
February 9, 2022 
 
The Honorable Peter A. DeFazio 
Chairman 
Committee on Transportation and Infrastructure 
United States House of Representatives 
2134 Rayburn House Office Building 
Washington, DC, 20515-3704 
 
The Honorable Sam Graves 
Ranking Member 
Committee on Transportation and Infrastructure 
United States House of Representatives 
1135 Longworth House Office Building 
Washington, DC, 20515-2506 
 
Re: Water Resources Development Act (WRDA) Reform Priorities 
 
Dear Congressman DeFazio and Congressman Graves: 
 
On behalf of the 112 undersigned conservation and faith-based organizations and businesses, and our 
millions of members and supporters across the country, we urge you to include the reforms outlined 
below in the next Water Resources Development Act (WRDA).1 
 
While recent water resources development acts have given the U.S. Army Corps of Engineers (Corps) 
some of the tools it needs to improve community and ecosystem resilience, much more needs to be 
done to protect people and wildlife.  Increasingly severe storms and floods are wreaking havoc on 
families and communities, exacerbating historic inequities, and causing skyrocketing flood damages.  
Between 2000 and 2019, the nation suffered 48 coastal storms and 18 inland floods that each caused 
more than $1 billion in damage.2  The changing climate, combined with historic and ongoing degradation 
of vast swaths of habitat, have thrust America’s wildlife into crisis.  Freshwater species, which are most 
affected by poorly designed and operated water resources projects, are the most imperiled group of fish 
and wildlife in North America.   
 
Our organizations urge Congress to enact the following common sense, cost-effective reforms that will 
increase the Corps’ ability to leverage the natural defenses provided by healthy rivers, floodplains, and 
wetlands to make communities safer, redress environmental injustices, and allow our treasured fish and 
wildlife to thrive.  We also call on you to defend the critically important protections provided by careful 
and comprehensive reviews of Corps projects under the National Environmental Policy Act, the Clean 
Water Act, and the many other laws that the public relies on to protect our nation’s waters. 
 

                                                           
1 Many of these organizations will also be sharing additional WRDA priorities with members of Congress.   
2 NOAA National Centers for Environmental Information (NCEI) U.S. Billion-Dollar Weather and Climate Disasters 
(2021). https://www.ncdc.noaa.gov/billions/, DOI: 10.25921/stkw-7w73.  The U.S. experienced more billion-dollar, 
non-hurricane, inland flood disasters (from extreme rainfall, riverine flooding) in the last decade (18 floods during 
2010-2019) than during the prior 3 decades combined (15 floods during 1980-2009). 
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• Establish a Resilience Directorate.  Congress should establish a Resilience Directorate within the 
Office of the Chief of Engineers tasked with ensuring that existing Corps programs, authorities, 
and operations take full advantage of natural infrastructure and adopt modern, comprehensive 
planning approaches.  Critically, the Directorate should have the resources and budgetary 
authority needed to work and coordinate across Corps business lines to infuse resilience into 
every aspect of the Corps’ work.  This will help the Corps take full advantage of its programs and 
authorities to improve community and water resources resilience, promote coordinated 
planning across districts and Corps business lines, avoid piecemeal planning that can increase 
flood risks and recovery costs, and better leverage the benefits of natural infrastructure.   

 

• Redress Environmental Injustices.  Congress should ensure the Corps has the tools and capacity 
needed to help redress the pervasive environmental injustices that plague the nation’s most 
vulnerable communities.  Among other key actions, Congress should:  (a) strengthen the Corps’ 
programs to deliver technical and resiliency planning assistance to communities, including  for 
Tribes, economically disadvantaged communities, and communities of color; (b) expand the 
WRDA 2020 Section 118 Pilot Program for Economically Disadvantaged Communities; (c) create 
a new position of Senior Advisor for Environmental Justice; (d) establish a Federal Advisory 
Committee on Environmental Justice to advise senior Corps leadership; and (e) incorporate 
toxics remediation into ecological restoration, navigation, and flood resilience projects.  These 
critical tools, which build on the progress made in WRDA 2020, will help ensure that the Corps 
can redress environmental injustices.   

 

• Properly Account for Project Costs and Benefits.  Congress should direct the Corps to account 
for appropriate categories of project costs and benefits to improve the effectiveness of Corps 
projects, planning, budgeting, and prioritization.  Congress should direct the Corps to, among 
other things:  equitably account for costs and benefits to disadvantaged and low-income 
communities; count lost ecosystem services as project costs and increases in ecosystem services 
as project benefits; and include costs associated with addressing site-specific conditions, full life-
cycle needs, and sub-optimal funding streams.  Accounting for appropriate categories of costs 
and benefits will help protect taxpayers, non-federal sponsors, and the services provided by 
natural systems, including flood control, water purification, and wildlife habitat.   

