
What is in our water? A Lake Ida couple struggles with pollution-related problems | Alexandria Echo Press | Alexandria, Minnesota

http://www.echopress.com/event/article/id/88274/publisher_ID/2/[9/30/2011 1:30:28 PM]

Subscribe to The Echo Press

Login | Register      Friday, September 30, 2011
Site jobsHQ carsHQ apartmentsHQ homesHQ Web

Classifieds  Marketplace  JobsHQ  CarsHQ  HomesHQ  ApartmentsHQ  NorthlandOutdoors
Agweek

 

Top Searches: Dean Anderson  Alexandria school  teen challenge  gideon  letters to the editor  Kenneth  Robert
Steensland  

The Official Newspaper of Douglas County!

    Print      E-mailPublished September 28, 2011, 12:00 AM

What is in our water? A Lake Ida couple struggles with pollution-
related problems
Don and Sharon Underhill live along the peaceful shores of Lake Ida. But they cannot fish or swim in the waters
fronting their property.

By: Wendy Wilson, Alexandria Echo Press
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Bakery Manager
Bakery Manager 5yrs+ Baking experience preferred.

Lake Ida

The water in front of Don and Sharon Underhill's property
on Lake Ida is covered with algae and immersed in thick
weed beds. The Underhills believe pollution is the cause.

Editor’s note: This is the first of a two-part series
examining pollution in Douglas County waters.

Don and Sharon Underhill live along the peaceful
shores of Lake Ida.

But they cannot fish or swim in the waters fronting
their property.

Thick algae and weed growth carpets the waters
near their dock. The Underhills believe runoff,
possibly manure, entering the lake from a creek
running through the side of their property is to
blame. The stream flows near agricultural land in the
area.

NITRATES IN

WELL WATER

Water samples taken from the Underhills’ well in
2010 revealed high levels of nitrates – 70 percent
higher than the maximum contaminant level allowed
by the Safe Drinking Water Act, according to results
received from S.M. Traut Wells Laboratory.

A reverse osmosis system was installed, but Sharon
said she still avoids drinking the water.

“I think the Underhills are jumping to conclusions
about things,” Douglas County Land and Resource
Management Director Dave Rush said. “They have a
very shallow well and nitrogen contamination is very
common in shallow wells in Douglas County.”
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 Talk about itRush said the water from his own well also
contained high nitrate levels that were unsafe for his
infant children to drink even though his well was 70 feet deep. He now uses a reverse osmosis filter
as well.

Nitrates are frequently from an agricultural source, according to Rush, such as chemical or natural
fertilizers like manure.

“Chemical fertilizers are not [highly] regulated,” he said. “I can’t tell farmers, ‘You can’t fertilize
anymore.’ We haven’t gotten that far yet in regulating what farmers can do.”

Many people living in the area may not be aware of the nitrates potentially seeping into the drinking
water.

“It is a problem all over rural Minnesota because farming is very common,” Rush said. “It is a way of
life out here.”

He recommended people get their wells tested regularly.

While municipal drinking water is regulated by the Department of Health, “If you have your own well,
you are on your own,” he said.

CREEK WATER

SAMPLES

Water samples taken from the stream on the Underhill property in 2008 and 2009 revealed high levels
of E. coli bacteria and fecal coliform.

Elevated levels of phosphorus were also detected in the water samples and nitrate nitrogen was
present. High amounts of these nutrients can lead to algal bloom and low oxygen levels.

“It is polluting the lake,” Don Underhill said. “There should not be that crap in the lake. You can’t swim
off the dock. You can’t fish off the dock. You can’t do anything.”

He was unable to put his boat into the water this year because of the thick layer of weeds and algae.

“You can smell it,” he said. “It smells like cow [manure].”

Sharon said, “It just keeps getting worse and worse out there...In the spring thaw, it is brown – it’s
black. You don’t know what is in that water.”

They contacted Rush for assistance.

“We certainly are concerned about runoff,” Rush said. “We share the Underhills’ concerns about
pollution in our lakes. One of the main goals of our office is to protect the resources of the county,
including lake water.”

Several farms operate in the vicinity of the Underhills’ property.

“We know the water is not good,” Rush said. “It has some pollutants. We can’t specifically tie
pollutants to just that farm over there.”

Rush said there are numerous sources for runoff into lakes.

“Pointing the finger at a single source for pollution is difficult at best,” he said. “We can’t just point to
one location and say that’s where the pollution is coming from.”

Rush said drain tile and runoff from adjacent farms that might use chemicals with unknown
management practices could add to the pollution problem.

Several options exist to reduce agricultural runoff, according to Rush, including grass buffers and
raised entrances to tile or submerged tiles.

Rush said his office has worked closely with a farm with a feedlot located near the Underhill property.

“He’s making efforts to do things that are good practices that are protecting our surface waters,” he
said.

The farmer made renovations and added a grassed buffer area, so any potential runoff would run
parallel to the channel, Rush said.

