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WRITTEN TESTIMONY:
UNITED STATES SENATE

COMMITTEE ON ENVIRONMENT & PUBLIC WORKS

COMMITTEE HEARING

A REVIEW OF THE 2011 FLOODS AND THE CONDITION OF THE NATION’S FLOOD CONTROL SYSTEMS

Chairman Boxer and members of the United States Committee on Environment and Public Works:

I would like to thank you for this opportunity to provide written testimony for the record of your hearing regarding the review of the 2011 floods and the condition of the nation’s flood control system.  As chairman of the Missouri Levee and Drainage District Association I represent levee and drainage districts, businesses, associations and individuals interested in the activities and issues surrounding the Missouri River and its tributaries.  I understand the importance of this committee’s work as it relates to flood control and the protection of human lives and property.  I am honored to have this opportunity to provide comments on behalf of the levee association’s membership and fellow Missourians who have been impacted by flooding this year.

I am a seventh generation Missouri farmer.  My family farming operation produces corn, soybeans, wheat and alfalfa in the highly productive bottomlands along the Missouri River.  As president of three local levee and drainage districts, I know and understand the importance levees play in protecting the lives and property in my community.

The levees in my community are mostly non-federal levees built by past generations of farmers and landowners.  Forward thinking farmers like my grandfather and great-grandfather understood the need for flood protection and the value of protecting the fertile soils along the river.  As agricultural communities began to prosper along the river, the levees became even more important in the protection of lives and businesses.  Later the federal government through Congress realized the importance of flood protection and constructed federal levee systems along the Missouri River.

Today, a system of federal, non-federal and private levees line the Missouri River and provide flood control protection to millions of people, thousands of communities and numerous businesses in the Midwest.  The same holds true for the Mississippi River where huge federal levees have allowed communities to grow and prosper.  Behind these levees on the Missouri and Mississippi Rivers businesses and infrastructure have grown creating jobs and opportunity for economic growth.  Some of the nation’s most productive farmland can be found in the Midwest and much of it is also protected by levees.

Levees along the rivers in the heartland of our country protect much more than just farmland and homes.  Critical infrastructure, railroads, grain elevators, implement dealerships, factories, schools, parks and many other businesses and infrastructure which fuel the nation’s growth are located behind and protected by the systems of levees designed to provide flood control.  In Missouri, over one-third of our annual cropland production occurs in the 100-year floodplain and is protected by flood control levees.

Levees are a vital part of flood control.  They work!  According to the U.S. Army Corps of Engineers, with an investment of $10 Billion, the flood control project located just in the lower valley of the Mississippi River has prevented $230 Billion in damages since 1927.  Spending one dollar to save twenty-three dollars was a wise investment then and would still be a wise investment today.  In 1993 alone, flood control measures prevented $20 Billion in damages. Investing in levees and flood control projects is something today’s congress should embrace when seeking ways to create private jobs and restore fiscal value to the nation’s spending.

This year, floods along the Missouri and Mississippi Rivers have devastated levees along both rivers and floodwater has taken a large toll on the economy of the state, the Midwest and the nation.  The destruction began in May of 2011.  I watched with a heavy heart and my stomach sank when the Army Corps of Engineers blew up three levees in southeast Missouri, flooding 200 square miles of homes, fields, businesses and other property.  Later, during the spring and summer months, I watched as the Army Corps of Engineers made historic releases of water from the Missouri Reservoir System, which flooded over 300,000 acres, thousands of homes and inundated entire communities and cities in the pathway.

If you visit Holt, Atchison, Buchanan, Mississippi and New Madrid counties today, you will find dead trees and ruined land.  People who once drove 20 miles to work have to drive 300 miles because bridges over the Missouri River are still closed. In the communities of Craig and Rock Port, Missouri, a recycling plant is closed, a renewable energy plant has closed, the City Manager of Craig worked all summer flood fighting without pay and 500 people are still without drinking water. During the flood, pumps burned expensive diesel fuel and railroads were closed and re-routed thousands of miles. This was not a three-day flood, like normal floods, this flood has lasted over 3 months. An entire crop production year was lost.  

With your permission, I would like to add the attached document, written by the Holt County, Missouri, Assessor, Carla Markt, and County Clerk, Kathy J. Kunkel, to the record of the committee’s hearing.  Their story paints a very good picture of the impacts flooding has had on their county in northwest Missouri.  This is an area hit hardest by the releases from the Missouri River Reservoirs and the suffering in Northwest Missouri continues today.

Many levees along the Missouri River were damaged by the high reservoir releases.  At the same time, many levee preformed exceptionally well.  Levees withstood months of high water and pressure against them.  For the few that failed many more did not.  We heard about the levees that failed along the river and the damage the floodwater caused.  But little has been said about those levees that did not fail and the millions of dollars worth of damage levees prevented this year.  The truth is levees work and levees do provide flood protection.  Levees save lives and property and levees allow productive Americans to work and boost our economy.

