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History of the Alaska District, U.S. Army Corps of Engineers

Origins of the U.S. Army Corps of Engineers 

The Continental Congress authorized the Commanding General of the newly formed Continental Army to appoint a Chief Engineer and two assistants on June 16, 1775. In 1778 Engineer troops were added to the Army, and in 1779 the troops and all Engineer officers were formed into a Corps of Engineers. At war’s end, however, the Corps of Engineers, along with most of the Army, was mustered out of service.  Engineers returned to the Army in 1794 united in a single corps with Artillerists.  But in 1802 Engineers were separated from the Artillerists and formed into a separate Corps that has continued until the present.

President Thomas Jefferson signed legislation on March 16, 1802, that permanently established the Corps of Engineers, stationed the Corps at West Point, New York, and constituted the Corps as a military academy. 

Today’s Corps traces its origins to 1775, but counts its continued existence from 1802.      

(Source U.S. Army Corps of Engineers History Office) 
Origins of the Alaska District
The Alaska District was chartered in 1946 to design and construct war-time military facilities while Alaska was still a territory of the United States. The War Department issued General Order No. 6 dated April 9, 1946, giving the new district jurisdiction over “all military construction and military real estate functions within the territorial limits of Alaska.” Three years later civil works responsibility in the territory was transferred from the Seattle District to the Alaska District. 

The Corps of Engineers' presence in what became the 49th state in 1959 dates back to 1867 when Alaska was purchased from Russia. The Corps of Engineers explored and surveyed much of the newly acquired land. During the late 1890s Army engineers began investigating Alaska's harbors and rivers. In 1916 Army engineers constructed two jetties at the mouth of Snake River at Nome, the site of an early Alaskan gold rush. The Corps made a significant contribution to territorial transportation in 1942 when the War Department directed Army engineers to construct the Alaska Highway between Dawson Creek in Canada to Delta Junction and Fairbanks in Alaska. 

Staff and Offices

Today, Alaska District is responsible for projects throughout the entire state of Alaska, 586,000 square miles or an area one-sixth the size of the Lower 48 states. 

The District has three major programs, military, civil works, and environmental. The District also has sizeable functions in contracting, operations and maintenance, real estate, and clean water regulation activities.

The Alaska District designs and constructs military facilities for the Army and the Air Force; builds facilities on request from other federal agencies; develops and protects water and wetland resources; and manages environmental cleanup on former Department of Defense sites. The District has coastal engineering and cold regions engineering expertise. The District also provides real estate services to the military in Alaska.

The District is commanded by an Army colonel and is staffed by several Army Engineer officers and some 450 civilians with skills in various fields of engineering, project management, the natural sciences, real estate, contracting, and administration. 

District headquarters is on Elmendorf Air Force Base near Anchorage. The District has a Chena Flood Control Project operations office at North Pole, near Fairbanks, and several construction field offices. The Southern Alaska Area Office on Fort Richardson near Anchorage supervises projects in western, south central, and southeast Alaska. The Northern Alaska Area Office on Ft. Wainwright near Fairbanks handles projects in interior and northern Alaska. Each area office has resident offices that manage military construction on Elmendorf and Eielson Air Force bases and Fort Richardson, Fort Wainwright and Fort Greely, as well as numerous air stations and remote military sites.  

Military Construction Projects

Early Corps military construction programs in Alaska included building military forts and air bases in preparation for World War II. 
After the district was formed, the Alaska District constructed two military fuel pipelines, one from Haines to Fairbanks in 1955 and another one from Whittier to Anchorage in 1967. 
In the 1980s the District renovated 1940-era facilities for five major Army and Air Force installations in southcentral and interior Alaska as well as many remote sites. One remote project was upgrading facilities at four Minimally Attended Radar System sites. The design of twin domes constructed at Indian Mountain, Tatalina, Sparrevohn, and Cape Romanzof won a Department of Defense engineering and industrial design award in 1986.
Recently, the District designed and constructed the largest National Guard facility in the nation at Fort Richardson and replaced the 1950s vintage Elmendorf Hospital with a $160.2 million, 430,000 sq. ft. Department of Defense and Veterans Affairs Joint Venture Medical Treatment Facility.

Civil Works Projects

Alaska District’s Civil Works program managers work with the State of Alaska, other federal agencies, and local communities throughout the state to design and build new harbors and navigational improvements, expand existing harbors, provide flood control and erosion protection, restore damaged environmental habitat, and conduct maintenance dredging in support of Alaska's number one renewable resource crop, fishing.

Small Boat Harbors 
The District operates and maintains 52 river and navigation projects along the coast of Alaska. Of these projects, 36 are small boat harbors, 10 are channels, four are breakwaters and two are river projects. Most harbor projects have entrance channels, mooring basins, and breakwaters. Maintenance responsibility for these features varies with the project. 

The District dredges five harbors (Homer, Ninilchik, Anchorage, Dillingham, and Nome) annually and another 31 harbors periodically. Navigation channels are maintained at several communities. Engineers annually inspect 13 flood and erosion control projects, which were built by the Federal government but are maintained by local authorities. 

