Volunteers help Valley Branch Watershed District keep tabs on local lakes


We all agree that clean water is important, but have you ever wondered how the government keeps track of water quality in over 10,000 lakes, streams, rivers and wetlands in Minnesota? Since 1993, the Metropolitan Council has relied on the help of citizen volunteers to keep track of over 170 lakes in the Twin Cities area. The Citizen Assisted Lake Monitoring Project (CAMP) was developed to help bridge the gaps in data about local lakes so that decision makers, such as city councils, have the information they need to make wise decisions that protect water resources. CAMP volunteers commit to monitoring a lake in their community biweekly from April through October. Volunteers collect surface water samples that are analyzed for total phosphorus (TP), total Kjeldahl nitrogen (TKN) and chlorophyll-a (CLA). They also measure surface water temperature and water transparency and record user perceptions.


Locally, the Valley Branch Watershed District utilizes a cadre of dedicated volunteers to sample 22 lakes in the Oakdale and Lake Elmo area, including Long Lake, the Tri-Lakes, Sunfish Lake and Lake Elmo. Most of the volunteers live on or near the lakes that they sample, so they are directly impacted by changes in water quality. Many are active members of their local Lakes Associations and advocates in the community for policies that promote clean water. 


Each year, the Met Council uses the data that volunteers collect to create a Water Quality Report Card that assigns a letter grade to each metro area lake. These grades are based on scores for three water quality indicators – total phosphorus, chlorophyll-a and secchi disk depth. Phosphorus concentration is related to increased algal growth and can be used to predict algal blooms, chlorophyll-a is used to estimate the amount of algae in a lake and secchi disks are used to measure the transparency of the lakes. 

According to 2006 data, lakes in the Valley Branch Watershed are doing well. Unlike other parts of the metro area, none of the lakes in the Valley Branch Watershed were included on the statewide list of “Impaired Waters.” Two lakes, Lake Jane and Lake Elmo, were given “A” grades, indicating excellent water quality, and statistically significant improvement trends were found for Lakes DeMontreville and Jane and for Cloverdale Lake within Baytown Township.  


 The lakes, ponds, streams, and wetlands in Valley Branch Watershed District are important community assets. These resources supply recreational and aesthetic benefits, enhance property values, serve as sources for groundwater recharge, and provide nutrient removal, wildlife habitat, and fishery resources. The high quality of the watershed’s natural resources makes it an attractive place for people to live. Preserving the quality of the watershed’s natural resources is critical to ensure a high quality of life for those residing in the watershed as well as in the larger metropolitan region.


If you are interested in volunteering to conduct lake monitoring, please contact John Hanson from the Valley Branch Watershed District at 952-832-2622 or jhanson@barr.com.
