
EXECUTIVE SUMMARY 
2023 CMSCWD Shoreline Survey and Focus Groups 

 
Background: 
In February 2023, Carnelian-Marine-St. Croix Watershed District (CMSCWD) worked with staff from the 
East Metro Water Resource Education Program (EMWREP) to conduct a mailed survey of 565 lakeshore 
landowners on ten priority lakes in the watershed district – Big Carnelian, Big Marine, Fish, Goose, Hay, 
Little Carnelian, Long, North Twin, Sand, and Square.  

Survey respondents were asked to self-report characteristics of their property such as size and 
amount/types of shoreland, shoreline, and aquatic vegetation. The survey also asked people to share 
values and concerns related to various aspects of shoreline living. Several questions within the survey 
were also designed to measure landowners’ knowledge and understanding of their local watershed, 
water quality best management practices, and programs offered by the CMSCWD.  

A total of 144 survey responses were received (25% response rate). 

In addition, EMWREP staff – Angie Hong and Barbara Heitkamp - also facilitated in-person focus group 
sessions with landowners from Big Carnelian and Big Marine Lakes on March 14 and March 30 to learn 
about their experience, ideas, and opinions related to shoreline landscaping and shoreline management. 

Ten landowners from Big Carnelian and six from Big Marine participated in the focus group sessions.  

Key Take-Aways: 

1. VALUES: CMSCWD lakeshore landowners place a high value on clean water and healthy 
ecosystems that support fish and wildlife. Shoreline owners also value recreational factors such 
as being able to see the lake from their homes, boating, and having room to recreate with 
friends and family.  
 

2. CONCERNS: Across all lakes, shoreline owners expressed the most concern about terrestrial 
invasive species, aquatic invasive species (AIS), and algae in the water. Big Carnelian landowners 
also expressed concerns about shoreline erosion and not catching as many fish as they used to. 
Some Big Marine landowners expressed concern about shoreline erosion as well.  
 

3. VANISHING HABITAT IN SHORELAND, SHORELINE, AND AQUATIC ZONES.  
On average, lakeshore owners reported that 67% of their shoreland area and 77% of their 
shoreline area is covered in unmowed or natural vegetation. However, the percentage of 
shoreland and shoreline area covered in trees and/or shrubs was reported to be much lower 
(61% and 53%, respectively). In addition, Big Carnelian and Big Marine lakeshore owners 
reported having less trees, shrubs and natural vegetation than other lakeshore owners. Across 
all lakes, the majority of landowners (61%) reported having little to no shrubs anywhere in their 
shoreland or shoreline zones. 

Roughly half of the survey respondents (48% of all lakeshore owners and 68% of Big 
Carnelian landowners) reported having little or no emergent, floating-leaf, or submerged 
aquatic plants within their aquatic zone. Twenty-two percent of all lakeshore owners indicated 
that they have created open channels to reach the middle of their lakes by boat.  



 
4. KNOWLEDGE AND UNDERSTANDING OF WATERSHEDS, BEST MANAGEMENT PRACTICES, AND 

CMSCWD PROGRAMS: The majority of survey respondents are knowledgeable about their local 
watershed and water quality best management practices, but some people are unfamiliar with 
watershed district programs such as the cost-share grant program, education workshops, and 
citizen advisory committee.  

An impressive 35% of people reported having raingardens on their property to treat stormwater 
runoff (though this could be an indicator of survey response bias) and 76% said they were 
definitely or maybe interested in working with the CMSCWD to improve their shoreline habitat.  

People are most interested in free site visits (70%), cost-share grants (48%), and landscape 
design templates (38%). This is good news because these are all programs and services that are 
already in place through the CMSCWD and Washington Conservation District.  

5. ADDITONAL INPUT FROM BIG CARNELIAN AND BIG MARINE LAKES 
During focus group sessions, landowners from both lakes expressed concern about the negative 
impacts to Big Carnelian and Big Marine from increased boat traffic and wake boats. Numerous 
landowners from other lakes also shared concerns about boating in their open-ended survey 
responses.   
 
