PIONEERING FLOOD SAFETY
No doubt you’ve seen video of cars attempting to drive
through flash flooding. Now imagine if your phone could
warn you of the danger before it’s too late. It’s a future that
might be closer than you think.
Charlotte is among two cities and two states working
with the Department of Homeland Security’s Science
and Technology Directorate on a new study that could
save lives during flooding by notifying people directly of
the danger.
The test sounds simple enough when Tim Trautman,
Engineering and Mitigation Program Manager, explains
it. “We’re exploring low-cost flood sensors which are
essentially like putting smoke detectors in creeks so our
emergency responders get some advance notification of
areas that are rising.”
But the outcome could be revolutionary in managing flood
risk in real time.
The solution may be in a small sensor no bigger than
an iPad.
“These devices might be able to communicate with a cell
phone that’s approaching a flooded road and be able to
send a signal to the cell phone and communicate a flooded
road ahead,” says Trautman.

Over the years, Charlotte-Mecklenburg Storm Water
Services has reduced the lag time between measurements
taken in the field and notifications to emergency responders
from about 30 minutes to 5 minutes. The sensors could
allow the network to expand and cover even more
floodprone areas.
“Right now we have a great network but there are definitely
blind spots for our staff and our emergency responders.
There are areas where we do not have gauges and we don’t
know whether they are flooding or not and so it will allow
greater density of coverage which could mean emergency
responders can get out and close roads even quicker,”
says Trautman.
Engineers are already analyzing data from 25 sensors in
place when Florence hit… looking at which ones worked
the way they are supposed to and which ones didn’t.

That’s just for starters. The sensors may also be able to
connect with smart home devices and cars.

“We do a lot of things where we try to get ahead of the
curve to provide life safety and a great environment for our
citizens,” he said.

Trautman says, “Someone may be able to ask their device
what is the flood height near my home and the sensors can
maybe communicate the information.”

In all, as many as 75 sensors will be installed at various
locations over the next two years.

Little Sugar Creek at Seigle Avenue

18

Charlotte is testing three different products designed to
offer more real-time flooding information at a lower cost.
The sensors are being installed near existing sensors in the
vast Flood Information and Notification System (FINS) for
comparative testing.