“Yes, there is a feedlot there and that feedlot produces manure – it is land-applied,” Rush said.
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“Manure applications by farmers are significantly more regulated than chemical fertilizer applications.”

Rush said the Underhills’ water problems are being monitored.

“I was not alarmed by what I saw in those results because almost all runoff from agricultural areas
carry certain pollutants with it and those pollutants are nutrients like nitrogen and phosphorous and
sediment,” he said, adding, “We tend to get some fecal coliform in our runoff.”

A COMMUNITY

RESPONSIBILITY

According to Rush, the Underhills’ problem is not new.

“They are not unique,” he said. “It’s just that we are focused on that because it has been brought to
our attention. This problem exists all over Douglas County – all over Minnesota. We – as a local
community and as a nation – have a hard time getting our arms around it. It is everybody’s fault and
we all have to fix it…

“From our perspective, there are a number of sources of pollution that contribute to the degradation of
our lakes and agriculture is just one of those broad sources. But everybody who owns a piece of
lakefront property also contributes – because they all have runoff.”

Rush said lawn fertilizers and failing to leave natural vegetation near the shoreline contributes to
pollution problems.

ALGAE GROWTH

“I certainly think that [the Underhills] have some issues with some algae and some pretty significant
weed growth out in front of their property,” Rush said.

But he said weed growth and algae mats were common problems this year.

“We have had a lot of rain this year,” he said. “We have had a tremendous amount of runoff go into
our lakes…sediment and nutrients and all kinds of things that encourage plant growth…that hasn’t
happened in the recent past. We don’t have answers.”

POTENTIAL

SOLUTIONS

Rush said he would continue to work with the Underhills to find the sources of the pollution, but he
said their problems are typical for properties located at the bottom of the watershed.

He has been working with the township and Soil and Water Conservation District to slow the runoff
and limit the sediment coming through the creek, but it was a complicated process.

An agricultural producer could build a pond to hold any runoff, Rush said.

“That doesn’t address anything that’s coming from the tiles further up in the farm district,” he said. “I
think there’s more than one source. We need to address all the sources.”

He acknowledged frustration as well.

“There aren’t rules that say if there’s any sediment or nutrients coming into the lake it must be
stopped,” Rush said. “We don’t have state rules that say there shall be only crystal clean water that
goes into our lakes.”

For now, Rush said they would continue to monitor the situation and address any problems.

“We need to continue to work with all of the folks in that watershed to find ways to decrease the
amount of pollutants that might be getting into the lakes.”

They are trying to convince residents to restore shorelines and do their part in preventing pollution
from entering the water.

“We can’t make people do it,” he said. “There are no laws that address what we’re supposed to do
about non-point source pollution.”

Rush suggested the Soil and Water Conservation District and the Lake Ida Association apply for grant
money to put in a continuous monitoring system on the stream on a regular basis, but the process is
laborious and costly.

“We as a people won’t do what needs to be done because it’s expensive and inconvenient and

Resorts Alexandria Mn
Clean cabins, great fishing, sandy beach, boat &
pontoons, bait.
www.LakeOsakisResorts.com

BP's Work in the Gulf
BP continues their work in the Gulf. Visit BP.com to
learn how.
www.BP.com/GulfOfMexicoResponse

Stop Water Pollution
Learn what causes water pollution and tips for
prevention.
www.takemefishing.org/conservation

$1,500 in Your Paycheck
Just one part of the Obama jobs plan. Tell
Congress: pass the plan.
americanjobsact.com/your-tax-break


