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Chisago Unwanted Medication Disposal Program wins three prestigious awards this year!
Innovative, cutting edge program recognized for impact on county residents and the environment.

(l to r) Karl Schreck, Lisa Thibodeau, Mary Schmitz,
and Paul Dennison.

T

he Unwanted Medication
Disposal program offers

residents the opportunity to
properly dispose of medications in a secure and environmentally friendly way. The
program’s three drop-off box locations,
accessible during regular business hours,
are at the Sheriff’s Office at the Chisago
County Government Center in Center City,
the North Branch Police Department in North
Branch, and the Rush City Sheriff’s Office.
Medications are collected by the Chisago
County Sheriff’s Office and later sent out for
incineration. You can remain anonymous by
removing personal information, but please
leave the name of the drug on the label. The
goals of the program are to keep unwanted
medications out of the wrong hands and out
of our water! The following three Awards
highlight the success of this program.
AGENT OF CHANGE, awarded to Paul
Dennison, by the North American Hazardous
Materials Management Association (NAHMMA). This award recognizes individuals who
“push the envelope” to address new concerns or issues so they can be dealt with
before they become major problems for our
communities. As the long-time Chisago

Karl Schreck holding a 55-gallon drum
of collected drugs.

County Household Hazardous Waste
Facility Coordinator, Paul had begun
hearing from more and more County
residents who wondered what they
should do with the unwanted medications accumulating in their homes. Paul
and the County’s previous Solid Waste
Administrator, Gary Noren, developed an
innovative way to collect and incinerate
these drugs, and thus the program was
born. The award was given to Paul at
last November’s NAHMMA conference.
COUNTY CONSERVATION AWARD, from
the Association of MN Counties & MN
Board of Water and Soil Resources.
This award recognizes leadership, innovation and excellence in protecting or
improving our County’s natural
resources. At the annual AMC conference last December, it was accepted
by one of the program’s implementers,
Sergeant Karl Schreck of the Chisago
County Sheriff’s Office. Accepting the
award, Karl pointed out that the program helps eliminate a non-point
source of water pollution while benefiting the community by keeping illegal
drugs off the streets. He noted, too,
that its success was due to a cooperaF A L L
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Paul Dennison with his
NAHMMA award.

