
ByAngelaMagstadt
Oncesomethinggetsabadreputation,itcantakea

lottochangethepublic’sviewsaboutit.Formanyyears,
theRedRiveroftheNorthhadsuchareputation.There
weredrowningsatthelowheaddams.Andthecolorof
theriver,whichisduetotheclaysoilsofthevalley,made
itlookpollutedeventhoughitwasn’t.Beforemodern
sewagetreatmentandsanitarylandfills,theRedwasused
asadumpmakingitunsightlyandnotsafe.Asrecentlyas
1985,alocalfiredepartmentwarnedpeopletostayaway
fromtheriverbecauseitwasdangerous,andinthe1940s,
theJayceesputupsignsalongtheriverthatsaid,“Taking
chancesdoesn’tpay,theriverisdangerousnightandday.”

In1990,RiverKeepers,anon-profitorganizationdedi-
catedtoadvocatingsustainableuseoftheRedRiverofthe
NorthintheFargo-Moorheadarea,wasformedtopromote
anewattitudeabouttheriver.Theorganizationsetsout
tohelppeoplerediscovertheriver’sheritage,
andteachthemtoappreciateitastheydid
inthepast,beforeitwaslookeduponasa
liabilitytobeavoided.

“RiverKeepersbeganafterastudyshowed
thattheRedRiverwasmisusedandmisun-
derstood,”saysBobBackman,thegroup’s
executivedirector.Ateamofarchitectscalled
theRegional/UrbanDesignAssistanceTeam
(R/UDAT)conductedanintensivereview
andanalysisoftheportionoftheriverthat
flowsthroughFargoandMoorhead.R/UDAT
knewthatinordertochangethecommunity’s
perceptionoftheriver,thereneededtobean
organizationtoactasa“riverkeeper.”This
organizationcouldeducatepeopleabout
maintainingtheecologicalhealthoftheriver,
comeupwithideasforexpandingitsrecre-
ationaluse,andmakeplanstobuildaredis-
coveredriverfrontareaindowntownFargo
andMoorhead.

Now,15yearslater,RiverKeepersisstill
workingonprojectsthatimprovethehealthof
theriverandallowpeopletoenjoyallithas

tooffer.SomeofRiverKeepers’currentactivitiesinclude:
•Advocatingawareness,appreciation,andsteward-

shipoftheRedRiver.Itsstormdrainawareness
programprovidesdecalsforcurbsnearstormdrains
andeducatesvolunteersaboutnon-pointsourcepol-
lution.Oneoftheprogram’smanysuccessstories
involvesaformerstudentvolunteerwholaterworked
forafuelingstationintheFargo-Moorheadarea.The
studentwitnessedthedumpingofchemicalsdownthe
drain,andbecauseheknewfromhisexperienceswith
thestormdrainawarenessprogramthatthiswasil-
legalandharmfultotheriver,hewasabletoreportthe
activity,andthus,improvethehealthoftheriver.

•Advocatingriverfrontdevelopmentprojects.River
Keeperssupportssustainabledevelopmentalongthe
riverfront.Pedestrianandvehicularbridges“con-
nected”totheriver,greenways,riverfrontparkand

RiverKeepersDispelsMyths,
PromoteUsageofRedRiver

The Lil’ Fishermen’s Derby & Clinic is held each spring at the Midtown 
Dam with over 200 youth participants.
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traildevelopment,studytoursofotherriverfrontcom-
munities,andthefacilitationofriverfrontmasterplans
willhelpbringpotentialpartnerstogethertomakethis
goalareality.

•Encouragingandpromotingriverusage.Theuseof
naturetrailsalongtheriverisonewayitencourages
riverusage.RiverKeepersfacilitatedtheconstruc-
tionofanaturetrailinMoorhead’sMBJohnsonPark
usingstudentvolunteers.Interpretivetrailsarealso
beingdevelopedintheLionsConservancyParkand
theLivingLabinFargo.

•Helpingtodevelopeconomicopportunitiesinthe
RedRivercorridor.RiverKeepershasfacilitated
trainingforcatfishingguides.Itadvocatesforcultural
andecotourismopportunities.Asattitudesaboutthe
riverchange,morehousingandretailisbeingcon-
structedadjacenttotheRed.

