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WClI infrastructure study seeks green solutions

BY WAYNE HURLEY, AICP
Our Hidden Infrastructure

When we discuss infrastructure, roads and bridges seem to get the most attention. While the things we see every day are very
important, there are real problems with ignoring the infrastructure that is beneath our feet.

Water Hazards: Inside Information on Infrastructure

Turn on a faucet and the water comes out. Flush a toilet and the water goes away. And when it rains? Well, that’s why we have
storm drains. Many of us take these things for granted. More and more communities are finding their water, wastewater and
storm water systems are old, tired and struggling to keep up with demand. In 2003, West Central Initiative (WCI) published a
study that showed the immediate need to replace aging city infrastructure—most of it 60-plus-year-old WPA projects. A whop-
ping $800 million is needed in the next 15 years for infrastructure in the nine counties of west central Minnesota alone.

Maybe you've heard all this before.

Many communities are working on their water systems right now, some are trying to figure out what to do, and others have
already done the repair and replacement—with mixed results. The truth is there’s no cookie-cutter solution to community’s
needs. Some towns have city water and sewer, some don’t. Some have one system, but not the other.

WCI was seeking a way to provide information about alternatives for infrastructure replacement and repair that are environ-
mentally AND economically friendly for communities. In late 2007, WCI contracted with Yellow Wood Associates to work with
three cities with varying infrastructure challenges and needs: Battle Lake, Brandon and Ottertail.

Yellow Wood used its Green Community Technologies® approach to help the communities evaluate the impact of applying
alternative technologies to municipal infrastructure and related services. The firm then created an outline of what any commu-

nity can do using readily available resources and information. WCl CONTINUES ON NEXT PAGE
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Study finds merit in tried-and-true green approaches

WCI CONTINUED FROM PREVIOUS PAGE

Six steps to assessing infrastructure
In a nutshell, Yellow Wood’s Green Community Technologies® approach includes these steps:

1. Understand community goals

2. Assess history and current conditions

3. Identify issues and opportunities

4. Consider conventional and alternative approaches
5. Recognize available resources

6. Partner for implementation

Your grandparents had the right idea

The cities were surprised to find that some of Yellow Wood'’s suggestions were rather old-fashioned, like collecting rain water
for non-drinking uses. The city of Brandon may implement some of these ideas—like rain barrels for every household—as time
and funding permit, said city council member Shelley Plessner.

In Ottertail, having aquifers and five lakes within the city limits means more water stewardship not less, according to Lee
Sherman, Ottertail city coordinator. Sherman stated that after working with Yellow Wood, they plan to make septic systems
a number one priority. City administration also sought advice on water conservation pointers the city could implement and
share with residents.

Wanda Berg-Vorgert, city clerk-treasurer for Battle Lake, agrees. “We're surrounded by lakes so it’s very important that we
look at green technologies,” she said. “We have an obligation to protect our lakes, especially when it comes to development.”

For those who express concern about the price tag for implementing alternative treatments like creating wetlands to filter
storm water run-off, “think of the costs of [environmental] clean up,” Berg-Vorgert said.

Representatives from all three of the cities felt it was helpful to have outside analysis of their infrastructure.

“We have a tendency not to see the forest because of the trees,” Sherman explained. “It was helpful for someone from outside
of the area to put things in a new light.”

“It was good to be able to sit down and brainstorm with knowledgeable people. It gave us a new perspective,” Plessner said.

“The information that [Battle Lake] learned will always be in the back of our minds whenever we do a new project,” Berg-Vorg-
ert said. “It will be a great resource for us to return to from now on.”

Would you like to learn more about assessing your city’s infrastructure?

W(CI has posted Yellow Wood’s outline of the process on their Web site at www.wcif.org. You can also contact Greg Wagner,
WCI economic development planner, at 800 735-2239, or greg@wcif.org.
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