Draft Minutes of the
Upper Mississippi River Restoration Program
Coordinating Committee

February 26, 2025
Quarterly Meeting

Virtual


Kelly Keefe of the U.S. Army Corps of Engineers called the meeting to order at 8:00 a.m. on February 26, 2025.  Other UMRR Coordinating Committee representatives present were Sabrina Chandler (USFWS), Jeff Houser (USGS), Dave Glover (Illinois DNR), Kirk Hansen (Iowa DNR), Liz Scherber (Minnesota DNR), Matt Vitello (Missouri DoC), and Vanessa Perry (Wisconsin DNR).  A complete list of attendees follows these minutes.


Minutes of the November 20, 2024, Meeting

Matt Vitello moved, and Kirk Hansen seconded a motion to approve the draft minutes of the November 20, 2024, meeting.  The motion carried unanimously.


Regional Management and Partnership Collaboration

Fiscal Report

Marshall Plumley reported that federal agencies are currently operating under a continuing resolution, which is set to expire March 14, 2025.  Plumley anticipates a budget will be passed for the remainder of the year.  In the interim, the Corps is advancing work based on a $55 million budget assumption for UMRR in FY 2025.  

Through the Water Resource Development Act of 2024, Congress amended the UMRR authorizing language to increase the program’s annual authorized appropriation for long term resource monitoring from $15 million to $25 million. 

Plumley announced that UMRR executed 98.2 percent of its FY 2024 appropriation of $55 million as well as the funds carried over from FY 2023.  Plumley acknowledged the contributions of all UMRR partners who are involved in the program’s implementation, noting that UMRR is one of only a few Corps programs that executes at such a high level.


Program Efforts Schedule 

The timeline for the Reno Bottoms Habitat Rehabilitation and Enhancement Project (HREP) in the St. Paul District has changed slightly, with the design initiation pushed back by one month. No changes for the Rock Island District were identified.  In the St. Louis District, the Yorkinut Slough HREP design initiation has been postponed a few months.

HREP Selection

UMRR program partners continue to work through the process of evaluating potential project opportunities and selecting a suite of projects for implementation in FYs 2026 through 2030.  River teams began drafting fact sheets for proposed projects in the fall of 2024 and are now evaluating and selecting fact sheets to recommend.  The UMRR Coordinating Committee is anticipated to review and approve fact sheets by the third quarter of FY 2025 – i.e., April 2025 through June 2025.  The fact sheets will be included in the May quarterly meeting packet, during which the Committee is scheduled to consider its endorsement of the suite of new projects.  


Strategic Planning

Plumley reported that the program began a strategic planning process in late 2023.  The planning team is finalizing the strategies and actions and preparing to initiate the public review phase.  The process has slowed down to accommodate changes in federal administration guidance.  In response to a question from Olivia Dorothy, Plumley stated that the public review process will likely be open for 30 to 45 days.


NESP Reach Planning

Plumley reported that the reach planning effort for the Navigation and Ecosystem Sustainability Program (NESP) began in January 2025.  In response to questions regarding the relationship between UMRR and this effort, Plumley clarified that the reach objectives and priority restoration areas identified in reach planning will be program neutral and will rely on resources that UMRR has developed, including the 2022 Status and Trends Report and the second Habitat Needs Assessment.  USACE is open to aligning the development of UMRR projects with NESP reach planning in the future, if possible.


HREP Monitoring

UMRBA is planning to send a request to the Coordinating Committee to identify representatives for an HREP monitoring and adaptive management task force.  Plumley noted the need for a consistent approach for monitoring and adaptive management in the program, as work done in the HREP and Long Term Resource Monitoring (LTRM) elements have been further integrated over the last decade.  Plumley highlighted the EMMA database as a tool that will help the program manage its monitoring activities.  Kat McCain, from the Corps’ Ecosystem Restoration Planning Center of Excellence, has agreed to assist in scoping this effort. 


Design Handbook

The 2012 UMRR Environmental Design Handbook is being updated.  The handbook includes lessons learned from decades of designing HREPs.  Corps staff are internally reviewing the draft updated Handbook, after which it will go out to agency partners for review and then released to the public.  Plumley commended Angela Deen’s leadership in this effort, which has created a valuable and unique resource for restoration on a large river.  In response to a request from Olivia Dorothy, Plumley stated that he will talk to the Corps review team about having NGO partners review the Handbook.  

Coordinating Committee Availability Request

UMRBA is planning to coordinate the Coordinating Committee members’ evaluation of out-year funding scenarios in April. The meeting will include discussion on federal guidance changes and staffing updates.


