Draft Minutes of the
Upper Mississippi River Restoration Program
Coordinating Committee

May 21, 2025
Quarterly Meeting

Virtual


Sabrina Chandler of the U.S. Fish and Wildlife Service called the meeting to order at 8:03 a.m. on May 21, 2025.  Other UMRR Coordinating Committee representatives present were Kelly Keefe (USACE), Jon Amberg (USGS), 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 February 26, 2025, Meeting

Vanessa Perry moved and Matt Vitello seconded a motion to approve the draft minutes of the February 26, 2025, meeting.  The motion carried unanimously.


Regional Management and Partnership Collaboration

Fiscal Report

Marshall Plumley thanked the partnership for their support during the last several months, acknowledging that it has been a difficult time. 
On March 15, 2025, Congress passed a full-year continuing resolution authority (CRA) funding federal agencies through the remainder of FY 2025.  The CRA limited the Corps’ FY 2025 construction budget to $1.8 billion, equaling a 44 percent reduction from FY 2024 spending levels.  Additionally, Congress completely delegated to the Administration the allocations of those funds among programs and projects.  The Upper Mississippi River Restoration (UMRR) program receives its funding through the Corps’ construction general account.
On May 15, the Administration published the FY 2025 spending allocations in “Work Plans,” allocating 
$13.5 million to UMRR.  Prior to the enactment of the FY 2025 CRA, the Corps was instructed to implement UMRR at $55 million given the inclusion of $55 million for UMRR in the FY 2025 President’s budget and House and Senate FY 2025 appropriations measures.  As a result, for the remainder of the fiscal year, the program is halting most programmatic work and prioritizing active HREP construction contracts and LTRM base monitoring.  
UMRR will exhaust all the available FY 2025 funding by the end of the fiscal year, leaving no ability to carry over funds at the beginning of the year.  Funding at the beginning of FY 2026 is unknown and depends on a variety of factors.  The UMRR Coordinating Committee has initiated planning for program implementation at various funding scenarios.
Plumley assured attendees that this decrease in funding is not demonstrative of the program’s performance; compared to the Corps’ other Aquatic Ecosystem Restoration programs, UMRR fared well. 

In response to this change in funding, there has been a large decrease in funding for HREPs.  The program is prioritizing maintaining existing construction contracts.  For HREPs in design, the priority is to reach the next level of design, if possible, and then pause.  For HREPs in planning, the priority is to complete a milestone (e.g., tentatively selected plan) if possible before pausing any further developments.  For LTRM, the priority for UMRR is to maintain base monitoring through field station data collection.  Science in support of restoration efforts have been scaled down to completing topobathy contracts and conducting fieldwork on the Lower Pool 13 HREP Associated Research Project (HARP).  Plumley reported that the program suspended Stage 1 & 2 Design efforts.

Regional Program Initiatives

The Communications and Outreach Team (COT) has suspended its work due to lack of funding.  Plumley hopes that the group will restart their efforts by the end of the year in anticipation of FY 2026.  The effort to pull together a Future HREP Monitoring Taskforce has been paused due to lack of funding, as has the effort to update the Environmental Design Handbook. 

10 Year Outlook

Plumley noted that, given the current funding situation, program staff at the Corps have shifted to working on other projects; if the program receives appropriations in FY 2026, it will take some time to pull a team back together.  Given the descoping already underway, the program’s timeline for completing its construction, design, and feasibility work is pushed back by roughly twelve months.

HREP Selection

UMRR partners have been working for eighteen months to evaluate potential project opportunities and selecting a suite of projects for implementation in FYs 2026 through 2030.  Plumley expressed his support for finishing the effort, noting that the fact sheets that were presented at the February quarterly meeting represented a range of cost sizes.  Plumley stated that the program may later add project fact sheets for the Illinois River.

Strategic Planning

Plumley recalled that the strategic planning team reviewed the draft plan in February and the next step is to seek review by the COT and Analysis Team (A-Team) followed by the participants of the strategic planning process and the Coordinating Committee.  A public review will then follow.  Plumley noted that, while the effort is currently paused, he is hopeful it can start back up in the next month or two.  Plumley highlighted the strategic plan as an important resource given the personnel changes in the program.  In response to a question from Andrew Stephenson, Plumley reported that Angela Deen and Brian Markert have left the Corps and John Henderson and Jasen Brown are temporarily serving those District HREP Manager roles.  While Julie Milhollin temporarily works on a different project, Jessie Dunton is filling in her role.  Plumley noted that there is potential for more permanent backfills once the financial situation is sorted. 

Brian Stenquist commended Plumley’s leadership during this tumultuous time and asked for examples of what has gone well and what has been challenging.  Plumley replied that the partnership placed a great deal of trust in him and all program staff at the Corps as the FY 2025 work plan was being recalibrated.  Plumley acknowledged that making important decisions in a short time frame was difficult. 

Jim Fischer also applauded Plumley’s and Davi Michl’s leadership of the program and LTRM in particular.  Fischer stated that a lesson learned from this process is the importance of having a continuity of operations plan for the program, noting the ease with which institutional knowledge can be lost.  

Fischer reported personnel changes from UMESC.  Four LTRM staff members were let go and then re-hired.  Shirley Yuan, the water quality program manager for LTRM, left after several years of service.  Brian Ickes, the fisheries program leader for LTRM, and Randy Hines, UMESC’s outreach coordinator, also left after years of working with the program.


Fact Sheet Consideration 

River Resources Action Team (RRAT Tech) 

Matt Vitello presented the RRAT Tech’s proposed HREP fact sheets, noting that the RRAT Tech unanimously endorsed all the fact sheets being submitted.  The group proposed fact sheets for the following projects:

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.

