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BEYOND THE FLOODPLAIN

 Research, Cook County, IL and national 
 Implications
 Action

OUTLINE
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 National non-profit
 Founded in 1978 + headquartered in Chicago
 Urban sustainability

RainReady services
 Launched 2014 
 Complete ‘end-to-end’ service package  
 Home, neighbor, community, watershed 
 Information, financing, construction oversite

OVERVIEW
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RESEARCH
RESEARCH: FLOODING IN CITIES

 Qualitative interviews with flood victims (2012)
 Surveys of flood victims (2013)
 Analysis flood damage payout data (2014)
 Storytelling “Gross Gatherings” (2013)
 Surveys utilities/municipalities (2014)
 Analysis of flood warnings in 10 major cities (2014)

 Study: Illinois Department of Natural Resources (IDNR) 
(2015)

 Study National Academy of Sciences (forthcoming)
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 115 flood victims 
 70% flooded 3 or more 

times in 5 years
 41% lost the use of part 

of their property
 84% suffered stress 
 13% ill health
 76% had invested in 

solutions (e.g. sump pump, 
downspout disconnection).

 Just 6% believed the 
investment would work
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“Urban Flooding” defined

The inundation of property in a built environment, 
caused by rainfall overwhelming the capacity of 
drainage systems, such as storm sewers

Characterized by

Repetitive and chronic impacts on communities, 
regardless of their location within or outside of 
formally designated floodplains 
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Overbank/creek Sewer backup

Seepage Yard and street

• Survey of 30 most 
populous cities in 
Great Lakes region

• 100% receive 
complaints

• 87% characterize 
them as ‘medium’ to 
‘large’

• Half have no plans for 
tackling it
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Flooding in major U.S. cities

 Flash flooding warning: “imminent” or “in progress” 

between 2007-11 in the counties of 10 major U.S. cities

CHICAGO 198 flood warnings
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BOSTON 133 flood warnings

DENVER 81 flood warnings
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HOUSTON 145 flood warnings

KANSAS CITY 192 flood warnings
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LOS ANGELES 136 flood warnings

MEMPHIS 227 flood warnings
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NEW YORK 222 flood warnings

PHILADELPHIA 199 flood warnings



14

SEATTLE 82 flood warnings

Urban Flooding Awareness 
Act - Illinois
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 Claims filed in 99% of Illinois 
counties

 Flood damages between 
2007-2014, $2.3 billion

 Half from private insurance

 Over 90% outside of mapped 
floodplains

 Risk not correlated with the 
floodplain

Flood risk in cities:

 Prevalent + repetitive 

 Under-reported + hidden from public view

 Chronic: property damage, raw sewage, mold, foundation 
cracks, stress

 Expensive - $5,000 +

 Low income communities most vulnerable

 Does not correlate with the mapped floodplain
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National Urban Flooding Awareness Act

RESEARCH
IMPLICATIONS
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 The purpose of FEMA’s flood hazard mapping is to define a 
community’s flood risk areas

 It appears to be inaccurate (Illinois)

 Yet it forms the foundation of government’s:
 Emergency disaster planning

 Federal mitigation efforts (NFIP/CRS)

 State- and community-level responses

 Flood insurance requirements and costs

 Residents’ understanding of risk

 National Academy of Sciences national study

 Use other factors that correlate with risk:

 Intensity and duration of rain 

Density of population 

Poverty (location/maintenance/ability to respond)
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RESEARCH
ACTION

Assess

PlanImplement

Monitor

Watersheds
Communities
Neighborhoods
Homes
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PROJECT AREAProject Area

Floodplains



20

Damage Claims
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Online tool: Ranks Risk

Online tool: Identifies Catchment + GI Improvements
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Online tool: Scores Opportunity Areas

Online tool: Land Use Types
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RainReady Home

Cumulative flood 
damage: $17,000 

Upgrades: 
 Backwater valve 
 Disconnected 

downspout
 Re-routed gutters
 Rain garden

Cost: : $4,850

Overland from yard

Foundation 
Seepage

Water and sewer backup

Image Courtesy of: Institute for Catastrophic Loss Reduction 
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 Detail of Risk

 Home improvements: landscaping, plumbing, building
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 Home tool
 Virtual home assessment 
 Generate homeowner reports that:

- Scores and cost risks
- Lists and costs improvements

 Monitoring tool – ground-truths tool based on RR Home 
service
 Assessment and survey data
 Post construction satisfaction data
 Post rain event surveys
 Control group

Harriet Festing
hfesting@cnt.org 

www.rainready.org


