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Construction Project Cleared Of Blame for June Flooding

By Eric M. Weiss, Washington Post Staff Writer


Construction work on the Woodrow Wilson Bridge did not cause the flooding of houses in Fairfax County during a storm last June, according to a study released yesterday by state and bridge officials.
The storm, which started June 24 and lasted three days, broke rainfall records at Reagan National Airport, where 9.39 inches fell in 48 hours. Five people in the region died and 2,000 were evacuated, and the storm shut down federal buildings, museums and even Internal Revenue Service headquarters.
It also caused the usually placid Cameron Run to overflow, flooding numerous houses in the Huntington and Arlington Terrace area of Fairfax. Residents blamed the massive construction project, which is building a new bridge over the Potomac and has involved extensive work in and around Cameron Run.
The study looked at the impact that bridge-related work had on the overflow, including bridge piers, temporary dirt stockpiles, equipment -- even a barge that broke free during the storm and became stuck under the George Washington Memorial Parkway bridge.
All told, bridge-related activities "had a combined worst-case effect" of adding 5 to 10 inches to the peak flood elevation in the area, the study found. But that was not enough to cause additional properties to be flooded, the study concluded.
"The combination of record-breaking rainfall discharging in the Cameron run watershed and the fact that the Huntington/Arlington Terrace lies within the 100-year flood plain resulted in the severe flooding," the report said. "Woodrow Wilson Bridge Project construction activities neither caused nor had a material impact on the flooded properties."
Bridge and Virginia Department of Transportation officials are working with the county on a survey to see whether the actual elevations of the houses match those on maps.
The study said the storm produced the second-highest peak flooding in Cameron Run in more than 50 years and was equivalent to a 92-year flood event, second only to Hurricane Agnes in 1972. The Potomac tributary is usually slightly deeper than a foot. 
But during the storm, the water rose from just under two feet at 8:55 p.m. to nearly 14 feet at 10:40 p.m., with the volume of water surging more than fiftyfold during that time.

The study was conducted by VDOT and the bridge project in cooperation with the U.S. Army Corps of Engineers, Fairfax and Alexandria, according to bridge officials. The study's conclusion will be reviewed by an independent panel appointed by Pierce R. Homer, the state transportation secretary.

