TAKING ON FLORENCE
Long before Hurricane Florence unleashed torrential rains
on the Queen City, Charlotte-Mecklenburg Storm Water
Services staff were checking active project sites.

As Florence got closer to making landfall in September
the amount of things being checked off the to-do list
was staggering.

While Charlotteans tuned to their TV’s for the latest
information on the impending storm, the city and county
activated its joint Emergency Operations Plan.

Data was being gathered.
Maps were generated.
Dams and culverts were inspected.
Vehicles were secured.
Emergency radios distributed.
Spreadsheets for tracking assignments were created.
Command centers were established.

As residents cleaned out store shelves of bread and milk,
crews were removing blockages and debris from area creeks.
“We got a sense that it may be more serious than other storms
as a whole,” said Marc Recktenwald, Surface Water Quality
and Environmental Permitting Program Manager. Crews
braced for more travel issues, power issues, trees down, and
other challenges for the community and employees.
Even as the city was in preparation mode, the forecasts
worried Tim Trautman, Engineering and Mitigation Program
Manager. “My brain was already beginning to think ahead
to what happens if we do get widespread damage,” he said.

The hurricane tracks placed Charlotte directly in Florence’s
path.
“I felt confident we were good to go,” says Recktenwald.
“We know our topography and the stormwater system well,”
he said. “We know how it responds to various flood events,
and how much mitigation had taken place over the years.”
His confidence that there wouldn’t be significant flooding
was about to be tested.
Twenty five years after Storm Water Services was established,
the rain came. Then more rain. And more rain. No one knew
then it would become one of the state’s most prolonged and
prominent rain events… dropping around 9 trillion gallons of
water in four days.
Trautman took his seat at the table inside the CharlotteMecklenburg Emergency Operations Center, proud to be part
of the team protecting life and property.
“A lot of the work we had done the last 25 years, the systems
that we’ve built, the technology we’ve developed, the data
set, the projects we’ve implemented… they are all part of us
being in the position to have a seat at the table and be part of
that emergency operations that allow us to keep people safe.”
Staff was stationed in the City of Charlotte’s Storm Water
Services Incident Command Center (ICC) set up with
multiple communication platforms, personnel and equipment
which was able to quickly respond to any needs. He
describes the atmosphere as “focused and filled with purpose
and camaraderie.”

ABOVE: David Kroening, Lead Project Manager,
working at the Emergency Operations Center.

16

For the team overseeing the Storm Water Services response
there was little time for sleep. “I slept on a cot in my office so
that I could complete final preparations, make sure someone
was at the ICC if needed, and that I could get to the ICC
during and after the rain,” said Recktenwald. “The storm
hitting my office window kept me awake while trying to
sleep on the cot.”

Trautman’s staff rotated through the Emergency Operations
Center. “We developed an on-call schedule and provided
staffing the entire time the Emergency Operations Center
was open. We switched to a 24/7 operation for about three
full days.”
Finally, the rain moved on. Life got back to normal. Work
resumed but not before taking a moment to recognize the
enormity of the task that had been before them.
“We had prepped all our sites, we had response plans,
the backup plans, the equipment, the knowledge, the
experience, the dedication, and the commitment to
public service to be able to weather any situation” said
Recktenwald. “It was a moment that I could reflect on how
much work the team had put in to get to this point, the
exceptional quality of that work, and how it showed how
committed to the community and each other many were,”
he recalled proudly.

The preparation and the handling of the event was
successful, but there is always room for improvement and
something new to be learned.
Trautman sites only minor communication issues. “As
we’ve done over the last 25 years with Storm Water
Services, we’re going to use this event to make us better.
six months from now, five years from now, 10 years from
now,” he said.
For Recktenwald the most frustrating part of the event also
came down to communication.
“We don’t have radios in Storm Water Services and there
are limited numbers in other departments. It took a while
to scrounge up enough radios to be effective should we
lose cell coverage, have them all programmed so they can
communicate with each other, and distribute them.”
In this case, the Charlotte-Mecklenburg Police Department
loaned Storm Water Services some extras. It is that kind
of cooperation that makes all the difference. In fact,
partnerships have been a key factor in the ongoing success
of Charlotte-Mecklenburg Storm Water Services says
Trautman. “Collaboration and leveraging partnerships
is what I think sets Storm Water Services in CharlotteMecklenburg apart from how other places do it.”
What stands out even more than what Storm Water Services
did in response to Florence, is the success of the work that
had been done years before. Recktenwald says, “The stream
monitoring and flood risk mitigation programs employed
by Charlotte-Mecklenburg Storm Water Services are most
likely the best in the country.” All of that work resulted in
minimal flooding and little structure damage considering
the size and severity of Florence.
“This was a rock solid test of the last 20 years of changes
we’ve made,” said Trautman.

SHARING OUR MESSAGE DURING THE STORM
Storm Water Services responded to a variety of media requests
thanks to two hurricanes, record rainfall totals, national interest
in our Floodplain Buyout Program and a partnership with the

Department of Homeland Security’s Science and Technology
Directorate to test low-cost flood sensors.
- 58 media requests during the first 5 months of fiscal year 2018
- 25 requests related to Hurricane Florence
- 6 Live In-studio local interviews
National Media: Bloomberg News, New York Times, Washington
Post, PublicSource Pittsburgh, and the Weather Channel
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