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Right: Joe Trahan became
chief of the Engineering
Division.

upon outside consultants. Yet this poses potential risks, as Colonel Sigler recognized:
If you charge the federal government with the mission to be respon-
sible for the design of certain public works, [it] can’t just oversee it.

There has got to be some expertise within that organization up to the

state of the art and with a good knowledge of what good design should

consist of. The only way you can do that is with practical hands on

experience, so you have to have a certain amount of the design done

by the government agency itself.”

In an era of reductions, the argument was a hard sell.

Numbers help tell the story of the “trauma associated with resource cut-
backs” and a hiring freeze.? In 1976, the District had 560 civilian employees
and nine military. Retiring the Galveston District’s hopper dredges meant cut-
ting about 90 people from the staff. Today, there are only four hopper dredges
in the entire Corps, and these are primarily for national defense. More cutbacks
followed. Between January 1, 1981 and October 20, 1981, Galveston’s full-time
permanent staff fell by 62 people—they then numbered 406. With attrition and
the transfer of Finance and Accounting and Personnel to Fort Worth, Galveston
estimated that its workforce would be down to 349 people by April 1982.
Eventually, the workforce stabilized at about 400, well below its peak.?

The cutbacks affected even those who remained. Their workloads often in-
creased and, perhaps more importantly, opportunities for advancement became
somewhat limited. This was particularly difficult at a time when the District was
pushed to encourage equal employment. The District was startled when a class
action discrimination suit was filed against it in October 1977 by five female em-
ployees. The U.S. District Court for the Southern District of Texas dismissed the
suit in June 1979 and assessed court costs against the plaintiffs,” but the suit
clearly made the District more aware of equal employment opportunity. The
District Engineer’s periodic letters to the Division Engineer began to regularly
include reports on the progress of the EEO program.®

The composition of the work force was changing in another way as well. As
construction work in the District declined 30 to 35 percent and as a multidisciplinary
approach to project planning was emphasized, there were fewer designers and engineers
and more lawyers, biologists, archaeologists and computer specialists.’! Between 1976
and 1986, the District acelerated the computerization trend which began earlier. New
technologies required new training pro-
grams. Computer-aided design and drafting
(CADD) and a steady stream of new soft-
ware and hardware for project management,
cost estimating, word processing, and desk-
top publishing challenged even the most
experienced staffers.

In 1986, these staffers also saw a
belated organizational change. In June
1986, the Galveston District finally
formed a separate Planning Division.

It was one of the last District’s to do

so0. There were two reasons for this. First,
the Planning Branch had been part of the
Engineering Division.*? The Chief of the




Engineering Division, Doug Graham, and his successor, Joe Trahan, both pre-
ferred to keep the Engineering Division intact. Sccond, there was not o
great deal of urgency to move Plunning out of Engineering beciuse,
according to Chief of Planning Eill Waooley, he was generally able
to work well within the Engineering Division with a minimum ol
interference. The push to organiw: o separate Planning Division
came from Lieutenant General E 12, Heiberg [11 at OCE, with
support from Division Engineer Mujor General JE. Hilmes. '
With creation of the Planning Division. the Environmental
Resources Branch became part o Plinning.

Several other changes occurred about the same tme, The
Permit Branch was renamed the Reoulatory Branch. Procure-
ment and Supply was renamed the: Contracting Division, and
Program Development became the: Frogiam Management Of-
fice.* Although the boundaries of the District have not changed
over the past decade, these organizaticnal and title changes ac-
knowledge the evolving nature of (i nssignimenis

In addition to the main District office in Galveston, there are
five area offices providing local comtuct pomnts, The offices are al
Port Arthur, Corpus Christi,
Brownsville, Fort Point and
Houston. In addition, Project
Engineers are assigned to the
sites of major projects. Field
offices operate at the Brazos
River floodgates, the Colo-
rado River locks, the Addicks
and Barker reservoirs, and
Wallisville Lake. With in-
creasing emphasis upon the
recreational value of District
projects, rangers have also
become a more important part of the out-of-office team.

The personalities and temperaments of Galveston’s District Engineers over the
past decade have been as varied as the work the District does. Sometimes the focus
and emphasis changed, but all had the same basic goal: service to the region con-
sistent with Corps tradition.

