There’s water underground

When you hear the term “groundwater,” what do you think? Perhaps you picture an underground lake in a cavern somewhere or possibly a subterranean river. Maybe you think of that glass of water you knocked over last week – if the water’s on the ground, it must be ground water! Hopefully you think of wells and drinking water, and possibly you’ve even heard the word aquifer. 


Here in Washington County, 100% of the water we drink comes from groundwater. Given this essential fact, it seems appropriate that we understand just a little about what groundwater is, where it comes from, and how we can keep it safe. 


When it rains, water soaks into the ground and continues to percolate downward until it reaches the water table. This “table” is the location underground where all of the open spaces between rocks are filled with water. An aquifer is an area of rock that holds great amounts of water that can be easily accessed via wells. 


We are able to drink groundwater because it is clean and relatively plentiful. Most pollutants are filtered out of rainwater as it percolates into the ground, and once ground water is contained within an aquifer, it is protected from bacteria and other organic pollutants. 


Unfortunately, groundwater resources in Washington County are not always protected from harm. The biggest threat to groundwater supplies in our area is simply overuse. When we are careless with the amount of water we use, we can draw down groundwater supplies, requiring cities and homeowners to drill new wells.


Groundwater can also become contaminated by chemical toxins, especially in areas where the water table is close to the surface of the ground, meaning less time for filtration. In Baytown Twp., many homeowners have had to install household filters to remove toxic chemicals from their water as a result of contamination from a now closed metalworking company. In southern Washington County, karst topography with many fault lines has allowed trace amounts of pesticide from local farms to pollute the groundwater. 


We can keep our groundwater clean by doing many of the same things that keep our lakes and rivers clean. Don’t use large amounts of fertilizer in your yard and try to limit the use of pesticides and other chemicals on your lawn and garden. Dispose of hazardous waste such as used motor oil, fluorescent light bulbs and propane tanks at the county hazardous waste facility located at Hadley Ave N. in Oakdale, open Tuesdays 12-7pm, Thursdays 9am-2pm and Saturdays 9am-2pm. 


Also limit the amount of water you use at home. Water your lawn, not the sidewalk, and follow your city watering restrictions. You can landscape for clean water by planting native Minnesota plants or building a rain garden; a green yard will collect and absorb more water to recharge underground aquifers. For links to local retailers selling native plants and other landscaping ideas, visit www.blue-thumb.org.


Though we may not be able to see it, we are all dependent on groundwater, and by making smart decisions around our home and yard, we can all play a part in protecting it.  
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