Future HREP Proposals

Fish and Wildlife Working Group (FWWG) 

Ryan Hupfeld presented the Fish and Wildlife Work Group (FWWG) HREP fact sheet development and recommendation process.  The group’s task was to identify two or three potential HREPs of small to medium cost ($15 million-25 million) in the St Paul District.  In January 2024, FWWG partners identified potential program-neutral projects.  Hupfeld noted that the Army Corps ArcGIS Ecosystem Project Selection tool was extremely helpful during this stage of the process.  The FWWG then narrowed their list down to 23 potential projects, including some projects suggested by non-traditional sponsors.  Hupfeld noted that these non-traditional sponsors were a meaningful addition to the process.  In March and April 2024, the FWWG filled out a spreadsheet detailing the indicators each of the 23 projects would address - e.g., water quality, plants, animals, construction considerations.  The group then narrowed down the potential project list to fourteen and assembled fact sheet leads and teams for each of the potential projects.  The Corps pulled together cost estimates for the fourteen fact sheets to ascertain if the potential projects met the small to medium cost requirement.  After FWWG voting members ranked the fourteen potential projects, the scores were averaged, and the top three projects were identified for recommendation to the UMRR Coordinating Committee:

1. Wing Lake/Hunter’s Point Backwaters, Pool 8.  This project would address island fragmentation and a decline in forest habitat.  Proposed features include island restoration, forest establishment, dredging, and shoreline stabilization.
2. Sny Magill – Methodist Lake, Pool 10.  This project would address a decline in forest habitat, island fragmentation, and backwater sedimentation.  Features would include island restoration and forest establishment.
3. Tempealeau National Wildlife Refuge, Phase 2, Pool 6.  This project would address impaired water quality and harmful algal blooms.  Features would include increased emergent and submergent aquatic vegetation and water control structures.

FWWG will recommend five project fact sheets to the Navigation and Ecosystem Sustainability Program (NESP).  FWWG is planning to submit the four remaining fact sheets to the UMRR Coordinating Committee with the hope that they can be easily picked up with any additional funding.  These secondary fact sheets are for Probst Lake, Lake Onalaska Inlets, Snyder Lake and Sandy Hook Slough, and Black Deer/Brice Prairie Channel. 

In response to a question from Mark Ellis, Hupfeld stated that it would be helpful to have more guidance to distinguish project selection processes for UMRR and NESP.


Fish and Wildlife Interagency Committee (FWIC) 

Lauren Larson presented the HREP fact sheet development and recommendation process for the FWIC.  The FWIC’s task was to identify six to ten potential HREPs of varying sizes and complexity in the Rock Island District.  Larson noted that, while today’s FWIC report details the process for the Mississippi River, a similar process is currently ongoing for the Illinois River.  The group held an in-person workshop in November 2023 where one hundred potential projects were suggested.  Like the FWWG, the FWIC developed a spreadsheet to demonstrate which indicators each potential project would address.  Each voting member of the FWIC prioritized their top three proposed projects, narrowing the list down to nine projects. Then the group used a paired comparison worksheet to prioritize the implementation of these nine projects.  The group recommended the following three projects be implemented in the near term:

1. Upper Pool 13, which was carried forward from the last project selection process in 2020.
2. Geneva and Hersey Islands, which was carried forward from the last project selection process in 2020.
3. Multi Pool Habitat Protection, which was carried forward from the last project selection process in 2020.

The group recommended the following three projects be implemented through FY 2030:

4. Turkey River Bottom, which was updated and carried forward from the last project selection process in 2020.
5. Odessa Floodplain Forest and Fox Pond Wetland, Pools 17 and 18
6. Lower Long Island and Shandrew Island, Pool 21.

The remaining three fact sheets required less immediate action.

In response to a question from Kelly Keefe, Larson reported that NGOs did attend the workshops early in the process and brought forward one potential project.  While NGOs are not voting members of the river teams, a voting member can champion an NGO project.  Vanessa Perry stated that after the last fact sheet process, she developed a summary of recommendations for future processes based off conversations with participants and community groups.  One of Perry’s main recommendations was to involve communities more, as the current process is very difficult for them to participate in.  Olivia Dorothy commended Perry’s work on summarizing the recommendations.  Marshall Plumley noted that while the program was more intentional about engaging with NGOs and the public during this fact sheet process, there is still progress to be made.  Plumley stated that a summary of recommendations for process improvements will be developed after this fact sheet process concludes.  


