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diplomacy directly. But their work boosts
security in sometimes dangerous locales.
The Corps works in more than 40 foreign
countries and partners with a variety of
agencies, including the U.S. State Depart-
ment and military commands. Projects
are initiated by an agency and then ACE
experts hit the ground, bringing in the
expertise needed to get the job done.
“We are a team of many teams,” said

Jim Ligh, chief of the business manage-
ment division in the Corps’ Pacific Ocean
Division.
Take humanitarian efforts. “We’re

building rural schools and medical clinics”
in countries such as Laos, Cambodia,
Thailand, Myanmar and Indonesia, Ligh
said.
Currently, the Pacific Ocean District

is overseeing 30 to 40 brick-and-mortar
projects. “It’s not just building the school,

it’s helping locals understand how we do
things, in terms of building codes and so
forth.”
In 2012, ACE carried out more than $1.9

billion in interagency and international
support.
“We are the Army’s design and

construction agent,” said Matt Nawn, ACE
resident engineer at the Fort Detrick office
in Maryland, where a new U.S. Army Medi-
cal Research Institute of Infectious Diseases
(USAMRIID) building is under construction.
The research institute is responsible for
researching rare or dangerous diseases as
part of biodefense efforts.
“Biodefense is an ongoing mission,” said

Col. Gary Zaucha, programmanager of
the USAMRIID transition office. “Our lab is
involved in developing vaccines, therapeu-
tics and diagnostics tools. The whole idea
is that we have preventative measures in

place in the event that something occurs.”
Designing and constructing a building

to house those complex operations is no
small task.
“This is not a simple building to con-

struct,” Nawn explained. “We don’t build
a state-of-the-art biomedical research
building every day.”
The six-story, nearly 1 million-square-

foot building will open in 2016 or 2017
and will cost $683 million to build. The
building will be LEED silver certified,
no small feat given that the labs require
specialized ventilation systems that use a
lot of energy.
Strong support from ACE permits the

military to function efficiently and move
into new territories.
“Going forward, the U.S. Army Corps

of Engineers must be solutioneers,” said
Major Gen. Kendall Cox, deputy com-
manding general for military missions and
international operations. “We must use
innovation to solve the nation’s problems
and deliver quality projects.”
The world is taking notice of the Corps’

accomplishments.
“Our partnering nations are amazed at

what we can provide and the overarching
professionalism in design and construc-
tion,” said Lloyd Caldwell, director of
military missions.
In the end, the Corps’ military missions

boil down to a simple idea: Whether it’s
national security or nation-building, a bit
of physics, chemistry and biology has the
power to conquer difficult problems.
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The Corps’ support ofmilitary
missions is not all about security. The
hallowed grounds of Arlington National
Cemetery have also benefited fromACE
engineering expertise.
In 2012, the Corpswas called on to

oversee a series of projects at Arlington,
including repairs to the Tomb of the
Unknown Soldier, a new columbarium
court and prototyping an innovative,
energy-efficient burner for the Eternal
Flame at John F. Kennedy’s gravesite.
“It was an honor to be asked to serve

at Arlington,” said Peter Reilly, Corps
projectmanager at Norfolk District. “It
is ourmost sacred client.”

A SACRED CLIENT
U.S. Army Corps of Engineers

Outside the United
States, the U.S. Army
Corps of Engineers
conductsmilitary
missions–construction,
demolition, renovation–in 37
countries and the U.S. territory
of Guam.
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ACE provides the first line of
defense against dangerous flooding
By Terri Williams

When the levee breaks, as the old
blues song says, mama, you got
to go.
The massive Mississippi River

floods of 1927—which killed more than 240
people and inspired the song—triggered
a large change in the way the U.S. Army CONTINUED

Corps of Engineers (ACE) handled floods
and flood control. No more would the
levees be a community’s only protection
against floods; the Corps now uses dams,
spillways, reservoirs and more to keep
water as close to a river’s banks as possible
to prevent damage to property and people.

U.S. Army Corps of Engineers

Flood fight: Paul Machajewski, contractor for the Corps’ St. Paul District, monitors a temporary levee in Fargo, N.D., during floods of April 2013.
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By Laura Laing

Ask Al Lee,
regional business
director for the
Mississippi Valley

Division, what he thinks
of Afghanistan’s expand-
ing power grid, and he’s
got one thing to say: “It’s
saving lives.”
At first glance, Lee’s

claim might seem
hyperbolic. But in 2005,
Afghanistan was largely in
the dark. Only 6 percent
of the Afghani population
had access to the electrical grid. The lack of power
crippled economic development and made the
country vulnerable to insurgency.
Today the wired population has grown to 30

percent. And it’s a good thing, as danger often lurks
in the dark.
“You don’t want to have these safe havens where

these radical groups can grow,” Lee said.

