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Spring is about to break out and any concerns about water and floods will be put aside until next December. So, I’d like to get in one last column about water and flooding.

Flooding is basically an excess of rain (amount and duration) that fills the normal river channels and causes them to overflow their banks.  Because Petaluma is in the lowest part of the watershed, almost all the rain that falls on the surrounding hills eventually ends up going through downtown Petaluma.  And a lot more rain falls on the rural portion of the watershed than does on developed Petaluma. 

What can be done about flooding?  Due to our position at the bottom of the watershed there are only two solutions to eliminate flooding, move the water or store it.  Past solutions have focused on moving the water.  Storm sewers were built into every business and residential development. The curb drains along every street and in the large parking areas feed water into this storm drainage system.

Existing and man made open channels have been built to take this storm water and transport it to the river as efficiently and quickly as possible

Early in the rainy season, much of the rainwater soaks into the ground. But after weeks of rain the adobe clay soils east of the river are saturated and rain falling on the land runs off downhill towards the river.

Prolonged heavy rain caused flooding even in early Petaluma, but there weren’t many buildings east of the river to get flooded.  Note the two homes on the north side of Washington St. just east of Lakeville – the second one is where Bill Sobranes lived – they’re raised up so the living area is over the garage.  This also served to keep them above flood levels.

In the 1980’s the council (I was on it then) focused on protecting the areas that had flooded instead of identifying the root cause of the flooding, too much water entering the river north of Payran. We chose to move water rather than store it.  It was the wrong choice.

Storing water is the only way to eliminate flooding.  Rainwater from the rural part of the watershed (out in the county) should be captured, detained, stored, kept from flowing into the river until the downstream conditions are able to handle it.  It could then be subject to a controlled release and there would be no more flooding regardless of development.

So why is our City council fussing with studies which will only define where things went wrong instead of simply developing a plan to store water upstream of the river? Because, believe it or not, some on the council don’t want the problem solved because it’s their trump card for delaying development between Payran and Corona Road. This also permits delay in building the Rainier interchange and crosstown connector.  

As things now stand, the council will spend six months or more authorizing an expensive consultant contract to find out “what went wrong”, two years to “study” the situation and find that the only solution is to store water outside the city limits.

Those who want to stop all development in the present flood plain will then reject any recommendations from the consultant, the city council will argue for several years about what to do, and finally will agree storing the water is the only solution.  After several ( maybe a number of severals) more years of developing plans, acquiring options to store water on private lands and building low earthen dams, the flood threat will be gone.

There will be no more flood plains and no more floods.

The council I served on made a mistake by focusing on fixing the immediate area of flooding instead of understanding the problem was simply too much water in too small a river, too quickly.

I hope this council doesn’t continue to do the same thing.      