I am especially concerned now with the levees damaged this year.  These levees need to be repaired as soon as possible.  Repairing damaged federal and non-federal levees enrolled in the Corps of Engineers Levee Rehabilitation Program under Public Law 84-99 is the responsibility of the Corps of Engineers and local sponsors.  I want you to know the local sponsors are ready and eager to get levee repairs underway and completed before next spring’s rainy season and the coming winter’s snow melt.  Unfortunately, I must report to you the United States Army Corps of Engineers is far from ready to accomplish this task.  In fact, I do not believe the levees damaged in 2011 will all be repaired this time next year or even the year after next.

While the Corps of Engineers did an outstanding job helping citizens flood fight and protect their homes and property, I am very disappointed in the actions of the Corps as we move into the recovery and rehabilitation phase of the Corps responsibility.  The Corps inaction and lack of focus on flood control will cause delays and ultimately cause some levees to never be repaired.  It is a shame how the United States Army Corps of Engineers has changed from the federal government’s premier economic development agency to an agency whose commitment to flood control success has materially weakened.  

After blowing up our levees and emptying the lakes onto our land, the Corps should be rushing to make things right, yet there has been no action that would signal to the thousands of flood victims that the disaster will not be repeated next year. Missouri flood victims have been flooded with as much delay and red tape as floodwater.  Now the Division leaders tell us they may not be able or willing to fix the damaged levees.  I hear no advocacy from the Corps on even the basic Public Law 84-99 mission of restoring protection of eligible levees.  In fact, I was invited to join the Corps in Denver, Colorado to talk with federal officials about alternatives to flood protection.  Think about that for just a minute.  Denver, Colorado. There were times this year I thought the Corps of Engineers might release enough water to flood Denver, Colorado, but to the best of my knowledge no one in Denver was flooded by the Missouri River.  It is ironic the Corps wants to discuss alternatives to repairing levees in the bottomlands along the Rivers at a meeting held thousands of miles away in the Mile High City.

In southeast Missouri, rather than the Government expediting re-construction of what the Corps of Engineers destroyed, the government required a time-consuming Environmental Assessment just to rebuild what the Corps blew up. In northwest Missouri the Government is pushing for non-structural alternatives to repairing levees and moving entire communities away from their life-long homes.  I don’t think the hardest hit counties in Missouri have even had a single visit by a Commanding General.  The Corps of Engineers, the President and the Congress know there are obligations for these disaster-declared areas, yet no new money has been formally requested or appropriated.  Instead the objective seems to be to make productive bottomlands “closed for business”.  This is at odds with producing a safe and inexpensive food supply, creating jobs and is insulting to people who live and work throughout our country.

Work on levee repairs needs to begin now.  It takes over 200 days to rebuild a breached levee with a process comprised of more paperwork than bulldozer work.  This massive process has over 170 steps and many hoops for local sponsors to jump through.  It is imperative for the Corps of Engineers to turn their focus away from creating parks, and conducting super-sized science experiments with the United States Fish and Wildlife Service and refocus their priorities on flood control.

I encourage this committee to begin the recovery effort by funding the levee repairs, which will create jobs and put the economy of the damaged regions back on track.  If you act now, we can keep and grow jobs along our rivers, which impact the entire nation.  If you do not act now and the Corps of Engineers is allowed to sit idle, private sector jobs will be lost, people will continue to suffer and some of the nation’s most productive agricultural farmland will be lost.

Flood Control has taken a back seat in discussions relating to our nation’s rivers.  Endangered species and habitat creation have become the focus of the Corps of Engineers. However, if ever there was a time to focus on flood control it is now. There are many ways to help the threatened and endangered species found in and along our Rivers, but using a system designed to protect human lives and property should not be one of them.  The federal government has spent and continues to spend millions of dollars on superficial studies and half-baked science experiments in an effort to answer questions, which boil down to how to use the flood control systems to benefit the environment and wildlife.

It is high time the question be changed back to how can we best improve flood control, protect human lives, property and the economy of the Midwest and the nation.  The focus on flood control has been misplaced and it is my hope, if nothing else good comes from the horrific events we have experienced this year, the focus on flood control will once again be placed in the forefront, where it has always belonged.

Your committee has important work to do.  I appreciate your willingness to serve our country and lead us through these difficult financial times.  I encourage you to push flood control forward, fund levee repairs and put the economic engine along the Missouri and Mississippi Rivers back into motion.  Members of the Missouri Levee and Drainage District Association and my friends and neighbors in Missouri will be looking for you to begin the recovery and rehabilitation process. 