Fish and Wildlife Interagency Committee (FWIC) 

Bethany Hoster presented the HREP fact sheets proposed by the FWIC.  Hoster noted that the FWIC is still waiting on the RRCT to vote and endorse the fact sheets being proposed today.  The draft fact sheets are included in the meeting packet.  The FWIC used a tiered ranking system on their nine fact sheets based on urgency of implementation need.  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.

These remaining three fact sheets required less immediate action.

In response to a question from Sabrina Chandler, Hoster explained that the FWIC is submitting five new projects for endorsement along with the tiered list of all nine fact sheets.  In response to a question from Vanessa Perry, Marshall Plumley noted that the three Districts do not compete for projects, so there is no issue with the Rock Island District using tiers for their projects and the St. Louis and St. Paul Districts not using tiers.  

In response to a question from Chandler, Hoster reported that there are no issues with the Coordinating Committee endorsing the fact sheets before the RRCT.  Plumley added that, in the past, the Coordinating Committee has issued endorsements conditional on River Team approval.  Chandler stated that this was not an attempt to skip the RRCT’s endorsement, noting that the Coordinating Committee can undo its endorsement if needed.

Fish and Wildlife Working Group (FWWG) 

Ryan Hupfeld presented the FWWG’s proposed HREP fact sheets.  The group proposed the following project fact sheets:

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.

Hupfeld noted that the FWWG has four secondary fact sheets that could easily be picked up with any additional program 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 Chandler, Plumley stated that it was not necessary to endorse these secondary fact sheets today, but rather if the opportunity arises, then the Coordinating Committee can vote to endorse them.

Vitello made a motion to endorse all three District’s fact sheets, pending RRCT endorsement.  Kirk Hansen seconded the motion.  The motion carried unanimously. 

Kirsten Wallace noted that these endorsed fact sheets present an opportunity to communicate with the general public about potential projects in their community.  Liz Scherber pointed out that such an effort would align well with the strategic plan’s goals.
Program Reports

HREP Planning and Construction

John Henderson, Jessie Dunton, and Jasen Brown reported on the progress in implementing UMRR HREPs, including the following milestones:

· The St. Paul District is prioritizing completing construction on the McGregor Lake HREP.
· The St. Paul District awarded a contract for the Lower Pool 10 Stage 1 HREP.

· The St. Paul District is evaluating public comments received on the Robinson Lake HREP.

· The Rock Island District initiated construction on the Steamboat Island Stage 2 HREP.

· MVD approved the TSP for Rock Island’s Pool 18 Forestry HREP.

· Design for the Clarence Cannon HREP in the St. Louis District is near completion.

· The St. Louis District River Resources Action Team fall 2025 partner river trip will travel from St. Louis to Hannibal, pending any changes due to funding.

In response to a question from Jim Fischer, Henderson reported that aquatic vegetation at the McGregor Lake HREP is being monitored for a response to the thin layer placement.  Brian Stenquist requested additional context regarding a statement made about public sentiment put forward during a public meeting for Robinson Lake HREP.  Sabrina Chandler explained that negative comments were offered by members of the public regarding dredging and were not relevant to the habitat objectives.  Chandler congratulated the St. Paul District for their handling of the concerns voiced by members of the public.

Long Term Resource Monitoring, Research, and Other Science

Marshall Plumley reiterated that maintaining base monitoring is the top priority for the LTRM element.  The topobathy data acquisition will continue as planned as the contracts terminate soon.  These twelve task orders were awarded at the end of FY 24 in collaboration with the Navigation and Ecosystem Sustainability Program (NESP).  

Quarterly Progress Report

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

1) Identifying recruitment sources across trophic levels in a large river food web
2) Seasonal variation in dietary overlap between yellow perch and bluegill in backwater lakes of a large river
3) Relationships between zooplankton and habitat conditions in the Upper Mississippi River System
4) Climate and connectivity mediate overwintering habitat suitability for centrachids in a large floodplain river network
5) Managing for tomorrow – a climate adaptation decision framework
The phytoplankton, zooplankton, and geomorphology projects, which were allocated funding in previous years, have been postponed indefinitely to cover monitoring costs in this current fiscal year. 
The UMRR science and planning projects that were prioritized through the UMRR LTRM implementation planning process and that had been expected to be funded in FY 2025, including aquatic plant distribution and learning from restoration, are postponed indefinitely to cover monitoring costs in this current fiscal year.

Jennie Sauer reported that another UMESC staff member, Theresa Newton, has retired after conducting mussel work for the program for over thirty years.

A-Team Report 

Shawn Giblin, Chair of the A-Team, presented content from the group’s April meeting.  The next A-Team meeting is scheduled for July 31, 2025 to be convened virtually.  

Nate De Jager recognized the value of interdisciplinary collaboration was evident in the Reno Bottoms project and applauded the partnership work.  


Other Business

NGO Advocacy

Olivia Dorothy reported that One Mississippi implemented a social media campaign that generated over 3,000 letters submitted to members of Congress in support of UMRR.  Dorothy stated that respondents shared personal stories and memories of their experiences with the program.  The responses have been summarized and can be obtained by contacting Dorothy.

Future Meeting Schedule

Given travel restrictions for federal employees, the August and October meetings will be held at UMESC in La Crosse unless otherwise reported. 

· August 2025 to be held virtually
· UMRBA quarterly meeting – August 5 
· UMRR Coordinating Committee quarterly meeting – August 6 
· October 2025 in La Crosse, Wisconsin
· UMRBA quarterly meeting – October 28
· UMRR Coordinating Committee quarterly meeting – October 29
· February 2026 to be held virtually
· UMRBA quarterly meeting – February 24
· UMRR Coordinating Committee quarterly meeting – February 25
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