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 Colonel Ray Alexander and Terry Brown 

U.S. Army Corps of Engineers

Interview 5/02/03


Q:  Questions by the Director

A1:  Answers by Colonel Ray Alexander, District Engineer and Commander

        U.S. Army Corps of Engineers, Wilmington District

A2:  Answers by Terry Brown, Water Control Manager, 

        U.S. Army Corps of Engineers, Wilmington District

Q:  Last year at this time, people were very concerned about the drought conditions in North Carolina and throughout the Southeastern United States.  I believe a Drought Management Committee was set up.  Has that been successful and what kind of things has it allowed you to do or make happen?

A1:  When I took command last summer, I originally tried to envision what could be the worst thing that could happen to me in my first several months of command.  I thought hurricane.  What I walked into was a drought and a drought that did not just happen overnight.  A drought that was, in some cases, four years in the making.  As I began to learn more about this, I discovered that we did have a Drought Water Management Committee, of which our Water Control Team here in the Corps of Engineers was an integral part in establishing and care taking.  The previous forty two to fifty four months prior to last summer, we had experienced less than average inflows in all five of our Corps reservoirs and our lake projects.  So this was a drought that was some time in the making.

Q:  There are five reservoirs and river basins within our region here?

A1:  Yes there are.  We have responsibility for the Roanoke River Basin, so our boundary, our Civil Works boundary, extends actually up to the Commonwealth of Virginia.  That’s our John H. Kerr Lake Project.  We also have responsibility for the Neuse River and Tar River Basin.  Respectively, we have the Falls and the Jordan Lake Reservoir projects, along with the Cape Fear River Basin, the Adkin/Pee Dee and the W. Kerr Scott project up in Wilkesboro, North Carolina.  But the Drought Management Committee actually had been in place for almost four years. Initially it was a very skeletal set up with minimal structure in accordance with the district’s Drought Management Plan.  Approximately a dozen representatives from federal and state agencies, as well as local communities were involved.  They held regular monthly meetings, beginning with December of 2001.  They also started weekly teleconference calls.  What evolved over time, as we found ourselves now in the grips of a severe drought last summer, was a forum that had grown to 40+ attendees, meeting regularly, where people learned over time to communicate and listen by speaking, to presenting a position and sitting down.  In many ways, that Drought Management Committee allowed us to deal with the problem at hand. 

Q:  Did you find real cooperation between these various groups and these various areas?

A1:  One thing that I initiated very early on in the Drought Management process was allowing each entity to talk about their position, their concerns and to go around the room and allow every person to do that.  Then we would talk about some of the issues, and try to come up with a resolution, solutions to solve the immediate problems; and then to allow each person again in the room to talk about their position, their concerns and how they felt about the position. So it was a good cooperative effort on learning about each other. 

Q:  Well let’s take one of those issues that sometimes divide areas or river basins, and that is interbasin transfer.  Give me your take on interbasin transfers and how it works and whether it’s good or bad.

A1:  In it’s simplest form, interbasin transfer, from one community to another, from one water basin to another would certainly allow a resource to be tapped into at a time of need.  That has pros and cons associated with it.  While it may provide the resource at a needed time, how much longer in the future will that be available?  What will be the impact on the water basin being tapped in to, what are the environmental effects, the economic impact etc?  We are really just at the beginning of exploring the issues associated with that, but interbasin transfer will be an issue that is being looked into.  It’s one that needs to be chaired and led by the state of North Carolina and the Commonwealth of Virginia, of which, we will be an active participant because it impacts our particular water basins and the reservoirs we operate and manage. 

Q:  Now some of these I gather are more than emergencies, the famous issue between Virginia Beach and North Carolina over the question of what happens to water and to whom it belongs.  Here in Wilmington, we’re conscious of the water transfer out of the Cape Fear River Basin into the Neuse River Basin to serve the Town of Cary, so there are sometimes more than just emergency measures, is that not correct?

A1:  Yes it is.  I believe there’s some well prescribed and regulated procedures with the respect to the transfer from Lake Gaston to Virginia Beach. 

A2:  Right, in fact in the re-licensing of the Dominion Power Projects at Lake Gaston and at Roanoke Rapids, water transfer really has been addressed and has approached a resolution. The role of Virginia Beach, the Commonwealth of Virginia and North Carolina is clearly defined.  Also, what actions they’re to take should another drought happen.

Q:  Returning to the issue of the drought, I was watching the news this morning and CNN or someone is announcing that the drought conditions are over in the Eastern part of the United States, it’s still a problem in the West, but we don’t have drought conditions here any longer.  What do you tell people?  Does that mean that now that they see water standing in the ditches and at the end of their driveway that there’s no problem any longer and the droughts over and that’s it?

