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Operation Rollback Water:  
The National Guard’s Response to the 

2009 North Dakota Floods (A)  
 

In late March 2009, North Dakota was confronting some of the worst flooding in state history.  In the western 

half of the state, numerous rivers and streams had already overflowed, forcing several communities to evacuate 

and causing flooding in the state capital, Bismarck, for the first time since 1952.
1
  Yet the greatest danger loomed in 

Fargo, a city in eastern North Dakota where the National Weather Service was predicting that the Red River would 

crest to a record high by the end of the month.  (See map of North Dakota in Exhibit A.)  Over 100,000 volunteers 

and emergency responders were working around-the-clock to build a 43- to 44-foot-high dike at the city’s most 

vulnerable points; but it was unclear if the structure would hold, creating the possibility of a flood that would at a 

minimum cause billions of dollars in damage and potentially endanger the 100,000-plus residents of North 

Dakota’s most populous city.
2
  Some citizens downplayed the risk, noting that Fargo had survived numerous 

previous floods.  But as the icy water began to wash out major roads, city officials emphasized that this threat was 

unprecedented.  “I don’t care how old you are,” said Fargo Mayor Dennis Walaker, who himself was a veteran of 

numerous floods but had been surprised while driving home late one night to find a highway had been flooded.  

“You’ve never seen this in the [Red River] valley.”
3 
 

Facing such dangerous conditions, communities across the state requested extensive assistance from the 

North Dakota National Guard, which had spent several months preparing for the floods but was finding it 

challenging to coordinate with a range of local and federal actors.  In February 2009, the Guard had completed a 

plan for Operation Rollback Water that called for a maximum of 800 soldiers to be on duty each day to fight the 

                                                 
1
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floods.
4
  It took as long as 24 hours to mobilize and deploy these soldiers, however; so when the floods proved 

more dangerous than predicted, local officials began pressing for ways to obtain Guard assistance more quickly.
5
  

At the same time, the Guard was coordinating with myriad federal stakeholders, most notably the Federal 

Emergency Management Agency (FEMA), which deployed a regional Incident Management Assistance Team 

following a Presidential Disaster Declaration on March 24.
6
  FEMA officials noted that the agency acted through the 

federal disaster declaration (which, they stressed, was made at the request of the governor) in support of the 

state’s response.
7
  But some state officials saw things differently. According to Greg Wilz, North Dakota’s Deputy 

Director of Emergency Services, the federal government’s presence – which came to include several dozen out-of-

state military aircraft that FEMA requested – was “code for, ‘We’re here to take over if you screw this up.’”
8
 

So as the floods intensified, the Guard faced several difficult questions.  How would it work with anxious local 

leaders?  How would it coordinate with increasingly assertive federal stakeholders?  And could it help save Fargo?   

Background 

The North Dakota National Guard is integral to the state’s emergency response operations and a crucial part 

of many local communities.  In 2009, it had a budget of $30.4 million and just over 4,500 members, 3,455 of whom 

belonged to the Army National Guard and 1,101 of whom served in the Air National Guard.  In a state with only 

670,000 people, this meant that North Dakota had one of the highest per capita enlistment rates in the country.
9
  

The Guard’s size made it the largest response force at the governor’s disposal in an emergency and resulted in 

many North Dakotans having a personal connection to a Guard member.  These relationships as well as the 

                                                 
4
 “Operation Rollback Water” was a play on the Doobie Brother’s Song, Black Water.   

5
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Dakota National Guard.  Hereafter cited as “2009 Flood Operations….”   
6
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7
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Dakota, August 20, 2012.  Hereafter cited as “Wilz interview.”  Unless noted, subsequent quotations from and attributions to 
Wilz come from this interview. 
9
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2013]; “Biennial Report,” Office of the Adjutant General, North Dakota National Guard, July 1, 2007 to June 30, 2009, pp. 6, 16, 
38, and 66, available at http://www.ndguard.ngb.army.mil/jointforce/Documents/NDNG-2007-09-Biennial-Report.pdf 
[accessed on August 1, 2013].  Hereafter cited as “Biennial Report.”  

http://www.fema.gov/pdf/media/factsheets/2010/imat_fact_sheet_10_05_10.pdf
http://www.whitehouse.gov/the_press_office/President-Obama-Signs-Major-Disaster-Declaration-For-North-Dakota
http://www.ndguard.ngb.army.mil/news/pressroom/Documents/Did-You-Know_NDNG_Facts.pdf
http://www.ndguard.ngb.army.mil/jointforce/Documents/NDNG-2007-09-Biennial-Report.pdf


 

HKS Case Program 3 of 22 Case Number 2041.0 

Guard’s history of serving the state and the presence of Guard facilities in more than 20 towns made the 

organization a valued institution in North Dakota more broadly.
10

  

Overseeing the organization was Adjutant General David Sprynczynatyk, a well-known and highly regarded 

public official with substantial expertise in water resource management.  Sprynczynatyk was appointed as adjutant 

general in 2006 following 34 years of service in the North Dakota National Guard and an extensive career in state 

government.  From 1972 through 2000, Sprynczynatyk worked for the State Water Commission, where he rose to 

the rank of State Engineer and helped to design and manage North Dakota’s flood defenses.  Sprynczynatyk then 

left the water commission in early 2001 when Governor John Hoeven appointed him as the State Transportation 

Director, adding to his expertise on the state’s infrastructure.  Five years later, Hoeven made Sprynczynatyk North 

Dakota’s adjutant general.
11

  Because of Sprynczynatyk’s public works background, Governor Hoeven considered 

the adjutant general his “point man” for fighting floods.
12

  By 2009, after spending eight years in the gubernatorial 

cabinet, General Sprynczynatyk had also become one of the more recognizable public officials in North Dakota.  

“Despite having a 13-letter name,” remarked Bill Prokopyk, a public affairs specialist in the North Dakota National 

Guard, “‘Spry is known throughout the state.”
13

    

When carrying out an operation, General Sprynczynatyk (or one of his deputies) managed the event from Joint 

Force Headquarters, a facility in Bismarck that was being partially revamped in advance of the 2009 floods.  (See 

organizational chart for the Guard in Exhibit B.)  Located at Fraine Barracks, a military complex in Bismarck, Joint 

Force Headquarters is a facility from which commanders can provide orders to personnel across the state, help 

arrange to send for additional support and equipment, and update state and federal actors (including the National 

Guard Bureau).
14

  To learn about events in the field, leaders at Joint Force Headquarters relied on updates from 

staff at the Joint Operations Center, a large room within the headquarters that had numerous televisions and 

computers to track local events and statewide troop activity.  In the months preceding the 2009 floods, the Guard 

was installing new computers and communications equipment in the Joint Operations Center.
15
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 Wing, Air National Guard, available at 
http://www.119wg.ang.af.mil/resources/biographies/bio.asp?id=10870 [accessed on August 1, 2013]; Interview with MG David 
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12

 Interview with Senator John Hoeven, by telephone, May 1, 2013.  Hereafter cited as “Hoeven interview.”  Unless noted, 
subsequent quotations from and attributions to Hoeven come from this interview.  
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 Interview with Bill Prokopyk, Public Affairs Specialist, North Dakota National Guard, Bismarck, North Dakota, August 21, 2012. 
14