River Resources Action Team (RRAT Tech) 

Matt Vitello presented the RRAT Tech’s HREP fact sheet development and recommendation process.  Vitello noted that the RRAT Tech does include NGOs and community partners.  In January 2024, the group held a workshop to develop potential projects, which was attended by several NGOs and external stakeholders.  63 potential projects were identified at the workshop; the group narrowed these down to 28 projects after considering sponsorship interest.  The group then prioritized 12 potential HREPs and eight potential NESP projects.  After assessing existing fact sheet information, readiness, and logical groupings, the RRAT Tech ended up recommending four projects for UMRR:

1. Mason Island, Pool 26.  This project would address degrading backwater habitat. Potential features include island creation, dikes, and dredging.
2. Spatterdock Slough, Pool 26.  This project would address backwater sedimentation and loss of bathymetric diversity.  Proposed features include island restoration, sediment deflection, and excavation.
3. Chouteau Island, open river.  This project would increase aquatic diversity by improving the island’s side channel and restore degraded forests.  Proposed features include shoreline protection and backwater slough restoration.
4. Illinois Bayou, open river.  This project would address degrading marsh, wetland, and forest habitat.  Proposed features include water control structures and bank stabilization.

In response to a question from Sadie Neuman, Plumley explained that HREPs require a sponsor to take over the operations and maintenance of a project after it has been constructed.  NGOs can be sponsors if they own, have rights to the land, or can secure those rights. 

Plumley pointed out that this fact sheet selection process involved more Corps involvement in developing cost estimates for potential projects than in the 2020 effort.  While Plumley acknowledged there were disadvantages, he noted that when making the case for future funding, it is advantageous to better understand the actual cost of a project. 

In response to a question from Plumley, Larson reported that the Illinois River has developed a set of fact sheets for proposed projects with final drafts expected in mid-March 2025.  Larson stated that the one fact sheet being developed for UMRR should be ready by the May quarterly meeting.


Strategic Planning Update

Since the last quarterly meeting in November, the strategic planning group met in person to organize the program’s strategies and actions and to discuss a timeline for the actions.  Currently, the strategic planning leadership team is refining those action timelines.  While many actions are continuations of ongoing efforts, there are some adjustments to ongoing efforts as well as some new lines of effort.  Marshall Plumley asked attendees to consider any ongoing efforts in their organization that might align with UMRR’s actions.  Plumley then gave examples of adjusting ongoing efforts, including creating a taskforce dedicated to HREP monitoring and ensuring HREPs fully integrate LTRM data and science.  New lines of effort include identifying accessible pathways for new partner participation and identifying new opportunities for HREP monitoring.  Vanessa Perry noted that Wisconsin is considering how to integrate LTRM and HREPs, particularly the intersection of communicating findings and community engagement work.  Olivia Dorothy noted that NGO funding is often tied to responding to changing conditions, requiring staff to report how they are addressing that.  

Plumley gave an overview of the timeline for the strategic plan review process.  The strategic planning team is scheduled to review the draft strategic plan until March 17, 2025, after which the Communications and Outreach Team and Analysis Team will review, and finally the Coordinating Committee will be asked for input and concurrence.  A public review will follow at a time yet to be decided.







Communications

Communications and Outreach Team

Marshall Plumley reported on the accomplishments and ongoing activities of the UMRR Communications and Outreach Team (COT).  The COT has been reviewing the 2022 UMRR Report to Congress brochure and Plumley anticipates that they will support the strategic plan and preparations for the program’s 40th anniversary in 2026. 

Photo Contest Winners

On August 1, 2024, UMRR initiated a photo contest among UMRR partners to obtain visuals for use in UMRR’s program materials and communications.  Ninety submissions were received across five categories.  Kacie Grupa won in the “Benefits of HREPs” and “Connecting People with Nature” categories.  Alicia Carhart won in the “Cultural or Historic Features” and “LTRM - Monitoring in Action” categories.  Ken Petersen won in the “Natural Features, Scenic Views, or Landscapes” category. 

UMRR Brochure

Laura Talbert presented the finalized UMRR brochure.  This communication product was created collaboratively by the partnership and will be used to advocate for UMRR.  Kirsten Wallace reported on the positive feedback while using the brochure in recent Congressional visits.  Kelly Keefe pointed out the importance of communication documents, noting that great programs can suffer if the public is not aware of the work they do. 

Partner Activities

UMRR Coordinating Committee members and partners shared their respective UMRR-related communications or engagements over the last quarter that relate to UMRR, as follows:

· Marshall Plumley presented about UMRR at the Mississippi Valley Division’s Industry Days in Memphis, Tennessee.