Big Carnelian landowners also talked about their struggles with shoreline erosion. Some even 
mentioned losing trees due to high water and erosion. On Big Marine, ice heaves are a concern 
on the west side of the lake. Participants from both groups shared their observation that the 
native shoreline projects completed by CMSCWD in the past have not been well-maintained and 
are impacted by terrestrial invasive species.  
 
Landowners from both lakes care greatly about the fish and wildlife in their areas and have 
observed species changes and declines over the past twenty years. 
 
Focus group participants suggested a holistic approach to lake management that considers 
shoreline vegetation, water levels, boating pressure, stormwater management, and fisheries.  

Recommendations for CMSCWD shoreline education and outreach: 

• Enhance education about trees, shrubs and aquatic plants. Traditionally, lakeshore landowner 
education has focused on the value of maintaining unmowed, natural vegetation in shoreland 
and shoreline areas to minimize erosion and provide habitat for pollinators, birds, and wildlife. 
Survey results suggest that most lakeshore landowners understand this value and are 
maintaining natural vegetation in a large portion of their shoreland and shoreline areas. Future 
education and outreach should emphasize the ecological importance of trees, shrubs and 
aquatic plants as well. 
 

• Educational messages should focus on actions that will promote clean water and healthy 
ecosystems. These are strong values shared by survey respondents and focus group participants 
from all lakes.  



• Consider a modified approach to native shoreline restoration projects. Landscape designs 
should consider landowners’ desire to see the water and have room to recreate with friends and 
family. Based on survey responses, however, promoting “low-maintenance landscaping” may 
NOT be an effective message. CMSCWD should develop new programs to better support 
landowners in maintaining native planting projects and managing terrestrial invasive species.  
 

• Provide more detailed information about lake subwatersheds. Tailored mailings could help 
shoreline and near-shore landowners to better understand water flow within their lakeshed 
(where does water in their lake come from and where does it go?) and the relative impact of 
different types of land uses on their lake.  
 

• Continue to promote CMSCWD programs, especially free site visits, cost-share grants, and 
landscape design templates. 
 

• Work with Minnesota DNR, Washington County, and Cities/Townships to address concerns 
outside the jurisdiction of CMSCWD, such as boating pressure and fisheries. Consider holding  
joint meetings with lakeshore owners, lake associations, CMSCWD, DNR, county, and 
cities/townships to set goals and measure progress related to shoreline vegetation, water levels, 
boating pressure, stormwater management, and fisheries.   
 

• Share survey and focus group results with shoreline landowners via mail. Provide regular 
updates (at least once per year) on progress made. 

 

 

For additional information about the survey and focus group design, methods, and results, contact: 

Angie Hong, Water Education Senior Specialist 
East Metro Water Resource Education Program 
angie.hong@mnwcd.org 
651-796-2210 
 

mailto:angie.hong@mnwcd.org


2023 CMSCWD Shoreline Survey Results 

In February 2023, Carnelian-Marine-St. Croix Watershed District (CMSCWD) worked with staff from the 
East Metro Water Resource Education Program (EMWREP) to conduct a mailed survey of 565 lakeshore 
landowners on ten priority lakes in the watershed district – Big Carnelian, Big Marine, Fish, Goose, Hay, 
Little Carnelian, Long, North Twin, Sand, and Square.  

144 people completed the mailed survey (25% response rate). 

• We received the highest percentage of responses from Little Carnelian (65%), Goose (48%), Sand 
(46%), and Hay Lakes (40%).  

• Big Carnelian (18%), Fish (13%), and Long (13%) had the lowest response rates.  

LAND OWNERSHIP 

In general, lakeshore landowners within the district are long-term residents. Two-thirds have owned 
their land for more than 10 years, and half of those people have actually lived here for more than 30 
years. 

