Start with the claim that the
GOP plan simply reforms Medicare rather than ending it. I’ll
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And most seniors wouldn’t be
able to afford adequate coverage.
A Congressional Budget Office

a second-best plan, conditioned
by perceived political realities.
Most of the health care reform-

entirely possible to maintain a
system that provides all older
Americans with guaranteed es-
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pointing out the truth.
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Twitter hatche
a monster

Society • Technology that enable
our animal appetites has outpaced
capacity to control those appetites

The looming
dam failure of 2011
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The Fort Peck Dam in Montana. With unprecedented ﬂooding in the upper Midwest this spring, some people are
concerned about the dam’s stability.

Flooding • An upstream dam failure along the Missouri River
would wreak chaos, including in St. Louis.
BY BERNARD SHANKS

There is very real threat of a ﬂood that will leave
St. Louis in chest-high water. The reason: Six old,
huge, faulty dams that normally have reserve space
for spring snow melt are nearly full now — before
the spring ﬂoods start. Floodgates that haven’t been
opened in 50 years have begun to open. Flooding has
begun. And the human and economic toll could be
ghastly.
Why another ﬂood disaster? Six dams from Fort
Peck in Montana to Gavins Point in South Dakota,
authorized by the Flood Control Act of 1944, are in
the process of failing at ﬂood control. With spring
water levels low, they can hold back more than three
years of average Missouri River ﬂow — enough to stop
the worst ﬂoods and protect 750 miles of the Missouri River valley and heartland cities. This year, that
is not the case.
Let me give you a sense of scale. These reservoirs
are massive. Four of the nation’s 10 largest reservoirs
are along the Missouri River — Fort Peck, Fort Randall, Garrison and Oahe. Three of these had less than
ﬁve feet of total storage space behind the ﬂoodgates at
the end of May. With a combined height of 700 feet,
these three dams are nearly full. Melting snow surely
will complete the task.
With cities from Wolf Point, Mont., to St. Louis
facing record levels of water, hundreds of thousands
of people are threatened by the unprecedented opening of ﬂoodgates. The greatest fear is the massive Fort
Peck Dam, a hydraulic-ﬁll dam that is the largest of
its kind.
The Fort Peck Dam is built with a ﬂawed design
that has suffered a well-known fate for this type of
dam — liquefaction — in which saturated soil loses its
stability. Hydraulic-ﬁll dams are prone to almost instant collapse from stress or earthquakes. California
required all hydraulic-ﬁll dams be torn out or rebuilt
— and no other large dams have been built this way
since.
At three miles wide, Fort Peck Dam last opened its
ﬂoodgates 36 years ago. By the end of the ﬁrst week
in June, the U.S. Army Corps of Engineers will be
releasing a record spill of water. The corps recently
answered the question of possible failure with a
statement the dam is “absolutely safe.” It may be the
largest at-risk dam in the nation.
Downstream, Garrison Dam never has had to use
its ﬂoodgates since the dam was constructed 50 years
ago. By mid-June, the corps plans to dump water
equal to a good-sized river. The same is true for Oahe
Dam, the next one downstream. Since the reservoirs
are nearly full, the corps has no choice.
Effective ﬂood control from six large dams is no
longer an option. As a corps representative said, “It
now moves us into uncharted territory.”
We must all pose a question of national signiﬁcance to the corps: What if Fort Peck Dam should
fail?
Here is a likely scenario: Garrison, Oahe and three
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The Musselshell River ﬂoods homes and farms near
Martinsdale, Mont., late last month.

other downstream earthen dams would have to catch
and hold a massive amount of water, an area covering
nearly 250 square miles 100 feet deep. But earthen
dams, when overtopped with ﬂoodwater, do not
stand. They break and erode away, usually within an
hour. All are full.
There is a possibility a failure of Fort Peck Dam
could lead to a domino-like collapse of all ﬁve downstream dams. It probably would wreck every bridge,
highway, pipeline and power line and split the heartland of the nation, leaving a gap 1,500 miles wide.
Countless sewage treatment plants, toxic waste sites
and even Superfund sites would be ﬂushed downstream. The death toll and blow to our economy
would be ghastly.
Years after Katrina and the New Orleans levee
breaks, professional engineers and a federal court
judge ruled theCorps of Engineers was to blame.
Are we once again at the brink of a massive corps
failure? The corps is infamous for management errors, caving to commercial pressure and losing sight
of its primary mission. This pending threat is so huge
that it is gambling with the nation’s security.
The corps is placing the nation at risk, and if the
dams fail, Leon Panetta, who will become secretary of
Defense later this month, will have the great Missouri
Flood Disaster on his desk. And the entire nation will
demand answers as to why the U.S. Army Corps of
Engineers did not avert disaster with more economically and ecologically sound methods of ﬂood prevention.
Bernard Shanks, an adviser to the Resource Renewal Institute, has studied
the six main-stem Missouri River dams for more than four decades. He
has worked for the U.S. Geological Survey and served as director of the
Washington Department of Fish and Wildlife. He has written three books
on public land policy and is completing a book on the hazards of the
Missouri River dams.

