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IN-MEMORIAM

Peter Ackers (1924-2021)
IAHR Honorary Member

IAHR PEOPLE

• Locating water supply intakes on seven estuaries on the
Malaysian peninsula to minimise salt water incursion;

• Identifying a strategy to extend the life of Guanting reservoir,
which was rapidly filling with sediment but was essential to the
water supply to Beijing (on that visit he was amused when he
was presented with a copy of his book on weirs and flumes,
translated into Chinese which was a standard text in Chinese
universities);

• Designing an innovative 100m deep vortex drop shaft for drai-
nage at Ok Tedi gold mine in PNG;

• Developing anti-cavitation measures for the 200m high Shahid
Abbaspour dam in Iran;

• Developing the theory to predict the hydraulic capacity of a
rough-cut tunnel beneath the Andes from the Mantaro to the
Rimac River to supply Lima and beyond (as a continuation of
this he developed the theory to cover segmentally lined tunnels,
both theories were published in CIRIA publications);

• Development of the rheological theory to pump for sewage
sludges in Greater Manchester;

• He advised on the design of several major hydro projects in
Pakistan including the 52km Ghazi Barotha power channel
carrying a steady 1300 m3/s. The design requirements were to
minimise the headloss along this concrete-lined channel, whilst
avoiding progressive blockage when Tarbela reservoir was slui-
cing high quantities of sediment above the power canal intake.
This is the largest canal of its type in the world and hence there
were no prototype data to rely on.

Peter delighted in resolving these types of issues. He had an incisive
mind that could quickly break down a complex problem into a number
of smaller manageable issues each of which could be analysed then
combined to understand the overall picture. For all of his intellect
he was a quiet and very humble man. As a boss he was supportive
and always had time to listen and advise in a paternal way. His calm
supportive leadership style encouraged us to think that abnormally
complex problems were just normal problems that we could readily
resolve, with the right approach. This allowed us to confidently
design successfully at the very limit of technical knowledge.

His passing leaves not only a gap in the engineering community
but also deprives many of us of a mentor and close personal friend.
His wife predeceased him by seven years and he is survived by two
sons, John and David and a daughter Sheila, together with four
grandsons and two great-grandchildren.

John Ackers and Graham Thompson

Peter was born in 1924 in Bootle, Merseyside (interestingly his
future wife Margaret was born on the same day very close to where
Peter was born). At school he excelled at physics and mathematics
and won a place at Imperial College studying civil engineering. As
this was during WW II his course was condensed into two years.

On graduation he worked for the National Physical Laboratory
where he carried out research into composite steel and plastic
struts. In 1946 he was transferred to Bristol Aeroplane Company,
where he worked on designs of the Bristol Freighter and Brabazon
aircraft. He subsequently worked in local government during which
time he obtained an MSc(Eng) in Civil Engineering and became a
Member of the Institution of Civil Engineers (later becoming a
Fellow). He also became a member of, amongst others, ASCE and
the Institution of Water Engineers.

In 1956 he joined the government’s Hydraulics Research Station
at Wallingford, where he spent the next 18 years rising to the position
of Assistant Director. During that time, he carried out much work
on practical engineering hydraulics including work on flumes and
weirs, subsequently publishing the definitive book on the subject.
He went on to develop the Wallingford tables, the ultimate set of
hydraulic design tables for pipework. Furthermore, he developed,
with Rodney White, the Ackers-White sediment transport equation.
This took a novel approach and was based on similitude theory and
was calibrated against a very large database. This equation still
provides one of the best representations of the transport of non-
cohesive materials. In 1974 he left HRS and joined Binnie & Partners
as hydraulics consultant, where he was to remain for 12 years. He
was supported by a small team of specialist engineers tackling a
diverse range of hydraulic problems from across the globe. During
this time, he was also appointed as visiting professor at Imperial
College. He specialised in finding simple innovative solutions to
complex issues. Examples are listed below:

• Design tables for the new Cairo sewers ranging from 1m to 10m
diameter, designed on not only hydraulic capacity but also being
able to transport the copious amount of sand that finds its ways
into the sewers;

• The design of low head air-regulated syphons for the spillways
at Plover Cove reservoir, Hong Kong;

• The use of dolosse as the anti typhoon sea defences at High
Island reservoir, Hong Kong;

• The design of a stable artificial beach at Discovery bay, Hong Kong;
• The hydraulic feasibility of the Severn tidal power scheme which

could have provided 7% of the UK’s electricity generated as
green predictable energy;
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