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The resilience of America’s communities and infrastructure is being tested like never before.  Increasingly severe 
storms and floods are wreaking havoc on communities and exacerbating historic inequities among vulnerable 
populations.  The changing climate, combined with historic and ongoing degradation of vast swaths of habitat, 
have thrust America’s wildlife into crisis, including the freshwater species that are most affected by water 
resources projects.  Recent water resources development acts have given the Corps some key tools to address 
these problems, but much more needs to be done.  The reforms outlined below would make communities safer, 
redress environmental injustices, and allow our treasured wildlife to thrive by improving the Corps’ ability to 
leverage the natural defenses provided by healthy rivers, floodplains, and wetlands.   
 

Increase Organizational Capacity Through a Resilience Directorate.  Congress should 
establish a Resilience Directorate within the Office of the Chief of Engineers to improve the Corps’ ability 
to reduce flood risks, promote coordinated planning across districts and Corps business lines, and better 

leverage the benefits of natural infrastructure.  The Directorate should be tasked with ensuring that existing 
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.  Congress should also establish “community and natural systems resilience” as co-equal project 
purpose for each water resources project to eliminate a perceived barrier to comprehensive resilience planning.  
These reforms will help the Corps take full advantage of its programs and authorities to improve community and 
water resources resilience, and avoid piecemeal planning that can increase flood risks and recovery costs. 
 

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.  Congress should:  (a) establish a resiliency planning assistance program for Tribes, 

economically disadvantaged communities, and communities of color; (b) expand the WRDA 2020 Pilot Program 
for Economically Disadvantaged Communities (sec. 118); (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; (e) establish an Environmental Justice Innovation Center to advance innovative, 
environmentally sustainable, and cost-effective community-scaled solutions to water resources problems; (e) 
incorporating toxics remediation into ecological restoration, navigation, and flood resilience projects; and (f) 
better support minority owned businesses.  These reforms build on the progress made in WRDA 2020, and are 
critical next steps for ensuring the Corps can advance solutions that will help redress environmental injustices.   
 

1 

2 

Six Reforms to Protect People and Wildlife 
Water Resources Development Act 
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Properly Account for Project Costs and Benefits.  Congress should ensure that the Corps 
accounts for appropriate categories of project costs and benefits, including the free ecosystem service 
benefits provided by natural systems such as flood control, water purification, and wildlife habitat.  

Congress should ensure that the Corps’ benefit-cost analyses:  (a) properly account for project costs, including 
costs associated with addressing site-specific conditions and challenges, a project’s full life-cycle needs, lost 
ecosystem services, and sub-optimal funding streams; (b) properly account for project benefits, including 
equitably accounting for benefits to disadvantaged and low-income communities, increases in the value of 
ecosystem services, and reductions in federal subsidy payments; (c) exclude benefits that are contrary to law or 
policy, including counting flood damage reduction benefits on lands protected by permanent conservation 
easements; and (d) apply the discount rate in a manner that accounts for the multigenerational benefits 
delivered by natural and nature-based features that reduce future risks and restore ecosystems that will grow 
and build over time.  Properly accounting for categories of costs and benefits is critical for making effective 
decisions regarding the planning, budgeting, prioritization, and authorization of Corps projects. 
 

Utilize Federal and State Expertise.  Congress should ensure that the Corps utilizes the expertise of 
Federal and State fish and wildlife experts when planning projects.  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 (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 redress 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.  The Corps has not complied with these 
important mitigation requirements in key situations, despite the plain language of the law and clear 
Congressional intent, resulting in a failure to carry out mitigation for significant ecosystem-wide impacts 
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 Voluntary Easements to Improve Resilience.  Congress should ensure the Corps has the 
tools it needs to develop and implement resilient solutions.  Congress should:  (a) direct the Corps to map 
all flood easements, conservation easements, and permanently protected lands and waters in the project 

area when assessing the impacts and benefits of a water resources project; (b) direct the Corps to map the many 
flood easements already purchased by the Corps across the country to facilitate consideration of those 
easements when planning projects and updating operating plans; and (c) 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.  
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For more information please contact 
Melissa Samet, Senior Water Resources Counsel, 415-762-8264, sametm@nwf.org 
Jessie Ritter, Senior Director Water Resources and Coastal Policy, 202-797-6886, ritterj@nwf.org 


