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The supply and management of water has 
been and continues to be a critical issue for 
the Red River Valley. Since the Valley was 
settled it has witnessed extreme economic, 
social and personal tragedies that result 
from flooding and drought. These 
challenges impact both water management 
and supply. While significant infrastructure 
investment has been made to mitigate 
future flooding such as the 1997 flood in 
Grand Forks, significant work in both 
management and supply remains. 

Given strong economic growth in the Valley 
and availability of statewide resources, the 
time is right to invest the resources 
necessary to protect the health of Valley 
residents and enable economic prosperity 
for years to come. While the types of water 
related projects and priorities vary 
throughout the Valley, it is recognized that a 
unified voice and message is critical to 
ensure that necessary investments happen. 

Ensuring Water Security and Management  

The Valley Prosperity Partnership (VPP) is 
focused on developing a unified, shared 
vision for high value and sustained 
economic growth for all Red River Valley 
residents. The VPP defined the following 
priority for water security and management 
as part of a strategic framework for a 5-year 
action plan.  

The Valley Prosperity Partnership will 
collaborate with internal and external 
stakeholders to ensure the Valley’s water 
security infrastructure and management 
systems are fully funded, constructed 
and operational, effectively protecting 
against future flooding while providing 
for a readily sustainable water supply at 
all times. 

 

 

VPP Working Group 

A working group of the VPP was formed to 
identify common regional water 
management issues and water related 
infrastructure priorities.  After decades of 
planning, numerous studies and reports, it is 
necessary to bring all groups and interests 
together to galvanize around actions with 
the highest and most meaningful impact for 
the future.  

Ensuring Water Security & Management in the Red River Valley 

 

The Valley Prosperity Partnership (VPP) is 
focused on developing a widely shared 
vision for high value, sustained economic 
growth for all Red River Valley residents. 

Private sector and higher education 
leaders, joined by economic development 
partners, formed the Valley Prosperity 
Partnership to identify and advance 
common strategic economic development 
opportunities for the Red River Valley 
region of North Dakota and Minnesota. 

The VPP has identified six areas for Valley-
wide action. 

1. Attract, develop and retain talent 
2. Ensure water security and 

management 
3. Expand research capacity and 

relevancy 
4. Accelerate entrepreneurial activity 

and output 
5. Invest in critical infrastructure 

development and capital 
improvement 

6. Define and improve the internal 
and external perception of the 
Valley 
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Subsequently, communications and 
outreach meetings with state and federal 
elected officials, regulators and agency 
representatives will advocate on behalf of 
these water security and management 
priorities.   

The working group’s criteria for 
recommending actions for the 5-year plan 
include the following priorities: 

§ Implement projects that are scalable 
and important for the entire Red River 
Valley Region 

§ Recognize regulations at the federal, 
state and local level 

§ Protect the Valley’s natural resources 
§ Identify opportunities and address 

issues at the North Dakota and 
Minnesota legislatures 

§ Encourage solutions that are inclusive 
of all communities in the Valley 

§ Ensure an affordable, quality water 
supply for industry and residents 

§ Focus on actions with immediate 
results 

§ Identify catalytic projects or initiatives 
that have high impact in the region 
across several priority areas 

§ Recognize impacts on Canada and 
neighboring political jurisdictions 

§ Emphasize “bottom-up” rather than 
“top-down” solution 

Water & Economic Growth 

Water is among the greatest challenges that 
communities and businesses face in the 21st 
century. Bridging Concern and Action: Are U.S. 
Companies Prepared for Looming Water 
Challenges, an April 2014 study by Vox 
Global and Pacific Institute, finds that: 

§ 80 percent of U.S. companies report that 
water availability has become an issue 
for their business.	  	  

§ 63 percent said water issues would affect 
their future location decisions.   

§ More than 50 percent reported that they 
expected water scarcity to impact their 
growth and profitability over the next five 
years.  

Consequently, the Red River Valley’s future 
ability to attract, retain, and grow 
businesses in every sector of the economy 
will depend on the availability of quality, 
affordable water.  

Moving Forward 

The VPP is in a position to help identify 
common ground issues and advocate as a 
single voice for the full funding of all phases 
of priority water projects, from design 
through construction. 

There is strong consensus among the 
working group members that short-term (5 
years) water challenges related to flooding 
will give way to water shortages in the long-
term (10 to 20 years).  

VPP Working Group Perceptions of the 
Greatest Short and Long-Term Water 
Challenges (%) 

 

 It is important to move forward on both 
fronts.  The issue of “too much water” 
remains a priority, even though a possible 
resolution is in sight. Business and industry 
needs a protection solution so that they can 
make long-term, sizable investments with 
certainty.  Likewise, flood protection for 
communities is essential so that people 
know where they can build.   

