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

2009 North Dakota Floods (B) 
 

From March 17-28, 2009, North Dakota experienced some of the worst flooding in state history, prompting an 

extensive response from the National Guard and a range of federal, state, and local responders.  The floods 

spanned the state, forcing the evacuation of several communities in western North Dakota and threatening the 

capital city, Bismarck, in central North Dakota, which had not previously flooded since 1952.   

Yet the greatest danger was in Fargo, a city in eastern North Dakota where the National Weather Service was 

projecting that the Red River could crest as high as 43 feet by the end of the month.  The Guard worked alongside 

more than 100,000 Fargo residents and emergency responders to build a dike around the city’s most vulnerable 

points.   

But many state and federal officials feared that the structure would not hold.  As a result, in a meeting at 

Fargo City Hall on March 27, a collection of leaders – including interim FEMA Director Nancy Ward, North Dakota 

Governor John Hoeven, the state’s Congressional delegation, and Adjutant General David Sprynczynatyk – 

discussed a range of options with Fargo Mayor Dennis Walaker; and some officials at the meeting encouraged the 

mayor to evacuate the city.  But the mayor refused, emphasizing that the city needed citizens to remain in their 

homes to monitor the dike and that Fargo was unusually resilient.  “The process for the entire United States is not 

the same as it is for Fargo, N.D.,” Walaker contended in a New York Times article published several days later.  

“You have to know Fargo.”
1
  

On March 28, the Red River crested at a record level of 40.82 feet, which fell short of the National Weather 

Service’s highest projection and, more importantly, did not overtop the dike.
2
  But some federal officials felt that 

Fargo was fortunate not to have experienced a severe flood.  “You can’t place a price on human life, and if you’re 

going to err in any way, it’s got to be [to save lives],’” said Michael Hall, the Federal Coordinating Officer from 

                                                 
1
 Monica Davey, “As States’ Rivers Began to Swell, Federal Resources Poured In,” New York Times, March 31, 2009, available at 

http://www.nytimes.com/2009/04/01/us/01flood.html [accessed on August 7, 2013]. 
2
 “2009 Flood Operations Lessons Learned,” North Dakota National Guard, November 12, 2009, obtained by author from North 

Dakota National Guard.  Hereafter cited as “2009 Flood Operations….”   
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FEMA who had received closed-door briefings from the Army Corps of Engineers forecasting the probability of the 

dike collapsing.  “If it had gone to 43 feet, that’s … over the top of the levees.  How do you protect for that?  That’s 

the sort of healthy discussion you have to have.”
3
 

Nonetheless, neither the flood nor the challenges for the Guard were over.
  Fargo remained in immediate 

danger: the river was expected to maintain its crest for at least several days, creating sustained, unprecedented 

water pressure that could rupture the dike.  In the coming days and weeks, moreover, as the temperature 

increased and the ground thawed, the floods were expected to spread to the northern Red River Valley and 

additional portions of central North Dakota, imperiling numerous small communities that lacked Fargo’s 

emergency management capacity and had minimal experience working with the Guard.   

In the short term, this meant that the Guard would have to shift its focus from dike construction to 

maintenance and start increasing its presence in the north, just as it was trying to integrate hundreds of troops and 

several helicopters it had requested from surrounding states via the Emergency Management Assistance Compact 

(EMAC).
4
  In the medium term, it raised the specter of an expensive, months-long operation in localities that were 

unfamiliar with the Guard and at a time when its troops and organization were already strained from the intense 

response to date.   

So as the floods continued, the Guard faced several pressing problems.  How would it integrate out-of-state 

forces?  How would it sustain its troops and the organization for an extended period of time?  How would it 

finance the ongoing effort?  And most importantly could it help protect Fargo and numerous smaller communities?    

