Chris, I’m using “SMART” as a counterpoint to all the SMART planning, zoning, transportation solutions, etc., could you please permit the all caps to remain?  Thanks.

The weir did it

By Jack Balshaw

2/1/06

Well it’s finally coming out, pictures and all, the weir was the primary cause of the extent of the recent flooding in the area of the Auto Mall and Factory Outlet.  But the game playing isn’t over.  Those opposing any construction west of the freeway are hoping that public discontent will allow them to delay the General Plan and any new building until they can become a council majority again.  

Did you notice there was no big outcry on the construction and paving over of ground for Kohls, Pier One or Michaels? Same for the area north of the Plaza shopping center where a possible Lowes is being discussed.  In case you also haven’t noticed, it’s deemed that only projects west of the freeway and north of Washington St. are bad for flooding. 

Some of the blame for the continuing “blame game” can be laid at the feet of council members for not insisting on a technical evaluation and report on the benefits (or lack of benefits) of the city’s no net fill policy.  This policy requires those who build on the flood plain to provide for the storage of any flood waters displaced by their construction.  The General Plan Surface Runoff Study and model is readily available to settle this issue.  Why isn’t it being used?

But, on to solutions.

The weir serves a useful purpose, to some extent, in controlling the amount of water allowed to flow through the Payran flood fix area and on to downtown.  The problem is that it’s a dumb weir. It’s a concrete dam with a V shaped notch that allows a limited amount of floodwater to flow through it.  

A SMART weir would have a movable gate in it to permit the amount of water flowing through to be regulated intelligently instead of accepting only as much water as the V shaped cut will allow.

For instance, if the tide was low in the turning basin, the gate could be raised to allow more water to flow through.  When the tide was high, it might need to be closed.  Similar adjustments could be made depending on whether or not water runoff from upstream was at a peak or a low point. Too simple or too obvious to consider? 

What else needs to be done? 

The only permanent solution I can see is to acquire permission to place a low earthen dam across Denman Flats to detain water from Marin Creek.  All the land west of Paula Lane and north of Bodega Avenue drains north then around the KOA campgrounds via Marin Creek to the Petaluma River at Denman Flats.  Marin Creek puts more water into the river than ALL the other creeks north of the weir put together.

The city's present discussion about using the "pumpkin patch" to store water is a partial fix to what I noted above.  It won't however store enough water to be a final flood fix. 

Note, starting in 1982, developers were required to put  money into a “storm damage impact fee” to provide funds to do things like the Denman dam I propose. An inquiry into what, if anything, has been done with that money might bring out some interesting facts.

This issue needs a two pronged response.  First, the city needs to formally, technically and quickly address the problem being caused by the weir.  Then there needs to be official recognition that the no net fill policy does or doesn’t mitigate building in the flood plain.  Comments otherwise have been thrown about and published in the Argus and Press Democrat  and allowed to stand because no city council member will demand a technical answer from staff.

It’s time for the City Council to get SMART.

This week’s question – when is the City Council going to let the public in on what’s happening with East Washington Place, the big box project at the former Kenilworth school site.

 

