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Flood-weary Fargo eyeing our 'ditch': North Dakotans consider floodway option-The Winnipeg Free Press
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A four-hour drive may seem like a long haul just to look at a ditch.

But for engineers and politicians who drove up from flood-weary Fargo, N.D., on Thursday, the massive dirt channel that diverts rising water around Winnipeg could provide valuable lessons in how to protect citizens south of the border from disaster.

"I know they've got a ditch around here that seems to work very well... so we're interested to see if that concept would work for us," said Dave Johnson, Fargo's deputy city engineer.

He and more than 20 others, mostly engineers with Fargo-area municipalities or design and construction companies, took a three-hour tour of the Red River Floodway.

It's a 47-kilometre-long channel that takes rising water out of the Red River, runs it around the east side of Winnipeg and dumps it back into the river near Selkirk.

It was built following a massive flood in 1950 that put much of Winnipeg under water and forced 150,000 people to flee from their homes. The $63-million price tag was considered astronomical at the time, but it has paid off many times over, most recently this spring when waters rose again. The floodway kept Winnipeg dry, while Fargo declared a state of emergency and scrambled to bolster its dikes.

"If you think about the downtown area of the city of Winnipeg being under water... your emergency services are out of commission, there's no police stations, there's no fire halls, your hospitals have to be evacuated," said Ernie Gilroy, head of the Manitoba Floodway Authority, the arm's-length agency that operates the ditch's flow controls. "You're talking about billions of dollars of damage."

The Fargo region is looking at several options. It may raise its dikes, build small channels to retain some water on what is now farmland or build a floodway that could cost as much as US$1 billion, but is considered top-of-the-line in flood defence.

"You can get a lot more solid protection, from what I understand, through floodways than you can through dikes," said Lance Yohe, executive director of the Red River Basin Commission, a non-profit group funded partly by governments on both sides of the border to deal with water issues.

The U.S. Army Corps of Engineers, a federal agency, is analyzing different options and is expected to report in November. Any project would include funding from the state and U.S. government.

Fighting floods is a bond between Canadians and Americans in the Red River Valley. The clay soil is slow to soak up moisture, and heavy snow or rain can send a lot of water into the Red River from its many tributaries.

Any rise in the Red threatens to overwhelm the pancake-flat landscape, which was shaped in part by glacial movements following the last ice age.

Manitoba experienced one of its highest-ever river levels this year. But the floodway, which has been expanded to almost double its original size since the so-called flood of the century in 1997, easily protected Winnipeg.

South of the capital, the Red River became a lake 16 kilometres wide, but towns and villages were well protected by large earth dikes.

The biggest damage occurred north of Winnipeg, where unpredictable ice jams flooded homes and sent huge chunks of ice crashing into some residences.
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