Valley Branch Watershed District Scores Major Points for Water Quality in 2008 


Every Christmas Eve after we’ve gone to church and sang Silent Night, come home and eaten our holiday dinner, after we’ve sat down in the living room and each opened one Christmas Eve present, my mom and I turn to each other with a mischievous smile and say, “Now it’s time to watch How the Grinch Stole Christmas!” “Noooo!” moans my husband in mock horror, “We watch that every year.” “Yes!” cry my mom and I with glee, “and we’ll watch it again this year too!” 


No matter how many times I watch it, the story never gets old. Without a doubt, my favorite part comes at the end, after the Grinch has swept through town and stolen every toy, decoration and morsel of food in sight.  He pauses at the top of the hill outside of town, waiting to hear the Who’s down in Who-ville crying boo-hoo. 
So he paused. And the Grinch put a hand to his ear.
And he did hear a sound rising over the snow.
It started in low. Then it started to grow... 
But the sound wasn't sad!
Why, this sound sounded merry!
It couldn't be so!
But it WAS merry! VERY!


It never fails, that every time I hear those little Who voices getting louder and louder, I get a little tear in my eye. The moment wouldn’t be nearly so poignant if it turned out that someone in town had merely held on to his who-radio and turned it up really loudly to the station that plays all Christmas music all the time. As the story goes, however, the little Whos all put their voices together, and together they make a great sound. 


In the first year of its cost-share grant program, the Valley Branch Watershed District (VBWD) has made major strides towards improving water quality in the St. Croix River Valley. As of December 11, VBWD will have approved 30 projects within the watershed for cost-share grant funding. These projects range in size from several small raingardens built by homeowners living in Lake Elmo, Oakdale and Mahtomedi to a 63 acre shoreline restoration undertaken at Joy Park in Maplewood, along the northern shore of Silver Lake. Individually, each project is like a small Who singing, but together, these projects are a steadily growing song for the lakes and streams within the watershed. 


Stretching from North St. Paul southeast to Afton, the VBWD covers all or part of thirteen different communities, and is responsible for implementing flood protection measures, monitoring water quality in lakes and streams with the watershed and working with public entities and private landowners to keep local water resources clean and usable. The VBWD offers cost-share grants to individuals and communities to install raingardens, porous pavement, shoreline plantings and other projects that help to keep phosphorus, nitrogen and sediment out of the lakes and streams. The watershed district uses the East Metro Water Resource Education Program to educate the public about issues within the watershed and to promote the cost-share grant program. They also collaborate with the Washington Conservation District to provide free site visits to landowners and to design and install cost-share grant projects. 


Rusty Schmidt, who coordinates the VBWD cost-share program, notes that there are water quality improvement projects completed or scheduled in 15 of the sub-watersheds within Valley Branch and estimates that these projects together will remove approximately 31 pounds of phosphorus, 89 pounds of nitrogen and a whopping 5132 pounds of total suspended sediments from the watershed’s lakes and streams. To get a better idea of what these numbers mean, consider that one pound of phosphorus can grow five pounds of smelly, green algae. Hence, 31 pounds of phosphorus is the equivalent of 155 pounds of algae! Because the Valley Branch watershed drains to the St. Croix River, VBWD cost-share grant projects will benefit not only the lakes and streams within the watershed, but also the St. Croix and Mississippi Rivers.  


Valley Branch Watershed District hopes to add new vocalists to its choir in 2009 by continuing to offer its cost-share grant program. The watershed is currently assessing priority areas for water-quality improvement projects and determining where it can have the greatest impact in the coming year. Stay tuned for further information and keep your ears perked when driving through the St. Croix Valley – you might hear Who’s singing.

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. For information about the VBWD cost-share grant program visit www.vbwd.org. 

