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I N S I G H T S

Beyond the Flood of the Century
by Robert W. Kweit and Mary Grisez Kweit

Water has long played a major
role in the location of cities. Dur-
ing the 18th and into the 19th
century, many American cities 
were built along waterways, the natural
highways of their day. That was the case
with Grand Forks, North Dakota, estab-
lished at the confluence of the Red River
of the North and the Red Lake River. The
downtown was the site of the original
settlement and contained several historic
buildings. Residential development
extended north and south along the
river.

Floods have been a regular occur-
rence in Grand Forks. A major flood of
1979 chastened the city, as floodwater
reached over 47 feet. The city’s response
was to increase flood protection barriers
to the 50 foot level, that of a projected
100 year flood. 

Unfortunately, in 1997 both Grand
Forks and neighboring East Grand
Forks, Minnesota, were inundated by a
54 foot flood. Ninety percent of the pop-
ulation had to be evacuated. In Grand
Forks, a city of about 50,000 residents,
two-thirds of the city suffered flood dam-
age, while in East Grand Forks, a city of
about 8,000 people, all but 8 homes suf-
fered flood damage. The damage costs
totaled nearly $2 billion dollars.

Grand Forks has long sought to miti-
gate the effect of floods by building
dikes. Parks were established along the
river in many areas to allow for a buffer
zone when the inevitable flooding would
occur. However, in Grand Forks, as in
many communities across the country,
development has often occurred in prob-
lematic locations. In addition, increased
development (combined with a shrink-
ing amount of open space) has led to a
larger amount of impervious surfaces,
limiting absorption of flood waters.

In Grand Forks, new construction is

allowed on the “wet side” of the dike in
the flood plain. However, the city
requires that buyers of land be aware that
the property is located in the flood plain
(through notations on the plat) and that,
in the event of a flood, city services may
be cut off. In addition, Grand Forks will
not install new water or sewer lines in
the flood plain. Instead, development
there must use septic tanks and cisterns.

In order for residents to be eligible 
for Federal Flood Insurance, cities must
prevent building in the 100 year flood
plain, or require any buildings that 
are constructed to be raised to an eleva-
tion above the flood plain. Yet the U.S. 

Supreme Court has ruled that cities can-
not totally preclude construction in the
flood plain, as that would constitute a
“taking” requiring compensation. First
English Evangelical Lutheran Church of
Glendale v. The County of Los Angeles, 107
S. Ct. 2378 (1987). 

Flood Recovery Efforts

While no one wants to deal with a
flood, communities in flood prone areas
can seek to turn a problem into an
opportunity. One of the most con-
tentious issues in the redevelopment of
Grand Forks after the flood was the
reconstruction of the downtown. As is
the case with many communities, the 

Grand Forks,
ND, and East
Grand Forks,
MN, under
water, April 21,
1997.
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downtown’s historic function as the
region’s retail hub had eroded. But the
city recognized that the downtown was
the soul of the community, and that
without reestablishing the downtown as
a financial center with specialty shops,
entertainment, and some residences, the
community would lose its character. In
one project, Grand Forks encouraged
displaced offices to return to the down-
town by constructing two office build-
ings, using federal funds that came to the
city after the flood. 

There were various plans to revitalize
the Grand Forks / East Grand Forks
downtowns with different assumptions
on what would be done with existing
bridges that connect the two cities. It is
important that someone assure coordina-
tion of redevelopment efforts and expe-
dite the flow of communications among
various entities. This was a problem in
Grand Forks as the principal city planner
position was vacant at the time of
the flood and for several months
afterward. This necessitated greater
reliance on other city staff.

Grand Forks (and East Grand
Forks) also responded to the flood
by expanding the existing parks to
create a greenway. This amenity
will not only provide many oppor-
tunities for recreation, but will
help protect areas of the city from
serious damage in case of future
flooding.

Rebuilding Community

Disasters create disarray. Neigh-
borhoods are likely to be torn
apart. When people have lost a lot,
it is hard for them to focus on
issues beyond getting past the next
day. Carrying on often involves
taking on additional debt. This can
be especially devastating to struggling 
businesses, to the elderly, and to families
just starting out.

One of the frustrations almost every
planning commissioner is familiar with
is trying to deal with disgruntled citi-
zens. In Grand Forks, where thousands
of people suffered some significant loss,
this was an especially stressful time for
the planning commission. In times of

disasters, routines are interrupted, not
just for citizens, but also for government
entities. Citizens can feel they are getting
a run around when there’s not an instant
solution to their personal problem. 

After a disaster it is important to find
ways to move citizens past their personal
pain, and get them involved in develop-
ing options for the redevelopment and
improvement of the entire community.
This can build a stronger sense of com-
munity in the process. 

Both the Grand Forks and East Grand
Forks city governments made efforts to
involve community members (and
obtain their comments) as alternative
redevelopment plans were being pre-
pared. In the two cities, the mayors and
city councils established advisory boards
to get community input. The Grand
Forks board contained leaders of the
business community, while in East
Grand Forks membership was more

considered; instead ideas were often dis-
missed out of hand because citizens
lacked technical expertise.

Another important lesson from the
flood is that communities need to plan
for the worst. Although our two cities felt
they were ready to cope with disaster, it
turned out we had not adequately
planned. Certainly, it is impossible to
have all details worked out beforehand.
But we could have better understood
which parts of the communities were
most likely to be impacted if the dikes
were breached, and we could have had a
better strategy in place for dealing with
the hard questions of what would be
worth rebuilding and where. ◆
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Additional
Resources:
A wealth of information

about the Grand Forks flood can be
accessed at: <www.draves.com/gf/>. 

• More on the Grand Forks-East
Grand Forks Greenway is available at:
<www.grandforksgov.com/greenway/
index.htm>. 

• For extensive resources on disas-
ter planning and flood insurance, go to
FEMA’s web site: <www.fema.gov>
(then select the tab “Disaster Commu-
nities”) and <www.fema.gov/fima/> (for
FEMA’s mitigation programs, including
flood insurance).

• Planning magazine has published
two short articles on dealing with 
natural disasters: “Growing Safe” 
(April 2003; on hazard elements in
local plans), and “Battling Hazards with
a Brand New Tool” (February 2003;
providing an introduction to “HAZUS,”
FEMA’s risk assessment and loss estima-
tion tool).

broadly based. These groups provided
ideas and reacted to plans presented by
the Army Corps of Engineers, city
departments, and consultants. 

Looking back, we believe that citizen
input would have been more effective
had the planning commissions taken a
lead role (instead of the City Engineer
and the Army Corps of Engineers). Citi-
zen views would have been more fully