MSNBC’s Lawrence
O’Donnell says he’d own up
if it were his. Jon Stewart
says he doesn’t remember
his old friend being quite all
that!
And Anthony Weiner,
the in-your-face New York
congressman whose alleged
waist-down photograph
has become the talk of the
political parlor, shrank from
questions about how said
photo happened to be sent
from his Twitter account to
a 21-year-old college student in Seattle.
To think, the long hot
summer has just begun.
For those who have
missed the tawdry travails
of poor Weiner, whose name
will never be quite the same,
welcome to the planet. If
you’re an adult, you may be
wondering how we arrived
at this point in our civic
discourse, not that men’s
underwear is new to Washington’s conversation. But
tweeting is new-ish — and
dangerous as a loaded pistol
at a brawl. Our ability to
snap a picture and ﬂash it to
the world in a nanosecond
has taken instant gratiﬁcation to new, unimagined
levels and enabled the twin
temptations of exhibitionism and voyeurism, ﬁrst
cousins to narcissism.
Familiarity hasn’t created
only contempt; it has created a monster. And Narcissus was a punk.
As tempting as it is to not
“go there,” the fact of a congressman’s involvement in
a possible hacking incident
(never mind the inappropriateness of sending lewd
photos to a young woman, as
suggested) makes it unavoidable. The trick is to keep a
straight face and dodge the
obvious puns. As Weiner
himself said, “The jokes kind
of write themselves.”
Perhaps one remedy is
to create a new word to replace, among other things,
Weinergate, as the event
has been dubbed. Must we
“gate” every political scandal? The free-associative
mind produces many unattractive alternatives, but one
that seems both decent and
broadly applicable is “schnitzel.” A ﬁne word that can be
used to substitute for any
other one wishes to avoid.
As in: “I don’t give a
schnitzel.” Or, “What the
schnitzel!” Or, “Weiner
has twisted himself into
a schnitzel” by deﬂecting
probing questions such as
this one from CNN’s Wolf
Blitzer: “You would know if
this is your underpants?”
Apparently not. Weiner
said there are photos “out
there.” He can’t say “with
certitude” whether this one

is of him.
In fairness, let’s stipu
that the photograph in q
tion could be of someon
else and that a person o
than the congressman c
have sent the photo from
his account as a prank.
judgment is at this poin
is speculation, aka goss
though the congressma
evasiveness isn’t helpin
case.
Leaving his problems
aside, we might take the
opportunity to conside
our own. How many su
photos, or worse, are in
cellphones at this mom
Thousands? Millions?
“Sexting” apparently is
popular among the you
and ﬁrm, whereby one s
a sexually explicit mess
or photo by mobile pho
(And by the way, kids, n
one cares about your to
Please put it back in you
mouth.)
Like everyone else, I h
no idea what happened
Weiner’s Twitter accou
or whose schnitzel is ca
ing O’Donnell to ponde
envy and Stewart to wa
nostalgic about those h
cyon days he shared wit
Weiner in the Atlantic s
I do know that this is no
random problem. Such
barrassing public expos
could happen to anyone
who snaps, tweets or te
especially to young peo
who have grown up in t
share-all world of Faceb
for whom “friend” is a v
and relationships are of
anonymous and virtual
Weiner will have to so
out his problems, but th
more compelling issue o
how to balance our anim
urgency with the human
cency required by civiliz
remains. The technolog
enables our animal appe
has far outpaced our human capacity or willingn
to control those appetite
It is simply too easy to d
private that which feeds
natural exhibitionist/vo
euristic curiosity — and
too easy for that private
ment to go public.
If I may be preachy fo
a moment, addressing t
young and foolish — a re
dundancy we’ve all enjo
— don’t touch that send
ton. Instead, consider hi
“minimize” until morni
None of this is to excu
the congressman’s beha
should the gossip prove
be true. For everyone’s s
I hope it isn’t. But we’d
well to hit the pause but
ton on schadenfreude a
consider the larger mes
of this media frenzy: De
delete, delete.
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