
 

 

 

April 24, 2017 

 

U.S. Army Corps of Engineers 

Omaha District  

ATTN: CENWO-PM-AC 

1616 Capitol Avenue  

Omaha, NE 68102  

 

Background 

The Izaak Walton League of America (League) appreciates this opportunity to provide 

comments on the Missouri River Recovery Management Plan Draft Environmental Impact 

Statement (MRRMP-DEIS). The League is a conservation organization that was founded in 

1922.  Today we have over 42,000 members in 230 chapters nationwide.  Nearly 13,000 of our 

members live within the Missouri River basin states and recreate year-round on or along the 

river.   

 

The Missouri River system provides over $2 billion in annual benefits to the American people.  

The river is home to a tremendous variety of fish and wildlife.  It provides world class 

recreational opportunities and is an important quality of life component for residents of the basin 

and the tens of thousands of visitors who enjoy its many outdoor activities.  The river is a 

critically important economic engine that’s vital to local, regional, and the national economies. 

Activities on and along the river support many businesses and manufacturers.  The Missouri 

River is the source of drinking water for millions of people.  

 

Over the past 150 years, a host of man-made alterations have greatly changed the Missouri 

River. The river was transformed from a wide, shallow, slow moving river, to one dominated by 

channelization on the lower third and impounded by six large reservoirs in the upper basin.  The 

river also suffers from loss of flood plain connectivity due to the Bank Stabilization and 

Navigation Project (BSNP) and a series of levees. These changes have contributed to a drastic 

decline in the overall health of the river. 

 

With respect to the draft plan, we do not support adoption of any the proposed alternatives - and 

the League strongly opposes Alternative 3.  The League has serious concerns with the Corps’ 

preferred Alternative 3 which we’ll detail later in these comments.  We strongly urge the Corps 

to reformulate a new alternative in the final EIS to include recovery actions that: 

 

 Reconnect the river to its floodplain 

 Restore wetlands 

 Provide quality habitat for self-sustaining populations of fish and wildlife 

 Incorporate BSNP Mitigation in recovery actions 

 Utilize natural processes for habitat restoration whenever possible 

 

We believe these actions will also provide additional benefits, such as improved water quality, 

flood risk reduction, and increased recreational opportunities.   
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We wholeheartedly support increased monitoring and research on the river and for habitat 

recovery projects. We support aspects of the proposed Adaptive Management Plan that allow for 

any needed modification of recovery actions. We also back robust future funding for all of these 

efforts.   

 

We believe the range of the proposed alternatives is extremely narrow. While all the proposed 

alternatives contain management actions designed to recover pallid sturgeon, piping plovers, and 

least terns we don’t feel the proposed alternatives go far enough to restore the river and its 

aquatic and terrestrial habitat.  We urge the Corps to select recovery actions that will also benefit 

the wide variety of other Missouri River fish and wildlife species.  

 

For decades the Missouri River has not been allowed to be itself. The man-made changes have, 

for the most part, kept the river in a straightjacket. The League wants the Corps to select 

recovery actions that allow the river to resume a more natural state, in selected areas such as on 

federal and state land and on land acquired from willing sellers, and let it heal itself. 

   

We want to see recovery actions selected that restore wetlands and backwater areas to reconnect 

the river to its floodplain. We also favor additional top width widening projects such as Deer 

Island to create slow, shallow water habitat. We strongly support the inclusion of the Bank 

Stabilization and Navigation Project Mitigation in the recovery process. We want to see the 

removal of man-made pinch points on the lower river. This can be done with more levee 

setbacks, reducing flood risk and lowering the river’s stage, especially during high flow events.    

 

We favor actions that provide the best opportunities for recovery of the pallid sturgeon, piping 

plover, and least tern, as well as leading to self-sustaining populations of other native fish and 

wildlife. We support actions that bring back aspects of the natural river and the historic Missouri 

River flows. We believe these efforts will be good for the health of the river, the listed species, 

native fish and wildlife, and all the people of the basin. 

 

After reviewing this very complex MRRMP-DEIS we respectfully ask you to consider our 

comments and questions on the following: 

 

 The proposed alternatives 

 Pallid sturgeon 

 Least terns and piping plovers 

 Water quality 

 Bank stabilization and navigation project 

 Mitigation of the BSNP 

 Recreation 

 Fish and wildlife 

 Invasive Species 

 Land Use 

 Flood Risk 

 Missouri River Recovery Implementation Committee (MRRIC)  

 Suggested edits and corrections 

 

The Proposed Alternatives 

Alternative 1 – No Action (Current System Operation and Current MRRP Implementation) 

Alternative 2 – U.S. Fish and Wildlife Service 2003 Biological Opinion Projected Actions 
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Alternative 3 – Mechanical Construction Only 

Alternative 4 – Spring ESH Creating Release 

Alternative 5 – Fall ESH Creating Release 

Alternative 6 – Pallid Sturgeon Spawning Cue 

 

The overall size and complexity of the MRRMP-DEIS depicts the immensity of the process 

before the U.S. Army Corps of Engineers (Corps) to restore habitat along America’s longest 

river.  As specified in the DEIS (V2-page 111), the past 150 years has seen many man-made 

alterations that have greatly changed the Missouri River. The river was transformed from a wide, 

shallow, slow moving river, to one that’s now dominated by channelization on the lower third 

and impounded by six large reservoirs in the upper basin.  The river is also suffering from the 

loss of flood plain connectivity from the Bank Stabilization and Navigation Project (BSNP) and 

a series of levees.  These changes have contributed to a drastic decline in the overall health of the 

river.  The river’s floodplain, once rich with fish and wildlife habitat, has been converted to 

agriculture, urban areas, and huge open water reservoirs. 