 

• Utilize Federal and State Expertise.  Congress should direct the Corps to utilize 
recommendations made pursuant to mandatory Fish and Wildlife Coordination Act reviews that 
derive from the special expertise of federal and state fish and wildlife experts when planning 
projects (e.g., methods and metrics for assessing fish and wildlife impacts and mitigation 
opportunities).  The Corps often ignores these critically important recommendations, leading to 
projects that cause unnecessary harm and to mitigation plans that do not work.  Utilizing these 
carefully developed state and federal expert recommendations is a common sense, cost-
effective way to make projects better and improve planning efficiency. 

 

• Ensure Compliance with Long-Standing Mitigation Requirements.  Congress should ensure that 
the Corps complies with long-standing Congressional mandates to properly mitigate 
environmental damage resulting from water resources projects.  Congress should reclarify its 
intent by clearly defining the types of project studies that trigger the civil works mitigation 
requirements.  Despite the plain language of the law and clear Congressional intent, the Corps 
has ignored these important mitigation requirements when developing long-term operating 
plans, resulting in a failure to carry out mitigation for significant ecosystem-wide impacts 
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documented in the Corps’ own studies.  Clearly defining the types of studies that trigger 
mitigation will help protect the nation’s fish and wildlife, as long-required by Congress, and 
increase resiliency.  

 

• Employ and Properly Account for Voluntary Easements.  Congress should ensure the Corps has 
the tools it needs to develop and implement resilient solutions by directing the Corps to:  (a) 
map all flood easements in a publicly accessible database—including the many flood easements 
already owned by the Corps, conservation easements, and permanently protected lands and 
waters in the project area before assessing the impacts and benefits of a water resources 
project planning; and (b) direct consideration of Corps-purchased permanent flood easements 
as an appropriate natural infrastructure solution.  Increasing reliance on voluntary flood and 
other conservation easements will facilitate development of resilient solutions. 

 

• Eliminate Perceived Barriers to Effective Planning.  Congress should facilitate the Corps’ ability 
to plan, implement, and operate projects to promote thriving and resilient communities and 
natural systems by:  (a) establishing “community and natural systems resilience” as a co-equal 
project purpose for each water resources project; and (b) directing the Corps to include, as part 
of a recommended alternative, criteria that will trigger a reevaluation of alternative approaches 
if project construction remains unfunded for extended periods of time.  This will remove 
perceived barriers to planning that utilizes the most resilient and up-to-date approaches.  
 

• Identify Floodplain Reconnection Opportunities on Federal Lands.  Congress should authorize a 
program directing the Corps to conduct feasibility studies of federal levee alteration projects 
(levee setbacks, removals, spillways, or other alterations that will allow flood waters to access 
floodplains) for levee systems that are located on federal public lands.  As climate and aging 
continue to impact levees, we must reevaluate existing levees to determine if they are still the 
optimal solution or if there are newer and more effective solutions for reducing flood risks.  The 
Corps should identify levee protected areas that have previously been acquired and put into 
conservation, and assess opportunities to alter such levees to allow flood waters to access 
floodplains. 
 

• Advance Disposition of Obsolete Dams.  Congress should authorize disposition studies for all 
dams not meeting the mission of the Corps and allow for the deauthorization and removal of 
these structures for ecological, economic, and social benefit.  The Corps operates and maintains 
740 dams and associated structures across the country.  Many are no longer serving their 
federally designated purpose, but instead are harming the environment and posing human 
safety hazards.  Congress previously gave the Corps authority to consider removal of projects via 
disposition studies, but the trigger to initiate a study and the breadth of such a disposition study 
must be strengthened to require consideration of the ecological, economic, and social benefits 
of removal. 
 

• Establish a Nationwide Low-Head Dam Inventory and a State Low-Head Dam Inventory.  
Congress should authorize a Nationwide Low-Head Dam Inventory and a State Low-Head Dam 
Inventory and Rehabilitation Program, to be administered by USACE in coordination with FEMA 
and the Bureau of Reclamation, to comprehensively address the public safety impacts of low-
head dams.  Low-head dams - traditional dams, weirs, or diversion ditches - can damage natural 
flowing river systems and pose a threat to public health.  Low-head dams have been responsible 
for more than 1,400 deaths over the past 50 years, and many are no longer providing their 
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intended purpose.  There currently is no reliable inventory of low-head dams in the United 
States, but the Association of Dam Safety Officials estimates there may be as many as 5,000 low-
head dams across the nation.  
 

