OHIO RIVER FLOOD HISTORY

OHIo RIVER FLOOD HISTORY IS A SIGNIFICANT ASPECT OF THE ENVIRONMENTAL AND CULTURAL NARRATIVE OF THE AMERICAN
MIDWEST. STRETCHING OVER 98 1 MILES, THE OHIO RIVER FLOWS THROUGH SIX STATES—PENNSYLVANIA, WEST VIRGINIA,
OHio, KENTUCKY, INDIANA, AND |LLINOIS—BEFORE MERGING WITH THE MISSISSIPPI RIVER. THE RIVER HAS BEEN A LIFELINE FOR
COMMERCE, AGRICULTURE, AND TRANSPORTATION BUT HAS ALSO BEEN A SOURCE OF DEVASTATING FLOODS THROUGHOUT
HISTORY. THIS ARTICLE DELVES INTO THE FLOOD HISTORY OF THE OHIO RIVER, EXAMINING NOTABLE FLOOD EVENTS, THEIR
CAUSES, IMPACTS, AND THE ONGOING EFFORTS TO MANAGE FLOOD RISKS.

HisToriCcAL OVERVIEW OF FLOODING

THE OHIO RIVER HAS EXPERIENCED NUMEROUS FLOODS SINCE THE 18TH CENTURY. FLOODING EVENTS ARE TYPICALLY INFLUENCED
BY A COMBINATION OF HEAVY RAINFALL, RAPID SNOWMELT, AND THE RIVER’S TOPOGRAPHY. THE FOLLOWING ARE SOME OF THE
MOST SIGNIFICANT FLOODS IN OHIO RIVER HISTORY:

NoTABLE FLooD EVENTS

1. GREAT FLooD oF 1937:

- CONSIDERED ONE OF THE WORST FLOODS IN AMERICAN HISTORY, THE GREAT FLooD oF 1937 RESULTED FROM A SERIES OF
STORMS THAT DROPPED EXCESSIVE RAINFALL IN THE OHIO RIVER BASIN.

- THE FLOOD PEAKED IN LATE JANUARY AND EARLY FEBRUARY, CAUSING EXTENSIVE DAMAGE IN CITIES LIKE CINCINNATI,
LoUISVILLE, AND EVANSVILLE.

- APPROXIMATELY 400,000 PEOPLE WERE DISPLACED, AND DAMAGES WERE ESTIMATED AT $500 MILLION (EQUIVALENT TO
OVER $9 BILLION TODAY).

2. FLoob oF 1945:

- JUST A FEW YEARS AFTER THE GREAT FLOOD, THE OHIO RIVER FLOODED AGAIN IN 1945, PRIMARILY AFFECTING KENTUCKY
AND PARTS OF OHIO.

- HEAVY RAINS AND MELTING SNOW CONTRIBUTED TO THE FLOODING, WHICH CAUSED SIGNIFICANT PROPERTY DAMAGE AND LOSS
OF LIFE.

3. FLoobp oF 1950:

- THIS FLOOD WAS CHARACTERIZED BY SEVERE RAINFALL IN THE LATE SUMMER, LEADING TO HIGH WATER LEVELS AND
INUNDATION IN VARIOUS CITIES ALONG THE RIVER.

- THE DISASTER HIGHLIGHTED THE NEED FOR IMPROVED FLOOD MANAGEMENT AND CONTROL SYSTEMS.

4. FLoobp oF 1997:

- INJANUARY 1997, A MAJOR WINTER STORM BROUGHT SIGNIFICANT RAINFALL AND SNOWMELT, LEADING TO WIDESPREAD
FLOODING.

- THE FLOODING WAS PARTICULARLY DEVASTATING IN SOUTHEAST INDIANA, WHERE MANY TOWNS EXPERIENCED SEVERE
DAMAGE.

5. FLoop oF 2005:

- IN APRIL 2005, HEAVY RAINS CAUSED SIGNIFICANT FLOODING IN THE OHIO RIVER VALLEY, PARTICULARLY IN AREAS LIKE
WEST VIRGINIA AND OHIO.

- EMERGENCY DECLARATIONS WERE ISSUED, AND MANY RESIDENTS WERE FORCED TO EVACUATE.

6. FLooping IN 201 1:

- SPRING 2011 SAW HEAVY RAINS AND RISING RIVER LEVELS, LEADING TO SIGNIFICANT FLOODING IN MANY REGIONS ALONG THE
RIVER.

- FLOODING AFFECTED AGRICULTURAL LANDS, HOMES, AND INFRASTRUCTURE, PROMPTING RESPONSES FROM LOCAL AND FEDERAL
AUTHORITIES.