 

The League vigorously supports recovery actions that will reconnect the river to its floodplain, 

restore wetlands, and provide habitat for self-sustaining populations of fish and wildlife.  These 

actions will also provide additional benefits including improved water quality, reduced flood 

risk, and increased recreational opportunities.   

 

We wholeheartedly support increased monitoring and research on the river and on the habitat 

recovery projects. We support aspects of the proposed Adaptive Management Plan (AM or 

AMP) that allows for any needed modification of recovery actions.  We also back robust future 

funding for all of these efforts.   

 

In the DEIS there are numerous references to the Missouri River Master Manual.  We question 

what happened to the provision in that manual that called for a 3,000 foot floodplain above 

Kansas City and a 5,000 foot floodplain below Kansas City.  If this provision would be 

implemented in selected areas of the lower Missouri, the river could heal itself in those locations 

with little or no continuing cost to the taxpayer.  We believe the final EIS should also state that 

according to the Master Manual, the Missouri River cannot be managed to benefit the 

Mississippi River. 

 

We support that the DEIS anticipates the role of climate change and unpredictability of changing 

weather patterns in the basin. Weather events can cause river and reservoir conditions to change 

rapidly, too quickly to be captured by flow or flood risk models. Extremes in climate will likely 

also magnify periods of wet or dry weather, resulting in longer, more severe droughts, and more 

extensive flooding (V2-page 52). 

 

Although we feel the range of alternatives is very narrow, all the proposed alternatives contain 

management actions designed to benefit piping plovers, least terns, and pallid sturgeon. We urge 

the Corps to select actions that will also provide benefit to a wide variety of other Missouri River 

fish and wildlife species.  

 

Our specific comments and questions on the six proposed alternatives are below.  

 

Alternative 1 - The DEIS states the No Action Alternative will be the baseline against which the 

other alternatives are measured.  Alternative 1 is said to be insufficient for piping plovers and it 

is not a complete plan (V1-page 174).  We’re pleased to see the Corps agree that current 
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recovery efforts are not adequate and more than status quo needs to be done.  The League does 

not support Alternative 1. 

 

Alternative 2 – Alternative 2 (V1-page 16) states, “Actions would ultimately be implemented 

through AM as impediments to implementation were removed”. Greater clarification is needed 

as to how the AMP would respond to changing implementation conditions. The DEIS states the 

Corps has management discretion in achieving acreage goals and whether those goals are 

accomplished through mechanical construction or river flows. The Corps can also achieve the 

acreage goals listed in Alternative 2 incrementally.  

 

The League supports the exploration of lowered flows during the nesting season, as mentioned in 

Alternative 2, to gauge the benefit to bird species, as well as the possible benefits to pallid 

sturgeon and native other fish species. We also support restoring or mimicking a more 

normalized river hydrograph below Gavins Point Dam and urge that this be closely monitored to 

gauge the biological response from native species. 

 

We also support recovery efforts that achieve the high end of habitat goals for pallid sturgeon of 

at least 30 acres per river mile between Ponca and the mouth. This is needed to replace the 

hundreds of thousands of acres of habitat that has been destroyed through the construction and 

ongoing operation and maintenance of the BSNP.  

 

We support the floodplain connectivity listed in Alternative 2 (V1-page 16) and in table 2-11.  

We urge that floodplain connectivity be incorporated and explored in all future management 

actions.  Floodplain connectivity would benefit native species, improve water quality, provide 

habitat for other fish and wildlife, reduce flood risk, and increase recreational opportunities. 

 

Alternative 2 also provides the most benefits for flood risk management. We strongly urge the 

Corps to factor potential savings from reduced flood risk to offset the estimated costs of this 

alternative (V3-page 11-Table 361).   

Alternative 2 has the largest increases for recreation in the lower river. There would be some 

adverse impacts at the upper three reservoirs under Alternative 2, especially during dry or 

drought conditions (V3-page-184-185). 

 

The DEIS says a 300% increase in federal funding would be needed for Alternative 2.  This was 

based on a 74M annual budget for the Recovery Program.  The DEIS estimated up to a 338M per 

year cost for Alternative 2 for ESH construction and land acquisition. We want to see more 

analysis on the additional year-round jobs and other economic activity that would be created in 

the recreation industry and how ecosystem benefits of the increased habitat created under 

Alternative 2 would offset these stated increased estimated costs in the final EIS.   

 

The DEIS (V2-page 244) fails to account for the positive effects of increased recreation and 

outdoor spending in the Other Social Effects section of Alternative 2. Ignoring economic gains 

that would come from increases in ecosystem function and floodplain connectivity paints an 

incomplete picture of Alternative 2’s overall economic benefits. 

 

The DEIS says the Regional Economic Development (RED) impacts are likely overstated (V2-

page 241). This should be clearly stated in this section in the final EIS. As listed in Table 3-44, 

the reductions in property tax receipts would not occur at one time and would be spread over the 

15-year implementation period. So the adverse impacts to local governments associated with 

property tax reductions would be incremental. 
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Under Alternative 2, the DEIS states the largest increases in total program expenditures over the 

50 years, as compared to Alternative 1, would include channel-widening projects for early life 

stage habitat and mechanical ESH construction.  

 

We believe Alternative 2 provides the best opportunities for recovery of the three priority 

species. This alternative recognizes the critical importance of floodplain connectivity and the 

need for acquiring land for habitat restoration for mitigation of the BSNP.  We think Alternative 

2 comes closest to bringing back more aspects of a natural river and the historic hydrograph.  We 

believe these efforts will benefit the overall health of the river, the listed species, and other native 

fish and wildlife. 

