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(ERDC), Vicksburg, Miss.
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Afrachanna Butler
extracts contaminants
from explosives found in
the roots of plants using
a method developed by
the U.S. Environmental
Protection Agency.

PERFECT FIT
Four employees find a place
for their passion in the Army Corps
By Stephanie Anderson Witmer

USACE

ROM THE TIME SHE was in
elementary school in rural
Mississippi, Afrachanna Butler
excelled at science. She was a
straight-A student through high
school, and went to college to become
a medical doctor. But after a college
internship, Butler developed an interest
in research and decided to follow a new
career path through graduate school
rather than medical school, earning her
Ph.D. from Jackson State University in
environmental science in 2009.
Butler had seen firsthand the
possibilities the Corps offered in the field
of research. Her mother worked for the
Engineer Research and Development
Center (ERDC) and, as a kid, Butler loved
visiting her there. “Exposing me to some
of the work people were doing here, I was
like, ‘These things are really cool!’” Butler,
38, said. “That made me more focused on
and interested in what I’m doing now.”
She started her own career at ERDC
while she was in graduate school, working
for six years as a student in the same
environmental laboratory where she works
today. She was hired as an employee in
2007, researching both for her job and her
doctoral thesis how different grasses can
prevent or mitigate contaminants from
explosives from polluting groundwater
and surface water. In the future, military
installations that test explosives may be
able to implement Butler’s work to prevent
contamination.
Butler also does outreach with local
high school and college students, including
participating in STEM camps and
mentoring budding scientists. Her efforts
earned her a Black Engineer of the Year
Community Service Award in 2016.
It all goes back to those early dreams of
working in science to help people. “Being
a medical doctor, you’re preventing people
from being sick, but when I got involved in
this research, I looked at it from the same
perspective,” Butler said. “If you have these
contaminants in the environment and
you can provide solutions or preventive
methods, then I’m still helping someone.”
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Ethan Weikel’s invention
won the Corps’ 2015
Innovation of the Year Award,
in large part because of its
cost-saving capabilities.

ETHAN WEIKEL
SENIOR GEOLOGIST

Baltimore District, Baltimore
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Ethan Weikel created
a ground-source
geothermal-testing
system that gives
engineers a more mobile
and less costly way to
measure the heat transfer
capabilities in the earth.
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THAN WEIKEL
HAS ALWAYS been
fascinated with
rocks and water.
When it was time for
college, he applied to exactly
one school — the College of
William and Mary in Virginia
— to study geology.
“Unlike a lot of people, who
maybe don’t know what they
want to do when they go to
college or even when they’re
done with college, I really
knew that’s what I wanted to
do, and I’ve been working on
it ever since,” said Weikel, 37.
That singular focus has
served him well at the
Corps, where he’s worked
as a geologist for the
Baltimore District since
2009. Weikel is a specialist
in applied hydrogeology,
so while he works on an
array of projects, they all are
connected to water and how
it moves through the Earth’s
subsurface.
The projects involve
environmental remediation,
water supply and dams and
levees. They’re challenging
but crucial, he said, and
the results — protecting
human health and safety and
ecological resources — are
rewarding.
The Corps also affords
Weikel the ability to embrace
his “tinkerer” side. In 2012,
he built a ground source
geothermal–testing system
using off-the-shelf materials,
including a cooler, truck
engine heaters and a pump for
a backyard spa. And he said

he built it in two days, for 75
percent less than what similar
commercial testing units cost.
It’s light and 25 percent
smaller than the smallest
commercial system, making
it easily portable to and from
other districts so that it can be
used before plans are drafted
for new geothermal heating
and cooling systems.
Weikel’s invention won
the Corps’ 2015 Innovation
of the Year Award, in
large part because of its
cost-saving capabilities
over the course of its
expected 50-year operation
life: nearly $2 million in
energy-use reduction with
the implementation of
ground source geothermal
heating and cooling, and
about $272,000 by accurately
estimating the size these
heating and cooling systems
need to be, according to
Weikel. Additionally, if
the testing system were
implemented across the
Department of Defense
on energy-conservation
improvement projects, it
could save $500 million
through reductions of capital
costs and energy use.
“I’m really happy that
working with the Corps has
allowed me the opportunity
to do this and that I’ve had
the support of my leadership,”
Weikel said. “They’ve had the
confidence I can do it, and
they’ve been supportive every
step of the way.”
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Amanda Andraschko,
a tribal liaison with the
Alaska District in Anchorage, Alaska, works
with the nation’s largest
number of federally
recognized tribes.
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“With the large
number of tribes
and Corps projects
throughout
the state, it is
important ...
that we listen to
the concerns of
tribes.”
— Amanda Andraschko

