
Water Science and the Rise of the Army Corps
of Engineers
Water, the elixir of life, holds immense significance in the development of
human civilizations. From ancient irrigation systems to modern-day
skyscrapers, water has played a pivotal role in shaping our built
environment. In the United States, the Army Corps of Engineers (USACE)
has been at the forefront of water science and engineering, leaving an
enduring legacy on the nation's infrastructure, environment, and economic
prosperity.
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The Birth of Water Science

The origins of water science can be traced back to the 18th century when
engineers and scientists began studying the properties and behavior of
water. In the United States, the USACE played a significant role in
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advancing this field, particularly in the area of river navigation and flood
control.

One of the key figures in the early development of water science was
Brigadier General Richard Delafield. As the Chief of Engineers from 1838
to 1866, Delafield oversaw the construction of several important navigation
projects, including the improvement of the Mississippi River and the
development of the Erie Canal. These projects not only facilitated the
movement of goods and people but also contributed to the nation's
economic growth.

In the latter half of the 19th century, the USACE continued to expand its
role in water science. Engineers conducted extensive surveys and studies
of rivers, lakes, and coastal areas, gathering valuable data that informed
their design and construction decisions.

The Rise of the Army Corps of Engineers

The USACE traces its origins to the Continental Army, which established a
Corps of Engineers in 1779 to provide engineering support during the
Revolutionary War. After the war, the Corps was disbanded but was
reestablished in 1802 as part of the Department of War.

The early years of the USACE were marked by a focus on military
engineering, including the construction of fortifications and the
improvement of waterways for military purposes. However, as the nation
expanded westward and the need for infrastructure grew, the Corps'
responsibilities expanded to include civilian projects as well.



In 1824, the USACE was given the responsibility for improving navigation
on the nation's rivers and harbors. This mandate marked a turning point in
the Corps' history, as it shifted its focus from primarily military engineering
to a broader role in shaping the nation's infrastructure and economy.

Engineering Innovations and Feats

Throughout its history, the USACE has been responsible for some of the
most iconic engineering feats in American history. These include:

The Mississippi River and Tributaries Project: This massive project,
which began in the 19th century and continues today, involves the
construction of levees, floodwalls, and other structures to control
flooding along the Mississippi River and its tributaries.

The Panama Canal: The USACE played a key role in the design and
construction of the Panama Canal, which opened in 1914 and
revolutionized global shipping.

The Hoover Dam: Completed in 1936, the Hoover Dam is one of the
largest dams in the world and provides flood control, water supply, and
hydroelectric power for the Southwestern United States.

The Tennessee Valley Authority (TVA): The TVA, established in 1933,
is a government-owned corporation that provides flood control,
hydroelectric power, and economic development in the Tennessee
Valley region.



Environmental Stewardship

In addition to its role in infrastructure development, the USACE also plays a
vital role in environmental stewardship. The Corps manages over 12 million
acres of land and water, including many national parks, wildlife refuges,
and recreation areas.

The USACE is responsible for protecting and restoring wetlands,
endangered species, and other natural resources. The Corps also works to
minimize the environmental impacts of its construction projects and to
promote sustainable practices.
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The USACE plays a key role in protecting and restoring wetlands, which provide
important habitat for wildlife and help to improve water quality.

Water science and the Army Corps of Engineers have been intertwined
throughout American history. From the early days of river navigation to the
construction of massive dams and the restoration of wetlands, the USACE
has played a pivotal role in shaping our nation's infrastructure,
environment, and economy.

Today, the USACE continues to be a leader in water science and
engineering, addressing challenges such as climate change, water scarcity,
and environmental protection. The legacy of the Corps is one of innovation,
dedication, and service to the nation.
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