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•Fishing clinic at Canyon Ferry
•Underwater drones at DKAO
•Web-to-Print offers sign ordering
•ECAO responds to wildfires
•Alcova spillway repair complete
•Photo contest now open
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2021 Missouri Basin photo contest now open
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he annual Missouri Basin photo contest never fails to produce an amazing array of images
which showcase our region’s natural beauty, people, wildlife, infrastructure, and worksites,
while also spotlighting the considerable photographic talent of our staff.

This year’s contest is now open, and you can submit your best shots until Friday, Oct. 1 for a
chance to be featured in the 2022 Missouri Basin Calendar and other materials.
Just go to https://intra.gp.usbr.gov/tmp/exif.htm and fill in the appropriate information.

Here are a few simple rules:
IMAGES: Please provide the highest resolution image you have. We want your photos to look
their best, so basic editing is fine, as long as it does not affect the authenticity of the photo.
CAPTION: All photos must include an informative caption. Photographer name and caption
MUST be filled out to be eligible.
SUBJECT: All photos must be taken within Missouri Basin Region. As many of us continue to
telework, photos taken in your home and neighborhood are welcome.
NUMBER OF ENTRIES: There is no limit to the number of photos you can enter. However,
we may limit the number put up for voting based on quality.
DEADLINE: All photos are due by close of business Friday, Oct. 1.
For further info contact Darryl Asher at dasher@usbr.gov or (406) 247-7608.
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By Dana Clayton, ECAO
Photos and technical advising contributed by Adam Northrup, ECAO

S

ince its inception, the Bureau
of Reclamation has used
some form of rope access
for working in vertical and steep
environments, usually on the
abutments of dams. Numerous
projects in the American West
required the use of ropes to allow
workers to drill, scale, stabilize,
and maintain the long, near
vertical slopes associated with
dams built in steep gorges. The

most well-known of these sites
is Hoover Dam, where the high
scalers became famous for their
daring work on the cliffs high
above the foundation in this
steep, desert canyon. There
is now a monument to these
early rope-access workers at the
Hoover Dam visitor’s center.

By the 1980s, various groups
within the Bureau
had begun using
newer equipment,
despite some
reluctance by
the Reclamation
safety community
to endorse such
use. Workers
in the Pacific
Northwest Region
began using nylon
ropes designed
for recreational
climbers with a
traditional bosun’s
chair harness.
At that time, the
nylon system was
officially accepted
only when the
harness was also
attached to a
wire-core manila
rope, effectively
High scalers working on a canyon wall, (Photo by
introducing a twoReclamation employee Ben Glaha, 1899-1970)

rope system. The nylon rope
was used with ascenders and
descenders, but the operator
remained attached to the manila
lifeline at all times.
Various permutations of this
method continued unofficially in
different regions until the radialgate failure at Folsom Dam in
1995. The damaged gate was
inspected using an ad-hoc team
of people trained in various
rope-access methods. Although
the work was completed safely,
it was apparent that Reclamation
needed updated techniques and
standards to unify and address
the developing rope-access field.
In 1996-1997, the first edition of
the Bureau of Reclamation Safety
Guidelines for Rope-Supported
Work was developed. In 2004 the
second edition was published,
simply titled Guidelines for Rope
Access.
Today, there are about 70 Rope
Access Technicians in the entire
Reclamation organization, and
there is one team per region
and the Technical Service Center
(TSC) located in Denver. The
purpose of the rope access
team is to be able to get to,
and complete, inspections

Bronze high scaler sculpture at Hoover Dam.
(Photo by Kevin Oke)

and maintenance in spaces
or locations that cannot
be reached by foot, ladder,
scaffold, or other safe methods.
Some such spaces include:
• Penstocks
• Spillways
• Gates
• Rocky Slopes
• Face of the Dam
• Intake Towers
• Confined Spaces (all team

Jeff Ticknor, civil engineer, conducting an inspection at the
Sun River Dam, Augusta, Montana.

members are confined space
certified)
The team is strictly a volunteer
organization within Reclamation
that undergoes regulation and
annual training through the
Society of Professional Rope
Technicians (SPRAT). Adam
Northrup, a dam safety and
operations and maintenance
civil engineering technician
at the Eastern Colorado Area

Office (ECAO), started on the
team eight years ago and enjoys
the challenge of climbing and
working on the structures
throughout Reclamation.
“I had tremendous support from
my supervisor and have really
enjoyed this unique opportunity
with Reclamation,” said
Northrup. He appreciates how

The Missouri Basin Region Rope Access Team
Jeff Ticknor, MBRO, MB Team Leader
Adam Northrup, ECAO
Walter Woods, MBRO
Jacob Noland, MTAO
Kurt Weidich, MTAO

Regis Michelena, WYAO
Nathan Harp, WYAO
Mark Ronca, WYAO
Ashraf Alshemary, WYAO
Michael Rauh, WYAO

(Continued)

(From previous page)

