September 28, 2009

Jim Courneya, Northwest Regional Section


BY E-MAIL AND U.S. MAIL
Minnesota Pollution Control Agency

714 Lake Avenue, Suite 220

Detroit Lakes, MN  56501

Re:  ALASD comments on Draft of Lake Winona Phase III Modeling Report

Dear Jim,

Please consider this letter and enclosed memoranda as the ALASD’s comments on the draft Lake Winona Phase III Modeling Report made available on September 3, 2009 with data files made available on September 14, 16 & 18, 2009.  We anticipate that as the TMDL study progresses further comments may be forthcoming from the ALASD.  Due to overarching problems with the model and its application, the ALASD is withholding specific comments on the model’s application to Lake Winona at this time.  ALASD reserves the right to provide further comment if and when these issues are resolved.

The main focus of our concern and comments is that the BATHTUB modeling used in the Phase III report shows limited usefulness, poor calibration, and failure to consider a number of critical factors in determining how to bring water quality in Lake Winona up to standards.  Notwithstanding these shortcomings, the author’s comments and BATHTUB modeling makes clear that Lake Winona has a serious nutrient impairment problem, and that bringing Lake Winona up to standards will be very difficult. These concerns are addressed and discussed in more detail in the enclosed technical memoranda prepared by LimnoTech, Inc. dated September 28, 2009, and by Wenck Associates, Inc. dated July 2 and September 22, 2009.  ALASD requests that these technical memoranda be included as appendices to the final Phase III report and the Lake Winona TMDL report.
Given the complications outlined in the Phase III report, MPCA has a number of options at its disposal, none of which are particularly palatable to at least some stakeholders:

a. Change MPCA’s focus from achieving a clear-lake state to preventing water quality from getting worse, and maintaining beneficial uses currently being made such as boating and fishing.
b.  Maintain MPCA’s focus on achieving a clear-lake state, based on an in-lake total phosphorus standard of 60 µg/L.  This will likely require ALASD to spend approximately $12 million to achieve additional phosphorus reductions.  Without additional lake management measures, however, algae blooms will continue – or even increase, with clearer water – and beneficial uses will continue to be impaired.
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c. Maintain MPCA’s focus on achieving a clear-lake state, but adopt a site-specific water quality standard. This might negate the need for ALASD to spend an estimated $12 million to meet a very low phosphorus concentration, but as with (b) above, without additional lake management measures a clear-lake state will not be attained and beneficial uses will not be achieved. If a clear-lake state can be achieved at a higher in-lake phosphorus standard, for example ~100 µg/L, the ALASD would support adoption of this standard.

d. Implement lake management measures to address human-induced conditions including but not limited to, for example, seasonal draw-down to consolidate bottom sediments, re-establishment of submergent vegetation, and rough fish removal.  These measures could produce substantial impacts of their own.  This approach may affect water quality in downstream lakes, may require the use of rotenone to kill all fish in the lake, may require installation of fish barriers which would require DNR approval, and may achieve a clear-lake state that may foster submergent plant growth and again interfere with boating and fishing uses.

e. Move the ALASD discharge to a different location.  The Long Prairie River is not an option because of the TMDL in place there.  Moving the discharge across Fairgrounds Road to the north portion of Lake Winona may be an option.  Please note, however, that the BATHTUB model indicates only a minimal reduction in total phosphorus even with the complete removal of the ALASD discharge.
f. Allow for a phased implementation of the TMDL.  This may require something other than meeting a 60 µg/L in-lake phosphorus standard at a specific future date.  It may more likely require trial of several of the options discussed above, adopting what works and discarding what doesn’t. 

It is clear that whatever options are taken, the ALASD will continue to need to meet a phosphorus limit of 0.3 mg/L, or possibly lower depending on the options selected.  Any of the above options will require the active participation of the ALASD, and the ALASD is hopeful that some of these measures may – if implemented correctly – allow for water quality improvement in Lake Winona.  A key component of understanding the impacts of the TMDL on ALASD will be a review of the load and wasteload allocations, and projected effluent limits for the District.  If this information is available, please provide it to the District as soon as possible.  At the very least, please indicate whether this information will be included in the final Phase III report and/or in an upcoming draft TMDL report.
The overriding message from the Phase III report is that a phased approach to TMDL implementation is necessary.  Unless and until aggressive lake management measures are attempted, it is impossible to predict with certainty what nutrient reductions and/or restoration measures will be effective.  Based on the Phase III report and the enclosed technical memoranda, 
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it remains questionable whether a clear-lake state at 60 µg/L in-lake total phosphorus, if it can be achieved, will allow Lake Winona to attain its designated uses.  
The ALASD supports phased implementation of the TMDL, so that some or all of the above lake management options (drawdown, rough fish removal, north end discharge, or other methods) may be tried and evaluated for their effectiveness prior to the outlay of large capital costs that may not be needed or may prove inadequate in attaining the water quality standard.  
If you have any questions regarding these comments or would like to discuss them further, please contact me at 320-762-1135 or alasd@rea-alp.com.
Sincerely,

Bruce A. Nelson, Executive Director

Alexandria Lake Area Sanitary District

Enclosures: 
Memorandum by David Dilks of LimnoTech, Inc. (September 28, 2009) 

                 
Memorandum by Joe Bischoff of Wenck Associates, Inc. (July 2, 2009)
                 
Memorandum by Joe Bischoff of Wenck Associates, Inc. (September 22, 2009)
cc:
Jim Ziegler, Northwest Regional Division, MPCA

Rebecca Flood, Assistant Commissioner for Water Policy, MPCA


Paul Nelson, Board Chairman, ALASD


Morrie Grover, Attorney for ALASD


Steven W. Nyhus, Flaherty & Hood, P.A.


John Hall, Hall & Associates
