
What are the potential impacts from trench dewatering? 

- Shallow groundwater is critical to wetland ecosystems, wild rice habitat and connected surface waters like 
streams and lakes, as described in this EIS. E.g., on page 5-14 they wrote “Water table aquifers are 
inherently more vulnerable to construction and spill impacts because they are in direct contact with the land 
surface.”  

- Trench dewatering draws down the water table in the vicinity of the pumping. That means more soil is dried 
out, and things like pools of water the surface or streams that flow out of a wetland may dry up. Those 
effects could be temporary or could be long-term based on the characteristics of the surficial aquifers and 
where/when aquifer recharge occurs. 

- Enbridge is infiltrating the water “nearby”, but it may be into a different surficial aquifer than that from 
which it was removed. Therefore, any given wetland may experience a longer dry period than Enbridge and 
DNR assert. DNR waived the normal requirement that a permittee characterize the aquifer (in terms of 
spatial extent, thickness, type, hydraulic characteristics, etc.) so no one knows how to recharge the 
impacted aquifers. 

- The water from 8-10 feet underground will have different properties – e.g., temperature, pH and dissolved 
organic compounds – than the water that is normally precipitated onto the ground. This can disrupt the life 
cycles of plants, aquatic organisms, etc.  

How is a well point system different than a traditional trench dewatering system? 

A traditional trench dewatering system pumps water as it collects in the trench. A well point system works by 
pumping water from the ground around the trench, before the water seeps into the trench itself. According to 
Enbridge’s plans, the well points will be installed about two feet below the level of the trench. Therefore, 
instead of the water table in the vicinity of the trench and beyond being drawn down to a level of 8 feet below 
ground surface, which is the target depth of the trench bottom, the water table will be drawn down to 10 feet 
below ground surface. That is an increase of 20% or more in water table drawdown.  

Furthermore, this larger drawdown of the water table inherently widens the zone of impact. The figures below 
show a conceptual model of the difference between traditional trench dewatering a well point system. Note 
that the slopes of the water table shown are idealized, and may be steeper (meaning a narrower zone of impact) 
or much shallower (meaning a much wider zone of impact) depending on aquifer characteristics. 

 

 

 

i. Trench with no 
dewatering. Water 

level in the trench is 
equivalent to the 

water table. 



 

 

 

 

 

Considering this change, groundwater availability to wetland ecosystems and to connected surface waters can 
no longer be assumed to be minor. 

Enbridge’s original request submitted in January 2021 claimed that an unseasonably warm winter led to more 
dewatering than expected. Does that stand up to scrutiny? 

Average temperatures in Brainerd were somewhat higher than “normal” in December and January, and 
significantly lower than “normal” in February. Note that all “normals” are rising due to global warming. 

Month Observed average 
daily high (deg F) 

Normal average 
daily high (deg F) 

Observed 
average daily 
low (deg F) 

Normal 
average daily 
low (deg F) 

December 2020 28.8 24 11 6.6 
January 2021 26.3 21.5 10.5 0.8 
February 2021 16 27 -3.8 6.3 

 

ii. Trench with traditional 
dewatering. The water 
table is drawn down to 
the level of the trench 
bottom (~8 feet below 
ground surface). The 
width of the zone of 

impact will vary 
depending on the 

hydraulic properties of 
the aquifer. 

iii. Trench with well point 
dewatering. The water 
table is drawn down to 
approximately 10 feet 

deep, thus widening the 
zone of impact and 

removing a much larger 
volume of water. The 
width of the zone of 

impact will vary 
depending on the 

hydraulic properties of 
the aquifer. 



As DNR’s own webpage reports, Minnesota is expected to have more frequent warm periods during winter so 
Enbridge and DNR could have and should have anticipated this.  

Also, even if a warm winter caused there to be more dewatering in winter months, this does not explain why 
they needed so much more water during the summer. They should have needed at most another 510 million 
gallons of appropriations for the summer if their initial predictions and plans had been correct. Their 
documentation reports that they expected to reach the initial total appropriations around June 1. 

In the EIS, did Enbridge describe the well point system they now intend to use at many or most wetland locations? 

No, in the EIS they did not describe the details of how they would conduct dewatering. The Environmental 
Protection Plan submitted with the Antidegradation Review has more detail, and says  

“Enbridge may need to employ a well point system for dewatering at some road bores, utility 
crossings, mainline valve excavations, and as required by site-specific conditions. A well point 
system will be utilized when traditional dewatering techniques cannot keep up with the rate of 
groundwater recharge into the excavation”. (EPP 5.1) 

This led the public to believe that the well point systems would be only very rarely used, whereas the new 
amended permit makes them ubiquitious in the dewatering strategy. 

Enbridge is not installing these well point systems only because the traditional dewatering cannot keep up. The 
amended permit applications and findings of fact also report that Enbridge has encountered more water than it 
expected, because they wrongly assumed this route would be just like the previous Alberta Clipper route. 
Enbridge asserting that they need to use well points now because they misunderstood Minnesota’s 
groundwater is like a petroleum refinery saying it needs permission to discharge more pollution because it 
misunderstood how refineries work. 

And, the permit materials reveal that MPCA asked Enbridge to switch to well point systems to reduce turbidity, 
indicating that Enbridge was having problems with suspended sediment. MPCA has not answered questions 
from the public about how many enforcement actions are underway.  

Why should this amendment have had a supplemental EIS? 

Any reasonable person – including, apparently, Enbridge’s own scientists and engineers – would not have 
imagined Enbridge would ultimately request this magnitude of water withdrawal from the most shallow 
aquifers.  

- No other water appropriations project permitted by the state of Minnesota between 1988 and 2018 
involved this much withdrawal from such shallow depths. There are many permits with much higher 
volumes, e.g. for power generation, municipal water supplies and industrial processing, but those water 
uses are at discrete locations (as opposed to this spread over a wide area) and are from deeper aquifers that 
are more well understood. 

Here’s a list of some permits that are most comparable: 

 
Permit holder Million 

gallons per 
year allowed 
by permit 

Total gallons 
actually 
pumped 
(million gal) 

Well depth (feet) Purpose 

Enbridge 
(this permit) 

4983   Construction 
dewatering 

American 
Plumbing 

7884 None reported None listed, likely 
shallow 

Construction 
dewatering 



Giles Properties 2080 648 (1 year) None listed, likely 
shallow 

Construction 
dewatering 

Metropolitan 
Council 

1651 7.4 (1 year) 63 Water level 
maintenance 

Knutson 
Construction 
Services 

1560 223 (over 2 
years) 

None listed, likely 
shallow 

Construction 
dewatering 

Metropolitan 
Council 

1500 3288 (over 6 
years) 

12 Groundwater 
dewatering 

LaTour 
Construction 

1000 803 (over 2 
years) 

None listed, likely 
shallow 

Construction 
dewatering 

From .xls titled “Water Use Data – 1988-2018” on DNR website, retrieved 6/15/21 
https://www.dnr.state.mn.us/waters/watermgmt_section/appropriations/wateruse.html 

 
- We (the public) would have reasonably assumed a much smaller volume when we vetted the original EIS. In 

other words, the fact that Enbridge did not know how much they would want at the time of the EIS does not 
mean the public granted them an unlimited pass on water appropriations.  

 


