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Floods often happen over flat or low-lying areas when the ground is saturated and 
water either cannot run off, or cannot run off quickly enough to stop accum

ulating. This m
ay be later follow

ed by a riv-
er flood as w

ater m
oves aw

ay from
 the areal floodplain into local rivers and stream

s. Floods can occur if water 
accum

ulates across an im
perm

eable surface (e.g. from
 rainfall) and cannot rapidly dissipate (i.e. gentle orientation 

or low evapotion). A flood occurs when water overflows or inundates land that’s norm
ally dry. This can happen in a m

ultitude of 
ways. M

ost com
m

on is when rivers or stream
s overflow

 their banks. Excessive rain, a ruptured dam
 or levee, rapid ice 	

							









m

elting in the m
ountains, or even an unfortunately placed 

beaver dam
 can overw

helm
 a river and send it spread			




ing over the adjacent land, called a flood-
plain. Coastal flooding occurs when a large storm

 or tsunam
i causes the sea to surge inland.

M
ost floods take hours or even days to develop, giving reside

nts am
ple tim

e to prepare or evacuate. Others generate quickly and with little warning. These flash floods can be extrem
ely danger-

ous, instantly turning a babbling brook into a thunderi
				





ng wall of water and sweeping everything in its path downstream

. W
hen floodwaters recede, 

affected areas are often blanketed in silt and m
ud. The water and landscape can be contam

inated with hazardous m
aterials, such 

as sharp debris, pesticides, fuel, and 			



untreated sewage. Potentia

lly dangerous m
old bloom

s can quickly overwhelm
 water-soaked structures. Residents of flooded areas can be left wi

	
thout power and clean drinking water, leading to outbreaks of deadly waterborne diseases like typhoid, hepatitis A, and 

cholera.
		


But flooding, particularly in river floodplains, is as natural as rain and has been occurring for m

illions of years. 
Fam

ously fertile floodplains like the M
ississippi Valley in the Am

erica
n M

idwest, the Nile River valley in Egypt, and the Tigris-Euphrates in the M
iddle East have supported agriculture for m

illennia 
because annual flooding has left m

illions of tons of nutrient-rich silt deposits behind.
M

ost flood destruction is attributable to hum
ans’ desire to live near picturesque coastlines and in river valleys. Aggravating the 	

problem
 is a tendency for developers to backfill and build on wetlands that would otherwise act as natural flood buffers.

	
M

any governm
ents m

andate that residents of flood-prone areas purchase flood insurance and build flood-resistant struc-
tures. M

assive efforts to m
itigate and redirect inevitable floods have resulted in som

e of the m
ost am

bitious engineering efforts 
ever seen, including New Orleans’s extensive levee system

 and m
assive dikes and dam

s in the Netherlands. And highly advanced 
com

puter m
odeling now lets disaster authorities predict with am

azing accuracy where floods will occur and how severe they’re 
likely to be.

The word "flood" com
es from

 the Old English flod, a word com
m

on to Germ
anic languages (com

pare Ger-

m
an Flut, Dutch vloed from

 the sam
e root as is seen in flow, float; also com

pare with Latin fluctus, flu-

m
en). Deluge m

yths are m
ythical stories of a great flood sent by a deity or deities to destroy civiliza		

	
tion as an act of divine retribution, and are featured in the m

ythology of m
any cultures. Hurricanes 

pack a triple punch: high winds, soaking rain, and flying debris. They can cause storm
 surges 			




	
to coastal areas, as well as create heavy rainfall which in turn causes flooding hundreds of m

iles inland. 

W
hile all coastal areas are at risk, certain cities are particularly vulnerable and could have losses sim

ilar to or 

even greater than those caused by the 2005 hurricane, Katrina, in New Orleans and M
ississip

				





pi. Levees are designed 		


to protect hold back a certain level of water. Howev-

er, levees can and do fail; and when they fail, they can fail catastrophically. W
eakening of levees over tim

e, or as a 

result of weather events exceeding the levee’s level of support, can cause the levee to be overtopped or breached, thus 

increasing the chance for flooding. Hom
eowners and renters insurance 					







policies 

usually do not cover flood loss, therefore FEM
A strongly encourages those who live and work behind levees to consider 

flood insurance as a dependable financial security from
 a flood event. W

ildfires have dram
atically changed the landscape 

and ground conditions on the W
est Coast, causing fire-scorched land to develop in to m

udflows under heavy rain. Experts 

believe it will take years for the vegetation to be fully restored, which in turn will help stabilize these areas. In addition to 

the heavy rains and wildfires, the W
est Coast has thousands of m

iles of levees, which were constructed to help 

protect hom
es and land in 
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A flood is an overflow
 of w

ater that subm
erges land. The European Union 

(EU) Floods Directive defines a flood as a covering by w
ater of land not 

norm
ally covered by w

ater. In the sense of “flow
ing w

ater”, the 

word m
ay also be applied to the inflow

 of the tide. Flooding m
ay result 

fro
m

 th
e

of w
ater w

ithin abody of w
ater, such as a river or lake, 

w
hich overflow

s or breaks levees, w
ith the result that som

e of the w
a-

ter escape
s its u

su
a

l boundaries, or m
ay be due to accum

ulation 

of rainw
ater saturated ground in

 an areal flood.
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