
Watershed Programs
Over 11,000 flood control dams have been
built in 2,000 watersheds across the nation
since 1948. These dams were built by water-
shed project sponsors in 47 states with fund-
ing and technical help provided through
USDA watershed programs. These programs
are administered by the USDA Natural Re-
sources Conservation Service (NRCS). Local
units of government serving as project spon-
sors assume operation and maintenance
responsibility after the dams are built.

Many of these dams were designed for a 50-
year life span and now they are at, or near,
that age. Some dams have deteriorating
concrete and metal components, and some
lakes have filled with sediment, reducing the
flood control effectiveness and increasing the
potential for dam failure.

More than 1,800 dams will reach the end of
their designed life by 2010. Some dams pose a
threat to the public health and safety of those
living downstream from the dams, or who use
the reservoirs as their source of drinking water.
The dams provide multiple benefits such as
flood control, sediment reduction, recreation,
wildlife habitat, and sources for irrigation.
Rehabilitation of the dams would mean
continued benefits for many more years.

Rehabilitation Help is Available
to Watershed Project Sponsors
Many watershed project sponsors do not have
the resources to rehabilitate aging flood control
dams. Congress passed the Watershed Rehabili-
tation Amendments of 2000 authorizing NRCS
to provide technical and financial assistance to
watershed project sponsors in rehabilitating
their dams.

This assistance is available to watershed project
sponsors with flood control dams constructed
under PL-534, PL-566, RC&D and Pilot water-
shed programs.

The purpose of rehabilitation is to extend the
service life of dams and bring them into com-
pliance with applicable safety and performance
standards or to decommission the dams so they
no longer poses a threat to life or property.

Funding
Congress authorized $275 million in Commod-
ity Credit Corporation funding and $325 million
discretionary funding for rehabilitation in the
2002 Farm Bill. Because of the large number of
dams that need rehabilitation, these funds will
not address all watershed project sponsor
applications. Applications will be ranked and
those dams that protect safety and health, and
those with the most risk of failure will receive
the highest priority.

Rehabilitation Assistance is
Available For:
♦ Extending the life of the dams beyond their

original planned life.

♦ Replacing deteriorated metal and concrete
components.

♦ Repairing damages from catastrophic events.

♦ Upgrading dams to meet current state dam
safety laws.

♦ Decommissioning dams.

The entire structure must be brought up to
current dam safety requirements.

Relocation of isolated homes downstream from
dams may be an option to reduce the threat of
loss of lives and/or property in event of a dam
failure.

Funds Can Not Be Used For:
♦ Operation and maintenance work.

♦ Repair of components of the structure.

Many of the lakes have filled with sediment.

Dams were often built for flood protection of
agricultural lands. Today homes, businesses and
other structures have been built downstream from
some of the dams. Many of these dams no longer
meet current state dam safety laws and there is a
potential for loss of life and property if the dams
should fail.
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For additional information about the watershed
program and rehabilitation of aging dams,
contact any local NRCS field office or visit the
NRCS web page (www.nrcs.usda.gov), click on
“Programs”, then on “Watershed Rehabilita-
tion”.

The National Watershed Coalition (NWC) is a
nonprofit coalition made up of national, re-
gional, state and local organizations, associa-
tions, and individuals, that advocate using
watersheds as the planning and implementation
unit when dealing with natural resource prob-
lems and issues. For more information about the
coalition, visit our web site.
(www.watershedcoalition.org)

This publication was developed by the NWC in
cooperation with the USDA Natural Resources
Conservation Service.

The NWC and the U. S. Department of Agriculture (USDA) prohibits
discrimination in all their programs and activities on the basis of race, color,
national origin, gender, religion, age, disability, political beliefs, sexual
orientation or marital or family status. (Not all prohibited bases apply to all
programs). Persons with disabilities who require alternative means of
communication of program information (Braille, large print, audiotape, etc.)
should contact USDA’s TARGET Center (202) 720-2600 (voice and TDD).
To file  a complaint of discrimination, write USDA Director, Office of Civil
Rights, Room 326-W, Whitten Building, 14th and Independence Avenue, SW,
Washington DC 20250-9410 or call (202) 720-5964 (voice and TDD. USDA is
an equal opportunity provider and employer.
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Submitting an Application
Watershed project sponsors must submit an
application for assistance to the NRCS to be
considered for rehabilitation assistance.
Contact NRCS for necessary forms and
procedures.

Sponsor Responsibilities
Before funds can be approved for a rehabilita-
tion project, sponsors must:
♦ Be current in operations and maintenance

of their dams.

♦ Provide non-federal cost-share funds
(35 % of the cost of the  project).

♦ Obtain permits.

♦ Develop new operation and maintenance
agreement.

♦ Certify landrights and land treatment.

♦ Provide proof of controls on downstream
development (low and significant hazard
dams).

♦ Develop an emergency action plan for high
hazard dams.

Steps in Implementation:
♦ Sponsor submits application;
♦ NRCS ranks the applications and selects

projects for funding;
♦ Compete project planning (economic

analysis,  environmental review, cultural
resources evaluation, etc.);

♦ Complete design;
♦ Complete construction.

The project planning process must include
participation from the public and may take a
year or more to complete.