Thank you,

Tom Waters, Chairman

Missouri Levee and Drainage District Association
36257 Highway Z

Orrick, Missouri 64077
APPENDIX:

Document written by the Holt County, Missouri, Assessor and County Clerk
Letter to the Editor:

Holt County: A Story of Devastation by Design 




August 15, 2011

Taken from the pages of the Master Manual of the US Army Corps of Engineers

Over the past three months Holt County, Missouri has experienced devastating flooding caused as the Missouri River reached historic heights. The vastness of the 2011 Flood can only be recognized when visualizing a city the size of Chicago, Illinois - at 234 square miles - under water. Sixteen non-federal levees are breached or overtopped with 165,000 acres of land flooded, five communities are under evacuation, 162 miles of roadway are submerged, rural water supply lines are severed, over 600 people are displaced and hundreds of businesses are impacted. This is not a typical flash flood. Up to ten feet of water has been in our homes and over our land for 60 days with heavy current and waves. Our green fields of summer have taken on the look of an endless lake and the smell of an old tackle box. Mosquitoes have invaded our summer breezes and tragedy has taken up residency in our communities.
But our story cannot be told in facts and figures alone. To understand what is happening in Holt County, history must be reviewed. Holt County is situated in the northwest corner of Missouri where Nebraska and Kansas’ property lines meet. With just over 4,900 citizens, Holt County is small in people, but large in land acreage and steeped in a rural way of life that extends back over 170 years. Holt County is blessed with the Missouri River, which runs for a length of 52 miles on the western border. During early settlement large sections of the river floodplain were cleared of forested stands and swamplands drained to unveil fertile farmlands. Our communities and rural culture developed over time as the floodplain was converted to profitable cropland for economic development. Our identity is tied to the land and the bounty it provides.
In the 1930s the United States Government set in motion a plan to harness the Missouri River basin into a channeled river for flood control and navigation. This was a time of great strife in our nation, when it was important to put people to work and to generate our own food without relying on other nations for their support. Urban and rural interests were much the same as we found common ground in channelizing the river for flood control, navigation and harnessing its hydroelectric power. The reservoir system was developed to capture upstream storage from snowmelt and rains and the lower Missouri River basin was fortified with earthen levees and channeled to allow for navigation and flood control. With the occasional large-scale flood, such as 1952 and 1993, this system design worked well and afforded the protections needed for communities to prosper and agricultural pursuits to thrive in the protected floodplains of the basin. This system was placed under the control of the United States Army Corps of Engineers (USACE) and management was dictated by the Master Manual with eight defined goals: flood control, navigation, hydroelectric power, water supply, irrigation, recreation and fish and wildlife.
As our nation grew and enjoyed prosperity, recreational pursuits and environmental interest gained popularity in our culture. Our national priorities shifted as urban and rural citizens found their core values diverging. Fast forward to the 1990s when the Master Manual went through a 14-year revisionary process, which was completed in 2004. One primary purpose of the revision was to implement provisions of the Endangered Species Act to the design of the Master Manual. It was determined that the river must be managed to allow habitat for the endangered pallid sturgeon, piping plover and least tern. Latest revisions in March 2006 included the introduction of the Artificial Spring Rise or Spring Pulse, which has the USACE hold water in the lakes above the dams to a higher threshold than in previous years of operations. Then a quick release of waters into the lower portion of the Missouri River is intended to create a more natural, spring flood-like occurrence on the lower river habitat.  A major part of the revision process is the concept of restoring segments of the river basins to a pre-Lewis and Clark like status, with little to no main channel and opportunity for the river to have a low-water meandering flow throughout the basin in certain reclaimed areas. This Mitigation Plan is fully funded by Congress and allows the USACE to purchase ground from willing sellers along the river for reclamation. The project goal is to purchase and restore 166,750 acres of current farmland south of Sioux City, Iowa to the mouth of the Missouri at St. Louis. Over 56,000 acres have been acquired since Brigadier General David A. Fastabend signed a Record of Decision on June 12, 2003 to begin the program.
It is here that Holt County slid into devastation by design. The impact of this restoration project on Holt County has been overwhelming, as over 7,000 acres have been purchased here. Mitigation has occurred on those acres to restore the river including the formation of pallid sturgeon chutes, the removal or notching of dikes, and pushing topsoil off into the river channel to allow for low water flow areas. The implementation of the artificial spring rise in conjunction with the mitigation measures has had a detrimental effect on Holt County. A series of non-federal levees in the county have seen overtopping and breaches due to the increased spring flow coupled with localized rainfall creating flooding conditions in May 2007, June 2008, April 2009, June and July 2010 and ongoing since May 2011. With the 2011 Flooding event reaching historic heights at the Rulo, Nebraska gauge (27.26 ft). The 2011 flooding has been the most devastating by far - surpassing the 1952 and 1993 river levels by over a foot. The river management focus on fish and wildlife is the primary cause of the recent flooding and should be corrected immediately by placing flood control as the utmost priority.

