Cottonwood Regeneration Along the Missouri National Recreational River

Corps of Engineers Fact Sheet

PROJECT NAME AND STATE:  Cottonwood Regeneration, Nebraska and South Dakota

AUTHORIZATION:  Missouri National Recreational River (Public Law 95-625)

LOCATION AND DESCRIPTION:  The project will involve identifying potential sites for regenerating cottonwoods along the 59-mile stretch of the Missouri River National Recreational River between Gavins Point Dam and Ponca State Park.

PROPOSED ACTIVITIES: 

     Identify sites that would be conducive for cottonwood regeneration

     Create a draft regeneration plan identifying criteria for successful cottonwood

       regeneration that addresses different planting techniques

     Send draft regeneration plan to a cottonwood team consisting of members of

       agencies and tribes interested in the cottonwood regeneration project

     Hold a summer meeting of the cottonwood team to discuss and select sites for

       regeneration

     Once sites are identified, draft site-specific regeneration plans to generate 

       cottonwoods based on criteria unique to each site

ISSUES AND OTHER INFORMATION:  

     The tribes are on the team and interested in continuing to partner with the Corps

       since cottonwoods are sacred

     The cottonwood regeneration project helps support Biological Opinion work

WHY COTTONWOOD REGENERATION IS IMPORTANT:

     Since the construction of the dams on the Missouri River, cottonwood regeneration

       has largely ceased, with the exception of the areas downstream of the dams that 

       flooded in the 1990s.  There are very few stands of young cottonwoods to 

       replace older trees when they die (National Research Council 2002)

     Cottonwoods historically dominated floodplain vegetation along the river.  For

       example, over 80 percent of the floodplain forests of the pre-dammed Missouri

       River in North Dakota had cottonwood as their most important tree (Johnson 

       1992)

     Cottonwood regeneration has declined because the dams have eliminated natural

       river flooding, shifting and meandering of channels, and have significantly 

       reduced creation of sandbar habitat (Power et al. 2000)

     Because of their height and bulk, cottonwoods are important roosting and nesting

       sites for the federally listed threatened bald eagle (Steenhoff et al. 1980)

     Although riparian forests, of which cottonwood is a large component, occur on

       less than 1 percent of the western North American landscape, they provide 

       habitat for more bird species than all other vegetation types combined (Knopf 

       et al. 1988)

     If riparian forests become dominated by green ash rather than cottonwood, they

       are likely to be much lower in tree and bird diversity because of the loss of 

       pioneer plant species, loss of vertical structural complexity, and loss of 

       nesting cavities found in old cottonwood trees (National Research Council 2002)

     Over 100 plant species are associated with cottonwoods through the succession 

       from seedlings to mature forest (Power et al. 2000)