 

We urge the Corps to reevaluate the estimated costs of Alternative 2. Please reexamine the 

amount of mechanically created habitat included and factor in the economic benefits derived 

from improved ecosystem services including flood risk reduction, improvements to water 

quality, increased recreation, and benefits to native fish and wildlife.  The League supports these 

aspects of Alternative 2 as the best of the six proposed alternatives.    

  

Alternative 3 – The Corps Preferred Alternative 

The League has grave concerns with Alternative 3.  Alternative 3 leaves recovery efforts 

extremely vulnerable to federal budget cuts.  Previous Missouri River programs, such as the 

Missouri River Ecosystem Restoration Plan (MRERP) and Missouri River Authorized Purpose 

Study (MRAPS), have been completely defunded.  Without continued and robust federal 

funding, Alternative 3 efforts would fail and recovery goals for habitat and species recovery 

would be unobtainable. 

 

Alternative 3 does include pallid sturgeon spawning habitat construction, with up to 3 sites 

selected.  However, the DEIS does not say how large the site would be, where they would be 

located, or when their construction would be completed. The DEIS is also unclear about what 

scientific criteria will be used in the selection of sites and other aspects of this process.  More 

details on these concerns should be addressed in the final EIS. 

 

Alternative 3 also includes Early Life Stage Habitat Construction or Interception Rearing 

Complexes (IRC) proposed for 12 sites in the first 6-7 years. This would include monitoring of 

these shallow water habitat sites.  The League urges much more communication on IRCs with 

the Missouri River Recovery Implementation Committee (MRRIC), as well as the general 

public. Very little information and communication on IRCs has been done thus far. This concept 

has promise for pallid sturgeon recruitment, provided that adequate drift distance for free 

embryos exists. We would like to see more on the IRC concept and believe it needs much more 

communication and collaboration with MRRIC and the public. 

   

Another concern with Alternative 3 is that according to Table 50 (AMP 2-page 439), mechanical 

construction of ESH is “very unlikely” to help pallid sturgeon reproduction. We feel that 

whenever possible, the Corps should select recovery actions that also provide benefits to the 

listed species and other native fish and wildlife.  

 

Spawning Habitat Construction (Page 162 2.8.4.3) refers to using the Yellowstone River as a 

reference for the lower Missouri River for pallid sturgeon spawning habitat. We urge recovery 

efforts to focus on known spawning sites in the lower river to replicate or enhance that habitat 

type to increase spawning success. 
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We do support channel widening projects, such as Deer Island, and urge further development of 

this type of SWH. We applaud the use of new approaches in habitat creation.  The Deer Island 

project near Omaha is an excellent example of the type of shallow and slow water habitat we 

would like to see more of on the lower river. However, in Alternative 3, 619 fewer acres of 

channel reconfiguration, and no backwater areas, would be constructed (V2-page 134).   

 

The DEIS (AMP 2-page 221) states that the budget will determine the extent to which 

management actions can be implemented. Mechanical habitat construction and modification are 

most likely to be constrained by budget, and other management, monitoring, and research 

activities may also be constrained. Again, this is the primary flaw with Alternative 3. The League 

is sensitive to the probability of future funding being jeopardized by Congress, bringing recovery 

efforts to a complete halt. The Corps should address these funding concerns in the final EIS.  The 

League does not support Alternative 3. 

 

Alternative 4 – The League is concerned with this alternative’s focus on how far to draw down 

water stored in the reservoirs. Lack of water in the system impacts seven of the eight authorized 

purposes. We also have concern over the potential long refill time for reservoirs after the planned 

large release. The DEIS states that refill time for the reservoirs could take “months to years.” 

Additionally, the second planned release outlined in the alternative may begin before the 

reservoirs can refill, drawing them down to even lower elevations. We believe most of the 

impacts from this alternative would be negative.  For example, the DEIS says the levels on Lake 

Oahe and Lake Sakakawea could drop by as much as 5 feet. This would impact many of the 

authorized purposes. We feel the benefits this alternative provides do not outweigh its many 

negative impacts. The League does not support Alternative 4. 

 

Alternative 5 – The League has concerns with Alternative 5. This alternative is contrary to the 

natural historic hydrograph of the river. Alternative 5 would have large flow releases in the fall 

instead of the spring, as in the natural hydrograph. We believe any habitat created through fall 

releases would suffer serious losses to wind and ice erosion over the winter. This would create 

short lived habitat that would be largely unused while least terns and piping plovers are on their 

wintering grounds far south of the Missouri River. We also have concerns with this alternative’s 

potential impacts on pallid sturgeon and other native fish species, with such a large release at an 

unnatural time of year for the Missouri River. The League does not support Alternative 5. 

 

Alternative 6 – This alternative attempts to mimic a spring spawning cue for pallid sturgeon 

with a large flow release every three years. The League questions how many large spring flows 

occurred on the river on three year intervals over the eighty-two year Period of Record. The 

League is also concerned with the impacts to the other authorized purposes if this alternative is 

selected. Reservoirs could be drawn down up to 7 feet under this measure (V3-page 202), 

causing severe impacts to fish and wildlife, recreation, hydropower, water supply, and other 

purposes. The League does not support Alternative 6. 

 

Pallid Sturgeon 

The pallid sturgeon is an iconic large riverine species we feel best represents why restoration 

efforts are needed on the Missouri River.  The Endangered Species Act requires the Corps to 

“ensure the operation of the Missouri River is not likely to jeopardize the continued existence of 

threatened and endangered species or adversely modify critical habitat”.   