 Every state’s National Guard has a Joint Force Headquarters, which provides command and control for its troops and from 
which Guard officials can oversee an event and communicate with out-of-state Guard units and the National Guard Bureau.  
“Joint Force Headquarters – State,” The National Guard, available at http://www.nationalguard.mil/media/factsheets/JFHQ-
State.pdf [accessed on August 2, 2013]. 
15

 Interview with Lieutenant Colonels David Thiele and Jonathan Erickson, Joint Operations Center, North Dakota National 
Guard, Bismarck, North Dakota, August 21, 2012.  Hereafter cited as “Thiele and Erickson interview.”  Unless noted, subsequent 
quotations from and attributions to Thiele and Erickson come from this interview. 
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The Department of Emergency Services      

As adjutant general, Sprynczynatyk also oversaw North Dakota’s Department of Emergency Services (DES), 

which had recently experienced substantial turnover and lost credibility with key state officials.  DES – which had a 

budget of $21.4 million in 2008 – consisted of an administrative division with approximately 10 staff; the 31-person 

State Radio Division, which managed North Dakota’s emergency communication system; and the Division of 

Homeland Security, which had 32 personnel tasked with coordinating local, state, federal, and private resources in 

an emergency.
16

  The head of the Division of Homeland Security also served as the Deputy Director of Emergency 

Services, a position that from 2003 through 2005 was held by several people.  According to Greg Wilz, who became 

the Deputy Director of Emergency Services in 2006 and still held that position in 2009, this substantial turnover 

contributed to the organization’s weak standing with important stakeholders, including the governor.  

From 2006 through 2009, Sprynczynatyk and Wilz attempted to bolster DES’s reputation by reforming the 

agency.  One core change was revising the state’s emergency response plan.  In 2006, when both men took office, 

the plan consisted of approximately 10 functionally based annexes (e.g., annexes for communications, public 

safety, and sheltering), which, from Wilz’s perspective, had been thin on details.  “When I first got here,” Wilz 

recalled, “the state emergency operations plan said something like this: ‘if something happens, we’ll all come 

together in the EOC [Emergency Operations Center] and decide what we’ll do about it.’”  Fearing that this 

contributed to a fragmented and reactive response, DES leaders spent the next two years convening dozens of 

state agencies to craft a single emergency response plan based on the Incident Command System (which North 

Dakota had not previously employed) along with plans for how North Dakota would respond to specific kinds of 

emergencies (e.g., floods, fires, and terrorist attacks).
17

     

To facilitate the implementation of this plan, DES introduced a web-based system to coordinate local requests 

for state emergency assistance.   North Dakota had 59 local emergency managers who were responsible for 

coordinating their jurisdiction’s response to an emergency.
18

  They were initially expected to accomplish this by 

employing local resources; but if an event exceeded their capabilities, they could submit a request for assistance to 

the State Emergency Operations Center where DES staff evaluated the appeal and assigned it to the agency best 

equipped to carry out the mission (e.g., the National Guard, Department of Transportation, or State Highway 

Patrol).  Before 2006, these inter-jurisdictional and inter-agency communications occurred almost exclusively by 

telephone.  In 2008, however, DES introduced WebEOC, an online platform into which localities could log in and 

submit requests for assistance and that DES could use to relay these needs to other agencies (which also had 

access to WebEOC).  The platform contained contact information for relevant organizations and the state’s 

emergency operations plan.  Emergency responders in communities across the state also logged information about 

                                                 
16

 “NDDES – At a glance,” North Dakota Department of Emergency Services, available at 
http://www.nd.gov/des/uploads/resources/93/des-ataglance.pdf [accessed on August 1, 2013]; “Biennial Report;” and Wilz 
interview.  
17

 Wilz interview; and Interview with Amy Anton, Operations and Planning Chief, Department of Emergency Services, State of 
North Dakota, Bismarck, ND, August 21, 2012.  Hereafter cited as “Anton interview.”  Unless noted, subsequent quotations 
from and attributions to Anton come from this interview as well as a follow-up telephone interview on March 5, 2013. 
18

 Two of North Dakota’s cities – Fargo and Bismarck – had their own emergency managers, as did each of the state’s five tribal 
areas.  The remaining emergency managers were at the county level.  Anton interview.   

http://www.nd.gov/des/uploads/resources/93/des-ataglance.pdf
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what was going on during the event.  According to Amy Anton, DES’s Operations and Planning Chief, WebEOC 

helped to create a common operating picture and enabled stakeholders to maintain situational awareness during a 

crisis.
19

 

While carrying out this system-wide reform, Sprynczynatyk and Wilz bolstered the relationship between the 

Guard and DES.  In crucial respects, the organizations already had a strong bond: they were both headquartered at 

Fraine Barracks, and they had the same leader, General Sprynczynatyk.  But many DES staff did not understand the 

Guard’s procedures and capabilities, making it hard for DES to task the organization properly in a crisis.  “The 

Guard, prior to that, was doing things with operations plans and Frag orders and con plans,” Wilz recalled, “and it 

was kind of Greek to everyone over here [DES].”
20

  To clarify the Guard’s operations, Wilz shared his knowledge of 

the organization’s capabilities with his staff; and he and Sprynczynatyk made sure that the two organizations 

consulted extensively during the state’s broader emergency management reform process.  To Wilz, these 

exchanges were imperative because of the Guard’s status as the largest force at the governor’s disposal in an 

emergency.  “If you do not understand the National Guard,” he contended, “you will not make the best decisions 

in domestic response operations.”     

Flooding in North Dakota 

One of the greatest challenges that the Guard and DES faced was the annual risk of springtime flooding.  

During January and February, the temperature in North Dakota often drops below freezing, causing the ground to 

freeze and trapping moisture in the soil.  In the spring, as temperatures rise, the ground thaws, and the moisture is 

released.  When combined with melting snow, this can produce enough runoff water to flood North Dakota’s 

numerous rivers and lakes (including the Red River and its tributaries in eastern North Dakota, the Missouri River in 

the central part of the state, and many smaller bodies of water in the west). (See map of North Dakota in Exhibit 

A.)  In some years, when there is relatively little precipitation and temperatures change gradually, flooding is 

negligible.  But in other cases, high precipitation, a deep soil freeze, and rapid thawing and melting together can 

cause extremely dangerous floods.   