On the water supply side a major, ten-year 
drought is estimated in 2005 to have a $20 
billion impact on the Valley’s economy.1  
Value added agriculture industries are 
among the largest users of water in the 
region and, like many other industries, are 
	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
1	  “Final	  Report	  on	  Red	  River	  Valley	  Water	  Needs,”	  US	  Department	  of	  the	  Interior,	  
2005.	  	  http://www.usbr.gov/gp/dkao/redriver/rrvwsp/Report/Report.pdf	  	  
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dependent on a steady supply of quality, 
affordable water.   

Flooding also has a major impact on the 
Valley’s economic health.  Average annual 
flood damages are estimated at over $194.8 
million in Fargo-Moorhead.2  Permanent 
protection solutions, such as the proposed 
FM Diversion, would protect the local 
economy, which annually generates $4.35 
billion in non-farming wages and over $2.77 
billion in annual taxable sales; local 
property values total $14 billion.  

VPP Priority Water Projects 

The working group selected three projects 
as holding the highest priority for Red River 
Valley economic competitiveness and 
community sustainability. In addition to 
these three major projects, the working 
group also supports water quality and 
general flood protection projects that will 
achieve beneficial outcomes for the region.  

#1 Fargo-Moorhead Area Diversion 

The Fargo Moorhead Area Diversion will 
establish permanent flood protection 
measures for the region.  The current plan 
includes a 20,000 cubic feet per second 
(cfs), 36-mile long, 1,500 foot-wide diversion 
channel with 150,000 acre-feet of upstream 
staging that would only be used for flood 
events exceeding a 10-year event. The FM 
Diversion would reduce a 100-year flood 
event by 7 feet, from 42.4 feet to 35 feet, at 
the Fargo gage. For reference, the 2009 
flood of record peaked at 40.8 feet. 

The Fargo-Moorhead (FM) Diversion 
Authority and its joint powers members 
worked with the United States Army Corps 
of Engineers to develop the flood diversion 
channel project after consultation and 
communication with multiple stakeholders, 
including the Minnesota DNR, EPA, North 
Dakota Game and Fish Department, and  

	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
2	  http://www.fmdiversion.com/projectneed.php	  	  

the North Dakota State Water Commission.3 
This plan was selected after years of study, 
public input, and joint cooperation between 
the FM Area Diversion Authority members 
which include the cities of Fargo and 
Moorhead; Cass County, North Dakota; 
Clay County, Minnesota; the Joint Cass 
Water Resource District; and the Buffalo-
Red River Watershed District. 

* Have ability to achieve additional protection through 
emergency measures. 

#2  Red River Valley Water Supply 

Many regional cities and water systems are 
highly reliant on the Red River and its 
tributaries for their water.   As recently as 
2012, drought conditions caused 
significantly low flows in the Red, 
highlighting the risk to regional water 
supplies.   At several points over the past 
century, including during the drought of the 
1930’s, the Red River has seen periods of 
low and no flow, sometimes persisting for 
months.  Climatologists state that more 
such events are possible in the future, with 
potentially devastating impacts.  Since the 
Red River is the primary source of water for 
major cities in the valley, including Fargo 
and Grand Forks, the region has a clear 
need for supplemental sources of water for 
use during such dry periods.   

The Lake Agassiz Water Authority (LAWA) 
is a local, grass roots organization of public 

	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
3	  “Final Feasibility Report and Environmental Impact Statement, 
Fargo-Moorhead Metropolitan Area Flood Risk Management,” US 
Army Corps of Engineers, July 2011.  Page 379. 
4	  “Long Term Flood Solutions for the Red River Valley,” Red River 
Basin Commission, 2011.  Pg. 102.  Additional input from Jeff Lewis, 
director, Red River Basin Commission. 

Flood Protection in the Red River Valley4 
City Flood Protection 

Level 
Fargo-Moorhead without 
diversion 

Less than 100 
year 

Grand Forks-EGF 200 year* 
Wahpeton-Breckenridge 200 year 
Winnipeg 700 year 
Fargo-Moorhead w/diversion 100 year* 
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water interests in the 13 eastern counties of 
North Dakota and the cities of Breckenridge, 
Moorhead, and East Grand Forks in 
Minnesota.  It has been given political 
subdivision status by the North Dakota 
legislature and has a primary purpose of 
working with State Agencies including the 
Garrison Diversion Conservancy District 
and ND State Water Commission, to secure 
a permanent long term solution to water 
shortages. 