Shaun Reed, a past
Reclamation Technical
Service Center
employee performs
an inspection of the
penstock at the Helena
Valley Pumping Plant
Penstock across the
river from Canyon
Ferry Powerplant in
Montana.

he’s had the chance to work
outside of the Missouri Basin
(MB) Region. “It is insightful and
brings knowledge to the work
performed in the MB Region,”
said Northrup.
Rappelling, while incredibly
fun and adventurous, is not
always glamorous! The Rope
Access team accesses places
that many people have not
seen in decades or never see at
all. They deal with dark, dank
cavities, extreme temperaturefluctuating, and very confined
spaces. If you are a fan of
spiders, dead animal carcasses
and feces, then this is the job
for you!
The Rope Access team uses
a two-rope system with
equipment and anchors that
can hold up to 5,000 lbs.
(that’s basically the weight of
a recreation pod travel trailer).

Jacob Noland and Adam
Northrup, civil engineers, with
Oklahoma State Patrol at Altus
Dam, Oklahoma.

Patrick Fischer, ECAO Deptuty
Manager, on top of the Mount
Elbert Powerplant Surge Tank,
before entering the powerplant
penstocks of the Mount Elbert
hydropower project near
Leadville, Colorado. It was -36°F.

The rope access technicians
have encountered bees,
black widow spiders, brown
recluse spiders, bats, owls, and
hawks - just to name a few. To
prevent any potential injuries or
fatalities, the team goes through
and does a rescue plan and
adaptation to site conditions.

Northrup says that the rescue
planning is the hardest part of
the project.

mission we take part in – so
it is different every time,” said
Northrup.

“Each situation that we
encounter is different from
the last. We have to adapt our
personnel rescue plans to suit
the specific conditions of each

Rope access work is becoming
more common rather than
scaffolding as maintenance
increases on structures
throughout the West.

Dave Tordonato repairs the penstock the Helena Valley Pumping Plant Penstock in
Montana. Canyon Ferry Dam is in the background. (Photo by Jeff Ticknor)
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New recreation opportunities created at

Shelly Sehnert said. “The bike
loan program along with the
trail development is a great way
for our young people to not
only work on a project but also
to showcase our local natural
assets.”

Red Willow State Recreation Area
By Brittany Jones

Riggins recently served on
the advisory committee for
the 2021-2025 Statewide
Comprehensive Outdoor
Recreation Plan (SCORP)
to help incorporate public
feedback into state recreation
planning. This is a guiding
document used by NGPC as
well as local municipalities to
improve outdoor recreation
opportunities for the people of
Nebraska.
According to a recent survey,
Nebraskans living in the
southwestern region ranked
the importance of the need for
trails at state parks as fourth
out of 18 options.

A

new bike path is almost
completed at Hugh Butler
Lake, commonly known as
Red Willow State Recreation
Area (SRA), that will allow
recreationists to travel directly
over the top of the dam.
Located about 11 miles north
of McCook, Nebraska, the lake
is a popular destination for
outdoor enthusiasts. More than
4,400 land acres surround the
reservoir which features 35
miles of shoreline and 1,629

water surface acres.
Aric Riggins, southwest
regional park superintendent
for Reclamation’s managing
partner, the Nebraska Game
and Parks Commission (NGPC),
began to clean up and develop
the new trail in 2013 with a skid
loader and brush mower. In
2020, a local volunteer group,
the Trailblazers led by Tor
Olson, became involved in the
partnership to complete the
new bike trails.

Excited by the new trails, Youth
Change Reaction (YCR), a local
youth group, began to collect
bikes to loan to campers at
Red Willow SRA. YCR receives
support and funding from
the McCook Community
Foundation Fund and will
partner in the purchase of new
trail signage and equipment for
further development.
“The members of YCR want to
be involved and give back to
the community,” YCR sponsor

“It is important to get trails
on our landscapes for the
health and wellness of our
communities,” Riggins said.
“And it’s important to the
public to expand other
recreational opportunities as
well.”

9

Additional surveys sent to
college students in the state
revealed that in 2014, 21.6
percent of respondents ranked
trails as the most important
aspect of a state park, and
that number increased to 42.8
percent in a 2018 survey.
The new trail will consist of
cleared natural paths, paved
road across the dam, and share
space with existing roadways.
Recreationists of all levels will
be able to enjoy the new 3-mile
long path that will connect the
already existing 3 miles of trails
on the north and south areas
of the state recreation area,
making the recreation land
more accessible to anyone with
a State of Nebraska park entry
permit.
According to Nik Johanson,
Natural Resource Specialist
with the Nebraska-Kansas Area
Office, Red Willow SRA has
evolved over the last decade.
“New projects have led to
more outdoor recreation
opportunities for the public,”
said Johanson. “Community
assistance with projects like the
trail development are a win-win
for both the managing partner

and park users.”
NGPC plans to host biweekly
family fun nights this summer
to encourage even more
outdoor recreation at Red
Willow SRA during the warm
weather. Activities for family
fun nights include archery,
kayaking, fishing, and camp
cooking. Equipment and
instruction for all activities
are provided by NGPC and
volunteers.
“Visitation and revenue on
public lands has increased
since the pandemic began,”
Riggins said. “The pandemic
canceled many local summer
activities, leaving the public
without a lot of other outdoor
recreation options, so people
took advantage of their local
state parks.”
For more information or to plan
a trip to Red Willow SRA visit
www.recreation.gov or
www.outdoornebraska.gov.