tive effort among County Departments,
and that the program also expanded a
governmental service without increasing
taxes. The first program of its kind in
Minnesota, it has since become a template
for other states, cities, and counties as they
develop similar programs.
LOCAL GOVERNMENT INNOVATION AWARD
from the U of M Humphrey Institute’s
Public and Nonprofit Leadership Center, in
collaboration with AMC, the League of MN
Cities, and the MN School Boards
Association. Humphrey Institute awards recognize that local government continues to
be the best place for innovation in the public
sector, and that it takes local pioneers to go
“outside the box” to creatively solve
Minnesota’s problems. The Institute annually
spotlights special efforts and unique ideas
being put forward in the public sector, and
Chisago County's Unwanted Medication
Disposal Program was one of several governmental innovations that were honored this
past April. The County’s Environmental
Services Director, Mary Darragh Schmitz, said
that “The awards event was well done and
educational. It was thrilling to be recognized
and to be able to share details about the
county's drug take-back program with others.”
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The lifecycle of waste
In going about our daily lives,
each of us inevitably contributes to
the greenhouse gas (GHG) emissions
that are causing climate change.
Nevertheless, there are many steps
each of us can take to reduce our
GHG emissions. The choices we
make in our homes, our travel, the
food we eat, and what we buy and throw away all affect our carbon
footprint and help – or hinder - a stable and life-supporting climate
for future generations.
To understand how much garbage we produce, and more important, its environmental cost, we have to see the “whole life” of
products we use—from their origin in the natural environment to their
eventual disposal, breakdown, and return to the environment—
not just the time when we use them.
In general, we use a given product for only a short part of its total
existence. Our breakfast cereal, for example, comes in a box. Did
you ever stop to think about the raw materials needed to create that
box, or what it took to plant, grow, harvest, ship, and process the
grain into cereal? What about the manufacturing process of the box,
its transportation to the cereal manufacturer, or the energy required
during each step? And once the cereal’s been eaten, what happens
to the box when you dispose of it?
It’s easy to be focused on the portion of a product’s life cycle that
occurs in our own households. When looking at the bigger picture, the
relationship between consumption and natural resources is a critical
one, and it’s important to be aware of the trade-offs at each step of a
product’s life cycle. Some products use less energy in the short run, for
example, but may use more energy or cause disposal problems later in
their life cycle. A cheaper product may have hidden costs in terms of
high energy use or little potential for reuse.
Eventually repair or recycling is no longer possible, and some type
of disposal is needed. Nearly all types of disposal return the product
or its parts back to the earth. That happens when we bury garbage
in a landfill, burn combustible materials to recover energy, or compost materials.
What’s the link between solid waste and greenhouse gas emissions?
The disposal of solid waste produces GHGs in a number of ways:
• The anaerobic decomposition of waste in landfills produces
methane (a greenhouse gas 21 times more potent than carbon
dioxide).
• Incineration of waste produces carbon dioxide as a by-product.
• The transportation of waste to disposal sites produces greenhouse
gas emissions from the combustion of the fuel used in the
equipment.
• The disposal of materials indicates that they are being replaced by
new products; this production often again requires the use of fossil
fuels to obtain more raw materials and manufacture the items.
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Reduce, Reuse, Recycle
Reducing unnecessary product purchases is one way to reduce
the consumption of resources. Another way to use fewer total
resources is to purchase products that can be used many
times. Recycling can change buying habits and save precious
resources and energy. Remember: what happens to a product
before we obtain it and after we use it helps determine the
product’s cost and its impact on our environment. Your decisions as a consumer determine what wastes are produced and
how they are returned to the air, water, and land. Is everything
we throw away really “garbage”?

What are greenhouse gases/ GHGs?
Greenhouse gases are ones that trap heat in the atmosphere and
raise the temperature of the earth—creating the “greenhouse effect,”
which keeps the planet warm enough for us to live. GHGs are produced through both natural processes and human activities. Water
vapor is an example of a greenhouse gas that occurs naturally. The
principal human-produced GHGs are carbon dioxide, methane, nitrous
oxide, and fluorinated gases. In the US, our energy-related activities
account for over three-quarters of our human-generated greenhouse
gas emissions, mostly in the form of carbon dioxide emissions from
burning fossil fuels. Today, nearly all earth scientists say that humancreated GHGs are trapping more and more heat and holding it in a
kind of “warm-air blanket” surrounding the planet, causing the Earth’s
temperature to increase with unprecedented speed.

Calculate your carbon footprint with this easy-to-use tool!
In our daily lives, each of us contributes to the greenhouse
gas emissions that are causing climate change. Yet, there
are many steps each of us can take to reduce our carbon
emissions. The choices we make in our homes, our travel,
the food we eat, and how much/what we buy and throw away
all affect our carbon footprint and can help ensure a stable
climate for future generations.
Use the Nature Conservancy’s carbon footprint calculator
link below to measure your impact on our planet’s climate.
www.nature.org/initiatives/climatechange/calculator/
Sources:
• Life Cycle of a Consumer Product: Shirley L. Barber & Thomas
R. Halback; See www.extension.umn.edu/distribution/naturalresources/DD5569.html
• http://epa.gov/climatechange/wycd/waste/lifecycle.html
• http://www.nature.org/initiatives/climatechange/calculator/
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The East Central Solid Waste Commission: Facilities and Services

D

o you ever wonder where your garbage
goes after you put it out at the curb?