LAWA has worked with the Garrison 
Diversion Conservancy District and other 
regional partners to study an array of 
alternatives for solving this problem.  The 
most cost effective and environmentally 
supported solution is the construction of a 
supplemental water supply pipeline that 
would deliver Missouri River Water to Lake 
Ashtabula behind Baldhill Dam near Valley 
City. Lake Ashtabula would act as a holding 
reservoir and would release water through 
the Sheyenne River to the Red River for use 
in the valley during times of need. This will 
allow all existing water systems to utilize 
their existing water infrastructure during 
both times of normal flow and times of 
drought.  

The estimated capital cost for building a 
supplemental water supply pipeline is over 
$900 million.  Estimated operating costs for 
the pipeline could be as much as $15 million 
per year.   Federal funding for the project 
thus far has proven unavailable, leaving 
state and local water utilities to finance both 
the capital construction and the operating 
costs.  For the project to succeed it will be 
essential for the state to consider the ability 
of local water utilities to finance both capital 
and operational costs and to assist in the 
financing and operation of whatever option 
is selected to provide supplemental water to 
the region. 

#3 Basinwide Retention 

The Red River Basin Commission, as the 
result of a Long Term Floods Solutions Plan 
funded by Minnesota and North Dakota, has 
adopted a goal of reducing 100 year flood 

flows by 20% through the utilization of 
retention projects. The main purpose of the 
retention projects is to reduce flooding in 
rural areas, but lower water levels in cities 
along the Red River will also result.  These 
projects will also improve water quality in 
the basin, create permanent and seasonal 
wetlands, and expand water storage in the 
Red River Basin that will also greatly benefit 
wildlife habitat. 

To achieve the 20% flow reduction goal, 
retention projects in the basin need to hold 
1.5 million acre feet of water. Since 
1997, approximately 200,000 acre-feet of 
storage capacity has been built, leaving an 
additional 1.3 million acre feet of storage to 
meet the goal. 

The Red River Retention Authority is a 
partnership of the valley’s water 
management districts in North Dakota and 
Minnesota that was formed in May 2010 to 
help facilitate the construction of distributed 
retention areas. The Red River Retention 
Authority and other organizations are 
working on possible funding options to 
accomplish the storage goal.    

The U.S. Department of Agriculture has 
designated the Red River Basin as a region 
with dire conservation needs, meaning local 
efforts to mitigate floods through water 
retention are currently eligible for a share of 
$400 million in federal money. The Red 
River Retention Authority is applying for $20 
million of newly appropriated federal funds 
through the Regional Conservation 
Partnership Program created by the 2014 
farm bill. Local matching funds will be 
required. The Authority also has access to a 
special appropriation of $50 million to fund 
new water conservation projects including 
retention projects. The FM Diversion 
Authority has committed $25 million for 
retention projects throughout the southern 
Red River Basin to show their support to 
this large undertaking.   

The rough overall estimate to accomplish 
the long-term flow reduction goal is over $2 
billion and will take decades to accomplish. 
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In order to help mitigate the impact of floods 
in both rural and urban areas, the Valley 
needs to continue to encourage investment 
at the state level in both North Dakota and 
Minnesota as well as accessing additional 
funding sources at the Federal level. 

Water Quality 

Investing in reliable access to clean water is 
a necessary requirement for sustained 
economic growth.  The VPP working group 
on water supports projects to improve 
accessibility to quality water, including 
municipal and rural water and wastewater 
treatment, water sensitive urban planning 
and design, and catchment based 
management actions.  

Upgrading and expanding drinking water 
and wastewater treatment plants such that 
capacities match future growth demands is 
essential. The water treatment plant in 
Valley City, for example, has recently 
undergone upgrades, and Fargo, Grafton, 
and Grand Forks are all at various stages of 
bidding or planning upgrades to provide 
clean, safe drinking water to their residents  

Moreover, water quality is an issue that 
impacts the Valley’s neighbors in Minnesota 
and Manitoba, requiring communication and 
coordination at the policy and agency levels 
that is intended to achieve mutually 
beneficial outcomes.    

General Flood Protection  

Preventing flooding is a requirement for 
economic growth, safety and quality of life 
throughout the Red River Valley.   The VPP 
working group on water supports projects 
that address municipal flooding.  The Valley 
City flood protection plan, for example, uses 
a combination of permanent structures such 
as clay levees, concrete floodwalls, and 
removable floodwall closures as protection 
from future floodwaters.  The City of Grafton 
is pursuing a scaled-down project and 
reviewing flood plans to provide protection 
for at least part of the city after repeated 
spring flooding.    

 Next Steps 

The goal of the VPP is to bolster and 
coordinate advocacy efforts directed at state 
and federal-level elected officials and state 
and federal agencies with regard to short-
term and long-term priority water projects to 
be fully funded and implemented. 

