What’s so special about “Wild and Scenic”?


A series of photos grace the desk in my office, memories from a vacation in Colorado a few years back. In one of the photos, I sit atop an enormous bolder edging a rushing whitewater river. Around the rock, tall straight pines lift upward, framing the picture in a dense patchwork of greens and darker greens. I am an ant on the rock, dwarfed by the river, the pines and the boulders around me. 


I love to look at this picture when I am feeling uninspired, not so much because it reminds me of a favorite vacation, but rather because it is comforting to see a place where the human footprint is still so small against that of its natural surroundings. Looking at the picture, it is hard to imagine the scene differently – the tall pines replaced with manicured lawn, or the tumultuous rapids smoothed by an upstream dam. Clearly what makes this place so special is the pure wildness of it all, untouched, rugged and alive.


In 1968, recognizing the looming threat of logging, development and industry to the rivers of our nation, congress passed the Wild and Scenic Rivers Act. The act sought to protect “ selected rivers of the Nation which, with their immediate environments, possess outstandingly remarkable scenic, recreational, geologic, fish and wildlife, historic, cultural, or other similar values, shall be preserved in free-flowing condition, and that they and their immediate environments shall be protected for the benefit and enjoyment of present and future generations.” Among the original eight rivers designated as “wild and scenic,” was our very own St. Croix River.


The St. Croix National Scenic Riverway stretches from its largest tributary, the Namekagon, to its confluence with the Mississippi River at the southern tip of Washington County. Although the river passes through one dam at Taylor’s Falls, casual observation shows that the St. Croix is clearly different than its neighbors to the west, the Minnesota and Mississippi Rivers. Its shoreline is still mostly covered with trees and its water still runs mostly clear and clean. The crux of the Wild and Scenic Rivers Act is the protection of free-flowing rivers “existing or flowing in natural condition without impoundment, diversion, straightening, rip-rapping, or other modification of the waterway.” For this reason, local and state laws prohibit clearing trees or brush along the river, or grading, filling or excavating without a permit. The intent of these rules is to preserve the scenic character of the river and to limit the impact of commercial and residential development on the quality of the water. 

The Lower St. Croix, which forms the eastern border of Washington County, attracts recreational enthusiasts, who enjoy canoeing, boating, fishing, rock climbing, and hiking along its scenic shores. It also attracts tourist dollars to riverside communities and engenders a sense of pride among area residents, who choose to protect the river, not because it is required by law, but because the St. Croix inspires in them a devotion. In the words of David Bolling, executive director of Friends of the River, "Choosing to save a river is more often an act of passion than of careful calculation. You make the choice because the river has touched your life in an intimate and irreversible way, because you are unwilling to accept its loss." Because of the Wild and Scenic Rivers Act, the St. Croix is allowed to run pure and unfettered, to serve as an inspiration for future generations and ours. 
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