The consequences of flooding can be especially serious because of the proximity of North Dakota’s major 

metropolitan areas to large bodies of water and the state’s heavy reliance on agriculture.  In the Red River Valley is 

the state’s largest city and economic hub, Fargo; its third largest city, Grand Forks; and numerous small towns and 

farms.  In central North Dakota, Bismarck, the state capital and North Dakota’s second largest city, sits along the 

banks of the Missouri River.  And in the western half of the state is the city of Williston, which is near the 

                                                 
19

 Ibid. 
20

 An operations plan is a plan for a military event, while a “con plan” (or consolidated plan) is an operations plan in conceptual 
form.  A “frag order” (or fragmentary order) modifies an existing operations plan.  “Operation Plan,” TheFreeDictionary.Com, 
available at http://www.thefreedictionary.com/operation+plan [accessed on August 1, 2013]; “CONPLAN,” 
TheFreeDictionary.Com, available at http://acronyms.thefreedictionary.com/CONPLAN [accessed on August 1, 2013]; and 
“Fragmentary Order,” The Army Study Guide, available at 
http://www.armystudyguide.com/content/the_tank/army_report_and_message_formats/fragmentary-order-frago.shtml 
[accessed on August 1, 2013]. 
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confluence of the Missouri and Yellowstone Rivers and was central to the state’s then-developing oil boom.
21

  

Interspersed with these municipalities are numerous farms, especially by the Red River, which contribute to an 

agriculture sector that employs nearly 10% of North Dakota’s population.
22

  

Although the threat of flooding affects the entire state, it is most pronounced in eastern North Dakota along 

the Red River.  Originating in southeastern North Dakota, the Red River flows northward along the state’s border 

with Minnesota, wending through the cities of Wahpeton, Fargo, and Grand Forks before culminating in the vast 

lake country of south-central Canada.  This northward flow – an uncommon trait among North American rivers – is 

one of the reasons that the Red River is susceptible to flooding.  In the spring, the ground thaw and snowmelt 

typically begin in the southern part of the state, resulting in a substantial increase in the discharge in the southern 

portion of the river.  In some years, this increased water flow and the thaw move north simultaneously, resulting in 

a large volume of water being released into the northern portion of the river and flooding surrounding land.  In 

other years, the river remains frozen farther north, causing the increased water flow from the south to encounter 

“ice jams” (ice blockages in the river), also resulting in flooding.  Under either scenario, predicting the extent of 

and controlling flooding in the Red River Valley is extremely challenging because, in geologic terms, the Red River is 

relatively young and has not yet had time to carve out a floodplain.  Moreover, the Red River Valley is among the 

flattest places in the world, meaning that the water can spread widely, inundating a swath of land up to 10-20 

miles wide.
23

   

The last time before 2009 that North Dakota had experienced severe flooding was in 1997 when the worst 

damage occurred in the Red River Valley, especially in Grand Forks and surrounding areas.  That year, the National 

Weather Service had predicted that the Red River would crest from 50-52 feet in Grand Forks; so as is common in 

North Dakota municipalities, a team of government employees, city residents, and Guard members collaborated to 

build temporary earthen levees.  But the river crested near 54 feet, forcing municipal officials to evacuate more 

than 50,000 people and causing floods that extended for miles.  The water cut through the heart of downtown 

Grand Forks, causing several gas mains to explode and triggering fires throughout the city.  Municipal officials 

found fault with the National Weather Service for underestimating the scope of the flooding; and with extensive 

federal assistance, the city spent over $400 million on a permanent floodwall to protect downtown Grand Forks 

from future flooding.  But other cities in the Red River Valley that had barely escaped similar destruction, including 

Fargo, did not receive comparable federal assistance and lacked the political will to finance and construct similar 

defenses locally.  “In a way,” reflected Fargo Deputy Mayor Tim Mahoney, “it’s bad to win.”
24
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24
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Preparing for the Floods: December 1, 2008 through March 16, 200925  

The Guard began preparing for possible springtime flooding in late 2008 and early 2009 after receiving a series 

of increasingly severe forecasts.  In late fall, after one of the rainiest seasons in state history, forecasters indicated 

that springtime flooding was likely.  Joint Force Headquarters responded by issuing a “warning order” on 

December 8 asking select Guard personnel to prepare briefs for the adjutant general outlining the threat and 

potential courses of action.
26

  Over the next six weeks, as the Guard began strategizing, North Dakota experienced 

one of the snowiest stretches on record.  This both increased the risk of spring floods and caused many localities to 

exhaust their snow/disaster budgets.
27

  To enable communities to request Guard assistance with snow removal, 

Governor Hoeven declared a statewide snow emergency on January 22.  Over the next 10 days, the Guard 

simultaneously deployed soldiers and snowplows across the state and refined its plan for the anticipated spring 

floods.  This included issuing a second warning order to senior Guard officials and executing the seven-step military 

decision making process to analyze potential courses of action.
28

   

As the Guard assessed the situation, General Sprynczynatyk and other Guard leaders reached out to their 

counterparts in other states in the region.  They indicated that they expected severe springtime floods, which 

might lead them to request troops, equipment, and other personnel through the Emergency Management 

Assistance Compact (EMAC).
29

  These conversations mostly occurred by telephone, but Lieutenant Colonel Daniel 

O’Malley of the Minnesota National Guard travelled to North Dakota for in-person planning sessions.  To O’Malley, 

who felt these meetings were crucial to build relationships, the inter-state planning should have been more 

extensive because Minnesota was preparing for flooding on its side of the Red River.  “There’s a clear divide 

[between the two states],” O’Malley recalled.  “Even though the flood impacts the region, there’s not a combined 

planning event.”
30

     

On February 3, the Guard completed snow removal operations as well as Operation Rollback Water, its plan 

for the expected floods.  The Guard’s mission was to provide support to local communities, and Joint Force 

                                                 
25

 The remainder of the case draws heavily from the annexes and timeline in “2009 Flood Operations Lessons Learned,” the 
North Dakota National Guard’s after action report from the floods.  
26

 A “warning order” is a “planning directive” from a military official asking subordinates to begin developing a plan that outlines 
the anticipated situation, forces and equipment required, and command relationships.  “Warning Order,” About.com, available 
at http://usmilitary.about.com/od/glossarytermsw/g/w6745.htm [accessed on August 1, 2013]. 
27

 The heavy snow expenditures also left many localities with less money to combat flooding in the spring.  “Thiele and Erickson 
interview.”   
28
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2.shtml [accessed on August 4, 2013]. 
29 The Emergency Management Assistance Compact (EMAC) is a “national mutual aid partnership agreement that allows state-
to-state assistance during governor- or federally-declared emergencies.” “EMAC,” The National Guard, available at 
http://www.nationalguard.mil/features/nevada/news/EMAC_fact_sheet.pdf [accessed on August 1, 2013]. 
30

 Interview with Lieutenant Colonel Daniel O’Malley, Minnesota National Guard, by telephone, October 10, 2012.  Hereafter 
cited as “O’Malley interview.”  Unless noted, subsequent quotations from and attributions to O’Malley come from this 
interview. 

http://usmilitary.about.com/od/glossarytermsw/g/w6745.htm
http://www.armystudyguide.com/content/powerpoint/Leadership_Presentations/military-decision-making--2.shtml
http://www.armystudyguide.com/content/powerpoint/Leadership_Presentations/military-decision-making--2.shtml
http://www.nationalguard.mil/features/nevada/news/EMAC_fact_sheet.pdf


 

HKS Case Program 8 of 22 Case Number 2041.0 

Headquarters was to manage the operation with three task forces: Joint Task Force East, which was responsible for 

the eastern third of the state (Area of Operations East); an army task force in charge of the remainder of North 

Dakota (Area of Operations West); and an aviation task force that would carry out reconnaissance and evacuation 

missions (see Exhibits C and D).
31

  The personnel for the task forces would come from an all-volunteer force of 

soldiers on State Active Duty, with at most 700-800 personnel on duty at a time.
32