(Photos Courtesy of Nebraskaland Magazine/Nebraska Game and Parks Commission)
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DID YOU

KNOW?

Reclamation
has:

500
day use areas

al
gion
e
R
n
Basi
m
souri
s
i
M
rogra
P
he
t
s
t
y
r
a
a
mme
athw
ction
u
P
e
s
s
e
e
h
y
at
thre
19. T
olog
over
ow th
Hydr
r y 20
h
n
a
e
o
u
d
i
h
r
t
t
n
a
ma
Feb
for
e
ission
Recla
en sh
ineer
ion in
m
h
n
t
g
i
s
a
’
n
h
W
n
t
E
m
cla
ivil
ion.
s wi
atio
n
at Re
clam
e reg
llin, C
t role
e
h
g
n
A
t
R
matio
e
n
i
r
n
s
r
a
l
k
s
e
e
o
r
c
r
f
o
ff
e
o
r
i
u
l
c
R
a
fee
ew d
hin
es a
gan w
get a
s wit
ioriti
ut a f
t
r
e, be
o
c
o
t
she
p
c
e
j
y
y
d
ffi
r
t
O
ni
an
fore
pro
ot
u
t
e
s
t
t
t
b
r
r
a
c
is
e
h
o
e
b
j
p
ed h
nt jo
y job
f pro
n op
a of w
e
o
r
a
m
e
r
f
d
y
d
u
i
allow
o
a
a
c
arr
art
ood
in h
her
sist
rge p
verse
s. All
dag
with
i
a
a
p
l
d
i
e
h
to as
c
h
a
e
s
e
c
,
n
h
i
r
n
l
e
h
t
i
r
o
s
b
r
t
e
o
int
xpe
es t
said
e pu
dina
of th
appli
had e
Coor
, she
s
e
t
y
n
r
e
e
d
o
r
e
i
a
s
g
b
m
lre
de
em
mis
dro
and a
e Hy
d her
nd m
r
h
a
e
t
e
t
,
id.
e
h
s
s
l
r
r
A
.“
fo
lde
in sa
e
l
t
l
o
e
comp
fi
h
A
y
t
e
o
es
ise,”
stak
mpl
the b
ey ar
tors,
me e
h
i
a
t
t
r
s
l
e
were
l
a
p
a fu
ho
ms
e wit
roble
ed as
n
t
p
r
o
a
a
t
t
n
s
da
ne-o
solve
d
ing o
n
k
r
a
o
w
cess
ta ac
a
d
h
wit

L

454
boat ramps

12k
RV sites

590
campgrounds

6.5m

acres of land & water

Visit www.recreation.gov to plan your trip!
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CAMPING
SHELTER

CHECKLIST
SLEEPING BAGS/
PILLOWS

CAMP CHAIRS

COOLER/ICE

POTS/PANS

SPONGE/DISH SOAP

STOVE/GRILL/PROPANE

SPATULA/TONGS

KNIFE

PLATES/BOWLS/CUPS

LIGHTER/MATCHES

CUTTING BOARD

EATING UTENSILS

CAN OPENER

POT HOLDER

PAPER TOWELS

FOIL

MIXING BOWL

FLASHLIGHT

RADIO

DUCT TAPE

FIRST AID KIT

WATER BOTTLES

POCKET KNIFE

SUNSCREEN

MAP OF AREA

BUG SPRAY

SHOES/BOOTS

HAT/SUNGLASSES

SOAP

CLOTHING

BRUSH/COMB

TOOTHBRUSH/PASTE

SOCKS/UNDER GARMENTS

JACKET/RAIN GEAR

DEODERANT

TOWELS

TOILET PAPER

MEDICATION

TRASH BAGS

PHONE CHARGER

FISHING GEAR/LICENSE

EXTRA BATTERIES

BUNGEE CORDS

BIKES/HELMETS

TENT/STAKES/HAMMER

COOKING

SAFETY

PERSONAL

OTHER
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MTAO teams up with

Walleyes Unlimited to host

Kids’ Fishing Clinic

B

ureau of Reclamation
staff teamed up with
Walleyes Unlimited
to host a free kid’s fishing
clinic at Canyon Ferry
Reservoir in Townsend,
Montana, June 5, 2021.
About 40 kids learned
fishing basics and gained
an appreciation for wildlife
and the great outdoors.
Four kids caught fish
during the event, including
three carp and one
rainbow trout.
Each kid was sent home
with a donated fishing
pole and tackle box and
encouraged to come back
to Canyon Ferry to fish
again this summer.
(Photos by Brittany Jones)