In Chisago County, most of the commercial
garbage hauling companies take what they
pick up at your house to one of the East
Central Solid Waste Commission (ECSWC)
facilities. Your garbage—or municipal solid waste (MSW) as it
is known in the industry, will probably start out by going to a
transfer station. The ECSWC operates the Cambridge Transfer
Station and the Hinckley Transfer Station. There your MSW is
“transferred” into larger ECSWC semi-trucks and then hauled
for final disposal to the ECSWC landfill in Mora, Minnesota.
Both the transfer stations and the landfill are open to the
public, and are fee based.
Besides disposal of your MSW, the ECSWC facilities also
offer recycling for electronics, tires, appliances, mattresses,
and scrap metal. They also strongly encourage customers not
to use burn barrels because they are bad for health, cause
wildfires…and they’re illegal! Any ECSWC facility will accept
your burn barrel at no charge, and ask what county you’re
from.
The ECSWC is publicly owned by the five counties of
Chisago, Isanti, Kanabec, Pine, and Mille Lacs. Beginning in
2008, profits from the facilities have been returned to the
counties because of the investment the counties made in the
processing facility in the early 1990s. To date, the return of contributed capital has totaled $300,000. The ECSWC works hard
to keep rates low in order to provide a service to the public.
The ECSWC is gearing up for an exciting new partnership
with the Southern Municipal Power Agency, of which North
Branch Municipal Water & Light is a member. They will be
working together to convert landfill gas to electricity. Currently,
gas generated by the waste at the landfill is being burned off
in a giant flare to prevent greenhouse gases such as methane
from escaping into the atmosphere. Once this waste-to-energy
project is completed, the gas will instead be routed through an
electricity-generating landfill gas powered engine. Though the
air permitting part of the process took longer than expected,
it’s now complete, with permits issued by the Minnesota

Construction continues on the new phase of the ECSWC landfill.
Pollution Control Agency in June 2010. Once installed, the engine will
generate 1.6 megawatts, and in Minnesota, that’s enough to power
1400 – 1500 homes!
A new phase of the landfill is being constructed, and staff anticipate
completion by October 1, 2010, at a cost of approximately $1.5 million.
This next phase should last approximately 5 years. The money for
expansions and other capital items comes from income of the operations of the ECSWC, and is not funded by the five counties.

Please contact the ECSWC with any disposal
questions you may have, or to inquire about fees.
ECSWC Executive Director:
Janelle Troupe - (320) 679-4930, ext. 10
Hinckley Transfer Station - (320) 384-6596
Cambridge Transfer Station - (763) 689-4056
Mora Scale House - (320) 679-4930 ext. 14
Hours for Mora, Hinckley & Cambridge Locations:
Mon – Fri 8am to 4:30 pm; Sat 8:00 am to 12:00 pm; Sun - Closed
Website: www.ecswc.cog.mn.us/

County Bare Root Tree and Shrub Sale!
The Chisago SWCD holds an Annual Spring Bare Root Tree and Shrub Sale.
Log on to www.chisagoswcd.org for more details; the 2011 order form will be
ready online by October 1, 2010. Staff is always ready to help you with your tree
care and selection questions.
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Water Smart Living: Conserving Water At Home

T

he average home will
use over 120,000 gallons of water each year,

or 328 gallons per day.
About one third of that
water is used on lawn irrigation alone. During a 1” rainfall, a 1/4
acre lot can produce over 5,000 gallons of
runoff from roofs, sidewalks, driveways,
and even the lawn itself. Grass clippings,
leaf litter, soil, fertilizer, and other pollutants are washed off the lot into a storm
drain and then flow directly to lakes,
streams, or rivers UNTREATED!
Runoff transports sediment that reduces
the quality of habitat for aquatic life,
carries heavy metals and chemicals that
make the water unsafe for human use,
and moves excess phosphorus from grass
clippings, leaf litter, and some fertilizers
into lakes, causing algae blooms. Excess
algae compete with native aquatic vegetation and decrease the amount of dissolved
oxygen in the water, which can result in a
fish kill. To prevent these problems,
water quality improvement and volume
reduction efforts need to be made by
everyone, not just by the people living
near a water source.
Here are some steps you can take to help
improve the quality of our precious water
resources:
• Reduce the amount of lawn in your
yard by adding low-maintenance shrubs
and trees.
• Use native vegetation that is well adapted to the soil, moisture, and light conditions to reduce maintenance, provide
wildlife habitat, and save money on
water, fertilizers, and pesticides.
• Create a rain garden at the end of a
downspout to catch runoff and allow it
to soak into the ground instead of
letting it flow directly into a nearby
water body (see photo).
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• Use a rain barrel to capture water from
gutters.
• Redirect downspouts to the yard or a
rain garden, where the water has a
chance to pass through.
• When replacing driveways, sidewalks, or
patios, try to minimize the total amount
of impervious surface in your yard. Use
permeable pavers or permeable asphalt,
which allow water to pass through while
still maintaining a hard surface.