This tradition was exemplified by Colonel Don McCoy, who inherited the
Wallisville project and much of the turmoil surrounding the court cases. By his
own admission outspoken and gruff, McCoy did not hesitate to take on Corps
opponents. An avid hunter, outdoorsman and self-avowed environmentalist,
McCoy was truly convinced of the merits of the Wallisville project. His greatest
achivement during his command, however, was fighting to preserve operations
and maintenance functions within the District by fighting for more money.*

Colonel Jon Vanden Bosch succeeded McCoy in 1976 and served until May
31, 1979. Tall, handsome and distinguished, his style contrasted with McCoy’s.
After retiring from the service and spending five years with a private engineering
firm,* Vanden Bosch became Public Works Director for the city of Houston;
Wallisville continued to haunt him. 103
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Col. Alan Laubscher and
Senator John Tower on an
inspection tour following
Hurricane Alicia.

Colonel James M. Sigler’s three-year command at Galveston lasted from
June 1979 through May 1982. He felt that a District Engineer must be “exter-
nally oriented” in his day-to-day duties. Believing that it is difficult to be a good
manager if more than eight or nine people report to a particular individual, he
pushed responsibility for day-to-day decisions onto the Chiefs of the Galveston
District’s four Divisions. He also, by his own admission, resisted putting pencil
to paper, except to sign something, and in fact was fairly successful in getting
other people to do the writing.*” Sigler ultimately became a principal in a Texas
consulting engineering company.

Colonel Alan L. Laubscher served from June 1982 through June 1985. He
managed several major projects and regulatory matters, including the Mouth of
the Colorado River project and the Bakersport permit. Laubscher’s command in
some ways was the most difficult of the decade in the District. Other Galveston
District Engineers felt beseiged by outsiders, but Laubscher felt beseiged from
within because of changes and consolidation in the District. Yet the changes he
made helped assure that the Galveston District would not
be absorbed by Fort Worth. Unlike McCoy, Vanden Bosch
and Sigler, all of whom retired from the Army after spend-
ing three years at Galveston, Laubscher did not view the
Galveston District as the culmination of his military career.
He took over the Engineer Topographic Laboratory com-
mand after leaving Galveston.

Colonel Gordon Clarke, who was District Engineer
from mid-1985 to October 1987, was born in Galveston
and spent the first four months of his life there. As he grew
up and heard his military father reminisce about his own
years in Galveston,* Clarke never dreamed that someday
he would return. Clarke believed that his command was
characterized by an “open style of management.” He em-
phasized communication between staff members as a way to break down barriers
between “fiefdoms,” as he called them, within the District. Overall, Clarke be-
lieved the District was “healthy”—the most frequently used adjective when
talking about the District during his command.*

Colonel John A. Tudela assumed command of the Galveston District on
October 5, 1987. A native of La Paz, Bolivia and fluent in six languages, Tudela
marked a change from previous District Engineers because of his experience with
diplomatic missions and foreign policy as a military attache to Mexico, as a mil-
itary assistant to Secretary of State Henry Kissinger, and special assistant to NATO
Commander, General Bernard Rogers. His diplomatic skills served him well as
local sponsors and the District adjusted to the new ground rules laid out in the
1986 Water Resources Act, and to changes at OCE. For example, Lt. Gen. Henry
J. Hatch, a former Galveston resident who played on the beaches as a boy, be-
came the new Chief of Engineers in 1988, replacing Lieutenant General E.R.
Heiberg III, who retired. Hatch had been Director of Civil Works.*

In change-of-command ceremonies on September 8, 1989, Colonel Tudela
turned over the District to Colonel Brink P. Miller, a native Texan. Tudela was
assigned to Puerto Rico as U.S. Garrison Commander for Puerto Rico and the
Virgin Islands.*! His successor, the 41st Galveston District Engineer, would see
the District move into its long-awaited new headquarters building. This building



would be the first permanent home the District had in its more than 100-year history on
the island.”? The design contract for the District’s new $12 million office building was
awarded in April 1987, but as of 1990 construction had not begun.

The new building was first proposed over a decade ago. In 1981, the District
began considering relocating to the old Public Health Hospital facility in

Galveston when the District’s lease on its present office came up for
renewal in 1984.** When a new building became an option, the
District considered financing the building through a private

developer who would own the building. then lease it back - o . . - -
to the Corps as the New Orleans District was doing with g e e
its new building. OMB, however, forec |osed this aption:™ & s : : :

the building would be built on governmicnt-owned land

on Galveston Island. The site eventually sclected was

Fort Point, where the District already had an area office.

The initial plan was to move the
Fort Point office during construc-
tion to the Post Office Building in
Galveston, where the District was
headquartered from 1938 to 1974.
Instead, it eventually moved to
rented quarters along the seawall
without waiting for groundbreaking
on the new headquarters.

