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By the end of the 20th century, 
the Portland District had adapted to 
considerable changes, particularly in 
the environmental arena.  While the 
District continued its longstanding 
commitment to navigation and 
hydropower, it also devoted many 
resources to the Corps’ newer 
missions, including regulating 
wetlands and environmental 
restoration.  At the same time, 
the District responded to new 
congressional mandates.  Legislation, 
such as the Endangered Species 
Act of 1973, notably infl uenced 
navigation and hydropower during 
the period 1980-2000.

So signifi cant did endangered 
species become that this could be 
called the “salmon era” for the 
Portland District.  Consideration of 
endangered salmon affected almost 
every action of the District – and 
the Corps’ efforts to save these fi sh 
while also providing navigation, 
hydropower, and other services 
highlighted an important theme 
of the era:  the need to balance a 
growing diversity of interests with 
the increasing demands on the 
region’s limited natural resources.  
The controversy surrounding 
Elk Creek Dam exemplifi ed the 
magnitude of changes that had 
occurred during this period.  A half 
a century earlier, this project likely 
would have been completed with 
little, if any, opposition.  Another 
signifi cant development included 
the Corps’ research on salmon and 
its construction of fi sh-passage 
facilities, which illustrated adaptive 
and innovative approaches to saving 
salmon.

The period 1980-2000 was 
also characterized by the District’s 
response to emergencies.  The 
eruption of Mount St. Helens was a 

monumental event in the District’s 
history as well as that of the region.  
The Corps’ quick mobilization and 
response to that disaster, along with 
the assistance provided during the 
Alaska Oil Spill in 1989 and the 
Flood of 1996, demonstrated the 
District’s connection to Pacifi c 
Northwest communities, marking a 
high point in the public’s reaction to 
the agency.  As one dredge captain 
commented, the Corps’ aid during 
disasters represented the District’s 
“glory” days.1

The last decades of the 20th 
century also marked a turning point 
in water resources planning and 
management.  The Water Resources 
Development Act of 1986 directed 
non-federal interests to share the 
costs for navigation, fl ood control, 
and other projects.  From that point, 
the Corps worked with non-federal 
interests to develop projects that 
were environmentally and socially 
responsible as well as economically 
sound.

Changes in congressional 
appropriations and funding led 
the Corps to modify the way it 
conducted business during the end of 
the 20th century.  The agency adopted 
concepts from private industry during 
this period, attempting to improve 
effi ciency and competitiveness.  
Project management, which 
emphasized teamwork, cost control, 
and timeliness, proved to be a 
signifi cant development in Portland 
as well as other districts – one that is 
likely to persist.

Many of the major trends of the 
late 20th century will continue into 
the 21st century.  Projects such as the 
Columbia River Channel Deepening, 
for instance, will require ongoing 
consideration of endangered species 
and environmental impacts as well 

as the need to balance a diversity 
of interests.  The Willamette River 
restoration initiative and the Lower 
Columbia River Estuary Program 
highlight the continued importance 
of the Corps’ environmental work.  

The story of the Portland District 
demonstrates the adaptability, 
innovation, and determination of 
its employees – and it reveals how 
their work has helped shape the 
history of the region.  As a new 
generation of employees face new 
challenges, they can draw from the 
legacy and the tradition of service 
of their predecessors.  As the new 
District Engineer, Colonel Richard 
W. Hobernicht aptly observed shortly 
after taking command in July of 
2002, “It’s the people that make the 
District.”2

Conclusion
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1 Miguel Jiminez, Interview with Lisa Mighetto, 
Aboard the Yaquina, Portland, Oregon, June 13, 
2001.

2 “The People of the Portland District.” Video 
Produced for Portland District Public Affairs by 
Historical Research Associates, 2002.
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AMPRS Automated Management Project Reporting Systems
ASACW Assistant Secretary of the Army for Civil Works
BPA Bonneville Power Administration
BRAC Base Realignment and Closure
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