Integrating Out-of-State Forces Obtained Via EMAC: March 28 – 29
5
 

From March 28-29, flooding continued throughout the state, and the Red River held its crest in Fargo, forcing 

the Guard to expand and adapt its response.  The Guard assisted several communities in western North Dakota 

with dike construction and began receiving similar requests for assistance in the northern Red River Valley.  But the 

focus of the response remained Fargo, where Guard and city officials created a number of “Quick Reaction Forces.”  

Staffed with Guard engineers and a local emergency responder, each was tasked with responding to a dike breach 

as quickly as possible.  For example, when a dike gave way at Oak Grove Lutheran School on March 29, a Quick 

Reaction Force deployed within ten minutes.  The squad first evacuated the school’s staff members, who had been 

trying to place sandbags in a stairwell but were powerless to stop the water gushing into the building.  The team 

then requested that the Guard send two helicopters, each of which placed several one-ton sandbags on the 

                                                 
3
 Dave Kolpack and Frederic Frommer, “Fargo resisted FEMA recommendation to evacuate,” FoxNews.Com, April 1, 2009, 

available at http://www.foxnews.com/printer_friendly_wires/2009Apr01/0,4675,MidwestFloodingFEMAvsFargo,00.html 
[accessed on April 1, 2009]. 
4
 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]. 
5
 The remainder of the case draws heavily on “2009 Flood Operations….” 

http://www.foxnews.com/printer_friendly_wires/2009Apr01/0,4675,MidwestFloodingFEMAvsFargo,00.html
http://www.nationalguard.mil/features/nevada/news/EMAC_fact_sheet.pdf
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breach.
6
  This prevented a catastrophic flood, but the event provided a powerful reminder to Fargo residents that 

the flooding remained severe.  “These things will continue to happen,” Mayor Walaker said after the breach.  “I 

guarantee it.”
7
      

To staff these Quick Reaction Forces and sustain statewide operations, the Guard needed more than 2,000 

soldiers on duty each day, prompting it to draw heavily on more than 275 troops and eight aircraft it had 

requested from South Dakota and Minnesota on March 26 via EMAC.  These forces arrived from March 27 to 28, 

and North Dakota Guard leaders began assigning them missions involving traffic management, dike patrols, 

security, and air reconnaissance.  The rapidity with which the EMAC was executed impressed General 

Sprynczynatyk.  “Within 24 hours…we worked through the [EMAC] process,” recalled the adjutant general, 

“and…had soldiers on the ground doing the missions.”
8
  However, Major Ryan Cochran, who was leading a 

contingent of Minnesota Army National Guard members, recalled that he and his colleagues did not receive 

missions for several days after arriving in North Dakota.  Cochran eventually sought out officials at the North 

Dakota National Guard air base where he and his personnel were staying.  He suspected that the North Dakota 

leaders had not assigned his units any missions because they were overwhelmed by the tempo of the event and, as 

Air National Guard members, did not fully understand his Army unit’s capabilities.
9
  Cochran therefore explained 

his group’s core resources and competencies, and he and his unit were pressed into action.
10

  He nonetheless 

found the delay frustrating, particularly because the Minnesota National Guard was simultaneously battling 

flooding on its side of the Red River.
11

   

Once the out-of-state forces were assigned missions, they experienced minimal coordination challenges with 

North Dakota’s troops, largely thanks to the support of local forces and community members.  To help out-of-state 

forces navigate unfamiliar territory, several communities paired them with local emergency responders; and many 

                                                 
6
 The Guard posted videos of the sandbag drops on YouTube as part of a broader effort by the Guard to use social media 

(including Twitter and Facebook) to share information with the public about the floods and the Guard’s response.  “Fargo, N.D. 
Sandbag Drop,” YouTube, uploaded on April 1, 2009, available at http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=vp7hTCbr8DE [accessed 
on August 14, 2013]; Interview with MG David Sprynczynatyk, Adjutant General, North Dakota National Guard, Bismarck, ND, 
August 20, 2012.  Hereafter cited as “Sprynczynatyk interview.”  Unless noted, subsequent quotations from and attributions to 
Sprynczynatyk come from this interview.   
7
 Mike Nowatzki, “Oak Grove breach acts as ‘wake-up call,’” InForum: The Forum of Fargo-Moorhead, available at 

http://www.inforum.com/event/article/id/235786/ [accessed on August 11, 2013]. 
8
 Sprynczynatyk interview. 

