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May 24, 2021 
 
U.S. Army Corps of Engineers, Omaha District 
CENWO-PMA-C Attn: Fort Peck Draft EIS Comments 
1616 Capitol Avenue 
Omaha, NE 68102-4901 
 
RE:  Comment on Fort Peck Test Releases Draft Environmental Impact Statement   
                   
The Missouri River Conservation Districts Council (MRCDC) is a coalition of the fifteen Conservation 
Districts located along the Missouri River in Montana.  Spanning 725 miles of River corridor, MRCDC 
seeks to be the united voice for conservation of the Missouri River, its tributaries, and its associated 
uplands.  We have been actively engaged in the development of the proposed action to test releases at 
Fort Peck Dam since the process began in 2019.  This involvement comprised of participating in scoping 
meetings, coordinating the irrigation pump site surveys in the summer and fall of 2020, working directly 
with USACE staff to answer questions specific to irrigation, and acting as a liaison between the USACE 
and the 140+ irrigators located downstream of Fort Peck Dam.  MRCDC is also an active member in the 
Missouri River Recovery and Implementation Committee (MRRIC). 

Given this close working relationship, MRCDC understands the vast amount of time and resources the 
USACE has expended in developing this DEIS.  We also recognize the efforts the USACE has made to 
listen to the concerns of irrigators.  While the document acknowledges some of these concerns raised by 
the irrigation community, the USACE proposed alternatives fail to properly address the colossal impact 
for farmers and ranchers (irrigators), agricultural businesses, and the four rural counties in the region.  
We appreciate the opportunity to comment on the Fort Peck Dam DEIS to highlight these concerns. 

 
Flow Targets/Timing 

The flow targets and timing specified in Alternative 1 and 2 do not adequately consider the needs of 
irrigation, except for the Attraction Flow of approximately 14,000-16,000 cfs which would not likely 
hinder a farmer or rancher’s ability to irrigate.  The remaining flow targets cause substantial problems, 
which will leave many irrigation pumps inoperable. 

1) The Spawning Cue Release(s) and 35,000 cfs flood target are too high.  Raising the river to such 
a level will flood irrigation pumps, electrical boxes, the roads to access pumps, and in some 
cases, flood cropland itself.  These damages were made evident during the irrigation pump site 
surveys in which surveyors were able to point to the estimated high-water mark of a 35,000 cfs 
high flow event.  Increases to this high flow have an exponentially negative impact to irrigation 
intakes.  Aside from the impacts caused by flooding equipment and land, the proposed high flow 
event will… 

a. Rip established cottonwood trees and other riparian vegetation from riverbanks.  The 
roots of these plants naturally assist in preventing the sloughing and erosion of riverbank.  
Removing them from the bank will leave the area at greater risk of erosion.  Furthermore, 



 
  

these large logs will then move down the river at high speeds and tear through floating 
irrigation pumps, causing irreplaceable damage.   

b. Hinder successful weed control efforts.  Farmers and ranchers invest substantial resources 
to manage the spread of noxious weeds along the River.  Flooding riverbank obliterates 
these attempts by spreading the seeds of these plants as well as the plants themselves and 
washing out any biocontrol agents that have been dispersed.   

c. Jeopardize water quality due to increased turbidity.  This increase in sediment in the 
water declines the quality of the water, which comes at a cost to the irrigator.  Excess 
sediment running through irrigation pumps and pipes will shorten the lifespan of the 
equipment.  This sediment will then be deposited onto irrigated fields.  This may equate 
to a decline in soil quality and will require additional inputs and fieldwork overtime to 
moderate.      

2) The flow release rate of change following this high-flow event occurs too rapidly and will lead to 
massive erosion of riverbank.  Erosion is already occurring on this stretch of the River under 
controlled management of the Dam.  A 20,000-27,000 cfs reduction in releases over the short 
span of two weeks will expedite erosion beyond an adaptable level.  This is a loss of property 
that can never be replaced – a loss of income for a farmer or rancher whose livelihood relies on 
the land and a loss of cultural and historical resources for the Fort Peck Assiniboine & Sioux 
Tribes.    