 

Currently hatchery-raised pallids are stocked in the upper and lower Missouri River. The League 

supports efforts to maintain genetic diversity in the upper pallid population. We also support the 

target goal of 5,000 adult pallids within each management unit along the river. 
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The Corps estimates a need to acquire 7.7 additional acres of land, on average, for every one acre 

of pallid sturgeon habitat created (V1-page 9 -sub objective 2) as a buffer for neighboring lands. 

This is to be done “until sufficient and sustained natural recruitment occurs”. The final EIS 

should define the parameters of “sufficient and sustained natural recruitment” and identify the 

metrics that will be used to measure this standard. 

  

In regards to the Intake Project on the Yellowstone River (V1-page 122), we have concerns 

about the project’s proposed fish passage. The final EIS should articulate how the Corps will 

measure if pallids are successfully bypassing the intake and spawning. The Intake Project is a 

tremendous expense (57-60M) from the MRRP. This amount demands more than just an 

assumption that it will work. 

 

The AMP (AMP 2-page 375) states that without successful passage at Intake, a transplant 

experiment could be conducted. This would entail capturing pallids below Intake and hauling 

them above the diversion to be released. We have concerns that this will likely place high stress 

levels on the fish and could possibly lead to the loss of individuals in a population that is already 

teetering on the edge of extinction. Please provide more information about this in the final EIS. 

 

The AMP (AMP 2-page382) also mentions that post-construction monitoring of Intake would 

need to continue until results indicate whether or not the project has resulted in successful 

recruitment. The final EIS must address how long monitoring would continue before AM is 

implemented to make the needed adjustments to assure the project becomes successful for pallid 

recruitment. 

 

Table 2-5 refers to the fitness of adult pallids. We believe this needs much closer examination.  

The existing population in both the upper and lower river must be healthy in order to have a 

chance to reproduce and expand recruitment. The data provided to the Corps from the Nebraska 

Game and Parks Commission in 2015 revealed some alarming findings on the condition of adult 

pallids in the lower river. We urge more research be done to find the cause and help identify 

what can be done to increase the health and productivity of these fish. 

 

The DEIS (V1-page 150) focuses on hatchery practices. The League is concerned that the Corps 

places too much emphasis on hatchery raised pallids for the Missouri River.  Stocking creates a 

population that is not self-sustaining. Our concerns about stocking also include disease and water 

quality issues in the hatcheries and the effects on the health of the fish raised. If hatchery pallids 

are transporting disease to wild fish, then restoration efforts are going backward. We also have 

concerns about the high cost of raising pallids in the hatcheries.  We encourage more habitat 

restoration in the upper and lower river to ensure natural production and recruitment. 

 

The AMP (AMP 2-page 446) addresses monitoring of pallids. We agree that accurate estimates 

of population size are very important. We wonder how an accurate population estimate will be 

done.  What criteria will be used?  How extensive a search will be made?  How big an area will 

the geographic scope of the pallid monitoring be? The final EIS should address these questions 

so that accurate data about the population is ascertained.  

  

Low Summer Flows (V1-page 77) – “may increase temperatures and residence times during the 

summer and fall that would increase productivity and, in turn, growth and survival of age-0 

pallid sturgeon, and decrease velocities that would decrease energetic demands on age-0 pallid 

sturgeon by decreasing foraging energy expenditures or altering the drift dynamics of food 

items.”  We would like to see this explored in future recovery actions and response monitored. 
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The DEIS also says that pallid sturgeon growth rates could also be influenced by warmer water 

temperatures as free embryos and larvae develop faster at higher water temperatures (V1-page 

85). We encourage looking at a return to a more natural hydrograph to assure this occurs. 

 

Scientific information is lacking on what is needed to support functional spawning habitat for 

pallids (Volume 2 Page 79). We support robust funding for research and monitoring effort to 

improve understanding of the pallids reproductive cycle and what is missing from spawning 

habitat requirements. Currently, drifting free embryos have limited or no opportunity to get out 

of the thalweg in the navigation channel. We encourage more research to determine if the high 

turbulence of the navigation channel is fatal to free drifting embryos.  

 

The Platte River, referenced in the DEIS (AMP 2-page 320), is utilized by pallid sturgeon and 

the spawning information from the Platte River could be very beneficial to the recovery of the 

pallid sturgeon on the lower Missouri River. We are disappointed that the Platte as well as the 

other tributaries are not within the geographic scope of the MRRMP.  We believe the proposed 

alternatives and recovery actions are too narrow. Key tributaries should be included, as intended 

by the Missouri River Ecosystem Recovery Plan (MRERP).  The Missouri River is a complex 

ecosystem. The condition of the tributaries is part of the problem so we strongly believe it needs 

to be included in the recovery of the Missouri River.  

 

We also have serious concerns with hybridization of pallids and shovelnose sturgeons (AMP 2- 

page 327). We believe this is an additional complicating factor for pallid recovery.  What will be 

done to address this and what additional research is needed to learn more?  

  

According to the 2003 BiOp, SWH may be restored through flow management, increasing the 

top width of the channel, restoring chutes and side channels, manipulation of summer flows, or 

any combination of the fore mentioned actions. (AMP 2-page 411). Some modification of in-

channel structures, top-width widening, and creation of chutes and backwaters are restoration 

measures that have been implemented on the river. We support keeping these actions as part of 

the future recovery actions.  

 

Significant increases in Interception Rearing Complex (IRC) habitat could be achieved by 

modifying non-functional or underperforming chute projects (AMP 2-page 415). The League 

supports continuing the current chute projects. We agree many of them need maintenance to 

perform fully and provide habitat for the species, but this action should remain in recovery 

program. 