9 Cochran’s unit was one of the only ones in North Dakota at that time that could conduct sling load operations for 1,000 and 
2,000 pound sandbags.  A sling load operation entails using a rope to connect sandbags or other erosion material to a 
helicopter or other aircraft for transport to a flood-affected area. E-mail with Major Ryan Cochran, Minnesota National Guard, 
August 26, 2013.  
10

 According to General Sprynczynatyk, who was in regular contact with Minnesota’s adjutant general, the North Dakota Guard 
was aware of the Minnesota unit’s capabilities but only wanted to use it when it became absolutely necessary.  E-mail with 
Major General David Sprynczynatyk, Adjutant General, North Dakota National Guard, August 30, 2013.  Hereafter cited as 
“Sprynczynatyk e-mail.”   
11

 Interview with Major Ryan Cochran, Minnesota National Guard, by telephone, October 15, 2012.  Hereafter cited as “Cochran 
interview.”  Unless noted, subsequent quotations from and attributions to Cochran come from this interview;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://www.youtube.com/watch?v=vp7hTCbr8DE
http://www.inforum.com/event/article/id/235786/
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communities provided the troops access to gyms, served them hot meals, and offered municipal buildings as 

housing.  One of North Dakota’s assistant adjutant generals also personally thanked several Minnesota units, 

which, according to Major Ryan Cochran of the Minnesota National Guard, made a strong impression on him and 

his troops.  Cochran nonetheless acknowledged that coordination difficulties sometimes emerged.  Most notably, 

his unit was unclear about the Rules for the Use of Force (i.e., circumstances when it was acceptable to use force), 

which became problematic when a drunken resident fired at a Minnesota Guard member patrolling a dike.  But 

these difficulties were mostly isolated, leading the Guard to conclude that the EMAC process was effective. “EMAC 

worked as designed,” the North Dakota Guard wrote in its after action report.  “It was extremely responsive and an 

efficient method to build additional forces and capabilities.”
12

    

Preparing for A Second Crest: March 30 – April 10 

On March 30, the Red River dropped throughout the night, reducing the immediate threat in Fargo but by no 

means marking the end of the disaster or the Guard’s responsibilities.  In the coming weeks, the floods were 

expected to spread more widely as the waters flowed northward in the Red River Valley.  Even more alarming was 

the National Weather Service’s announcement that the Red River would continue falling in Fargo only until April 9 

at which point there was a 75% chance that it would begin rising to a new record crest.  Thus, even as it released 

several in-state units, as well as the troops that had arrived via EMAC from South Dakota, leaders at Joint Force 

Headquarters and Joint Task Force East kept approximately 1,000 soldiers on duty and were preparing to scale up 

its response again in the month ahead. 

As Guard leaders planned for Operation Rollback Water’s next phase, one of their main concerns was how to 

sustain soldiers who were encountering significant challenges with benefits.  The Guard was using a Microsoft 

Excel spreadsheet to track soldiers’ hours; but with more than 2,000 soldiers on duty, it was difficult to maintain 

the document, resulting in some soldiers being overpaid and many being underpaid.  The state’s bi-monthly pay 

system, moreover, did not use direct deposit; so paychecks were sent to soldiers’ home addresses even though 

they were often serving hundreds of miles away.  The Guard therefore began issuing loans to soldiers who were 

underpaid or could not access their paychecks, but it still had to address challenges involving healthcare.  While 

fighting the flood in cold, wet conditions, some soldiers had contracted the flu or bronchitis; so their superiors had 

told them to go to the hospital.  But as State Active Duty soldiers, Guard members received only workers’ 

compensation, not health insurance; and many lacked separate insurance.  The Guard therefore decided to cover 

the emergency room expenses of soldiers who had been sent to the hospital.
13

 

