Meeting Notes

Mississippi River Citizen Commission

July 14, 2004

St. Mary’s Resource Analysis Center

Winona, MN

Present:  Commissioners John Wetzel, Bill Howe, Marc Schultz,  Bill Burke, Grawe Grawe, and Kent Pehler; David  Wilson and Dick Hegle of St. Mary’s Resource Center, David Kennedy of USGS, and Ken Lubinski of The Nature Conservancy.

The meeting was called to order by Chair Bill Howe at 10:03 AM.

The agenda was approved by chair. 

Moved by Burke, seconded by Schultz to approve the minutes of the previous meeting.  Motion passed. 

MRCC position on navigation study: Grawe noted that a draft of introductory comments to a position statement had been circulated via email.  She explained that the suggested draft was to establish a basic stance, attitude, or approach to the study to be followed by more specific comments on the particulars of the recommendations.  She noted also that since the MRCC was close to the public, the resource, and the managing agencies, it was in a position to articulate values and realties not being expressed by groups whose membership is more national in nature and more concerned with ideology and that practical managing of the river. She urged that the MRCC position be crafted in light of current Congressional action and be worded in such a way as to be useful for commenting on such legislation. Burke said that the Commission should stay in the mainstream. Schultz said that Commission should represent how people along the river feel and reflect the public concern.  Howe said we should have an agenda broader than the particular local agendas. Schultz commented that over the past few years the discussion among folks who are not especially affiliated with particular river agenda has come up several notches of understanding. Howe cited a local interest in clean water and a place to recreate.

The draft was passed by consensus.  Discussion followed.  The final position statement appended below was constructed by consensus and approved through email.

Moved by Pehler, seconded by Wetzel to support the recommendations of the Navigation Study.  Motion passed.

EMP funding: Moved by Grawe, seconded by Schultz to approve the letter drafted by Schultz on the EMP report to Congress. Motion passed. That letter is appended below. 
Commissioners expressed concern for the level of EMP funding--$16 million—going to the House floor.  It was noted that in Committee, $12 million had been transferred from Presidential funding for EMP to advance design on the locks, that the MRCC had originally asked for full funding for the program, and that it had recently written to all 10 Upper Miss Senators urging their support for the President’s budget. Grawe suggested that phone calls to Senators from individual Commissioners would be in order.

Pool 5 Drawdown:  Grawe reported that it appeared at this that the MRCC would not be the fiscal agent for recreational dredging of Pool 5.  

Lake Pepin Water Quality Task force:  Grawe reported that the MRCC had been asked to participate in and help with citizen participation in a task force to draw up a plan to implement measures to address the problems of Lake Pepin turbidity and nitrification under the Clean Water Act. She said she had asked several people in the Lake Pepin area and had passed on the names of Suzanne Blue of Red Wing, Craig Olson of River Falls (both former BAC Commissioners), Vic Langer of Diamond Bluff, and xx of the Lake City Yacht Club, as well as John Campe, MRCC Commissioner.  She added that the group would make a fine northern affiliates group for the MRCC and that she hoped to convene a meeting, perhaps in conjunction with a Lake Pepin Task Force meeting, to explore possibilities. Kennedy suggested asking Dorothy Hill and Mike Kennedy from the old Citizens for a Clean Mississippi if they still had their mailing list.

Low Water Tour:  It was reported that the Motor Vessel Mississippi would be in La Crosse on August 16 for a public meeting, possibly docked at La Crosse the previous weekend, and that the Corps would invite some members of the public to ride the MVM to Lock and Dam 8. It was agreed that Commissioners might pass on suggested names of influential citizens for Corps invitation.  It was also agreed by consensus that for the public hearing the Secretary would official comments articulating key interests of the Commission and requesting support for EMP funding and would submit copies of those remarks as well as copies of recent documents coming from the MRCC. The Secretary’s presentation would not preclude statements by individual Commissioners.  

Commissioner Reports

Wetzel and Schultz reported on the Refuge Comprehensive Conservation Plan, that Don Hultman had sent the last draft to the Region 3 office, which would send it on to Washington, DC. From there it must be published in the Federal Register prior to a 120-day public comment period. The plan is not yet in Washington, and public meetings are not expected until after Christmas at earliest.

Ken Lubinski asked if the MRCC continues to press for an Upper Miss representative on the Mississippi River Commission.  Howe affirmed the Commission’s interest in an additional representative with a scientific background, from somewhere between the Twin Cities and the Quad Cities; an additional member would need legislative action from the Senate. Lubinski noted that it was his impression that the MRC was very influential in Washington on issues concerning the Lower Mississippi.  Pehler noted that we and others had tried to secure a northern appointment for the last vacancy; he reported that when the Upper Mississippi Waterways Association made presentations to the MRC, MRC Commissioners were concerned with that UMWA did not have confidence in the MRC. Wetzel noted that if we had a northern representative, we would want a very politically influential person.  It was noted that several Congressmen and Senators have expressed an interest in a northern representative, but none has run with the idea. 

The next MRCC meetings were set for August 16 in La Crosse following the Low Water Tour and in mid-September, including a tour of the Upper Midwest Science Center, date to be determined. A later meeting, perhaps October or November, would be held at Brennan Marine, including a tour of facilities.

The meeting adjourned at 12:25.