 

Another concern we have in the AMP in regards to pallids is in AMP 2-page 436.  “This could 

mean that additional engineered spawning habitat needs to be in place (see section 4.2.6.5), but 

presently available spawning sites may suffice to address behavioral metrics.” This is a great 

concern for the League. Available sites cannot “suffice” when there has been very little 

spawning activity and virtually no documented spawning or recruitment success. We feel 

enhanced or restored spawning habitat must be in place for pallids prior to any flow test to 

adequately address if the flow and habitat is sufficient for the pallids. 

 

Least Terns and Piping Plovers 

Although the future of the least tern and piping plover is not as precarious as the future of the 

pallid sturgeon, the League is still concerned about these two species. These birds have been 

impacted by loss of nesting and feeding habitat along the river. We feel restoration efforts for 

these birds also benefit other species as well as the river itself. As the document states (V2-page 

97), reservoirs, channelization of rivers, and modification of river flows were identified in the 
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2010 piping plover 5-year review as major continuing threats because they reduce sandbar 

riverine habitat, increase flooding of remaining breeding habitat during the nesting season, and 

promote vegetation growth on sandbars that are rarely scoured by high flows. 

 

When faced with losses in critical habitat, the birds also face losses through predation.  We agree 

with the DEIS (V1 Page 116) in this statement on predator management – “more habitat equals 

less loss to predators.”  Predation (V1-page 98) has been observed to be more significant when 

habitat is limited and nest densities are higher.   

 

The AMP also states that there is some evidence that the presence of protective cages meant to 

protect nesting birds attracts predators. We urge additional research to develop other methods to 

protect nests that won’t attract avian and mammalian predators. 

 

For other recovery efforts, we support more backwater restoration (AMP 1-page 454). More 

backwater areas would provide habitat that is important to the food source for the least tern. 

  

Water Quality 

Water quality is a major concern of the League. Water quality impacts people, fish, and wildlife. 

We believe water quality needs to be thoroughly examined and corrective actions must be taken 

to improve degraded water in the Missouri River. 

 

Another water quality concern is vegetation removal on ESH. The DEIS (V2-page 121) states 

that herbicides could enter the substrate when vegetation is removed during vegetation 

management operations. Even if approved herbicides are used, we fear potential impacts to birds, 

mammals, and invertebrates could occur.  We are also concerned that the potential impacts from 

aerial spraying and herbicide drift to fish and wildlife (V2-p197). 

 

The League would like to see much more research on the possible impacts of agricultural 

pesticides to determine if any of these chemicals are influencing recruitment of pallids or their 

prey species in the lower river. The levels may not exceed water quality criteria, but may be too 

high for the pallid sturgeon or their forage species (V2-page 194). 

 

We support the restoration of wetlands, levee setbacks, and river widening in the river recovery 

process. Wetlands process large amounts of nitrogen and phosphorous and also sequester carbon.  

This provides many valuable environmental functions.  Restoring wetland habitat on land that 

had been in agricultural use to a natural state results in many positive impacts (V3 Page 320). 

 

Bank Stabilization and Navigation Project  

The construction and the ongoing operation and maintenance of the Bank Stabilization and 

Navigation Project (BSNP) has dramatically changed the lower Missouri River. The BSNP 

resulted in the loss of over 520,000 acres of aquatic and terrestrial habitat between Sioux City 

and St Louis. That includes the loss of about 65,000 acres of island and sandbar habitat.  This 

habitat loss has resulted in the decline in many native fish and wildlife species. The DEIS (V2-

page 25) says “the primary geomorphic influence is the navigation channel which contains, in 

comparison to the historic river, fewer sandbars and side channels. Floodplain levees along much 

of the lower river have reduced overbank flooding, thereby decreasing water flows to old sloughs 

and chutes.” 

 

The BSNP was constructed for commercial navigation which has never met its expected tonnage. 

Navigation continues to fall far short of what was predicted when the project was authorized 

over seven decades ago. Yet navigation continues to be the tail that wags the dog on the Missouri 
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River. Water management and day to day operational decisions are made based in large part on 

navigation, even though there is little or no commercial traffic on much of the 735 mile 

navigation channel. 

 

The Corps has designated service levels for its inland waterways across the country. The service 

level ranks those reaches on a priority level from 1-6.   We feel that the navigation ranking on the 

Missouri River, compared to the ranking of other waterways with endangered species recovery 

programs is important to know, as the BSNP has such a major impact on the health of the lower 

river and the prospects for recovery. We ask that this service level ranking for navigation on the 

Missouri River be included in the final EIS. 

 

We also ask that more research be conducted on the hypothesis that the velocity and turbulence 

of navigation channel may be fatal to free embryos of pallid sturgeon in the lower river. It is 

critical to determine if the navigation channel is lethal to the young pallids, and if so, then the 

upper portions of the navigation channel should be de-authorized. The DEIS reports that “river 

currents in the lower Missouri River are swift, and pushing loaded barges upstream is more 

costly in terms of fuel consumption,” (V2-page 249). Recovery efforts that reestablish additional 

stretches of slow and shallow water would provide a multitude of benefits. 

 

The DEIS (V2-page 24) states that degradation and head cutting have led to increased erosion, 

aquatic habitat degradation, reduced fish access up some of the affected tributaries, and increased 

public expenditures to maintain infrastructure. The ways in which the BSNP has contributed to 

this degradation must be identified so that the recovery program might lessen its impacts and 

help the tributaries recover.  

 

The DEIS (V2-page 256) states “each project will be designed to not impact other authorized 

purposes including sand and gravel dredging as described in Section 2.5.3.1.” The eight 

authorized purposes from the Flood Control Act include flood control, hydropower, water 

supply, water quality, recreation, fish and wildlife, navigation and irrigation.  We ask that this 

statement be corrected in the final EIS. 

