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BATTLING THE MISSISSIPPI
River’s aging infrastructure poses numerous
problems requiring ACE solutions

By Paige Bowers

P

UBLIC MEETINGS WITH THE MISSISSIPPI
River Commission (MRC) provide a
quick glimpse into just how complicated
and confounding it is for the U.S. Army
Corps of Engineers (ACE) to battle nature as it
manages a peppery gumbo of wants and needs

on the lower bend of the Big Muddy.
Just ask David Deloach. He stood before the
MRC one spring morning, thanking the ACE for
its work before venting his frustrations. The
owner of a marine towing company, Deloach
said old or broken locks managed by the ACE
along the southern part of the river were
causing a 60-hour backlog of commercial

shipping traffic that, in some cases, was costing
companies up to $1 million a day.
“I’m not blaming the Corps,” Deloach said.
“I’m blaming funding issues.”
Automatic federal budget cuts (known
commonly as the sequester) went into effect
March 1 and have whittled 5 percent of ACE’s
budget from the Mississippi River & Tributaries
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(MRT) project. This important project provides
flood protection and navigation services to the
36,000-square-mile lower part of the river.
The area is home to two of the nation’s top
ports–Baton Rouge and New Orleans–and a
rich coastal wetlands area that both protects
the state and makes it vulnerable.

TAMING NATURE

Mark Twain once wrote that the powerful
Mississippi River would always have its
own way and that “no engineering skill can
persuade it to do otherwise.” But ACE has been
battling that assertion for more than 200 years
in this neck of the woods.
The Corps dredges and mans river locks
that allow large commercial boats, laden with
millions of dollars’ worth of goods, to flow up
and down the river each day. It builds levees
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and floodways that protect nearby communities from river currents. And it comes up with
solutions that safeguard everything from
Louisiana’s eroding coastline to its beloved
seafood industry.
From the northern part of the state, the river
meanders past small towns such as Lettsworth
(population 202) and Morganza (population
608). In this region, roadside signs hawk
homemade boudin sausage. Verdant fields are
freckled with grazing cows, frolicking horses
and silver silos that shimmer in the setting sun.
Then the river churns south toward Baton
Rouge, past chemical plants spewing clouds of
waste into the sky. Barges and the occasional
paddleboat steamer dot this section of the
Mighty Miss.
The ACE must make hard, creative and, most
likely, unpopular choices about how it fulfills its

mission on this crucial part of the Mississippi
with a $239 million budget for 2013. For some
residents, these decisions can’t come quickly
enough. In Terrebonne Parish, for example, the
local government raised taxes so that it could
fund a levee system built to federal standards.
“For a red state to vote to raise taxes on itself
is very interesting,” said Col. Edward R. Fleming, New Orleans District commander. “They’re
going to move on this with or without us.”
Some feel that the decisions made by ACE
hurt rather than help. Environmental groups
fear that flood-management systems cut off the
state’s wetlands from a much-needed water
supply. This in turn speeds coastal erosion and
makes the state more vulnerable to hurricanes,
they believe. Boating enthusiasts, for their
CO N T I N U E D

Louisiana passage: The Port
of Greater Baton Rouge,
located in Port Allen, La., is
ranked among the top 13
ports in the country for total
freight tonnage.
Allie Stevens Catchings
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Dual mission: The Motor
Vessel Mississippi, an ACE
towboat on the Mississippi
River, also is an inspection
boat for the Mississippi
River Commission.
Allie Stevens Catchings
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ACE’s seal: The Corps’ flag features its “castle”
centered on a red field, and is used by most of its
vessels, divisions, district offices, laboratories
and facilities.

part, haven’t taken kindly to decreased
lock-operating hours brought on by the
Congressional sequester.

RANKING PRIORITIES

The Corps says safety is its top priority.
This means that, given the money constraints, levee and floodway maintenance
come first. In 2011, the system was put to
the test by record floodwaters that roared
past communities. More than 21,000
residential and commercial structures
were destroyed. Things could have been
worse, the Corps maintains; an estimated
1.5 million homes and businesses could
have been destroyed if the MRT hadn’t
been in place. Instead, the MRT prevented
$234 billion in damages, 80 percent of
them in Louisiana alone.
Then as now, the Corps must weigh the
economic importance of the river. As the
water rose between Baton Rouge and New
Orleans in the 2011 flood, officials faced
closing the ports to river traffic in those
two cities until the waters subsided. According to some estimates, a river closure
between Baton Rouge and New Orleans
could have cost the U.S. economy at least
$250 million a day.
“If you take this river system out of the

At rivers’ intersection: The
Corps built the Old River Lock
to make the Red River and the
Atchafalaya River accessible to
Mississippi River traffic.
Allie Stevens Catchings
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In driver’s seat: First mate/steersman Joey
Schafer manages the controls of the MV Mississippi.
picture, this country’s economy will be in
big trouble,” Deloach said.
After listening to his testimony, MRC
President Maj. Gen. John W. Peabody said
it was clear that the nation’s “investment in
the system is not enough to keep pace with
the demands of using it.”
Peabody, who is also commander of
the Corps’ Mississippi River Division, said
the MRC would compile a “call to action”
to understand the realities and concerns
voiced at public meetings on the issue. The
goal is to provide a vision statement for the
river’s future, one that involves collaboration and compromise.
“The biggest issue we’ll face is how we’ll
have to fund projects,” said Norma Jean
Mattei, a professor of civil and environmental engineering at the University of New
Orleans and the MRC’s newest member.
“The federal government is broke, but
we have all these needs. Our infrastructure
is getting older and older, and we tend to
throw money at something that breaks
down. We throw a lot of money at it and
then we wait for the next big disaster.
That’s not really the best way to manage
money, but unfortunately that’s what’s
happening.”
Mattei said she predicts that more
public/private partnerships will be used to
get projects off the ground.
“We’ll have to manage reality with
expectations,” she added. “There will have
to be give and take and we’ll come out
with a project that not everyone walked in
wanting, but everyone will get something
out of it.”

Set for sail: Deckhands prepare the
Corps’ MV Mississippi for departure in
Vicksburg, Miss.
Allie Stevens Catchings

