Meeting Notes

Mississippi River Citizen Commission

September 15, 2004

Upper Midwest Environmental Sciences Center

Onalaska, MN

Present:  Commissioners John Wetzel, Bill Howe, Marc Schultz, Bill Burke, Robin Grawe, Kent Pehler, and John Campe; Dick Hegle of St. Mary’s Resource Center, David Kennedy of USGS, Karrie Jackeken of Congressman Kind’s office, and Gretchen Benjamin of the Wisconsin DNR.

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

The agenda was approved by chair. 

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

Pool Plans Distribution:  Bill Howe reported that he had delivered a large quantity of PP documents  and a distribution list to a friend from Cedar Rapids who had promised to take them to Des Moines and make sure they were distributed to the Iowa legislators on the distribution list. He also reported that he had taken a large quantity and the Wisconsin list to Rep. Duane Johnsrud, Chair of the natural Resources Committee, who promised to have them distributed in Madison. Robin noted that She had covered the Minnesota legislature, that the Senators in all three states had received copies as well as Congressman Kind, Congressman Latham, Congressmen Nussle, and all the Minnesota Congressional delegation that were members of the UMR Congressional Task Force.  That left the Congressional delegation from Wisconsin other than Cong. Kind who were on the Task Force.  It was decided by consensus to keep on top of the situation but to wait until after the election to make any more systematic distributions, at which time we could pick up newly elected office-holders.

Gretchen Benjamin commented that the draft of the Rock Island District Pool Plans was out and the final product, which would be somewhat different from the St. Paul District’s, should be ready in several months. Bill Howe said that we ought to invite Jeff Janvrin to explain the differences between the three UMR districts at an upcoming meeting. Marc noted the need for PP maps to be posted in bait shops and media outlets such at the Outdoor News magazines of the states.  

Pool 5 Drawdown: Robin reported that the Water Level Management Task Force had recommended to the River Resources Forum a 2005 drawdown of Pool 5 of at least 2 feet at the dam and preferably 2 ½ feet. Funding for recreational dredging seemed to be available from a collection of state, local government, and NGO sources, but the Corps of Engineers said that the funding in its 2005 budget for channel dredging would cover only a 1 ½-foot drawdown.  The cost of dredging an additional 6” was estimated at $600,000, exposing approximately 500 additional acres; the cost of dredging an additional 12” was estimated at $1.3 million, exposing an additional 1000 acres. Dredging for more than 1 ½ feet could not be justified as a channel maintenance expense but only as an environmental expense. The channel maintenance budget was already strained and the EMP budget committed. The RRF agreed to aim for a 2 ½-foot DD if the additional funding could be found. 

It was noted that a Congressional add-on could cover the cost, but that it was not allowable for the Corps to request the add-on. Robin reported that on the basis of the RRF recommendation and previous MRCC discussion, she had contacted by phone and email Congressional and Senate aides about this need.

Karrie Jackelen said that Daren Schroeder in Cong. Kind’s Washington office had brought up the need with General Creer, who said he would like to have more money, and that Cong. Kind’s office is talking about the matter with Cong. Obey, who is on the Appropriations Committee. The Commission thanked Karrie for the help from their office.

Robin reported helpful discussions with aides of Sens. Kohl and Dayton and Cong. Gutknecht and Oberstar.

Kent noted questioned whether the additional dredging costs included the costs of emptying dredge placement sites earlier.  Gretchen said it probably did not.  She also noted that to date the cost of supplemental channel maintenance dredging to facilitate the Pool 8 drawdown (beyond normal dredging and advanced dredging) was 10%. Marc noted that recreational dredging for Pool 5 should have continuing benefits. Bill Howe said that during a drawdown we could expect shallow areas to become new recreational areas, giving us opportunity to modify low areas for beaches. 

Gretchen said that the 2 ½-foot recommended DD represented a compromise between some, including the State of Minnesota, would who like to see 3 or 4 and others, including the State of Wisconsin, who think that the cost/benefit ration diminishes after 2 feet, that benefits in the extra exposed areas beyond 2 feet would be lost with the return of the water level, and that a more measured approach would be better.  Kent concurred. Gretchen also noted that a second drawdown the following year in Pool 8 was highly beneficial to the establishment of perennials.

