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Nebraska’s historic Platte River was subject to high 
spring floods, great loads of sediment, and occa-
sional summer droughts. These conditions caused 

continuous movement of the braided channels and sand-
bars, resulting in a very broad, shallow, sandy waterway 
that lacked vegetation. This type of habitat was ideal for 
multiple species of wildlife. 

During the western expansion of the United States, 
the Platte River and its valley formed a popular route for 
fur traders, explorers, military personnel, settlers, and 
opportunists seeking their fortune in the gold fields 
of California. The river appears on maps dating to the 
eighteenth century and is identified by several different 
names, according to the Nebraska State Historical Society. 
The river has been called Panis, derived from the name 
of the Native American Pawnee tribe. French fur trad-
ers called it LaPlatte — “The Flat” — and Nebraska, derived 
from a Native American term meaning “flat water.” Lewis 
and Clark documented the mouth of the Platte on their 
famous expedition and later the river became part of the 
Oregon Trail. 

Figure 5.1  The Platte River opposite Platte City near what is now 
Cozad, Nebraska, in October 1866. Noted Chicago photographer John 
Carbutt took this picture as part of a series documenting Union Pacific 
President Thomas C. Durant’s excursion to demonstrate the railroad’s 
westward expansion. Durant took more than two hundred guests to a 
point located on the one hundredth meridian halfway between Chicago 
and the Rocky Mountains. The photos also show the Platte River before 
dams diverted water for agricultural, industrial, and municipal uses.

The modern Platte River is a very different river system 
than it was 150 years ago when early settlers and gold 
miners went west. About 3.5 million people depend on the 
Platte for drinking water, and the Platte irrigates millions 
of acres of farmland. As much as 90 percent of the habi-
tat in and along the river has been lost, primarily from 
the effect of many water storage and diversion projects 
throughout the Platte River Basin, and the associated land 
development. Today, dense vegetation and forest occupy 
from 72 to 91 percent of the pre-1900s channel area.
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Balancing conservation and commerce
The many demands placed upon the Platte have taken 
a toll on this unique ecosystem and have significantly 
reduced the amount of habitat available for four endan-
gered species. They consist of three birds — the whoop-
ing crane, piping plover, and interior least tern — and a 
fish — the pallid sturgeon — which makes its home in the 
Lower Platte River.

Today, conservation and commerce coexist along the 
Platte as public policy and the courts have sought to bal-
ance the needs of competing interests. GIS plays a key role 
in managing the river’s natural resources.

In July 1997, Nebraska, Wyoming, Colorado, and  
the U.S. Department of the Interior signed an agreement 
to address several Endangered Species Act (ESA) issues 
affecting water resource development in the Platte  
River Basin. The agreement created the Platte River 
Endangered Species Partnership, which has two main 
objectives. The first is developing the Platte River Recovery 
Implementation Program (PRRIP) to maintain, improve, 
and conserve habitat for the four endangered species 
that depend on the river. The second objective is to allow 
existing and new water uses in the Platte River Basin to 
proceed without additional ESA requirements for the 
program’s four target species.

Figure 5.2  The many demands placed upon the modern Platte River have 
reduced the amount of habitat by about 90 percent for four endangered 
species. From top to bottom, these are the whooping crane, the piping plover, 
the interior least tern, and the pallid sturgeon. The animals live in and along the 
lower portion of the river.

Source: Platte River EIS Office, Bureau of 
Reclamation, in conjunction with the Fish 
and Wildlife Service.
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Figure 5.4  A detailed 1998 land-
cover and land-use map created 
by the Bureau of Reclamation. 
Surveys of the river are divided 
into bridge segments, the areas 
between the bridges that span 
the Platte River.

Source: Platte River EIS Office, Bureau of Reclamation, in conjunction with the Fish and Wildlife Service.
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Figure 5.5  This map 
details the major 
features that define 
the Central Platte River 
in Nebraska, including 
cities, interstate high-
ways, reservoirs, canals, 
irrigation projects, and 
power plants.

“The transect data were all on paper, and we just basically 
took everything, including ground photos, sediment surveys, 
and transect descriptions and put it in a Microsoft Access 
database so it’s easy to query,” Lewallen said. “Then, using 
ArcGIS [software] we mapped the x- and y-coordinates for 
each transect headpin and connected the headpins with a 
line feature that represents the transect.”

Curt Brown, the Platte River EIS manager, found GIS 
was perfect for archiving the many different databases and 
data layers used in the numerous models being run for 
the EIS. “GIS becomes sort of a nexus between all of the 
different models,” he said.

Source: Platte River EIS Office, Bureau of Reclamation, in conjunction with the Fish and Wildlife Service.