Respectfully submitted,

Grawe Grawe, Secretary

July 25, 2004

Colonel Duane P. Gapinski, District Engineer
U.S. Army Corps of Engineers
Rock Island District
Clock Tower Building
P.O. Box 2004
Rock Island, IL 61204-2004
Dear Col. Gapinski,

The Mississippi River Citizen Commission appreciates the opportunity to comment on the Draft Integrated Feasibility Report and Programmatic Environmental Impact Statement for the UMR-IWW System Navigation Feasibility Study.

We support the recommendations of the study. 

The keys to good decision making from here are not in more refined forecasting of agricultural exports or in a more refined plan for environmental enhancements. They are in acting through adaptive management on what has already been made clear.

It is clear 

· that river barge congestion at lower locks is causing costly delays, 

· that the current navigation system was constructed for considerably less traffic than it currently accommodates,

· that the use of additional mooring cells and switchboats at selected locks would  help some,

· that longer locks at selected locations would help much more,

· that predicting demand for river transportation is a very inexact science,

· that immediate implementation of small-scale measures would not clear the fog of predicting the future,

· that further study will not reduce congestion,

· that not constructing longer locks will do nothing to reverse the environmental deterioration of the system, 

· that barge traffic is cleaner, quieter, more efficient,  and safer than rail or truck and is thus in many ways preferable, 

· that any significant increase in road or rail freight traffic would require major costly infrastructure investment (no doubt preceded by costly studies),

· that we have taxed the towing industry in order to modernize the navigation system, not to increase rail and truck freight.

Simultaneously, it is clear

· that the river environment is suffering from destruction of habitat due to loss of island structure and shoreline, filled-in backwaters and marshes, lack of connectivity with the flood plain and other pools, restriction of the natural flood pulse, and  now the invasion of exotic species,

· that the river has been essentially reconstructed by the federal government from a free-flowing river into a series of pools engineered and maintained by human intervention, 

· that this river/pool ecosystem will by natural processes continue to deteriorate if it is not environmentally managed for sustainability,

· that we have many tools for such management and a good knowledge base for developing more,

· that implementation of environmental management tools can not be  entirely mapped out in advance on the basis of simple formulas or philosophical preferences,

· that it will require flexibility and adaptive management,

· that it will require field research to provide a sound scientific base,

· that it will require a partnership of federal and state agencies, non-governmental agencies, and the public,

· that redressing cumulative environmental deterioration will require a significant federal investment,

· that a large and growing recreation/tourism industry on the river system is heavily dependent on the environmental integrity of that system.

· that approximately 700 species are dependent on it.

As for the study’s particular recommendations, we of the MRCC would like to make the following comments:

We support granting to the Corps of Engineers dual authority to manage simultaneously for navigation and the environment.

We support 100% federal cost sharing for projects that are located below the ordinary high water mark or in a connected backwater, that are needed to maintain commercial and recreational navigation when changes or modifications to structures or operations are employed to improve the environment, or that are located on federally owned land.

We support provision for nongovernmental organizations to contribute the non-Federal cost sharing requirements applicable to other projects. 

Adaptive management is crucial for implementation of recommendations for both the environment and navigation. Managing agencies need greater flexibility to implement new technologies, make use of the latest scientific advances, and deal with emerging issues, such as invasive plants and animals and the impact of Missouri River management on Mississippi River navigation. Eligible habitat rehabilitation projects should include but not be limited to those specified in the report. 

We strongly urge that the report clarify and strengthen provisions to maintain a strong monitoring and research base for habitat rehabilitation. Good research and monitoring is crucial to good environmental management. This has been well demonstrated in the Long Term Resource Monitoring Program of the Environmental Management Program. The LTRMP should be continued because it creates the science-based data necessary for ecosystem restoration adaptive management. Adequately funded ongoing research also reduces delays in the regulatory process. 

Monitoring and research MUST be adequately funded for consistency, stability, and scientific integrity.

It should be conducted through the U.S. Geological Survey and the current EMP Partnership to insure unbiased analysis independent of management. 

And for scientific integrity, coordination with state partners, and facilitation of public education and public involvement, it should be located along the Upper Mississippi River, near the resource rather than near Corps Division Headquarters. 

The Upper Midwest Environmental Science Center has an excellent track record despite near starvation funding levels. For consistency, efficiency, and integrity, that facility should be the center of expanded research and monitoring.  

We believe that the processes currently used to incorporate public involvement in both EMP projects and research and in navigation management have been successful and should be carried forward into recommendations for the future. The National Academy of Science is useful for overall review but should not be involved with project ranking and the project selection process already demonstrated as effective for the EMP, which builds on the large river experience and cumulative knowledge of the river agencies and the research of the LTRMP. Improvement in project evaluation is dependent on increased funding for the LTRMP.

And finally, project selection should recognize the value of WORKING WITH natural processes, which is more of an adaptive management approach than “restoration” of natural processes. “Restoration of natural processes” conjures images of removal of the locks and dams, which was never intended, and thus creates a guideline which is cumbersome at best and ignores the fundamental character of the Twenty First Century Upper Mississippi River.

We thank you again for the opportunity to comment on the study.  We appreciate the many hours of work that have gone into preparing recommendations based on both science and public values. We hope that our comments assist you in preparing a final report that builds on the successes of existing programs and the strong public support for them, that provides for flexibility through adaptive management, and that provides for both environmental and navigation needs.

Sincerely,

William Howe

Chair