3) The proposed Drifting Flow is too low.  8,000 cfs is marginal in perfect situations from an 
irrigation standpoint.  This spring, for example, approximately half of all pump sites required 
additional work to become operable at 7,500 cfs.  This is a job that many would not be able to do 
after a July high water test.  Riverbed stability will differ greatly from in the spring when 
sandbars and areas above the water lines are generally dry and not too difficult to drive on with 
equipment.  After high flows recede, it will be wet, silt-ladened and likely unsafe to access.  
While 8,000 cfs is not an historically low flow, the river has changed dramatically since the flood 
in 2011.  8,000 cfs today appears to be the lowest many irrigators have seen the River in their 
lifetime.  The DEIS fails to consider the most recent 12 years of data, which is likely the most 
relevant.  Most irrigation pump sites require 10,500 cfs to irrigate comfortably now.   

 
Irrigation Impact Analysis  

The DEIS fails to illustrate the impact to irrigation and the corresponding impact to the economy of the 
region that relies largely on agriculture.   

1) High flow impacts were assessed in two different categories – side channel intakes and mainstem 
intakes.  The DEIS assumes that intakes located on a side channel will lose the ability to irrigate 
for the remainder of the season.  This is an accurate assumption; however, it only accounts for 
20% of the intakes located on the River.  Impacts to mainstem intakes should also consider 
losses to crop production.  While the sedimentation issues may not be as dire as those found on 
side channel intakes, there will still be a loss in crop production due to an inability to irrigate 
after high flows recede.   



 
  

a. Labor and equipment resources to get irrigation intakes back up and running after a tier 1 
or tier 2 event are quite limited on this stretch of the River.  If all 111 mainstem irrigation 
intakes need operation and maintenance, most will sit idle during prime irrigation season 
waiting for a contractor.  There is only one dredge and a few excavators run by a single 
agricultural equipment company in the four-county region.  The electric cooperatives in 
the area have indicated that they do not have the capacity to move the many electrical 
panels that power these floating irrigation pumps.  Furthermore, the stability of the 
riverbed after the high flow event (as mentioned previously) may render a contractor 
unwilling to work in the area due to safety concerns, while some mainstem pump sites 
may not be accessible in the first place.   

b. The River changes substantially from year to year, especially when the flow releases 
differ from standard management practices.  What was a mainstem intake one year may 
be a side channel intake the next due to a new sandbar forming in the middle of the river.   

Impacts to mainstem intakes need to be analyzed in the same way as side channel intakes.  Crops 
under irrigation would suffer greatly if not timely irrigated.  There will undoubtedly be partial or 
complete losses to crop production for all irrigation intakes.  Recognizing this, regional 
economic development losses will need to be considered for these mainstem intakes as well. 

2) The analysis specific to low flow impacts is unclear.  The DEIS does not indicate what low flow 
threshold the models begin assuming equates to a loss of access to water for irrigation.  Given 
the low estimated decrease in net farm income that the models conclude will occur (Alt 1: 2.9-
4%; Alt 2: 2.4-6.7%), this “no access” indicator appears to differ greatly from the on-the-ground 
perspective of an irrigator.  In the rare event that the high flow and subsequent drop in river flow 
has not already hindered a farmer’s ability to irrigate, the 8,000 cfs low flow certainly will.  This 
will result in a loss to crop yields (net farm income) far greater than the DEIS estimates.  
Additionally, this loss in crop production due to low flows will bear costs to the entire region.  

3) The estimates to the region’s economic impacts are surely understated (likely because they do 
not incorporate the loss in crop production from mainstem intakes).  For example, Sidney Sugars 
Incorporated, a leading economic driver for the region, has estimated that they could experience 
a loss of up to $25 million alone due to lost production by Missouri River irrigators.  Sidney 
Sugars leadership has also indicated that a loss such as this one, approximately 20% of their 
production, would put them out of business.  This impact will be felt by the entire region.  
Richland County will experience lost property tax revenue, while the Fort Peck Assiniboine and 
Sioux Tribes will lose a valuable employment partnership.  A detailed report of this economic 
impact was provided to the individuals contracted by the USACE in the summer of 2020 but 
does not appear to be included in the DEIS. 

