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U .8 . water development: 
an aborted mission 
Ronald Kokinda looks at the recent history oj sabotage oj American 
water development projects, and with them, American economic 
and population growth. 

A precondition for continuous, real physical growth in the 
American economy is an abundance of infrastructure, devel
oped with enough lead time to ensure that no limit is placed 
upon population growth. Water and water management, 
among infrastructure projects, are key. 

Dur ing the 1950s and early 196Os, it was recognized 
clearly by some among our public officials that unle ss an 
aggressive water development mission was undertaken for 
the nation, the resulting deterioration in the U .S. economy 
would begin to put upper l imits on population growth, at least 
regionally, by as early as the 1980s .  

Leadership to spark the implementation of broader and 
longer-range water management planning and an aggressive 
building program, giving a sense of national mission, also 
emerged at this time with the presidential candidacy of John 
F. Kennedy. Kennedy campaigned with the promise of a 
strong water development program. And he kept that prom
ise . 

Water projects were for the citizens of the 1950s what the 
space program represents today. Major engineering feats, 
such as the Hoover Dam, represented progress and inspired 
pride and optimism in what the nation could accomplish. 
They were a concrete reaffirmation that the nation had a 
commitment to the future . 

But providing adequate water for the nation was a mission 
that was aborted. The shift in national direction from devel
opment into what became known as the "post -industrial so
ciety" pol icies beginning in the mid- 1960s was the turning 
point . The development of water management infrastructure 
has been under a ssault ever since . Every President since 
Kennedy-Lyndon Johnson, Richard Nixon, Gerald Ford, 
Jimmy Carter, and Ronald Reagan-has continued this at
tack . 
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The crucial tool which was used to enforce an anti-devel
opment policy was the budget process and its bureaucracy, 
the so-called "fifth branch" of government. To gain a com
mitment for a water project, whether for fresh water supply 
for cooking or drinking, for deep water ports, river naviga
tion, locks and canals, flood control, hydropower generation, 
or irrigation, the projected benefits must be shown to exceed 
the expected costs. It should be clear from this brief history 
of water development that whenever a political commitment 
to development ex isted, the basic assumptions of this cost
benefit ratio-the methods and costs of financing, and the 
methods, length of t ime, and sources of repayment-were 
selected to favor development. But as the "post-industrial 
society" was imposed upon the nation , cost-benefit criteria 
were shifted to bury projects under a flurry of unfavorable 
econom ic analyses . 

Water shortages anticipated 
Alarm bells over projected water shortages were already 

ringing by the late 1950s .  Both the Congress and water de
velopment agencies recognized that shortages were looming. 

Fights between water development advocates in the Con
gress, and the anti-water development policies of the Eisen
hower administration, became increasingly severe by the late 
1950s. Budget circular A-47 , placing increasing review pow
ers, and therefore "restr ictiveness," in the hands of the Bu
reau of the Budget, angered many water supporters . In 1958, 
President Eisenhower vetoed omnibus r ivers and harbors leg
islation. In 1 959, Eisenhower proposed the el imination of 
the Public Health Service 's grants for sewage treatment plants.  
When Congress added more money to this program, he ve
toed that as well. Eisenhower then announced a policy of "no 
new starts" in public works projects for FY 1959 and FY 1960. 
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Congress reacted by passing Senate Resolution 48 setting 
up the Senate Select Committee on National Water Resources 
"to make exhaustive studies of the extent to which water 
resources activities in the United States are related to the 
national interest, and the extent and character of water re
sources activities , both governmental and non-governmental 
. . . required to provide the quantity and quality of water for 
use by the population, agriculture , and industry between the 
present time and 1 980 ."  

