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Hurricane Harvey produced high winds, storm surge, and heavy precipitation. Congressional responses to the storm's
flooding may consider both coastal protection and the improvement of water management and drainage in inland areas.
This Insight summarizes Hurricane Harvey-related flood-management activities of the U.S. Army Corps of Engineers
(USACE, or Corps).

Responsibilities for flood-risk-reduction infrastructure are shared. Local and state entities are responsible for preparing
for and managing precipitation that falls onto their developed areas (e.g., drainage within neighborhoods and city
streets). At Congress's direction, USACE plans, builds, and operates numerous riverine and coastal flood-control
projects, including levees and dams. USACE has three primary flood-related roles relevant to Hurricane Harvey:
operation of flood-risk-reduction infrastructure, assistance with certain nonfederal-operated flood-control infrastructure,
and emergency response.

USACE-Operated Infrastructure

Some USACE-operated projects are located in Harvey-affected areas. Two USACE-operated dams upstream of
Houston−Addicks and Barker dams−have been of particular concern. The dams and their reservoirs are operated to
reduce flood damages downstream in Buffalo Bayou, which traverses the City of Houston. USACE completed the dams
in 1945 (Barker) and 1948 (Addicks). In the late 2000s, USACE began addressing deficiencies at the two dams, which
are rated as Dam Safety Action Classification I dams (i.e., high urgency due to the risk and/or consequences of failure).
Since FY2015, USACE has had a major rehabilitation project under way. From FY2014 to FY2017, USACE used
approximately $79 million for these upgrades; as of April 2017, the total rehabilitation cost estimate was $105 million.
The rehabilitation remained under way when the impacts of Hurricane Harvey began. The temporary dams that were
constructed to allow for rehabilitation of the original dams are designed to provide a similar level of flood-risk reduction
as the original dams.
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When a rain event occurs, the Addicks and Barker dams' gates are closed to reduce flooding downstream. Typically, the
gates are reopened after downstream runoff recedes. USACE increased releases starting on August 28, 2017, while high
water levels downstream continued. The releases were made because of the rapid inflow into the reservoirs and to
protect the dams' safety. The local flood-control district for Houston, Harris County Flood Control District,
recommended voluntary evacuations in many neighborhoods around and below the reservoirs. Figure 1 shows these
two reservoirs and surrounding river conditions as of August 28, 2017. As the rains continued, USACE made additional
unexpected releases due to rising water levels at the reservoirs.

Figure 1. River Conditions in Harris County, TX, as of August 28, 2017

Source: CRS using data from Harris County Flood Control District.

Nonfederal-Operated Infrastructure

In recent decades, Congress generally authorized USACE to participate in the construction of cost-shared flood-risk-
reduction projects that are turned over to local entities for operation and maintenance. The USACE Galveston District
has numerous flood-risk-reduction and other projects under way along and near the Texas coast. The condition of some
USACE-built, nonfederal-operated infrastructure was a concern as Hurricane Harvey approached. For example, in early
August 2017, the nonfederal entity responsible for some levees in Port Arthur, TX, identified segments in need of
repair. The repair was incomplete when Hurricane Harvey's effects began; however, sandbags were placed along the
segment as a temporary measure. Breaching of levees results in flooding of the area behind the levees; there have been
reports of levee breaches in Texas.

USACE also is authorized to fund the repair of nonfederal flood-control works (e.g., levees, dams, dunes) that
participate in USACE's Rehabilitation and Inspection Program (RIP) and are damaged by natural events. To be eligible

http://www.swg.usace.army.mil/Media/News-Releases/Article/1291369/corps-releases-at-addicks-and-barker-dams-to-begin/
http://www.swg.usace.army.mil/Media/News-Releases/Article/1291369/corps-releases-at-addicks-and-barker-dams-to-begin/
http://www.swg.usace.army.mil/Media/News-Releases/Article/1291369/corps-releases-at-addicks-and-barker-dams-to-begin/
http://www.crs.gov/Reports/IN10764?source=INLanding#_Ref491706303
http://www.crs.gov/Reports/IN10764?source=INLanding#_Ref491706303
http://www.swg.usace.army.mil/Media/News-Releases/Article/1294566/usace-makes-unexpected-releases-from-addicks-and-barker-dams/
http://www.swg.usace.army.mil/Portals/26/PRB%202017.pdf?ver=2017-02-23-110302-440
http://www.swg.usace.army.mil/Portals/26/PRB%202017.pdf?ver=2017-02-23-110302-440
http://www.swg.usace.army.mil/Portals/26/PRB%202017.pdf?ver=2017-02-23-110302-440
http://www.swg.usace.army.mil/Portals/26/PRB%202017.pdf?ver=2017-02-23-110302-440
http://www.swg.usace.army.mil/Portals/26/PRB%202017.pdf?ver=2017-02-23-110302-440
http://www.swg.usace.army.mil/Media/News-Releases/Article/1287461/the-galveston-district-prepares-for-tropical-storm-harvey/
http://www.swg.usace.army.mil/Media/News-Releases/Article/1287461/the-galveston-district-prepares-for-tropical-storm-harvey/
http://www.swg.usace.army.mil/Media/News-Releases/Article/1287461/the-galveston-district-prepares-for-tropical-storm-harvey/
http://www.swg.usace.army.mil/Media/News-Releases/Article/1287461/the-galveston-district-prepares-for-tropical-storm-harvey/


for RIP assistance, damaged flood-control works and federally constructed hurricane or shore-protection projects must
be in active RIP status at the time of damage. The works eligible for RIP assistance within the Hurricane Harvey-
affected area will be determined in coming weeks. Some nonfederal-operated works in affected areas had RIP
inspection ratings of unacceptable before Hurricane Harvey.

Emergency Response

USACE also plays a prominent role in responding to domestic natural disasters, in particular riverine and coastal
flooding. In addition to Hurricane Harvey flood-fighting, USACE has initiated its recovery actions on emergency
power, navigation surveys (11 of 12 critical ports in the affected area are closed), infrastructure assessments, and
assistance with state debris management. The agency's assignments may expand into other areas as the Federal
Emergency Management Agency (FEMA) requests additional assistance from USACE.

Under its P.L. 84-99 authorities, USACE can assist in flood fighting to protect life and property, principally when state
response resources are overwhelmed. These activities are limited to actions to save lives and protect improved property
(public facilities/services and residential or commercial developments).

USACE also may be tasked with a variety of other disaster-related activities pursuant to the National Response
Framework. These activities include technical assistance, engineering, and construction management as well as
emergency contracting, power, and repair of public water, wastewater, and solid waste facilities. USACE also assists in
monitoring, stabilizing, and demolishing damaged structures. USACE provides technical assistance with establishing
ground and water routes into affected areas and clearing, removing, and disposing of debris from public property. For
many presidentially declared-Stafford Act disasters such as floods, USACE's funding for these response activities is
provided through the Disaster Relief Fund, at the direction of FEMA and the President.

Hurricane Harvey and USACE Issues for Congress

A common issue for Congress after a disaster is whether to provide additional funds to USACE and, if so, how much
funding and for which USACE activities. In recent years, Congress has used supplemental appropriations to fund much
of USACE's construction and repair of flood-risk-reduction projects in flood-damaged areas. Oversight issues for
Congress related to Hurricane Harvey may include performance of locally operated and USACE-operated levees and
dams, federal programs that support local efforts to prepare for and manage heavy precipitation, and local and federal
actions that exacerbate or alleviate flood risks.
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