Lake Pepin: Robin reported that Norm Senjem of the MPCA had requested help in finding citizen representation on a task force to address turbidity and nutrification on Lake Pepin under the Federal Clean Water Act.  She said that she had recommended Suzanne Blue of Red Wing, former BAC Commissioner; Craig Olson of River Falls, former BAC Commissioner; Vic and/or Karon Langer of Diamond Bluff, long time friends of the MRCC; and Mark Lutjen of the  Lake City Yacht Club.   (She also noted that Jim Sieben of Woodbury, former BAC Commissioner has been very helpful in lobbying for river concerns, particularly the EMP.) John Campe would be serving as the official representative of the MRCC.  She also noted that the situation presented an opportunity to try to create a northern extension of the MRCC in the Lake Pepin area.  Norm had noted the need for a Lake Pepin advocacy group, centered around the lake rather than farther up the watersheds as his task force needed to be. It was noted that the difference in how Wisconsin and Minnesota handled the process of listing impaired waters suggested an area where the MRCC might be useful.  It was agreed to move forward in working with the task force, which is scheduled to meet first on Oct. 6 near Red Wing, and also in trying to put together an northern extension and to plan to hold the MRCC meeting in Lake City in November.

Next meeting: The next meeting was set for October 21 at Brennan Marine pending the availability of Brennan.

Legislative Updates:  Robin reported that the MRCC had written to all UMR Senators urging their support for full funding for the EMP, and a copy of a letter from Sen. Feingold requesting such had been distributed to the email list. Action is not expected before the election. She also reported that copies of the MRCC position supporting the recommendations of the Navigation study and making comments had been sent to UMR Senators and UMR House Task Force members, that the WRDA ‘04 containing provisions for $1.46 in navigation improvements and $1.46 in environmental improvements had passed the Senate, that the House WRDA did not have this provision but that two independent bills had been introduce in the House addressing Miss River needs, one very close to the WRDA sponsored by 17 UMR House members and one focusing on environmental needs and establishing an EMP trust fund sponsored by Reps. Kind and McCollum. 

Karrie Jackelen reported on HR 961, the UMR Basin Protection Act, noting that Sen. Talent wanted the Corps to be the lead on 961 thought Gen. Creer supports USGS leadership and would be talking to Sen. Talent. She said the bill would probably have to be reintroduced in the next session.

Commissioners expressed much appreciation for the strong letters written by Sen. Feingold and State Legislator Jennifer Shilling in support of full funding for the EMP.

Bill Howe suggesting trying to meet with navigation and agricultural groups in the Quad Cities and south to discuss cooperation in promoting multi-purpose management of the river.

The question of the disposition of the EMP following implementation of recommendation sof the Feasibility Study came up.  It was noted that O&M would continue after such implementation, and on a parallel basis EMP should too.  

David Kennedy reported that between 1986 and 2004 the funding actually spent on the EMP totaled $253 million.  He said there is a propensity to blame the Corps for what is really a lack of funding from Congress.

Institutional mechanism of proposed dual-purpose management in Nav study:  It was agreed to invite Rebecca Soileau to the next meeting. The Secretary was asked to draft a letter to the Coprs regarding the vital need for continued monitoring as well as research and the value of maintaining a monitoring and research base along the Upper Miss.

Commissioner Reports: It was announced that Gretchen Benjamin had been appointed Temporary Mississippi River Basin Leader.

Kent Pehler distributed handouts of USDA crop reports, showing in 2004 a record crop production of 10.961 billion bushes of corn and 2.836 billion bushels of soybeans; total grain production in the 1930’s was about 2 billion. He noted that vastly increased agricultural productivity since the construction of the lock and dam system placed far greater demands on the system. He also said that cumulative agricultural exports for October to July were $53.5 billion, (a 13% gain for the year), and imports were $44.2 billion (a 15% gain), representing a $9.3 billion export surplus.

John Wetzel reported that he had received a call from the La Crosse radio station concerning our news release.

Bill Howe commented on the status report on beach studies and suggesting setting up meetings at Lansing and area towns concerning Pools 9, 10, and 11. He also reported that Prairie du Chien has an idea for the retirement of the Dredge Thoompson.

Marc Schultz noted that Cargill was facing difficulties in La Crosse relocating, noting that some communities and local governments don’t understand the economic significance of shipping; comparing an office complex to house 500 employees to Cargill, which employees 7, does not recognize the $75 million economic impact of Cargill. It was noted that while city plans show the riverfront redone, harbor plans include port activities, that the environmental and social implications of the relocation of Cargill, such sa altered truck traffic, tend to be underestimated, that new authorities of municipalities to condemn property for economic development were creating challenges.

Gretchen Benjamin as asked to report on the Recreation Boating Study Report for Pools 4-9 at the next meeting.

Dick Hegle expressed appreciation for the MRCC contribution to the Mississippi  Monitor and said that the Monitor was looking to expand it’s focus to include the entire Mississippi River.

The meeting adjourned at 12:40. 
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