• Buying Energy Star appliances when
replacing old appliances.
• Installing low-volume showerheads
which reduce water use by 50%.
• Front-loading washers use less water
and 60% less energy to heat the water.
• Replacing old toilets with low-volume
dual flush toilets which cut indoor water
use by about 30%.
• Invest in faucet aerators for all faucets.
Most cost less than $6 and come in a
variety of styles.

A beautiful example of how utilizing a rain garden can enhance your property and
help preserve our precious water resources.

• Water the lawn thoroughly but infrequently to encourage deep root growth.
Mow grass no lower than 3” and use
drought-tolerant grass species.
• Mulch around trees and shrubs and in
gardens to reduce watering. Use drip
irrigation.
There are also steps you can take in your
home or apartment to reduce your water
use, including:

F A L L
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For more information or for technical
assistance with rain garden and lakeshore
design, contact Mary Jo Youngbauer at the
Chisago Soil and Water Conservation
District at 651-674-2333 or mary.youngbauer@mn.nacdnet.net or log on to the
SWCD’s website at
www.chisagoswcd.org. b
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Learning About the Lakes
What happens when
you invite the mayors
and other local decision
makers from Chisago City,

Next, area DNR hydrologist,
Mike Mueller, and Casey
Thiel, Water Resource
Specialist with the Chisago
Lindstrom and Center City
SWCD, talked with particito a NEMO workshop?
pants about the hydrology
You get a great learning
of our lakes and the chalopportunity on how to best
lenges facing them today—
care for the Chisago Area
one of the greatest being
Chain of Lakes!
impairments from pollutants
NEMO, or Nonpoint
such as phosphorus.
Education for Municipal
Workshop participants
Officials, is an education
also had the opportunity to
and training program that
interact with one another
builds the knowledge and
while playing the Watershed
skills of local decision makGame. Participants were
ers, elected and appointed
split into groups that were
officials, and community
“in charge of” various land
leaders in the area of water
uses, including city/urban,
Collaborating on ways to reduce phosphorus while playing the
and natural resource manparks, residential, and agriWatershed Game.
agement. NEMO Programs
cultural. The game’s goal
provide resources that lead
was to reduce the amount
to more informed land use
of the phosphorus load
decisions in the community.
going into the game’s “lake.” Phosphorus is a nutrient that turns
On May 12, 2010, the Chisago Lakes Lake Improvement District
lakes green with algae. To accomplish this, the land use groups
(LID) hosted an educational workshop for local decision makers
had to work together with resources and develop solutions to
titled Chisago Area Lakes Spring Check Up. Local decision makers
reduce the phosphorus load entering the lake. Because all land
from Chisago City, Lindstrom, and Center City were invited, and 39
uses contribute a portion of phosphorus entering the lake, when
participants came to the workshop at the Lindstrom Community
positive changes were made in each, the cumulative effect was
Center. The workshop was organized in partnership by the LID,
a phosphorus reduction.
Chisago Soil and Water Conservation District (SWCD), Minnesota
The Chisago Lakes Check Up workshop was an excellent opporDNR, and the University of Minnesota Northland NEMO Chapter.
tunity for local decision makers to talk with one another about
The workshop began with Chris Eng, Chisago County HRA–EDA
ways to best care for our lake resources. They were able to imagDirector, giving participants an overview of the value of the
ine and explore what a holistic approach to caring for the Chisago
Chisago Chain of Lakes to the community—the uniqueness and
Lakes watershed might include. We all have lasting effects on the
beauty of its lakes and year-round recreation opportunities.
lakes, good or bad, but we can be more successful if we collaborate with the same goal of improving the health of our lakes.
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Chisago County Geologic Atlas