  This figure was based on 

deployments during the 1997 flood, and the Guard did not expect to approach, let alone eclipse it in 2009.  But if 

necessary, it could activate additional in-state personnel (including a 150-member strategic reserve unit) or borrow 

troops and personnel from other states.  Guard officials agreed, however, that 650 soldiers who were training to 

deploy to Kosovo would not participate.
33

 

After completing its strategy, the Guard reviewed its plan with a range of stakeholders.  At the federal level, 

North Dakota Guard members provided the National Guard Bureau an overview of the expected event and their 

planned response.  NGB in turn said that it could deploy a Joint Enabling Team (JET) to assist with the response if 

North Dakota requested it.
34

  Within North Dakota, the state Guard participated in several planning events with 

other state agencies.  One was a meeting that was organized by DES and brought together lead state agencies 

(e.g., the Department of Transportation and State Water Commission) that were responsible for key operating 

systems.  The event provided an opportunity for the different agencies to review the state emergency operations 

plan (and make sure that they were comfortable using WebEOC).
35

   

The other main in-state preparatory activity was a training exercise involving the Guard and DES to which 

participants had mixed reactions.  According to General Sprynczynatyk and Deputy Director Wilz, the event – which 

simulated flooding in Grand Forks amidst a severe storm and a hockey tournament – strengthened relationships 

between Guard and DES personnel.  Wilz also felt that it helped people grasp the threat.  “In the past, I’ve said this 

[exercise scenario] is unrealistic,” Wilz recalled.  “Forget about it: ever since 2009, I’m here to tell you: whatever 

                                                 
31

 A joint task force consists of two or more military units created to respond to an event.  Joint Task Force East included Air and 
Army National Guard personnel.  An “Area of Operations” is a geographic space in which a mission is carried out.  It typically 
does not encompass the entire geographic scope of the mission but instead a segment of the mission that can be managed by a 
subordinate commander.  National Guard Domestic Joint Task Force Commander Handbook, available at 
http://publicintelligence.net/national-guard-domestic-joint-task-force-jtf-commander-handbook/ [accessed on August 1, 2013]; 
and “Area of Operations,” About.Com, available at http://usmilitary.about.com/cs/generalinfo/g/arofo.htm [accessed on 
August 2, 2013].  
32

 An “all-volunteer force” meant soldiers who had offered to participate, as opposed to troops ordered into service.  To recruit 
volunteers, the Guard sent messages to troops saying that flooding was likely and they were looking for people to help with the 
mission.  A soldier on State Active Duty is under state control and is funded by the state. 
33

 Thiele and Erickson interview. 
34

 The JET is a small squad (often just three to five members) that deploys from NGB headquarters in Virginia to a domestic 
event.  Its primary responsibilities are to keep NGB officials in Virginia abreast of the situation on the ground and to provide 
specific skills in areas in which the local Guard feels it is lacking (e.g., legal expertise or information technology support).  “NGB 
– Joint Enabling Team,” National Guard Bureau, current as of March 2013, available at 
http://www.nationalguard.mil/media/factsheets/2013/JET-Fact-Sheet-March-2013.pdf [accessed on August 1, 2013]; Interview 
with Lieutenant General William Etter, Commander, U.S. North American Aerospace Defense Command Region, by telephone, 
June 26, 2013.  During the 2009 North Dakota floods, Lieutenant General Etter was the Director of Domestic Operations at the 
National Guard Bureau.    
35

 Anton interview. 

http://publicintelligence.net/national-guard-domestic-joint-task-force-jtf-commander-handbook/
http://usmilitary.about.com/cs/generalinfo/g/arofo.htm
http://www.nationalguard.mil/media/factsheets/2013/JET-Fact-Sheet-March-2013.pdf
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you don’t think can get thrown at you, can and will get thrown at you.”  But some DES staff felt that the exercise 

should have included more state agencies.  In the simulation, all of the requests for assistance were tasked to the 

National Guard, which would not happen in an actual event.
36

 

Following this exercise, the Guard and other stakeholders spent the first two weeks of March making final 

preparations for the expected floods.  For the Guard, this entailed pre-positioning equipment in areas considered 

most vulnerable to flooding and participating in community flood workshops with the Army Corps of Engineers, 

DES, and FEMA at which they encouraged businesses and residents to purchase flood insurance.  To enhance their 

preparedness, many localities declared flood emergencies, making more money available for levee construction 

and other preventative actions.  After several local emergency declarations, Governor John Hoeven declared a 

statewide flood emergency on March 13.  This meant that localities could now request the Guard’s assistance with 

flood response operations and obtain financial support from the state on a cost-sharing basis.  In comments made 

to the Bismarck Tribune three days later, General Sprynczynatyk assured the public that the 750 North Dakota 

National Guard members who had volunteered would “be available in a minute’s notice.”
37

 

The Floods Begin: March 17-23   

On March 17, the Red River reached “flood stage,” officially beginning the 2009 floods.
38

  Over the next six 

days, some flooding also occurred in the western half of the state; but the most dangerous situation lay in eastern 

North Dakota, most notably in Cass County where the National Weather Service was predicting that the Red River 

would crest between 39 and 41 feet by early April.  In rural portions of the county, this could trigger flooding that 

would overrun large amounts of farmland and several thousand homes.  Meanwhile, in Fargo, the Cass County 

seat, the ice-cold water could destroy the city’s substantial downtown; numerous densely packed residential 

neighborhoods; and North Dakota State University, which was home to over 14,000 students.
39

   

Emergency responders from the county government and City of Fargo therefore swung into action.  To protect 

the county’s rural areas, Cass County Emergency Management and the county sheriff’s office encouraged families 

to develop plans to defend their homes and, if necessary, evacuate; created emergency response teams that could 

rescue a trapped family or clear a road that was flooded; and began piling sandbags around vulnerable buildings 

and roads.
40

  At the same time, Mayor Dennis Walaker was leading a separate response in Fargo.  An engineer by 

trade and a veteran of numerous Red River flood fights, Walaker told his staff to orchestrate construction of an 

                                                 
36

 Ibid. 
37

 “Red River Valley Discuss Flood Plans,” The Bismarck Tribune, March 16, 2009, 1B. 
38

 Typically designated by the National Weather Service, a “flood stage” is a “gauge height” for an area above which an increase 
in the water level threatens the safety of people and property.  “Flood Stage,” Glossary, National Weather Service, available at 
National Weather Service [accessed on August 13, 2013]. 
39

 “Annual Fall Term Enrollments,” North Dakota State University, available at http://www.ndsu.edu/data/enrollment/annual/ 
[accessed on August 13, 2013].  
40

 “After Action Report: Eastern North Dakota 2009 Spring Flood,” Cass County Sheriff’s Office, obtained by author from Cass 
County Sheriff’s Office; Interview with David Rogness, Emergency Services Coordinator, Cass County, and Paul Laney, Sheriff, 
Cass County, Fargo, North Dakota, August 23, 2012.  Hereafter cited as “After Action Report: Eastern North Dakota…” and 
“Rogness and Laney interview.”  Unless noted, subsequent quotations from and attributions to Rogness and Laney come from 
this interview.  

http://www.ndsu.edu/data/enrollment/annual/
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extensive network of temporary dikes and levees around the city’s most vulnerable points.
41

  The plan hinged on 

the participation of tens of thousands of volunteers, the vast majority of whom had come from Fargo and nearby 

towns and universities, who were working around the clock to help emergency responders fill sandbags at the 