Released on Ian. 30, 1 96 1 , the report defined water prob
lems as becoming "more acute and widespread as the de
mands of our growing population,  agriculture , and industry 
press ever nearer to the potential limits of the supply of water 
that nature provides . "  It predicted severe water shortages by 
1 980 in 5 of the 22 regions used in the studies , which were 
the South Pacific, Colorado River, Great Basin, upper Rio 
Grande-Pecos Rivers , and upper Missouri River. Severe 
shortages were projected for three others by the year 2000: 
the upper Arkansas-Red rivers , the western Great Lakes , and 
the western Gulf. The report warned that bold programs for 
construction of storage reservoirs , desalination, evaporation 
control , waste water reclamation, underground storage , and 
interbasin transfers would be needed to avoid "placing a 
ceiling" on the growth of population and economic activity . 

The Senate Select Committee was not alone in warning 
about the amount of work that had to be done . Resource 
constraints were also being recognized by those with fore
sight in the water development agencies .  

Speaking to a group of his peers on "The Future of Water 
Development" on Aug . 16 ,  1 962 , Maj . Gen. William F. 
Cassidy , director of civil works for the Army Corps of En-
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The last major 
hydropower project in the 
United States was the 
third power plant added to 
the Grand Coulee Dam, 
which was authorized in 
1966 to add 3 . 6  million 
kilowatts to the 2 million 
kilowatt capacity already 
there . This was only 
approved because it 
involved no new site 
construction . Left, the 
Coulee Dam in June 1 965 . 

gineers , laid out a perspective for overcoming these limita
tions.  After reviewing the increase in population,  and the 
declining numbers of acres needed per capita to sustain the 
population from the period of the Indian tribes to the present, 
Cassidy said , "During the next 20 years , we estimate that we 
will have to provide 320 million acre feet (MAF) of reservoir 
storage at a cost of about $ 1 5  billion; about 1 3 ,000 miles of 
new or improved inland waterways; about 60 new or im
proved commercial harbors; 30 million kilowatts of hydro
electric power generating capacity; some 1 1 ,000 miles of 
levees , floodwalls ,  and channel improvements; and recrea
tional facilities for perhaps 300 million visitors at our reser
voirs . "  Cassidy reminded his audience , "Let us remember 
the responsibilities our nation is facing ."  

Storage capacity built up to that time was 300 MAF, and 
hydropower was 37 . 342 million kilowatts . So, Cassidy was 
talking about doubling these in 20 years . One could argue , 
certainly , that his projections did not take into account tech
nological shifts , such as nuclear energy , and would run into 
exhaustion of resources in a given technological mode, but 
the vision of what would be needed was clear. 

In 1 964, the Department of the Interior' s  Conservation 
Yearbook stated administration policy as one of using recla
mation to meet water needs for a Western population expect
ed to double by the year 2000. The Bureau of Reclamation 
in the Interior Department expected a 47% jump in water 
supplied by itself by the end of FY 1965 over the previous 

four years , and a 29% jump in FY 1965 over FY I964 . The 
Secretary of the Interior strongly endorsed the Pacific South
west water plan as a means to forestall economic stagnation 
in the region . 
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Kennedy: getting America moving 
In 1 960, presidential candidate John F. Kennedy prom

ised more federal water development as part of his central 
campaign promise to "get America moving again . "  Kennedy , 
in a September 1960 speech in Billings,  Montana, outlined a 
nine-point natural resources program, including a reversal of 
Eisenhower' s  "no new starts" policy . He also proposed a 
rejection of the "partnership principle , "  which placed more 
burden on localities ;  new investment in hydroelectric power 
development; building federal transmission lines; marketing 
of federal power to public power preference customers; and 
more federal aid for water pollution control . Research pro
grams into desalination , which is critical to overcoming the 
increasing salinity problems of specific areas such as the 
Colorado River, as well as promising to provide major new 
freshwater sources from salt water, was to be given special 
attention. 

Upon assuming office , Kennedy stated his belief in the 
Senate Select Committee' s  perception that current and pro
jected water supply shortages were threatening economic 
growth , particularly in the West, in a message to Congress 
on natural resources .  He recommended an active program of 
new starts , speeding up flood control programs , full devel
opment of the power and water of the Columbia basin , res
ervation of future sites for reservoirs , new emphasis on de
salination research , and doubling the grants for sewage treat
ment facilities .  He later signed into law an appropriations bill 
which increased the rate of new project starts and accelerated 
construction . 

