Dams are unique and diverse structures. They are a part of our
American History and many of the most famous dams — Hoover, Grand
Coulee, Glen Canyon, and Flaming Gorge Dam - are engineering
marvels visited by thousands of people each year. Almost everyone
knows what a dam does; it impounds water. However, most people

know very little else about dams.

Defining Dams

There are numerous types of dams, but in general they can be
broken into five basic categories based on construction materials —
earthfill, rockfill, gravity, arch, and inflatable/gated. Dams can also be
a combination or variation on these categories. Many are multi-use
facilities, but many are built for a single purpose, such as recreation,
flood control, irrigation, or hydropower. Figure 1 provides a
breakdown of the usage of dams by primary purpose in the U.S. These
dams are owned by the federal, state, and local governments, as well

as private entities. Roughly 55 percent of all dams are owned privately,
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while the federal government owns only three percent. Municipalities,
as a group, are one of the largest dam owners in the U.S.

So why are dams important to me? Besides all the above-
mentioned uses, dams fail! In most cases, these failures do not make
headlines or are overshadowed by other current events. In fact, dam
failures are more commonplace than most people realize. Since 1999
there have been 119 reported dam failures, but most dams
(approximately 49 percent in the U.S.) are less than 25 feet in height,
and therefore, do not make headlines when they fail. However, when
it's your dam that ceases to function properly, it certainly becomes

newsworthy to you.

Why Do Dams Fail?

Many factors can contribute to the failure of a dam including age,
flooding, maintenance, construction flaws, foundation issues,
earthquakes, seepage, and even design flaws. Approximately 81

percent of dams are constructed of earth, which are susceptible to
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