
As lakeshore owners undoubtedly noticed, the drought caused
lower lake levels and made it harder to reach the open water.
Our water monitoring staff needed to wade across soft mudflats
– carrying their canoe and monitoring equipment – to collect
water samples from several lakes. We repositioned monitoring
gages as water levels dropped below the bottom line, with some
gages being moved several times to keep up with the falling
water levels. 

Washington County’s many groundwater-fed lakes – and the fact
that we use and replenish almost all of our own groundwater –
are unique aspects of our area. According to our Water Resource
Specialist, Travis Thiel, the interconnectedness of our ground and
surface water was much in evidence during the drought. “Not
only has our precipitation been low in 2007, but we have also
seen lower groundwater elevations in many of our monitoring
wells due to a lack of recharge to our groundwater supply,” he
said. “Our groundwater supply and many of our surface water
resources are directly related and because this relationship exists,
we tend to see the results on the surface.”

You can do your part to help replenish the groundwater we have
lost by properly managing your household water use and
ensuring that your local landscape is allowing stormwater to
soak into the ground. For more information, contact Travis at
651.275.1136. ext. 29.  To access the U.S. Drought Monitor,
visit http://drought.unl.edu/dm/monitor.html.

MEET OUR NEW STAFF MEMBERS

Seasonal Water Monitoring
Intern Matt Downing is
helping with monitoring the
water quality of Washington
County lakes late in the
season. Matt is a native
County resident, originally
from Lake Elmo.  He recently
received his B.A. in Biology,

with a concentration on natural resources, from
Gustavus Adolphus College.

Intern Nicole Serie is working
with us through the HECUA
Program at the University of
Minnesota. Nicole is a
second-year student of
Applied Economics and
Sustainable Agriculture.
During her internship, she will
be working on education and

outreach with the East Metro Water Resource
Education Program and assisting the WCD staff
with a wide variety of projects.
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A summer of little rain,
less groundwater and
lower lakes
Until mid-August, dry conditions plagued the
majority of Minnesota in 2007 and the  U.S.
Drought Monitor placed Washington County in
the abnormally dry to moderate drought category
for much of the spring and summer. 
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FALL 2007

Goggins Lake 2006 Goggins Lake 2007

From 1996-2005, Goggins Lake water levels covered the entire foreground 
of the photos, up to the roadbed seen in the very lower left corner.

< Look how
closely the
water level
pattern of
White Bear
Lake mirrors
the data from
a nearby
groundwater
monitoring
well.  
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Tree care tip: 
To help your trees make it through the winter, be

sure they have good soil moisture in their root
zones before the ground freezes.

Rain, rain…why
didn’t you come
in the spring?

Autumn rainfalls have been
fast and furious but
unfortunately for residents in
Washington County, the rains
may have come too late. Most
precipitation is needed in late
spring and early summer to
help plants, crops and trees
grow and flourish.
Evaporation rates are much
higher in late summer and
many species stop growing or
become dormant in reaction to
the dry weather. 

While slow, soaking spring
showers effectively seep into
our soils, water from the
intense storms we experienced
this summer tended to rapidly
run off dry ground and our
developed areas and drain
away to the St. Croix and
Mississippi Rivers. Luckily, the
long steady rains of the fall
have helped bring our annual
precipitation levels nearly up
to normal. While it won’t help
the plants that suffered over
the summer, if this trend
continues – and if we have an
average amount of winter
snowfall – we should see lakes
back up to their normal water
levels next year. 

< Lake Elmo
children tend
the American
plum seedlings
they planted
last spring.
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IT’S TREE SALE TIME!
Are your newly planted trees struggling after
this summer’s drought? There is always next
year to try again! Our 2007-08 tree seedling
order form is included with this newsletter – and
it’s also available on our web-site at
www.mnwcd.org.  

If you have a tree from our sale that has done
particularly well over the years, we would love
to see pictures and share them in a photo album
on our website. We are proud of County
residents’ interest in tree planting and want to
show how our seedlings have “grown up” into
nice big trees. Please e-mail photos to
wendy.griffin@mnwcd.org or call Wendy at
651.275.1136, ext. 24.
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Did your dock cover more land than water this
year? In this issue you can learn how the
summer’s dry weather affected our natural
resources – and what our recent rains might
mean for next year.