His was clearly a "scientific" management of natural re
sources .  In the spring of 1962, Kennedy predicted to a White 
House Conference on Conservation that the most noteworthy 
contributions of conservationists during the 1 960s would be 
to teach the proven techniques of wise resource use-specif
ically dam building-to developing nations , and to apply 
new scientific methods such as desalination and ocean farm
ing to increase the supply of usable natural resources . 

Congress backed these initiatives in many ways,  includ
ing passing Senate Document 97 , which revised the standards 
for cost-benefit analysis in ways that were expected to permit 
many more projects to be found economically feasible and 
built . 

Johnson: development squelched 
Lyndon B .  Johnson completed Kennedy' s  term of office 

without any significant changes in resource policy . Upon 
election to his own presidential term , however, Johnson 
shifted resource development policy toward what someone 
described as "a consumer orientation toward nature ,"  or na
ture preservation. The natural beauty of the countryside was 
to be a priority second only to urban open spaces and com
munion with nature. "Environmentalism" was to be imple
mented from the top. 

All the measures Johnson proposed to the 89th Congress 
stressed environmental , "non-material" values . Ignoring re-
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clamation ,  he pushed national parks acquisition, "Wild and 
Scenic Rivers" legislation which removed entire sections of 
rivers along with their dam and reservoir sites from future 
development, and pollution control . In a special message to 
Congress,  he called for a White House conference on "natural 
beauty . "  Lady Bird pushed her "beautification" campaign, 
urging people to plant "a tree, or a shrub, or a bush . "  At the 
same time , he ordered the Secretary of the Interior to review 
the Army Corps' proposed dams and flood control measures 
on the Potomac , a step which led to killing them. It took 
Johnson a year, however, to come up with a single "building" 
initiative for his environmental concerns , a proposed $50 
million for a "Clean Rivers Demonstration Project ."  This 
proposal included the first major conservation measures,  in
cluding water metering , sewage system user charges , and so 
forth . 

After Kennedy' s  accelerated public works building pro
grams , Johnson asked Congress for 29 new starts for the 
Army Corps of Engineers and the Bureau of Reclamation , 
the two major water agencies , for FY 1 966. Congress gave 
him 63 . In FY 1 967 , he asked for 7 new starts . Congress gave 
him 36.  In FY 1 968 , LBJ asked for I I  new starts . This time, 
Congress gave him only the 1 1  starts . Budgetary constraints 
on development were being enforced by the demands of the 
Vietnam war.  

Congress and the water development agencies expected 
that the lack of available funding, which had led to a backlog 
of $7 billion in authorized but unfunded projects by 1969 ,  
was only temporary , and that building would resume once 
the budget constraints of the war were lifted. The Corps felt 
that the war would have only temporary effects on regional 
industrial development. However, the rabid environmental
ism which Johnson was imposing on national policy was not 
the only danger development advocates faced . Cost-benefit 
analysis was being shifted against them. 

Cost-benefit perspectives 
Opponents of development understand that slight changes 

in the underlying assumptions used to analyze the costs or 
economic benefits of projects can have major consequences . 
The authors of the Global 2000 report prepared for Jimmy 
Carter, as have their allies before and after them, strongly 
attacked the traditional American System economic approach 
of the lowest possible cost of infrastructure development, of 
which water availability is an important part. "Water," the 
Global 2000 report reads , "has been presumed to obey eco
nomic laws different from those that apply to other resources . 
The planning and construction of water supply works, the 
allocation of water among users , the pricing of water-these 
and other activities have been frequently influenced by the 
notion that water is virtually 'free goods , '  which should be 
provided as cheaply as possible in any quantity desired." 