COLORADO
DECLARED FREE OF
INVASIVE

MUSSELS

I

n January, Colorado
announced waterways within
the state were officially free of
invasive mussel species. Zebra
and quagga mussels, small
bivalves native to freshwaters
in Eastern Europe and Ukraine,
were first discovered in America
in the Great Lakes by way of
transoceanic vessels in the late
80s. Since then, the nuisance
mussels have muscled their way
into water bodies in 33 other
states and multiple Reclamation
reservoirs.
Quagga mussels were first
discovered in the Western
United States in 2007 at Lake
Mead which borders Nevada
and Arizona. It is believed the
initial quagga mussel hitched
a ride of more than 1,000
miles attached to a trailered
watercraft that spent time in
Lake Mead. Mussels can live up
to 30 days outside of water and
can anchor themselves to hard

By Brittany Jones

surfaces with ease using their
tiny byssal threads.

and have been considered
negative since 2014.

Byssal threads on a zebra mussel.
(Photo from the State of Indiana)

“Quagga and zebra mussel
infestations obstruct water
intake systems and are
detrimental to natural
ecosystems,” Eastern Colorado
Area Manager, Jeff Rieker said.
“It is critically important for
Reclamation and our partners
to protect our lakes and rivers
from the negative effects caused
by invasive species.”

After three years of negative
tests, Green Mountain Reservoir
in Heeney, Colorado is the
final body of water in the state
to test mussel-free after the
invasive species were discovered
in the reservoir in 2017.
According to the Colorado
Parks & Wildlife (CPW), Pueblo,
Granby, Shadow Mountain and
Willow Creek Reservoirs had
also previously tested positive
for the mussels but were cleared

These quick-spreading
mussels, which can multiply by
the millions in a single year,
threaten existing ecosystems,
damage water infrastructure,
and decrease recreational
opportunities. According to
United States Geological Survey,
invasive mussel species cause an
estimated $1 billion in damages
throughout the country every
year.

In 2020, Reclamation awarded
$110,000 to Larimer County
for aquatic invasive species
activities for inspections and
decontamination efforts at
Horsetooth Reservoir and Carter
Lake. The funds will be used
to install a boat inspection
shelter with utilities to provide
employees a safe working
environment with access to
adequate lighting conditions,
security, and protection
from the elements during
and in between conducting
inspections. The shelter will
also feature a decontamination
catchment vault to capture
and contain invasive wildlife
or vegetation found during
inspections to prevent
inadvertent infestation.
“Another important aspect of
Colorado remaining invasive
mussel free in the future is
public education,” said Rieker.
“There are a few simple steps
all boaters can take to keep our
waterways healthy.”

5

1
2
Steps for
3
Boaters
4
5

Invasive mussel species gathered on solid
surfaces. (Reclamation photo collage)

Wash your boat and remove all plants, animals, and mud

Drain every space on your boat that can hold water

Allow your boat to dry completely before putting back into the water

Throw out unused bait, animals or plants into proper trash containers

If you find invasive species report it to the state’s park & wildlife agency
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Web-to-Print

Reclamation’s Publishing Services Office offers a variety of products and services

By Darryl Asher

R

eclamation’s Publishing Services Office provides easy access to a variety of products and services
through their Web-to-Print portal. The portal is available to all employees through your web
browser. If you are on the Reclamation computer network, or connected via the Pulse Secure
VPN, just enter https://print in your web browser’s address bar.
Available products include business cards, Reclamation logo decals, letterheads, and folders. Services
include 508 compliance contracting and assistance, document scanning, and custom printing from
your documents.
The latest addition to the Web-to-Print catalog is the ability to order signage. The Reclamation
Signage Program Team has been hard at work this year creating sign templates and negotiating a
GPO contract to facilitate updating signage across Reclamation to reflect our updated logo and brand
identity. The Web-to-Print signage link will let clients choose the proper template, enter the desired
text, and receive a proof for approval prior to ordering.
For questions about signage, contact Missouri Basin Sign Coordinator Darryl Asher at (406) 247-7608
or dasher@usbr.gov.
For questions about the Web-to-Print portal, contact the Publishing Services Office at (303) 445-2200
or publishingservices@usbr.gov.
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Minimizations

Measures Team
works to mitigate
threats to bull trout,
continue vital
water operations

By Brittany Jones

with Lauri Teig

PLAINS TALK - SUMMER 2021

B

ull trout (Salvelinus
confluentus), were listed as a
threatened species under the
Endangered Species Act (ESA) in
1999. The only known population
of bull trout located east of the
continental divide in the United
States is found in the upper St.
Mary River Basin in northern
Montana.

municipalities along the Hi-Line
and in Canada. The St. Mary
Minimizations Measures Team was
initiated to ensure compliance with
the U.S. Fish and Wildlife Service’s
(Service) 2020 Biological Opinion
(BO) for Effects of Operation
and Maintenance of the St. Mary
Unit of the Milk River Project on
Bull Trout. The Team will develop
and implement
minimization
measures
intended to
reduce the effects
of the Project
for a five-year
period (20202025). Efforts will
help to protect
the threatened
species while
providing
continued water
delivery in the
Project area.