 

The DEIS (V3-page 134-3.15.2) Environmental Consequences says “Alternative means of 

achieving species objectives are evaluated for their effects on navigation.” The League believes 

this statement is backwards. We urge this statement to be changed in the final EIS, especially 

considering the lack of commercial traffic on the river. Also the AMP (AMP 2-page 235) – 

Table 22 says “when navigation requirements allow.” We ask for an explanation on what this 

means. We also ask how one purpose (navigation) can control other purposes (fish and wildlife 

and recreation). 

 

We support the section in the AMP (AMP 2-page 249) that says “opportunity to provide low 

summer flows exists under the current Master Manual, dependent primarily on system storage 

level and the status and location of commercial navigation on the river. Anticipated traffic or the 

absence of traffic at the control points will have a bearing on the selection of the control point for 

providing the service level.” We feel this should be standard policy for the Corps and we also 

urge additional system storage checks in the reservoir system. Currently there are only two in 

March and July, to determine service levels for navigation. We urge the Corps to change the 

Master Manual to allow additional storage checks each year. This would provide a more flexible 

approach to water management and benefits to the other purposes and recovery efforts.   

 

The League believes recovery can and needs to happen on the lower river. The AMP (AMP 2-

page 419) indicates that pallids spawned successfully in 2014 around Sioux City, above the 
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Platte River. This is encouraging. We wonder how much more spawning we would see in that 

area if navigation was de-authorized in the upper end of what is now a rarely used navigation 

channel, so that recovery and restoration efforts could flourish.  We ask for this to be considered 

in the final EIS. 

 

Mitigation 

The League believes that BSNP Mitigation must be included in the recovery actions and we want 

this clearly stated in the final EIS. Mitigation for the BSNP has numerous congressional 

authorizations and we urge the Corps to complete the authorized mitigation goals. BSNP 

mitigation should be integrated into other future recovery actions. The AMP (AMP-2-page 45) 

states that habitat development should be implemented on any acquired lands, which would be 

credited toward the BSNP mitigation requirements. 

 

Recreation 

For many League members, recreation on or along the Missouri River makes up a major part of 

their lives. The recreation industry is critical to the local, state, regional, and national economies. 

We urge the Corps to utilize the new REC act analysis to gauge Missouri River recreational 

impacts in the final EIS. 

 

Several of the proposed alternatives could have major impacts on Lakes Sakakawea and Oahe.  

Under these alternatives, the level of the reservoirs could fall an additional 5-7 feet. The lakes 

may not refill for years depending on precipitation and runoff.  We feel this could potentially 

cripple the recreation industry, as access to boat ramps could be restricted and forage and game 

fish spawning would suffer (V3-pages 197 & 202).  The AMP (AMP 2-page 210-211–Table 19) 

refers to steady to declining reservoir levels during the bird nesting season. While this could be 

beneficial to some species, this action would have detrimental impacts to forage and game fish 

recruitment on the reservoirs and drastic impacts on the recreation industry. We urge the Corps 

to always carefully consider the impacts to recreation when implementing recovery actions. 

 

The AMP (AMP 2-page 455) states that “some priorities for water use are mutually 

contradictory, the need to find a reasonable balance among HC interests has therefore always 

been central to the operation of the System.” The League has concerns that the priorities are 

highly out of balance now. We feel navigation is heavily favored, even though there is little or no 

use of the river for commercial traffic outside of a 10 mile segment near Kansas City. At times, 

the reservoirs appear to be managed only for benefit of a few in the lower basin. Continued 

drawdowns, coupled with extended drought conditions leave boat ramps unusable. For example, 

in 2006, full service flows were provided for navigation even with little or no commercial 

navigation traffic. The reservoirs then hit record low levels in 2007. This demonstrates that a 

more balance approach is needed. 

 

In the lower river as stated in the AMP (AMP 2-page 489), increased channel complexity around 

ESH and IRC projects are likely to increase habitat values and sportfish production. These could 

provide substantial economic impacts by increasing recreational opportunities.  We ask that more 

research be done on lower river recreation and its impact.  We also ask for more details in the 

final EIS on what the increase to local and regional economies will be from the recreation 

industry as a direct result of recovery habitat projects. 

 

Fish and Wildlife 

The proposed alternatives are designed for the pallid sturgeon, least tern, and piping plover. 

However, many other native species will also benefit from these efforts. The DEIS (V2-page 

127) refers to the many species that spend their entire life in the low-velocity areas of the river.  
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These areas are lacking and we urge the Corps to implement recovery actions that return this 

type of aquatic habitat to the river to provide long-term, large, beneficial impacts to fish and 

wildlife. 

 

We encourage the Corps to implement recovery actions that restore needed habitat for the 51 of 

67 native fish species that are rare or declining on the river. We believe this can be accomplished 

through restoring slow and shallow water habitat, levee setbacks, and river widening projects. In 

addition, also consider the species that have special-status designation at the federal or state level 

including 18 plants, 31 birds, 11 mammals, 18 reptiles and amphibians, 20 mussels, and 4 insects 

(V2-page148). 

 

The League asks what will happen if another species is added to the Endangered Species List.  A 

petition has been submitted to the U.S. Fish and Wildlife Service (FWS) requesting listing for 

the sturgeon chub and sicklefin chub, two fish species native to the Missouri River. The final EIS 

should address what actions will be required if additional species are listed and if the species 

listed in Table K will be integrated into the Corps’ future plans.   

 

In the final EIS, we encourage the Corps to further evaluate Ecosystem Services (V3 Page 318). 

These environmental services contribute to people in ways that need to be considered and 

tabulated for their economic impact. 

 

Natural landscapes that also benefit fish and wildlife along the Missouri River provide aesthetic 

enjoyment, educational opportunities, and a quality of life component that is difficult to quantify. 

