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Synopsis
Aberdeen journalist Peter Carrels has written a fascinating account about the rise and fall
of the Oahe Irrigation Project during the 1970's. An irrigation plan to transport water by a
series of canals from the Missouri River to the James River Valley as compensation for
the loss of 500,000 acres of prime bottomland when the main-stem dams were built after
World War II, the project had the support of virtually every prominent political group and
office-holder, regardless of party. But a determined collection of farmers, scientists, and
journalists finally derailed the hugely controversial project by showing that it made little
economic or ecological sense.
Summary of the Book
If you want drama, excitement, human tragedy, passion, humor, personal conviction, and
other elements of a classic Greek tragedy or a Shakespearian play like Hamlet or King
Lear, you will be pleased and richly rewarded with Pete Carrels’ account of the saga of the
Oahe Irrigation Project as told in his brilliant 1999, Uphill Against Water.
Senator George McGovern underscored the fervor and extreme contentiousness of the
issue in 1977 when he said, “Perhaps no single issue in the area of water development has
created as much interest and has so divided the South Dakotans as has the Oahe Irrigation
Project.”
Carrels’ writing is crisp, exciting, authentic, honest, passionate, and provocative. This is a
story of epic dimensions that deserves to be told. The author tells it well with flair,
feeling, lucidity, and authority. His is a genre of important investigative journalism,
taking on important and controversial topics of great relevance to all people — both those
in the decision-making roles and those who purportedly are beneficiaries of large-scale

Federal development projects like the Oahe Irrigation Project. This book casts a bright
spotlight upon the world of Federal public works projects and reveals much about how
they are planned, justified, authorized, and implemented. You will also be introduced to a
wonderful set of characters, political intrigue, how we think about and define progress as a
people and a nation, the history of water development projects in the United States (as
seen in this South Dakota Oahe model), how political entities like the Oahe Conservancy
Sub-District are created, manifold aspects of the nitty-gritty of the political process, warts
and all, state versus federal versus rural interests, people of good intent as well as those of
questionable intent, and some of the strangest of political bedfellows.
Uphill Against Water is a must read for those interested in the history of South Dakota. It
was a “singular twentieth century event” in the history and politics of South Dakota. It not
only helped shape the state’s history, but it also created a novel political and decisionmaking paradigm, showing how people view and actively participate in massive public
works projects. As logically explained and clearly delineated by Carrels, the Oahe
Irrigation Project is also a highly productive model of grass-roots democracy in action.
It was the result of an implicit deal offered to the people of South Dakota in the Flood
Control Act of 1944. If state residents were willing to “sacrifice” 500,000 acres of prime
Missouri River bottomland behind the four South Dakota main-stem dams (Fort Randall,
Gavin’s Point, Big Bend, and Oahe), the Federal government would compensate South
Dakotans by providing irrigation for valuable cropland to the west and east of the James
River in the Lake Plain area near Huron.
Ironically, in the normal course of twentieth century government-backed public works
projects, the Oahe Irrigation Project would most likely have come to fruition. It would
have been more or less “a done deal.” However, that was not to be. The project was deauthorized and essentially killed during the Carter administration. A number of conflicting
elements entered the equation, including the notion of “progress.”
The 1970's, being quite different from earlier eras, elaborated a set of public works
developmental priorities distinct from those of the 1940's. The United States and the
world had evolved significantly in the years immediately after World War II and during
the halcyon economic growth of the 1950's and 1960's. As a nation, we had experienced
good economic times and had developed new economic criteria for evaluating public
works projects.
First, many citizens began to question the economics of massive public works projects.
Would the profits of the farmers in the Lake Plain regions of the James River and Great
Plains, including the “multiplier effects” of greatly increased crop production, be
commensurate with the total financial investment of the Federal government (including
costs to all Federal taxpayers like you and me)? In other words, would we the taxpayers
be getting a reasonable return on our investment?

Second, during the early 1970's, Congress passed a number of environmentally based laws
— the National Environmental Policy Act of 1969, the Clean Air Act of 1970, and the
Clean Water Act of 1972. Also, a growing number of people became concerned about the
potential limits of our natural resources and how we ought to husband our resource
endowment. Thus, with respect to the Oahe Irrigation Project, an increasingly
environmentally sensitive public asked the fundamental question: Will the benefits of the
project outweigh the environmental degradation and outright ecological losses that the
construction and maintenance of an enormous and complex irrigation system that brings
water via miles of open ditches to the Lake Plain near Huron from the Missouri River near
Pierre would cause? What would be the environmental consequences of hundreds of miles
of open delivery canals, water storage reservoirs (Blunt, Cresbard, and Lake Byron), and
the fate of the James River basin — an important ecological north-south green corridor —
especially when the James River channel was the ultimate receptacle for irrigation return
flows from the Lake Plain? Furthermore, today with our newer and more efficient
irrigation technology, we would be asking fundamental questions about the overall
efficacy of open-canal irrigation versus more efficient water conserving methods. In short,
could the overall environment, especially the prairie and riverine ecosystems of South
Dakota, be irreversibly compromised as a result of the Oahe Irrigation Project?
Third, the project represented an example of a classic twentieth century public works
project. As opposed to the 1940's, the 1970's brought with it changing notions of Federal
public works policy criteria both on the part of private citizens as well as Federal
employees. In sum, people began asking about the appropriate structure, scale, and overall
function of public works projects as our nation and the world evolved in the latter half of
the twentieth century.
Fourth, and this is one of the more critical, interesting, and fundamentally profound public
policy components: Did the people, all of the people of South Dakota and the nation,
really want the Oahe Irrigation Project? Or was it yet another example of an out of control
Federal behemoth with a leviathan-sized bureaucracy compelled by tradition and selfinterest to forge ahead, business as usual, regardless of the attitudes of the local people?
Federal public works bureaucracies by nature have the desire to do what they have always
done and believe their actions are in the best interests of the people, in this case, of South
Dakota and the nation. Plus, this project was considered to be beneficial for the continued
growth and well-being of our own Federal agency (in this case the Bureau of
Reclamation). Inertia is a powerful force.
Finally, during the eleven-year Oahe battle (1972-1983), a somewhat unexpected and
profoundly important thing happened, i.e., the political process at the grass roots prevailed;
democracy worked and worked well. The people, as represented by the Oahe
Conservancy Sub-District, had their day in court. Our American Constitution was once
again reaffirmed and revalidated as the magnificent blueprint for freedom and democracy
that we have come to appreciate and respect.

To summarize, Uphill Against Water provides a constructive and exciting view of the
political process at its best. Peter Carrels’ gifted and authentic journalistic writing
provides a comprehensive view of the many and complex factors that accounted for the
origin and ultimate disposition of a singular political and resource event in the history of
South Dakota and the nation — the Oahe Irrigation Project. This historical episode would
make a great movie.
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