Although the loans and health reimbursements relieved the stress on soldiers, they added to the workload of 

officials at Joint Force Headquarters and Joint Task Force East, who were trying to address several organizational 

and logistical challenges as they steeled the Guard for an extended response.  One question was how to manage 

                                                 
12

 “2009 Flood Operations…,” 1. 
13

 Interview with Lieutenant Colonels David Thiele and Jonathan Erickson, Joint Operations Center, North Dakota National 
Guard, Bismarck, North Dakota, August 21, 2012; Interview with Holly Gaugler and Cindy Pazdernik, Finance Officers, North 
Dakota National Guard, Bismarck, North Dakota, August 20, 2012.  Hereafter cited as “Thiele and Erickson interview” and 
“Gaugler and Pazdernik interview,” respectively.  Unless noted, subsequent quotations from and attributions to Thiele and 
Erickson as well as Gaugler and Pazdernik come from these interviews. 
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myriad donation offers from private companies, ranging from Verizon contributing several hundred cellular phones 

to local grocers volunteering to make food deliveries to Guard headquarters.  These overtures, while potentially 

helpful, were difficult to track and respond to because of their high volume, so the Guard decided to assign 

someone in the Joint Operations Center to manage charitable contributions.
14

  Another issue was whether to have 

Army and Air National Guard members serving in the same units.  At the onset of the floods, recalled Colonel Ron 

Solberg, General Sprynczynatyk had wanted closer integration of Army and Air members.  Leaders at Joint Task 

Force East had therefore created response units with both Army and Air Guard members.  But in many instances, 

personnel from the divisions were unfamiliar with one another’s equipment and procedures, which, Solberg 

suggested to the adjutant general in April, diminished their efficiency.  General Sprynczynatyk responded that it 

was unnecessary to continue blending Army and Air personnel.
15

 

The largest coordination challenge involved communications.  In Fargo and other hard-hit communities, cell 

phone networks were becoming saturated, and personnel from different jurisdictions and agencies were having 

difficulty finding a common frequency on which to communicate.  To resolve the problems involving cell phones, 

the Guard obtained from Verizon a “cell on wheels,” a mobile signal device that enabled more users to be on a 

network simultaneously.  To address difficulties surrounding communications across agencies and jurisdictions, the 

Guard obtained from South Dakota via EMAC a Joint Incident Site Communications Capability – a mobile 

communications site that facilitated communication across agencies and jurisdictions.
16

    

While this technology eased communications problems, it added to the cost of the response, which was now 

well into the tens of millions of dollars and beginning to worry some state officials.  Under normal circumstances in 

North Dakota, the state government pays for 40% of the Guard’s cost, while localities foot 60% of the bill.   But 

because of the President’s Disaster Declaration on March 24 and a separate ruling by the state to decrease the 

local share of expenses, the federal government was to reimburse North Dakota for approximately 90% of these 

expenses, while the state and local governments were responsible for 7% and 3% of the cost, respectively.
17

   As 

this figure rose, some state officials grew concerned; but, from the vantage point of General Sprynczynatyk and 

Governor Hoeven, these were acceptable costs because a serious flood was likely to cause billions of dollars in 

damage.  “I had a pit in my stomach…and I just couldn’t figure it out,” recalled Deputy Emergency Services Director 

Greg Wilz.  “And then one day when I’m sleeping in my office here on a cot, it dawned on me…[that] I’ve just spent 

millions and millions of dollars and really not told my upper end [the adjutant general and Governor 

                                                 
14

 Interview with Major Jeffrey Schneider, North Dakota National Guard, Bismarck, ND, August 21, 2012.   
15