In the final EIS, we ask that the Corps find a way to evaluate these values. We agree that the 

Missouri River and its terrestrial lands are a “dynamic aquatic ecosystem” unlike anything else in 

America.  

 

Invasive Species 

The League strongly encourages the Corps to take steps in any alternative selected for the 

recovery plan that prevent the spread of invasive species. Invasive species adversely impact 

native populations of fish and wildlife and their habitat. Asian carp and zebra mussels in the 

lower river and their disruption of the food chain, impacting the pallid and its prey species, are 

particularly alarming. 

  

Land Use 

Land use along the river has to be factored in to any implemented recovery actions. Over 70% of 

the floodplain along the lower river is in agriculture. Runoff in the lower river from Sioux City to 

St. Louis averages about 43 million acre feet (MAF) making up 63 percent of the runoff in the 

entire basin. Land use is critical for the Corps’ recovery actions. We encourage the Corps to 

prevent development in the floodplain, since landowners cannot be assured there won’t be future 

flooding since so much of the lower basin is unregulated. 

 

We urge adherence to the 3,000 foot floodplain above Kansas City and the 5,000 foot floodplain 

below Kansas City, as described in the Missouri River Master Manual.  We urge the Corps to 

spread out recovery actions over the entire lower Missouri River. 

 

The DEIS (V3-page 71) references interior drainage. In the final EIS, we ask the Corps to 

address the impact to interior drainage of full service navigation flows.  Full service flows have 

impacted interior drainage in the past and we feel it needs to be addressed in the document. 
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Also in regards to interior drainage, the AMP (AMP 1-page 225) states “an engineering study 

may be conducted to evaluate effects of experimental flow releases on other authorized purposes 

such as interior drainage and tern/plover nesting habitat.”  Interior drainage is not one of the 

eight congressionally authorized purposes. We ask this be corrected in the final EIS. 

 

The DEIS (V3-page 324) says that the transition of farmlands, especially croplands previously 

tilled, to a more natural state would enrich soil life and restore soil organic matter, increasing 

localized terrestrial carbon pools. We support efforts that will accomplish this transition. 

 

The DEIS states that land acquisition associated with the alternatives may reduce agricultural 

production due to the development of wildlife habitat on lands that would otherwise be used for 

agriculture (V3 Page 385). These areas will increase flood retention and improve water quality. 

We believe that restoring lands and natural processes to the Missouri is a positive development 

and feel this needs to be detailed in the final EIS. 

 

Flood Risk 

Flood risk reduction has to be an important consideration of the recovery effort. Aspects of the 

recovery program might include top width widening, wetland restorations, and levee setbacks, all 

of which can all aid in lowering flood risk. There are 500 nonfederal levees between Sioux City 

and the mouth near St Louis. The DEIS states most of them are not adequate to withstand major 

flooding. We encourage the Corps to remove pinch points along the river to decrease the flood 

stage. 

 

The DEIS (V1-page 320) says one acre of wetland adjacent to a river typically stores about three 

acre-feet of water or one million gallons. Trees and other wetland vegetation can slow the flow 

of floodwaters. Wetland features, channel widening, backwaters, chutes, and other river-

floodplain connectivity can increase storage capacity for flood waters, attenuating flood risks for 

people and property downstream. We support actions that return these elements to the river. 

 

The AMP states (AMP 1-page 246),  “At level 2, field experimentation would require flow 

manipulations and/or channel reconfigurations that could be perceived as risks to flood control, 

power generation, water supply, navigation, and floodplain farming.” We urge the Corps to 

provide more details in the EIS and communicate with stakeholders to alleviate this 

misperception. 

 

The AMP (AMP 2-page 469) says that major events, such as floods, are occasionally the subject 

of post-event investigations that can be used to update information on the effects of flows on 

HCs. We applaud this step but would also ask that major droughts be considered a major event.  

The historic hydrograph shows many more years of below average runoff in the upper basin than 

above average. When President Roosevelt signed the 1944 Flood Control Act, he wondered 

where the water to support the purposes would come from, given the upper basin is semi-arid. 

Prolonged drought conditions are a concern of the League and we think it will become an even 

greater concern as more and more users extract water from the reservoir system.  We urge the 

Corps in the final EIS to consider major droughts for post-event investigations. 

 

The AMP (AMP 2-page 484) constructed IRC habitat can decrease stages for most flows. We 

believe this information needs to be better communicated in the final EIS to show habitat 

projects will decrease river stages on the lower river to end fears that the restoration efforts cause 

flooding. 
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Missouri River Recovery Implementation Committee 

The Missouri River Recovery Implementation Committee (MRRIC) plays a unique role in river 

recovery.  The League has been a member of the committee since it started in 2008. The DEIS 

(V1-page 140) refers to MRRIC.  In the final EIS, we ask that this specific reference clearly state 

that MRRIC did not reach a consensus agreement, and that there was little or no tradeoff 

discussion before the committee. 

 

The AMP (AMP 2-page 505) again references the committee and says that it “could instead be a 

simple assessment of pros and cons of each of the alternatives.” This discussion has not 

happened at a MRRIC meeting and we believe it needs to happen. 

 

The AMP (AMP 2-page 512) references human considerations (HCs) and states “decision 

makers and, time permitting, MRRIC, would be informed to understand the trade-offs involved 

and given an opportunity to express preferences for one approach over another.” We believe the 

final EIS needs to address what issues might prevent the Corps from having time to engage 

MRRIC.   

 

Suggested Edits 

The League recognizes and appreciates the tremendous amount of work the authors of the 

MRRMP-DEIS have done in what was a very compressed timeline.  In a document this large and 

complex we know some typos and errors will occur.  We ask for the following to be corrected or 

completed in the final EIS.  

