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CHAPTER 6:  HAZARDS 
 

          
Photos above by Inspire(d) Media 
 

 
6.1 Introduction 
 
The 2015 Winneshiek County Multi-Jurisdictional Multi-Hazard Mitigation Plan was 
formally adopted by the Decorah City Council on November of 2014; this plan was 
approved by the Federal Emergency Management Agency (FEMA) in May of 2015 and will 
expire in May of 2020.  
  
Professional planning assistance was provided by Upper Explorerland Regional Planning 
Commission for the completion of this plan, which encompasses the cities of Calmar, 
Castalia, Decorah, Fort Atkinson, Jackson Junction, Ossian, Ridgeway Spillville and 
unincorporated areas of Winneshiek County. This plan documents the county-wide hazard 
mitigation planning process and identifies relevant hazards, vulnerabilities and strategies to 
decrease vulnerability and increase resiliency and sustainability. It will affect activities and 
decisions for proactive mitigation planning that will help reduce the cost of disaster 
response. For more information:  www.uerpc.org/winneshiek-haz-mit.html  
 
In 2019, work was commenced to begin updating the plan for 2020. 

 
6.2 Flooding 
 
The Upper Iowa River has a profound impact on development in Decorah.  Specifically, 
development in the floodways, as designated by FEMA, is prohibited. Figure 56 shows 
Decorah’s floodplains. Decorah has experienced severe flooding from the Upper Iowa River 
resulting in property damage to homes and businesses. The four largest floods on the Upper 
Iowa River at Decorah occurred in 1941, 1961, 1993 and 2008, for which the estimated 
peak discharges were 27,200 cubic feet per second (ft3/s), 20,200 ft3/s, 20,500 ft3/s, and 
34,100 ft3/s respectively.  
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Figure 56:  Floodplains 
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6.3 Flood Control 
 
The primary system of flood control in the City is from the U.S. Army Corps of Engineers 
(USACE) Dry Run Flood Control project. Additional locally constructed levees include 
those along Valley View Drive and Luther College. 
 
The existing USACE project was authorized by the Flood Control Act approved June 22, 
1936 and modified by the Flood Control Act approved August 18, 1941.  The project 
provides for diversion of Dry Run into the Upper Iowa River by means of an earth dike 
across Dry Run one mile southwest of Decorah and a diversion channel 3,200 feet in length 
through high ground to the Upper Iowa River in Decorah (locally known as “The Cut”).  
The project was designed to provide protection for areas within the city limits of Decorah 
against the maximum probable flood on Dry Run and against a flood on the Upper Iowa 
River equivalent to about twice the maximum flood of record.  The project was completed 
on December 9, 1950 and turned over to local interests on January 12, 1951. 
 
Surface drainage, from the various sub-drainage areas in the City, is conveyed through the 
levees by a system of culverts.  The culverts vary in size from 30-inch to 84-inch diameter 
pipes.  All the culverts have flap gates to prevent high flood water from the Upper Iowa 
River backing into the protected interior areas of Decorah. 
 
In the 1977 study report, the USACE proposed to improve the interior drainage by 
identifying areas of backwater flooding, and establishing easements near the levee, by 
providing sluice gates at all outlets to the river, and by providing three pumping stations at 
central locations along the levee.  Three pumping stations, the Dry Run pumping station, 
the Roberts Lake pumping station, and the Ice Cave Road pumping station were 
recommended to pump accumulated backwater over the levee when the flap gates are closed 
during periods of flooding on the Upper Iowa River.  The proposed improvements were not 
implemented due to USACE Benefit Cost Analysis and lack of funding. 
 
During the prior planning period at least two major flood events occurred including the new 
record flood of 2008, exceeding the previous record flood of 1941.  Other significant local, 
state and national flood events resulted in many changes related to the Decorah Flood 
Control System.   
 
Included among these are a more comprehensive levee safety and inspection program 
administered through the USACE, remapping of 100 year and 500 year flood plains by 
FEMA, a USGS Flood Plain Study initiated by the City, and an extensive evaluation of 
current levee conditions through a Levee Accreditation Study conducted by the City and 
consultants as required by FEMA. 
 
