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A drought is a period of below-average precipitation 
in a given region that results in extended shortages in the 
water supply, whether atmospheric, surface water, or ground 
water. A drought can last for months or years and results in 
economic, environmental, and societal impacts. According 
to the National Oceanic and Atmospheric Administration, 
drought is the second leading phenomenon of weather-
related economic impacts. Beyond direct economic impacts, 
drought can threaten drinking water supplies and ecosystems 
and can even contribute to increased food prices.

In 2017, serious drought conditions were prevalent 
across much of North Dakota. As of March 27, 2018, the 
U.S. Drought Monitor shows that 90% of North Dakota is 
abnormally dry, with nearly 50% of the state sitting in a 
moderate drought. Studies show a severe drought, similar 
to that of the 1930s drought, will likely repeat by the year 
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2050. It’s not a matter of if, but a matter of when we will 
face the challenges a drought presents to the region and 
our state. The Red River Valley Water Supply Project 
(RRVWSP) is a plan to protect central and eastern North 
Dakota from drought’s devastating effects.

What is the RRVWSP?
The RRVWSP will safeguard water for North Dakota’s 

communities and rural water districts in times of drought 
and promote industrial development. The RRVWSP will 
use a buried pipeline to carry water from the Missouri 
River near Washburn, N.D., along state Highway 200, to the 
Sheyenne River, which will provide a supplemental water 
supply to users in central and eastern North Dakota. 

Garrison Diversion is the state lead and co-partner 
with the Lake Agassiz Water Authority (LAWA) on the 
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Dakota are even using city wastewater in order to operate.
The RRVWSP is a solution to water supply shortages 

in central and eastern North Dakota. The RRVWSP 
will mitigate against drought conditions that could be 
devastating; foster economic development by meeting 
municipal, industrial, and rural water demands; and 
promote environmental stability.

Without a plan to protect water supplies for central and 
eastern North Dakota from drought’s destructive effects, 
it’s estimated the state’s economy could suffer a devastating 
$25 billion loss over a 10-year period.

Who will benefit from the RRVWSP?
Throughout 2016, Garrison Diversion held 

informational meetings with communities and water 
districts in central and eastern North Dakota that could 
benefit from the project. Ultimately, 35 cities and water 
districts committed to help fund the development portion 
of the project, which includes conceptual engineering, 
phased preliminary engineering, and financial modeling.  

RRVWSP. LAWA was formed to unite efforts on
planning for future water supply needs in the Red River 
Valley. In 2003, a bill creating the organization was
signed by Gov. Hoeven. LAWA represents local systems
in the RRVWSP.

Why does ND need the RRVWSP?
As surface water supplies in central and eastern 

North Dakota are limited and unreliable, particularly 
under drought conditions, and many of the residents and 
industries in the Red River Valley rely on the drought-prone 
Red River as their primary source of water, a supplemental 
water supply is necessary to meet the needs of water users 
in central North Dakota and the Red River Valley during 
times of water scarcity.

Today, in addition to scarce surface water supplies, 
groundwater supplies are nearly fully appropriated. Current 
industrial water demand exceeds the available water supply, 
which has resulted in missed industrial opportunities 
throughout the region. Industrial plants in eastern North 

Red River Valley Water Supply Project

26 North Dakota WATER     May 2018



Approximately 50% of North Dakota’s population will 
be reached through the completed RRVWSP.

The 35 communities and water systems that 
committed to the development phase include the cities 
of Carrington, Cooperstown, Devils Lake, East Grand 
Forks, Fargo, which includes service to West Fargo, 
Forman, Grafton, Grand Forks, Hannaford, Hillsboro, 
Langdon, Larimore, Lisbon, Mayville, McVille, Park 
River, Tuttle, Valley City, and Wahpeton as well as 
the Agassiz Water Users District, Barnes Rural Water 
District, Cass Rural Water Users District, Central 
Plains Water District, Dakota Rural Water District, 
Grand Forks-Traill Water District, Greater Ramsey 
Water District, McLean-Sheridan Rural Water, 
Northeast Regional Water District, Richland County 
Job Development Authority, South Central Regional 
Water District, Southeast Water Users District, 
Stutsman Rural Water District/Jamestown, Traill Rural 
Water Users, Inc., Tri-County Rural Water District, 
and Walsh Rural Water District.

What is the status of the 
RRVWSP?

The State Water Commission’s budget for the 
2017-2019 biennium included $30 million for the 
RRVWSP, with $17 million directed towards
planning and permitting and $13 million to       
initiate construction.

“We are so grateful to the State Water Commission, 
Gov. Doug Burgum, and North Dakota’s legislators 
for providing adequate funding to allow the project to 
make progress while keeping the project affordable 
for the participating communities and water systems,” 
says Ken Royse, chairman of Garrison Diversion.

The state and local funding enables the project 
team to design a portion of the pipeline, wrap up the 
discharge structure design, and begin construction 
to ensure coverage under current regulations and 
permitting. It will also allow them to exercise existing 
easement options and acquire additional easements.

“This project will benefit about half of North 
Dakota’s population by providing a supplemental 
source of water during droughts by delivering water 
from the Missouri River to central and eastern North 
Dakota through a buried pipeline. The water will 
provide opportunities for industrial development in 
participating communities from the central part of the 
state to the Red River Valley,” says Duane DeKrey, 
Garrison Diversion general manager.

Best Wishes, Ernie!

EErnie Mathias retired in April after 21 years of 
service to the Garrison Diversion Conservancy District 
(Garrison Diversion). Mathias was an operations and 
maintenance specialist working at the Oakes Test 
Area (OTA) in Oakes, N.D. He was responsible for 
maintenance of the system – keeping the pumping 
plants up and running, canals full, and gates working.

Mathias has a long history with the OTA, as he 
began working with the Bureau of Reclamation 
(Reclamation) in 1969. During the 1980s, he was a 
drainage investigator and construction inspector 
for Reclamation working at the OTA. After several 
more years with Reclamation, Mathias’ employment 
transferred from Reclamation to Garrison Diversion   
in 1997, where he finished his career in 2018. 

“This was a good job for me,” says Mathias. “We 
all enjoyed working together, and I enjoyed the work      
I did.”

Now that he’s retired, Ernie Mathias and his wife, 
Carol, can spend more time with their three children, 
six grandchildren, and five great-grandchildren. They 
enjoy following the kids’ sporting activities. Mathias 
enjoys fishing, and they plan to split their time 
between their lake home and their home in Oakes 
and anticipate some traveling in the upcoming years. 

“Ernie, your service to Garrison Diversion is 
appreciated, and all of us here at Garrison Diversion 
wish you a healthy, happy retirement,” says General 
Manager Duane DeKrey.
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