The U.S. Army Corps of Engineers has played
a big role in getting and keeping the lights on in
Afghanistan. The result increases national security
and fosters economic development in the country.
It’s a role the Corps has played in countries around
the world and here at home when military needs
arise.
In fact, a full third of the ACE mission is

dedicated to the military. Worldwide, these
programs total more than $20 billion annually and
employ 1,100 professionals. Responsibilities range
frommilitary construction to supporting agencies
that work in international locations.
ACE employees are not engaged in combat or

GENERAL CONTRACTING
ACE missions support the military at home
and in countries around the globe

Biocontainment facility: This
six-story building under con-
struction in Frederick, Md., will
be home to someof themost
dangerous germs in theworld.

Manhattan Construction Group

CONTINUED

Far left, Sangin Substa-
tion:Afghan andACE
engineers and electricians
clean, repair and service
the 110kVmain discon-
nect switch assembly in
Helmand province.
Left, the Kajaki Reservoir:
Aholding tank for the
Kajaki Dampower house,
the supply of hydroelec-
tric power for southern
Afghanistan.
Photos by U.S. Army Corps of
Engineers

32 SPECIAL EDITION USA TODAY

U.S. Army Corps of Engineers

BluestoneDam: The levee’s primary purpose is to reducemajor flooding along theNew, Kanawha, Ohio andMississippi rivers.

The Corps approach-
es the job “from the
perspective of people
who depend upon the
infrastructure for the
benefits and flood risk
reduction it provides,”
said Eric Halpin,
special assistant
for dam and levee
safety. “Life safety is
paramount.”
With more than 670

flood damage reduc-
tion and navigation
structures under its
care, the Corps is also
responsible for tens
of thousands of acres
of wetlands (which
can help control
flooding), 12,000 miles
of commercial inland

navigation channels and 12 million acres of
land and water in all.
The trick is to prevent the system from

getting out of balance. It’s not easy.
As recently as April, flooding caused the

Corps to halt barge shipping on parts of
the Mississippi and Illinois rivers as barges
broke free in the rapid current, some of
them sinking. Ironically, this happened
just a few months after barge shipping was
almost stopped because the river was too
low to navigate.
The effects were widespread. Almost 60

percent of U.S. grain export shipments are
transported along this route to the Gulf
of Mexico. When shipping was stopped,
grain, corn and soybean prices spiked at
the Gulf due to the shortage; they fell in
the Midwest since the shipments could not
be moved.
The economic impact was undesirable

but unavoidable. “Public safety is our first
priority. Rivers are unpredictable and
dangerous in a flood,” said Col. Christopher
G. Hall, commander of the Corps’ St. Louis
District Office.
The levee system is complicated and

far from infallible. A levee is a man-made
structure—usually a concrete floodwall or
earthen embankment—designed to contain,
control or divert water from flooding a
designated area. ACE does not control every
levee in the country. It’s in charge of 2,500

of the systems, about 10 percent or 14,500
miles of all U.S. levees. In addition, levees
can deteriorate over time as a result of
eroding banks, rusting closures, burrowing
animals and worn-out pumps.
“People who use protected flood plains

forget the risk they face,” Louisiana State
University geography and anthropology
professor Craig Colten told National Public
Radio in 2011. “They come to expect
complete protection, and that was never
offered” by the levee system.
According to Colten, the purpose of the

levees is to protect the pipelines, major
metropolitan areas and oil refineries along
the Gulf Coast. He says that farmers and
landowners are enticed by the rich soil
and abundant crop yield provided by flood
plains, but they should also weigh the
hazards of living there.
Case in point: The collateral damage

caused by some flood alleviation choices
can include total property loss. In a 2011 ef-
fort to save Cairo, Ill., a small town of 2,800
at the junction of the Ohio and Mississippi
rivers, the Corps blew a hole in a levee in

CONTINUED

The Corps conducts routine
inspections of its levees every
year and periodic inspections
every five years. The inspection
checklist includes 125 items,
ranging fromoperation and
maintenance of levee embank-
ments to floodwalls and interior
drainage. The inspection ratings
are cataloged in the National
Levee Database (NLD), which
allows the Corps and other
emergency personnel to apply
current storm information to
particular levees and also project
flooding probability based on
past history.

