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PARK RAPIDS, MINN. -
The mating dance of the
hex mayflies drew John
Sorenson to the Straight
River at sunset.

As the bugs floated
like snowflakes in the fading sum-
‘mer light, he pulled on his waders and
‘waited patiently for the distinct sound
of trout breaking the dark water to feed.

“It’s a treasure,” he said, stepping to
the edge of the grassy bank and casting
his line, as he has for years.

But the Straight River is becoming
warmer and more polluted as farm irri-

mer 0 ;. New

A stunnin ‘the land is threat-

Sorenson fears that the fish huddling in
the cooler deep spots are a stark sign
that northern Minnesota’s only natu-
rally producingtroutstreamis in trouble.

“In 10 years the Straight River could
be a big muddy stream good only for
carp,” he said.

Andthe perilis flowing downstream
— into the Mississippi River and across
a watershed that covers almost half of

ening the Mississippi. While the state monitors

theriver, above, it has limited power to protectit.

“If we are polluting this area,
it’s floating downstream. ...
It’s coming at you, baby.”
Randy Wenthold, wholives near Park Rapids

Minnesota, signaling a new and rising
threat to one of the state’s great natural
wonders. Like many others across Min-
nesota, the great river is heading toward
an ecological precipice.

In the last five years, the Upper
Mississippi watershed has lost about
400 square miles of forests, marshes
and grasslands — natural features that
cleanse and refresh its water — to agri-
culture and urban development. That’s
anareabigger than Voyageurs National
Park and represents the second fastest
rate of land conversion in the country,
according to one national study.

‘That breathtaking transformation is
now endangering the cleanest stretch
of America’s greatest river with farm
chemicals, depleted groundwater
and urban runoff. At this rate, con-
servationists warn, the Upper Missis-
sippi — a recreational jewel and the
source of drinking water for millions of
Minnesotans — could become just
another polluted river.
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gart says the Legacy
Amendment, though well
intentioned, has spawned
Tocal animosity toward state
‘government and conservation
groups. Half of tasca County,
for example, is now in public
hands,he noted.

“We have not reached this
huge anti-government...atmo-
sphere. But I don'twant usto,”
he said.
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“What we do to our land, we
do to our water. We can see it
coming and still not be able
to do something about it.”

John Linc Stine, MPCA cormissioner

t0 attend a meeting in town
with state pollution officials.
‘or two hours they listened
to experts from the DNR,
the Agriculture Department
and the Health Department
csplain the bydrology of

“A baby can drink three
bottles of it and die;” said Rich
Soule, a hydrologist with the

it
farmers were hear-
ing quite a different message:
That their way of life was at
risk. Collectively, they have
invested millions of dollars
in the chemicals and mas-

ily
o corn,soybeans and pota
toes.
 ate rom the aquifer, in
s whatbl theirives
thcnr “families and their
nity.

" Now these government
officials were suggesting that
the state might xcslricl their

And st use of water

include thescasonal vacation: 3 modes sream calleq Lmlc

@ the roads every  Rock

summey dri ing load ofagricultral ol
tion into the

ot been working a2

real estate ag

crdarea or 30 years.Theres

high quality water, fishing,

hunting lorsafrecretionan

othe Tuin Ciies”
ed,

roximit
Roareaut hea
traffc all the time;
At the same time, grand-
parnts ae divding herake
me properties to help pay
tases or hand them dow to
their kids and grandkids,

of the Mississippi ier o,
ing serenely past them just 2.
miles

“Its 2 god awful insult on

7 said farmer Dean

‘merman.

Conflicts ke this one are
intensifying up and down the
Tower)

rtof theriver's water-

shed, between Little Falls and
St. Cloud. Here the forests
give way to farms and cities,
andmostofthetrbutarestiat
flow to the Mississippi are in

uble.

"Towally

i Lakes & Riv-
dvocates, “Its the largest
intergenerational transfer of
foreted land in sty he
o you e otk

water pollution.
Starting a few years ago,
Crow Wing County began
requiring stormwater man-
agement systems for any
rty that has 1S percent

or more hard surfaces. That's
i ustartsee-

ive. Parkins, who raises corn,
soybeans and potatoes, s
5300 irrigated acres around
Royalon, northof St Cloud.
“That's more important
than a litle disruption to the
. he sai

fckup truck

that the soil will produce the
perfect oblong potatoes that
Hesellshi

ing problems” in water qual-
iy aid county land maniger
Chris Pe
But loca governments are
already facing hard choices.
“This year the Crow Wing

cropto. Mmhztl Foods aMin-
netonka com turns
them into French [m:s  and
hash browns under
Simply Potatoe:
Farming, he said, paid for
ref-

ers created a tempest when
it v i

feman
extremely limited hiking, ~bigdrought What will happen
biking and boating —and no  tothe trout, he wondered, ifall
Conservation groups in swimming Thoughstateoffi-  the groundwater goes to corn