A2:  Over the past fifty-three months, we’ve had very, very dry conditions and the water tables suffer greatly.

Q:  Water tables, what is a water table?

A2:  These are the ground water levels that a lot of cities and industry will pull their water.

Q:  The aquifers?

A2:  The aquifers, so to speak.  Those were dramatically drawn down.  In talking to a member of the US Geological Survey today, he reported that some of those have now recovered to a median level, but we’ve had above average rainfall now since October, rainfall ranging from a 130 to 200% of what it should be.  But, we are only at median levels.  So right now, if the rains were to go away, and there’s some uncertainty in the forecast, then those groundwater levels could start to decrease again and the drought resume.

Q:  So it’s not that the well is now full, the well is at about a median level, rather than a lowered one?

A1:  One of the ways, I believe, we are able to communicate that while things appear on the surface to be OK now; it’s very lush, green; rivers are high, tributaries, etc… this Drought Management Committee, since renamed The Water Management Committee, addresses water resource issues across the full spectrum; flooding, drought, fish spawning etc… ecological issues.  This Water Management Committee continues to meet monthly, conducts it’s weekly teleconferences and is able to disseminate information that Terry just shared and they are able to go back to their communities and their agencies and to educate and make the people aware.  I understand having just listened to the news recently, the community of Fayetteville, North Carolina is already imposing water restrictions on watering lawns.

Q:  Dams use to be considered, I think generally, a good thing, people thought that was a step in the right direction for their area or their community.  Is the thinking changing on dams and is there a more complex problem than how they were previously viewed?

A2:  Many of the low head dams did have a definite purpose when they were constructed either for power generation or water supply, diverting water through a channel for various purposes, that was a definite plus.

Q:  Were they flood control also or it’s just the big dams?

A2:  No, the big dams were the flood control dams.  These were typically the run of river type dams that you see water spilling over the dam the entire time.  Those are definitely the pros, the reason that the dams were needed many, many years ago.  Certainly, one of the cons that we’ve discovered now is the fish migration patterns have been disrupted and those certainly are being studied, more education is being gained on those.

Q:  So that the issues are largely and partially, environmental.  They may have lost some of their original purpose, but now there are environmental concerns, is that basically correct?

A1:  Yes.

Q:  How does Wilmington gets its water and what kind of problems upstream may we see or have seen, in terms of our water supply; starting with Jordan Lake adding water to the Cape Fear.

A1:  The problems of Wilmington aren’t necessarily as complex as others.  

A2:  The city of Wilmington is very fortunate to have its water supply intake just upstream of Lock and Dam Number One on the Cape Fear River.  The Lock and Dam provides a continual pool of water for the intake.  Plus we have Jordan Dam located many miles upstream, supplying a continual stream of water to the three lock and dams.

The lock and dam also keep the saltwater wedges and any tidal influences from disrupting the withdrawal patterns for the city of Wilmington, so it’s a well thought out location.

Q:  Is there ever any danger that the Cape Fear River will not have enough water to sustain the upstream communities like Fayetteville, Cary, Raleigh, Durham, Chapel Hill and those places, and not be able to get enough water in Wilmington.

A2:  In the 1950s and 1960s there was a significant drought in North Carolina, especially in the Cape Fear and the Neuse River Basin.   In 1954, the flow rate at Lillington on the Cape Fear River dropped to 11 cfs (cubic feet per second of water).   When Jordan Dam came into being in the early 80’s, we had a target flow of 600 cubic feet per second of water at Lillington.   Even during the most recent drought that some people have characterized as being like a hundred year type drought, the lowest flow that the Cape Fear River fell to was about 200 to 250 cfs.  So, we’ve ridden out the worst drought that we’ve experienced and survived.  Everyone had water.

Q:  Your comment leads to another question.  We talk about this as a severe drought, and then you’ve said that in the 1960s we had a drought.  Are these droughts periodic, how frequently do droughts occur?

A2:  The droughts are definitely related to the El Nino patterns and other global type patterns that we are continuing to learn a lot about.  Certainly we see these cycles in nature, about every twelve to perhaps fifteen years, we’ll go through a wet cycle to a dry cycle.  What we’ve been experiencing over the past twenty years though, appears to be a little more accelerated cycle.

Q:  And there are more people.  Does the growth of population concern you or do you feel there is plenty of water for everybody and always will be on our river systems whether they be the Neuse or whatever system it might happen to be?  

