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June 30, 2020 

Jon Tester, Senator 
724 Hart Senate Office Building 
Washington, DC 20510-2604 
 
Steve Daines, Senator 
320 Hart Senate Office Building 
Washington, DC 20510-2604 
 
Greg Gianforte, US Representative 
1419 Longworth House Office Building 
Washington, DC 20515 
 
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 Senator Tester, Senator Daines and Representative Gianforte: 
 
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. 

For close to 20 years, irrigation has been the focus of this conversation.  While the Milk River 
provides water for 110,000 acres of irrigated land, irrigators are only one of the river’s many 
beneficiaries. 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 municipalities of 
Havre, Chinook, and Harlem as well as three Indian Reservations – the Blackfeet, Fort Belknap, and 
Fort Peck Tribes.  This system also 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. 
Thanks to the diversion, the Milk River also mitigates the clean cold water in the Missouri River 
with its sediment loads, of which over 40 fish species are dependent upon.  Rehabilitation of the 
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entire St. Mary’s diversion and conveyance system is paramount to the economic and 
environmental health of the Hi-Line. 

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 greatly appreciate your work so far in Washington, D.C. to advance S. 1305 and H.R. 
2492, the St. Mary’s Reinvestment Act.   If passed, this legislation would provide much needed 
support for your constituents in Montana by helping alleviate some of the financial burden on the 
Milk River Joint Board of Control as we move past the immediate need to replace the Drop 2 and 
Drop 5 structures and work to replace the entirety of the St. Mary’s diversion and conveyance 
system.  We don’t believe this is possible without reversing the current cost-share structure which 
places 75% of the financial burden on irrigators and only 25% on the Bureau of Reclamation. This 
expectation is neither feasible nor fair, as the entire Hi-Line benefits from completion of the project. 
Passage of this legislation would allow work to move forward to completely replace the system, 
providing benefits to not only the farmers and ranchers, but the vast wildlife habitat, recreationists, 
endangered species such as the pallid sturgeon, and the economic well-being of the local 
communities throughout this region.  

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. 
Once again, we appreciate your attention to this matter and look forward to working with you to 
see this effort get accomplished. 

Sincerely, 

  

 James G. Simpson 

President, Montana Association of Conservation Districts. 
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