Global 2000 then very precisely identifies the effect of 
small shifts in analyzing projects . "The common property 
characteristics of water, the large quantities used, and the 
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TABLE 1 

Trend in Corps of Engineers backlog of 
authorized civi l works projects, FY1 962-71 1 

Fiscal Active projects unfunded Cost 
year for construction' (mill ion $) 

1 962 245 $2,332 
1 963 279 3,941 
1 964 273 3,468 
1 965 377 5,1 98 
1 966 31 2 4,854 
1 967 399 6,51 9 
1 968 388 7,61 4 
1 969 361 7 , 1 98 
1 970 452 9,670 
1 971 408 9,675 

1 .  Excludes Mississippi River and tributaries projects ( i .e. ,  valley of Missis
sippi .)  
2. The projects authorized in various omnibus acts are reflected in the un
funded project figures for the following fiscal years. 
Source: History of Federal Water Resources Programs and Policies, 1961-
70. USDA. 

low user costs all act as deterrents to forecasting future water 
use . . . .  The possibilities for changes in the structure of use 
in response to relatively minor adjustments in the way water 
is managed are so great as to render extrapolation essentially 
useless [emphasis added] . "  

In 1 967, two study commissions appointed by President 
Johnson-the National Commission on Food and Fiber and 
the National Commission on Rural Poverty-recommended 
that all federal subsidies for irrigation, and all other federal 
agency programs of agricultural land development, be ter
minated . It was "unsound policy to invest public funds in 

TABLE 2 

new farm capacity at a time when the overriding problem [is] 
too much capacity . "  The Rural Poverty Commission urged 
industrial development and environmental improvements over 
agricultural land development except when it provided the 
"only feasible escape from poverty for Indians and other 
specific groups of rural poor people . "  

"It is ironic, "  one water historian noted , that at the time 
these arguments were advanced, the crop surpluses of the 
1 950s and early 1 960s "were in fact beginning to decline . "  
Project proponents argued that there would be no crop sur
pluses during the 1 980s because of world food shortages ,  a 
projection that is proving to be all too true . They also argued 
that there were no longer any real surpluses because of the 
food for peace program, and that remaining stocks were 
merely an inadequate reserve which could be quickly ex
hausted by catastrophe . But their arguments were to no avail . 

Irrigation projects had, and continue to have, an addition
al hurdle . Not only have they faced the argument of too much 
food production, but they face the problems of the prices for 
farm products . If the benefits of projects such as irrigation 
are the crops produced, there is obviously a massive differ
ence between a parity and an open market price . Similarly 
with navigation projects . The benefits were at one point 
counted as all the additional traffic that was added to a river. 
In November 1 964, the benefit analysis was shifted to reflect 
the "water compelled" rate , that is, additional river traffic 
minus the loss of traffic in other forms of transportation . This 
stopped every authorized navigation project in the nation 
cold.  Fortunately, the Bureau of the Budget was forced to 
drop this approach in 1 966 . 

Johnson then delivered a body blow to all water projects 
as their financing costs were driven up . In January of 1 968, 
after repeated Bureau of the Budget attacks on the water 
agencies ' evaluations of the economic efficiency of water 
projects, LBJ instructed the Water Resources Council, a water 
interagency group created in 1 965 , to develop a "more ap-

Bureau of Reclamation construction expenditures, FY1 965-71 
(in mi l lions of dollars) 

Multiple- purpose Small  projects, 
reservoirs, Subtotal programs, 

Fiscal including Power Flood Municipal direct loans, Grand 
year Irrigation power transmission control water expenditures and grants total 

1 965 $ 88.6 $1 00.9 $47.9 $ 9.3 $ ( ' ) $246.7 $1 2.0 $258.7 
1 966 99.8 1 33 . 1  30.9 1 3.6 (' ) 277.4 1 8.0 295.4 
1 967 1 55.5 25.3 31 .5 1 0.0 8.4 230.7 1 6.8 247.5 
1 968 1 27.0 36.3 31 .5 1 3.5 3. 1 21 1 .4 1 3.6 225.0 
1 969 79.0 65.9 24.6 1 0.6 1 9.9 200.0 4.4 204.4 
1 970 64.7 63.0 23. 1  2.3 23.9 1 77.0 3.8 1 80.8 
1 971 64.6 1 1 9 .2 1 0.8 2.4 29.2 226.2 6.52 232.7 