In addition to this, the City joined the National Flood Insurance Program (NFIP) in 2008.  
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Levee System 

The Dry Run Flood Control project, located in and adjacent to the City of Decorah on the 
Upper Iowa River and an intermittent tributary stream called the Dry Run, was constructed 
under authority of the Flood Control Acts approved June 22, 1936 and August 18, 1941. 
Construction began in April of 1948 and was completed in December of 1950.  
 
The Dry Run project diverts all Dry Run flows into the Upper Iowa River immediately 
upstream from the City by means of a diversion channel about three miles upstream on the 
Upper Iowa River from the natural mouth of Dry Run. Project improvements on the Upper 
Iowa River include a cutoff channel and levees to protect Decorah.  
 
The project protects all of Decorah and adjacent farmlands in the Dry Run floodplain below 
the diversion channel from the maximum probable flood on Dry Run and from a flood on 
the Upper Iowa Rive equivalent to nearly twice the maximum flood of record (original 1941 
event). The Dry Run diversion channel and the Upper Iowa channel, including levees, were 
designed for flood discharges of 25,000 and 45,000 second-feet respectively. 
 
The Dry Run project is designed for automatic hydraulic operation by means of the 
diversion channel and a series of levees and culverts to manage interior drainage. The 
resulting rerouting of the Dry Run diverts the majority of the 22.6 square mile watershed 
from passing directly through central Decorah. 
 
The left levee begins at the west end of Mound Street and extend approximately 5,400 feet 
downstream along the left bank of the Upper Iowa River to high ground at Ice Cave Road 
(Quarry Street) about 1,100 feet north of the College Drive bridge. The right levee begins on 
West Main Street about 1,00 feet upstream from the College Drive bridge, follows the 
general route of the improved Upper Iowa River channel downstream to a point 
immediately south of the racetrack at the fairgrounds, then turns away from the river and 
ties into high ground at Montgomery Street. 
 
Twelve drainage locations with a total of 33 culvert drainage structures have been 
constructed to provide for removal of interior surface drainage waters. All structures include 
culverts equipped with automatic flap gates. During flooding, when automatic flap gates are 
closed, the interior surface drainage is pumped over the levee with a combination of 
temporary rental and city-owned pumps.  
 
The Dry Run diversion channel, constructed upstream from Decorah, consists of a channel 
approximately 3,200 feet long and a closure dike constructed across the natural channel to 
divert all flow into the Upper Iowa River. The channel consists of a ‘natural’ channel 
section as well as a concrete flume and sediment basin.  
 
The City of Decorah participates in the National Flood Insurance Program (NFIP) as of 
2008. The City’s Dry Run Flood Control Project levees along the Upper Iowa River have 
been recently confirmed accredited by the Federal Emergency Management Agency 
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(FEMA) in early 2018 as a result of the City’s efforts to inspect and obtain accreditation for 
NFIP purposes; this will allow recognition in the pending Special Flood Hazard Area 
(SFHA) re-mapping, including the Decorah area. This particular portion of the City’s levee 
system was constructed as part of the 1949-1950 United States Army Corps of Engineers 
(USACE) Dry Run Flood Control project. The City also maintains a non-accredited levee 
along Valley Drive constructed in the early 1960s by Winneshiek County and later annexed 
into the City. Additional levees in the northwest part of town, along the lower Luther 
College campus from North Street to Pole Line Road, are in the process of obtaining 
accreditation and are owned and maintained by the college.  
 
As a result of this accreditation and the updated FEMA mapping program, new Digital 
Flood Insurance Rate Maps (DFIRM) were released mid-2018 for proposed adoption in 
2019-2020.  
 
The City also continues to work with the USACE to address levee maintenance through the 
USACE annual inspections program. Due to several deficiency issues, issues with the 
Diversion Channel and increased levels of details involved in inspections starting in 2010, 
City levees had reached the stage of an ‘unacceptable rating’ in the USACE rating system. 
The City developed a System Wide Improvement Framework (SWIF) Plan, per USACE 
direction, to address deficiencies. Continued and increased maintenance efforts have 
resulted in an upgrade to the City levee ratings in 2015, although Diversion Channel 
restoration solutions continue to be explored with USACE. In general, the levees continue 
to provide good protection and have performed well in recent flood emergencies such as the 
record flood of 2008 and high water marks in 2016. 
 