H

ave you ever wondered what’s in the
ground beneath you? Many of us know the

types of soil on our properties – whether it be
sands, clays, or loams. But do we know what’s
10 feet below ground–or 50 feet–or even 150
feet? We know there’s water underground, but
where and how much? Are there minerals below us?
Chisago County has partnered with the Minnesota Geological
Survey (a division of the University of Minnesota) to answer these
and many more questions about the geology
of our County. We’ve
recently completed Part
A of the Chisago County
Geologic Atlas—a series
of maps showing our
county’s geology, mineral, and ground water
resources.
These maps were created using information
from well logs. Each
time a new drinking
water well is installed,
the well driller keeps a
log or description of the
depths and types of geologic materials they drill
through. As the log information is combined (via
computer modeling), layers and patterns begin to emerge. Driller’s logs are the primary
source of subsurface geologic and hydrologic data for Chisago
County, and about 9,200 logs were used for this Geologic Atlas.
Information from the Geologic Atlas is commonly used in planning and environmental protection programs as an educational
resource, and by industries involved in water and mineral uses.
It represents a comprehensive, detailed illustration of the layers of
rock, sand, and clay between the surface of the ground and the
bedrock below. The distribution and character of these layers determine how and where water enters the earth, and where it is stored
in aquifers that can supply our needs. Geologic Atlas maps show
how water flows underground and can relate land use to water
quality.
The Geologic Atlas is a useful one-stop, comprehensive collection of geologic information for those who want to learn more
about the earth science/geology of Chisago County.
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Part A of the Geologic Atlas includes 6 plates (maps) covering
the basic geology of the County, including Bedrock Geology,
Surficial Geology, and Quaternary Stratigraphy—a term
describing the multiple layers of materials deposited by glaciers that once covered our county. Part B, the Hydrogeologic
Atlas, which is under development by the Minnesota
Department of Natural Resources, Division of Waters, will
show aquifers, ground water resources, and sensitivity to
pollution.

A sample subsoil view of
the new Geologic Atlas.

To learn more about the Chisago County
Geologic Atlas:
1. View it online: Go to the Chisago County web site:
www.co.chisago.mn.us and click on Department
Environmental Services, then, on the left, click on Geologic
Atlas.
2. Receive a free paper copy: Contact Jerry Spetzman, (651)
213-8383, jpspetz@co.chisago.mn.us
3. View it as map layers as part of the Chisago County interactive GIS map. Go to the Chisago County web site,
www.co.chisago.mn.us and click on Interactive GIS Map.

Attend an all day training on October 19, 2010.
Contact Jerry Spetzman, (651) 212-8383,
jpspetz@co.chisago.mn.us to reserve a spot and receive
detailed information.
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County announces financial assistance
for septic repair/replacement in shoreland areas
As many of you know Chisago County is very active, Chisago County is
very active in working to improve the water quality of the County’s lakes, rivers,
and streams. One of the County’s biggest efforts now is to verify and upgrade
septic systems within lake and river shoreland areas.
To help in this effort, the Department of Environmental Services/Zoning was
recently awarded a $235,000 grant to conduct septic system inspections around

County earns kudos
for performance in
Septic Pilot Program

the lakes, rivers and streams where the County has jurisdiction over septic system regulation. These funds will be used to find and fix not only imminent health
threats, but also systems determined to be failing.
The Chisago County septic ordinance defines a septic system as an imminent
health threat if the system discharges sewage or sewage effluent to the ground
surface, surface water, or any water drainage system; causes a sewage backup
into a building or structure; or causes any other situation with the potential to
immediately and adversely affect or threaten public health or safety.
A failing septic system is defined as “any sewage treatment system that
poses a threat of contamination to ground water because of failure, improper or
non-compliant design or construction.” Failing systems include cesspools, drywells, seepage pits and leaching pits; any septic system with less than the
required vertical soil separation distance; or any system not abandoned according to State Rules.
To qualify for a free septic compliance inspection (a value of $200.00), with
$125.00 to be applied toward the septic pumping cost required for a compliance

