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Policy research approach 

The Metropolitan Council (Met Council) is charged by state statute to develop plans for the 
growth and economic development of the seven-county Twin Cities metropolitan area (metro 
region). Publications like the metropolitan development guide (Thrive MSP 2040) and 
associated system plans, including the Water Resources Policy Plan, are the primary vehicle 
for us to share our vision and goals for the region. They are updated every ten years but have a 
twenty five-year planning horizon to allow for long-term development of the region. Each 
iteration of regional planning builds upon the previous effort, while adjusting our actions, 
policies, and vision to address current issues, mitigate future risks, and optimize regional 
opportunities. 

The 2050 Water Resources Policy Plan, like the 2040 plan before it, will be an integrated plan 
that supports our core mission to operate and manage the regional wastewater system, provide 
water supply planning, and provide surface water planning and management throughout the 
region. It will serve as our guide to address issues affecting our waters, and to protect these 
resources for future generations. 

This research paper is part of a series investigating current and future water concerns for the 
metro region. Together, these papers will inform our 2050 Water Resources Policy Plan. The 
paper topics are: 

¶ Protecting source water areas 

¶ Rural water concerns 

¶ Water and climate 

¶ Water availability, access, and use 

¶ Water reuse 

¶ Water quality 

¶ Wastewater concerns 
 

The project intent is to share our current understanding of issues, identify current policy 
connections or gaps, and to propose future policies and strategies to ensure sustainable water 
resources. Not all the recommendations included in the papers will move forward for inclusion 
into the Water Resources Policy Plan, and conversely, the Water Resources Policy Plan may 
include policies not discussed in these papers. The intent is to begin to develop a shared 
understanding and conversation about topics that are connected to all aspects of our core 
services. 

Research paper topics were investigated using three core principles: 

¶ One Water, integrated water management: The metro region is water-rich, and that 
water holds immense value. Integrated water management, also known as "One Water", 
addresses water as it moves from water supply, through wastewater systems and into 
surface waters. The ultimate goal of integrated water management is sustainable, high-
quality water in the region. 

¶ Use existing systems: The metro region has a robust water planning and wastewater 
operations system with many actors ï community water and wastewater utilities, 
watershed management organizations, and regional, county, state, and federal 
agencies. Coordination and collaboration between these groups is necessary to protect 
our water for future generations. 

¶ Metric-based policies: It is hard to quantify policy success without accountability. We 
will provide policy options with associated metrics and measurable outcomes where 
possible, to demonstrate the effectiveness of our water policies and actions. 

https://metrocouncil.org/Planning/Thrive-2040/Thrive-MSP-2040-Plan.aspx
https://metrocouncil.org/Wastewater-Water/Planning/2040-Water-Resources-Policy-Plan.aspx
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Introduction and background 

Water has always defined this region. From the glaciers that shaped the land, to the cultures 
that thrive along its lakes, rivers, and streams. From the very beginning, water has held great 
significance to the people of the region. The name Minnesota is derived from the name the 
Dakota people gave this land, Mni Sóta Ma oce ï meaning óthe land where waters reflect the 
skiesô (Roper, 2021). 

With almost 1,000 lakes and hundreds of miles of rivers and streams, the landscape of the 
metro region (Figure 1) is underlain by surficial sand and gravel aquifers, and deeper bedrock 
aquifers (Figure 2) that provide nearly 70% of the drinking water for the metro region (Met 
Council, 2022). Throughout time, the people of the area have used the regional waters to gain 
sustenance, spiritual solace, recreational enjoyment, transportation of goods and people, and to 
harness industrial power. The metro region has been and is continually shaped by the water 
that moves through it - without our abundant regional waters, much of our identity would be lost. 

As the region developed, natural resources were utilized in the name of progress. Unfortunately, 
progress came with unintended consequences, and pollution and exploitation of resources 
resulted in harm to ecosystem and public health (Figure 3). In the metro region specifically, the 
construction of Lock and Dam #1 caused the backup of raw sewage that previously flowed with 
the Mississippi River currents. This created a public health emergency, as residents were 
sickened with cholera and other contact diseases. The Minnesota State Board of Health 
declared the Mississippi River a ñpublic health nuisance,ò which eventually triggered the creation 
of the Minneapolis-St. Paul Sanitary District in 1933 and the construction of the Metropolitan 
Wastewater Treatment Plant in 1938 (Minnesota Department of Health [MDH], 2018). The 
harmful environmental outcomes of progress rose to national awareness in the 1960ôs, and 
motivated policy makers to create regulations to protect our waters, air, land, and health (e.g., 
Clean Water Act (1972); Safe Drinking Water Act (1974)). We at the Met Council protect water 
quality as designated under Section 208 of the Clean Water Act. We provide wastewater 
treatment and urban stormwater management, and we monitor and assess the water quality of 
regional lakes, rivers, and streams to track our impact from wastewater treatment and the 
impact of regional development on our regionôs waters. 
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Figure 1: Regional rivers, lakes, and streams 

 

Figure 2: Regionally significant aquifers 
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Figure 3: Twin Cities water history 
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Impaired waters 

Federal and state water protection laws significantly reduced the amount of pollution in rivers, 
lakes, and streams nationwide since the passage of the Clean Water Act (Keiser & Shapiro, 
2018). However, the country has not met the ambitious Clean Water Act goal of all waters being 
ñdrinkable, swimmable, and fishable.ò In Minnesota, the waters that do not meet state water 
quality standards are tracked on the Minnesotaôs Impaired Waters List. Usually, waterbodies are 
added due to persistent pollution, increased monitoring, or new, emerging contaminants. 
Unfortunately, waterbodies are listed faster than they are removed. Currently, there are 751 
water quality impairments in 438 river sections, lakes, or stream reaches in the metro region 
(Figure 4), with many waters having more than one impairment (Minnesota Pollution Control 
Agency [MPCA], 2022a). 

