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New unwanted medication disposal program

I

f we could travel
back in time and
peer into a 1950s
bathroom medicine
cabinet, we’d see,
well, hardly any “medicines”
at all. There’d be a bottle of
aspirin, of course, perhaps
some cough syrup or
lozenges, rubbing alcohol,
Vicks vaporub, some
iodine, but little else. The
remaining occupants might
include shave cream, razors,
hair spray and Brylcreem,
tweezers, and make-up. By
comparison, today’s households are
veritable mini-pharmacies chock
full of all manner of drugs. Birth
control pills. Pain meds. Blood pressure
meds. Cholesterol reducers. Antibiotics.
Nitro. Anti-depressants. Antihistamines.
Ritalin. And so much more, both over-thecounter and prescription medications.
Over the past 10 to 15 years, it has
become increasingly evident that our
environment, and especially our water
(including the water we drink), has become
contaminated with many drugs, including
steroids, prescription and nonprescription
drugs, antibiotics, and hormones. We now
know, too, that these drugs are having
negative affects on fish and amphibians that
live in our lakes and rivers. For humans,
consumption of drinking water which may
contain trace concentrations of these
chemicals has been identified as one of the
primary potential routes of exposure.

Contamination comes from two basic sources:
1. Disposal of unwanted medications. For years, most of
us were taught to get rid of old or unwanted drugs by flushing
them down the toilet or tossing them in the trash. This practice
evolved from a desire to keep potentially dangerous drugs out of
the hands of others, especially children and drug abusers, and the
simple fact that there was no good alternative. Recent research is
showing, however, that the toilet may be the least environmentally friendly method of disposing of old or unwanted drugs.
As more negative affects from these practices are documented, it’s becoming increasingly necessary to develop a better
disposal option.
2. Human and animal excretion of un-metabolized medicine. When a person takes a drug, only a percentage is used by
the body, and the remainder is excreted. These percentages vary
widely depending on the individual and the drug. While pharmaceutical researchers are trying to improve efficiencies to allow for smaller
required dosages, some excretion seems unavoidable at this time.

New groundbreaking medication disposal program
Chisago County has begun offering an on-going disposal option for unwanted
over-the-counter and prescription pharmaceuticals for Chisago County residents. Now there is a drop-off depository located next to the Sheriff’s Office
door in the basement of the Government Center in Center City.
It will be accessible during normal business hours, Monday through Friday,
from 8:00 a.m. to 4:30 p.m.
While residents may want to remove any personal information (e.g., name,
address), please leave the name of the drug on the bottle. All drop offs will be
anonymous and confidential. Follow any
special instructions as posted on the depository. The collected pharmaceuticals will
ultimately be properly destroyed in an
DROP-OFF DEPOSITORY:
approved incinerator. This new program
Sheriff’s Department
will not completely remove all pharmaceuChisago County
ticals from our environment but it will
Government Center
greatly reduce their impact.
in Center City
Mon–Fri,
8–4:30
For questions or comments, please call
651-237-0912. b
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Preserving wetlands is

I

n the not so distant past, pro-

tecting wetlands by preventing
companies, developers, and
individual landowners to do as
they pleased with “their”
property was seen as almost
“un-American.” Untold acres were
turned into farmland or developed.
Today, however, we recognize the
unfortunate results of such destruction: the loss of valuable game habitat
for hunters and wildlife lovers alike,
and ever more frequent and devastating flooding from rivers and streams
whose raging waters are no longer
absorbed, or at least slowed, by flood
plain wetlands.
In recent years, however, public
awareness and attitudes toward
wetland preservation have shifted
dramatically. Organizations such as
Ducks Unlimited and Pheasants Forever
together with wetland preservation

What is a “wetland”? To be considered
as “wetland,” a property must have three
elements: water, “hydric” soils (soils that were
formed under saturated conditions), and 50%
or more of its vegetation “wetland” plants.

groups, the Minnesota Fish
and Wildlife Service, and
county Environmental Services
Departments have worked
tirelessly both to demonstrate
the value of wetlands and to
protect them. “Today, most
people with wetlands on their
property want to keep them in
pristine condition to attract
and keep the water fowl and
other animals that frequent
them,” said Jeff Fertig, Chisago
County Wetland Specialist,
“and they recognize that
wetlands add value to their
property, too.”
Minnesota has three tiers of
wetland regulation. At
“ground-level” are county
governments who are mandated to administer and control
the Wetland Conservation