The Chisago County Department of Environmental
Services/Zoning earned high marks in a report to the
Legislature by the Minnesota Pollution Control Agency,
which analyzes septic inspections and inventories
conducted statewide. The following excerpt from the
report evaluates the County’s performance for the
recently completed septic pilot program:
“Throughout the entire five-year grant period,
Chisago County displayed outstanding program management skills, responsiveness, creativity and a willingness to actively share the results. Their presentation to the Air, Water and Waste Conference was very
well attended. The final report was comprehensive
and well organized.”

inspection), the landowner’s septic system must be within 1000 feet of a lake or
300 feet of a river, stream or creek, and the system must have been installed

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

prior to 1997. Additional grant funds and low interest loans are also available to
help with the installation cost of a new septic system.
This is a voluntary program. Any resident wishing to take part in the program
must first contact the Department of Environmental Services/Zoning and fill out

To contact your Chisago County Commissioner:
1ST DISTRICT—Lora Walker, 651-462-2268 or
651-213-8831 (office) North Chisago Lake Twp,
Lent Twp, Franconia Twp, North Branch S.

an application in order to participate.
Program participants must be aware that if a septic system is determined to
be an imminent health threat or failing to protect ground water, the septic sys-

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

tem will be required to be upgraded or replaced to meet code.
If you are interested in participating in the program, but are not sure if you
qualify, have questions, or would like more information, please contact County

3RD DISTRICT—George McMahon, 651-257-2701 or
651-213-8833 (office) Center City, Chisago City, Lindstrom,
South Chisago Lake Twp.

Sanitarian Kellie Strobel in the Environmental Services/Zoning Department at
651-213-8373 between 8:00 a.m. and 4:30 p.m. Monday through Friday.

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

These grant funds have been awarded as part of the State of Minnesota’s
Clean Water Fund. This funding was made possible by the recently passed

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

Constitutional Amendment with the purpose of protecting, enhancing, and
restoring water quality in lakes, rivers. and streams in addition to protecting
groundwater and drinking water sources from degradation.

Keep this information by your phone
for future reference.
F A L L
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Friends of the Sunrise River selected as
2010 River Friendly Community of the Year!

C

hisago County is fortunate to have many groups

working for the betterment
of our community. Yet in
many cases, the hard work
goes unnoticed. Not so,
however, for the Friends of the Sunrise River!
This noted organization was recently selected
by Minnesota Waters, the statewide lake and
river protection organization, as the “2010
River Friendly Community of the Year.”
Over 100 lakes drain into the Sunrise
River, which in turn flows into the St. Croix
River. Approximately a dozen lakes and
stream segments within the watershed are
listed as impaired. The mission of the Friends
of the Sunrise River is to protect and enhance
the long-term ecological health of the river
watershed. To fulfill this mission, the group
organizes a yearly river cleanup and hosts an
annual “Jam at the Dam,” which features
music, food, and activities for kids. Their
most important contributions have come
through drawing public awareness and
attention to the multiple issues affecting the
river and by facilitating dialogue where these
issues have been discussed openly. When
concern arose recently over the proposed

At the Minnesota Waters award ceremony in August. From left are Marian
Bender, Executive Director of Minnesota Waters, Larry Baker and Vicki Wyss,
Friends of the Sunrise River, and Richard Fowler, Board of Directors,
Minnesota Waters.

construction of a large natural gas fired power plant within a mile of the
Sunrise River, for example, the Friends of the Sunrise River gathered facts
and information, hosting two major workshops with expert speakers.
Thanks to their intensive research and effective leadership, they also helped
shape the broader dialogue and kept the discussions civil. The Friends of the
Sunrise River engage and inform their membership by having expert speakers
at their annual meetings and by publishing an electronic newsletter several
times a year. b
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