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SECTION 2: HUMAN IMPACTS ON FLOODING
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2.1.2. Floodplains

The most obvious impact of development on riverine flooding comes with moving or altering
channels or constructing bridges and culverts with small openings. Construction and filling in of
the floodplain can obstruct flood conveyance, reduce available floodplain storage, and poten-
tially increase flood heights. Levees and dikes are the best known examples of this, but even
small construction projects have an impact.

Filling obstructs flood flows, backing up floodwaters onto upstream and adjacent properties
(Figure 2-2). It also reduces the floodplain’s ability to store excess water, sending more water
downstream and causing floods to rise to higher levels. This increases floodwater velocity. Fill-
ing reduces the area available for infiltration and recharging of ground water levels.

Figure 2-2: Effects of development on a riverine floodplain

2.2. SAFETY AND HEALTH HAZARDS

Over 8 million families in the United States live in the floodplain. Millions more work in flood-
plains or drive through them everyday. In an average year, floods kill 150 people and cause over
$3 billion in property damage. Nationally, average annual flood losses continue to increase.

Floods can hurt or kill people and damage property, in several ways. Knowing the impact of a
potential hazard — and guarding against it — is integral to administering a floodplain manage-
ment program.

Floods pose a variety of hazards as they build, crest, and subside. At different points in the life of
a flood, people are displaced, damage occurs, and finally a cleanup can begin. In addition to the
threat of drowning, disruption of normal public utilities and the presence of flood debris and
damage can produce safety and health hazards to residents and emergency response personnel.



Human Impacts on Flooding 2-4 March 2006

2.2.1. Safety hazards

Studies have shown that it doesn’t take much depth or velocity to knock a person over (Figure 2-
4). No areas with moving floodwater can be considered safe for walking (Figure 2-3 and Figure
2-4). Drowning in vehicles is the number one cause of flood deaths. The hazards of driving in
flooded waters are explained in Figure 2-5.

A car will float in only two feet of moving water, which is one reason floods kill more people
trapped in vehicles than anywhere else. Often victims put themselves in perilous situations by
ignoring warnings about travel or mistakenly thinking that a washed-out bridge is still open.

Figure 2-3: Even shallow floodwaters
can stop cars and wash people off their feet
Source: Roanoke Times and World News

Electrocution is the second most frequent cause of flood deaths, claiming lives in a flooded area
that is carrying a live current created when electrical components short. People die of heart at-
tacks, especially from exertion during a flood fight. Floods also can damage gas lines, floors, and
stairs, creating secondary hazards such gas leaks and unsafe structures. Propane tanks can float,
causing gas leaks and sending explosive ‘torpedoes’ downstream.

Fire can be a result of too much water: floods can break gas lines, extinguish pilot lights, and
short circuit electrical wiring – causing conditions ripe for a fire. Fire equipment may not be able
reach a burning building during high water.

Safety precautions are listed in the instructions on page 2-6. These are taken from IAFSM’s
booklet, Guide to Flood Protection in Northeastern Illinois. Copies of the booklet are available
free from IAFSM (www.illinoisfloods.org) and can be copied by communities for their residents.

Figure 2-4: Depth and velocity hazard chart


