A PROACTIVE STRATEGY
TO FLOOD SAFETY
Hurricane seasons are by their nature unpredictable, but no
one would have predicted that the 2018 hurricane season
would give Charlotte-Mecklenburg a one-two punch. First
came Hurricane Florence and her unrelenting rains. Then
just weeks later, Hurricane Michael passed through in
a fury.
What could have been, maybe should have been, an
unprecedented storm came and went with relatively
minimal damage. Charlotte-Mecklenburg Storm Water
Services managers credit their progressive approach to
reducing flood risk as one of the key factors in that result.
Mecklenburg County is one of the few places in the U.S
that is strategically cleaning out its floodplain by literally
buying homes and businesses in flood-prone neighborhoods
and tearing down the houses. The turning point came in the
late 1990’s with the recognition that our floodplains are
supposed to flood during large rainfalls. This forced the
community to examine how floodplains should be used.
David Love, a Project Manager in the Engineering
and Mitigation Program, says the department works
to create a comprehensive plan for a neighborhood
rather than “plucking one or two buildings out
of a block and leaving other people behind.”
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If an agreement with the homeowner is reached, the
department goes to the Board of County Commissioners
with a sales contract to establish a date for the owner to
vacate and a plan to purchase and tear down the house.
Storm Water Services works with Habitat for Humanity on
the homes and businesses they tear down, allowing them to
remove items they think they can reuse or resell. Love says,
“They often get heating and air conditioning equipment,
cabinets, countertops, sinks, plumbing fixtures that sort of
thing.” Some of the structures are offered to local fire and
police departments to use for training purposes.
Climate experts say the approach is a blueprint for the
country. But the idea has faced controversy in other cities
where officials worry that the process will shrink the tax
base or cost too much to sustain. Most cities rely on federal
money to purchase flood-prone homes and businesses,
but that can take years and leave gaps in the resulting
open space.
According to Love, “The stormwater utility provides
a steady source of funding and it allows us to use our
own priorities to select which properties we’d like to
acquire versus using the priorities of the National Flood
Insurance Program.”
Storm Water Services puts $3 million dollars a year into
a Flood Mitigation Capital Improvement Program. That
money is used to buy and demolish as many as two dozen
homes each year. They also have a rainy-day reserve to
fund a “quick-buy” program, offering buyouts of damaged
buildings shortly after a flood.
It is a strategy that began taking shape after severe flooding
hit the area in 1995 and again in 1997. And it’s paid off
time and time again, including this year.
However, until this year, the Charlotte area hadn’t faced any
significant storm events in the last five years. Love fears
that many floodplain residents’ perception of flood risk no
longer matches the actual risk, putting some homeowners
in jeopardy.
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“It’s always voluntary,” he says. “We don’t condemn or
force a homeowner to sell and then we run through an
appraisal process to determine market value.”
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“We go out and approach property owners about flood
mitigation” he says. “And some say, ‘No I’m fine here. I
like this neighborhood or it’s in a good school district so I
want to stay.”
For Love, that’s been both frustrating and challenging.
Especially since he knows what is possible.

When done comprehensively, many of the cleared out
floodplains are repurposed for public benefit into green
spaces, community gardens or parks.
The former site of the Doral Cavalier Apartments is a
perfect example. Once one of the most flood vulnerable
areas of town, rescues at the Doral Cavalier Apartments
were common place.
Now the 24 floodplain acres which used to house 328
apartment units and hundreds of vehicles has been replaced
by the Chantilly Ecological Sanctuary. The new space
offers additional open space for nearby residents.

make, meeting contractors, scheduling appointments... lots
of details.”
The department is revising program guidance manuals and
policy documents to try and make the process a little easier.
But reducing flood risk from past development is only
half the story. Storm Water Services is applying the same
proactive approach to dramatically reduce future flood
damage to new development through floodplain mapping.
“Our mapping, our risk identification is the basis of
everything we do managing current and future development
to prevent that from being at risk,” Love says.
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Tim Trautman, Engineering and Mitigation Program
Manager, says reducing demands on emergency responders
evacuating people during flooding and eliminating shortterm and long-term sheltering for victims are two of
the benefits.
Since 1999, Mecklenburg County has spent $68 million
to buy and demolish over 400 buildings, Trautman says.
He says the county would eventually like to remove an
additional 500 to 1,000 buildings from the floodplain.
But not every property needs to be torn down to deal with
the flood risk. Enter the Storm Water Services retroFIT
Program. Any owner of property in a floodplain is eligible
for assistance. Although the number of owners participating
in the program has only been a handful each year, the
program has brought attention to flood preparedness and
allowed staff to communicate with hundreds of floodplain
property owners.
“I think physically and mentally there are some hurdles in
doing the work,” he says. “There’s a lot of phone calls to

That’s exactly why precise, “future-looking” flooplain
maps are critical.
Since 2002, new development is required to build 1-2
feet above the projected “future floodplain.” In addition,
Mecklenburg County has gone a step above traditional
flood maps that simply outline basic borders by creating
3D maps that show the depth of water.
The process of 3D mapping began in 2010. The final part
of FEMA flooplain mapping will be along the Catawba
River and lakes. As floodplains change further remapping
is planned for the future.
Floodplains change over time as our technology and
climate data advance. As the Charlotte area continues to
grow and change, so too will the floodplain boundaries
and potential risks throughout the county. But thanks to its
proactive thinking, Charlotte-Mecklenburg Storm Water
Services is driving down existing flood risk and preventing
it from increasing as the community continues to grow.
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