1 .  Less than $50,000. 
2. Although expenditures for this program were at a low level in fiscal 1 971 , they were projected to-and did-rise dramatically in the early 1 970s. 
Source: History of Federal Water Resources Programs and Policies, 1961-70. USDA; compiled from Office of Management and Budget's Special Analyses
Budget of the United States, fiscal years 1 967-73. 

EIR September 30, 1 988 Science & Technology 23 



propriate" discount rate , i . e . , to raise it . Under Kennedy, 
Senate Document 97 had set project financing at 3 V4 % .  Under 
a compromise, the new rate was to rise to the cost of govern
ment bonds , jumping to 4%% immediately in 1 969, and 
rising V4% per year maximum thereafter. An entire range of 
projects were erased from the drawing boards . More possible 
new starts were inhibited as the rate was expected to rise to 
5 Vs% for 1 97 1 ,  which it did . By 1 976,  the rate had reached 
6Vs% . 

Another devastating blow to water development also hit 
as support for interregional water transfers , always a sensi
tive issue, collapsed . During the early 1 960s , while the build
ing push was on , studies were being conducted to bring major 
new water supplies into the driest regions of the Western 
United States . In 1 963 , one water resources subcommittee in 
the Senate , chaired by Sen . Frank Moss (D-Utah) , favorably 
reported on the North American Water and Power Alliance 
(NA W APA) concept to import Alaskan and Canadian water. 

However, incorporated into the Colorado River Basin 
Project Act of 1 968 at the behest of the chairman of the Senate 
Interior Committee , Sen. Henry Jackson (D-Wash . ) ,  was a 
provision that importing water from outside the Colorado 
Basin could not be studied for 10 years . While ostensibly 
designed to protect the export of water from the Columbia 
River basin , this barred further study of NAWAPA as well . 
The Colorado, at roughly 1 5  million acre feet of water per 
year, supports an amazing amount of agricultural , industrial , 
and municipal water needs , including 4.4 MAF delivered to 
the Los Angeles-San Diego region . The Columbia River, 
with roughly 1 80 MAF per year, was projected shortly there
after to be completely needed for their own use by the Pacific 
Northwest states , largely for hydropower development. While 
reuse of Colorado water is high , environmentalists can't stand 
engineers calculating how many sets of kidneys Colorado 
River water passes through during its course down the river. 
Without new water sources , the Colorado supply would clearly 
become critical . 

The only interbasin study that the Bureau of Reclamation 
undertook was a proposal by the Texas Water Development 
Board to transport 6 MAF of Mississippi River water to the 
relatively fertile soils in West Texas and eastern New Mexi
co. The proposal e ;timated that six nuclear reactors at a cost 
of $20 billion were needed. But this proposal had a special 
drawback: Hydropower revenues from projects were consid
ered "money-makers" that repaid the projects and offset a 
great deal of the cost side of the cost-benefit ratio. Hydropow
er revenues from increasingly broader areas within a water 
basin were used to pay for less profitable irrigation projects , 
and the Mississippi transfer was unable to offer hydropower. 
Instead , revenues to pay for the project were to be generated 
from higher municipal and industrial water user rates.  Texas 
voters thereupon rejected the state bond issue . 

The Army Corps budget, which had been $0. 8  billion 
under Eisenhower, and had risen to $ 1 .  3 billion by 1 966 
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(construction of $ 1 .05 billion) , had dropped to $900 million 
in construction funds by 1 97 1 .  It didn't drop further because 
of the large number of starts from the early 1 960s . 