Fargodome and construct the flood defenses throughout Fargo.
42

 

In carrying out these tasks during the week of March 17, emergency responders in Cass County requested 

assistance from the Guard but quickly grew frustrated that the Guard was not responding more rapidly.  The 

appeals for aid involved sandbag filling, dike patrols, and levee construction, which were within the Guard’s 

capabilities.  But before the Guard could deploy, it had to stand up Joint Task Force East (which entailed creating a 

command post at an armory in Fargo) and mobilize and deploy several hundred troops.  This process took a day.  It 

took another day for localities to complete the layered procedure to obtain Guard assistance.  For the Guard and 

DES, this procedure – which required that requesters specify a mission (not just a number of troops) and included 

an opportunity for DES and the Guard to review the mission – was crucial to ensure that resources were deployed 

efficiently.
43

  But to Cass County Emergency Management and the City of Fargo, the system was excessively 

bureaucratic.  “The Guard’s procedures have a focus and priorities that are different from ours as first 

responders…,” recalled David Rogness, Director of Emergency Services for Cass County.  “If we need a resource, 

typically it’s because there’s something imminent going on, and we can’t wait 8 to 10 to 24 hours for that.” 

Rogness and the Guard therefore explored ways to streamline the process for requesting aid, eventually 

settling on having a high-ranking Guard liaison officer in the county EOC.  At first, the Guard provided Cass County 

a liaison officer in the field as well as a point of contact at the state EOC, but these officers, Rogness believed, were 

either unresponsive or lacked enough knowledge to expedite the county’s requests.  Rogness therefore 

approached General Sprynczynatyk following a meeting at Fargo City Hall and told him that he needed a 

command-level Guard member in the county EOC.  Sprynczynatyk then assigned Major Grant Larson, a squadron 

commander in the Air National Guard and an employee of the Fargo-Cass County Health Department, as the 

Guard’s liaison officer in the county emergency operations center.  Larson was responsible for notifying personnel 

at the State’s Emergency Operations Center and the Guard’s Joint Operations Center when Cass County was 

                                                 
41

 Fargo had its own emergency management department and therefore oversaw its response separately from the county.  The 
Office of Mayor Walaker, not the city’s emergency manager, managed Fargo’s response, however.  This was because the 
emergency manager had been recently appointed and Mayor Walaker had so much experience with Red River floods.  Walaker 
began his career with the City of Fargo in 1974 as a civil engineer overseeing public works projects.  He was later promoted to 
Public Works Manager and subsequently Director of Operations, a position that included emergency management 
responsibilities.  He was widely recognized as the pivotal figure in Fargo’s survival in the 1997 flood, and this accomplishment 
was integral to his successful campaign for mayor in 2006.  “Mayor of Fargo,” City of Fargo, available at 
http://www.cityoffargo.com/CityInfo/Mayor/ [accessed on August 4, 2013]; and Richard Meryhew, “Fargo Mayor: In the eye of 
the storm,” Star Tribune, March 27, 2009, available at http://www.startribune.com/local/42060847.html [accessed on August 
4, 2013].    
42

 Interview with Mayor Dennis Walaker, City Administrator Pat Zavoral, and Deputy Mayor Tim Mahoney, City of Fargo, Fargo, 
North Dakota, August 23, 2012.  Hereafter cited as “Walaker, Zavoral, and Mahoney interview.”  Unless noted, subsequent 
quotations from and attributions to Walaker, Zavoral, and Mahoney come from this interview. 
43

 The full procedure had four steps: 1) a locality submitted a request for support to the State Emergency Operations Center in 
Bismarck.  2) If DES staff felt that the Guard was best equipped to respond, it would then relay the requirement to the Guard’s 
Joint Operations Center.  3) Guard officials would then separately vet the request before 4) assigning it to the relevant task 
force (e.g., Joint Task Force East).   

http://www.cityoffargo.com/CityInfo/Mayor/
http://www.startribune.com/local/42060847.html
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preparing a request.  This gave DES and the Guard an opportunity to indicate how they would respond and also 

provided extra time for the Guard to mobilize.  According to Rogness, this increased the Guard’s responsiveness, 

and the Guard began placing liaison officers in local EOC’s across the state.  “The creation of liaison officers,” 

Sprynczynatyk reflected, “was one of the major takeaways from the 2009 floods.”   

The Direct Support Relationship with Fargo 

Although liaison officers were effective in the county EOC, officials in Fargo still felt that they were not 

receiving aid rapidly enough, especially given how quickly the Red River was rising.  Governor Hoeven and General 

Sprynczynatyk did not appreciate the gravity of the situation, however, until they entered the staging area for Joint 

Task Force East in Fargo on March 23.  They expected to find Guard personnel deploying to fight the flood, but 

they instead found multiple units standing by.  Seeking an explanation, Hoeven and Sprynczynatyk approached the 

senior officer on site, Colonel Ron Solberg, who explained that he was “waiting for the order” from officials in 

Bismarck – a reference to the last stage in the process through which a locality could obtain Guard assistance.  

Hoeven and Sprynczynatyk decided on the spot to eliminate the need for Fargo officials to contact Bismarck for 

Guard aid.  “From now on,” Solberg recalls being told, “‘coordinate directly with the City of Fargo.’”
44

     

State and local leaders had conflicting reactions to the decision to place the Guard in a direct support 

relationship with the City of Fargo.  On the one hand, the set up was challenging for officials at the State 

Emergency Operations Center and the Guard’s Joint Operations Center in Bismarck because Joint Task Force East 

no longer communicated with them about how they were employing their resources.  “It was like somebody pulled 

the blinds,” recalled one DES official to explain the loss of situational awareness.
45

  Despite these concerns, Fargo 

officials and leaders of Joint Task Force East found that the direct support relationship increased efficiency.  

Colonel Solberg, a Joint Task Force East leader and a Fargo native, began meeting extensively with Fargo officials to 

determine how best to use the Guard.  He then relayed the requirements to his colleagues at Joint Task Force East.  

This enabled them to make decisions about how to use the Guard far more rapidly than when they had been 

routing requests through Bismarck.  “It took them [Fargo]…several days to accept us wholeheartedly…,” Solberg 

recalled. “But…then it really started to click.” 

