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TO: HALL COUNTY BOARD OF SUPERVISORS 

FROM: EXECUTIVE DIRECTOR’S OFFICE OF THE PLATTE RIVER RECOVERY IMPLEMENTATION 
PROGRAM 

SUBJECT: FEBRUARY 2015 ICE JAM 

DATE: APRIL 2, 2015 

CC: PRRIP GOVERNANCE COMMITTEE, CENTRAL PLATTE NRD 

 

The Platte River Recovery Implementation Program (Program) has been made aware of a meeting of the 
Hall County Board of Supervisors on March 24th that included a presentation by landowners alleging that 
the Program caused an ice jam that occurred in February of 2015. The Program has obtained the video of 
that presentation and is requesting that this memorandum and associated documentation be reviewed by 
the Board of Supervisors and incorporated into the permanent record. We find this to be necessary in 
order to address inaccuracies and misconceptions that may have resulted from the one-sided testimony 
presented on March 24th. We would also request an opportunity to address The Board of Supervisors to 
present this material and address questions directly. 

Property Overview 

The Platte River Recovery Implementation Program (Program) acquired the Shoemaker Island property 
from the Binfield family on December 30, 2010. The property is approximately 1,500 acres in size and 
includes 2.5 miles of river frontage. The Program acquired the property for the purpose of creating and 
maintaining on- and off-channel habitat for endangered species including the whooping crane, least tern 
and piping plover. Major Program land and habitat management actions have included replacement of 
boundary fences, removal of woody vegetation from wet meadow areas, clearing of woody vegetation 
from in-channel islands, channel disking, channel widening, and construction of nesting islands.  

All management actions are undertaken within the framework of the Program’s Adaptive Management 
Plan. That plan specifies that all actions be implemented as rigorously-designed management 
experiments.  When implemented as designed experiments, management actions are intensively 
monitored to 1) ensure that they are implemented as designed, 2) evaluate their function, and 3) determine 
target species response. This process of “learning by doing” allows the Program to closely track and 
adjust management actions as necessary.  

At the March 24th Board of Supervisors meeting, participants indicated that they believed the Program to 
be “just playing with [the river], experimenting with it.” That is not the case. Because of the Program’s 
commitment to monitoring and evaluation, the Shoemaker Island reach is the most intensively monitored 
reach in the central Platte. Ongoing activities include development of hydrodynamic and sediment 
transport models, collection of detailed topographic and in-vegetation data twice annually during the 
growing season, monitoring of river stage on the north and main channel, monitoring of sediment 
transport during high flow events, collection of bed sediment samples, collection of aerial imagery series 
annually in June and November, and collection of detailed LiDAR topography data of the entire reach 
annually in November. Some of this data will be used to address inaccurate statements about Program 
island building and river conditions at the time of the ice jam. 
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Nesting Islands 

The Program has designed, permitted, and constructed in-channel tern and plover nesting islands at the 
Shoemaker Island property as part of a larger effort to evaluate least tern and piping plover response to in- 
and off-channel nesting habitat at the Plum Creek, Cottonwood Ranch, Elm Creek, and Shoemaker Island 
habitat complexes. The Program received US Army Corps of Engineers (USACE) Section 404 approval 
for island building on July 25, 2013 (Attachment A). Authorized actions included construction of 14 
nesting islands ranging from 0.5 to 13.1 acres in size, for a total of 59.4 acres, at an elevation allowing for 
a 3,000–8,000 cfs overtopping flow. Nesting island locations, sizes and heights were based on existing 
vegetated islands that occurred in the channel when the property was acquired. 

The Program completed the final design and let the bid for island construction in the fall of 2013. The 
final design included construction of 41.2 acres of nesting islands in two complexes, one in the west and 
one in the east half of the property. The design drawings in Attachment B provide the nesting island 
footprints, elevations of existing islands, and targeted design elevations. The west islands were 
constructed during the period of mid-November 2013 to early January 2014. The east islands were 
constructed during the period of mid-August to mid-September 2014.  

As described earlier, nesting island areas and heights were based on existing in-channel islands. 
Construction included clearing of woody and herbaceous vegetation and grading to slightly raise or lower 
the existing island topography to the design elevation. In the case of the west island complex, target 
heights for three of the islands were similar to or lower than existing topography and one was slightly 
higher (1.2 ft). Construction activities also included excavation adjacent to the bank and through a large 
island to locally increase wetted channel width and flow conveyance. Attachment C presents the width of 
channel actively conveying flow in June of 2010 prior to property acquisition and in June of 2014 
following island construction. Attachment D presents elevation changes following island construction in 
the area of the west island complex. Attachment E presents aerial photos of the west island complex prior 
to Program management activities in 2012 and immediately following the ice jam in 2015.  

Participants at the March 24th Board of Supervisors meeting testified that the Program nesting islands 
alternately blocked off the north half of the river, blocked the whole river, dammed up the river, or closed 
up the river system, causing the ice jam. Attachments B, C, D and E demonstrate that those claims are 
false. Program vegetation removal and island building increased flow width and conveyance at the 
location of the west island complex. Participants also testified that the Program intended to build the 
islands higher, and has received a $2 million dollar grant to do. Those claims are false. The islands were 
constructed to the design elevations specified in the construction drawings, which are consistent with the 
heights allowed under the USACE Section 404 authorization. The Program has not applied for any grants 
or received any grant money to construct additional island habitat on the Shoemaker Island Tract.  