 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. 
16

 The Joint Incident Site Communications Capability (JISCC) was obtained separately from the 275 troops that North Dakota had 
borrowed from South Dakota earlier in the month.  The JISCC is a mobile communications tent or trailer that can “interface a 
variety of communications equipment used by first responders and state and federal agencies.”  “Joint Continental United 
States Communications Support Environment,” The National Guard, current as of March 2011, available at 
http://www.nationalguard.mil/media/factsheets/2011/JCCSE%20Mar%2011.pdf [accessed on August 10, 2013]; Interview with 
Kiel Skager, Chief Warrant Officer, and Master Sergeant Doug Lantz, North Dakota National Guard, Bismarck, ND, August 21, 
2012. 
17

 Sprynczynatyk interview. 

http://www.nationalguard.mil/media/factsheets/2011/JCCSE%20Mar%2011.pdf
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Hoeven]...[But] when we [Wilz and other DES staff] told them, they said, ‘just keep doing it, we’ve got to win this 

thing.’”
18

   

Saving Valley City: April 11-30 

In mid to late April, the Red River did not rise as high in Fargo as the National Weather Service had feared, but 

extensive flooding occurred elsewhere in the Red River Basin.  This meant that the Guard was now working in 

numerous small communities with limited flood-fighting capacity and where leaders often had minimal familiarity 

with the Guard.
19

  Chief among them was Valley City, a municipality with 6,800 people that was the seat of Barnes 

County and contained a large portion of the Sheyenne River.  Since the floods had begun in March, Mayor Mary 

Lee Nielson, who had little previous experience with the Guard, and the county’s recently appointed emergency 

manager, Kim Franklin, had been relying almost exclusively on a private contractor with strong local ties to build 

temporary dikes.
20

  But by mid April, some of the dikes were leaking, forcing the evacuation of some local 

residents.  According to city officials, residents were given warning well in advance of all evacuations.  Some, 

however, stayed in their homes, occasionally leading to stressful situations.
21

  “It was just kind of disbelief, 

actually,” recalled Jeff Brown, who was in his backyard in Valley City when his “daughter stuck her head out the 

window and said, ‘Dad, we have to evacuate,’” and then heard police announcing the evacuation on bullhorns “like 

a scene out of a movie.”
22

 

On April 21, shortly after a severe dike breach, Governor Hoeven, General Sprynczynatyk, and Deputy 

Emergency Services Director Wilz travelled to Valley City to hold a press conference as well as private discussions 

with local officials.
23

 “Greg Wilz actually pulled me aside and told me I looked like I hadn’t had a lot of sleep,” 

recalled County Emergency Services Director Franklin, who told Wilz, “‘We don’t have enough people to get stuff 

done.’”  Wilz, Hoeven, and Sprynczynatyk then explained to Franklin and Mayor Nielson that to obtain additional 

Guard aid, they needed to submit a request for Guard assistance through the County Emergency Operations 

Center.  When the county did this, the Guard deployed a 450-member battalion to Valley City under the direction 

of Commander Lee Nordin.  To General Sprynczynatyk and Governor Hoeven, the visit was emblematic of the 

                                                 
18

 Interview with Greg Wilz, Deputy Director, Department of Emergency Services, State of North Dakota, Bismarck, North 
Dakota, August 20, 2012.  Hereafter cited as “Wilz interview.”  Unless noted, subsequent quotations from and attributions to 
Wilz come from this interview. 
19

 The spread of the floods farther north also meant that the floods were now crossing into Canada, prompting the Guard to 
begin to work with the U.S. Customs and Border Patrol and communicate with Canadian officials about coordinating flood 
defenses on the U.S.-Canadian border.  “2009 Flood Operations….”        
20

