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WITH WATER IN MIND

INSTANT

< BAKER FROM AA1

The Minnehaha Creek Water-
shed District now advises people
to avoid direct body contact with
Minnehaha Creek for three days af-
ter arain, to avoid the risk of gastro-
intestinal illness (translation: the
“runs::).

Since we enacted the federal
Clean Water Act 35 years ago, we've
made major progress in cleaning up
“point sources” of pollution, such
as municipal sewage and industri-
al wastes. We have now turned our
attention to the more difficult prob-
lem of “nonpoint” pollution, such
as urban runoff. In the first stage of
storm-water pollution control, the
main approach has been to install
“end-of-pipe” treatment systems,
such: as storm-water ponds, infil-
tration basins and wetlands, These
structures are important, but will
generally not clean up storm water
to acceptable levels.

To reduce urban storm-water
pollution to acceptable levels we
must cut it off at the source. The
volume of runoff can be reduced
in some situations by using porous
pavement or permeable pavers
rather than conventional pavement.
Rain gardens, which collect runoff
and allow it to infiltrate downward,
have become popular in the Twin
Cities, and new, “low-impact” devel-
opments are being designed to min-
imize runoff.
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MnDOT salt trucks now have on-
board road temperature sensors toal-
low more precise salt delivery. Many
of these trucks are also equipped to
deliver brine solutions rather than
dry salt, and they often “prewet” to
prevent icing rather than melting ice
after it forms. These measures great-
ly reduce the amount of salt need-
ed to maintain safe winter driving,
Unfortunately, many municipalities
that once used both salt and sand
for winter maintenance have shift-
ed to a “salt only “ policy, to reduce
the amount of street sweeping need-
ed during spring cleanup. Some mu-
nicipalities also have “bare road” pol-
icies, even for low-speed side streets,
‘These measures exacerbate the salt
problem. ‘

Finally, Minnesota’s statewide re-
striction on the use of lawn fertiliz-
ers that contain phosphorus went
into effect last year. Although its
goal was to reduce the amount of
phosphorus entering lakes, the law
did not provide funding for research
to study the long-term effect of de-
creased phosphorus use. One po-
tential unintended consequence is
that the phosphorus level in some
lawn soils may become so depleted
that turf quality will decline, result-
ing in increased erosion. Several on-
going studies to study the long-term
impacts of the fertilizer restriction
have faltered for lack of funds. The
best course of action for homeown-
ers is to test the phosphorus con-
tent of their soils and applv onlv the



rather than conventional pavement.
Rain gardens, which collect runoff
and allow it to infiltrate downward,
have become popular in the Twin
Cities, and new, “low-impact” devel-
opments are being designed to min-
imize runoff.

Efforts to reduce sources of con-
taminants have had mixed results.
Over the past five years, thousands
of people have attended training
courses on erosion and sediment
control at the University of Minne-
sota— an important first step — but
enforcement of erosion control reg-
ulations is uneven. More consistent
enforcement of erosion and sed-
iment control regulations at con-
struction sites would level the play-
ing field among land developers and
shift the cost burden from the tax-
payers, who are now paying to trap
and remove sediments from storm-
water ponds downstream, to devel-
opers, who are producing the sedi-
ment pollution.

Minnesota’s Department of
Transportation (MnDOT) has start-
ed an ambitious program to reduce
pollution from road salting. Many

ing in increased erosion. Several on-
going studies to study the long-term
impacts of the fertilizer restriction
have faltered for lack of funds. The
best course of action for homeown-
ers is to test the phosphorus con-
tent of their soils and apply only the
amount of phosphorus indicated by
the soil test (this is still legal).

We now know that reducing pol-
lution at the source is often cheap-
er and more effective than cleaning
it up afterwards. Experience has
shown that bans on leaded gaso-
line, organochlorine pesticides and
phosphorus in detergents have led
to rapid declines in environmen-
tal concentrations of these pollut-
ants. We have also learned that re-
search, education and incentives
have dramatically reduced erosion
from farms.

The lessons learned should
be applied to urban storm water:
Source reduction should be the
first thought, not an afterthought.
The potential benefits are safer rec-
reation, clearer lakes, higher prop-
erty values for lakeshore homes and
healthier ecosystems.

We now know that reducing pollution
at the source is often cheaper and

more effective than cleaning it up
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be applied to urban storm water.