Austin-Thibodeau hired as interim Solid Waste Administrator
Lisa Austin-Thibodeau was recently approved by the Chisago
County Board to begin duties as Interim Solid Waste Administrator
on October 1, 2007. In her current position as an Environmental
Technician, she assists in the collection and management of household hazardous wastes in accordance with government regulation in
order to protect the environment and public health. She also maintains the Reuse Area and educates the public about available solid
waste programs. Lisa is also responsible for running the Chisago
County Materials Exchange. And in her spare(!) time, she wrote an
MPCA grant and now coordinates the “Turn In Your Burn Barrel”
(TIYBB) program for the counties of the East Central Solid Waste
Commission (ECSWC). Austin-Thibodeau helps Solid Waste
Administrators in East Central MN to set up individualized “TIYBB”
programs for their counties. The project goal is to help residents
understand that burning garbage is dangerous, unhealthy, and illegal. At the end of the grant period, the number of burn barrels
2
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turned in will be calculated. This will demonstrate a reduction in
dioxin pollution and wild fires, and document additional garbage
properly disposed at the ECSWC facilities.
In her new position, Austin-Thibodeau will be responsible for:
• administering the solid waste ordinance, including
amendments and revisions
• coordinating investigations of solid waste violations
• licensing solid waste haulers, recyclers and related facilities
• monitoring recycling activities of garbage haulers’ curbside collection programs (for compliance with ordinance requirements)
• supervising the Household Hazardous Waste program, and the
tire, appliance, electronics, pharmaceuticals, and mattress
recycling programs
If you have any comments or questions for Lisa, her telephone
number is 651-213-8923 and her email is lathibo@co.chisago.mn.us

CHISAGO COUNTY ENVIRONMENTAL SERVICES

beneficial to everyone
Act—people like Fertig and his colleagues who do hands-on
wetland protection. Above them are state Departments of
Natural Resources (DNR) who oversee and care for all state
lakes, rivers, and steams. At the top of the pyramid stands the
U.S. Army Corps of Engineers who hold jurisdiction over all
navigable waterways and water that connects to them.
The Wetland Conservation Act mandates “no net loss” of
wetlands in the state of Minnesota. “To affect a wetland in
any way,” said Fertig, “you have to replace them someplace
else in Minnesota at a 2-1 ratio.” (There are some exceptions to this rule, but they are too complex to address here.)
County Environmental Services play a dual role regarding
wetlands—following state and federal laws to provide or
reject permits to fill a wetland, and enforcement against
those who do so without them. “Yes, a permit process does
exist for individuals or a company who want to drain/fill a
wetland or who have a project that will affect one,” Fertig
explained. “They must, however, submit an application to
our department which we in turn evaluate. We then negotiate until both parties can agree on a plan.” In the end, any
approved wetland permit must comply with state and federal guidelines.
County Environmental Services also play a role in

Healthy lawns protect wetlands, lakes, and streams
Fall is the best time of year to fertilize lawns, control
most broadleaf weeds, and establish or repair lawns
by seeding or sodding. Thick grass prevents soil erosion, absorbs rainwater, and decreases the amount of
storm water runoff funneling pollutants into lakes and
streams. Here are some valuable fall lawn care tips:
Fertilize your lawn in mid to late October because
lawns that have received late-season fertilizing are
often the first to begin growing in the spring. Use
standard zero phosphorus fertilizer (look for a middle
number of zero–that stands for zero phosphorus).
Mow your grass to a height of 2 1/2 to 3 inches.
Recycling Your Leaves
You have several options. Compost them. Use them,
whole or chipped by a power mower, as winter mulch

enforcement. “If someone fills a wetland without a permit,
we begin an enforcement action on them,” said Fertig, “and
we’ll work with them until they’re in compliance.”
According to Fertig, developers seldom threaten wetlands
in Chisago County today. “They know that trying to develop wetlands will lead them into a host of complex and timeconsuming regulatory guidelines,” Fertig explained.
“Problems arise more often with individual landowners who
want to fill some wetland—perhaps to have easier access to
a part of their property, for example.”
It’s not at all unusual for Fertig to be alerted to a violation
by a county resident. “Of course, we’re always watching for
violations,” he explained, “but today, most people want wetlands protected, and they are helping us do our job.” Fertig
believes that in addition to enjoying the wildlife that wetlands support, more and more people understand the role
that wetlands play in flood attenuation. People understand
that when too many wetlands are drained or filled, our
rivers and streams are more likely to overflow their banks.
“Southeastern Minnesota has very few wetlands simply as a
result of its unique geology,” said Fertig, “and as a result,
all that water from that huge storm had no place to go but
downstream—with heartbreaking results.” b

