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Oversight:
Rising Waters: What Can the DEP Do About Flooding?


On September 24, 2007, the Committee on Environmental Protection, chaired by Council Member James F. Gennaro, will hold an oversight hearing on what measures the DEP might be able to take to prevent or mitigate flooding from intense storms.

I.
Introduction


During the Spring and Summer of 2007 New York City was pounded by several major and unusually severe storms that lead to property damage from severe flooding and, in one case, a tornado, and major infrastructure impacts, including shutting down subway lines and closing roads, among other things.
  Some believe that the frequency of such severe storms has increased and will continue to increase due to global warming.
  This oversight hearing will explore what options the New York City Department of Environmental Protection (DEP) has available to prevent or reduce flooding from these storms.

II.
2007 Floods


In mid-April of 2007 a huge “nor’easter”—a type of storm usually associated with winter—bulldozed its way up the east coast of the United States.  An incredible 800 miles across, reaching from the Carolinas to New England, it caused flooding, cancelled flights, prompted evacuations, and otherwise disrupted everyday life across the east coast.

On April 15 the storm dumped an astounding 7.46 inches of rain on New York City, crushing Central Park’s previous record for that day of 1.82 inches and achieving the second highest one-day total ever, coming in behind the 8 plus inches that fell on September 23, 1882.  Wind gusts at Kennedy Airport approached 50 miles per hour.
  Approximately 350 flights were cancelled at the City’s three airports, roads were flooded, and 1300 homes in Elmhurst, Queens, lost power.

On July 18, 2007—the same day as the steam pipe explosion in Manhattan—a perhaps less dramatic but more destructive, at least in Queens, storm struck.
  This storm also broke the record for one-day rainfall totals, producing 2.67 inches of rain at La Guardia Airport, breaking the previous record of 1.0 inch.
  Perhaps more importantly, storms were locally heavy (for example, “only” 1.59 inches of rain fell in Central Park)
 and the rain was intensive, with reports that, on Long Island for example, rain fell at rates of several inches per hour at some times.
  This storm, particularly in Queens, caused significant subway outages, major flooding of roadways, and extensive flooding of homes.

A third major storm struck the City on August 8, 2007.  The storm dropped almost three inches of rain in an hour in the early morning hours of that day, spawned a tornado in Brooklyn, shut down virtually every subway line in the City, and caused massive flood damage to homes in Queens.
  Most of the coverage immediately after the storm focused on destruction caused by the tornado, but flood damaged many more homes in Queens.  The Federal Emergency Management Agency (FEMA) found that 460 Queen’s homes were uninhabitable, as were 76 in Brooklyn and 1 in Staten Island.  Governor Spitzer estimated that some 1,359 Queens homes were impacted, along with 189 homes in Brooklyn and 21 in Staten Island.
  A number of factors, including insufficient sewer infrastructure, climate change, increased development, building below grade, increases in impervious surfaces, and a water table that has risen dramatically in recent years, have all received attention as potentially contributing to flooding problems.

III. Conclusion

Several major storms wreaked havoc on New York City this past spring and summer, causing, among other things, major damage to homes in the City from flooding.  The City has an obligation to seek ways to significantly mitigate or prevent such flooding from future storms.  The DEP is the City agency with the most direct responsibility to do so.  Therefore, we are holding this hearing to determine what actions the DEP can and will take to address this major problem.
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