doze off in the afternoon sun. That night, the evening news reports that the algae in local lakes is growing faster than ever this year, due to lower water levels and high amounts of phosphorus in the water. According to the reporter, some people in the area have planted raingardens to help keep polluted runoff out of the local lakes. “Hmmm,” you think, “I wonder how I could get one of those for my yard?”


Figuring out how to install landscaping practices at your home that help to improve water quality doesn’t have to be a mystery. The Blue Thumb – Planting for Clean Water Program, for example, has a website at www.BlueThumb.org that is a virtual one stop shop for anyone wanting a native garden, raingarden or shoreline garden. Included in the website is a map of metro area nurseries selling native plants, a plant selector guide that helps you to find the perfect flowers for your gardens and downloadable guides with garden blueprints and detailed instructions for where, when and how to plant. 


If you don’t have a computer, or if you and the Internet are not on speaking terms, the Washington Conservation District is ready to help. With a quick call to the office (275-1136), you can find out what watershed you live in and if there are grants available to help you with your project. You can even schedule a site visit at your home, during which a natural resources specialist will walk through your yard with you to troubleshoot erosion and drainage problems and suggest ideal locations for raingardens, porous pavement and rain barrels. Best of all, the technical services of the Washington Conservation District are free to all Washington County residents.  


Depending on where you live, there may even be grants available to help you with projects that benefit water quality. The Brown’s Creek Watershed District, for example, has awarded several cost-share grants within the Stillwater area this year, while the Middle St. Croix Watershed Management Organization is funding projects in Bayport, Stillwater and other towns along the river. The Valley Branch Watershed District, which covers portions of central Washington County, as well as North St. Paul in Ramsey County, just created a new cost-share program this year, with grants available for raingardens, shoreline plantings, porous pavement and erosion repair. For people living in Woodbury, Cottage Grove, and towns along the Mississippi, the South Washington Watershed District is developing a cost-share grant program that will begin in 2008. 


There is still time for landscaping projects this fall, and it’s never too early to begin planning for next spring. Visit www.BlueThumb.org or call the Washington Conservation District today (275-1136) to find out how you can make your yard an eco-yard. 
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