Our organizations urge Congress to adopt these common sense, cost-effective, and multi-benefit 
reforms to help ensure that federal water resources planning can address the significant costs and 
impacts of climate change – including from more intense storms, more frequent and severe flooding, 
and unprecedented droughts – as well as unintended consequences from many already-constructed 
water resources projects.  We look forward to working with you to ensure that these reforms are 
enacted into law. 
 
Sincerely, 

Cindy Lowry 

Executive Director 

Alabama Rivers Alliance 

Katie Huffling 

Executive Director 

Alliance of Nurses for Healthy Environments 

Eileen Shader 

Director, River Restoration 

American Rivers 

Joseph Zupan 

Executive Director 

Amigos Bravos 

Thomas Anderson 

Administrative Director 

Amigos de Bolsa Chica 

Harriet Festing 

Executive Director 

Anthropocene Alliance 

Georgia Ackerman 

Riverkeeper 

Apalachicola Riverkeeper 

Derek Teaney 

Deputy Director 

Appalachian Mountain Advocates 

Gabrielle Ross 

Assateague Coastkeeper 

Assateague Coastal Trust 

Chad Berginnis, CFM 

Executive Director 

Association of State Floodplain Managers 

Dean Wilson 

Executive Director 

Atchafalaya Basinkeeper 

Kristen Schlemmer 

Legal Director and Waterkeeper 

Bayou City Waterkeeper 

Ted Ross 

Watershed Advocate 

Boulder Waterkeeper 

Anne Millbrooke 

Volunteer 

Bozeman Birders 

Myra Crawford 

Executive Director 

Cahaba Riverkeeper 

Alison Moon 

Operations Coordinator 

CED Greentech 

Trish Rolfe 

Executive Director 

Center for Environmental Law and Policy 

Michael William Mullen 

Riverkeeper 

Choctawhatchee Riverkeeper 



Page 5 

John Koeferl 

President 

Citizens Against Widening the Industrial Canal 

Carin High 

Co-Chair 

Citizens Committee to Complete the Refuge 

Jennifer Peters 

National Water Programs Director 

Clean Water Action 

Dale Beasley 

President 

Columbia River Crab Fisherman's Association 

Clark Bullard 

President 

Committee on the Middle Fork Vermilion River 

Bill Stangler 

Riverkeeper 

Congaree Riverkeeper 

Mary Gutierrez 

Director 

Earth Ethics, Inc. 

Julian Gonzalez 

Legislative Counsel 

Earthjustice 

Dan Silver 

Executive Director 

Endangered Habitats League 

Cynthia Kanner 

Executive Director 

Environmental Defenders of McHenry County 

Deanna Parks 

Team Member 

FCAT - Fallbrook Climate Action Team 

Michelle Verne 

President 

Feel The Bern San Fernando Valley 

Liz Kirkwood 

Executive Director 

For Love of Water (FLOW) 

Trevor A Russell 

Water Program Director 

Friends of the Mississippi River 

Bill Tanger 

Chair 

Friends of the Rivers of Virginia 

Yvonne L Taylor 

Vice President 

Gas Free Seneca 

Mike Worley 

President and CEO 

Georgia Wildlife Federation 

Fred Akers 

River Administrator 

Great Egg Harbor Watershed Association 

Bruce Morrison 

President 

Great Rivers Environmental Law Center 

Kendall Dix 

Policy Lead 

Gulf Coast Center for Law & Policy 

Michele Langa 

Staff Attorney 

Hackensack Riverkeeper 

James M. Redwine 

Senior Policy Advisor 

Harpeth Conservancy 

Andrew Whitehurst 

Water Program Director 

Healthy Gulf 

Indra Frank 

Environmental Health and Water Policy Director 

Hoosier Environmental Council 
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Maureen Hackett 