A1:  It is an item of concern.  With increased population comes increased growth and with increased growth, our impact of water runoff and what is collected within the river basin.  Actually, right now in the Corps we are changing the way we look at water resource issues.  We’re approaching it from a more holistic water basin look. Right now this is in evidence by, up at the Roanoke River Basin, our John H. Kerr reservoir and dam, we are about to undertake what’s known as a 216 study from the Water Resource Development Act; in where we look at the operation of an existing navigation project, a Corps project, and take into consideration environmental, as well as economic impacts associated with that operation. We'll also be looking right now at the recently authorized Tar River Basin study and the Neuse River Basin study. [follow the link for more information on the 216 Study: http://www.ncwater.org/basins/Roanoke/Kerr216 ]

Q:  Are you as concerned about water quality, as well as water in general, or is it just the water flow that involves the Corps?

A2:  The purpose of our five projects is flood control, hydropower at two of our projects and then the remaining projects are water supply, water quality and recreation.  So, yes we are very much in tune with water quality and water supply issues, fishery type issues and so on.

Q:  We’ve looked primarily at North Carolina and to a certain extent North Carolina and Virginia; do we also work on water issues with South Carolina on rivers like the Pee Dee and the Chowan and some of those rivers?

A1:  We work in coordination with our Sister district to the South.  The Charleston district actually recently completed a study on the Adkin/Pee Dee River Basin of which we served in a technical support role.  That’s the area we’ll predominantly limit ourselves to, but it’s coordination.  We are organized around river basins and the Adkin/Pee Dee as it flows down into South Carolina is Charleston’s responsibility.

Q:  So throughout the country there are various Corps. Districts and they interface and work together on the problems?

A1:  We have to, because many of these river basins cross our various boundaries, as well as geographic boundaries. 

Q: There has been a lot of concern in the country recently about terrorism and about how that threat can be managed.  I know that many Government agencies have seen their workload increased as a result of heightened security concerns.  Has this affected the Corps of Engineers at all?

A1:  Certainly, since Sept. 11th, the Corps, nationwide, has had to do an assessment of what impact the threat of terrorism might have on our entire critical infrastructure; in addition to just force protection for our employees. All the dams nationwide were assessed for degree of risk and were prioritized, in terms of to receive funding to improve the security for each of those facilities.  Within the Wilmington district, at the five reservoir projects that I have, measures have been taken to restrict or entirely reduce access to the dams themselves, to the water intake locations, to the tail races on the backside of the dam.  These efforts are ongoing and we tend to adjust our level and the amount of security we have in place, based upon response to the nation’s Homeland Security current threat levels.

Q: Are there any major changes, in your view, for how we are handling the future of North Carolina’s water supply?

A1:  I think the Kerr 216 study, the Roanoke River 216 study, is going to be one of those major studies that we’ll undertake.  Not only does it involve one river basin, but it also involves two states. Virginia and North Carolina, and very fortunately, many of the team members in the Drought Management Committee early on, who are now a part of the water management team, are the same players that will be involved in the 216 study.

Q:  In the long run, are you optimistic that the country and this area will handle their water problems, or are there still thorny problems down the road that have to be resolved?                                                     

A1:  I believe that today, we’re clearly trying to educate the public as to what lies ahead with respect to water resources.  We are looking at water quality, water storage, environmental impact; upstream, downstream effects, where we have dams and the economics associated with it as well.

Q:  When the Corps began wasn’t it primarily for flood control almost exclusively; was that the charge and marching orders that you worked under?

A2:  For John H. Kerr the major impetus for that dam, was the devastating flood of 1940.  This resulted in a lot of damage to people and property.  Certainly, Kerr came out of that and the two primary purposes of Kerr, at that time, was hydropower production and flood control.  Of course, hydropower was a definite interest in the 1950s; to expand power to every home, increase the capability of it. 

A1: What we found with all these projects, regardless of what their original purpose was that today they serve many purposes:  flood control, power production, water quality, water storage, to allow us to improve or control the impact downstream of the ecosystem, to protect against the intrusion of saltwater wedges, and the impact upstream from that.   Upstream from these dams it also in some way provides economic benefit in terms of recreation, marine operations, fishing additionally.  These are clearly multi-purpose projects.

Q:  What is the view of the Corps of Engineers on water and the value of water?

A1:  To give you an idea of how important we think water resources management will be to North Carolina and the Virginia Roanoke River Basin in the future, I’d like to borrow a few words from our Chief of Engineers, Lieutenant General Bob Flowers, as he has stated that:  “What oil was in the 20th century, water will be to us in this century”.  We have taken a clean, abundant supply of ground water for granted and we now have to recognize that it’s a precious resource that could become critically scarce.  What’s the Corps doing in response to that?  We’re now shifting to a more holistic water basin wide approach as we assess water resource needs, with the goal being as we look at each one of our water basins and our projects associated with each.   We are looking at the best possible way to manage the reservoirs we have, to maximize the environmental benefits and minimize potential for undesirable effects downstream in the river basin.

