
14 this year and did not re-open until Aug.
30. Last year, the closure time was slightly
shorter. During that time, water covered
the road or was lapping at the upper edges
of it. Even today, water from the river
stands several feet below the roadway.

“Usually, by the middle of summer the
water goes down,” he said. “But the last
two years have been exceptional.”

In 2010, the floodwaters of the James
River eroded huge chunks of the road
away. This year, the damage wasn’t as bad.
However, Sorensen estimates that 500
truckloads of dirt had to be hauled in to
build up the road, which is near the
Hutchinson County border.

Commission Chairman Bruce Jensen
described the stretch as “a money pit.”

A recent weekday traffic study at the
location revealed that 280 vehicles trav-
eled along it in a 24-hour period, 130 of
which went north to south. Peak travel
times were 6-8 a.m. and 3-5 p.m. Twelve ve-
hicles were traveling in excess of 75 mph.
The average speed was between 52 mph
and 61 mph.

Keeping the road open isn’t just a con-
cern to area residents. Officials from the
Menno School District appeared before
the County Commission in April to re-

quest that it undertake efforts to mini-
mize flood damage along 431st Avenue.
Many of those same officials stood along-
side residents again this month at the
commission meeting.

“My wife is actually the bus driver that
drives that road,” said Daniel Mettler,
president of the Menno School Board.
“She spent most of the spring driving all
the way through Scotland (to get stu-

dents living on the south side of the
James River). It wrecked our gravel road
south of (the Maxwell Colony that we
usually use when 431st Avenue is
closed).”

Dr. Chris Christensen, superintendent
for the district, said a sizable number of
students drive to school from the Lester-
ville area.

“That road south of Maxwell Colony is

soft a lot of times,” he said. “I can’t imag-
ine an inexperienced driver on the road. I
hate to think that one time someone rolls
(their vehicle) and dies. It just worries me
when that road is closed, because I know
the kids are probably not the best driv-
ers.”

Gillas Stern of the Hutchinson County
Commission also attended the Yankton
County Commission meeting. He said

Hutchinson County is willing to share its
asphalt plant and possibly some costs in
finding a solution.

“We all share the same concerns,” he
said. “Budgets are tight, and I know what
you’re dealing with.”

Yankton County Commissioner Garry
Moore suggested that the sides of the road
could be riprapped incrementally over
time.

“We just don’t have a couple million
dollars, but I don’t want the same thing to
happen all over again next year,” he said. 

Moore said the first 300 yards on the
northeast side of the road should be done
first because that section receives the
most damage.

On Sept. 9, officials from Hutchinson
and Yankton counties gathered at the site
to consider what could be done since it is
a concern to residents on both sides of the
river. Suggestions from locals to build up
the roadway, put culverts underneath it or
place riprap and fabric along the banks ei-
ther don’t address the problem or are cost
prohibitive, Sorensen said. Based on re-
cent bids for riprap received by the South
Dakota Department of Transportation, he
said such an effort would cost more than
$500,000. 

However, he and Jensen said other op-
tions are being discussed that could allevi-
ate the problem.

“It’s a major problem, and it’s not going
to go away,” Jensen said. “It should have
been done many, many years ago, and it
wasn’t. But that doesn’t solve the problem
now.”
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NATHAN JOHNSON/P&D
Yankton County Commission Chairman Bruce Jensen (right) and Highway Superintendent Alan Sorensen survey 431st Avenue to the
south, where a bridge stands. They recently met with Hutchinson County officials at the site to discuss possible remedies.
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