AMANDA ANDRASCHKO
TRIBAL LIAISON

Joint Base Elmendorf-Richardson,
Anchorage, Alaska
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LASKA IS HOME TO 40 percent of the country’s federally
recognized Native tribes, and as the sole tribal liaison
for the Alaska District, Amanda Andraschko works with
all 229 of them, building relationships between federal
and tribal governments.
In her role, Andraschko focuses on fostering trust and respect.
Because the number of projects the Corps is working on with local
governments is so varied, Andraschko helps the Corps understand
where Alaska Natives reside and how any proposed projects might
affect them and their resources. If the Corps, for example, were
working with a city government to build a small-boat harbor,
Andraschko would facilitate communication between federal and
tribal governments to determine whether resources, such as fish

or wild game, or cultural sites might be affected.
“With the large number of tribes and Corps projects throughout
the state, it is important that all of us have an understanding of
our government-to-government responsibilities to tribes, that we
listen to the concerns of tribes, and we take those concerns into
consideration during our decision-making process,” she said.
She also works with environmental cleanup missions, including
Formerly Used Defense Sites and Native American Lands
Environmental Mitigation Program.
Andraschko, 40, has been the district’s tribal liaison since 2008.
She was born and raised in Alaska, but during seventh grade, her
family relocated to Hawaii for a year. “I was definitely a cultural
minority in the school system there, and I feel like that opened
my eyes a lot to cultural communication, cultural differences and
seeing the world differently.”
These experiences led her to study cultural anthropology,
and she earned a master’s degree from the University of Alaska
Anchorage while working in specifications for the Alaska District.
Today, Andraschko said she’s right where she belongs. “Every
day brings new challenges, new projects, new people. I feel very
satisfied in my career path, and happy.”
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“I grew up in an
environment that allowed
me to play in the dirt and
run around with boys
and be comfortable with
that. It actually does play a
major role in being able to
do my job.”

Jennifer Kist,
survey technician,
lowers the
conductivity
temperature
depth sensor into
the water to take
measurements that
are integral to
the creation of
seafloor maps.

— Jennifer Kist

JENNIFER KIST
SURVEY TECHNICIAN

Charleston District, Charleston, S.C.
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ENNIFER KIST WAS A
curious, adventurous kid.
During family trips to the
beach, she’d spend her
time exploring the tidal
pools. She collected toads and
lizards, and she rarely sat still.
Now, at 26, Kist uses that
inquisitive nature and love
of science in her job as a
survey technician in the
Charleston District. She’s one
of only seven female survey
technicians of 109 in the
entire Corps. “I grew up in
an environment that allowed
me to play in the dirt and
run around with boys and be
comfortable with that,” she
said. “It actually does play a
major role in being able to do
my job.”
Kist graduated from the
College of Charleston, where
she earned dual degrees in
marine biology and geology.
After working for the National
Oceanic & Atmospheric
Administration in Norfolk, Va.,
she returned to Charleston to
start working for the Corps in
March 2015.
Her main focus now is the
Charleston Harbor Post 45

Deepening Project, which
includes the dredging and
deepening of the harbor’s
federal channel from 45 to 52
feet so container ships and
other deeper-draft vessels
can navigate it safely. Kist and
her team survey the harbor
with multi-beam sonar that
detects the bottom and any
obstacles the dredgers might
encounter as they work.
She’s also taken it upon
herself to create sonargenerated images of local
waterways to share on the
district’s social media in order
to engage the Charleston
community. “When a bridge
is being built, (the public)
can see a bridge is being
built, but we’re dredging stuff
underwater where they can’t
see it,” she said.
For Kist, the Corps has
been the perfect fit. “I
never am bored, and there’s
always something to do,
which I like,” she said. “The
Corps is really, really good at
facilitating my tirelessness
of doing all sorts of projects
and researching things I like
to do.”
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