The joint team
has been meeting
(Photo by Jim Mogen/USFWS)
since April 2020
and includes
The St. Mary Unit of the Milk
representatives from the Service
River Project was authorized by
and Reclamation, and non-voting
congress in 1903. Reclamation’s
members from the Milk River Joint
Montana Area Office (MTAO)
Board of Control and the Blackfeet
operates and manages the St.
Tribe. The team’s main goal is to
Mary Unit which includes the
develop and institute measures to
Lake Sherburne Dam, the St. Mary
minimize the incidental take of bull
Diversion Dam, the 29 mile St.
trout without significant impacts to
Mary Canal, four steel siphons,
the safety or operations of the St.
five concrete drop structures, and
Mary Unit.
other appurtenant structures.
Most of the construction of the
“The team consists of a great
project was completed between
group of people,” said Lauri Teig,
1906 and 1940, with only minimal
MTAO Environmental Specialist.
repairs and two drop structure
“We are using an adaptive
replacements in the last century.
management approach to assess
implemented measures to evaluate
The Milk River Project provides
effectiveness, employ what works
irrigation water to more than
and move away from what doesn’t.
120,000-acres for eight irrigation
The process is moving along very
districts, individual users, and
smoothly.”

In the BO, the Service determined
Reclamation’s operations of the
St. Mary Unit are not likely to
jeopardize the continued existence
of bull trout populations but
identified three main threats to the
survival of bull trout populations
in MTAO-managed areas. The
first is the lack of flowing water
in Swiftcurrent Creek below
Sherburne Dam during the winter
months, the second is passage at
the St. Mary Diversion Dam, and
the third is the entrainment of bull
trout into the St. Mary Canal. To
reduce the direct loss of bull trout
due to these identified threats the
Team implemented the following
minimization measures during the
2020 irrigation season:
•

Five fish screens were
fabricated and installed on the
St. Mary Canal headgates prior
to October operations. The
screens were monitored daily
by Reclamation employees.

•

Temporary block nets were
installed prior to fall shutdown
to minimize fish passage and
aid in fish salvage in the canal.

•

In-canal fish salvage efforts
recovered one single adult bull
trout.

•

•

Reclamation installed additional
passive integrated transponder
(PIT) detection stations to
collect further information
about bull trout behaviors
and migration. PIT stations are
planned for installation both
up and downstream of the St.
Mary headworks prior to the
2021 irrigation season.
Sherburne Dam’s fall shutdown
operations were conducted
in a staged-down approach
alongside of annual fish

21

salvage efforts. Seven bull trout
were recovered in Swiftcurrent
Creek and moved to safe
locations downstream.
The team is currently developing
other measures that are planned
to be instituted before the 2021
irrigation season. An underwater
light emitting diode (LED) lighting
system will be installed directly

(Photo by Jim Mogen/USFWS)

onto the upstream side of the
headworks at the St. Mary Canal.
The lighting is simple and low
cost to install and will introduce
unnatural levels of light in the
hours of darkness to work as an
irritant to direct fish away from
the diversion dam. The fish will
be redirected to alternate escape
routes.
“In addition, Reclamation
committed to exploring a Bio
Acoustic Fish Fence (BAFF) which
uses acoustic signals, a bubble
curtain, and modulated lights to
deter fish from entering the canal,”
said Teig.
BAFFs use multiple non-physical
instruments to modify the behavior
of migrating fish. A Sound
Projector Array uses underwater
speakers to generate acoustics
at frequencies to discourage
fish from entering the area. To
further intensify the effects of
the sound and light barriers,
compressed air would be used
to create a bubble curtain barrier

to amplify the sounds and reflect
the light produced by the other
components. The BAFF would
be installed upstream of the
diversion dam headwork. Bigger
BAFF systems have already been
successfully used in larger systems
with other fish species.
Another proposal from the
Minimization Measures Team is
the use of rotary screw fish traps
to safely capture and recover
fish entrained in a full to partially
full canal. The traps collect and
hold fish in a box where they
will be removed with a net by a
staff member on a regular basis.
The team acquired two rotary
screw traps free of cost and will
potentially utilize the equipment
during 2021 fish salvage efforts.
The team will continue to meet to
assess, develop, and implement
measures designed to reduce the
direct loss of bull trout associated
with the operation of the St. Mary
Unit to comply with terms and
conditions outlined in the BO to be
exempt from or in compliance with
the ESA. The team will also submit
annual monitoring reports through
2025.
“Reclamation is committed to
continuing work with our partners
to reduce bull trout entrainment
in the St. Mary Unit,” said Ryan
Newman, Montana Area Manager.
“The joint team has been working
hard over the last year to identify
opportunities and implement
minimization measures to maintain
or increase bull trout populations
in the area.”