The Floods Intensify, and Federal Forces Arrive: March 24-26  

From March 24 to 26, the crisis intensified.  This was in part because of a severe winter storm sweeping 

through the state, producing wind gusts as high as 40 miles per hour and depositing a foot of snow in parts of 

North Dakota.  The blizzard-like conditions complicated the work of emergency responders, while the precipitation 

increased flooding, which was already becoming more widespread and severe.  In western North Dakota, several 

additional rivers had flooded, forcing some small communities to evacuate; and ice jams along the Missouri River 

                                                 
44

 Interview with Colonel Ron Solberg, North Dakota National Guard, Bismarck, ND, August 21, 2012.  Hereafter cited as 
“Solberg interview.”  Unless noted, subsequent quotations from and attributions to Solberg come from this interview. 
45

 Some senior Guard leaders also worried that the City of Fargo misunderstood the direct support relationship.  It was designed 
to allow city officials to assign the Guard missions within a pre-defined set of tasks (e.g., dike patrols, traffic management, and 
sandbagging); but according to General Sprynczynatyk, the City of Fargo initially felt that it had “carte blanche” vis-à-vis the 
National Guard.   
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were causing water to back up immediately outside Bismarck, causing the state capital to begin to flood for the 

first time in almost 60 years.  Meanwhile, in eastern North Dakota, the National Weather Service was now 

predicting that the Red River could crest as high as 43 feet in Fargo on March 28 – both higher and sooner than it 

had previously forecasted.
46

 

Facing such extensive flooding, communities across the state requested assistance from the Guard, which 

rapidly scaled up its response.  Within North Dakota, it activated the 150-member strategic reserve and several 

engineering battalions, bringing the total number of soldiers on duty to approximately 1,200 on March 25. (See 

Exhibit E for a chart showing the number of troops involved in the flood fight.)  Having come close to exhausting in-

state resources, General Sprynczynatyk and his colleagues also reached out to the South Dakota and Minnesota 

National Guards to request additional troops and aircraft via the Emergency Management Assistance Compact.  

The South Dakota and Minnesota Guard, with whom the North Dakota Guard had been in contact in advance of 

the floods, agreed to send 275 troops and eight helicopters, which were expected to arrive between March 27 and 

28.
47

  Finally, General Sprynczynatyk requested a Joint Enabling Team (JET) from the National Guard Bureau, which 

reached North Dakota by March 24. 

Integrating the NGB JET 

Upon arriving in North Dakota, the five-member JET – which was responsible for keeping NGB officials in 

Washington, DC abreast of events in North Dakota and supporting the North Dakota Guard – was immediately 

thrust into the response and produced a range of reactions from state officials.  The North Dakota Guard decided 

to station the JET in the Joint Operations Center, which gave team members easy access to information about the 

floods that they could then relay to officials at NGB headquarters.  This also facilitated interaction between the JET 

members and state officials.   

In some cases, North Dakota leaders found these exchanges productive.  For example, the JET helped the state 

advocate to NGB about the appropriate duty status for Guard members participating in the operation.  Per the 

Guard rules, a soldier in the Active Guard Reserve can be activated under Title 32 (i.e., a soldier under state control 

but who is federally financed) for the first 72 hours of a mission; but past that point, the Department of Defense 

must provide permission for a soldier to remain in Title 32 status.
48

  From the vantage point of the North Dakota 

National Guard, they were executing dozens of missions throughout the state (e.g., the flood fight in Fargo versus 

Bismarck versus Wahpeton), not one single mission; so it was appropriate to leave a soldier in Title 32 status for 

more than 72 hours.  Officials from the National Guard Bureau in Washington, DC, expressed concerns about this 

                                                 
46

  According to the National Weather Service, a 43-foot crest was an “absolute worst case” scenario, a 42-foot crest was a 
“probable worst case,” and a 41-foot crest was “most likely.”  E-mail with Gregory Gust, Warning Coordination Meteorologist, 
National Weather Service, August 21, 2012.  Hereafter cited as “Gust e-mail.”    
47

 Over the course of the floods, four other state Guard units – Montana, Iowa, Missouri, and Wisconsin – provided troops and 
equipment to North Dakota.  E-mail with Major General David Sprynczynatyk, Adjutant General, North Dakota National Guard, 
August 30, 2013. 
48

  The Active Guard Reserve refers to Guard members “who are on voluntary active duty providing full-time support to National 
Guard, Reserve, and Active Component organizations for the purpose of organizing, administering, recruiting, instructing, or 
training the Reserve Components.”  “Active Guard Reserve,” DOD Dictionary of Military Terms, Defense Technical Information 
Center, available at http://www.dtic.mil/doctrine/dod_dictionary/data/a/8288.html [accessed on August 13, 2013]. 

http://www.dtic.mil/doctrine/dod_dictionary/data/a/8288.html
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to the JET.  After speaking to personnel at the North Dakota National Guard’s Joint Operations Center, the JET 

recommended to staff at the National Guard Bureau that the soldiers should stay in Title 32 status.  Although the 

Guard Bureau ultimately maintained its position, North Dakota Guardsmen - some of whom had feared that the 

JET would mainly question their positions, not provide support – appreciated that JET members advocated on their 

behalf.  “We were all pretty cynical about whether there was going to be any value added [from the Joint Enabling 

Team],” recalled David Thiele, the Director of Personnel at the North Dakota National Guard’s Joint Operations 

Center.  “But they educated NGB about what was going on here on the ground.” 

But other state officials grew frustrated when the JET influenced a key decision about how to deal with the ice 

jams on the Missouri River.  After consulting with the Army Corps of Engineers and the state Department of 

Transportation, Deputy Emergency Services Director Greg Wilz had identified an explosives expert currently 

working in Pittsburgh who could help explode the ice jams.  The expert, who was a private contractor, said he 

could fly to North Dakota, provided that his wife and young daughter – who were traveling with him at the time – 

could accompany him.  Wilz wanted to send a Guard plane across the country to get the man and his family, but 

the NGB JET explained that the Department of Defense’s rules explicitly stated that they could not carry family 

members onboard.  After several hours of discussions but no resolution, and with Bismarck beginning to flood, 

Wilz finally decided to use a non-Guard plane instead.  The explosives expert arrived and destroyed the ice jams 

before they caused serious damage, but Wilz nonetheless was “extremely disappointed” with NGB.  

“Unfortunately,” he recalled, “we got wrapped up into a system that has rules and…will follow the rules, as 

opposed to doing the right thing.  That’s frustrating to us guys in the field.” 

Coordinating with FEMA and Northern Command 

The Guard also had to coordinate with a growing number of non-Guard federal entities – most notably FEMA 

and Northern Command – that began arriving in North Dakota following the Presidential Disaster Declaration on 

March 24.
49

  For its part, FEMA sent an Incident Management Assistance Team (IMAT), under the leadership of 

Federal Coordinating Officer Michael Hall, to support the ongoing response from state and local forces and to 

develop contingency plans should those efforts fail.  Its primary means of accomplishing this was issuing mission 

assignments to other federal agencies. (FEMA issues a mission assignment for federal resources -- i.e., equipment 

or personnel for a defined task – at the request of a disaster-stricken state, once the state determines it cannot 

provide those resources itself or obtain them through other means, such as through the Emergency Management 

Assistance Compact [EMAC]. Mission assignments involving federal-to-state support are discussed with and signed 

off by a designated state official.)
50

  Accompanying the FEMA squad was Northcom’s Defense Coordinating Officer, 

who had the authority to assign federal military assets to come to North Dakota and assist with the flood response.   