Snettisham Hydroelectric Project
The Snettisham Hydroelectric Project was the Corps of Engineers' first lake tap nationwide. The award-winning project features the Corps' only underground powerhouse and one of the few Corps-built transmission lines in the country. The project supplies power to Alaska's capital city of Juneau. The Corps transferred the project to the federal Alaska Power Administration in 1997. The federal APA subsequently turned the project over to the State of Alaska.
The first phase of the Snettisham project tapped Long Lake, a high mountain perched lake and constructed the underground power house with two turbines. It was completed in 1974. Exceptionally high winds that winter destroyed part of the transmission line. Power was restored in 1975 but power outages plagued the remote project until power plant deficiencies were corrected in 1977.

The second phase tapped Crater Lake, a second high mountain perched lake, and added a third turbine. This phase went on line in 1989. 
The Snettisham project features include an 8,230-ft. long power tunnel and a 1,400-ft. penstock tunnel to Long Lake, a 7,118-ft. power tunnel to Crater Lake and a 1,540-ft. penstock tunnel to Crater Lake, a 45-mile transmission line, and an 81,200 kilowatt underground power house. 

Chena River Lakes Flood Control Project 

The District's largest civil works project is the Chena River Lakes Flood Control Project. The Chena River flows through the Army’s Fort Wainwright post and through downtown Fairbanks, the state’s second largest city. In 1967 the Chena River and the Little Chena River rose six feet over their flood stage pouring water through the post and leaving downtown Fairbanks under seven feet of water. Nearly 7,000 people were displaced and roads, bridges, and railroads washed away. Damage estimates totaled $80 million. 

A flood control project for the Chena River had been authorized in the flood Control Act of 1958 but not funded. After the 1967 flood, a new sense of urgency spurred Congress to reauthorize the project in the Flood Control Act of 1968 and provide funds for construction. Construction began in 1973. By the summer of 1979 the diversion portion of the project became functional. The project was first operated in July 1981. The floodgates have been operated many times, preventing tens of millions of dollars in damage to downstream property. 

The Chena project features include an outlet works with four regulating gates across the Chena River, an eight-mile long earthen dam, a 34,100-ft. long floodway, a 28-mile-long levee along the Tanana River and drainage channels within the protected area.
Except during periods of flooding, there is no pool or reservoir. Normally, the flood gates at the outlet works remain fully open and boats and fish have unrestricted passage through the outlet works. 
Located on 20,000 acres of Corps-owned land, the project includes the Corps' only recreation facilities in the state. It is the Corps’ farthest north recreation area in the nation. The project features two camping areas, a swimming beach, picnic shelters, and various use trails. The recreation area is managed by the Fairbanks North Star Borough.
Environmental Program

The Alaska District added environmental engineering to its workload as environmental awareness grew in the 1970s and 1980s. The environmental program has become a major part of the total Alaska District workload. 
Formerly Used Defense Sites (FUDS) Cleanup Program

Congress created the Defense Environmental Restoration Program (DERP) in 1983 and assigned the Corps of Engineers to administer the Formerly Used Defense Sites (FUDS) program to cleanup property no longer controlled by the Department of Defense. The Alaska District was the first in the nation to award contracts in this program. 

Under the FUDS program the Alaska District cleans up hazardous, toxic and radiological waste as well as unsafe buildings from formerly used military sites scattered throughout the state, mostly along the coastline. Many of these remote sites are located along the northern coast and in the Aleutian Islands. During World War II, many temporary military installations were constructed in these locations because of Alaska’s strategic significance. After the war, these sites were abandoned leaving tons of oil drums, buried tanks, transformers, equipment, and hundreds of buildings.  
The Alaska District has identified 603 properties in the state that meet the criteria of the Formerly Used Defense Sites (FUDS) clean up program. Of those properties, 103 require work under the FUDS program. The District has completed work and closed 28 of these properties but still has 302 ongoing projects at these properties. 

Between Fiscal Years 1984 and 2005, the Alaska District has spent $535 million on the FUDS cleanup projects. This program is estimated to continue beyond 2020 with about $1 billion worth of cleanup work yet to complete. The District usually spends approximately $30 million per fiscal year on the FUDS program.

The environmental cleanup program has received several national level awards. The Annette Island Project Delivery Team received the 2003 Secretary of the Army Environmental Award for environmental restoration. The Fort Tidball (Long Island) FUDS team won the 2002 Secretary of the Army Environmental Award for cultural resources management. The Buskin Beach Tar in Freshwater Area FUDS team received a 2003 National Pollution Prevention Roundtable Most Valuable Pollution Prevention Award. 

Native American Lands Environmental Mitigation Program

The District manages the Native American Lands Environmental Mitigation Program (NALEMP) for the entire state. Under NALEMP, the District enters into Cooperative Agreements with Federally Recognized Tribes that have been impacted from a military activity. Working with the Tribes instead of contractors, the District helps the Tribe take control of the impacts and complete the mitigation using tribal resources and federal funding. With over 600 former military sites and 229 tribes, there are many impacts to address. Currently the District is involved with 25 active Cooperative Agreements.