Specific advocacy efforts by the VPP for 
each of the top three priority water projects 
are as follows: 

FM Diversion 

§ Support the FM Diversion Authority’s 
efforts for continued inclusion in the 
Governor’s budget 
o Inform and advise North Dakota 

Water Coalition 
§ Meet with Valley legislative leaders and 

members 
o Team up with FM Chamber 
o Meet with a MN committee – 

perhaps House environment 
committee 

§ Make Minnesota and Manitoba aware of 
VPP recommendations 
o Work with the Governor to have ND 

agencies sit down with Minnesota 
counterparts 

§ Meet with Richland and Wilkin Counties 
& Wahpeton about diversion 

§ Meet with businesses that are on both 
sides of the diversion issue 

§ Support outreach efforts to educate the 
public on the need for enhanced flood 
protection. 

Red River Water Supply 

§ Support continued inclusion of the Red 
River Valley Water Supply project in the 
Governor’s budget 

§ Support LAWA and stakeholder cities in 
Minnesota and North Dakota 

§ Advocate for a reasonable cost share by 
state, to make project capital costs 
affordable and sustainable for local 
water utilities. 
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§ Work with the Governor and legislature 
to develop a non-federal supplemental 
water supply solution 

Red River Retention 

§ Support the Red River Retention 
Authority 
o Accelerate level of yearly financial 

commitment for retention projects 
over 20 year period 

§ Reach out to state and federal wildlife 
agencies and associations 

§ Meet with Richland and Wilkin Counties 
& Wahpeton about retention  

Advocacy strategies for Water Quality and 
General Flood Protection priorities will be 
developed later as issues come to the 
forefront.   

The VPP intends to advocate on behalf of 
water security and management issues by 
making information available to the Fargo 
Forum and Grand Forks Herald and by 
having VPP representatives appear on radio 
talk shows in the region. 
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VPP Steering Committee 

Tammy Miller, CEO 
Border States Electric 
Co-Chairperson, Valley Prosperity Partnership 

Steve Burian, CEO* 
AE2S 
Co-Chairperson, Valley Prosperity Partnership 

William C. Marcil, Chairman* 
Forum Communications Company 

Dave Anderson, Director of Public Affairs* 
Sanford Health 

Barry Batcheller, Chairman & CEO 
Appareo Systems 

Dave Berg, President and CEO 
American Crystal Sugar 

Karl Bollingberg, Executive Vice President 
Alerus Financial 

Dean Bresciani, President 
North Dakota State University 

Doug Burgum, Founder and Chairman 
Arthur Ventures 

John Eickhof, President 
Construction Engineers 

Jim Galloway, Principal 
JLG Architects 

Jim Gartin, President* 
GFMEDC 

Hal Gershman, Owner 
Happy Harry’s Bottle Shops 

Robert Kelley, President 
University of North Dakota 

Dave Molmen, CEO 
Altru Health System 

Mark Nisbet, North Dakota Principal Manager 
Xcel Energy 

Ronald Offutt, Chairman & CEO 
RDO Equipment  

John Richman, President 
North Dakota State College of Science 

Jim Roers, President & CEO 
Roers Construction & Development 

Wes Rydell, Owner 
The Rydell Company 

Thomas Shorma, President & CEO 
WCCO Belting, Inc. 

Richard Solberg, Chairman & CEO 
Bell State Bank & Trust 

Steve Swiontek, President & CEO 
Gate City Bank 

Anne Temte, President 
Northland Community and Technical College 

Klaus Thiessen, President & CEO* 
Grand Forks Region EDC 

VPP Water Working Group 

* Steering Committee Member of Working Group

Tal Elseth, Director 
J.R. Simplot Company 

Todd Feland, City Administrator 
City of Grand Forks 

Bruce Furness, Chairman 
Lake Agassiz Water Authority 

Tony Grindberg, Aviation Business Unit Manager 
Appareo Systems, LLC 

Dawn Keeley,	  Executive Director 
Red River Regional Council 

Morrie Lanning, President 
Morrie Lanning Consulting, LLC 

Jeff Lewis, Executive Director 
Red River Basin Commission 

Jim Roers,	  President and CEO, 
Roers Development, Inc. 

Darrell Vanyo, Chairman 
Fargo-Moorhead Area Diversion Project 

Ken Vein, Administrative Director Plant and Facilities, 
Altru Health System 

Jeffry Volk, President and CEO 
Moore Engineering, Inc. 

Barry Wilfahrt, President & CEO 
Grand Forks-East Grand Forks Chamber 

Pat Zavoral, City Administrator 
City of Fargo 