FALL LAWN CARE TIPS b b b b

around rose bushes and landscape plants. Mow them
Watering Your Lawn. Since lawns continue to grow
with a power mower—shredding them provides your grass throughout the fall, watering is still important to suswith nutrients, and your lawn will look freshly raked.
tain growth, especially during a dry fall. Water as
needed until the ground is cold and beginning to
Control Weeds. Fall is an excellent time to control
perennial broadleaf weeds such as dandelions, plan- freeze, and take care not to over-water.
tain, clover and creeping Charlie. If your weeds are
few and scattered or confined to a few small areas,
spot treating them with a weed killer is usually
sufficient. Weed control is best when temperatures
are above 50 degrees. And remember—you don’t
need to apply weed killer over your entire lawn unless
there’s extensive weed infestation. Don’t worry about
controlling annual weedy grasses such as crabgrass,
either. That’s done more effectively in spring. The first
hard frost will kill the crabgrass in your lawn.
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Seeding and Sodding. Fall is the best time of year to
establish or repair lawns by seeding or sodding.
Complete seeding by mid-September, and sodding
before very cold weather sets in.
For more information: Go to the University of
Minnesota Extension Service web site at:
http://www.extension.umn.edu, and click on
“Garden.” Chisago County Master Gardeners are also
available to provide additional help when you call
651-674-4417 or 1-888-234-1229.
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Septic Pilot Program Update

T

he Chisago County septic pilot program has now been
underway for more than three years, and its purpose is
to identify and fix septic systems that have been identified as an imminent threat to public health because
they discharge directly onto the ground or surface

water, or back up into a dwelling.
Chisago County inspectors have completed evaluation of septic
systems in the townships of Amador, Franconia, South Chisago Lake
and Shafer. Evaluations in Rusheba and North Chisago Lake townships have been partially completed. Since the beginning of the program in 2004, 2,100 septic systems have been evaluated, with 184
systems (8.7%) classified as an imminent threat to public health. Of
the systems identified, 147 have been replaced to date, and doing
so prevented a total of 96,897 gallons per day of raw sewage from
entering the environment. That’s an amount equal to 16.1 milk
trucks each carrying 6,000 gallons each day!

New septic loan program
approved by County Board
On June 6th, the Chisago County Board of
Commissioners unanimously approved a loan program for individual sewage treatment systems (ISTS
or septics). The purpose of the program is to improve
water quality throughout Chisago County by helping
real property owners with inadequate financial
resources access to funds for upgrading septic
systems that are an imminent threat to public health.
To be eligible, a property owner must meet the following criteria:
• a real property owner with property located in
Chisago County under the jurisdiction of the
Chisago County Zoning and ISTS ordinances
• property taxes must be current
• the ISTS has been determined to be an imminent
threat to public health as defined in State Rule
Chapter 7080 and the Chisago County Sewage and
Wastewater Treatment Ordinance 98-1
• the real property owner must have two letters of
loan denial from an approved loan institution such
as a bank, credit union, or state or federal loan
program
Loans may not exceed a maximum of $15,000 plus
interest unless prior approval has been received by
the Chisago County Department of Environmental
Services. Loans will not be approved for new construction. The loan, interest, and fees will be amortized up to a maximum ten year period, and will be
shown as a special assessment on the real estate
tax statement.
Applications for the ISTS Loan Fund should be
made to Environmental Services on a form they provide, with a minimum of two bids by a licensed septic
installer for work to be completed. Funds will be provided to the contractor performing the work upon
receipt of an ISTS as-built and passage of a final
inspection.
For more information on the Septic Loan Program,
call the Chisago County Department of Environmental
Services at 651-213-8373.

To date, over 96,000 gallons per day of raw sewage has been
prevented from entering the environment as a direct result of the
Septic Pilot program.
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Public Input Welcome in Ordinance
Revision Process
In February of 2007, the County Board approved
the new Comprehensive Plan for Chisago County.
Environmental Services staff is now drafting revisions to various County ordinances to reflect both
the new Comprehensive Plan and changing state
mandates. County staff is also working on some
new ordinances in response to recent issues. As
staff drafts new language, we are presenting it to
the Planning Commission at their regular monthly
meetings for informal discussion. All ordinance
changes and new ordinances will require public
hearings, which have not yet been scheduled.
Notices for all hearings will be published according to the County’s normal procedures.

Room 142 at the Government Center and usually addresses all of the
evening’s planning applications before discussing draft ordinance revisions.
Ordinances that are, or will be, under consideration include Zoning, ATV/Dirt
Bikes, Adult Uses, Shade Tree Pest Control, Solid Waste, Communications
Towers, Wind Power, Septic, Subdivision, and Shoreland.
To inquire about the status of a specific draft ordinance or ordinance revision,
please contact County Planner Patrick Hollister at 651-213-8382 or
pcholli@co.chisago.mn.us.