•Encouragingdevelopmentofrecreationamenities
intherivercorridor.Canoeingandboatingarejust
afewoftherecreationalactivitiesthatcanbeenjoyed
ontheRedRiver.RiverKeepersoperatesacanoe
rentalserviceandundercontracttotheStateofMin-
nesotadevelopedthefirstrecreationalmapoftheRed.

•Educatingresidentsontheriver’senvironment.
EducationisacomponentofallRiverKeepers’activi-
ties.OneofitsbiggesteventsistheRedRiverWater
Festival,heldeverySeptemberalongtheriver.Oneof
thelargestinthecountry,morethan1,500thirdand
fourthgradersparticipateinfullorhalf-dayhands-on
activitieswheretheylearnabouttheriver,watersheds,
andhowtheiractivitiesimpacttheseresources.This
programisfundedinpartbyProjectWET(Water
EducationforTeachers).Inaddition,RiverKeepers
hasanactivespeakersbureau,andsponsorsorco-
sponsorseventssuchasfishingclinics,andnature
walks,whichserveasmethodstoeducate.

•Addressingsafetyconcernsregardingtheriver
corridor.OneofRiverKeepers’firstprojectswasto
advocateretrofittinglowheaddamsontheRed.Often
referredtoas“deathtraps,”becausethehydraulicun-
dertowcreatedbythesedamscontributedtoasmany
as20localdrownings.Inaddition,thedamsimpeded
fishmigration.Thethreedamsinthecitylimitshave

Concordia Limnology students assist with water quality 
monitoring.

Water Festival student participants use their senses and 
view the river in their “backyard.”

Water festival 
participants 
make their own 
water treatment 
plant to see how 
drinking water 
is cleaned.
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nowbeenretrofitted,themostrecentwascompleted
in2005.Twomoredams,locatedsouthofthecityare
currentlybeingstudiedforremovalorretrofitting.
Retrofittedwitha5percentrockslopeway,thedams
arenowsaferforpeopleandaremoreconduciveto
fishmigration.

•Assistinginprovidingculturalopportunitiesat
theriver’sedge.RiverKeepershassponsoredriver-
frontmusicfestivalsandparticipateswithothersona
weeklysummerfestivalandawinter“polar”party.

•Managingandencouragingriverfrontrestoration
projects.Sedimentationisamajorprobleminthe
Red.Workingwithmanyvolunteers,andlocal,region-
alandnationalagencies,RiverKeepersisdeveloping
a“LivingLab”alongtheriverinsouthFargo.When
completeditwillshowcaseavarietyofriparianforest
restorationmethodsandmaterials.Signage,printed
materialandwebbasedinformationhelptointerpret
thewaysriversoperateandmethodsthatcanbeused
torestoretheirshores,helpingtoreduceslumping,
erosionandtheresultingsedimentation.

•Operatingatourboatservice.TheS.S.Ruby,a
U.S.CoastGuardlicensedandinspectedtourboatis
operatedbyRiverKeepers.Itistheonlytourboaton
theRedintheU.S.Eachyear,some4,000peopleare
educatedaboutthehistory,geography,andwildlifeof
theRedRiverduringthese45-minuteboattours.

TheseandallotherRiverKeepersactivitiesaresup-
portedbydonations;memberships;grantsgovernment
agencies,especiallytheBuffalo-RedWatershedDistrict
ofMinnesotaandSoutheastCassWaterResourceDistrict
inNorthDakota;andbymoneyearnedbydoingcontract
workforotheragencies.

BackmansaysthesuccessofRiverKeepersismeasured
bytheFargo-Moorheadcommunity’simprovingattitude
towardtheRedRiver.“Becauseofourefforts,morepeople
understandandareenjoyingtheriver,andmanyofthe
mythsabouttheriverarebeingdispelled,”hesays.

“Everyday,wegetquestionsfromthepublic,which
showstheconcernthereisabouttheriver.Despitetheway
itlooks,theRedRiverisoneofthecleanerriversinNorth
America.Itisasaferiverandwewantthearea’sresidents
toknowthatanduseitasthepreciousresourceitis.”

The S.S. Ruby offers tours of the Red River Memorial Day 
thru Labor Day.
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