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June 30, 2020 

David L. Bernhardt, United States Secretary of Interior 
Department of the Interior 
1849 C Street, N.W. 
Washington DC 20240 
 
Brenda Burman, United States Commissioner of Bureau of Reclamation 
Bureau of Reclamation 
1849 C Street NW 
Washington DC 20240-0001 
 
RE: Failure of Drop Structure #5 and the need for infrastructure repairs within the St. Mary’s                
diversion and conveyance system of the Milk River irrigation system. 
 
Dear Mr. David L. Bernhardt and Ms. Brenda Burman: 
 
The Montana Association of Conservation Districts (MACD) serves as the unified voice for our vast 
state’s 58 conservation districts.  Accordingly, the recent failure of drop structure number 5 of the 
St. Mary’s diversion and conveyance system on May 17, 2020 has become a primary concern for our 
organization.  We commend the actions taken to quickly repair the structure; however, it’s 
imperative that the entire St. Mary’s diversion and conveyance system be rehabilitated before it 
faces the same failed outcome. 

The Milk River originates in Montana and flows into Alberta, Canada where it provides 7,500 acres 
of irrigation before flowing back into what is known as the Hi-Line region of Montana.  90% of the 
Milk River’s water is supplemented by the St. Mary River, whose complex diversion works supply 
water from the Blackfeet Reservation in Glacier National Park into the North Fork of the Milk River.  

The concrete hydraulic drop structure that failed was the last piece of infrastructure the diverted 
water passed through before entering the Milk River.  Its failure has halted the delivery of water 
from the St. Mary’s diversion, leaving 90% of the water normally in the Milk River unavailable until 
repaired.  While bonding and emergency funding has been located to repair the failed drop 
structure, as well as drop structure number 2 whose failure is also imminent, it does not postpone 
the inevitable failure of the entire St. Mary’s diversion system.  3 other drop structures, 29 miles of 
canal, 2 sets of steel siphons, and the diversion dam itself were all constructed over 100 years ago 
and face the same fate.  

Consequently, the fate of the entire Hi-Line is at stake.  According to the 2010 census, 
approximately 34,000 people rely solely on the water the Milk River provides; this includes the 
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municipalities of Havre, Chinook, and Harlem as well as three Indian Reservations – the Blackfeet, 
Fort Belknap, and Fort Peck Tribes.  In addition, the Milk River provides water for 110,000 acres of 
irrigated land in four different counties – Hill, Blaine, Phillips, and Valley.   Additionally, the St. 
Mary’s diversion system of the Milk River provides vast recreational opportunities, wildlife and 
fisheries habitat for four endangered species – the black footed ferret, whooping crane, pallid 
sturgeon and interior least tern – as well as four threatened species and at least twenty-four species 
of concern.  Likewise, the Milk River mitigates the clean cold water in the Missouri River with its 
sediment loads, of which many fish species are dependent upon.  Rehabilitation of the entire St. 
Mary’s diversion and conveyance system is paramount to the economic and environmental health 
of the Hi-Line. 

Prior to the St. Mary’s diversion and conveyance facilities being put in, the Milk River would cease 
flowing in at least 6 out of 10 years.  For example, the Milk River would have gone dry in 2017 and 
part of 2018 without the supplementation provided from the St. Mary River.  The agricultural 
community is already fighting an uphill battle amidst persistently low commodity prices and 
ever-increasing prices of equipment and land, all further exacerbated by a trade war.  Water is the 
lifeline of these family farms, and cannot be another risk added to their operation. One year, let 
alone six, without the Milk River would surely lead to the demise of many family farms and the rural 
communities they call home; predictably a 50% decline in population over the next decade.  This 
grim statistic will be our reality if we do not fix the entire system before it is completely 
nonfunctional. This is why we need your help.  

MACD respectfully requests your support and assistance in rehabilitating the entire St. Mary’s 
diversion and conveyance system as well as other critical infrastructure needs within the Milk River 
Project.  We request an immediate determination to provide Emergency Extraordinary 
Maintenance (EXM) authority as allowed in P.L. 111-11 on the replacement of the Drop 2 and Drop 
5 structures in order to alleviate the financial stress on local irrigators. The Milk River Irrigation 
Districts are already paying beyond their capacity in operation and maintenance.  In light of the 
recent drop structure failure and the foreseeable failure of the remaining infrastructure, we also 
urge you to put the rehabilitation of the St. Mary’s diversion and conveyance System at the top of 
the list of proposed infrastructure projects.  Fixing 2 of the 5 drop structures does not fix the 
problem; it merely postpones it.  The inevitable has occurred and the time to act is now.  

Please don’t hesitate to reach out with any questions.  We also recommend perusing the Milk River 
Watershed Alliance website, www.milkriverwatershedalliance.com, for additional information.  

Sincerely, 

 

James G. Simpson 
President, Montana Association of Conservation Districts. 
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