 Interview with Lieutenant Colonel Lee Nordin, North Dakota National Guard; Mary Lee Nielson, former Mayor and current 
Commissioner, Valley City, ND; and Kim Franklin, Emergency Services Director, Barnes County, ND; Valley City, ND, August 22, 
2012.  Hereafter cited as “Nordin, Nielson, and Franklin interview.”  Unless noted, subsequent quotations from and attributions 
to Nordin, Nielson, and Franklin come from this interview.   
21

 E-mail with Mary Lee Nielson, former Mayor and current Commissioner, Valley City, ND, August 16, 2013. 
22

 “N.D. town sees flood scare as levees leak,” NBCNews.Com, available at 
http://www.nbcnews.com/id/30192478/ns/weather/t/nd-town-sees-flood-scare-levees-leak/#.UgfdLJWjFG5 [accessed on 
August 11, 2013]. 
23

 The Guard also had a small platoon of military police in Valley City, who had been in touch with officials in Bismarck and had 
alerted them to the challenges the city was facing. 
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importance of state leaders having a substantial public presence and coordinating with local elected officials.  

“What we saw in 2009,” said Sprynczynatyk “was the need for both the governor…and the adjutant general to 

be…present and visible to the people so that they knew that they were getting support from the highest levels of 

state government.” “You have to work closely with local leadership,” added Hoeven, who became a U.S. Senator in 

2011.  “You have to determine what local needs are, you have to be responsive, and you have to move on it.  You 

can’t wait around and deliberate.”
24

  

Upon arriving in Valley City, Commander Nordin, acting on instructions from General Sprynczynatyk, reached 

out to Mayor Nielson and asked to spend time with her as he developed the Guard’s approach.  “When I come into 

a situation…I try to…find out who the decision maker is,” Nordin explained.  “I was clear here that Mary Lee…was 

definitely making decisions…[so] I started working closely with her.”
25

  Based on Mayor Nielson’s comments, he 

suggested that the Guard could carry out certain tasks that were outside of the local contractor’s capabilities, 

including assisting with traffic and security management, conducting levee patrols, establishing quick reaction 

forces, and placing a liaison in the county EOC.  Nordin also worked with the mayor to address unexpected 

emergencies.  For example, when the city’s sewers stopped working, Nordin helped the mayor bring in more than 

400 porta potties.  Valley City expected that FEMA would cover the cost of the facilities (which was approximately 

$250,000); but Mayor Nielson soon received a phone call from a FEMA representative saying they were concerned 

the porta potties would pose an environmental risk if they fell over and that FEMA would only pay for them if they 

were secured.  Mayor Nielson then conferred with Nordin, who had Guard personnel place five sandbags on every 

porta potty.  According to Nielson, this assistance was emblematic of how Nordin helped her manage her first 

major natural disaster.  “Being new to it…,” she explained, “[it was helpful] to know what to ask for and when to 

ask for it.”  

Beginning the Clean Up and Defending Jamestown: May 1 – June 24 

By the beginning of May, the floods had receded in most of the state, sparing Valley City and numerous other 

small towns in the Red River Valley from catastrophic damage. This also enabled the Guard to begin the post-

floods cleanup in much of the state.  Early on, the most pressing issue was how to remove the carcasses of 

hundreds of cattle that had been killed during the flood – a question that stirred substantial debate between the 

Guard and other state and local officials.  The Guard contended that some localities could handle this themselves 

and that other state agencies – notably the Departments of Health and Agriculture – should help.  But local officials 

said that their primary alternative, hiring a private contractor, would be more expensive than the Guard, and other 

state officials pointed out that the Guard had helped with carcass removal after the 1997 floods.  “[It was] kind of 

                                                 
24

 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. 
25

 Nordin also attended City Council meetings and reached out to key municipal department heads (including the police and fire 

chiefs and the public works director).  According to Nordin, this helped him to become a “person in the discussion with assets to 

offer,” as opposed to an outsider in a uniform asserting authority.  E-mail with Lieutenant Colonel Lee Nordin, North Dakota 