Further allegations at the March 24th Board of Supervisors meeting included the Program was adding flow 
to the river which created more ice and added to the flooding. That claim is false. No releases of 
environmental flows have ever been made during the months of December through February, nor are such 
releases remotely likely in the future.  



PRRIP – ED OFFICE MEMORANDUM   
 

Page 3 of 4 
 

Ice Jams 

The National Weather Service in Hastings has compiled ice jam records for Hall County beginning in the 
1940s (Attachment F). Hall County experienced ice jams frequently during the decades of the 1950s 
through the 1980s with comparatively less ice jam activity during dry period of the 2000s. There are also 
numerous records of ice jam activity on the Platte River in the Wood River to Grand Island reach in the 
USACE Cold Regions Research and Engineering Laboratory database including for the years of 1986, 
1988, 1994, 1996, 1998, 2001, 2003, 2009, 2010, 2014, and 2015. Prior to the 2015 event, the most recent 
ice jam that caused out-of-bank flooding and damages in the vicinity Shoemaker Island property occurred 
in December of 2010. That ice jam began in the Doniphan area and progressed upstream resulted in 
flooding and closure of Shoemaker Island Road and evacuation of two homes in the area of the Platte 
River bridge at Highway 11. Aerial photographs and news stories from that event can be found in 
Attachment G. Participants at the March 24th Board of Supervisors meeting claimed that the 2010 ice jam 
was caused by Program activities. That claim is false. The Program had not yet acquired the property at 
the time the 2010 ice jam occurred and no releases for environmental flows were being made. 

The Program was notified of the February 2015 ice jam by the USACE at 2:30 pm on afternoon of 
February 3rd. The Program chartered a flight that afternoon to document river conditions in the reach. 
Photographs and other documentation from that flight are located in Attachment H. The ice jam and 
overbank flooding occurred 0.25 miles downstream from the Shoemaker Island property west boundary 
and 0.4 miles upstream of the west complex of nesting islands. At the location of the ice jam, total 
channel width narrows to approximately 420 ft. On the afternoon of February 3rd, the entire channel was 
obstructed by ice at that location and the majority of river flow was overtopping the north bank and 
flowing northeast across Shoemaker Island. 

The Program chartered another flight on February 6th to document river conditions. By the afternoon of 
the 6th, the ice jam had progressed to approximately one mile upstream of the Wood River bridge but no 
additional areas of overbank flow were observed (Attachment I). Additional flights were chartered on 
February 23rd following ice break up (Attachment J) and on March 26th (Attachment K) to document 
conditions following the ice jam.  

During and following the ice jam period, the Program was contacted by three families that own property 
in the area. In all cases, the families requested and were provided with specific documentation. The 
Thesenvitz family requested and was provided with the bid package for the island construction project, 
including the island design drawings. The Gideon family requested and was provided with flight photos 
and maps of the ice jam location. The Luhr family was also provided with flight photos and maps of the 
ice jam location.  

Participants at the March 24th Board of Supervisors meeting testified that the Program response to 
inquiries was “…just sue us…” That claim is false. All communications between the families and 
Program staff were courteous and the Program provided the families with design drawings, maps, and 
flight photos.  
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Addressing the Potential for Future Ice Jams 

At a system scale, channel narrowing in the central Platte River is a major concern for future flood 
conveyance and ice jamming. Since 2009, the Program has contributed approximately $1.2 million dollars 
to the Platte Valley and West Central Weed Management Areas to assist in spraying and removal of 
invasive riparian vegetation from the channel throughout the central Platte River. Attachment L provides 
a map of spraying efforts in the Wood River to Alda bridge segment alone. Continuing that work into the 
future is critically important. In the vicinity of the Shoemaker Island property, the Program feels that the 
most benefit could be gained by 1) clearing vegetation from islands throughout the reach that have 
become stabilized over the past decade and 2) widening the ‘pinch point’ near the west property boundary 
where overbank flooding occurred in 2010 and 2015. These efforts may reduce the frequency and severity 
of ice jam flooding in the Shoemaker Island area, but it is highly unlikely that it could be eliminated 
entirely.  

The Program annually disks vegetated portions of the channel within the Shoemaker Island tract property 
boundary. In addition, the Program has executed management agreements with two neighboring 
landowners downstream of the ice jam location that allow for disking of those properties at no cost to the 
landowners. Neighboring landowners across the river at the ice jam location and on Shoemaker Island 
upstream of the jam location have been approached several times, including following the ice jam, in an 
effort to secure similar agreements for disking and removal of in-channel vegetation at no cost to the 
owners. To date, they have indicated that they are not interested in working with the Program. Channel 
width at the ‘pinch point’ cannot be addressed without the cooperation of the south bank landowner.   

