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I initially became involved with flooding issues while attending the meetings here at Nokomis CC about 
the golf course.  I’ve lived across the street from Hiawatha golf course for 20 years so I’m fairly familiar 
with the setting.  I am also an environmental consultant for a Brownfields redevelopment company 
called Landmark Environmental. I look at near surface groundwater and soil for a living.  The situation in 
the Hiawatha neighborhood is the same as the situation in Joan’s neighborhood around Nokomis.  
 
Since Gray’s Bay dam was upgraded and replaced in 1986, the surface water elevation in Lake Hiawatha 
has risen approximately 1 to 3 feet (see Figure 7, Barr February Report).  The high water table and the 
increased surface elevation of Lake Hiawatha has resulted in the unfavorable conditions at the course.  
This was documented by Gordy Eischens, of Soil Engineering and Testing, in a letter to the MPRB 
Superintendent David Fisher, dated August 14, in 1986, where he explained that the higher surface 
water elevation maintained in Lake Hiawatha has caused the constant high water table and 
deterioration of the golf course.  So, the problems are not new  They are the result of ever-increasing 
urbanization of the Watershed as the creek leaves Gray’s Bay and flows through Minnetonka, Hopkins, 
St. Louis Park, Edina and southwest Minneapolis. 
 
When the park board indicated that they were pumping a volume above their appropriations permit, my 
first question was, “is this volume significant”?  336M gallons sounds like a lot of water, but is it?   
 
In 1993, MPRB installed an irrigation well at the course, which was screened in the Prairie du Chien 
aquifer from 215 to 260 feet below ground surface.  The well was only used this well for irrigation 
intermittently.  As part of course improvements in 2003, MPRB updated the DNR appropriations permit 
to pump water for irrigation from Pond E, which is located immediately west of Lake Hiawatha, and their 
2003 permit was for 38.5M gallons.   
 
In 2011, the City completed a sewer project which involved rerouting the existing stormwater system 
from the neighborhoods to the northwest of the course, up to approximately 38th Avenue and Chicago 
Avenue (Powderhorn neighborhood).  These neighborhoods have historically had flooding problems 
during large storm events. Since 2011, stormwater from this neighborhood now flows into the 
northwest corner of the course, but enters the course at an elevation lower approximately 1 to 2 feet 
lower than the surface water elevation of Lake Hiawatha.  So the water flows through a series of 5 
ponds and eventually ends up in Pond E where it’s pumped into Lake Hiawatha. I believe the annual 
stormwater volume flowing into this pond is about 50M – 65M gallons. 
 
However, groundwater is only 1 to 3 feet below ground surface beneath most of the course, so as the 
storm water is pumped, groundwater flowing into the pond and is also pumped into Lake Hiawatha, and 
the annual volume is about 240M to 300M gallons –it’s basically a mix of stormwater and near-surface 
groundwater.  Of this volume, 140M gallons (58% of the total volume) is being recirculated.  As water is 
discharged to Lake Hiawatha, the water is pulled back into the western shore of the lake and is re-
pumped.  For this reason, the February 2017 Barr report concluded in Section 10.4 that: 
 
“….. the pumping of surface groundwater from the golf course to Lake Hiawatha was not impacting the 
deep groundwater aquifers in the region, but rather, just recirculating the surface groundwater inflows 
from the golf course ponds to Lake Hiawatha and back. Although energy intensive, the existing pumping 
is likely having minimal ecological impact”. 
 
The existing pumping wasn’t intended to be a dewatering system to protect the homes or dewater the 
course.  So the comparisons, or “choice” between pumping scenarios; either the current pumping from 
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Pond E or the proposed installation of a dewatering system in the northwest portion of the course, was 
manufactured by the Park Board.   
 
So, if you step back and look at the pictures of the Minnehaha Creek Watershed District to see the 
boundaries, you realize it’s huge.  The boundaries extend way past Lake Minnetonka almost to Waconia, 
St. Bonnie and Maple Plain.  If you look at the picture, you can see that the entire watershed bottlenecks 
at Lake Hiawatha, and the total volume of water pumped from Pond E doesn’t really seem all that much.   
 