Q:  Have there been successes as far as the Drought Management Commission has been concerned; examples of where new policies or new activities have been seized because of this organization and the crisis they faced?

A2:  I would say the Drought Management Committee was a success, because we recognized early on that we all had to share a little bit.  We all had to give a little bit.  Virginia beach was one of the entities in the drought management process, and they volunteered to cut their consumption of water from the Roanoke River from about 45 million gallons per day, down to about seven or eight million gallons per day.  However, to accommodate that, they had to expend $110, 000 per month to buy an alternate water supply.  To date they have spent $1.4 million to do that.  Southeastern Power Administration, which takes the hydropower produced by John H. Kerr, had to go out and buy replacement power on the open market, so that we did not have to generate and use the precious water at John H. Kerr.  They, to date, have expended about $1.3 million to buy this replacement hydropower, so that we could release just enough water from John H. Kerr, for the fishery needs downstream.  Those are just two of the examples.

A1:  I think perhaps the greatest success of the Drought, and the Water Management Committee is the relationships and the resulting communication.  In some instances, in that forum, there was very little that any one agency, community or private businessman could do about the situation, but what the forum did allow for was the ground truth to be shared and to quell the fear of the unknown.  To let everybody know when they walked away, while they were each feeling some pain, that pain was being shared.  That may not sound like a lot, but it certainly does calm the suspicion that there might be any one agency or community that is having an advantage over another in a time of crisis.

Q:  What has been your experience of convincing people that water is an important resource?

A2:  I think the drought, when it got to its most severe point last year; really highlighted that water is so precious.  Many communities near Charlotte had just a one-day reservation of water supply left for the entire base of citizens.  So, that was certainly recognized.  There were more than one; there were many that lived day by day with water supply issues.

Q:  Has it been sometimes frustrating for you to convince people that water is important?

A2:  I think we really didn’t have to convince anybody; nature convinced most people last year how precious it is.

A1:  Terry and his people, of course, have been working on this for quite some time.  In the ten months that I’ve been involved with it, I’ve had no difficulty in convincing people that water resources were precious.  Instead, I’ve had people knocking down my door asking me what was I going to do about their problem, or our problem. In addition, I expect that to continue.  One of the ways we’re going to continue to deal with this is through communicating and the forums we’ve addressed.

A1:  I can’t over emphasize enough the power of this Drought Management Committee that I think has gone well beyond whatever it was envisioned. The very people, the same people that we use to deal with the drought, are the people that we coordinate with and talk with.  How are we going to handle the rising waters in our reservoirs, knowing that we can’t afford to keep them at flood level?  We have to increase flows downstream.  How do we balance the impacts downstream versus the risks associated with having an uncontrolled flow should we experience heavier rains in the future?

Q: So there has been a development of a real web of cooperation and coordination that’s going on, is that what you’re saying?

A1:  I think it’s an extraordinary example of partnership:  a model.

Q:  Does the Corps see educating the public about water as part of their responsibility?

A2:  Oh, certainly!  It’s an absolute necessity that the public is educated on water conservation and how scarce water can be at certain times.  To highlight that in our Drought Management Committees we invited various Federal agencies, state agencies, industries, cities, and the press, as well as John Q. Public to come in and be part of that process, to learn from each other.   One thing we did very early on, we had a lot spirited discussions about what was important and what wasn’t: upstream versus downstream.  We learned from each other; we taught each other; each of us became a teacher in that process and each of us a student at one point.

A1:  For years the Corps has done a lot of educational outreach, if you will, on water safety at all of our operations, our lake projects.  In past years, we’ve extended this to environmental outreach and awareness.  I think, more and more today, in these same forums, we’re extending that to water resources education and outreach; emphasizing the importance of our water resources; the potential for scarcity and the importance of preserving this great natural resource.

Q:  Are the problems that we have here in this state more severe or less severe than problems in other parts of the country and other districts?  Are the problems the same and the solution process the same?

A1:   The problems that we faced particularly in the Piedmont of North Carolina and Virginia, while very severe, are not uncommon within our own South Atlantic division in the Corps of Engineers.  Everyone of my sister districts:  Charleston, Savannah, Jacksonville and Mobile were dealing with the drought.  A drought that took place over an extended period, this summer and this fall.  They are continuing to focus their efforts on how they are going to deal with it in the future.
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