Looking for information about water
quality protection and natural resource
restoration in Washington County? Feel
free to visit us in the Valley Ridge Mall,
or check out our recently re-vamped
website: www.mnwcd.org. If you’re not
already on our mailing list, call
651.275.1136, ext. 27.

!

>> TREE ORDER FORM ENCLOSED! <<

Sedges are grass-like
plants that thrive in and
around wetlands. The
flowers are generally
green – like the hop sedge
(Carex lupulina) shown
here – and their seeds are
enjoyed by ducks and
other wildlife.

When Bill and Nancy Callas moved to West Lakeland Township, they
bought land that was partly wooded and partly cropfield.  As Bill was
considering how to use the former agricultural land on their property he
saw a “Prairie Planted” sign on the entry road median and became
inspired to research prairies. Five years later, prairie covers more than half
of his lot.  

Like most of the rural residential landowners who contact the WCD for
information on planting prairies, the Callases considered the ecological
benefits of prairies as well as their beauty. “Every year is a little different,”
Bill said. “This year the grasses aren’t as prominent compared to 
the flowers.” 

On the wooded portion of his property, Bill has worked steadily to remove
invasive buckthorn and prevent it from spreading to the prairie. He has
planted hundreds of trees and shrubs to restore the forest understory and
define the property boundaries. “I’m a forester by training; I should be
able to grow trees,” he said. “But between the gophers, the deer and the
drought, I have better luck with prairies.”

In addition to working on his own land, Bill tends the prairie along the
road, fighting invasive species and performing periodic maintenance burns.
A few of the neighbors have asked for advice for doing the same on their
land, he said, though they “must think it’s a lot of work, because I’m out
walking in the prairie so often.”

Bill Callas didn’t want to mow several acres of turfgrass so he
planted a prairie on the former cropfield that makes up half of
his land. Prairies provide habitat, water quality benefits and
natural beauty – and they can withstand drought much more
readily than a standard lawn.
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PARTNERS IN CONSERVATION

What happens when a wetland is dry?
It’s natural for wetland water levels to fluctuate, but in years
with little rain, wetlands become much dryer much earlier.
As a wetland’s water sinks lower, areas that were once under
water will be exposed. It will first appear as a mudflat, then
dormant seeds in the soil will germinate and become
established, providing valuable wildlife habitat and
stabilizing the shoreline from erosion. When normal water
levels return, the plants that are suited to the deeper water
will survive, and the species that prefer drier conditions will
die off or go dormant until the next cycle of drought. A
similar process takes place on lakes.  

Though you may be tempted to “fix” a dry wetland, don’t
do it.  Excavation will not create more water if a wetland is
stressed by drought. It’s important to remember that
wetlands are protected by state and local laws and any
alterations require approval by the regulatory agencies. You
can visit our website for more information on wetland
regulations, or contact our Wetland Specialist, Jyneen
Thatcher, at 651.275.1136, ext. 25.
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Avoiding “plant
failure” and erosion
From the cover crops planted to
stabilize the soil of new construction
sites to the trees and flowers we
planted in our back yards, it was a
tough summer for plant life.

Under normal conditions, grains like
oats and wheat can germinate and
establish a modest root system within
days – making these cover crops a
valuable tool for preventing erosion
on development sites and other areas
in transition. This year, soils lacked
the moisture needed to germinate the
seeds, leaving the soils exposed to
erosion during the heavy rainfalls in
mid-August and September.
Construction sites, in particular, 
were vulnerable to every storm,
though sites using erosion-control
blankets or mulch had a bit 
of protection. 

Likewise, many residents had difficulty keeping their property “green” during the drought.
In this case, plant choices made a big difference. In the height of our dry weather we
noticed that native prairie grasses and gardens were thriving while lawns on the same lot
looked stressed, even with irrigation. Similarly, raingardens continued to capture the
summer’s meager rains, and the plantings there were healthy.
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Master Gardener Lynn Keller and WCD Manager
Jay Riggs explain raingardens to County fair-
goers in August 2007. These raingardens were
watered only from the run-off from the building’s
roof. Note the difference in the vigor of the native
wildflowers compared to the turfgrass.

Bill and Nancy Callas


