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Fast-Moving Water

By Kathiann M. Kowalski

Flash floods are America’s deadliest weather hazard, says the National 
Weather Service (see page 17). They occur in all 50 states and kill an average 
of 100 people each year.

In the past, when floodplains were used mostly for farming and 
wetlands were left underdeveloped, floods caused only occasional trouble. 
But as cities have grown, many houses and roads have been built in 
floodplains. This leaves fewer wetlands and other natural areas for water 
to soak into, which means greater forces of water collecting and needing a 
place to go. 

Flash floods happen when prolonged heavy rain can’t drain quickly 
enough—typically, within six hours of a rainstorm. Without warning, 
sudden surges of water weaken or wash away bridges, dams, and roads. They 
uproot trees and destroy homes and other buildings. The average annual 
damage in the United States from flash floods is more than two billion 
dollars. 

What can you do to protect yourself? Before any heavy rains fall, 
know your area’s risk for flooding. Stay inside during prolonged intense 
rainstorms. Listen to weather warnings on the TV or the radio. In case of a 
warning, get to higher ground as soon as possible. Never play around rising 
floodwaters. Never try to wade through a flash flood, even if it only reaches 
your ankles. If you slop and fall, even a small current can be dangerous. Six 
inches of surging water can sweep a person off his or her feet. Two feet of 
floodwater can carry away most automobiles. If you’re in a car, don’t drive 
into areas covered by floodwaters. Instead, follow the advice of the National 
Weather Service: “Turn Around and Don’t Drown!”

Kathiann M. Kowalski is a resident of Ohio, which experiences weather that 
ranges from blizzards, to floods, to tornadoes. Katherine Swarts contributed to this 
article. 

Floodplains are areas of land that flood often.

Wetlands are low-lying areas that are saturated with moisture.
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