PREDICTING FLOODS
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Missouri. This action reduced pressure on
other levees along the Mississippi River
and lowered the water level by several
feet. But the detonation also destroyed 100
homes and roughly 130,000 acres of fertile
farmland in Missouri.
During the 2011 Missouri River

flooding, melting snow and record runoff
overwhelmed the Corps’ ability to prevent
flooding. The dams were unable to hold
back the water—20 percent more than
the dams were designed to hold—and the
five months of flooding destroyed farms,
businesses and highways in rural Montana
and Missouri, causing billions in damage
and a $588 million levee repair bill.
Neil Grigg, a professor of civil and

environmental engineering at Colorado
State University, led an independent panel
that examined the Corps’ handling of
the incident. The panel found no acts of
negligence that precipitated or aggravated
the flooding. However, Grigg echoed
Colten’s sentiments that residents in the
flood plain underestimated the risk of
living and working in a flood area. The
residents erroneously assumed the levees
would provide total protection.
Sometimes the Corps is found to be at

fault when a levee fails to provide safety.
A federal judge ruled in 2009 that the
catastrophic flooding of New Orleans’
Lower Ninth Ward and St. Bernard Parish
during 2005’s Hurricane Katrina was a
result of the Corps’ failure to maintain the
city’s levee system.
The Corps admitted that inadequate

designs and data caused the levees to fail
in New Orleans. As a result, it designed
and constructed a $14.5 billion system
that included the $1.3 billion Inner Harbor
Navigation Canal Surge Barrier, the largest
design-build civil works project in the
Corps’ history.
“The city had to have a unique system of

defense,” said Bob Anderson, public affairs
officer for the Corps’ Mississippi River
Valley District.
When a second hurricane drew a bead

on New Orleans in 2012, ACE applied the
lessons it learned from Katrina to imple-
ment successful flood control measures. As
Hurricane Isaac approached, officials used
the National Levee Database to project the
storm’s path and identify levees and other
structures at risk. This allowed emergency
personnel to focus on high-risk areas and
provide timely warnings to communities
in the storm’s path. The measures paid
off; Issac resulted in far fewer deaths than
those caused by the eerily similar Hur-
ricane Katrina.
Levees are not the only area of concern;

dams can also be problematic.
Two years ago, a group of emergency

responders met to strategize and gauge
the ability of personnel to respond in the
unlikely event of a dam breaking. The dam
was Bluestone Dam, located in the Corps’
Huntington District, which encompasses 311
miles of the Ohio River and includes 45,000
squaremiles in parts ofWest Virginia,
Virginia, Ohio, Kentucky, and North Carolina.
The meeting included search-and-rescue

personnel from neighboring states as well
as representatives from the U.S. Coast
Guard, Navy, Air Force, Civil Air Patrol
and Federal Emergency Management
Administration.
The dam, which spans the New River and

created Bluestone Lake, the third largest
lake in West Virginia, was experiencing
some deterioration in the bedrock and
some undermining in front of the dam,
said Bill Kershner, operations and planning
officer for West Virginia’s state Division of
Homeland Security.
“Ourmain area of concern is what would

happen if a very large storm system hits in
the New River watershed and continues to

dumpwater into the dam,” he said. “One
of two problems arises. If the dam overfills,
then it could be overtopped and fail. This is
an extreme concern and the probability is
very low. The second problemwould arise if
the gates had to be opened to save the dam
and the weather system already has the
Gauley River and Greenbrier at flood stage.
Then the water from the New River dumped
into themix would cause catastrophic
damage to the Kanawha Valley.”
Kershner saidWest Virginia’s Division

of Homeland Security tried to take an “all
hazards” approach to this scenario and
other potential problems that may arise.
“A repair project (at the dam) has been
in place for some time now and the main
areas of concern have been repaired and
stabilized,” he said.
“The dam is much safer now, and the

probability of failure is much lower now
than it has ever been.”
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NewOrleans: ALowerNinthWard resident inspects a telephone pole thatwas toppled onto her home
during Hurricane Isaac in August 2012.

Getty Images

Birds Point levee:ACE blew a hole
in the levee to divertwater from the

townof Cairo, Ill., inMay 2011.
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Alton, Ill.:AConAgraMill employeewalks past
wall recordings of previous floods after the city
was underwater again in April 2013.