                                                 
49

 Northern Command provides command and control of Department of Defense (DOD) homeland defense efforts and 
coordinates defense support of civil authorities in major events, including natural disasters.  A presidential disaster declaration 
results in the deployment of federal agencies to a disaster area and also makes financial assistance available for affected 
localities.  “About USNORTHCOM,” U.S. Northern Command, available at http://www.northcom.mil/AboutUSNORTHCOM.aspx 
[accessed on August 11, 2013]; “The Disaster Process & Disaster Aid Programs,” FEMA, available at  
http://www.fema.gov/disaster-process-disaster-aid-programs/ [accessed August 13, 2013]; and Sprynczynatyk interview. 
50

 Personal communication with Hall and Melsek.  

http://www.northcom.mil/AboutUSNORTHCOM.aspx
http://www.fema.gov/disaster-process-disaster-aid-programs/
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To synchronize federal and state operations, Federal Coordinating Officer Hall, the Defense Coordinating 

Officer from Northcom, Sprynczynatyk, and Deputy Director of Emergency Services Wilz formed a “Unified 

Coordination Group” (UCG), which served as a forum to discuss strategy and the best use of federal resources.
51

 

According to FEMA officials, in the weeks following the IMAT’s arrival in North Dakota, federal and state UCG 

leaders adhered to a planning process associated with and fundamental to the Incident Command System (ICS), 

participating in a series of meetings and other activities over the course of 24-hour operational cycles. The process, 

they emphasized, was a “collaborative” one that allowed members of the UCG to collectively allocate resources “in 

the most effective and efficient way possible.”
52

 

But leaders of the North Dakota National Guard expressed some frustration, with Sprynczynatyk observing 

that the federal representatives – especially the Defense Coordinating Officer – were sometimes unwilling to 

accept North Dakota’s requests and suggestions.  For example, Sprynczynatyk wanted to activate an Army Reserve 

Unit in Fargo, which had expressed an interest in joining the flood response.  But because it was a Title 10 force, 

only Northcom’s Defense Coordinating Officer could bring the unit into the flood fight.
53

  The Northcom 

representative refused to employ the local reserve unit, saying that he preferred to turn to active duty units even if 

they were located farther away.  To Sprynczynatyk, this was disappointing.  “Here was a unit that wanted to 

engage in the flood fight,” the adjutant general reflected.  “They were part of the community.  The flood was in 

their backyard.  What better way to help their soldiers feel good better about what they’re doing?  But we couldn’t 

get there from here.”        

Sprynczynatyk grew even more frustrated with federal officials after receiving a phone call on March 26 from 

the adjutant general of Iowa, Timothy Orr, who alerted him to a substantial build up of federal assets.  General Orr 

had taken office earlier that day and contacted General Sprynczynatyk to let him know that the Iowa National 

Guard was prepared to support North Dakota.  In the course of their conversation, General Orr also mentioned 

that the Iowa National Guard was preparing to send several aircraft to North Dakota in response to a federal 

mission assignment.  The news, Orr believed, surprised Sprynczynatyk.  “When I called Dave, I’ll never forget it, he 

wasn’t even aware of the [FEMA] tasker,” General Orr recalled.  “It made him aware that there were folks…outside 

of North Dakota [who] were trying to take over.”
54

   

                                                 
51

 Interview with Michael Hall, Federal Coordinating Officer, FEMA, and Robert Fenton, Assistant Administrator for Response, 
Office of Response and Recovery, FEMA, by telephone, March 8, 2013.  Hereafter cited as “Hall and Fenton interview.”  Unless 
noted, subsequent quotations from and attributions to Hall and Fenton come from this interview. 
52

 Personal communication with Hall and Melsek. 
53

 The North Dakota National Guard could activate forces under State Active Duty (personnel and equipment that were funded 
and commanded by North Dakota) and Title 32 (personnel and equipment that were funded by the federal government and 
commanded by North Dakota).  However, Title 10 forces (personnel and equipment that were federally commanded and 
funded) fell under the authority of Northern Command’s Defense Coordinating Officer for the region, who is responsible for 
coordinating federal military assets in emergency response situations like the North Dakota floods.  R. Barry Cronin, “U.S. 
Northern Command and & Defense Support of Civilian Authorities,” Center for Army Lessons Learned, December 2009, 
available at http://usacac.army.mil/cac2/call/docs/10-16/ch_4.asp [accessed on August 14, 2013]. 
54

 Interview with Timothy Orr, Adjutant General, Iowa National Guard, by telephone, August 29, 2012.  Hereafter cited as “Orr 
interview.”  Unless noted, subsequent quotations from and attributions to Orr come from this interview. 
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The aviation mission assignment, Sprynczynatyk soon learned, was part of a broader effort by FEMA, 

Northcom, and other federal officials to make sure that they were ready to lead a rescue and evacuation if Fargo’s 

levees failed.  Coming two months after President Obama’s inauguration and following a presidential campaign 

that had focused in part on the mistakes made in the response to Hurricane Katrina, the Obama Administration 

wanted to avoid a catastrophic event.  Their perspective, recalled Nancy Ward, the interim director of FEMA at the 

time of the North Dakota floods, was never to have a similar event “happen on my watch.”
55

  After receiving a 

closed-door briefing from the Army Corps of Engineers saying it was possible that Fargo’s levees would fail, FEMA 

officials decided to issue a mission assignment to Northern Command and the National Guard Bureau to bring 

several dozen out-of-state aircraft to North Dakota.  The planes and helicopters would be used to assist with an 

evacuation and search and rescue missions in the event that Fargo experienced a catastrophic flood or decided to 

evacuate.
56

   

Leaders of the North Dakota National Guard, however, said they were not consulted about the mission 

assignment and they chose not to incorporate the aircraft into the operation, leaving leaders of the out-of-state 

forces frustrated.  This was in part because several of the aircraft were under Title 10 authority, which, as General 

Sprynczynatyk explained, meant that the North Dakota Guard lacked control over them; and he and his colleagues 

were unenthusiastic about using the remaining planes.  Among other things, they thought it would be unsafe to 

have too many aircraft flying simultaneously; they were also frustrated by the fact that federal officials did not 

communicate with them during the mission assignment process.  For their part, FEMA officials noted that state 

leaders would have been consulted about such decisions through the UCG – and that instead of federal authorities 

having failed to coordinate with North Dakota, there may have been some miscommunication between the Guard 

and other state agencies involved in the decision-making process.
57

  

But most importantly, the Guard felt the build-up was unnecessary.  “Why did we have all of these aircraft?” 

Sprynczynatyk recalled wondering.  “We didn’t need them.”  The North Dakota Guard therefore stationed the 

aircraft and personnel who had responded to FEMA’s mission assignment at Grand Forks Air Force Base, where, to 

the frustration of the leaders of those states’ National Guard units, they carried out only a handful of missions 

before being released one week later.  “When my guys ended up going up there, they never got used,” said Iowa’s 

Adjutant General Timothy Orr.  “So we spent a week’s worth of money and resources up there for a mission that 

they didn’t have.”  FEMA officials emphasized, however, that the aircraft had been sent to North Dakota so that 

there would be ample resources in place in case an evacuation became necessary and that they therefore fulfilled 

an important purpose.   