National Guard, August 27, 2013.  
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like a hot potato,” recalled Tim Wiedrich from the state Department of Health.  The adjutant general, after further 

discussion with state and federal agencies, agreed that the Guard would lead the carcass removal effort.
26

 

Even as it began the clean up, the Guard’s primary focus during this period was defending Jamestown, a city in 

southeast North Dakota.  It appeared likely that Jamestown would be the final front in the 2009 floods.  But 

Jamestown also had the potential to become the biggest casualty because local officials were arguing over how to 

proceed.  Home to 15,000 people, Jamestown sits on the James River (a tributary of the Missouri River), has a large 

reservoir, and is in close proximity to several dams.  In February, municipal officials – led by City Engineer Reed 

Schwartzkoff, Emergency Manager Jerry Bergquist, and Mayor Clarice Liechty – had begun constructing flood 

defenses but had chosen not to request Guard assistance.  Not only did they believe they had the capacity to 

handle the situation, they were wary of incurring the Guard’s local cost share.  But in March a breech in one of the 

city’s flood defenses significantly damaged a local school and led the mayor to argue that Jamestown should 

activate the Guard.  Schwartzkoff and Bergquist disagreed, however, and criticized the mayor, who had been on 

vacation when the school was flooded, for second-guessing their efforts.  Under pressure from Schwartzkoff and 

Bergquist, the mayor then signed a document saying the two other officials could make decisions without her.
27

 

After signing this form, the mayor called General Sprynczynatyk to express her concern and inquired about 

obtaining Guard assistance.  This set in motion a series of events that led to the Guard’s deployment.  In the 

telephone conversation, the adjutant general said that the Guard could only head to Jamestown if the city 

submitted a request for assistance through WebEOC to DES.  Mayor Liechty then explained that she could not do 

this because she had signed over her emergency management authority.  Concerned about the situation, General 

Sprynczynatyk dispatched Colonel Scott Boespflug to meet with Jamestown officials.  Boespflug assured local 

leaders that he was not there “to take over the operation,” but he described the services that the Guard could 

provide.  He also offered to take the mayor and several local officials with whom she had had friction on a 

helicopter ride to look at the rising James River.  As they saw the scope of the flooding, the officials said very little 

during what Boespflug later labeled a “shock and awe moment.”  Shortly thereafter, Jamestown formally 

requested Guard assistance, prompting the Guard to deploy several hundred personnel to Jamestown.  

For the Guard, marshaling forces two months into the floods was challenging.  One soldier recalled being 

“exhausted” by the time he reached Jamestown, and another felt that the Guard was “tapped.”  Moreover, many 

Guard members were students and farmers, and university presidents and deans as well as agriculture leaders 

were calling General Sprynczynatyk to request that he release the soldiers for final exams and spring planting.  

Further complicating matters, soldiers who had initially volunteered were now asking for vacation; but in the 

Guard, there was no precedent for giving vacation time to soldiers on State Active Duty in a crisis.  So General 

Sprynczynatyk and his colleagues at Joint Force Headquarters had to negotiate with leaders from the education 

and agriculture sectors as well as individual Guard members to meet the personnel requirements in Jamestown. 

                                                 
26

 Interview with Tim Wiedrich, Department of Health, Russ Korzeniewski, Department of Human Services, and Dr. Jesse 
Vollmer, Division of Animal Health, State of North Dakota, Bismarck, ND, August 21, 2012.  
27