Recurrent flooding has had a negative impact on the economic, cultural and social foundations of Holt County. The erosion of the tax base as private landowners sell their property to the USACE for mitigation projects has been a flagship cause of Holt County government. The federal Payment In Lieu of Taxes (PILT) program, which replaces pennies on the dollar of lost tax revenue, has been successfully supplemented in Holt County by a crop revenue sharing program. The revenue sharing program has 75% of the revenue generated through cash renting the USACE farm ground distributed back to the local taxing jurisdictions at an average of $96,500 per year. This distribution program has been an asset for Holt County as the PILT program is only funded at 40% of the land’s value and has steadily declined since 1990 when it was funded at 93.5%. However, the USACE continues to actively seek ground to add to the mitigation sites in Holt County, even sending landowners letters asking to buy ground at the onset of the 2011 Flooding event.  As the USACE purchases ground the reimbursement for local taxes dwindles yearly until the land is virtually exempt.
Repetitive flooding by design has devalued cropland in our county by rendering it useless as sand dunes and scour holes mar once fertile soil and debris clutters land where corn and soybeans once were grown.  Landowners are left with little choice but to sell their ground to the USACE for the mitigation program. Crop loss for the 2010 Flood was estimated at $40,000,000.00 with crop loss in the 2011 Flood estimated at $109,000,000.00. These figures do not take into account the dollars needed to bring a flooded field back into production capability, if possible. But agriculture is not the only business suffering loss.
The destruction of real estate, personal property, levees, roads, bridges, railroad tracks, electrical power, cellular communications towers, water supplies, homes and churches is enormous – even in a rural area. The closure of Interstate 29 Highway has created such significant reduction in traffic that businesses, which have not been touched by water, have closed due to the flooding. The repetitive loss of Big Lake State Park and its associated summer vacationers has taken a significant bite out of local sales tax dollars. The loss of jobs and the movement of citizens have forever changed the landscape of our county.

Ten years ago Holt Countians and visitors alike could go the river to fish, hunt, boat, Jet Ski, tube, ski and picnic on the sandbars. The river’s flow was more even and moved at a slower pace. The animals, birds and people all enjoyed the river. The river’s banks were stabilized with rock dikes and trees and vegetation grew along with croplands that provide cover and food for native birds and animals. Floods generally occurred every ten years on average and were not large-scale devastative events. The Master Manual management strategies since 2006 have created a Missouri River that runs faster, deeper and more erratic. Sandbars (that benefited the piping plover) are eaten away with the current and the pallid sturgeon’s low-water chutes have served only to speed swift current water directly at the earthen levees designed to hem the river water into the channel. This flow is causing 40 to 60 foot holes endangering the substructure of the levees and requiring round-the-clock surveillance to maintain the levees under harsh conditions. The increased river heights in 2007, 2008, and 2010 created a situation where local tributaries could not void naturally into the abnormally high river. The 2011 Flooding event is unique in that all flooding is from Missouri River water released at historic rates (up to 165,000 cubic feet per second) from the Gavin’s Point Dam in Yankton, South Dakota. That is up to eight times greater than a normal release flow. Although the releases were required to offset unusually high snow pack and rainfall in the upper Missouri River Basin, the fact remains that the lake reservoirs above the dams were not prepared for above normal snowfall or rain. The management of the lake levels since 2006 has created a river system designed for recreational benefit at the dams and a water release schedule based on environmental aims rather than flood control.
In Holt County we believe our citizens’ long history with the Missouri River and our recent experience with the revised Master Manual of the USACE gives us an educated voice and a common sense approach as we call for change. The Master Manual must be prioritized with flood control as the primary focus of the management strategy. All other pursuits of the varying stakeholders within the basin can be achieved in some measure if flood control is maintained.  We understand that recreation dollars are just as important to South Dakota’s counties as agricultural dollars are to us. We also understand that urban centers have vital interests along the river, just as we do, and that clean drinking water and a reliable source of irrigation must be priorities. There is a place for fish and wildlife management, but it should never be given priority above the people of our nation. There must be common ground between all stakeholders and the Master Manual must be a guide that reflects a balanced approach to the varying interests beyond flood control.
We continue to believe the Missouri River is an asset to our county, our state and our nation. Further we believe that as we once again face difficulties in our nation, the basic concepts of putting people back to work, growing our own food, building our businesses, providing for rail and interstate commerce and ensuring transportation of goods and services are vital to our success. Solid flood control management of the Missouri River will help us achieve these goals.
Kathy J. Kunkel, Holt County Clerk
Carla Markt, Holt County Assessor

Respectfully Submitted by:

Tom Waters, Chairman

Missouri Levee and Drainage District Association
