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DAM REHABILITATION PROJECTS
Walsh and Pembina Counties, ND
Background
The Soil Conservation Service, now
known as the Natural Resources
Conservation Service (NRCS),
actively built flood control dams
throughout northeast North Dakota
from the 1960s through the 1980s.
These dams were built through the
Small Watershed Program, which
was federally authorized through
Public Law 83-566 (PL-566). These
dams were built to reduce flood
damages to downstream cropland,
infrastructure, communities, and rural
residences. In several instances,
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the dams also provided secondary
benefits such as water supply and
recreation.
After initial construction was
completed, the operation and
maintenance responsibilities were
turned over to the local Water
Resource Districts.

The Problem

Many of these dams have issues
with changing hazard classification,
inadequate spillway capacities,
aging structural components, and

changes to upstream hydrology.
Additionally, dam design standards
have changed significantly since many
of these structures were built in the
1960s. Several dams have increased
hazard classification to a high hazard
designation. Combined with other
deficiencies, this results in a dam that
would not prevent downstream flooding
in the event of a breach.

Planning Solutions

To address the problems experienced
at many of these aging PL-566 flood
control dams, the NRCS funds and

administers the Watershed Rehabilitation Program. Houston Engineering, Inc. (HEI) is working on rehabilitation planning
for these high hazard designated dams that were constructed under PL-566. Three of the dams (Bourbanis, Olson, and
Senator Young) are operated by the Pembina County Water Resource District. The other three (Fordville, Matejcek, and
Bylin) are operated by the Walsh County Water Resource District. HEI is currently under contract with each respective
District to complete planning and concept design for rehabilitation alternatives, document resource impacts, and complete a
Watershed Plan-Environmental Assessment (WPEA) under NRCS requirements.
To begin this comprehensive planning process, we reviewed
all the resource issues to define the affected environment
in the context of impacted resources. After the resources
are identified and quantified as necessary, alternatives
are developed based on cost-effectiveness, environmental
impacts, and local preference. The selected alternative
will balance trade-offs in all categories. Work required to
complete these tasks include public outreach, interagency
coordination, environmental reviews, economic analysis,
surveys and field investigations, concept design, and NEPA
documentation.
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Moving Forward

Processes required to complete the WPEA will help
ensure that the project is permittable, locally accepted,
and affordable. Before implementation can occur on a
preferred alternative, the Districts will need to determine
how to finance the project. The completed watershed
plans will qualify each District for additional federal funding
through the NRCS Watershed Rehabilitation Program. The
remaining non-federal portion will likely be secured through
a combination of state and local funding sources. Once
completed, the rehabilitation of each of these six dams will
ensure that flood control for Walsh and Pembina counties is
provided for generations to come.