Also, it’s fairly obvious that the activities and decisions made upstream, directly affect the Hiawatha-
Nokomis neighborhoods.  As Barr Engineering pointed out in the first meeting, precipitation throughout 
the watershed no longer infiltrates into the ground. The western suburbs are no longer farm fields, the 
ground surface is now an impervious surface.  Consequently, water now enters the watershed system as 
stormwater and the amount of water flowing down the creek has increase exponentially over the last 40 
to 50 years.   
 
As part of Barr’s groundwater modeling effort, Section 10.3 of their Summary Report discusses various 
groundwater model parameters, and they state that:  
 

“The urban lakes of South Minneapolis, [however], are not natural lakes because their levels are 
managed by outlet structures and because they receive significant stormwater from storm sewers 
and/or direct runoff from urbanized, highly impervious watersheds.”   

 
It’s important to understand that the watershed exists in a highly engineered system, and we can’t 
expect to return the land to its natural state without consequences.  Stormwater and groundwater 
problems require that responsible engineering controls are necessary.   
 
In the February 2017 report conclusion, Barr states that the City, MPRB and MCWD are now all looking 
for flood mitigation opportunities.  But the reality is, that the neighborhoods in this portion of 
Minneapolis were constructed on wetlands, and groundwater is only a few feet below ground surface.  
MPRB and the City are now looking at our neighborhood to help solve the upstream decisions with little 
regard for the existing hydrogeologic setting.  It’s now time that responsible engineering decisions and 
flood mitigation solutions are addressed along the entire watershed, not just in our neighborhood at the 
tail end of the watershed. 
 
Besides the pumping issues, a few Park Board representatives have stated a few other odd reasons for 
closing the golf course (berm along the west side of Hiawatha may breach at any minute and result in a 
catastrophic flood, course is sinking, etc.), but I won’t get into it.  However, one of the main reasons why 
the Park Board and City want to construct a stormwater pond on the course is to provide water quality 
treatment, (mainly phosphorus loading) into Lake Hiawatha.  And this issue relates exactly to the 
Nokomis area problems.    
 
Phosphorus: Non-point source pollution 
Besides the need to create storm water capacity, the City and Park Board want to construct that a large-
scale water infiltration feature to remove about 40 lbs of phosphorus a year.  Phosphorus reduction and 
water quality treatment have been the driving force behind the push to construct large-scale water 
infiltration features in our portion of the watershed.    
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Phosphorus is a non-point source of pollution.  The source for the phosphorus is everywhere; its in the 
fertilizers we apply and the resulting runoff.  The 2017 Minnehaha Watershed Management Plan lists 
the locations where water samples have been collected between Lake Minnetonka to the Mississippi.  
Section 2.3 of the MCWD Plan states that, “the primary nutrient cycling concern for Minnehaha Creek is 
that it conveys phosphorus load to Lake Hiawatha”.  There is very little difference in the total 
phosphorus concentrations with upstream and downstream samples near the golf course.  All of this 
information is listed in the 2017 MCWD Plan. 
 

 The 6 year Lake Hiawatha average of 70 ppb 

 

        Although the total phosphorus concentrations in samples collected from various bays in Lake 
Minnetonka were found up to 114 ppb, the 15 year average concentration in Gray’s Bay is 20 
ppb.  As you might expect, the total phosphorus concentrations in Minnehaha Creek increase as 
the water flows downstream.  Samples collected from downstream locations indicate that:  

 
o Excelsior Blvd sample reported total phosphorus at 65 ppb  
o Xerxes Ave sample reported total phosphorus at 68 ppb. 
o Similar concentrations were reported in samples collected downstream from Lake Hiawatha 

at 28th Ave 71 ppb and Hiawatha Ave 75 ppb. 
  

It’s not just our upstream neighbors contributing to the phosphorus loading.   
 

 The Powderhorn neighborhood has had a long history of elevated phosphorus as reflected in the 
historical water quality data collected at Powderhorn Lake.  The average total phosphorus 
concentration measured in Powderhorn Lake between 2001 and 2015 is 114 ppb.  

 

 The total phosphorus average concentration between 2001 and 2015 in Diamond Lake is 149 
ppb, which is another example of an upstream source area. 
   