 Interview with Colonel Scott Boespflug, North Dakota National Guard and Reed Schwartzkoff, City Engineer, Valley City, North 
Dakota, Jamestown, ND, August 22, 2012.  Unless noted, subsequent quotations from and attributions to Boespflug and 
Schwartzkoff come from this interview.  The remainder of this section of the case draws heavily on this interview. 
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Recognizing the strain of such a lengthy operation on the Guard, local residents and emergency responders – 

many of whom were relieved when the Guard arrived – went to great lengths to support the Guard.  The Red Cross 

and Salvation Army cooked food and held barbecues for soldiers, and individual citizens – including one woman 

whom the media labeled “the brownie lady” – made baked goods.  The Jamestown Fire Department also opened 

its hall to the Guard where Boespflug and his team set up a large computer network and cots.  “We were very 

appreciative of that,” recalled Boespflug.  With this strong support, the Guard assisted with dike and traffic patrols, 

sandbag placement, and pump work for the next two months.  On June 24, the final Guard members left 

Jamestown, having prevented the city from experiencing substantial damage and marking the end of Operation 

Rollback Water. 

Lingering Financial Questions: Summer 2009 

Although the response officially concluded in late June, the Guard had to resolve numerous lingering financial 

questions during the summer.  The Guard had spent over $18.5 million on flood response alone, more than 60% of 

its total expenditures in the previous fiscal year.  Because of the Presidential Disaster Declaration, the federal 

government was paying for approximately 90% of disaster assistance costs, the state was footing 7% of the bill, 

and local communities were responsible for 3% of the expenses.  But many localities balked at paying their portion 

of the bill, claiming that they thought the Guard’s services had been provided to them for free. “One of the classic 

comments of 2009…,” Sprynczynatyk recalled, “[came when] we were in a small town in southeast North Dakota, 

and one of the city council members was a little disturbed when we were trying to explain to him that there’s a 

cost to the Guard…. His comment was, ‘well are you telling me that when your soldiers go to Iraq that Iraq pays for 

part of the cost?’’’   

Collecting reimbursements for the federal government’s cost share also proved challenging.  To obtain 

repayments, the state needed to submit a detailed report on any expense for which it was seeking reimbursement.  

But because it had tracked  many different response operations and associated expenses on one Excel 

spreadsheet, and because the flood fight had occurred at such a high tempo and on multiple fronts, the North 

Dakota Guard struggled to provide the level of detail required by federal authorities for accounting purposes.  For 

example, federal officials questioned a  reimbursement request involving the transport of a media member in a 

Blackhawk helicopter because the Guard did not mention that it had a dozen soldiers in the aircraft as well.
28

   

For other state Guard units, which had responded to a federal mission assignment channeled through the U.S. 

Department of Defense for additional aircraft, the reimbursement process proved vexing as well.  Colonel Steve 

Martinka of the Montana National Guard, which had responded through this mission assignment, recalled that he 

tried to work through this procedure with assistance from officials at the National Guard Bureau.  But the process 

took months, and, from Martinka’s perspective, was extremely bureaucratic.  “Back then, I don’t know if there was 

a [reimbursement] process,” he explained.  “But now, the lesson learned is to ask for the money upfront.”
29

  But 
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Lieutenant General William Etter, who was NGB’s Director of Domestic Operations at the time of the floods, 

emphasized that NGB only played an advisory role in the reimbursement procedure and that it was “a complex 

process that can take up to a couple years.”
30

 

In spite of the lingering financial questions, the Guard felt extremely proud of and was lauded by local officials 

for its efforts during the 2009 floods.  “The 2009 flood fight in North Dakota was of historic magnitude and length,” 

reflected General Sprynczynatyk in the North Dakota National Guard’s After Action Report.  “Never before had so 

many communities in our state experienced such significant flooding simultaneously, over such an extended 

period of time.  Over a 98 day period, the North Dakota National Guard with support from six regional states 

conducted flood operations in 33 communities and 21 counties totaling 54,341 service member days at a cost of 

more than $18.5 million.”
31

  And many elected officials also lauded the National Guard’s efforts.  “One thing I’ve 

learned is you don’t take knives to a gun fight,” reflected Fargo Deputy Mayor Tim Mahoney.  “And you don’t fight 

floods without the Guard.”
32
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