 

Volume 2 Page 60 references to the Big Sioux River.  It should say the river is in both Iowa and 

SD as the river is the border between the states. 

 

Volume 2 Page 77 - As stated in Chapter 2.0, USACE determined that more than twice as much 

floodplain connectivity is currently provided on the System.  We ask more than twice as much 

what?  This needs a reference location and/or more detail for reader to be able to go back and 

find the information. 

 

Volume 2– page 214 Figure 3-50. Missouri River Floodplain – the city of Pierre is no in the 

correct location  

 

Volume 3 Page 75 – Hydropower - In the Missouri River Basin, peak energy loads (demand) 

increase in the summer months, when temperatures are highest and farm communities may be 

pumping water for irrigation or operating grain-drying machinery.  We suggest an edit here as 

nobody dries grain in the summer months that occurs in the fall. 

 

Volume 3 Page 166 – mentions “Oahe Lake” – we suggest a change to Lake Oahe. 

 

Volume 3 Page 259 - Water supply access s in the lower river – is this a typo? 

 

Areas that we think need to be completed or that require more information  

Adaptive Management Plan 1-Page 105 - [Note: Remaining text under development.] – When 

will this (A 6.8.9.10.12.14) be available and will it be open to public comment? 

 

AMP 1 Page 447 - Scaling: The scaling of this variable is specific to each reach, and is shown in 

Error! 22 Reference source not found.  What does this mean?  What’s is to be added? 
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AMP 1 Page 531 of 538 - Debriefing of unsuccessful contractors and protest procedures – TBD. 

What will this section include?  We ask for more detail on this in the final EIS. 

 

AMP 1 Page 537 of 538- Appendix L. Reserved - Reserved for what?  More details needed in 

final EIS. 

 

AMP 2 Page 67 of 597 - The decision process generally involves using new information from 

monitoring and research, modeling of habitat and population response, and management 

conditions (see Error! Reference source not found.). What does this mean? 

 

AMP 2 Page 77 – bereduced – Typo – space needed 

 

AMP 2 Page 80 - Analyses of these data and application of an evidentiary framework (section 

Error! Reference source not found.) Will then be used to determine whether it is appropriate to 

implement a Level 2 action – testing spawning cue flows at Gavins Point. 

 

AMP 2 Page 98 - the potential exists for actions aimed at one species to adversely affect the 

other; - How will these situations be dealt with and is there an establish process to do that? 

 

AMP 2 Page 120 - Technical Team members will likely not be co-located, so they should are 

given 13 opportunities to meet as needed to execute their responsibilities. Is this a typo?  Do you 

mean should be given? 

 

AMP 2 175 - The specific processes to conduct additional NEPA analysis, produce a new 

decision document, and/or alter the Master Manual are not described in the draft AM Plan, but 

will be incorporated into the final AM Plan. – We ask how this would be done. 

 

AMP 2 Page 222 - see Section Error! Reference source not 12 found.). – What will be 

included here? 

 

AMP 2 Page 250 - Bird population densities should be greater than <TBD> for lowered nesting 

season flows to be beneficial; at lower densities additional habitat is not needed. – When will this 

data be available for review? 

 

AMP 2 6.3 Data and Information Management - 550 – 6.3.4.1.6 -schedule – All of the tasks and 

dates are before 4/17. What can the public comment on in this section since the dates have 

already passed at the time the comment period on the MRRMP-DEIS has ended? 

 

AMP 2 6.3.3 – Reporting and Communication – page 543 – We urge the Corps to consider 

utilizing an existing communication template for recovery program information.  We ask you 

consider using the same method as the Water Management Division to communicate with 

elected officials, cities, local governments, media and staff from congressional delegations 

throughout the basin.  The process has worked well to keep people engaged and interested in 

water updates.  We feel the same process could be used to provide updates to this group on the 

recovery program at least once or twice a year or more often if needed.  

 

Summary 

The League truly appreciates the effort of the authors on the MRRMP-DEIS. We also thank you 

for the opportunity to provide comments.   
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Recovery of the Missouri River will not be easy and will take time. However, the League 

believes that once a recovery plan is selected and communicated to people in the basin, the 

recovery effort can be successful. 

 

For decades, the Missouri River has not been allowed to be itself. The man-made changes have 

kept the river in a straightjacket. The League seeks recovery actions that allow the river to regain 

its natural identity in selected areas and let it heal itself. 

   

We want to see actions that restore wetlands and backwater areas to reconnect the river to its 

floodplain. We also favor additional top width widening projects, such as Deer Island, to create 

slow, shallow, water habitat. We strongly support the inclusion of the Bank Stabilization and 

Navigation Project Mitigation in the recovery process. We also want to see the removal of man-

made pinch points on the lower river. This can be done with more levee setbacks, reducing flood 

risk and lowering the river’s stage, especially during high flow events.    

 

The League favors actions that provide the best opportunities for recovery of the three species 

and lead to self-sustaining populations of other native fish and wildlife.  We support actions that 

bring back aspects of the natural river and the historic Missouri River hydrograph. We believe 

these efforts will be good for the health of the river, the listed species, native fish and wildlife, 

and the people of the basin. 

 

We also request that we are kept fully apprised of all future updates, meetings, hearings, and 

comment opportunities on the MRRMP as this process moves forward.  

 

Sincerely, 

 
Paul Lepisto 

Regional Conservation Coordinator – Missouri River Initiative 

Izaak Walton League of America 

1115 South Cleveland Avenue 

Pierre, SD 57501-4456 

605-224-1770 0r 605-220-1219 

plepisto@iwla.org 
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