Underwater drones
By Patience Mosbrucker, DKAO

help fight spread of invasive species

A

dam Madigan, Physical Scientist,
Jacob Frein, Engineering
Technician, and Stacy Myhre, Civil
Engineer, used an underwater drone,
or Remotely Operated Vehicle (ROV),
to locate and identify zebra mussels
in the intake and wet well structure
of the Lower Brule Rural Water
Supply System (LBRWSS) water
treatment plant in South Dakota in
early May 2021.
Zebra mussels are considered an
aquatic nuisance species and can
obstruct water intake systems
and damage existing ecosystems.
According to United States
Geological Survey, invasive mussel
species cause an estimated $1 billion
in damages to water infrastructure
throughout the country every year.
“Integrating underwater drone
technology into our processes is
critical to protect our facilities, lakes,
and rivers from infestation of aquatic
invasive species,” said Madigan.
“The use of ROVs improves safety
conditions for staff on site and
provides a significant cost savings to
the government by eliminating the
need to hire a team of investigative
divers.”
DKAO staff used the newly acquired
ROV to complete a visual inspection
of the wet well, pump shafts, pump
screens, and the intake pipe that
enters the wet well. Use of the
underwater drone allowed staff to

confirm what had been suspected, as
adult zebra mussels were located in
the wet well.

Adam Madigan and
Jacob Frein, DKAO
Drone Pilots, operate
an underwater drone
at the Lower Brule
Rural Water Supply
System in South
Dakota in May 2021.

In 2019, adult zebra mussels were
confirmed in South Dakota’s Lake
Sharpe at the Big Bend Dam.
LBRWSS utilizes Lake Sharpe as
its source of raw water for their
water treatment plant. The intake
pipeline structure is located at an
approximate depth of 16 feet, and
the mussels were found as deep as
30 feet in water column.
Over the last couple of years,
staff from DKAO and the Region’s
Aquatic Invasive Species Group have
conducted sampling in the wet well
and the lake for veligers, or zebra
mussels in the final larval stage.
Up until 2021 the tests ame back
negative. The LBRWSS will now work
to lessen the impact and number
of mussels and install a permanent
control method on the intake
structure to protect the infrastructure
and investment of the American
taxpayer.

DKAO staff used an
underwater drone to
locate zebra mussels
inside the wet well of
the intake pump house
building at the Lower
Brule Rural Water
Supply System in South
Dakota in May 2021.
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By Brittany Jones

he United States surpassed a
deadly milestone Feb. 22, 2021
as the country exceeded 500,000
coronavirus-related deaths, only
about one year after the first case was
reported within the country’s borders. The
number of Americans who have succumbed to
the virus is more than the entire population of
the state of Wyoming.

A laptop shortage at the beginning of the
pandemic also threatened productivity.
However, IT staff mitigated any major
slowdowns by imaging and configuring
about 75 laptops within the first three
weeks of maximum telework. During all
of this, they also addressed various hardware
and software issues and assisted users who had
never teleworked before.

As of May 13, the Bureau of Reclamation
reported 322 confirmed positive cases of
COVID-19 infections and zero fatalities amongst
its workforce. Across the Department of the
Interior there have been 3,707 confirmed cases
and 28 COVID-19 related deaths.

“Another major challenge is keeping our systems
up to date and secure. Over the past few months
an increase in cyber-attacks to government
agencies has us on our toes,” said Michelle
Toogood, Missouri Basin IT Program Manager.
“This will continue to be a challenge, and we ask
for Reclamation employees to stay vigilant about
phishing emails and updating software patches
when requested.”

To protect the health of the federal workforce
and reduce transmission rates, President Joseph
Biden instituted a mandate requiring face masks
at federal buildings and properties. As vaccines
became available, the mandate was amended,
giving fully vaccinated employees the option
of not wearing a mask. If you need to acquire
a mask, contact Gary Barsness, Missouri Basin
Regional Safety Officer, at 406-247-7761 or
gbarsness@usbr.gov.
The Information Technology (IT) staff faced a
major challenge to upgrade and resolve issues
with the existing Virtual Private Network (VPN)
infrastructure while a majority of Reclamation
employees transitioned to telework operations.
IT staff worked tirelessly to grow the VPN system
into a robust solution that allows Reclamation
to achieve its mission goals and day-to-day
activities while working remotely.

