Solving big problems on Long Lake


It’s no secret to people living in and around Stillwater that there are problems with Long Lake. If Long Lake were a student, the grades on its report card would be depressing, to say the least – F for too many nutrients, F for too much algae and F for lack of water clarity. The lake, which is located on the west side of town between Manning Ave. and Stillwater Blvd., is part of the Brown’s Creek Watershed. The Brown’s Creek Watershed District (BCWD), a special purpose unit of government established in 1998 to develop a watershed plan and programs to protect and improve the quality of groundwater, lakes, streams and wetlands, has been monitoring water quality in Long Lake for ten years now. 

Thanks to BCWD’s work on local stormwater ponds as well as the installation of several raingardens and shoreline plantings, Long Lake has been showing some signs of progress in the past few years. Improvements to the ponds at the North Market Place and Herberger’s alone keep an estimated 46 pounds of nutrients out of the lake each year. That’s enough to grow 11.5 tons of algae or fertilize around four acres of corn! This year’s report card for Long Lake would probably include a few C’s and D’s, but it is still a long way from meeting state water quality standards. 


A major problem for Long Lake is that large quantities of nutrients and sediment are already in the lake. During storms, shallow lakes like Long Lake get stirred up, bringing bottom sediments and fresh nutrients up to the surface. These nutrients allow algae to grow and grow until eventually the algae gets so thick that light can’t reach the bottom of the lake and rooted plants, that would otherwise stabilize bottom sediments and absorb excess nutrients, are unable to grow.  


To address the overabundance of nutrients and sediment already in Long Lake, BCWD is exploring a number of options. One strategy would be to dredge the lake to remove sediment and nutrients from the bottom. This, however, would be very expensive and disruptive to the environment. It would also be quite impractical, considering the lack of public access to Long Lake and the absence of a large area to remove lake water from the sediment. Another option is to remove rough fish, such as carp, bullheads and exotic koi that stir up bottom sediments and rip up rooted aquatic plants. After removing the fish, most likely with a chemical treatment, an alum treatment could be applied to the lake to bind nutrients to the bottom. The primary drawback to an alum treatment is that it would have to be repeated frequently and it is usually more effective in deeper lakes. 


A final alternative that BCWD is exploring is to temporarily draw down the water level on Long Lake. The lake would be pumped down during the late fall when the water is the lowest, coldest and cleanest of the year and the bottom sediments would be exposed, allowing for the bottom to firm up and giving the rooted plants a better chance to take hold.  While this approach may at first sound extreme, it would actually mimic the natural, periodic drying of a shallow lake. Like many of our lakes, Long Lake has human-made inlets and outlets that keep the water at a more constant level than would typically be found in nature. Much as a prairie burn clears out invasive species and gives native plants a boost, allowing Long Lake to dry-out would help to restore the balance of plants, animals and nutrients in the lake. 


BCWD is still a long way from deciding which of the many management strategies would be best for Long Lake. The district also has many questions to answer before proceeding with a strategy like a lake drawdown. For example, how long will it take to draw down? How much water needs to be drawn down and how will it impact downstream water bodies? How long will it take to fill back up, how much cleaner do we expect the lake to get and what will the lake look like during and after the draw down? 


For now, BCWD is soliciting suggestions and questions from people living near Long Lake. They also continue to work with local homeowners and businesses to install raingardens and native plantings that help to keep sediment and nutrients out of Long Lake. The district has water quality improvement grants available for landscaping projects that benefit Long Lake and other water bodies within the watershed. These grants pay for 50% of a project cost, up to $5000, and are available for any property owner in the Brown’s Creek Watershed. 


To contact BCWD about cost-share grants or Long Lake improvement plans, visit www.bcwd.org or contact Karen Kill, Administrator at 651-275-1136 x.26 or Karen.kill@mnwcd.org. 