Founder and President 

Howling For Wolves 

Edward L Michael 

Chair, Government Affairs 

Illinois Council of Trout Unlimited 

Vicki Nichols Goldstein 

Founder & Director 

Inland Ocean Coalition 

Ashley Wilmes 

Director 

Kentucky Resources Council 

Ward Wilson 

Executive Director 

Kentucky Waterways Alliance 

Patricia Schuba 

President 

Labadie Environmental Organization 

Madeleine Foote 

Deputy Legislative Director 

League of Conservation Voters 

Dr. Barry Kohl 

President 

Louisiana Audubon Council 

Laura Paul 

Executive Director 

lowernine.org 

Dr. Rachel Silverstein 

Executive Director & Waterkeeper 

Miami Waterkeeper 

David Joseph Schmitt 

Executive Director 

Mill Creek Alliance 

Cheryl Nenn 

Riverkeeper 

Milwaukee Riverkeeper 

TRANA ROGNE 

Steering Committee Chair 

MinDak Upstream Coalition 

Albert Ettinger 

Counsel 

Mississippi River Collaborative 

Kendra Varns Wallis 

Executive Director 

Missouri Parks Association 

Jill Crafton 

MN Division National Director 

MN Division - Izaak Walton League 

Jessie Ritter 

Senior Director, Water Resources and Coastal 

Policy 

National Wildlife Federation 

Gerald H Meral 

California Water Director 

Natural Heritage Institute 

Jon Devine 

Director of Federal Water Policy 

Natural Resources Defense Council 

Grady McCallie 

Policy Director 

NC Conservation Network 

Carrie Clark 

Executive Director 

NC League of Conservation Voters 

George R Cunningham 

Board Member 

Nebraska Wildlife Federation 

Eileen Murphy 

Vice President 

NJ Audubon 

Manley Fuller 

VP of Conservation Policy 

North Carolina Wildlife Federation 
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Matthew McKenna 

Director of the Great Lakes Washington 

Program 

Northeast-Midwest Institute 

Bob Rees 

Executive Director 

NW Guides and Anglers Association 

Greg Remaud 

Baykeeper & CEO 

NY/NJ Baykeeper 

Sally Jane Gellert 

Member 

Occupy Bergen County 

Peter Bucher 

Managing Director of Water Policy 

Ohio Environmental Council 

Rich Cogen 

Executive Director 

Ohio River Foundation 

Stacy Meyers 

Senior Counsel 

Openlands 

Laurie Howard 

Executive Director 

Passaic River Coalition 

Peter Topping 

Executive Director & Baykeeper 

Peconic Baykeeper 

Rev. Sandra L. Strauss 

Director of Advocacy & Ecumenical Outreach 

Pennsylvania Council of Churches 

Ryan Grosso 

Water Resources Associate 

Prairie Rivers Network 

Danett Abbott-Wicker 

Field Coordinator 

Progressive Democrats of America 

Jordan Macha 

Executive Director 

Public Laboratory for Open Technology & 

Science 

Mark River Peoples 

Head River Guide/Outreach Manager 

Quapaw Canoe Company 

Bill Schultz 

Riverkeeper 

Raritan Riverkeeper 

Eleanor Hines 

North Sound Baykeeper 

RE Sources 

April Ingle 

Policy Director 

River Network 

Renee Fortner 

Watershed Resources Manager 

RiverLink Inc. 

Emily Bowes 

Conservation Director 

Rogue Riverkeeper 

Chris Bertrand 

Riverkeeper 

Satilla Riverkeeper 

Joseph Bogaard 

Executive Director 

Save Our Wild Salmon Coalition 

William Lucey 

Long Island Soundkeeper 

Save The Sound 

Martha Camacho Rodriguez 

Director 

SEE-LA (Social Eco Education-LA) 

Joseph M Campbell 

President 

Seneca Lake Guardian, A Waterkeeper Alliance 

Affiliate 
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Christine Favilla 

Three Rivers Project Co-Coordinator 

Sierra Club 

Melinda Booth 

Executive Director 

South Yuba River Citizens League 

Charles Roe 

President 

Southern Conservation Partners 

Sierra B. Weaver 

Senior Attorney and Coast and Wetlands 

Program Leader 

Southern Environmental Law Center 

Jerry White 

Spokane Riverkeeper 

Spokane Riverkeeper 

Stefanie Sekich-Quinn 

Coastal Preservation Manager 

Surfrider Foundation 

Don Jodrey 

Director of Federal Relations 

The Alliance for the Great Lakes 

Melanie Winter 

Founder & Director 

The River Project 

Rebecca Malpass 

Policy & Research Coordinator 

The Water Collaborative of Greater New 

Orleans 

Paul Botts 

President & Executive Director 

The Wetlands Initiative 

Heather Hulton VanTassel 

Executive Director 

Three Rivers Waterkeeper 

Jennifer McKay 

Policy Director 

Tip of the Mitt Watershed Council 

Ashley Short 

Riverkeeper & In-House Counsel 

Tualatin Riverkeepers 

Terry L Lowman 

Co-chair 

Unitarian Universalists for a Just Economic 

Community 

Jason Budsan 

President 

Virgin Islands Conservation Society 

David Groenfeldt 

Director 

Water-Culture Institute 

Bart Mihailovich 

Organizing Manager, U.S. 

Waterkeeper Alliance 

Robin Broder 

Deputy Director 

Waterkeepers Chesapeake 

Caleb Merendino 

Co-Executive Director 

Waterway Advocates 

Angie Rosser 

Executive Director 

West Virginia Rivers Coalition 

Christine Ellis 

Deputy Director 

Winyah Rivers Alliance 

John S. Quarterman 

Suwannee Riverkeeper 

WWALS Watershed Coalition, Inc.

 
 
CC: All Members of the U.S. Congress 