Program Reports

HREP Planning and Construction

Angela Deen, Julie Millhollin, and Jasen Brown reported on the progress in implementing UMRR HREPs, including the following milestones:

· The St. Louis District successfully installed interpretive signs at the Piasa and Eagles Nest Islands HREP.

· Bids for the Crains Island HREP in the St. Louis District are expected to come in mid-March 2025.  Crains Island and Harlow Island will be the primary two construction projects for the St. Louis District in FY 2025.
· The St. Louis District River Resources Action Team fall 2025 partner river trip will travel from St. Louis to Hannibal.


· The Rock Island District completed construction on the Beaver Island HREP.

· The Rock Island District completed Stage 1 of the Steamboat Island HREP.
· The St. Paul District completed Stage 1 of the McGregor Lake HREP.
· The St. Paul District initiated planning on the new Bankline Stabilization HREP on the Minnesota River. This is an urgent project to address erosion and breaches that threaten the recently completed Bass Ponds HREP.


Long Term Resource Monitoring, Research, and Other Science

Fiscal Report

In FY 2025, the allocation for LTRM will increase to $14.45 million: $6.5 million for base monitoring, $2 million for analysis under base, and $5.95 million for science in support of restoration and management. This increase is in recognition of increasing base monitoring costs over the past several years.

Topobathy data acquisition is currently ongoing for the Lower Pool 13 pilot and the entire Illinois River and Open River Reach 2 on the Mississippi.  These 12 task orders were awarded at the end of FY 24.  The Pools 4 & 8 pilot study funded in FY 24 have submitted preliminary deliverables to a third-party contractor to finalize their QA/QC report, which is expected to be completed in a few weeks.  It is estimated that the data will be processed and usable by August 2025.  In total, it will be a three-year process from when the contract was awarded to when the results are finalized.  In response to a question from Matt Mangan, Davi Michl clarified that sonar data is included in the topobathy acquisition.  In response to a question from Kirk Hansen, Michl stated that collecting topobathy data on the entire system is dependent on funding levels but noted that the program has committed $1 million annually to the effort since 2023.

Quarterly Progress Report

Jeff Houser reported that the accomplishments of the first quarter of FY 2025 include the publication of the following two manuscripts that were supported by UMRR funding and the partnership infrastructure:

1) Phytoplankton assemblage dynamics in relation to environmental conditions in a riverine lake
2) Habitat suitability of reed canary grass in the floodplain forest understories

In addition, LTRM work was highlighted in a Milwaukee Journal Sentinel article titled “Good year, good ice, good while it lasts”.  Houser noted that LTRM field staff have given several presentations at various conferences and meetings.

Houser gave an update on the Lower Pool 13 HREP associated research project (HARP).  The objectives of the project are to pilot a radar wave monitoring system; evaluate the relationship between wind, waves, and turbidity; assess spatial patterns among wild celery, turbidity, velocity, and waves; and to evaluate the relationship between various substrates and mussels.  Field staff deployed equipment to survey water quality, depth, waves, and mussels in the 2024 field season.  Plans for the 2025 field season include deploying radar and continuing to survey water quality.

Per the UMRR implementation planning recommendations, USGS and the broader LTRM partnership are focused on evaluating floodplain vegetation change across the Upper Mississippi River System and researching the lower trophic contribution – i.e., zooplankton and phytoplankton.  Applications have been received for positions focused on geomorphic trends and lower trophic contribution information needs, but hiring is currently on hold. 

Six positions were recently terminated at UMESC that will impact an estimated 28 products or milestones, including the Lower Pool 13 HARP.  Kirk Hansen offered Iowa DNR’s support on the HARP, which Marshall Plumley noted as an example of the exceptional partnership of UMRR.

A-Team Report 

Matt O’Hara reported that the A-Team skipped their January meeting as there were no science proposals to be ranked.  The next A-Team meeting is scheduled for April 2025, in conjunction with the Mississippi River Research Consortium, and FY 2024 science proposal updates will be given then.


Other Business

Future Meeting Schedule

· May 2025 in La Crosse, Wisconsin
· UMRBA quarterly meeting – May 20
· UMRR Coordinating Committee quarterly meeting – May 21
· August 2025 in Minneapolis, Minnesota
· UMRBA quarterly meeting – August 5 
· UMRR Coordinating Committee quarterly meeting – August 6 
· October 2025 in the Quad Cities 
· UMRBA quarterly meeting – October 28
· UMRR Coordinating Committee quarterly meeting – October 29
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