  

                                                 
55

 The floods also occurred as the Department of Homeland Security was experiencing its first change in presidential 
administrations since the agency’s establishment in the aftermath of 9/11.  Although the agency had been planning the 
transition for several months, some positions remained unfilled, and others were occupied on an interim capacity.  Interview 
with Nancy Ward, Regional Administrator, Region XI, FEMA, by telephone, November 14, 2012.  Hereafter cited as “Ward 
interview.”  Unless noted, subsequent quotations from and attributions to Ward come from this interview. 
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 Hall and Fenton interview. 
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Evacuating Fargo? March 27 

Despite these concerns, Sprynczynatyk and his colleagues remained focused on the flood fight and, in 

particular, how best to protect Fargo – a subject which produced a range of views among federal, state and local 

officials.  On the one hand, federal officials felt that, as a precaution, the city should evacuate.  The city was only 

building its levees to protect to 42 feet, but the Red River’s crest, according to the National Weather Service, might 

reach 43 feet.
58

  Even if the river did not climb that high, it was unclear if the levee would hold against a record 

amount of water.  On the other hand, local officials wanted to stay.  This was in part because they were skeptical 

of the National Weather Service’s prediction, suspecting that the organization might be erring on the side of 

caution after underestimating the crest in Grand Forks in 1997.  But more importantly, city officials felt that the 

city’s only hope of survival was keeping residents in place to monitor the dikes and report breaches to city officials 

if they occurred.
59

  “If we’re gonna go down,” Mayor Walaker said at a press conference that week, “we’re gonna 

go down swinging.”
60

  

The debate over whether to evacuate – which FEMA officials characterized as a “healthy discussion” involving 

relevant local, state, and federal stakeholders – intensified as the Red River rose. It culminated in a meeting 

between a team of federal and state officials – which included Sprynczynatyk, interim FEMA Director Nancy Ward, 

the North Dakota Congressional Delegation, and numerous other high-ranking leaders – and Fargo officials – who 

were led by the Mayor – that took place at noon on March 27 at Fargo City Hall.
61

  Ward began the discussion by 

broaching the possibility of evacuating, with one attendee quickly adding that the Obama Administration did not 

want Fargo to experience a catastrophe on par with Hurricane Katrina.  “They didn’t order the city to evacuate,” 

recalled U.S. Congressman Earl Pomeroy, who was at the meeting, “but they…came up to the limit of how strongly 

they could suggest it.”
62

  However, Fargo officials – who had the authority to decide whether to evacuate – pushed 

back.  Taking exception with the comparison of Fargo to New Orleans, they emphasized that their flood defense 

hinged on having citizens remain in their homes to monitor the dikes and that the city – which was extremely flat – 

would take on water slowly.  More broadly, they were uncomfortable with the aggressive tactics of federal 

officials.  “We were broadsided by that approach,” recalled City Administrator Pat Zavoral.  “[That meeting was] 

                                                 
58

 To protect against a 42-foot crest, Fargo built its levees to 43 to 44 feet, allowing one to two feet of freeboard.  E-mail with 
Gregory Gust, Warning Coordination Meteorologist, National Weather Service, August 15, 2013.     
59

 Walaker, Zavoral, and Mahoney interview. 
60

 Chuck Haga, “Fargo officials vow to ‘stand and defend’ against rising river,” MinnPost, March 27, 2009, available at 
http://www.minnpost.com/politics-policy/2009/03/fargo-officials-vow-stand-and-defend-against-rising-river [accessed on 
August 13, 2013]. 
61

 The full list of attendees included interim FEMA Director Nancy Ward, Congressman Early Pomeroy, U.S. Senators Byron 
Dorgan and Kent Conrad, Brigadier General Michael Walsh of the Army Corps of Engineers, Greg Gust of the National Weather 
Service, Governor John Hoeven, Adjutant General Sprynczynatyk, Fargo Mayor Dennis Walaker, Deputy Mayor Tim Mahoney, 
and City Administrator Pat Zavoral.  Gust e-mail.  The remainder of this section draws heavily on this e-mail, a separate 
telephone interview with Gust, and previously cited interviews with the attendees.  
62

 Interview with former Congressman Earl Pomeroy, Washington, DC, April 30, 2013.  Hereafter cited as “Pomeroy interview.”  
Unless noted, subsequent quotations from and attributions to Pomeroy come from this interview. 

http://www.minnpost.com/politics-policy/2009/03/fargo-officials-vow-stand-and-defend-against-rising-river
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the most difficult time of this whole process…,” added Mayor Walaker.  “We trust everyone’s support.  But at the 

end of the day we know the system.”
63

   

Recognizing the firm opposition of local leaders, the federal and state officials began outlining an alternative 

approach that involved evacuating vulnerable populations -- e.g., the elderly and people in hospitals -- but leaving 

a minimum number of residents to monitor the dikes.  But just as they were delving into this, the attendees 

received disturbing news: the Department of Transportation had shut down the lanes on the interstate for traffic 

heading towards Fargo.  This was part of an evacuation plan that FEMA and DES had developed earlier that day.  

Unaware that Fargo had refused to evacuate, staff at the State Emergency Operations Center had ordered state 

agencies to begin implementing the plan.  The adjutant general and governor called DES in Bismarck and ordered 

the highway to be reopened.  But this took approximately 20 minutes; and in the interim, at least one local law 

enforcement officer called his family and told them to evacuate.  “Get out now,” he said.  “They know something 

they aren’t telling us!”
64

   

Once the highway was reopened, the attendees returned to the discussion of how to protect Fargo, only to be 

interrupted again when Mayor Walaker’s cell phone rang.  After taking the call, the Mayor reported back to the 

group that he had just spoken to President Obama.  The President had asked Mayor Walaker if he had everything 

he needed.  He had told the President that he did and then informed everyone at the meeting.  Several minutes 

later, the meeting adjourned, and the federal and state officials left the building.  Just a few hundred feet away, 

the Red River was rising towards a crest of uncertain height.  

                                                 
63 Looking back on the meeting, Ward suggested that some of her comments were misunderstood.  “We were trying to…get a 
read from Fargo on where they thought things were…,” Ward recalled.  “And I think the Mayor took great exception to my 
discussion about evacuation because he felt that FEMA was trying to relive – or not trying to relive – Katrina…While I 
appreciated the Mayor’s staunch conviction that evacuation was not warranted…I think that kind of a decision is a gamble, and 
it had nothing to do with Katrina.  What it had to do with was…safety and security.”         
64

 “After Action Report: Eastern North Dakota…,” 91. 
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Exhibit A: Map of North Dakota with Fargo and Bismarck Circled 

 
 

Adapted from The National Atlas of the United States of America, “North Dakota,” available at 
http://www.nationalatlas.gov/printable/images/pdf/reference/pagegen_nd.pdf [accessed on July 29, 2013].

 
 

http://www.nationalatlas.gov/printable/images/pdf/reference/pagegen_nd.pdf
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Exhibit B: North Dakota National Guard Command Structure 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
 

Source: Adapted from North Dakota National Guard, “Biennial Report N.D. Office of the Adjutant General: July 1, 2007 to June 30, 2009,” p. 2, available at  
http://www.ndguard.ngb.army.mil/jointforce/Documents/NDNG-2007-09-Biennial-Report.pdf [accessed on April 2, 2013]. 
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Exhibit C: Area of Operation 

 
Source: Adapted from North Dakota National Guard 2009 Floods After Action Report. 
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Exhibit D: Operation Rollback Water – Task Organization 

 

 

 

 

 

                                                                                             

                

                

                

                

                

                

                

                

                

                

                

                

                

  
Source: Adapted from North Dakota National Guard 2009 Floods After Action Report. 
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Exhibit E: Personnel “Sand chart” for 2009 North Dakota Floods (with key operational events) 

 
 
 

 
 

 
 

Source: Adapted from North Dakota National Guard 2009 Floods After-Action Report. 
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