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USACE Locks and Dams 
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 USACE navigation responsibilities are planning and constructing navigation channels, locks and dams, and 
dredging to maintain channel depths in U.S. harbors and inland waterways. We operate and maintain 
25,000 miles of navigable channels and 196 commercial lock and dam sites. 



Nearly 200 Years of Work on the Ohio River 

• Open Channel  1824 – 1874 
• Canalization  1879 – 1929 
• Flood Control  1938 – 1988 
• Modernization  1955 – 2018 
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Early Navigation 

• Difficult and hazardous 
 Snags, rocks, sand bars 

 

• Depth over worst shoals 
was one to two feet 
 Steamboats needed three feet  

 

• Extended low water 
seasons in 1818-1820 
 Merchandise not shipped 
 People unable to travel 
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Steamboat TORNADO hard aground 



1824 – Beginning of a Federal Role 
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• President Monroe in his annual 
message to Congress...“the 
superintendence of the Ohio and 
Mississippi Rivers has been 
assigned to officers of the Corps 
of Engineers” 
 

• The act provided for the removal 
of “all snags, sawyers, stumps, 
logs, and obstructions of every 
description” 
 



Henry M. Shreve 

Henry Miller Shreve (1785-1851) 
 

Inventor and Steamboat Captain 
 

Opened Mississippi, Ohio, and Red rivers 
 
HELIOPOLIS (1826-1939) catamaran hulls, steam power windlass used to pull large 
concentrations of dead wood.  Nicknamed “Uncle Sam’s tooth pullers”. 
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Canalization 

• Major William Merrill studied inland waterways of France and 
recommended “movable dams” for the Ohio River 
 
 Navigable pass provided with wickets which may be raised or lowered  

Raised during low water conditions with vessels passing through the lock chamber  
Lowered during high water conditions with vessels pass over wicket dam 
 

 Initial plan was for 68 dams, final plan was for 54 dams 
 

• 51 dams completed from 1885 through 1929 providing a minimum 
navigation depth of 9 feet   

 
• Single 600-foot-long and 110-foot-wide lock chamber 
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Movable Dam Operations – 1902  
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Nearly 200 Years of Work 

• Modernization  1955 – 2018 
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Ohio River Lock and Dam Fundamentals 

• Dams impound pools for year-round navigation with authorized 9-foot depth 
 

• Flow through dams is regulated to maintain constant pool upstream of dam 
 

• Some dams are movable providing open river navigation 
 

• Locks raise and lower vessels between pools 
 

• Locks operate on gravity flow 
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McAlpine L&D in Louisville, KY 
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Green River 
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Green River 
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 1842: Initially canalized, with L&D’s #1 - 4 on the Green River, and 
one L&D on Barren River, a tributary. These were the very first locks 
and dams in the nation to be constructed by the US Army Corps of 
Engineers (previous locks were by private companies or states.) 

 1901: L&D’s #5 and 6 were opened on the Green River, which 
allowed river traffic to Mammoth Cave.  

 1941: Mammoth Cave National Park was established 
 1950’s and 1960’s: All locks removed from service except L&D #1 

and #2, which were replaced and are still in service. 



Kentucky River 
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Kentucky River 
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 1836-1842: L&D #1- 5 Constructed by private entity 
 1880: USACE took over management 
 1891-1917: L&D #6 – 14 constructed by USACE 
 L&D’s #5 -14 are owned by the Kentucky River Authority, but the 

locks were removed from service in 1990 
 L&D’s #1 - 4 are owned by USACE, though working toward 

transferring to Kentucky, but managed by the Kentucky River 
Authority. 
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