Environmental Services Ordinance Revision Schedule
Zoning

The chart at right indicates a rough schedule for
work on each ordinance, though these schedules
are subject to change. You are welcome to attend
the monthly Planning Commission meetings if you
wish to provide input into the ordinance revision
drafting process. The Planning Commission meets
the first Thursday of each month at 7:00 pm in

June 2007 through May 2008

ATV/Dirt Bike
June 2007 through November 2007
(Stand alone or incorporate into Zoning Ordinance.)

Adult Use
June 2007 through February 2008
(Stand alone or incorporate into Zoning Ordinance.)

Shade Tree Pest Control Amendment
(Incorporate into Zoning Ordinance)

April 2008 through July 2008

Solid Waste

August 2007 through April 2008

To contact your Chisago County Commissioner:
1ST DISTRICT—Lynn Schultz, 651-583-2657 or
651-213-8831 (office) North Chisago Lake Twp,
Lent Twp, Franconia Twp, North Branch S.

Communication Towers
(Section of Zoning Ordinance.)

October 2007 through February 2008

2ND DISTRICT—Rick Greene, 651-583-2513 or
651-213-8832 (office) North Branch N., Shafer, Shafer Twp,
Taylors Falls, Amador Twp, Sunrise Twp.

Wind
(Incorporate into Zoning Ordinance.)

January 2008 through May 2008

3RD DISTRICT—Bob Gustafson, 651-257-6218 or
651-213-8833 (office) Center City, Chisago City, Lindstrom,
South Chisago Lake Twp.

Septic
(March 2008 state rule to be final)

April 2008 through December 2008

4TH DISTRICT—Ben Montzka, 651-464-8515 or
651-213-8834 (office) Wyoming, Stacy, Wyoming Twp.

Subdivision

Aprl 2008 through December 2008

Environmental Connections provides Chisago County
residents with information and news from Chisago
County Environmental Services, located in Center City
and North Branch.

5TH DISTRICT—Mike Robinson, 320-358-3223 or
651-213-8835 (office) Harris, Rush City, Nessel Twp, Fish
Lake Twp, Rusheba Twp.

Shoreland (DNR redoing in 2 years)
January 2009 through July 2009
(Possibly incorporate into Zoning Ordinance.)

Keep this information by your phone
for future reference.
F A L L
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Waste Reduction and Energy Conservation in Chisago County Schools
•
•
•
•

campus audits—including an energy audit
less toxic cleaners
providing classroom education
conducting teacher in-services as requested.

Incentives available to participating schools may include:
• free consultation and referral services
• up to $1000 to implement WRAP projects
• potential waste savings
• potential energy savings
• potential health/safety benefits
• environmental education curricula

T

he United States Department of Agriculture
recently awarded Chisago County a $100,000
WRAP (Waste Reduction Applications and
Procedures) grant for one year of funding,
beginning October 1, 2007. Gary Noren, longtime
county recycling coordinator and solid waste
administrator, has received a leave of absence from his
current position in order to coordinate this grant.
Grant activities for Chisago County schools may include:
• evaluating waste management procedures, e.g. waste reduction (beginning with minimizing paper use), recycling (at least
3 materials), and buying “recycled”
• assessing alternatives to disposal for food waste, such as
composting or animal feeding
• removing unnecessary hazardous materials (including mercury)
• reducing energy use—including switching to fluorescent
bulbs

Schools interested in reducing waste and energy consumption, and/or removing hazardous waste from their campuses,
or requesting further information, should contact Noren at
651-213-8921 or ghnoren@co.chisago.mn.us to arrange for
a meeting to discuss their individual school needs.

Chisago County is an equal opportunity lender, provider, and employer.

Chisago County Household Hazardous Waste Facility
North Branch
Industrial Park
39649 Grand Ave.
North Branch, MN 55056
(651) 237-0912

OPEN FOR COLLECTION:

Mondays: Noon – 7 p.m.
Last Sat. of each month:
9 a.m. – 1 p.m.
Closed on major holidays

This newsletter is printed on paper using 30% post-consumer
waste and soy-based inks.

For comments and questions, contact: Environmental
Connections, Gary Noren 651-213 -8921.
Editor/Writer: Joseph Moriarity
Art director/designer: Theresa C. Gedig

Environmental Connections is produced by Chisago County
Environmental Services. © 2007 ALL RIGHTS RESERVED.
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