CAUSES oF FLOODING

(UNDERSTANDING THE CAUSES OF FLOODING IN THE OHIO RIVER BASIN IS CRUCIAL FOR DEVELOPING EFFECTIVE FLOOD
MANAGEMENT STRATEGIES. SEVERAL FACTORS CONTRIBUTE TO THE FLOODING:

NATURAL FACTORS

- RAINFALL PATTERNS: THE OHIO RIVER BASIN EXPERIENCES VARIED PRECIPITATION PATTERNS, WITH INTENSE STORMS OFTEN
LEADING TO RAPID RISES IN WATER LEVELS.

- SNOWMELT: IN SPRING, MELTING SNOW FROM THE NORTHERN REGIONS ADDS TO THE RIVER'S FLOW, WHICH CAN COMBINE WITH
RAIN TO CREATE SEVERE FLOODING CONDITIONS.

- TOPOGRAPHY: THE RIVER'S LANDSCAPE INCLUDES STEEP HILLS AND VALLEYS, WHICH CAN EXACERBATE RUNOFF AND LEAD TO
RAPID INCREASES IN WATER LEVELS.

HuMAN FACTORS

- UrRBAN DEVELOPMENT: THE GROWTH OF URBAN AREAS ALONG THE RIVER HAS LED TO INCREASED IMPERVIOUS SURFACES,
WHICH REDUCE NATURAL ABSORPTION AND INCREASE RUNOFF.

- DEFORESTATION: REMOVING TREES AND VEGETATION ALONG RIVERBANKS CAN LEAD TO INCREASED EROSION AND
SEDIMENTATION, AFFECTING THE RIVER'S FLOW AND CAPACITY.

- AGRICULTURAL PRACTICES: FARMING PRACTICES CAN CONTRIBUTE TO SOIL EROSION AND RUNOFF, FURTHER IMPACTING THE
RIVER AND ITS FLOODPLAIN.

IMPACTS OF FLOODING

FLOODING ALONG THE OHIO RIVER HAS FAR-REACHING EFFECTS ON COMMUNITIES, ECONOMIES, AND ECOSYSTEMS.

EconomMmic IMPACTS

- DAMAGE TO INFRASTRUCTURE: FLOODS CAN DESTROY ROADS, BRIDGES, AND OTHER ESSENTIAL INFRASTRUCTURE, LEADING TO
COSTLY REPAIRS AND LONG~TERM DISRUPTIONS.

- DISPLACEMENT OF RESIDENTS: MANY FAMILIES ARE FORCED TO EVACUATE THEIR HOMES DURING FLOODS, LEADING TO
TEMPORARY OR PERMANENT DISPLACEMENT.

- IMPACT ON AGRICULTURE: FLOODING CAN INUNDATE FARMLAND, DAMAGING CROPS AND LIVESTOCK, LEADING TO ECONOMIC
LOSSES FOR FARMERS AND THE AGRICULTURAL SECTOR.

SoclAL IMPACTS

- HEALTH Risks: FLOODING CAN LEAD TO CONTAMINATION OF DRINKING WATER SUPPLIES AND INCREASE THE RISK OF

¥/ ATERBORNE DISEASES.

- COMMUNITY TRAUMA: THE PSYCHOLOGICAL IMPACT OF FLOODING CAN AFFECT RESIDENTS, WITH INCREASED RATES OF
ANXIETY, DEPRESSION, AND PTSD OBSERVED IN AFFECTED POPULATIONS.

ENVIRONMENTAL IMPACTS



- HABITAT DESTRUCTION: FLOODING CAN DESTROY NATURAL HABITATS, AFFECTING WILDLIFE AND PLANT SPECIES.
- SEDIMENTATION: INCREASED SEDIMENTATION FROM EROSION CAN IMPAIR WATER QUALITY AND DISRUPT AQUATIC ECOSYSTEMS.

FLoob MANAGEMENT EFFORTS

IN RESPONSE TO THE HISTORY OF FLOODING, VARIOUS FLOOD MANAGEMENT STRATEGIES HAVE BEEN IMPLEMENTED THROUGHOUT
THE OHIo RIVER BASIN.

FEDERAL AND STATE INITIATIVES

- FLoob ConTroL ProjecTs: THe U.S. ArRMY CORPS OF ENGINEERS HAS UNDERT AKEN NUMEROUS FLOOD CONTROL PROJECTS,
INCLUDING DAM CONSTRUCTION AND LEVEES, TO MANAGE RIVER FLOW AND REDUCE FLOODING.

- EMERGENCY RESPONSE PLANS: LOCAL AND STATE GOVERNMENTS HAVE DEVELOPED EMERGENCY RESPONSE PLANS TO ENSURE
SWIFT ACTION DURING FLOODING EVENTS.