Minnesota aren't waiting for ~cials denied it, a recent plan
the answer. Working with toreintroduce anendangered
they are scop-  ti

ing out the most ecologi
valuable tracts of land and  rect way to deter visitors.
water in the Upper Missis- “We know what happened
sippi’s 20,000-square-mile  where we lost [clean-water]
watershed. Using public and i

was seen by some as an indi- peuple bl for hat” he

frastructure — cost
private funds, they're buying  of getting it back” said Rich-  aquifer, state agencies and

key parcels outright or pro- ard Biske of the Nature Con- - conservationgroupsaref

taking

g ‘scitherpay
easements that prevent devel-  bit now or a ot later”

toacquire prime picces

opment ofthe Pl poperties

‘The project has become a  Contaminated wells i that can go only so far,
priority in deploying money  Oneofthekeybattlegrounds i Richord Eevson, g
fror

m) '$2008 Legacy
Amendment, the landmark  sissippi will be the Pineland  program for the DNR.

in protecting the Upper Mis- - manages a forest easement

Peter-

sals a ncrease for culture - Sands Aquifer,a 770-square- - sonestimates thathestatowil
and nature. So far, Legacy ation that lies ~ be able to protect only 10 per-
funds have helped protect k\cncalhlhcsnahﬁhlmvcrand cent of the forested land over
about the the Pineland Sands aquife

allow ATV and snowmobile
trails in a protected forest it
owns along the Mississippi

the recenco
t, he said,

“knds. schools, veryihing

woul atically

of the local economy”

land, once slated for
d:v:lovm:m s purchased

in Legacy funds a5 2 mi]m
i But

Rock Creek has increased 180
percent in the last 25 years,

and shows no sign of slowing
down, according to DNR offi-
cials. Nitrate |

motorized trails are not good
for wildite or habiat, said

Statcs Lossard-Sams Outdoor
Heritage Council,a body that
advises the Legislature on the
use of Legacy funds. Giving
it1o ATV and snowmobiles,
they said, violated the spirit of
the Legacy Amendment.
‘Wing County Admin-
isrator Tim Houle says the
unty was always clear in
it mlcnnons But the larger
prot

aid,is
Park Rapids. Keyreason:local governments . Eoontce o oo Wong ke
In 2014, Fargo-based RD. ~ object when easementsorpub- A GREAT Ty « Straight a lashing and are now v
Offu,the nation's g comenkiphaltheproges River,a trout stream in the Mississippi watershed that is becoming more of conservation partnerships
wer, stunned state _ of private development and it Minnesota has an with the stat
rcsnla!ors by applying for a  reduce local tax revenue. “We have been mistreated
irrigation per- “We are putting this price outsized forthe M It by the Lessard-Sams folks,"
'C"x::{:;‘:‘il’o“:‘mf::"{::;’f jl'(‘; ach of wihich would on conservation,” said Mat- ‘The mighty river is facing battles werland useandwatexquamy,lested hesaid.

protectkeyparts of fourpr. s millongallonsofvatrper the Asociton of Minneots above by Sarah Jo Schmitz. F Wally right, ‘Godawful insult’
utari year from the aquifer. Counties. “But at the cost of his. One day this past summer,
W e Bine e Souk o Ot pia seovesented  whal Despeny tat inrensest Top: protect some of the farmers around
the Rum. just the latest in a burst of i their Hesaid," i he local 4 Rice, Minn, left their fields

DANGER DOWNSTREAM: PART 1 OF 3 (OCT. 2)

% StarTribune

in the Rice community drink-
ingwater systemand nprivate
wells,

Ken Nodo has lived next to
Little Rock Creek all his lfe,
and he used to fish for trout
thereasaboy. Hepointedouta
deepwidespot wherehe could

nce see straight down to the

“This was my littlehole,"he
sid “Butitsall
sn't blame local

their way of life. “Naturally
.y are upset he said,
because thelrdaysof uni-
ited water use ae probably

™ Esjusoobad, he said.hat

thestate didn'tstepin 25years
ago—beforeit wastoolate for
Little Rock Creek.
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