
By Dr. Martin Reuss*

he 1993 midwest flood
ranks among the most

catastrophic disasters in our na-
tion's history, shattering previous
stage and discharge records on
major portions of the Mississippi
and Missouri Rivers . More than
500 Corps employees were in-
volved in the flood response, and
the agency supplied 31 million
sandbags and loaned 430 pumps
to local interests. Along with
other federal and nonfederal
agencies, the Corps helped drain
flooded areas, conducted damage
surveys, and inspected and re-
paired levees .
As impressive as the Corps'
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capability to respond to disasters
such as the midwest flood is now,
this mission was not envisioned by
early champions of the Corps . In-
stead, it evolved after Congress
and the public recognized that the
Corps' organization and capabili-
ties made the agency a valuable
resource that was tailor-made to
meet the urgent demands brought
on by calamitous disasters .

Civil WarEra
ome federal legislation was
passed to alleviate the dis-

tress caused by several disasters
prior to the Civil War, including

the loan of naval vessels to
transport private, charitable con-
tributions to the famine-stricken
people of Ireland . But direct fed-
eral participation in disaster as-
sistance really began in 1865, at
the close of the Civil War, when
the government helped freedmen
(freed blacks) of the south sur-
vive flooding along the Missis-
sippi River . Once disaster relief
had been given to one group, it
became legally and ethically dif-
ficult for members of Congress to
oppose extending similar assis-
tance to others .
The Bureau of Freedmen ad-

ministered the first federal

TheCambria Iron Works
warehouse shows debris
resulting from the 1889
Johnstown, Pennsylvania,
flood.
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1917, the Army reorganized

disaster-relief responsibilities
igned command and con-

trol during disaster situations to
department or corps area com-
manders. The engineers retained
their responsibility for the preser-
vation of navigation channels and

-control structures, but dur-
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Depression years, d' 5aster-relief
efforts were also strengthened by
manpower supplied by such agen-
cies as theVarks Progress Adm
stration and the Civilian Conser-
vation Corps.

he engi7n
di& :ster responses after the

extensive 1937 floods- by initiating
emergency operations planning .
This initiative resulted in a
ceptible improverna',,t °n readiness
and a new a
reaching disaster
nishing needed relic
ning reaped important benefits

World War II, when it be-
came necessary to use engineer
troops and prisoners of war for

f--, and other disaster-OD-
erations. Their readiness
apparent during such pa
disasters as the 1947 'IbXas
explosion, which lulled 512
and injured 1,784, and dur
eration Snowbound in 1949 .
Operation Snowbound, the first

snow-removal emergency for the
Corps, covered most of the states
in the Missouri River watershed.
Eventually it involved nearly
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