
The 2010 Nashville Flood
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Friday, April 30th



Saturday, May 1st



Sunday, May 2nd
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Monday, May 3rd



Best community response ever. 

WE ARE NASHVILLE.
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Path to recovery



The federal “alphabet soup”

1. Private insurance (if any)

2. FEMA registration, emergency aid

3. SBA loan application (for non-business too!)

4. IRS tax refunds due to losses

5. HUD assistance through CDBG or EDA?

– State and Metro will allocate any such monies

• Documentation is KEY



SBA Loans

• $240,000 limit for homeowners

• $2 million limit for business

– For each subsidiary or affiliate too?

• A 2nd mortgage but with better terms than 1st

– Better terms than any bank can offer

– 30-year, fixed rate financing as low as 2.75%

– Forbearance on interest possible, depending on 

need



Never again
Picture by Patty Harbison



Who was warned? 

No one.

Worst damage since Civil War?

Cars left in driveways;

Trucks left in terminals



Official TN Disaster Counties



Typical rural damage

In Blackburn’s district









4.5% of Metro is water

(23.9 sq. mi. out of 502.3 sq. mi.)

67.5 mi. of Cumberland River between dams

Harpeth River and creeks are uncontrolled
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Different flood levels:

40’ Flood Stage

56’ Before Dams (1929)

47’ After Dams (1975)

52’ 2010 Flood
Army Corps Preventable?



Inches from total catastrophe:

40’ Flood Stage

56’ Before Dams (1929)

47’ After Dams (1975)

52’ 2010 Flood
Preventable?

53’ = Total

Catastrophe

53’ = Total

Catastrophe



5 extra ft. = $1.5 billion?

$300 million a foot?

No. Damage grows exponentially.



COULD HAVE BEEN $3+ BILLION?

Army Corps Statement



Information pathways



At least need better communication

Multi-hour delays

Ohio computer



Was the Corps or anyone else 

at fault?

Was one of our disasters man-made?



First rule of dams:

safer above than below

Nashville is below two dams

(and lots more up the Cumberland and 
Caney Fork)



Corps just spent $150+ million 

on Wolf Creek Dam repairs

Nashville still flooded

for other reasons



Man-made disaster?

• No
– Blame record rains

– 42-county disaster

– Uncontrolled Harpeth 

and creeks did much of 

our damage

– Metro Center levees 

held

• Recently upgraded

• Gov. actually worked

• Yes
– Poor weather forecast

– Poor communication

– No warning

– Dams could have helped 

reduce Cumberland and 

Stones River damage

– Almost as bad as if Wolf 

Creek Dam had burst

– 4 ft. off Old Hickory 

burst



There should be an investigation

Sen. Alexander is right
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Old Hickory

Priest and Old Hickory Dams

Percy

Priest

20’ of storage

Almost all used

Only 5’ of storage;

All used and more

102%95%

Why such a

difference?

Why such a

difference?

Why such a

difference?

Why such a

difference?



Every dam has a “decision rule”

Very difficult to change SOP.

Does ours make sense for Nashville?



Upstream dam capacity unused?

Cordell Hull
7’ storage

3’ used

Center Hill
60’ storage

20’ used

Dale Hollow
13’ storage

2’ used

Wolf Creek
58’ storage

10’ used

42%
33%

15%

19%

Old Hickory

102%



Corps’ duties v. Lake levels

Under-rated?



Is “flood control” an oxymoron?

“Part-time anti-flood efforts”

is more accurate?



Top of dam

Max for

electricity?

Min for

electricity?



Before storm:

Zero outflow =

Less storage capacity

= Less prepared?

Before storm:

Zero outflow =

Less storage capacity

= Less prepared?



Top of dam

Max for

Electricity?

Min for

Electricity?



After storm:

Corps let water 

keep on coming to 

Nashville

After storm:

Corps let water 

keep on coming to 

Nashville



100-year flood way/plain means:

No flood for 100 years?

No!

26% chance of flood in a 30-yr mortgage.



100-year flood map is rising:

Every new development raises the probability 

of flooding.

Expect 1-3 increases during 30-yr. mortgage?
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120 disasters every year nationwide?

A disaster every 3 days?
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Worse weather or government insures more?

More risk, or less insurance?



Solutions?

• Better weather forecasting?

– Is weather more volatile today?

• Lower lake levels before rains?

– What about recreation, hydropower, etc.?

• Less development in flood plains?

– Offer 500-yr maps? Drives costs up?

• More, better flood insurance?

– Even if you have it, only pays $250,000



Urgency of solutions

Urgency is in the eye of the beholder:

• 500-year flood?

– Business as usual

• 100-year flood?

– Take small steps over time

• 30-year flood?

– Take much bigger steps now

• Or history cannot predict the future?
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We need an upbeat recovery,

not a blues song.



The Tennessean




































