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Corps
weighs
spillway
options
2011 flood revealed
Garrison Dam issues
AMY R. SISK

Bismarck Tribune

The U.S. Army Corps of Engineers is considering how to
make the Garrison Dam safer
in future floods a decade after
the use of the dam’s spillway
revealed weaknesses within the
structure.
The agency opened the spillway gates for the first time in the
dam’s history on June 1, 2011,
sending a cascade of water down
the concrete chute. The water
flowed into a basin and then a
channel that connects with the
Missouri River about 4 miles
downstream of the hydroelectric
power plant.
A wet spring and snowmelt
from the Rockies during the
months leading up to June contributed to the flooding that began in Bismarck-Mandan that
month. Lake Sakakawea, meanwhile, swelled behind the dam.
Using the spillway helped the
Corps manage the flood, but
the spillway faced challenges
as water rushed down its slope.
Among them, at least two of 29
manholes positioned within the
chute came loose.
The spillway has been used
sparingly since then, but if
manholes were to come loose
again when water passes over
them, there is a small chance it
could set off a sequence of events
causing the spillway to fail and a
significant amount of water held
back in Lake Sakakawea to barrel
downstream. That could lead to
flooding in Bismarck-Mandan
70 miles to the south, wash away
bridges and roads, and create
problems in as many as 12 states
along the route of the river, according to the Corps.
Please see SPILLWAY, Page A9
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A monument in the campground at Fort Abraham Lincoln State Park displays the Missouri River levels during recent floods. At the top is the
water level of 19.25 feet recorded at the Bismarck river gauge during the 2011 flood.

Remembering the flood
2011 disaster was
harrowing, but also
community building
ALEX KAUTZMAN, SAM NELSON, JACK
DURA, TRAVIS SVIHOVEC, AMY R. SISK

Bismarck Tribune

John Warford realized the
threat to his city when he saw it
from the air.
Warford was mayor of Bismarck 10 years
ago when the
Missouri River
overflowed its
banks from Montana to Missouri.
Warford recalls taking a helicopter ride with
Warford
Maj. Gen. David
Sprynczynatyk, adjutant general of the North Dakota National
Guard at the time, and seeing
just how high the river was.
“I always called the Missouri

BRIAN GEHRING, TRIBUNE

A ring dike and sandbags hold back flood water for the time being
around a home in the Hogue Island area in 2011.
the crown jewel of North Dakota;
it’s our best resource,” he said.
“To look at this resource raging
out of control from the air, your
face pales. Your heart almost
stops when you see the extent of

the damage.”
The Missouri experienced
widespread record flooding
from May through August 2011,
impacting homes, businesses,
crops and infrastructure in-

cluding roads in Montana, North
Dakota, South Dakota, Iowa, Nebraska, Kansas and Missouri, according to the National Weather
Service. The Souris River also
flooded that year, swamping a
large part of Minot, North Dakota’s fourth-largest city.
The flooding caused by heavy
rain and snowmelt on top of soils
saturated from a wet 2010 fall
resulted in more than $2 billion
in damages, killed five people
and led to federal disaster declarations in all seven states, according to the weather service.
In the Bismarck-Mandan area, it
impacted neighborhoods, a zoo
and a state park.
Warford compared the flooding to the coronavirus pandemic
— a stressful time for a community that could do only so much.
Area officials and residents in
2011 collaborated to fill more
than 11 million sandbags and
Please see FLOOD, Page A9
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SNAP food benefits adapt in pandemic

T

he federal Supplemental Nutrition Assistance
Program is a mainstay for
many families who don’t have
access to adequate food.
When the coronavirus pandemic hit, the program that
dates to the Great Depression
had to adapt to deal with in-

creased food insecurity in the
country. The government responded by reducing red tape
and implementing waivers, even
while programs such as SNAP
came under fire from conservatives.
A story and photo package by
Tribune photojournalist Mike

McCleary in today’s Dakota
section examines the program
formerly known as food stamps,
and what it means for many
North Dakotans.
It’s the third of four consecutive weekend edition story
and photo packages that McCleary has compiled over seven

months examining the hunger
problem in the region. A June 5
package examined the problem
of food insecurity and efforts to
address it. Last week’s package
detailed the Bismarck Senior
Center and older workers; and
next week’s package will examine efforts to feed hungry stu-
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dents when they’re away from
school.
Visit www.bismarcktribune.
com for videos that accompany
each story.
 PART THREE: SNAP food

benefits help low-income people
and families, Page C1
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