Nixon: putting teeth into environmentalism 
Nixon's  White House task force on resources headed by 

Conservation Foundation president Russell Train (now head 
of the W orId Wildlife Fund, which shares Washington offices 
with the Conservation Foundation) , urged that environmental 
protection be given the highest national priority . Nixon signed 
Executive Order 1 1472 on May 29 , 1969 ,  establishing a 
Cabinet Committee on the Environment, the first of several 
rabidly environmentalist steps . At the same time, an increas
ingly environmentalist Congress passed the National Envi
ronmental Policy Act (NEPA) which, backed by an enthu
siastic Nixon, was signed into law on Jan . 1 ,  1970. 

NEP A began to put real teeth into environmentalism by 
requiring all federal agencies to submit "environmental im
pact statements" for all proposed projects and work. On March 
5 ,  1 970, Nixon signed Executive Order 1 1 5 14 ,  which or
dered all federal agencies to report on possible divergences 
of their enabling authorizations and procedures from NEPA' s 
purposes .  Shortly thereafter, Nixon created the Environmen
tal Policy Administration separating water development from 
pollution control . Nixon proposed 37 project starts for the 
Bureau and the Corps for FY1 970. Congress passed appro
priations for 102 proj ects . But while unwilling to increase 
funding for the water development agencies , Nixon was will
ing to shift funds into pollution control . 

NEP A and its environmental impact statement opened 
various water projects up to attack by environmentalist op
position, which sought to terminate their funding through the 
Congress and the political process . Worse , legal suits which 
tied projects up in long court delays were now being filed by 
private groups .  Some projects , such as the Tennessee-Tom
bigbee waterway , had enough support to weather the attacks 
and make it to completion . The Tenn-Tom became the last 
major new navigation project in the nation. Others , such as 
the Cross Florida Barge Canal , which was under construction 
and one-third complete , were abandoned.  The Ohio River
Lake Erie canal never really made it past the drawing boards . 

Despite increasingly unfavorable cost-benefit"analyses," 
the Army Corps of Engineers ' backlog of authorized but 
unfunded projects had grown from 245 in 1 962 at a projected 
cost of $2 . 3  billion, to 452 projects in 1 970 at a cost of $9 . 67 
billion. 

Hydropower development had essentially come to an end 
in the mid 1 960s . The Bureau of Reclamation, facing the loss 
of the few remaining good sites for power generation because 
of the environmentalists and Johnson's  Wild and Scenic Riv
ers legislation , and making their calculations on the basis of 
the most economical alternative, concluded that hydropower 
was not the most economically feasible approach. The last 
major hydropower project was the third power plant added to 
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the Grand Coulee Dam, which was authorized in 1 966 to add 
3 . 6  million kilowatts to the 2 million kilowatt capacity al
ready there. This was approved largely because it involved 
no new site construction. 

Desalination began to fail by the late 1960s also. As the 
nuclear industry began to wither under similar environmental 
and economic attacks, the water agencies concluded that it 
was not feasible to desalinate water on a major scale without 
dramatic cheapening of the inputs , specifically the cost of 
energy. 

Those projects which survived the increasing financing 
costs , the environmental attacks, and less favorable analysis 
of their benefits, were attacked again during the administra
tion of Jimmy Carter. A "hit list" was issued by Carter shortly 
after his inauguration , which proposed deauthorization of 
dozens of projects . Congress, for the most part, complied. 

Similar to the death of the nuclear industry, where what
ever survived the environmentalism of the Carter administra
tion was finished off by the economics of the Reagan admin
istration, water development under Reagan has also suffered. 
The privatization of public projects , forcing more local fi
nancing upon already debt-strapped localities , imposing user 
charges , and continuing the trend from the 1 970s to place 
greater emphasis on state planning, has served to ensure that 
no solutions on the scale required to address what have now 
become serious water shortages were even to be considered. 

The Reagan administration ideology is basically one of 
getting the federal government, except for Army Corps of 
Engineers responsibilities such as navigation, out of the busi
ness of water development. The Bureau of Reclamation to
day, like the Eisenhower administration, has an unofficial 
"no new starts" policy. The biggest program the Bureau is 
proposing is a retrofit or refurbishing of already operating 
Bureau projects at a cost of a couple hundred million dollars 
a year, to reduce leakage and similar problems associated 
with 25- to 80-year-old facilities.  

