Cities, counties look
at riverfront setbacks

By Mike Nowatzki
mnowatzki @ forumcomm.com

Twice a week, a loud “pop
plerces the serenity of Lars
Moller's rural Fargo home, serving
as a nerveracking reminder that
his house could fall prey to the
crumbling riverbank at any time,

It's gotten to the point where he
and his wife don’t talk about it any-
more because, Moller said, “It is not
a comfortable feeling.”

“That branch sitting on the
ground,” he sald, point to a tree
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limb hugging the lawn, “when we
moved in, it was 8 feet off the
ground. I used to drive my lawn
tractor under it."

The Mollers are stuck in a geolog:-
ical jam that local city and county
planners fear will only spread as
developers hustle to satisfy home-
buyers’ appetites for riverfront lots.

Three weeks ago, planners and
engineers from Cass and Clay coun-
ties and the city of Fargo met to
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begin looking at whether they
need stricter sethacks 1o pro
tect the Red River's fragile
hanks - and save homeowners
the hassle of moving or losing
their homes.

“In general we can see that
there's some instances where
built in the last 10 to 20
s are having foundation
pmbloms because of the river
shides that seem to be ongo
ing," Cass County Engineer
Keith Berndt said

“‘And It becomes a real deli
cate balance to find the right
way (o regulate that, because
one has to respect the proper-
ty owner's rights, also.”

Hidden hazard

The Mollers were living In
Italy when they fell in love
with thelr two-story home
overlooking the meandering
Red River in the Highland
*ark development just north
of Fargo city Hmits

Moller, o native of Denmark
\Nhﬂ was interviewing for th'?
jeb he now holds as president
of DMI Industries in West
Fargo, knew nothing of the
unusual geology beneath the
home or the preexisting prob.
lem in the back yard when he
first toured the property in
December 2002

The couple moved in that
uary, and that spring they
noticed 4 fault line forming in
front of the deck overlooking
the river

They lefl for a weekend In
August, and when they
returned two days later, the
vard had dropped several
inches. Over the course of the
next year, it alumped 6 foet

As ral engineer has
since defined the 4,000-square
foot home as being in mmi
nent danger. making it unmar
{able. The adjacent lots
which the Mollers bought to
protect thelr spacious setting,
also have been deemed unfit
for development, Moller said

The Mollers didn't know
North Dakota State Uni
versity geology professor Don-
ald Schw knows: that the
Red River Valley is basically a
bowl full of mud pudding

In Fargo, about 105 feet
expansive clay left over from
glacinl Lake Agassiz blankets
the firmer glacial till below
The Red River is constantly
cutting against that clay and
weakening the banks.

While rivers nor
long time to cha
Structic high
riverfront homes puts
pressure on the weak
%, speeding up the
Schwert said

The result can be an under
ground “clay flow™ that leaves
the upper ground unsupport
pd, causing it to drop like the
Mollers' back ynrd - a process
also known as slumping or
mass wasting

“This is big right now”
Schwert sald. “We're going
have to see a number of hous
es - these are big. fancy, expen
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Lars Moller stands outside his home where he has seen his
back yard sink several leet due to its proximity 1o the river

stve houses - be removed from

this setting

Problemspopwp

That's ol y happened on
both sides of Ilh river

Cass County has bought out
three homes that were sliding
into the river in the past three
yeurs ndt said, A grant
Federal Emergency

agement Agency covered
st of the 81 million cost
We still view it as tax dol
*'d ruther be spending
more prodi

f.uum. bought out
three homes in 1958 in the
Crestwood Addition south of
Moorhead due to massive
slumping, sald Tim Magnus.
son, the county’s director of
planming and environmental
programs. T'wo of the homes
wer s than seven years old

State n. Keith Langseth,
DFL-Glyndon, was able to
securg £500.000 from the Min
nesota Department of Natural
Resources to help move the
hie Mugmusson snid. The

tota t to the county was
about §575,000, which It made
back when selling the homes,
he said

The subdivision was platted
in the sarly 1970s, when therw
was less information about
the riverbank's makeup, Mag
nusson sald. Now, the filing
banks have put another four to
six homes in danger on the
south ond of the subdivision

W would like
but there®
he sald

Dan Chihos of Furgo was
homeowners in a
the 3700 block of

North whose

bought out or
city in 2000.

C Iu'hun who works in infor

nml.unn. technology services
S had 40 feet of

o help lIH'III
no maney for it

hack yard he moved into
his home in 1965, By 1999, the
slumping rbank was tear-

Ing the deck from the house
and exposing the rear base
ment wall. His siiding doors
grew a 1-inch gap o

dows would open,
close.
“We alwnys worried the

walls were going to come
down,” he sald

Distance dilemma
the of Fargo
ptod a stricter setback for
housing developments,
requiring them to be 100 feet
from the 100-year flondplain

Before that, structures could
be bullt as close as 10 feet with
in the Moodplain, which
proved problemartic during the
1997 flood, City Engineer Mark
Bittner sald

“If we wanted to get into
back yards for sandbagging
there Just wasn't uny room,”
he said

Some undeveloped proper
ties plmui bofore 1998 were
grandiathered in with the less
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strict setback requirement
Most of those properties lie in
Fargo's extratertitorfal area,
Bittner said,

Riverbank  stability s
becoming a bigger issue as
development booms along the
river, and Fargo wants to be
consistent with other jurisdic
tions, Bittner said.

“1s 100 feet enough for river
bank stability? In some places
yeah, but in a lot of places no,”
he said.

Cass County's setback study
was prompted by a recently
adopted comprebensive plan
that required updating the
county's rules for subdivi
sions, Berndt said.

Like other North Dakots
countles, Cass doesn’t regu-
late zoning or issue bullding
permits, leaving that up to the
clties and townshipa

But the county does handle
the platting of subdivisions,
and one option for protecting
riverbanks is to estublish "no
bulld gones™ along the river,
Berndt said.

Clay County and Moorhead
both require o 15foot sethack
from the 100-year floodplain,
which is the minkmum FEMA
requirement for flood Insur
ance eligibility

“We would like to have some
thing in place that would keep
people farther away from the
bank issues,” Magnusson sald.

Moorhead also has a 20-foot
sothack in areas that require
floodproof  basements, city
buiiding official Kusrt Wenzel
safid

|||_|]'I'n2 Ihl‘ll’ joint meeting
three weeks ago, planners and
engineers decided they needed
more technical information
about the riverbanks before
looking at changing setbacks,
Berndt sald

Berndt sald the public will
have the chance to welgh inon
any proposed sethack changes.
He said he believes local gov
ernmants and private develop
ors are on the same page

“I think most developers,
they don't want to bulld
hianes that are golng to Mil"
he said

As for the Mollers, they
don't know when they will
have to move or whether they
will get to take thelr house
with them. Cass County s
applying for ant o move
the home, but it's no sure bet.

Lars Moller said he hopes
thelr situation will spur local
officials to pay closer atten
tion ta riverfront develop
ent
We peed to know, where do
we bulld and where do we not
bufld?™ he sald
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