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Rivers are essential to all life on earth, but our rivers are at risk as never 
before from climate change, pollution, drought, flooding, and loss of natural 
habitat. American Rivers is championing a national effort to protect and 
restore all rivers, from remote mountain streams to urban waterways. We 
have 50 years of experience addressing river threats from coast-to-coast — 
helping partners protect vital habitat, working with communities to reduce 
river pollution, securing policies to ensure we all have clean water, driving 
solutions that reduce the risk of floods while reconnecting floodplains, 
working to remove unnecessary dams, and strengthening a river movement 
that adds power to this important work. This presentation will provide an 
overview of American Rivers’ conservation strategies being put into action to 
advance innovative nature-based solutions and promote transformational 
river management and policy that prioritizes healthy rivers. 

Nicholas Muzia, Sea & Shoreline 
Title: TBA

American Rivers

Aug. 21
12:30pm ET

https://bit.ly/3gR9ADL


Life Depends on Rivers: Building a Movement to 
Protect and Restore America’s Rivers

Jenny Hoffner, VP Conservation Impact
Eileen Shader, Sr Dir. Floodplain Restoration



Our Vision

A  n at io n  wh e re
e ve ry  r ive r  i s  c le an  

an d  h e a l th y  
fo r  pe o ple  an d  

wi ld l i fe



Rivers of the United States









• Protect 1M miles
• Remove 30k dams
• Restore 10k Miles & 

35k  floodplain 
acres

• Make every city's 
river swimmable

• Build a River & 
Water Majority



Conservation Strategies

• River Protection
• Dam Removal
• Hydropower Reform
• Clean Water
• Floodplain Restoration
• Conservation 

Partnerships



Protected Rivers 
Explorer

Wild & Scenic 
Rivers Coalition

Scott Bosse, Alsek River



AQUATIC CONNECTIVITY TEAMS AND 
DAM TASK FORCES ARE CATALYSTS
State-based collaborations bring together people with diverse 
backgrounds united around a common set of goals.



National Dam 
Removal 

Community of 
Practice

Website
Membership
Engagement



Hydropower Reform

Hydropower Reform 
Coalition

Hydropower Reform Coalition



American Rivers 
believes a future of 
clean water and 
healthy rivers 
everywhere for 
everyone is 
essential.







Building a Movement for Healthy 
Floodplains



Defining Floodplains In the 
United States

1. Geomorphological
2. Regulatory
3. Ecological

Source: Serra-Llobet, A., Tourment, R., Montané, A., and Buffin-Belanger, T. (2022). Managing Residual Flood Risk behind Levees: 
Comparing USA, France, and Quebec (Canada). J. Flood Risk Manage. e12785. doi:10.1111/jfr3.12785



FLOODPLAINS ARE: 
A necessary component 
of a healthy river
• Essential to safely 

convey flood water
• The most productive 

and biodiverse 
ecosystems on the 
planet

• Increasing in size 
due to climate 
change and land use 
changes

Mitch Paine, Hartney Creek, AK 



90% of floodplain 
in the lower 48 &
70% nationally 
are altered.

Floodplain 
Assessment

Source: Conservation Science Partners (CSP). 2024. 
Protected Floodplains Assessment of the
United States - Final Report. Truckee, California, 
USA. Available upon request from American Rivers



Functional Floodplains Explorer – beta version live!

https://seal-app-r7cbc.ondigitalocean.app/



Consequences of Floodplain Loss

22
https://www.nytimes.com/interactive/2022/03/03/climate/biodiversity-map.html

• Species loss
• Poor water quality
• More carbon -> climate 

change
• Increased drought
• Warmer, faster, more 

destructive rivers



Rivers need room to flood safely!

Merced CA, 2023, Credit: Andrew Innerarity CADWR Tisdale Weir, Sacramento River, CA 2023. CreditKenneth James 
CADWR



Enhanced data to prioritize high-value 
floodplain projects
Influence watershed-scale programs
Implement projects that restore 35,000 
acres of floodplain by 2030

Daniel Nylan, San Luis NWR, CA Jackie Corday, Trail Creek, CO WA Dept of Ecology, Chehalis River basin, WA

Projects: Focus and Accelerate On-the-ground Impact

Establish a pipeline of 
shovel-ready 
floodplain projects



Floodplain Restoration Projects restore natural habitat features and 
reconnect rivers to their floodplains during variable flood events at 

a scale that will provide meaningful environmental benefits. 

25



Sierra Meadows Partnership is restoring 30,000 acres of headwater 
meadows in Sierra Nevadas by 2030 using:
• Fill or partial channel fill
• Infrastructure improvements/modifications
• Riffles
• Beaver dam analogs 
• Revegetation

Faith Valley. Credit: Shane Fryer



Ackerson Meadow, CA

National Park Service. Ackerson Meadow circa 1895

American Rivers. Ackerson Meadow 2012.



Ackerson Meadow, CA

Melissa Steller. Ackerson Meadow Melissa Steller. Ackerson Meadow



Sacramento-
San Joaquin 
Delta

1 9 9 7  M a n t e c a  f l o o d .  P h o t o  b y  D a l e  K o l k e  /  C a l i f o r n i a  D e p a r t m e n t  o f  
W a t e r  R e s o u r c e s

Paradise Cut 
Expansion and 
Multi-Benefit 
Project



Looking South up the San Joaquin River. Photo by Daniel Nylen, American Rivers.