 

Figure 4: Regional impaired waters (303d Impaired Waters List [MPCA, 2022a]) 
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Contamination consequences 

The quality and quantity of water has direct effects on our ecosystems, health, agriculture, and 
infrastructure. The severity and type of contamination impacts how Minnesotans use and value 
the stateôs waters. The sources of contamination are both natural and caused by human 
activities. For example, elevated levels of manganese in drinking water are from groundwater 
weathering the soil and bedrock. Whereas elevated nitrate levels in drinking water (>10 mg/L) 
are usually caused by fertilizer and other nonpoint sources of pollution infiltrating drinking water 
sources. Regardless of the type, both natural and human-caused drinking water contamination 
causes negative health outcomes, especially for vulnerable groups like infants/small children 
and the elderly. 

The consequences of water quality contamination are not isolated to drinking waters. 
Contaminated surface waters can also be harmful to humans and ecosystems. They can cause 
illness, alter food webs, and shift natural system structure. Wastewater treatment plants remove 
many pollutants but are not designed to remove all contaminants. Chloride, pharmaceuticals, 
and microplastics are still conveyed through wastewater treatment plants, and all have 
detrimental impacts on the ecosystems of the receiving waters. Additional examples of 
contamination concerns are shown in Table 1 below.  

Table 1: Example contaminants and concerns 

Water type Example contaminants Concerns 

Drinking water ¶ Chloride 

¶ E. coli bacteria  

¶ Elevated levels of manganese  
(or other metals) 

¶ Nitrate 

¶ Per- and polyfluoroalkyl 
substances (PFAS) 

¶ Dioxane 

¶ Trichloroethylene (TCE) 

¶ Negative health impacts  

¶ Corrosion of infrastructure 

¶ Taste, color, and smell  

¶ Discoloration of clothing, appliances 
 

Surface water ¶ Chloride 

¶ E. coli bacteria  

¶ Gas/oils 

¶ Nutrients (phosphorus & 
nitrate) 

¶ PFAS 

¶ Temperature 

¶ Human and animal sickness/death from 
contact, inhalation, or ingestion of waters  

¶ Toxicity to wildlife, fish, and plants 

¶ Eutrophication (too many nutrients) 

¶ Fish kills 

¶ Harmful algal blooms 

¶ Plant and animal community shifts 

¶ Aquatic Invasive Species  
o (i.e., curly pond leaf, zebra mussels, 

spiny water flea) 

Wastewater  ¶ Chloride 

¶ PFAS 

¶ Pharmaceuticals 

¶ Microplastics 

¶ Corrosion of infrastructure 

¶ Health impacts to wildlife, fish and plants 

¶ Accumulation of contaminants in animal 
tissue 

¶ Drug resistant bacteria 
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Issue statement 

Water quality contamination and its consequences impacts public health, ecosystem function, 
and affects regional economic competitiveness. The metro region is experiencing increased 
pollutant-loaded runoff, a growing list of water impairments, contaminated drinking water 
supplies, and high utility treatment costs. Uncertainty around emerging contaminants, regulatory 
changes, and climate change intensifies these issues, and complicates how to address water 
contamination. Strong, regional water policies are necessary to restore and protect the quality of 
our waters and to ensure their resiliency to known and future contamination threats. 

Our role 

As the regional wastewater system operator and wastewater, surface water, and water supply 
planning agency for the seven-county metro area, we strive to ensure sustainable water 
resources through intentional planning and operations. Our wastewater treatment plants 
continually meet National Pollutant Discharge Elimination System (NPDES) Permit 
requirements. Our wastewater, surface water and water supply planning functions work to 
promote sustainable water resources while addressing the pollution and other factors that 
impacts those resources. Clean water for drinking, recreating, and treated by our wastewater 
treatment plants all are important parts of the regionôs livability and prosperity. We work with our 
partners, our regional influence, and perform our statutory responsibilities to protect and 
preserve our water. 

We have three primary water planning focuses supported by state and federal statute.  

¶ Wastewater: We prepare a comprehensive development guide consisting of policy 
statements, goals, standards, programs, and maps prescribing guides for the orderly 
and economical development of the region. The regional wastewater collection and 
treatment system one of the four regional systems included in this effort (Minn. Stat. § 
473.145). 
 

¶ Water Resources Management: State and federal law requires us to adopt a water 
resources plan and federal requirements for a regional management plan to address 
pollution from point sources, such as treatment plant discharges, and nonpoint sources, 
such as stormwater runoff (Minn. Stat. § 473.157; 33 U.S.C. §1288). 

¶ Water Supply Planning: We are required to create plans to address regional water 
supply needs, including the regional Master Water Supply Plan, developing and 
maintaining technical information related to water supply issues and concerns, providing 
assistance to communities in the development of their local water supply plans, and 
identifying approaches for emerging water supply issues (Minn. Stat. § 473.1565). 

As a part of our statutory authority, we are required to review and comment on Local 
Comprehensive Sewer, Local Surface Water Management, and Local Water Supply Plans (as 
described in Minn. Stat. § 103G.291, subd. 3) to ensure that they are in conformance and 
compliance with the regional plans. 

The metro region has several levels of water governance with municipal, county, watershed, 
regional, state, and federal agencies all having a role. Cross-agency coordination and 
partnerships are key to successfully managing the regionôs waters (Figure 5). These partnerships  
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Figure 5: Water planning boundaries 

Political boundaries (A), watershed boundaries (B), public water supply (C), and drinking water supply 
management area boundaries (D). 

 






































