The new building is functional,
but not architecturally unique. While
the initial renderings and sketches
showed a building with a curved
facade and interesting entry, OCE
informed the District that Corps buildings are rectangular and that the District’s
new headquarters will conform to that standard.* concrete structure

As the District readied to move into its new building during the 1990s, (center) housed
symbolically it also prepared itself to move into the next century. Its future the Fort Point
agenda will clearly be shaped by environmental issues. Congress and, in turn, Area Office.
the Corps will have to reconcile the continuing degradation of air, soil and water
with the shrinking number of resources available to try to solve these problems.

T

i TR,

Top: The bunker-like

The Galveston District will be affected more than many Districts because of its Bottom: The drawing
many miles of coastline and hundreds of acres of wetlands. Wetlands are a vital shows new district
natural resource, providing wildlife habitats, flood storage, groundwater recharg- headquarters building.

ing, and natural water filtration and purification; they have become a major part
of the Galveston District’s regulatory responsibilities.

Shrinking wetlands are attracting national attention. In 1977, the country was
losing wetlands at the rate of 300,000 acres per year.* By 1982, despite passage
of the Clean Water Act in 1977, the country was losing 458,000 acres of wetlands
per year.*’ In December 1985, the Supreme Court unamimously approved a broad
definition of the word “wetlands” and thus confirmed the authority of the Corps
over millions of acres of privately owned property adjacent to navigable waters.
If a piece of private property fits the court-approved definition of “wetlands,”

a federal permit is required before the wetlands can be filled.* The Supreme
Court’s ruling clarified the District’s jurisdiction over wetlands such as Pond 105



No. 12 near Weslaco in the Rio Grande Valley. In 1984, the Corps learned that
someone had dredged a channel through the middle of the pond and was draining
water from it even though the pond was the seasonal home of migratory birds.
The District, however, was not certain that this 30-acre pothole was within its jurisdic-
fion since it was not crucial to interstate or foreign com-
merce.™ Pond No, 12 now clearly falls within the
Diistrict’s purview.

The issue of wetlands preservation also
alfects projects such as the channelization of
Taylors Bayou in Jefferson County, a project
that began on paper over 40 years ago, but did
not progress beyond an idea unil after the city

of Beaumont flooded in the |960s, Some resi-
dents believed the flooding problem could be

Above: Distirbance
of wetlands, such s
ditching of Pond |2
near Weslaco, is now
a Corps concen,

Right: The Essavans
Building was locaied
between: the sitip cliin-
nel and The Universiny
of Texiis Medical
Brancii o the east
end of Gulvesion
Island.

solved if the Galveston District would channelize Taylors Bayou. The channel
would hold water that was found in the bayou. In its EIS, the District acknowl-
edged that this meant that some of the marsh would become dry land, and that
other parts would become a muddy reservoir unsuited to waterfowl and game
fish such as bass and bluegill.®

With a proposed project such as the Taylors Bayou channelization, the
District must work to implement its plans and perform its regulatory functions
while achieving consensus among a variety of factions. The task is made more
difficult because, as Dale Hall of the U.S. Fish and Wildlife Service wrote, “The
Corps autonomously regulates the development of wetlands on the one hand, and
then encourages wetland development through the civil works function on the
other.” He described it as “wetlands schizophrenia.”*! In Texas, the Corps’ task
is even more difficult—as late as 1987, the state still did not have a coastal zone-
management plan. This often put the Galveston District squarely in the middle
between developers and environmentalists when it was time to issue permits;>?
Texas did not provide the guidelines as many other states did.

In 1990, the future of wetlands preservation became even more clouded.
In July 1990, the U.S. Court of Claims ruled that Corps of Engineers denial

106 of a wetlands permit for an oceanfront development in New Jersey represented



a “taking” of the property, and ordered the Corps to pay the developer $3 million.
By refusing a permit which would have allowed the developer to fill 12.5 acres
of wetlands, the Corps cut the value of the property to $1,000 an acre or less.
Another court made a similar decision involving Florida wetlands. As a result,
the Corps may ultimately have to readjust its attitude. While the Corps has said,
“Business will go on as usual in the [wetlands regulatory] program until we get
guidance from an appellate court,”* the Galveston District, like other Districts,
“may have to be more cognizant of the risk of a taking.”**

Despite controversy and cutbacks, the Galveston District has an annual budget
of approximately $100 million. The District is one of Galveston’s largest employ-
ers, pouring thousands of dollars into the local economy each year. To outsiders,
the District seems to breed astonishing loyalty among its 400-plus employees.

It also seems at times reluctant to brook criticism; on some occasions, a “seige
mentality” has swept the District, particularly when attacked by the press and in
the courts, but also when OCE has dictated changes in response to administration
policy. However, the disappointments—losing staff and failing to acquire a signi-
ficant number of military design projects to supplement civil works—have been
offset by successes. The District remains one of the busiest civil works Districts
in the nation; its winning tradition continues.
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