At the March 24th Board of Supervisors meeting, participants indicated that the Program would rather 
they go away so that organizations like the Program could have the entire valley. That claim is false. The 
Program has contributed significant monetary resources to assist in riparian vegetation management on 
private lands. The Program has also attempted to work with neighboring landowners in the Shoemaker 
Island reach to manage in-channel vegetation and improve flow conveyance at no cost to those owners. 
To date, they have been unwilling to do so.  
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Attachment A: US Army Corps of Engineers Section 404 Authorization for construction of in-channel 
nesting islands. 
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Attachment B: In-channel nesting island final design drawings. 
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Island #2
Area: 7.7 Acres
Target: 1941.0  ft
Current: 1941.5 ft (APPROX)
Size/Ht Class: Large/Low

Island #4
Area: 1.8 Acres
Target: 1938.8 ft
Current: 1939 ft (APPROX)
Size/Ht Class: Small/Low

Island #3
Area: 2.0 Acres
Target: 1941.2 ft (min)
Current: 1940.0 ft (APPROX)
Size/Ht Class: Small/High

Island #1
Area: 12.9 Acres
Target: 1942.8  ft (min)
Current: 1941 - 1943 ft (APPROX)
Size/Ht Class: Large/High

Island Footprints are shown with diagonal hatch. 

Work will occur under the guidance of Project Engineer.  Island and borrow locations may vary slightly
depending on site conditions at the time of construction.

Islands will be built to the specified elevation.  The "current" elevations are approximate and vary within the island
footprint.  They are given for a general idea of the need for cut or fill.

Areas marked with crosshatch will be excavated to low flow water levels in order to establish flow channels and can
be used as borrow areas if needed for islands.

Photograph is from November 2012 and reflects current site conditions.
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Island #5
Area: 5.3 Acres
Target: 1931.9 ft
Current: 1932.0 ft (APPROX)
Size/Ht Class: Large/Low

Island #8
Area: 8.2 Acres
Target: 1931.9 (min) ft
Current: 1930-1931 ft (APPROX)
Size/Ht Class: Large/High

Island #7
Area: 1.6 Acres
Target: 1932.1 ft
Current: 1930-1931.5 ft (APPROX)
Size/Ht Class: Small/High

Island #6
Area: 1.7 Acres
Target: 1931.5 ft
Current: 1930.7 ft (APPROX)
Size/Ht Class: Small/Low

Island Footprints are shown with diagonal hatch. 

Work will occur under the guidance of Project Engineer.  Island and borrow locations may vary slightly
depending on site conditions at the time of construction.

Islands will be built to the specified elevation.  The "current" elevations are approximate and vary within the island
footprint.  They are given for a general idea of the need for cut or fill.

Photograph is from November 2012 and reflects current site conditions.
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Attachment C: Map indicating width of channel actively conveying flow in June of 2010 prior to property 
acquisition.  
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Attachment D: Map indicating in-channel topographic (elevation) change from 2012 to 2014, following 
nesting island construction. Change reflects construction activities and natural geomorphic 
processes.  
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Attachment E: Aerial photographs of west island complex area on 3/30/2012 prior to Program island 
building activities and on February 2/23/2015 immediately following the 2015 ice jam.  
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Attachment F: National Weather Service graphic indicating the number of ice jams in Hall County by 
decade for the period of 1940-2014. 
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Attachment G: Documentation of December 2010 ice jam flood in the Shoemaker Island reach. 
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Attachment H: Photographs and documentation of ice jam conditions on February 3rd, 2015. 



Aerial photo of ice jam and overbank flooding taken on afternoon of 2/3/2015.
Photo location west of ice jam looking east along channel. 

Ice jam features have been matched to aerial imagery from June 2014.
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Aerial photo of ice jam and overbank flooding taken on afternoon of 2/3/2015.
Photo location west of ice jam looking east along channel. 

Ice jam features have been matched to aerial imagery from June 2014.
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Aerial photo of ice jam and overbank flooding taken on afternoon of 2/3/2015.
Photo location east of ice jam looking west along channel. 

Ice jam features have been matched to aerial imagery from June 2014.
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Aerial photo of ice jam and overbank flooding taken on afternoon of 2/3/2015.
Photo location east of ice jam looking west along channel. 
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Attachment I: Images from February 6th photo flight. 



farnsworthj
Typewritten Text
Photo taken on the afternoon of February 6th upstream of Wood River bridge looking downstream.
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Typewritten Text
Photo taken afternoon of February 6th downstream of west nesting island complex looking upstream.
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Typewritten Text
Photo taken afternoon of February 6th near west nesting island complex looking downstream.
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Attachment J: Images from February 23rd photo flight. 
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Photo taken afternoon of February 23rd north of channel looking downstream at inundated area.
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Photo taken on February 23rd near west nesting islands looking northeast. 
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Photo taken afternoon of February 23rd near west property boundary looking downstream.
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Attachment K: Images from March 26th photo flight. 
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Approximate photo centers from March 26th photo flight. Photographs are numbered in upper right corner.
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Aerial photo series taken on March 26th from south side of channel looking north toward areas inundated by ice jam flooding. Photo numbers located in the upper right corner.
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Attachment L: Map of riparian vegetation spraying in the Wood River to Alda bridge segment. 
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