http://googleads.g.doubleclick.net/aclk?sa=l&ai=Bj4lItRiGTsLuC6KIjQTm2sjUDffpnokCwevUqg3AjbcBsIEkEAEYASDW1PoBKAQ4AFCwpuoKYMnekIfMo8AXoAGNp8vtA7IBEXd3dy5lY2hvcHJlc3MuY29tugEKMzAweDI1MF9hc8gBAdoBP2h0dHA6Ly93d3cuZWNob3ByZXNzLmNvbS9ldmVudC9hcnRpY2xlL2lkLzg4Mjc0L3B1Ymxpc2hlcl9JRC8yL4ACAagDAcgDF-gDxQroA54F6AO6A_UDAAAAxA&num=1&sig=AOD64_1nH2eer15hIFYYvucwB0Bi9lljxQ&client=ca-pub-9136693947306445&adurl=http://www.LakeOsakisResorts.com
http://googleads.g.doubleclick.net/aclk?sa=l&ai=BAWNztRiGTsLuC6KIjQTm2sjUDaWW1u4BvcXoohqRyJXGFYCKzQEQAhgCINbU-gEoBDgAUPPcw-_-_____wFgyd6Qh8yjwBegAauswv0DsgERd3d3LmVjaG9wcmVzcy5jb226AQozMDB4MjUwX2FzyAEB2gE_aHR0cDovL3d3dy5lY2hvcHJlc3MuY29tL2V2ZW50L2FydGljbGUvaWQvODgyNzQvcHVibGlzaGVyX0lELzIvwAIEyAKN0K4XqAMByAMX6APFCugDngXoA7oD9QMAAADE&num=2&sig=AOD64_2SccBEVGBKRWcaLw6h00DFOWqvHQ&client=ca-pub-9136693947306445&adurl=http://dna1.mookie1.com/n/97164/98396/www.bp.com/92rpd6%3B11%3B4%3B%3B8%3B%3Bcz0pcn%3B%3B%3Bfrnyd%3Bcak%3B1%3B/i/c%3F0%26pq%3D%252fsectionbodycopy%252edo%253fcategoryId%253d41%2526contentId%253d7067505%26247cr%3D6952831453%26247subproduct%3DCONTENT
http://googleads.g.doubleclick.net/aclk?sa=L&ai=BHfqptRiGTsLuC6KIjQTm2sjUDcLdzeIBytf--BrAjbcBwKIzEAMYAyDW1PoBKAQ4AFDqnLzv-P____8BYMnekIfMo8AXsgERd3d3LmVjaG9wcmVzcy5jb226AQozMDB4MjUwX2FzyAEB2gE_aHR0cDovL3d3dy5lY2hvcHJlc3MuY29tL2V2ZW50L2FydGljbGUvaWQvODgyNzQvcHVibGlzaGVyX0lELzIvgAIByAKyw94TqAMByAMX6APFCugDngXoA7oD9QMAAADE&num=3&sig=AOD64_3gvTR9YSq3t4Y1K7iYvX29pnkdfA&client=ca-pub-9136693947306445&adurl=http://www.takemefishing.org/general/conservation/water-pollution
http://googleads.g.doubleclick.net/aclk?sa=L&ai=B67XztRiGTsLuC6KIjQTm2sjUDdbBwo4C3sLZlR7eud-2SNDxhgEQBBgEINbU-gEoBDgAUN63idL______wFgyd6Qh8yjwBeyARF3d3cuZWNob3ByZXNzLmNvbboBCjMwMHgyNTBfYXPIAQHaAT9odHRwOi8vd3d3LmVjaG9wcmVzcy5jb20vZXZlbnQvYXJ0aWNsZS9pZC84ODI3NC9wdWJsaXNoZXJfSUQvMi_AAgHIAs7H2BqoAwHIAxfoA8UK6AOeBegDugP1AwAAAMQ&num=4&sig=AOD64_1jci73tvKqCu--cjvJsNYrlQyW1w&client=ca-pub-9136693947306445&adurl=http://www.americanjobsact.com/%3Fsource%3DOM2012_PR_G_jobsplan-denver-content_all-news_3
http://www.google.com/url?ct=abg&q=https://www.google.com/adsense/support/bin/request.py%3Fcontact%3Dabg_afc%26url%3Dhttp://www.echopress.com/event/article/id/88274/publisher_ID/2/%26hl%3Den%26client%3Dca-pub-9136693947306445%26adU%3Dwww.LakeOsakisResorts.com%26adT%3DResorts%2BAlexandria%2BMn%26adU%3Dwww.BP.com/GulfOfMexicoResponse%26adT%3DBP%2526%252339%253Bs%2BWork%2Bin%2Bthe%2BGulf%26adU%3Dwww.takemefishing.org/conservation%26adT%3DStop%2BWater%2BPollution%26adU%3Damericanjobsact.com/your-tax-break%26adT%3D%25241,500%2Bin%2BYour%2BPaycheck%26gl%3DUS&usg=AFQjCNFuiUCkvcldWWQw9WF8kQZMz40I1g


What is in our water? A Lake Ida couple struggles with pollution-related problems | Alexandria Echo Press | Alexandria, Minnesota

http://www.echopress.com/event/article/id/88274/publisher_ID/2/[9/30/2011 1:30:28 PM]

Sections

About
Tools & Features
FCC Digital
Network

 

Home  News  Sports  Variety  Life  Celebrations  Opinion  Country  Business  Obituaries  Legals  Classifieds
Realty  Pubs
Advertising Information  Comments/Questions  FCC Careers  Privacy Statement  Terms & Conditions
Calendar  Mobile Deals  Email Alerts   RSS Feeds  Archive  Video  Photo Galleries  Mobile Site
Jobshq.com  Carshq.com  Apartmentshq.com  Homeshq.com  Northlandoutdoors.com  Agweek.com  Areavoices.com

Alexandria Echo Press 225 7th Ave E
P.O. Box 549, Alexandria, Minnesota 56308 | Phone: 320-763-3133

© 2011 Forum Communications Co. — All rights reserved

Most Read Most E-mailed

Broadway Medical Center in Alexandria takes step
to merge with Sanford Health
Jeffrey Wall, 57
Voters say YES to new high school in Alexandria
Births
Douglas County lakes face a sea of threats

politically unsavory,” he said. “As soon as we all start recognizing that we all have a responsibility –
that we’re all part of the cause – will we be able to be part of the solution.”

Tags: local news, news, health
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