Irrigation 
Irrigation has played an important role in increasing ag

ricultural productivity, which, some experts warn, has re
turned to the 1 % per year growth of the early part of this 
century , down from the 2% per year increases of the 1 950s 
and 1 960s. Agriculture has suffered from the same shift into 
environmentalism and consumerism, as well as the same 
cutbacks in research funding. It is estimated that agricultural 
research budgets growing at 3% per year would yield a 1 . 1  % 
growth in productivity, while 7% growth in research budgets 
is expected to translate into 1 . 3% productivity growth. Re
search budgets have been growing at 1 % per annum during 
the 1 970s and 1 980s , and results require about a ten-year lead 
time to materialize . 

Irrigation acreage doubled between 1 950 and 1 980, and 
tripled between 1 940 and 1 980. In 1 980, an estimated 27% 
of the value of farm crops was produced on irrigated land, 
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which was only 1 2% of all acres harvested. The comparative 
differences in food produced between crops grown in the 
irrigated West , the dryland West, and the East, for corn, for 
example , are 1 1 5 . 2 , 48 . 3 ,  and 88 . 6  bushels per acre, respec
tively . This , of course , results not just from the water. By 
removing uncertainties ,  irrigation leads to more capital in
puts and intensive crop management. Growing seasons, days 
of sunshine, etc . ,  are also different for the bulk of irrigated 
lands . 

Because of depletion of groundwater supplies, which 
accounts for roughly 40% of the water used for irrigation, 
and rising energy costs , and since many states over the Ogal
lala Aquifer planned a 25- to 50-year exhaustion of these 
supplies , the Soil Conservation Service of the U . S .  Depart
ment of Agriculture was projecting as early as 1 977 that 5 
million irrigated acres would revert to dryland farming in the 
West by 201 0 ,  a 1 0% drop. 

The response to date has been to do nothing or worse than 
nothing . The last major irrigation projects authorized were 
the North Dakota Garrison Diversion Project in 1965 , the 
Nebraska Mid-state Diversion in 1 967 , and the Oahe unit and 
James diversions in South Dakota in 1 968 . None are built 
today . 

In 1 964, Congress manda� a re-study of old proposals 
before construction could start. All of the above-mentioned 
projects survived, because the financing costs continued to 
be calculated at the old 3 V2% rate , and they had already been 
authorized once . Garrison Diversion survived this test polit
ically because of reciprocity with the lower Missouri states. 
Upper Missouri states had given up their farmland for reser
voirs to protect the lower Missouri states from flood damage, 
and now, it was argued, they should get some farmland back. 
The Bureau , playing off of LBJ' s "concern" for urban decay, 
argued further that it would reverse the rural population de
cline already under way in the northern Missouri basin and 
relieve pressure on the large urban areas . 

Opponents attacked the project by saying that beef, lamb , 
feedgrains, potatoes , and sugar beet producers were being 
paid not to produce. They pointed to North Dakota farmers 
who were paid $20 million to divert wheat and feedgrain 
acreage, and $ 1 5  million to keep soil bank land out of forage,  
in 1 965 . But the project survived because hydropower reve
nues generated throughout the Missouri Basin were allocated 
to help repay the costs of the project. 

Garrison Diversion was initially authorized to irrigate 1 
million acres, or about 2.4% of North Dakota cropland. There 
was a lO-year restriction against growing any crops which 
were receiving support payments from the Commodity Credit 
Corporation, but proponents felt that this time limit would 
lapse before construction was completed. Unfortunately, they 
didn't know how right they were . Congress later scaled back 
the project to 250,000 acres . In 1 985-86, Congress , still 
fighting out the issue, reduced the project to 90,000 acres . 
Nothing has yet been irrigated. 
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