Session 1 Reading 1.2 


A short story about sex and floodplain management

By Bob Freitag CFM 

Once upon a time not too long ago there was this guy who inherited a cottage located on the bank of a river just outside of Yellowstone Park.  The house had been updated with all the modern appliances, but the sites most attractive feature was that it was on a high bank shaded by native trees (fire resistant varieties). The house was perfect for supporting our protagonist’s hunting and fishing guide business.    

He hadn’t lived there for more than a couple of seasons when the bank began to erode and threaten his house. The house had been in the family for generations and no one mentioned that there were any erosion problems. 

He tried everything he could think of to protect his property.  He poured soil and rocks onto the scoured bank. He lined the bank with plastic, and tried planting trees, but nothing worked.  As a last resort, although the house was not located in a regulatory floodplain, he bought FEMA flood insurance without even reading the policy.  

He felt better.

Several more seasons passed and the river had scoured almost to the foundation when a friend told him that his flood insurance policy would probably not cover the loss. Flood insurance covers flooding, not erosion, and flooding isn’t your problem, the friend explained.

Our homeowner became increasingly depressed.  So depressed in fact that he had given up one of his favorite pastimes -- hunting the occasional recently introduced wolves that wandered out of the Park.  

As the seasons passed an amazing thing happened, the erosion began to slow. And, one day he noticed that it had ceased.  He also noticed that there was less sediment in the river, stands of aspen were re-establishing themselves along the banks, and there seemed be a more constant water level in the channel. 

Our friend was energized by this revelation and he jumped into his pickup and headed to town. He was going to buy some more shells and resume this favorite past-time – hunting the occasional stray wolf.

Before he got to the gun shop, however, he thought he’d go to his favorite pub.  Sitting at the bar was the local NRCS extension worker.  He knew her, but only casually, yet he was anxious to tell her about his new discovery.  No sooner had he opened his mouth than she asked to see the site. 

Now, she had taken this course, and because of this she quickly understood what was occurring. It all had to do with the reintroduction of the wolves she said.  The wolves were responsible for the river re-stabilizing and the house being saved. 

In many more words than these and in much more eloquent language, she told him of how the re-established wolf populations patrolled the river banks keeping the elk away.  The elk herd had been eating the aspen.  The aspen root system had helped stabilize the bank while providing building material for beavers. Without the aspen, the river banks were unprotected and without the beaver, water was able to carry released sediment at higher more erosive velocities.

There you have it. All of these processes impact floodplain management – the physical, biological, the risks and policy.  Each perspective builds on the other. Each interacts and each perspective cannot be viewed independently.  I hope you enjoy the course.

Oh, the sex part. I almost forgot. 

While standing on the river bank, our NRCS extension worker slipped, and our home owner leaped to her rescue.  He missed however and they went tumbling down the bank and into the water. Each soaking wet, their eyes met, and well, each began to laugh.  They laughed and laughed and laughed. They couldn’t stop.  For weeks whenever they saw a river (any river), a stream, an eroded bank, a wolf, even an aspen tree; one or the other would start to chuckle, then giggle and the other would be pulled into what friends described as almost hysterical behavior.  Their friends would have nothing to do with them, so with only each other to hang out with, they were bound to fall in love and get married, which they did.  

Our original home owner still had his business and he still took rich city-folk hunting, but now he made sure that there were sufficient wolves to patrol the river. His wife went on to be the NRCS State Conservationist and to teach this course at a local University.  

And, on quiet nights when the family was huddled in front of the fireplace and if they were lucky they would hear the wolves howl and they were reassured that their house was safe and sound.  

The end! 

� A short story very loosely based on research by Bill Ripple, professor of forestry at Oregon State University and family recollections.  
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