The DEIS repeatedly describes the above impacts as “temporary” or “short-term”.  Most farmers 
derive their income solely from crop production, while ranchers derive theirs from cattle whose feed 
during the winter months is reliant on hay production during the summer.  Crop production is not a 
12 months out of the year revenue source.  Instead, these families’ sole source of income depends on 
the 4-6 month growing season that coincides with the proposed test flow implementation.  The 
agricultural economy is already struggling with many farmers and ranchers one lost crop away from 
going out of business.  The two alternatives proposed in the DEIS will put many out of business.  
This is not small.  This is not temporary.  This is a loss of permanent jobs, sales, and tax revenue to 



 
  

the county.  This could mean a loss of students at a dwindling rural school.  This could mean a loss 
to a volunteer on a rural fire or EMS department.  These are real, tangible losses to our rural 
communities that are already struggling to stay afloat. The values associated with each impact 
analysis warrant additional contextual consideration.  The on-the-ground consequences are 
substantial.   

Who will be paying for these impacts?  Crop insurance providers have indicated that this is a man-
made event and therefore would not qualify for crop insurance payments.  Even so, crop insurance 
would not account for the loss to our region’s agricultural businesses who would not have crops to 
purchase.  The USACE has indicated that they will not mitigate these losses.   

Many farmers may conclude that planting an irrigated crop is simply not a risk they are willing to 
take if either of the DEIS Alternatives were to be implemented.  Unfortunately, a transition to a less 
profitable dryland crop will still result in a negative economic impact to the farmer.   

 
Additional Recommendations 

• The DEIS indicates a desire to implement the first flow test in 2022.  If the flow test is indeed 
implemented, irrigators will need time to prepare their irrigation intakes, pump sites and 
cropping plans.  If irrigators pursue alternative funding sources to retrofit irrigation intake 
structures (which we are unsure is even possible under the proposed flow targets), a minimum of 
2 years will be required prior to the first test.  Additionally, many farmers operate on a rotational 
planting schedule with crop selections occurring 2 years or more in advance.  Oftentimes, 
farmers will contract their crop a year in advance to take advantage of higher commodity prices.  
A failure to deliver a contracted crop hurts both the agricultural business purchasing the crop as 
well as the farmer who is unable to fulfill their contract.  If the test flow absolutely must occur, 
the irrigation community will need far more time than the current schedule provides.  

• Potential use and damage of the Fort Peck Dam spillway puts downstream water users, such as 
irrigators, at risk.  The cost of repairing any spillway damages, estimated to be in the range of 
$20-40 million in the DEIS, may ultimately be passed down to ratepayers, such as irrigators who 
will already be facing undue financial hardship following a test flow.  

• Flow tests should not be implemented unless the best estimate of climatical and hydrological 
conditions support conclusion the full tests can be performed. Partial flow test years should only 
be the result of conditions contrary to the projections and forecasting. 

• The drought monitor for the region needs to be considered in the list of necessary conditions to 
implement a test flow.  If the region is already experiencing a drought, their crops cannot afford 
to risk a loss of irrigation that year. 

• The test flow should not be implemented back-to-back years.  The year after a test flow could 
equate to additional impacts on its own due to less water in the Reservoir after high releases.  
Moreover, if an irrigator can bounce back after a test flow, they may not be able to bounce back 
after another one.  



• The USACE needs to improve their public participation strategy when the Final EIS is released
for comment.  The DEIS is a complex, 600-page document without accounting for the
corresponding supplemental information.  Amid a drought and busy planting season, the
irrigation community cannot be expected to fully understand the consequences of the proposed
action by joining poorly advertised virtual public meetings; notably, one of which did not even
include an accurate link to join.  The next round of public comments necessitates well-
advertised, in-person public meetings.

• The USACE will need to consult with the Fort Peck Assiniboine and Sioux Tribes.  We have
worked closely with their leadership during this process, and it is apparent that the government-
to-government consultation with the Tribes and the USACE has not occurred.  They stand to lose
just as much as the private irrigators downstream of the Dam, and they have not been afforded
their opportunity to express this concern.

Again, we appreciate the opportunity to comment on the Fort Peck Test Releases Draft EIS.  The 
proposed action jeopardizes an important congressionally authorized purpose of the Fort Peck Dam and 
puts the USACE at risk of a regulatory taking.  We are all losers in this game, except for potentially the 
pallid sturgeon.  The ends do not justify the means and for this reason, we hope the USACE will pursue 
the No Action Alternative. 

If you have any questions, they can be directed to Liv Holt at 406-581-3996 or mrcdc@macdnet.org. 

Sincerely, 

Bruce Anderson, Chairman 
Missouri River Conservation Districts Council 
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