
 

Prepared by: EOR 

For Browns Creek Watershed District, October 2025 

2025 Toxic E. coli Sample Results 

 

 



  
  
  
   

E O R :  w a t e r  |  e c o l o g y  |  c o m m u n i t y                      P a g e  |  2  

EXECUTIVE SUMMARY 

The Minnesota Pollution Control Agency uses a type of bacteria called E. coli to help determine whether 
rivers, lakes, and streams may be contaminated by waste from people or animals. High levels of E. coli can 
mean there is a higher chance that other harmful germs are present, which could pose health risks to people, 
pets, and wildlife. However, E. coli on its own does not always mean dangerous germs are present, it signals 
that there may be a problem worth investigating. 

Over the years, the Brown’s Creek Watershed District (BCWD) has studied E. coli levels in the creek to better 
understand where the bacteria is coming from and whether conditions are improving. Earlier studies found 
E. coli levels were too high for safe recreation, such as wading or swimming. These studies suggested the 
bacteria may come from different sources along the creek, including a possible source upstream that affects 
multiple locations downstream. Later research showed the bacteria was not coming from human waste, and 
a 2017 study identified livestock as a possible source. A 2020 analysis showed encouraging results, with E. 
coli levels decreasing at several monitoring locations. However, levels were found to be increasing at the 
most downstream station before the creek discharges to the St. Croix River. 

In 2025, the District collected new water samples to better understand current health risks. Tests found a 
harmful type of E. coli in most samples, indicating there may be a public health concern. Based on these 
findings, the District recommends further investigation to identify where the bacteria is coming from and 
to determine appropriate actions to reduce risks and protect public health and recreation. 

BACKGROUND 

The Minnesota Pollution Control Agency (MPCA) uses the E. coli water quality standard to identify water 
bodies that may be contaminated with fecal waste. Higher levels of E. coli in the water have the potential 
to be accompanied by higher levels of pathogens and an increased risk of harm to human and ecological 
health. Varying survival rates of bacteria make it impossible to definitively state when pathogens are present 
simply with E.coli counts. 

Brown’s Creek Watershed District (BCWD) has completed several studies over the years to identify the risk 
of E.coli within the watershed. The 2012 Assessment of Brown’s Creek E. coli Impairment evaluated the Long 
Lake Tributary, North Branch and Main Branch of Brown’s Creek. The study found E. coli concentrations 
exceeded the recommended recreation limit. The study hypothesized that there may be different sources 
in the upper portion of the creek (upstream of Highway 15) than in the lower portion of the creek and there 
may be a single source of E. coli further upstream that is carried downstream through all sampled sites. In 
the 2017 Bacterial Source Assessment, it was concluded that the E.coli was not from human sources. The 
2017 study identified livestock as a possible source. The 2020 Trend Analysis showed that there was 
statistically significant long term trends for decreasing E.coli concentrations at McKusick Road and 
Stonebridge, however there is an increasing trend at the WOMP station (the last monitoring station before 
Brown’s Creek discharges to the St. Croix River) over the most recent ten year period.  
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BCWD with the Washington Conservation District (WCD) still monitor E.coli annually at Highway 15, 
McKusick Road, Stonebridge, and at the WOMP station and samples during the growing season exceeded 
the standard in 2023 and 2024, with the maximum concentrations often observed at the WOMP station.  

METHODS 

Routine monitoring has indicated E.coli within Browns creek is consistently exceeding MPCA standard of a 
126MPN/100mL monthly average. However, the data only consists of E. coli counts and does not provide 
information about potential pathogens. In the interest of understanding the potential impacts of this water 
quality concern to public health and recreation, during the 2025 monitoring season, one August and two 
September water quality samples were analyzed for primary pathogens of concern for fecal contamination. 
The four primary pathogens associated with E.coli counts are Campylobacter spp., Listeria spp., Salmonella 
spp., and Shiga toxin‐producing E. coli. EOR partnered with the WCD collect samples for pathogen analysis 
at the Minnesota Testing Valley for Campylobacter spp., Listeria spp., Salmonella spp., and Shiga toxin‐
producing E.coli. Samples were collected on 8/27/2025, 9/10/25, and 9/24/2025 as part of WCD routine 
sampling at the WOMP station. E.coli counts were sampled as part of the routine sampling and preliminary 
results are also included in the results section. 

RESULTS 

The results, summarized in Table 1. E.coli counts totals in MPN/100mL were provided as well as a positive 
or negative indication of the four pathogens. From the three samples, the E.coli count monthly mean 148 
MPN/100mL is above the MPCA standard of 126 MPN/100mL. 2025 E.coli pathogens results indicate that 
Shiga toxin producing E.coli was present in the 8/27/2025 and 9/24/2025 sample. Campylobacter spp., 
Listeria spp., Salmonella spp., were not present in the samples from this study. A copy of the Minnesota 
Valley Testing Results is included in Appendix A. 

Table 1: 2025 E.coli Pathogens Results 
SAMPLE 

DATE 
E.COLI 
COUNT 

(MPN/100ML) 

SHIGA 
TOXIN‐

PRODUCING 
E. COLI. 

SALMONELLA 
SPP. 

LISTERIA 
SPP. 

CAMPYLOBACTER 
SPP. 

8/27/2025 119 Present ‐ ‐ ‐ 

9/10/2025 124 ‐ ‐ ‐ ‐ 

9/24/2025 201 Present ‐ ‐ ‐ 

 

Shiga toxin‐producing E. coli. can cause gastrointestinal illness in humans and pets. Infections can occur via 
ingesting contaminated water or contact with an infected animal.  Shiga toxin‐producing E. coli. typically 
enters the water from the fecal waste of an infected animal.  Animals that typically are carriers of this 
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pathogen include ruminants; cattle, goats, sheep and deer would be most applicable examples of ruminants 
in the Minnesota landscape. 

The presence of Shiga toxin producing E.coli observed in the majority of water samples indicates there is a 
potential public health risk associated with E.coli counts recorded at the WOMP station. With the history of 
the high E.coli counts observed along Browns Creek.  EOR recommends conducting an E. coli source 
investigation to evaluate bacteria sources to Brown’s Creek and implement appropriate control activities. 
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APPENDIX A. MINNESOTA VALLEY TESTING LABORATORY RESULTS  

 