Existing 
weirNew weir

Expanded 
inundation 

area

Existing 
Paradise 
Cut area

What
Is the
Paradise 
Cut Flood 
Bypass?
Farm land and 
open space used 
to divert and hold 
flood flows from 
the San Joaquin 
River and slowly 
release them 
downstream into 
the Paradise Cut 
channel

<10% chance of 
flood waters on 
Paradise Cut in 
any given year



Stockton
320,000 people

Tracy

Manteca
85,000

Lathrop
30,600

Grant Line Canal

Old River

Why Paradise Cut? 
Diverts flood water away from 
the urban and urbanizing areas 
of Lathrop, Manteca and 
Stockton and toward relatively 
undeveloped farm land



Why Paradise Cut?

• Reduces flood water levels 
by 0.7 – 3.0 feet along a 28-
mile corridor between 
Stanislaus River and 
Stockton Deep Water Ship 
Channel

• Reduces probability of 
levee failure downstream

• Increases systemwide 
resiliency to climate 
change

• Multi-benefit solution



• 2,570 ac Swainson’s 
hawk forage

• 810 ac restored 
riparian habitat

• 29 ac enhanced 
riparian habitat

• 41 ac of native 
grassland

• 3.5 mi shaded 
riparian aquatic 
habitat

Ecosystem Restoration

Photo by Dan CoolPhoto by CDFW



Increase federal investments and support for 
floodplain restoration.
Launch a “50 State+ Strategy” to expand the 
practice of floodplain restoration and equitable 
flood management in all states.
Promote common-sense floodplain management 
policies

Army Corps ASA Michael Connor Speaking at 
the Nature Based Solutions Summit 11/30/22

Floodplains By Design, Washington 
State

Disappearing Rivers, Extent of Floodplain 
Alteration in the West

Policy: Transform Federal and State Floodplain Management

Work at scale to 
address urgency of the 
problem

River Action Day 2025



Floodplain 
Management is a 
SHARED 
RESPONSIBILITY

Federal 
Agencies

State Agencies

Local 
Governments

Tribal 
Nations

Individuals

Landowners

Community 
groups and 
Non-profits



Floodplain Management is a 
SHARED RESPONSIBILITY

State Roles in Floodplain 
Management:
• Clear legal authority to establish 

state standards
• Work cooperatively with local 

governments and state and 
federal agencies

• Provide technical assistance and 
resources to local governments

• Coordinate the state activities that 
affect the NFIP

• Develop State Hazard Mitigation 
Plans 

Federal 
Agencies

State 
Agencies

Local 
Governments

Tribal Nations

Individuals

Landowners

Community 
groups and Non-

profits



Floodplain Landscape & Governance

• Floodplain management is complex with 
many stakeholders and agencies involved

• There are many competing visions for what 
happens on a floodplain- flood management, 
river conservation, development, agriculture, 
etc. 

• Siloed, single purpose floodplain 
management results in conflicts and, 
ultimately, development and disconnection of 
the floodplain 

Source: Naturally Resilient 
Communities: www.nrcsolutions.org



INTEGRATED 
FLOODPLAIN 
MANAGEMENT:
An approach that 
seeks to overcome 
competing 
demands and find 
solutions that 
provide multiple 
benefits for people 
and nature by 
breaking down the 
silos between the 
many floodplain 
stakeholders.

Community

Climate
Resilience

Integrated
Floodplain

Management



Integrated Floodplain 
Management:
A Proven Solution

• Washington state’s Floodplains by 
Design Program funds multi-benefit 
floodplain projects across 19 counties to 
date.

• Iowa Watershed Approach collaborative 
program that voluntarily engages 
stakeholders throughout priority 
watershed to achieve state flood 
resilience and water quality goals.

• Vermont’s Rivers Program protects river 
corridors to reduce flood risk and 
restore floodplain functions.



Our goal: foster enabling conditions for Integrated 
Floodplain Management in every state

A lead organization

Dedicated funding for floodplain/river restoration projects

Legal and programmatic framework

Driving factors that bring diverse partners to the table

State data, mapping, and modeling

Capacity building for local communities

Center environmental justice 
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Audits Complete

State IFM Audits: All 50 States Complete 

For more information contact Brandon Parsons, bparsons@americanrivers.org

Audits Under Development



Priority States

Next step: State IFM Campaigns
Priority States – As of now…
1. NE - Massachusetts
2. Mid Atlantic - Pennsylvania 

(VA as secondary)
3. SE -  North Carolina
4. Great Lakes - Illinois (WI as 

secondary)
5. Central - Iowa
6. Northern Rockies - Montana
7. SW - Texas (CO and NM as 

secondary)
8. California
9. PNW - Oregon Secondary States

• AR priority state campaign plans to be complete by end of 2025
• Create a cohort of state IFM leaders 



Lead the Natural Floodplain Functions 
Alliance, a floodplain restoration 
community of practice
Center those most impacted by floods
Foster floodplain restoration leaders

People: Inspiring and Educating Floodplain Champions

Coalesce and 
strengthen a movement 
for floodplain 
restoration 

Eileen Shader, South Platte River, CO



Natural Floodplain 
Functions Alliance 
(NFFA)



Exposure: Communities of color 
are more likely to live in flood-
prone areas.

Susceptibility: Just because 
someone is in physical proximity to 
a disaster source does not mean 
they will be equally harmed. 

Resilience: Coping with and 
recovering from disasters is costly and 
time-consuming.

Communities of 
color and other 
historically 
marginalized 
communities are 
systematically 
more vulnerable 
to flood-related 
disasters. 



Connect Community 
Organizers and Floodplain 
Management Decision Makers

Community Education

Take action to change policy

Illinois Floodplain Community Justice Network



Floodplain Community Justice Networks:  
Bringing Community Leaders into Floodplain Decision-Making

Financing to reducing 
housing discrimination 
in flood prone areas



Questions?

Jenny Hoffner, jhoffner@americanrives.org
Eileen Shader, eshader@americanrivers.org



Life Depends 
on Rivers SM
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