
It was about 50 degrees and drizzling rain 

on the first day members of the Communications 

Group, myself included, tagged along with four 

of American Structurepoint’s environmental 

scientists. Of the adventures that were about 

to be had, no one could have foreseen that 

April O’Donnell would accidentally uncover a 

deer skull, Elena Sotirin would get a lesson in 

identifying soil samples, Adam Hunley would 

dig in the dirt, and I would attempt to climb a 

chain-link fence.

The objective for the day was to get a thirst 

for the outdoors to better understand what it 

is our Environmental Science Group does on 

the days they work in the field, collecting data 

for wetland delineation reports. Before we got 

started, I drilled Ben Harvey on the ins and 

outs of his job. Setting aside technical jargon, 

Harvey explained that in Indiana, wetlands, 

waters, and streams are regulated by the US 

Army Corps of Engineers (USACE). When 

American Structurepoint accepts a project, 

the Environmental Science Group members 

are some of the first on the scene—scoping 

out the landscape and marking with GPS the 

locations of protected wetland areas, so when 

folks like the Road Group step in to start setting 

designs to move dirt, they avoid these areas or 

replace the wetlands they get permits to change 

elsewhere. It’s a way we respect nature, while 

also making sure we can get the work we need 

to do done.

Packed with reflective vests, pink flags 

(data point markers), boots, and lots of bug 

spray, we split into two teams, the first led 

by Jeff Spicer and Harvey, and the other by 

Briana Hope and Allison Barton. Together, the 

teams traversed the greenery alongside the 

area around the I-465 and I-65 intersection 

near Southport Road in Indianapolis, Indiana. 

Adventurers on a mission, we spent the day 

looking for the clues that would confirm if an 

area was a wetland.

To be a wetland, the regulatory agencies 

have three criteria, Harvey said. We know this 

by the vegetation that’s there, the texture and 

color of the soil, and the hydrology of the soil 

(i.e., the source of water to the area).

“We don’t know the right-of-way for this 

project yet,” Harvey said. “So, we’ll go out and 

survey all the land around the site, enter the 

data points we take into GPS, and provide that 

information to the designers so they can avoid 

hitting wetlands in their road design.”
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On day one, the teams noted at least four 

wetlands in the region. On day two, Julie Kost, 

Elisabete Bradley, Charlie Henry, and intern Luke 

Previs of the Communications Group continued 

the exploration.

While in the field, the environmental 

scientists took notes on the approximate size 

of the wetlands found, often determined by 

abundant vegetation, and photographed the 

space for their wetland delineation report. 

In addition, they documented details for the 

USACE on the waterways they came across on 

their journey, to add to the resourceful Indiana 

Maps. 

On these treks, it’s not uncommon to have 

to climb fences, cross homeless camps, outsmart 

snakes and turtles, and investigate graffiti-

streaked areas beneath highways, according to 

Spicer. Though, he says, his favorite wetland 

delineations take place in virgin territory, unlike 

this much noisier interstate investigation.

Scheduled as a 2-day wetland delineation 

on May 17 and 18, this particular job on the 

southside of Indianapolis was spaced out time 

wise, but more often, Hope said, the teams will 

travel to a spot and work all day and night until 

all necessary data is collected—especially if it’s 

after a long drive to a destination.

Their data is invaluable to the rest of 

American Structurepoint during the early stages 

of a project. “We have geologists like Paul 

Johnson on our side, too,” said Harvey. “He’ll do 

the background check and locate groundwater if 

we need to eventually drill a well. Or, if we need 

to rebuild a stream, environmental engineers 

will do the designs.”

Aerial maps from various sources provide 

the best clues for where streams and land 

formations exist, but the best way to discover 

the possible resting spot for wetlands is by 

walking the grounds first-hand (i.e., “walking 

the line,”), said Harvey. By digging out soil 

samples, the teams examined the color, 

texture, and water consistency of the soil. 

They identified vegetation (grasses, rushes, 

and sedges being the most common) and 

documented hydrology, as well, taking data 

points and entering the information into GPS. 

This will serve as the “proof” needed to protect 

that specific area of land. At the end of the day, 

when asked what they love most about their 

jobs, the environmental scientists all agreed. “I 

love being outside,” they said. “My hands and 

knees are muddy, so you know it’s been a great 

day.”
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