Besides the Centers for Disease Control and
Prevention’s (CDC) advice for people to wear
a mask, stay 6 feet apart, and avoid crowds,
there is another new tool available to help stop
the spread of the coronavirus: the vaccine.
There are currently three authorized and
recommended COVID-19 vaccines available
in the U.S. that have passed health, safety and
efficacy standards required by the Food and
Drug Administration. While vaccine supplies
were limited at the beginning of the roll out,
Biden directed all states to make the vaccines
available to all individuals over the age of 16 by
May 1. For further information about vaccination
administration sites visit www.vaccines.gov.
“We have persevered during challenging times,

and I am grateful to everyone for their
unwavering support of Reclamation’s mission
to provide water and power to millions of
Americans in the west,” said Brent Esplin,
Missouri Basin and Arkansas-Rio Grande-Texas
Regional Manager. “Your continued flexibility
and commitment are key to our continued
success throughout this pandemic.”
Reclamation leaders are updating the
directives and standards for telework,
alternative work schedules, and remote
work. According to Deputy Commissioner
Camille Calimlim Touton, Reclamation will
not implement an immediate return to the
workplace the moment DOI issues its final
workplace posture plans. Reclamation plans
to continue to offer workplace flexibilities
and prioritize the health and safety of team
members and the public.
“There has been no date identified for our
‘new normal’ workplace posture,” Touton
said. “We will announce an effective date
for our ‘new normal’ workplace postures
when determined and provide you ample
notification before implementation.”
For more information about Reclamation’s
response to the coronavirus pandemic visit the
COVID-19 Information Portal which is linked
on the front page of Missouri Basin’s Intranet
site.

Note: COVID-19 Vaccines are NOT
mandatory for federal employees

Telework Tips
• Certain applications such as
e-mail, OneDrive, and Teams do
not require VPN.
• Turning off video feeds of
yourself and incoming video
of others can optimize Teams
meetings. This can be done
without affecting other meeting
participants.
• Change your password before it
expires every 60 days while on
VPN. IT recommends changing
your password in the morning
and remaining on VPN for the
day. You should access E-TAS,
DOI Talent, BOR SharePoint sites
and other Reclamation sites
after changing your password to
prevent lockouts.
• Connect to VPN at least once per
week for an hour or more.
• Reboot or shut down computers
at least once per week.
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Alcova
By Hailey Glarrow, WYAO
Designs for the Alcova Spillway
Repair began in September
2018. The purpose for the
repair project was to reduce
risk of spillway failure and in
the process complete several
operation and maintenance
(O&M) recommendations. The
contract was awarded to NW
Construction Inc. of Bozeman,
Montana in July 2020 for $3.8
million. On site work began
in September 2020 and at the
beginning of October 2020, the
Wyoming Area Office (WYAO)
staff began to lower the Alcova

Overview of Alcova Spillway.
(Photo courtesy of WYAO)

spillway repair

Reservoir in preparation for the
contract work on the Alcova
Dam.

spillway and stilling basin
handrails and chain-link fence,”
said Ronca.

“Completion of this project is
important in order to ensure
the continued reliability of
the spillway structure,” said
Wyoming Area Manager, Carlie
Ronca. “It includes replacing
deteriorated concrete on the
downstream spillway and stilling
basin retaining walls, retaining
wall caps, and floor slabs in
designated areas. Additionally,
it will replace downstream

It was determined that the
summer reservoir levels would
not be affected and remained
at normal levels through the
end of September. Reclamation
was able to avoid peak spillway
discharge season by starting the
spillway and stilling basin access
work just after Oct. 1, 2020.
During the month of October,
Alcova Reservoir was lowered

Pouring concrete on the dam spillway.
(Photos by Nate Thompson, WYAO)
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39 feet at an average rate of
about 15 inches per day to get
the reservoir level below the
spillway crest. In a normal year,
the reservoir is lowered about
five inches per day for a total of
10 feet to avoid ice damage to
the Casper Canal headgate. The
flows below Alcova and Gray
Reef Dams during October 2020
were approximately 2,000 cubic
feet per second (cfs) through
Oct. 20, and then were reduced
to the normal winter flow rate of
500 cfs.
Having the reservoir level below
the spillway crest allowed
concrete repairs at the spillway
gates to be completed in dry
conditions. It also allowed
WYAO to conduct full travel
gate testing of the three
spillway gates without a release
of water. The gates were last
tested through full travel over
20 years ago and required
expensive installation of custom
stoplogs upstream of the gates.
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Those stoplog installation costs
were avoided with this spillway
gate test because the reservoir
level was down for construction.
The lower-than-normal
reservoir level at Alcova also
required special planning and
operations of the generating
units at Alcova due to low head
conditions and a temporary
pause in generation at the
Fremont Canyon Powerplant.
The refilling of the Alcova
Reservoir began Dec. 15 and
20 and took approximately
two weeks to fill to the normal
winter operating elevation
of 5,488 feet. Seminoe and
Pathfinder Reservoirs were used
to refill the Alcova Reservoir.
This resulted in temporary
higher than normal releases
through the Miracle Mile
(~1,200 cubic feet per second
(cfs); normal winter release is
~530cfs) and from Pathfinder
Dam (~2300 cfs; normal winter

release is ~75 cfs directly below
Pathfinder Dam) and minor
declines in reservoir levels
in Seminoe and Pathfinder
Reservoirs occurred. By Dec.
31, 2020, Alcova Reservoir was
restored to its normal winter
operating range.
Including contractors
and Reclamation project
management, the total cost of
the project was $5.1 million.
With help from the Missouri
Basin Region’s Construction
Services (MB-2600), Jason Hahn,
multiple inspectors, and the
WYAO Project Manager, Ken
Karstoft, Reclamation was able
to complete this project by
March 2021.

