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ONTROLLING NATURE by bulldozing dirt and pouring concrete has
long been the guiding vision of the U.S. Army Corps of Engineers.
For 250 years that ethos inspired both awe and disgust. “In my sci-
ence training, the Army Corps destroyed everything. They’re the
enemy,” says geomorphologist Julie Beagle, who spent much of her

early career working to repair ecosystems damaged by “gray” infrastructure such as dams
and levees built by the Corps. “My first boss had a sign on her desk that said, ‘Kill the
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So plenty of people were skeptical in 2010 when the
Corpsrolled outan Engineering with Nature (EWN) ini-
tiative, saying it now aspired to work with nature rather
than dominate it—adramatic change in culture and prac-
tice. Engineers and scientists are moving constrictive
levees farther from riverbanks and reconnecting rivers
with floodplains. They are reusing sediment dredged
from shipping channels to strengthen disintegrating
tidal marshes. They are partially acquiescing to rivers’
chosen paths while retaining navigation channels.

The initiative is relatively small; there are seven
EWN programs sprinkled across the Corps’s 43 dis-
tricts (five of which are international). But the changes
convinced Beagle four years ago to leave her job at the
San Francisco Estuary Institute and become chief of
environmental planning for the Corps’s San Francisco
district. She is now one of four “practice leads” who
demonstrate and teach EWN across the Corps’s 37,000
employees. One example of her pioneering work is a
big project in central California’s Pdjaro River basin
designed to protect communities from flooding while
recharging groundwater to aid farmers and restoring
habitat for threatened fish.

Beagle’s career move was risky, given the Corps’s
inertia. Its long insistence that it could and should re-
shape nature for economic benefit has dominated U.S.
civil works culture and has been exported globally
through Corps projects in more than 130 countries,
apractice some call “hydrocolonialism.”

Beagle says many people from her adviser’s genera-
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To such critics, damaging nature was the Corps’s core competence.

tion “really rolled over” when she and several other
mid-career scientists she knew went to the Corps. But
she saw the move as an opportunity to be “a cultural
changemaker” in an agency that has remade vastland-
scapes and waterways. With a $7.2-billion budget for
civil works in fiscal year 2025, the agency’s employees
oversee 24,000 miles of levees; 926 harbors that they
keep dredged for shipping; 749 dams; 350 miles of
beaches and dunes; numerous navigation channels and
locks; and seawalls and bulkheads along hundreds of
miles of coast. How the Corps thinks and what it does
shape our world.

The consequences of its decisions can be deadly. The
most horrific failure in recent memory occurred during
Hurricane Katrina in 2005. More than 1,400 people in
New Orleans and the Gulf region died when levees and
floodwalls gave way; 80 percent of New Orleans lay un-
derwater, some areas for 43 days. The Gulf’s famous
marshes help to protect human communities from
storm surges, but more than a century of levees and
dams on the Mississippi River had deprived the
marshes of 70 percent of the sediment they need to
stand up to a relentless sea. More than 2,000 square
miles have eroded away since the 1930s. Shipping canals
have sliced and diced freshwater marshes, providing
pathways for salt water to infiltrate and kill vegetation
and for storm surgesto rear up and overtake near-shore
communities. Katrina bowled straight up a wide navi-
gation channel called the Mississippi River—Gulf Outlet
that the Corps had cut through protective marshes.
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