 

Survey responses suggest that Big Carnelian, North Twin, and Square Lakes have had the least amount of 
property turn-over in the past 5 years, while Big Marine and Little Carnelian have had the most.  

Big Carnelian 

 

Big Marine 

 
 

 

  



CHARACTERISTICS OF THE LAKESHORE PROPERTIES 

• Size: There is a wide range of property sizes across the lakes. On Big Carnelian and Big Marine 
Lakes, half of survey respondents have properties that are less than 1 acre and one-third have 
properties that are 1-2 acres in size. On Square Lake, half of survey respondents have properties 
less than 2 acres in size. In contrast, 65-70% of the properties on Goose, Little Carnelian, and 
North Twin are more than 5 acres in size.  

Big Carnelian 

 

Little Carnelian 

 
 
The majority of shoreline properties are 75-200ft in length. Approximately 25-30% of the 
properties on Big Carnelian and Big Marine have only 50-75ft of shoreline.  

It is interesting to note that Big Carnelian, Big Marine, and Square Lakes have all 
maintained good water quality metrics for the past two decades, despite being the most 
populated lakes in the watershed district and having some of the smallest shoreline properties.  
 

• Trees and shrubs: 20% of all lakeshore owners reported having tree cover on less than 25% of 
their shoreland area and 38% indicated that less than 25% of their shoreline has trees and 
shrubs. On Big Carnelian Lake, the average reported tree cover in shoreland areas was 55%, 
while the average amount of shoreline covered in trees and shrubs was only 32%. On Big 
Marine, the average reported shoreland tree cover was 48% and average shoreline tree and 
shrub cover was 38%. Across all lakes, 61% of landowners reported having little to no shrubs 
anywhere in their shoreland or shoreline area.   
 

• Unmowed or natural vegetation: On average, lakeshore owners reported that 67% of their 
shoreland area and 77% of their shoreline area is covered in unmowed or natural vegetation. 
Five percent indicated that their entire lot is turf grass and 7% indicated that their entire 
shoreline is mowed grass, beach or rock. On Big Carnelian, landowners reported an average of 
53% of their shoreland and 57% of their shoreline covered in unmowed natural vegetation. On 
Big Marine, landowners reported an average of 51% of their shoreland and 70% of their 
shoreline covered in unmowed natural vegetation. 
 

• Aquatic vegetation: Nearly half (48%) of lakeshore owners reported having little to no emergent, 
floating-leaf, or submerged aquatic plants within their aquatic zone. Big Carnelian lakeshore 
owners reported that an average of 50% of their aquatic zone has emergent and floating leaf 
vegetation and 45% has submerged aquatic plants. Big Marine lakeshore owners reported that 
an average of 45% of their aquatic zone has emergent, floating-leaf, and submerged aquatic 
plants. 22% of all lakeshore owners have created open channels to reach the middle of their 
lakes by boat.  





 

 

  









CMSCWD Programs: 

38% of survey respondents indicated they are interested in working with CMSCWD to improve shoreline 
habitat on their property. Another 38% indicated they might be interested in working with the 
watershed district (76% reporting yes or maybe).  

Big Carnelian lakeshore owners were slightly more likely than other shoreline owners to want to work 
with CMSCWD (43% yes, 33% maybe) and Big Marine landowners were slightly less (33% yes, 36% 
maybe). Of all the lakes, people living on Goose and Hay are most interested in working with the 
watershed district.  
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Themes from open-ended question responses: 

When prompted, survey respondents shared numerous questions, concerns, and suggestions in an 
open-ended question at the end of the survey. A brief summary of themes is included below, with the 
full list of responses on the following pages.  