So, my initial involvement was for the golf course, but then Joan Soholt contacted me and explained the 
various flood-related problems that her neighborhood has experienced over the last few years and we 
started to consider all of the changes over the last 10 to 15 years that could be considered to contribute 
to the high water table problems.  As Joan indicated, MCWD and the City have basically said that “it’s 
been wet everywhere, it’s the increase in precipitation”.  There’s no doubt this is a contributing factor; 
however, there has been a huge push over the last 10 – 15 years or so in our neighborhoods to 
construct large-scale water infiltration features, and we’d like clarification as to whether these are 
contributing to the flooding problems.     
 
The first few projects involved the construction of wetlands along the south and west side of Nokomis in 
the early 2000s.  The footprints of these features have grown considerably since construction.  Over the 
last 5 to 10 years, the City of Richfield, MnDOT, City of Mpls and Metropolitan Airport Commission have 
constructed multiple stormwater infiltration features along both the north and south sides of Hwy 62, 
east of Portland Avenue all the way to 28th Ave.   If you look at air photos between the early 2000s and 
2016, you can really see the contrast in the size of the footprint of these features. 
 
When we met with MCWD late last year, they indicated that “this portion of Mpls was constructed on a 
wetland” and that groundwater is shallow, so flooding should be expected because the water table is 
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high everywhere across the watershed right now. And that’s true.  However, homeowners in the 
neighborhood (some that have been there over 40 years) have never experience this sort of flooding. 
We understand that the area was once a wetland, but we feel that these features may be having a 
significant impact on the recent stormwater-groundwater problems in the area and I’m not sure that 
this portion of Minneapolis is the right setting for multiple large-scale water infiltration features.   
 
The large volume of stormwater now flowing from the northwest portion of the airport into Nokomis 
(via Mother’s and Taft Lakes) is just one example of the problems presented.  I went on a tour of 
Bergan’s SuperValue last week and Russell the manager took me on a tour of the settling that’s occurred 
over the last 3 to 5 years.  The mechanical room has sloughed 4 inches, pipes are strained.  If you walk 
down Isle 7 (pop isle) you feel like you’re walking downhill because of the foundation settling.   
 
There have been two inter-governmental agency meetings with the Cities of Minneapolis and Richfield, 
MAC, DNR, MPCA, MnDOT, Hennepin County and MCWD to see who should take the lead on these 
problems.  Each agency is trying to formulate a response to our concerns and we’ve met with a few of 
them.  The agencies that we’ve met with over the last year all agree that there are limited groundwater, 
soil, and surface water data available that are specific to our neighborhoods and that there are 
significant data gaps.   
 
The DNR has been very helpful, but they agree that their agency is best suited for groundwater issues. 
The MPCA and MCWD do surface water and storm water.  There isn’t an agency suited to address the 
big picture.  We’re hoping that USGS can offer some help in assessing the problems we now face and 
look at the problem with more of an “area-wide” perspective, and to better evaluate the relationship 
between surface water and groundwater in this portion of Minnehaha Watershed.  
 
There are already significant flooding problems in the Lake Nokomis area.  If you read the June 21, 2017 
Barr Engineering Water Management Alternatives report, you can see that MPRB and the City want to 
create another large-scale water infiltration project on the golf course.  The homeowners in the 
Hiawatha neighborhood are really worried.  Flooding problems extend well beyond the golf course to 
the west toward Park Avenue and 35W.  We’ve already witnessed the damage in Joan’s neighborhood 
and now they’re planning another large-scale water infiltration project.   
 
Rather than make a decision about land use and then try to mitigate water issues, a detailed assessment 
of hydrogeologic setting is needed to fully understand all of the factors that’ll influence flood potential 
prior to any decisions regarding the creation of another large-scale water infiltration project.  To date, 
this assessment hasn’t been completed. The DNR, MCWD and the City of Mpls are on board to further 
assess the situation, and the USGS is the one agency with the capacity to address these concerns.  I hope 
that the newly elected Park Board realize that individual projects can’t be completed in a vacuum.  
Future land use decisions should be based on science and a comprehensive water management plan 
needs to be developed. 
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