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Why do we have flood 
control structures in 
Oklahoma?



Oklahoma 
Drought/ 
Flood Cycle

Old Oklahoma adage “every drought 
is ended by a flood”

Historical records tend to support 
this old adage.

Example: Dust Bowl / Rains of 1934; 

• 2010 Drought ended with the heavy rains 
from April through July of 2015.



Oklahoma Drought/ Flood 
Cycle







These areas do not flood like 
this today, so what happened 
to prevent this type of 
flooding?



2,107 Dams in 129 Watersheds

 (20% of the national total)



How does a 
Watershed dam 
reduce downstream 
flooding?
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Oklahoma’s 
Watershed Program
 – National Leaders – 

2,107

Floodwater Retarding Structures

  $2 Billion

Public Infrastructure

  $96.3 Million/yr.

Public Benefits

2007 - 340 million

2015 - 280 million



Annual Benefits - Statewide

• Number of bridges benefited

   1,532

• Number of farms/ranches benefited

   20,541

• Reduced sedimentation (tons/yr)

   9,152,225

• Number of lakes providing municipal water

   42



The 
Watershed 
Program
A Federal, 
State, Local, 
Private  
Partnership

Federal (USDA-NRCS)

Local Project Sponsors (Conservation 
Districts) 

State (Oklahoma Conservation 
Commission)

Private



Law and Dam 
Classifications

Federal / Oklahoma Dam Safety Act

• Low Hazard – Protects agricultural 

lands

• Significant Hazard – Protect roads, 

state highways and bridges, agricultural 

lands

• High Hazard – Protect life, roads, 

highways, bridges, and agricultural 

lands



High 
Hazard 
Dams

Originally Oklahoma had 29 HH

Due to downstream development 
we have 265 with 188 waiting to be 
modified to meet HH criteria. The 
cost to modify these dams is over 
$752 million dollars and growing



Modifiying 
Dams to 
HH

Dams that are low or significant may have to be modified to 
meet high hazard criteria 

Reasons: Downstream development in breach area

Possible Results: Higher dam, longer dam, large pipe through 
the dam, larger or smaller principal pool area, extra auxiliary 
spillway on the other side of the dam or a large widening of the 
original spillway, larger flood pool area. 

This is important because land users will want to be far enough 
away from the structure to allow for future modifications if the 
structure is low or significant



Operation & Maintenance

Project Sponsor(s)

Conservation Districts

Conservancy Districts

Cities

Universities

This is who you contact first to get more information 

regarding a flood control structure



Contact Information For CD

• All conservation district contact information can be found on 

the Commission website

• https://conservation.ok.gov/

• https://conservation.ok.gov/conservation-district-directory/ 

https://conservation.ok.gov/
https://conservation.ok.gov/conservation-district-directory/


Easement Considerations

Most of the flood control structures are held by the Conservation Districts 

through easements. 

Permanent and Perpetual: block or elevation

The majority of easements are old (40’s, 50’s, 60’s and 70’s). Have to 

look back in the county land records

Purpose: Construction, operation, maintenance, repair, inspection, 

flowage of water, detention of water, access



Easement

Use the land at any time, 

in any manner,

for any purpose that 

does not interfere with the

works of improvement (structure).  





Easement 
Issues - 
Landowners

Old easements

Landowners buy the property not understanding the 
easement, some don’t even know there is an easement

Districts have Released portions of their easements 

Portion of the storage is meant to fill up with sediment

Use of the water

• District can drain or use the water for O&M

• Otherwise water can be used by the landowner in compliance with 
OWRB



Flood 
Control 
with Other 
Uses

Irrigation

Recreational

• Held by Cities

• Fee simple

Municipal Water Supply



Prevent Dam 
Failure











DAM PROBLEMS



Landowner & Development Problems

Auxiliary Spillways, 
Detention pool – attractive 

areas

Structures (houses, 
cabins, docks, diving 

boards)
Farming/overgrazing/trails

Changes to structure (fire 
pits, water sales, 

garden…)

Property changes hands, 
lack of knowledge



Ingress/Egress Issues

Outright denial of access

Limited access

Building gates across the dam

Roads across dam, auxiliary spillway & in flood pool



Common Landowner Complaints

Never told about 
the easement 

before purchasing 
the land

Never would have 
bought the property 

had they known 
about the easement

Nothing brought to 
their attention from 
anyone during the 

purchasing process

Did not understand 
the easement









Auxiliary Spillway Issues





Easement Encroachment



Development

March 
2002

Google Earth Image



Development

April 2008
Google Earth Image



Development

April 2010
Google Earth Image



Development

June 2017
Google Earth Image



Developers







Steps to 
prevent 
violations

Educate and Inform

Build Relationships

OKMAPS - resource of info.

Call OKIE system



OKMAPS  
okmaps.org/ogi/search.aspx







Enforcement of Easements

Project Sponsors – conservation districts, 
conservancy districts, universities, cities

Either be able to assess a tax or have the power of eminent 
domain

Under the Oklahoma Conservation District Act – 
District Attorney represents conservation district



Full of Surprises



Any Burning Questions?
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