Big Carnelian 

• Wake boats cause erosion and safety issues for other water users (4) 
• Shoreline erosion (3) 
• Native plantings “not effective” or taken-over by invasive species (2) 

Big Marine 

• Over-fertilization of lawns (3) 
• Erosion and ice heaves  
• Wake boats  
• Failing septic systems 
• Lake association invests time and money to protect the lake and manage AIS but more than half 

of water users live somewhere else.  
• Inconsistent enforcement of rules  

Goose 

• Motorized boat speeds (2) 
• Water levels (3) 

Hay 

• Very interested in terrestrial and aquatic habitat. Landowners indicate they’re working to 
manage invasive species and increase native vegetation but have concerns about the lake filling 
in with lilies and other aquatic plants. 

Little Carnelian 

• General agreement that the lake is in good condition 
• Concern about wake boats and other motorized watercraft (3) 

North Twin 

• Concerns about too much aquatic and emergent vegetation and aquatic invasive species 

Sand 

• Concerns about a private landowner who has altered drainage flowing into the lake  
• Invasive species such as reed canary grass 

 

  













FOCUS GROUPS SUMMARY 

Big Carnelian shoreline owners focus group – March 14, 6:30-7:30pm 

10 participants. Angie and Barbara facilitated. 

Key themes 

• Values and motivations – what they care about the most: 
o Wildlife – fish, deer, otters, turtles, birds, etc.  
o Rural character - “Up North feel” close to the city, larger lots & not being able to see your 

neighbors as much 
o Deep, spring-fed lake with clear water 

• Concerns:  
o Shoreline erosion 
o Wake boats 
o Water levels 
o Seeing less fish and wildlife 
o Loss of shoreline habitat due to erosion and high water, not intentional removal (a few 

people talked about their property getting “spongy” and trees dying as a result) 
o Who and how to fix problem spots? (broken culverts, etc.) 

• Interested in:  
o Creating a community-based approach that ties into intrinsic motivations vs establishing and 

enforcing more rules 
o Using a holistic approach that thinks about shoreline vegetation, water levels, and boating 

together 
o Creating a lake association 

• Questions for CMSCWD:  
o Is there a study underway to figure out why biodiversity is going down on the lake?  
o How will shoreline owners find out the results of the study when it is done? 
o Are other lakes in the area seeing the same problems as Big Carnelian? 
o What are we going to do about the biodiversity decline?  
o How will information and next steps be communicated? 
o Who should they report problems to (ex. broken culvert, people not following wake rules) 

and how can they best follow-up to make sure those are addressed? Are there people who 
can take the noticed issues and do something about it?  



Big Marine Shoreline Owners Focus Group – March 30, 2023 

6 participants. Angie Hong and Barbara Heitkamp facilitated.  

Key themes 

• Values: 
o Big Marine is a hidden gem that is less-developed and quieter than other big lakes 
o Close to the cities but less-developed than White Bear, Forest Lake, Minnetonka 

• Concerns:  
o Fisheries have changed over the past 25 years. Would like to see refuge areas to protect 

fish spawning.  
o More boat traffic, especially on the weekends. The park limits entry once the parking lot 

is full but the north launch could have 75-100 cars on a weekend day. People come 
down to Big Marine when Forest Lake launches are full. Shoreline owners don’t go on 
the water on the weekends because it’s so busy and people are going fast.  

o Water levels and ice heaves. There is more erosion when the water is high. Ice heaves 
on the west side of the lake.  

o Rules aren’t enforced.  
o Many roads and neighborhoods around the lake weren’t designed to include 

stormwater management 
• Questions/comments for CMSCWD:  

o How is the metric for biodiversity measured? Is it based on the percentage lost or is 
there a standard that is the same for all lakes? Is Big Marine still good compared to 
other lakes?  

• The BMP program is well-intentioned but has not been well-executed. Numerous 
projects have been installed but almost none of them are still in place. People don’t 
know how to maintain the shoreline plantings and projects are impacted by high water 
and ice heaves. They spend a lot of money on a project and then it gets ruined. Need 
follow-up assistance for people who do raingardens and shoreline plantings on how to 
maintain.  

• CMSCWD should investigate legacy pollutant-loading from the former cattle farm on the 
northwest side of the north boat launch. 170 acres that might become a PUD with 40 
homes.  
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