
to cover the 15% match 
required for assistance from 
the Federal Emergency 
Management Agency.

A count of washed-out 
county bridges or flooded 
rural road miles isn’t 
available, but there’s no 
shortage of stories. Larry 
Dix, executive director for 
the Nebraska Association of 
County Officials, says 81 of 
the state’s 93 counties were 
declared a natural disaster 
area this spring. 

“Every one of those 81 
counties had significant 
road damage,” Dix explains. 
“I’m hearing from some of 
the counties that it could be 
years before they’ll get their 
infrastructure back to where 
it was before the flood.”

In Cherry County, six 
months after the floods, 
there is still water over a 
number of county roads. 
There are concerns the 
water won’t go down before 
a freeze comes and the water 
turns to ice. The water must 
recede before damage can 
be assessed, repairs can be 
made, and normal traffic can 
resume.

“In Boyd County, there 
was an old bridge that 
spanned a pretty good-size 
river. They are thinking it 
could be four or five years 
before they’ll ever really 
be able to build up enough 
money to replace that 
bridge,” Dix continues.

While these roads and 
bridges don’t normally 
carry the volume of 
traffic that state roads 
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 full crop season after a perfect storm of snow, 
rain, and freezing conditions swept through 
the Plains on March 12-14, 2019, farmers and 
ranchers in Nebraska, South Dakota, Iowa, and 
Missouri continue to deal with the aftermath. 

The storm, which was called a bomb cyclone, brought a 
massive, moisture-filled low-pressure system across the Plains, 
with Nebraska caught square in the crosshairs. Blizzard 
conditions brought snow to western Nebraska. For example, 
the communities of Scottsbluff and Chadron received 12 
and 17 inches, respectively. Rainfall totals during the same 
storm event included 4 inches in Dannebrog and 2.27 inches 
in Norfolk, with much of the state receiving varying amounts 
of rain.

Regina Bird, meteorologist at NTV television in Kearney, 
Nebraska, explains that precipitation from the bomb cyclone 
fell on frozen ground and was followed by torrential rains that 
melted the snow. With no ability to soak into frozen ground, 
water poured into rivers and low-lying areas, Bird says.

State of Nebraska

In Nebraska, the Platte, Niobrara, Elkhorn, and Loup rivers 
flooded, wreaking havoc and depositing silt and debris on 
thousands of acres of cropland and pastures in the midsection 

of the Cornhusker State alone. The Nebraska Department of 
Agriculture says $440 million dollars in crops were lost. That 
figure doesn’t account for damage to cropland or the cleanup 
costs of hauling away rotting grain, sand, and scattered 
personal belongings of upriver flood victims.

The department estimates $400 million in cattle inventory 
was lost to flooding or freezing temperatures. 

Flooding forced road closures, further crippling the region 
for months. High water impacted 2,000 miles of Nebraska’s 
state roads. Once water receded, 200 miles of pavement 
required repair. Nearly 30 state bridges were closed, adding 
more than an hour to some commutes.

At the state level, Nebraska infrastructure has rebounded 
quickly, at the price of $153 million dollars. Less than a mile of 
road is still closed, explains Nebraska DOT spokesperson Jeni 
Campana. A majority of the necessary pavement repairs were 
complete within 90 days of the flood events.

Perhaps most notably, two temporary bridges were 
opened in August along key routes for rural and agricultural 
communities near Niobrara and Spencer. Campana says these 
temporary solutions are helping citizens get back to normal 
life, although permanent solutions aren’t likely to be in place 
until late 2020.

“Those areas are both very agriculture-based,” explains 

Stuck in 
the Flood

Campana. “For us to be 
able to restore the roadways, 
they are very, very excited 
about that, and they’re 
looking forward, obviously, 
to having a permanent 
solution, but just being able 
to restore connectivity has 
been very huge for them.”

Reflecting on the last six 
months, she adds, “In fairly 
short order, we’ve been able 
to restore a lot of roads back 
to where they were to get 
people moving again.”

However, counties 
and rural communities 
devastated by the floods 
don’t have the same 
resources to bounce back. At 
the county level, there aren’t 
reserves for damage of this 
magnitude or even enough 

Six months 
after 
devastating 
spring floods 
hammered 
Nebraska and 
surrounding 
states, farmers 
and their 
communities 
still have a 
long road 
to recovery 
ahead.

NE Floods
by the numbers

87% 
Counties 

declared disasters

5 
State bridges 

remain closed

27 
State bridges 

closed:An Orchard in
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May 5, 2019
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