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Planning & Executing Columbia Snake River System Major Repairs

Early in the last decade, our colleagues at the Portland and Walla Walla Districts of the
U.S. Army Corps of Engineers recognized that our aging locks would require strategic
repairs to remain operational and reliable. They also recognized that these projects
would need to be planned and executed to have the least impact to our regional and
national economy.

It is important to remember the scale of our navigation infrastructure projects. A
catastrophic failure of one of our lock gates would transiate to at least a one-year
closure of that project. That is how long it takes to design, fabricate, and install a lock
gate of that size. We also do not have any smaller, back-up locks at our projects.
Allowing our locks to degrade to the point of failure simply is not an option. A closure of
one of our projects creates a bottleneck for the entire system.

Beginning in 2006, the Portland and Walla Walla Districts, Northwestern Division, and
PNWA partnered to discuss the highest priority repairs, funding estimates, and
proposed timeline. The result of those partnering efforts was a 2007 plan for how
repairs would be pursued, depending on funding. The goal: minimize planned and
unplanned system closures.

This collaborative planning meant that our river system was well poised o execute
funding made available through the 2009 American Recovery & Reinvestment Act
(ARRA). The Corps began working with stakeholders to prepare for new downstream
gates at three of our projects, and major repairs at three other locks. A fremendous
amount of coordination went into what eventually was a 15-week complete closure of
our inland navigation system. This type of long-term planned closure had never been
done on any inland waterway in the United States.

We worked closely with the Corps for over a year fo prepare growers, shippers, ports,
towboafters, steamship operators, fuel companies, media, legislators, and the stafes of
Oregon, Washington, and Idaho for this unprecedented closure. Special emphasis was
placed on outreach to grain buyers overseas who were accustomed fo sourcing U.S.
wheat from the historically reliable Columbia Snake River System. Every moment of the
14 months leading up fo the closure was necessary fo ensure that both domestic and
international stakeholders were prepared for the shutdown of our system.

I'm pleased to say that this effort was a complete success, and a project of which the
Corps, stakeholders, and Congress can truly be proud. Because of the outstanding
partnership between the Corps and stakeholders, impacts to our regional and national
economy were minimized. The lock maintenance closure demonstrated how the Corps
can efficiently deliver projects while having a minimal impact on the economy.
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