There are 229 federally recognized tribes in Alaska, 12 Alaska Native Settlement Claims Act (ANCSA) regional “for profit” Native corporations, 12 ANCSA regional “non-profit” Native consortiums, and 203 ANCSA Native village corporations.  Government-to-Government consultation with each federally recognized tribe is required at the beginning of any project in which the Corps may affect a tribe's protected rights and resources.

Other Environmental Programs
The District also manages projects under the Army Environmental Program, the Air Force Environmental Program, and the Interagency and International Services (IIS) cleanup programs. The IIS program also includes traditional design and construction services for non-Department of Defense agencies.
Ground-Based Mid-Course Defense Test Bed

The Ballistic Missile Defense System is an integrated system using layered defenses to intercept missiles in all phases of flight, against a full range of threats. This system is intended to defend the United States, deployed forces, allies and friends. Construction of a Ground-Based Mid-Course Defense System "Test Bed" (GMD) system is nearing completion in Alaska. The purpose is to develop, test and assess technologies and provide an early defensive capability, if required. The Ground-Based Mid-Course Defense System is one component of the overall Ballistic Missile Defense architecture.  

The Missile Defense Agency selected the U.S. Army Corps of Engineers as its agent for design and construction of GMD facilities. The official charter between the organizations was signed Dec. 15, 1998. The U.S. Army Engineering and Support Center in Huntsville, Alabama, was selected as the Corps' GMD Program Manager and the Alaska District was named the construction manager for construction in Alaska.
The Engineering and Support Center’s contracting office awarded a construction contract on April 16, 2002, to Fluor Alaska, Incorporated, for GMD test bed facilities. The contract contained basic requirements and various options that totaled close to $250 million or more in construction.

The Alaska District was tasked with program management, design, construction and construction management of specific facilities associated with logistics, base support, and infrastructure control at each Alaskan missile defense site, in partnership with the Boeing Company. These facilities are located at Earekson Air Station on Shemya Island in the Aleutians and at Fort Greely, near Delta Junction.

The Alaska District also provided technical and design review, geographic and topographic surveys, environmental and permitting processing, real estate services, design support, construction management, quality assurance and a tri-party partnership opportunity. 

The new GMD test facilities cover about 260 acres at Fort Greely and a small area at Eareckson Air Station. Phased construction began at Fort Greely in June 2002 and was mostly completed in 2004. Final projects will be completed in 2006.
Emergency Management

The Alaska District's Emergency Management Office supports the Corps of Engineers in military contingency responses around the world and supports the Corps in natural disaster responses throughout the nation. The District has deployed 69 people to support the Global War on Terrorism in Iraq and Afghanistan. In two years, 2005 and 2006, the Alaska District has deployed 55 people to hurricane support. Below is a history of other Alaska District emergency operations:

The District helped Alaskan communities recover from the 1964 earthquake, the largest ever recorded in North America, and the 1967 Fairbanks flood that left seven feet of water in downtown and caused $80 million in damages.


The District participated in the Department of Defense's response to Alaska’s Prince William Sound oil spill, the largest oil spill in the nation in 1989. 


At the request of the Federal Emergency Management Agency (FEMA), the District has sent damage survey team members to response and recovery missions following the Loma Prieta earthquake in California in 1989, Hurricane Andrew in Florida in 1992, and Hurricane Georges in Puerto Rico in 1999. The District's current Structural Safety Assessment mission under the Corps' nationwide disaster planning developed, in part, from the Loma Prieta response.


In 2000 the District hosted two damage estimate workshops to assist with preparations of the Pacific Ocean Division's catastrophic disaster response plan involving a major earthquake in the Anchorage area. Private, municipal, state, and federal sectors participated.


The District also hosted the Structural Safety Assessment Planning and Response Team training in Anchorage in 2000. The four national teams from Buffalo, Sacramento, Seattle, and Alaska districts inventoried building construction criteria for use in estimating earthquake damages using FEMA's HAZUS computer model.


In 2000 the District sent a team of three engineers, under Pacific Ocean Division’s Push Team Concept, to Korea to participate in the Reception Staging Onward Movement and Integration (RSOI) military contingency exercise. This planning prepares the District for supporting the Far East and Japan districts in the event of a military conflict.


In April 2001 and January 2002, the District deployed teams of five engineers (one uniformed and four civilians) to support and participate in joint military contingency exercises.  The first team deployed to Thailand for the Cobra Gold exercise, and the second team deployed to Japan for the Yama Sakura exercise. These responses provided a test bed for the Field Force Engineering concept and testing of Tele-Engineering reach back capabilities by providing regular military forces with real time engineering technical services. The Base Development Team and the Emergency Operations Center supported the teams.

60 Years of Arctic Engineering

After two decades of pioneering and four decades of modernizing, the Alaska District has more arctic construction and engineering experience than any other organization in Alaska.

(Source: U.S. Army Corps of Engineers, Alaska District, Public Affairs Office)
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