PROJECT FACT SHEET
Tennessee Cumberland Rivers Watershed Study
If authorized, this watershed study will include an inland navigation systems analysis to address the level of investment needed for efficient navigation on the Tennessee-Cumberland Rivers.  The existing system consists of fourteen locks and dams controlling 1,175 miles of navigable waterway on the Tennessee and Cumberland Rivers.  The Tennessee River locks are currently operated and maintained by the Corps of Engineers under a Memorandum of Agreement between the Corps and the Tennessee Valley Authority (TVA), while the Cumberland River locks and dams are operated and maintained by the Corps.  These structures are crucial to the orderly development of navigation throughout the Tennessee-Cumberland River Basin.   Average age of the four locks on the Cumberland River is 39 years.  The average age of the 10 main chambers on the Tennessee River is 44 years and the average age of the four auxiliary locks is 66 years.  As traffic grows through the Tennessee-Cumberland River Valley, key lock structures will experience increasing delays, which may be particularly severe during times of maintenance (when the existing chambers must be closed for routine or emergency repairs or accidents).  Any closure of the main locks will result in severe traffic impacts, because nine of the fourteen lock and dam projects are served by only a single lock with no auxiliary chamber.  The 30-day closure in May 2000 at Wilson Lock delayed 122 tows an average of four days per tow.  The recent 16-day closure delayed 52 tows an average of 4.1 days.  For the past ten years, traffic on the Tennessee-Cumberland Rivers has grown at an annual average rate of 1.5 percent.  In 1999, total tonnage reached 76 million tons, reflecting a 35 percent increase over 1989.   Annual O&M costs in the past three years have averaged $23.8 million per year.

The Tennessee and Cumberland River basins include portions of seven states ranging from the mountains of Appalachia to the interior coastal plain.  According to the World Wildlife Fund, “the two closely related basins host the highest number of fish, mussels and crayfish species, and the highest number of endemic freshwater species in North America.”  The Tennessee and Cumberland provide the only significant water storage in the lower Ohio River basin; storage critical to the Ohio and Mississippi Rivers during droughts and floods.  The 40+ lakes and reservoirs provide up to 25% of the water in the lower Mississippi during droughts, thereby sustaining navigation, water supply, economic growth, energy production, environmental resources, and recreation for the Ohio and Mississippi Rivers.  The two rivers also shave flood peaks to prevent millions of dollars in damages annually in the Tennessee, Cumberland, Ohio, and Mississippi River basins.  Federal water resource infrastructure in the Tennessee and Cumberland River basins has, for the most part, exceeded the original design life.  For example, two dams on the Cumberland are among the top five national dam safety priorities.  Another has a serious history of problems that are being investigated.  Failure would result in catastrophic loss of human life along with significant impacts to property and the economy.

Multiple interests have recently converged to express concern about infrastructure and environmental conditions of the Tennessee and Cumberland watersheds.  Concerns focus on aging systems and their ability to provide economic and environmental resources for present and future generations in the face of increasing demands.  Societal interests are vastly different now than when projects on these rivers were built.  These river systems will be expected to continue to support commercial navigation in the context of a multi-modal transportation network and other traditional uses into the future, and they will also be asked to meet ecological demands along with other, as yet unforeseen, needs.

Meeting demands of the future requires collaborative decision-making today.   Proactive planning today will minimize risks and provide far greater returns than corrective actions tomorrow.  Collaborative resource management decision-making has been promoted by President Bush with his Executive Order on Cooperative Conservation.  Through shared vision planning, the diverse interests now converging over the future of the basins will work to ensure the region sustains economic and environmental viability for the foreseeable future.  

The planning process will bring together a full spectrum of stakeholders to evaluate current and future contributions of water resources to the Nation and the region.  At the core of this is examination of value issues associated with Federal water projects before determining whether changes should be made to operating priorities or project purposes.  Federal agencies that have expressed a willingness to participate in the planning process include TVA, EPA, USDA, USGS, and USFWS.  Letters of support for this effort have also been received from the states of Kentucky and Tennessee along with non-governmental organizations such as local watershed groups and regional and world-wide organizations.    

This study will analyze the investments needed to operate and maintain safe and efficient navigation on the two rivers well into the 21st century.  The study will consider the economic, social, and environmental aspects of both small and large scale improvements to the system.  It will identify the operation and maintenance, major maintenance, major rehabilitation, and new construction investment needs and develop an investment plan for the navigation locks and associated dams, pools and channels.  The study will evaluate the interaction of navigation with other system functions including flood damage reduction, hydropower production, recreation, water supply and environmental sustainability.  It will evaluate the existing water balance in the system to see if changes are needed to achieve the greatest value to the public.  
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