
Our Worsening 
Floods—and What 
We Aren’t Doing about Them
Southwestern Pennsylvania’s hilly topography makes flash flooding an ever-present threat. 
Since 1984, the region has received seven presidential disaster declarations due 
to flooding.

With that kind of history, you’d think the region would be working hard to reduce the risks 
that stormwater and flooding pose to property and public health. Instead, far too often, 
we are making our problems worse.

How to Mishandle Stormwater
• When a local golf course was expanded recently, neighbors didn’t expect their property 

to be at risk; an engineering consultant had predicted no change in runoff patterns. But 
nature has not been so kind. A new green and drainage system and a steeper hillside 
have caused stormwater to flow much more quickly into a nearby stream, eroding its 
banks and damaging homeowners’ yard structures.

• Commercial development places buildings, 
houses, and parking lots—impervious surfaces 
that do not hold on to stormwater—on 
previously wooded areas or grasslands. The 
result is greatly increased runoff that has caused 
severe damage in many downstream locations.

• Increased runoff creates problems in dry 
weather, too, because it lowers the water table, 
which sustains stream flow during dry periods. 
Low stream flow can damage aquatic life, force 
tighter wastewater treatment requirements on 
sewage plants, and increase costs for ratepayers.

Victims of downstream flooding are painfully 
aware of the shortcomings of stormwater planning 
in Southwestern Pennsylvania. But most people 
do not realize why stormwater is becoming an 
increasingly serious problem or what they can 
do about it.

S o l v i n g  o u r  w a t e r  p r o b l e m s  t o g e t h e r
…  b e c a u s e  w e  a l l  l i v e  d o w n s t r e a m

Poorly managed stormwater ends up in all types of 
inconvenient places - including ponding on the sides 
of roads.

Stormwater also ends up in our basements 
and backyards as streams reach capacity 
and flood.
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For more information, contact the Regional Water Management Task 
Force by calling Ty Gourley at 412-624-7792 or e-mailing dtg9@pitt.edu.

Problems that can result from poor 
stormwater management include:
• increased flooding and property damage,
• multimillion-dollar public expenditures on 

emergency relief and recovery,
• contamination of drinking water sources,
• stream bank erosion and sedimentation, which 

heighten flooding potential, 
• drying up of streams, and
• destruction of natural habitats.

What can you do?
• Use a rain barrel to capture the rainwater or 

snowmelt that rolls off roofs and through 
gutters. Rain barrels reduce wet-weather runoff 
and also provide a convenient water source for 
gardening.

• Make sure your municipality has effective 
stormwater management practices. Effective 
municipal planning and enforcement can 

 ensure that new developments take appropriate
  steps to manage stormwater and reduce 

runoff. Buffers, vegetation, detention ponds, 
and underground storage areas all will help.

• Get involved in your local watershed 
organization. Watershed-based planning can 
help to ensure that land-use decisions take 
downstream concerns into account.

• Protect your investment. Be aware of any 
upstream developments or renovations that 
could negatively affect your property. Don’t 
assume that someone else has taken care of 
situations that could impact you.

A Different Policy Approach
Many Southwestern Pennsylvania municipalities, 
feeling pressured to attract or accept new 
economic development, have tended to loosen or 
overlook the stormwater management standards 
required by developers. As a result, though 
development costs may be reduced in the short 
run, the long-term risk of flooding or erosion 
damage is exacerbated rather than mitigated.

Completion of stormwater management plans 
for each watershed in the region, and consistent 
application of stormwater management standards 
across municipal boundaries, could prevent these 
negative impacts of development. Legislation 
giving neighboring municipalities a voice in 
development decisions made by their upstream 
neighbors also could have positive results.

We will never make our region flood free. But 
with smart, collaborative planning, we can 
start minimizing these problems rather than 
intensifying them.


