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Protecting US Coasts- The Army Corps of Engineers

Today, the population in United States is growing on the east, west, and gulf coasts.  More and more people also are choosing second homes on lakes or at the beach.  Seventy-five percent of vacationers choose to spend their vacation time on beaches.  Consequently the federal government has had to respond to increasing shorefront population and the potential for property and coastline damage.
The U.S interest in shore protection began in New Jersey in the latter part of the 19th century and the early decades of the 20th century.  Since New Jersey is in easy reach of the escalating populations of New York City and Philadelphia, it was the first to experience intense barrier island development.  During the period of 1915 to 1921, there were three hurricanes and four tropical storms that passed within several hundred nautical miles of the coast of New Jersey and New York, but considerable beach erosion occurred as a result.  Millions of dollars were spent on uncoordinated, often inappropriate erosion control structures which had minimal results and some counterproductive.  It was soon realized that the efforts of the individual property owners were incapable of coping with the problem of coastal erosion and that a broader based approach was necessary.
In response to the increasing coastal erosion, the New Jersey legislature in 1922 appropriated money to form an engineering advisory board to study the changes taking place along the state’s coastline.  At about the same time, a committee on shoreline studies was formed under the division of Geology and Geography of the National Research Council in Washington D.C- American Shore and Beach Preservation Association (ASBPA).  The objective was to persuade the states to accept responsibility for their beaches.  However, within a year of its formation, the association was lobbying to have the federal government to assume the function of unifying and coordinating the efforts of states with regard to shoreline erosion problems.  This is how the Army Corps of Engineers evolved.
By taking preventive measures, The Corps of Engineers, the government’s primary water resource agency, has saved billions of dollars in potential damages for restoration of shoreline property and prevented loss of life. The Corp’s approach is to look for a solution that will not only satisfy environmental concerns but also one that will be cost affective and hopefully meet public approval.  Typically the approach will either be a “hard” structural one – that is building seawalls, groins, jetties- or “soft” support with sand placement by dredging or sandbags.

The Galveston district built a seawall that is a great example of a well built structure that reversed a history of hurricane damage (most well known is the infamous storm of 1900 when thousands of people were swept out to sea.)   The San Francisco too built a seawall that has saved the famous Golden Gate Park from many severe winter storms.  In neither of these cases did the construction of a seawall cause any later major environmental problems from their and my point of view.

The second approach frequently used by the Corps of Engineers is called “beach nourishment”.  Here the Corps buffers areas of beach with additional sand placed to prevent or offset erosion that has occurred either by dredging, beach scraping or sandbags.  Houses are protected when behind these buffers and any damage to them is lessened by a tendency of storm waves to carry sand offshore by tides, longshore currents, and rip cells.  Unfortunately, this form of “soft beach renourishment” must be consistently maintained.
The Corps responds to requests by local entities to carry out shore protection projects as authorized and funded by congress.  Beach access must be assured as well as adequate parking before the Corp will consider a project.  Studies must be conducted.  They must show a positive cost vs. benefit ratio.  Public comment and involvement is encouraged during the study phase that the Corps conducts before taking action.
Shoreline communities that have been most heavily developed are the ones who most often look to the Corps for help.  Federal policy prohibits future development prospects from influencing the priority or cost of the projects Shore protection projects have demonstrated over time no measurable effect in encouraging later development.

The Wilmington District is responsible for North Carolina’s entire coast.  They have several programs in progress.  Currently, they have a project management plan for the Dare County Beaches, which experienced extensive erosion from Hurricane Isabel that made land fall in the immediate area on September 18, 2003.  The primary geographical area for this report includes Pea Island, Hatteras Island, and Ocracoke Island.  The purpose of this project is to investigate the shore protection needs of these islands and to investigate various alternatives that will provide protection for North Carolina Highway 12.  The Corps believes that North Pea Island, South Pea Island, Rodanthe, Buxton, and Hatteras are all in trouble.  In the absence of action, Hatteras Island would become inaccessible by car from the north, and eventually most of the island would be cut off from the south- only Hatteras could be reached by ferry from Ocracoke Island.  Presently, Dare County and the Wilmington District are finalizing the details for the project cooperation agreement for the construction of the project.  They are hoping to have their first construction contract finished in 2005.    

While state and local governments tax and fund shoreline projects with money from local business taxes, the Corps of Engineers is the most widely used resource for providing shore and habitat protection in this country.  It seems to be a good return on tax money put forward to save both habitat and personal property.
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