On ancient Susquehanna, flooding's a
frequent fact
10 September 2011, By KEVIN BEGOS , Associated Press
In contrast, parts of New York's Hudson River are
about 200 feet deep, and its shipping channel from
New York City to Albany is maintained at a depth of
about 32 feet, according to the U.S. Geological
Survey.
The Susquehanna - which derives its name from
the Susquehannock tribe that once lived in the area
- is also one of the world's most ancient rivers, at
about 200 million years old, Duffy said. It once
flowed all the way to the ocean, but as sea levels
rose its lower valley got submerged and became
the Chesapeake.
Lucy Mitchell looks at the high water level during
flooding of the Susquehanna River caused by rainfall
from the remnants of Tropical Storm Lee, as the water
flows under the closed Market Street Bridge, Friday,
Sept. 9, 2011, in Harrisburg, Pa. (AP Photo/Alex
Brandon)

The Susquehanna has flooded 14 times since
1810, according to the Susquehanna River Basin
Commission - an average of every 15 years. And
most of the communities in the basin have
residents in flood-prone areas- 1,160 out of 1,400.

(AP) -- Early settlers called the Susquehanna River
"a mile wide and a foot deep." It's just a folk
saying, but it hints at the forces behind a river that
is, in fact, exceptionally likely to flood.

The worst flood in modern times was in 1972, when
the remnants of Hurricane Agnes dumped biblical
rains. Seventy-two people died, and damage
topped $2.8 billion - about $14.3 billion in today's
dollars, according to the river commission. So far,
And flooding it is, with record or near-record levels the current floods haven't been nearly as
recorded along its path from New York state to
destructive.
Chesapeake Bay after a wet summer that included
storms Irene and now Lee.
Size is a factor in the river's propensity to overflow,
"The Susquehanna is one of the most flood-prone
rivers in America," said Chris Duffy, a professor of
civil and environmental engineering at Penn State
University.

too.

At about 450 miles long, the Susquehanna is the
largest river in the eastern U.S. It drains a basin of
more than 27,000 square miles containing more
than 3.8 million people, according to Bucknell
It's an especially shallow river, Duffy said, and that University, which estimates that floods cause an
means big rainfalls can create floods rapidly. But
average of about $113 million in damage every
another issue is what's underneath the water.
year.
"Here, you encounter the bedrock pretty quickly,"
Duffy said, meaning that even floods won't quickly
scour out deep spots. Upstream, the average river
depth is only a few feet, and perhaps only 15 or 20
feet at the mouth.

"It's just always been there," Duffy said of the
flooding threat, so much so that many towns along
its banks have been creating flood control
structures, such as levees, for 100 or even 200
years.
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And even with the current crisis, Duffy said that
some communities have prepared well for such
events.
"Wilkes-Barre has really taken care of business,"
he said.
But not all the changes have helped mitigate
flooding, he said.
In the Colonial era, many tributaries had waterpowered mills, and those may have helped control
some of the water flowing into the river.
"Yes, we have done some major manipulation of
environments" along the river, Duffy said, but many
wetlands are still intact along the tributaries.
Weather experts note that the recent combination
of Irene and Lee hitting the entire region with record
rainfalls is bound to cause flooding.
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