As part of the accreditation process, the City developed a more formalized plan for pumping 
of interior ponding during river flood events where levee culverts are closed to prevent river 
back-up into low lying city areas along the levee corridors. This pumping plan is to provide 
direction and resources for temporary pumping during emergency situations. Long-term 
planning by staff has initiated the process of finding more permanent pumping solutions, 
particularly the Dry Run outlet area to reduce reliance on temporary pumping and aid staff 
in flood fighting.  
 
 
6.4 Hazards Summary 
 
Flooding is the primary hazard for the City of Decorah, and significant effort has been put 
forth recently to improve Decorah’s preparedness in the event of another major flood.   
Additional hazards of concern are tornados, winter storms, and other severe weather events. 
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6.5 Hazards Policies 
 

 The protection of the floodplains of the Upper Iowa River, Dry Run, Trout Run 
Creek and other tributary stream channels, and embankments from incompatible 
development will be given high priority.  

 
 Storm drainage easements for Dry Run and other drainage channels and storm 

sewers should be established. 
 

 An ordinance more restrictive than the requirements of the NFIP should be 
considered that addresses development within established flood limits. This 
ordinance should be established using the City’s accepted flood map. Full or partial 
prohibition should be considered for development in wetland and flood limit areas. 

 
The mitigation actions below reflect those listed for Decorah in the 2015 Winneshiek 
County, Iowa Multi-Jurisdictional Multi-Hazard Mitigation Plan and the corresponding 
body listed as responsible for carrying out the task. The full plan may be found here. 
http://uerpc.org/hazard-mitigation.html 
 

 Purchase and install permanent generator for the Carrie Lee Campus/Middle School 
(Decorah Community School District School Board) 
 

 Purchase and install permanent generator for the water department at the main 
pumping station (Decorah City Council) 

 
 Purchase and install a smaller permanent generator for the bus repeater (Decorah 

Police/Fire Departments) 
 

 Construct one or more shelter/safe rooms for residents/students. One is under 
consideration at Carrie Lee Campus/Middle School (Decorah City Council and/or 
Decorah CSD School Board and/or Luther College Provost) 

 
 Continue to train and equip community emergency responders (Decorah Police and 

Fire Departments, ongoing) 
 

 Continue to maintain and improve flood mitigation equipment and related safety 
measures (Decorah City Council) 

 
 Improve the emergency alert notification system for the Decorah Community School 

District (Decorah Community School District School Board) 
 

 Continue to improve city and countywide interagency portable mobile data by 
implementing new technologies (Decorah Communication Center) 
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 Expand and maintain the Metronet fiber optic cable and related equipment – 
consolidate projects where feasible (i.e. lay conduit when city infrastructure projects 
occur) (Metronet Partners: City of Decorah, Decorah CSD, Winneshiek County, Winneshiek 
Medical Center, Luther College) 

 
 New boat or rescue raft and new motor for the boat (Decorah Police and Fire 

Departments) 
 

 Upgrade all sirens to be radio controlled and address all gaps in the City (Decorah 
Communication Center, all systems can be remotely accessed from the Center) 

 
 Continue participation in the National Flood Insurance Program (NFIP) (Decorah 

City Council) 
 

 New well needed on west side of City – in remote and elevated area (Decorah City 
Council) 

 
 Enlarge the well at the business park (Decorah City Council) 

 
 Continue to work on wastewater system to reduce inflow and infiltration and reline 

sewers (Decorah City Council) 
 

 Develop truck routes that designate hazmat routes ad safe harbors for parking 
(Decorah City Council) 

 
 Continue to address waterway/infrastructure issues to minimize flooding (Decorah 

City Council) 
 

 Cleanup/maintain the Dry Run levee (Decorah City Council) 
 

 Construct upstream water retention structures on Dry Run to control quantity and 
velocity of water (Decorah City Council) 

 
 Develop codes that encourage buildings with tornado-safe areas (Decorah City Council) 

 
 


