Don’t think you have waterfront property? Think again.

How your everyday life affects rivers and lakes in the Stillwater area 

By now, most of us are aware that lakes and rivers in Minnesota are in danger. A recent report from the Minnesota Pollution Control Agency lists 1013 lakes and 284 rivers and streams in our state as impaired. These water bodies are unfit for fishing and swimming, endanger aquatic plants and animals, and can contain high levels of contaminants like bacteria, mercury, sediment and phosphorus. 

Even in Washington County, where we are blessed with an overabundance of lakes and easy access to the scenic St. Croix River, we find lakes and streams impaired with mercury, PCB’s and excess nutrients. The 2005 Lake Grades Report issued by the Metropolitan Council gave 21 of the 74 lakes tested in Washington County (30%) a grade of D or F. If that were your child’s report card, you’d probably be seeing red!


The question is what can you, an ordinary person, do to change the situation? After all, if you don’t live along the water, it can’t be your fault right?


The shocking truth is that the majority of water pollution in the Stillwater area is caused by storm water runoff. Every time it rains, water washes down your roof, your driveway and into the street, carrying sediments, phosphorus and toxic chemicals into a storm sewer or culvert near your house. Storm sewer systems then carry the runoff, untreated, directly to a local pond, lake or river. This means that you and I and everyone else we know bear both the blame for local water pollution, and the responsibility for stopping it. 


So what can you do at home to keep polluted runoff from reaching your local lake or stream? The first step is to limit the amount of water that leaves your property. Redirect your downspouts from the driveway to your lawn or garden so that some of the water can be absorbed. If you have a green thumb, consider planting native flowers and grasses to create a buffer along the edges of your property or build a rain garden to collect and infiltrate runoff into the ground. 


 The second step is to limit the amount of pollution leaving your yard. This means applying fertilizer sparingly (and only using no phosphorus fertilizer), composting your yard waste, and sweeping grass clippings and leaves out of the streets and storm sewers. 


Locally, there are a number of non-profit organizations, neighborhood groups and government entities working to keep our water clean. One such group is WashWET, a new partnership between the City of Stillwater, Washington County and several local watershed districts, formed to educate people about water resources issues. Look for new projects from WashWET in the upcoming year, such as the “Sewing Seeds for Clean Water” program and the “Watershed Wizards” campaign.

Individual changes may seem insignificant, but when everyone chips in, little changes can have a big impact. For more information on how you can make your yard a “clean water” yard, visit www.cleanwatermn.org. For more information about WashWET, contact Angie Hong.

