COMMUNITY ENGAGEMENT AND EDUCATION

- PusLic AwARENESS CAMPAIGNS: COMMUNITIES ALONG THE OHIO RIVER HAVE LAUNCHED INITIATIVES TO EDUCATE RESIDENTS
ABOUT FLOOD RISKS AND PREPAREDNESS MEASURES.

- COMMUNITY PLANNING: LOCAL GOVERNMENTS ARE INCREASINGLY INCORPORATING FLOOD RESILIENCE INTO URBAN PLANNING TO
MITIGATE FUTURE FLOOD IMPACTS.

CoNcCLUSION

THE FLOOD HISTORY OF THE OHIO RIVER SERVES AS A POTENT REMINDER OF THE CHALLENGES POSED BY NATURE AND THE
IMPORTANCE OF PROACTIVE MANAGEMENT AND COMMUNITY RESILIENCE. AS CLIMATE CHANGE CONTINUES TO IMPACT WEATHER
PATTERNS, THE OHIO RIVER BASIN WILL LIKELY FACE MORE FREQUENT AND SEVERE FLOODING EVENTS. BY LEARNING FROM PAST
EXPERIENCES AND IMPLEMENTING EFFECTIVE FLOOD MANAGEMENT STRATEGIES, COMMUNITIES CAN BETTER PREPARE THEMSELVES
FOR THE FUTURE, ENSURING THE SAFETY AND WELL-BEING OF RESIDENTS WHILE PROTECTING THE INVALUABLE RESOURCES OF THE
OHIo RIVER.

FREQUENTLY AskeD QUESTIONS

WHAT ARE THE MAJOR FLOODS IN OHIO RIVER HISTORY?

SOME OF THE MAJOR FLOODS IN OHIO RIVER HISTORY INCLUDE THE GREAT FLooD oF 1937, THE 1943 FLOOD, AND THE
1997 FLOOD, EACH CAUSING SIGNIFICANT DAMAGE ACROSS MULTIPLE STATES.

How pib THE GREAT FLooD oF 1937 IMPACT THE OHIO RIVER REGION?

THe GReAT FLooD oF 1937 WAS ONE OF THE WORST NATURAL DISASTERS IN U.S. HISTORY, DISPLACING HUNDREDS OF
THOUSANDS OF PEOPLE AND CAUSING AN ESTIMATED $500 MILLION IN DAMAGES ACROSS THE OHIO V ALLEY.

\WHAT MEASURES HAVE BEEN TAKEN TO MANAGE FLOODING ALONG THE OHIO RIVER?

FLOOD MANAGEMENT MEASURES ALONG THE OHIO RIVER INCLUDE THE CONSTRUCTION OF LEVEES, FLOODWALLS, AND



RESERVOIRS, AS WELL AS THE IMPLEMENTATION OF FLOODPLAIN MANAGEMENT PRACTICES BY LOCAL AND FEDERAL AGENCIES.

\WHAT ROLE DOES CLIMATE CHANGE PLAY IN THE FLOODING OF THE OHIO RIVER?

CLIMATE CHANGE CONTRIBUTES TO INCREASED RAINFALL AND MORE SEVERE WEATHER EVENTS, WHICH CAN LEAD TO HIGHER
FLOOD RISKS ALONG THE OHIO RIVER AND EXACERBATE THE EFFECTS OF EXISTING FLOODING ISSUES.

How Do FLOODS AFFECT THE ECONOMY OF THE OHIO RIVER REGION?

FLOODS CAN SEVERELY DISRUPT LOCAL ECONOMIES BY DAMAGING INFRASTRUCTURE, DISPLACING BUSINESSES, AND INCREASING
RECOVERY COSTS, OFTEN LEADING TO LONG~TERM ECONOMIC CHALLENGES IN AFFECTED COMMUNITIES.

\W/HAT HISTORICAL DATA IS AVAILABLE ON OHIO RIVER FLOODING?

HisTorICAL DATA ON OHIO RIVER FLOODING CAN BE FOUND THROUGH GOVERNMENT AGENCIES LIKE THE U.S. GEoLOGICAL
SURVEY AND THE NATIONAL WEATHER SERVICE, WHICH PROVIDE RECORDS OF PAST FLOOD EVENTS AND THEIR IMPACTS.

W/HAT COMMUNITIES ARE MOST VULNERABLE TO OHIO RIVER FLOODING?

COMMUNITIES ALONG THE OHIO RIVER/ PARTICULARLY THOSE IN LOW-LYING AREAS AND FLOODPLAINS, SUCH AS CINCINNATII
LOUISVILLE, AND PITTSBURGH, ARE MOST VULNERABLE TO FLOODING DUE TO THEIR PROXIMITY TO THE RIVER.
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