Receding waters at Alcova Reservoir.
(Photo courtesy of Dan Cepeda, Oil City News)

OTAO staff completes
Altus Dam spillway gate
wire rope replacement
By Matthew Warren, OTAO

O

klahoma-Texas Area Office (OTAO) staff Nic Garmon, Oliver Lorenzo, and Matt Warren worked
with the Lugert-Altus Irrigation District to install new wire ropes for the nine spillway radial
gates at Altus Dam in March 2021. Several existing cables had broken during gate testing in
October 2020 resulting in a Category 1 Operations & Maintenance (O&M) recommendation and
declaration of an Emergency Action Plan (EAP) Internal Alert.
A rope access inspection performed by the MB Region climb team early in 2020 had noted the poor
condition of the wire ropes. By performing gate testing when the reservoir level was low, failure of
the wire ropes occurred at a time which did not create an emergency. However, repairs needed to
occur before spring inflows inundated the gates or releases were required.
New wire ropes were fabricated and connection components were machined by local vendors after
receiving guidance from the mechanical equipment group at the Technical Service Center (TSC).
The lake level was too low to provide safe access to the spillway sill and there are no considerations
for bulkhead gates at Altus Dam. Therefore, access to complete the installation was provided via
an anchoring and hoist system that was researched and specially purchased by OTAO to allow safe
access from the crest of the dam. Staff were harnessed to a Self-Retracting Lifeline (SRL) and lowered
to the gate sill using a hoist and bosun chair. After removing the old cables and components,
new equipment was installed, and adjustments were made to the cable tension using the new
turnbuckles to ensure that gates open evenly. All gates were operated and ran smoothly, and this
recommendation is considered complete.
Design work is underway for another Category 1 O&M recommendation to replace the spillway gates
entirely.

Failed wire rope resulting from
October 2020 gate testing.

New wire ropes being
installed on the spillway
cable drums.

New wire rope and
connection assembly (with
turnbuckle) connected to
radial gate.

Safety hoist system on spillway
bridge used to lower personnel to the
controlled spillway crest.

Downstream side of Altus Dam spillway showing
nine radial gates and an uncontrolled spillway
section on the right.

New wire ropes and connection
assembly installed on the
spillway radial gate.

Personnel setting up tools after being
lowered from the spillway deck to the
spillway crest. Old cables and connection
assembly will be removed, and new
equipment installed.
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Additionally, after the town of Estes Park had been
mandatorily evacuated, plant staff voluntarily reentered the city to assist with water and power
delivery and safeguarding Bureau of Reclamation
property.
The staff worked with the Larimer County Radio
Administrator to ensure Prospect Mountain
Communication Site had all the necessary
capabilities to stay operational in the event the
city lost power. This communications site handles
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all the Emergency Management Services (EMS)
radio traffic in the area and was pivotal to the fire
operations.
“We love the town we work in and would do
anything to help,” said Matt Vasquez Estes Plant
Mechanic.

Photo illustration

By Charles Files, Powerplant Supervisor II

W

hile the Cameron Peak and East
Troublesome fires were surrounding the
city of Estes Park, Reclamation staff at Estes
and Marys Lake Powerplants had to overcome
many hurdles and coordinate with local and county
officials.
The Cameron Peak Fire was reported during the
afternoon of Thursday, Aug. 13, 2020 burning in
rugged terrain approximately 25 miles east of
Walden, Colorado. Shortly thereafter, the East
Troublesome Fire was reported on the afternoon of
Oct. 14 on the west side of the Continental Divide.
The Cameron Peak Fire burned for 62 days and
became the largest recorded wildfire in Colorado’s

(Estes powerplant photo by Charles Files)

history, surpassing the Pine Gulch Fire that burned
near Grand Junction in 2020.
During this time, the Town of Estes Park lost their
main water treatment plant. They had to solely rely
on Marys Lake for the city’s water, which included
the fire hydrants. This required joint efforts between
the Municipal Water Department, Estes plant staff
and the Eastern Colorado Area Office (ECAO) Water
Schedulers to maintain proper water elevations.
With combined efforts, Marys Lake elevation was
kept above the town’s water intake so they could
maintain water to both commercial and residential
customers during the fires.

Map of the wildfire history of Rocky Mountain National Park from 1980 through October 23, 2020. The east
and west boundaries of the park are close to highways 34 and 7. (Photo by Bill Gabbert, Wildfire Today)
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All answers can be found in this issue. Complete puzzle solution is on the inside front cover.
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Back in Reclamation history
Looking like a scene
from an Indiana Jones
movie, this is actually a
geologic investigation by
Reclamation employees
in preparation
for building
Yellowtail Dam.
(Reclamation archives,
circa 1960)

