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We must stop building levees
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St. Louis and parts of the Midwest narrowly escaped disaster in mid-May as flood levels rose to nearly Great Flood proportions.

Fortunately for us, as the wave of water rushed down the Missouri River toward the metropolitan area, a couple of dozen levees upstream broke, allowing the water to spread across natural flood plains, decreasing the water level in the river and saving us from certain disaster. Had these levees held, it might have been 1993 all over again. 

There is an important lesson here. If the failure of levees upstream prevents flooding downstream, then the opposite also must also be true: The construction of new levees raises water levels downstream from them, causing more severe flooding than if the levees had not been there in the first place. 

Science supports this conclusion. First of all, levees unnaturally confine the river to a narrowed channel, causing water to rise faster than if it were able to spread across its floodplain. And since the water no longer can flow across the floodplain, it cannot seep into the ground as effectively. This means that a large amount of water that would normally be absorbed by the soil is kept in the confined river channel, leading to greater floods.

When a levee breaks, the situation becomes gets more dangerous. The force of hundreds or even thousands of acres of elevated river water pushing against a failing levee may equal that of Niagara Falls. On the other hand, without levees, the water will rise gradually and will be much less catastrophic when it eventually covers farmlands along the river basin. 

The deadliest river disasters of all time have been associated with breaking through artificial levees and flooding adjacent areas. For instance, two levee breaks along the Yellow River in China in 1887 and 1938 each killed an estimated one million people. We should learn from history and not set ourselves up for a comparable disaster here.

Given our region's history of flooding and the continued construction of levees that make things worse, it is surprising that legislation allows rapid development of many floodplain areas, including the confluence area of the Mississippi, Missouri and Illinois rivers in St. Louis. Since the massive floods of 1993, there has been more development in areas that flooded than during all of the years before. This development activity not only destroys vital habitat and wetland areas, but it also puts the people and property in the floodplains at great risk. 

Presently, it is estimated that the flood walls in downtown St. Louis are not strong enough to withstand a flood even of the height of the 1993 deluge, yet we continue to build new levees upstream that will raise flood levels in St. Louis, increase the velocity of the river and cause great damage if nothing is done.

Ultimately, of course, taxpayers pay for recovery costs. 

Global climate change is starting to affect these river systems as well. During the next 30 years, climate scientists predict that rainfall will increase by 20 percent, causing a 51 percent increase in river discharge. These changes severely will affect the way people live along river basins. Under such circumstances, a so-called 100-year flood would occur every five to 10 years, and a 500-year flood would come along every 20 to 50 years.

The events earlier this month should serve as a wake-up call to those who built and insure tax-incentive-financed commercial properties along the Missouri River floodplain. It's time to reassess, realistically, the risks of such development. It's also time to stop building levees along rivers that already are so channelized and constricted that flood stages are reached with much less water than ever before.

Next time, we might not be so lucky.
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