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COURSE DESCRIPTION 

This course presents a detailed exploration of engineering failures in stormwater management systems 

across a range of geographic, structural, and regulatory contexts. Through technical analyses and forensic 

reconstructions of real-world case studies, engineers will gain insights into the multifaceted causes of 

failure in storm sewers, detention ponds, open channels, green infrastructure, and flood mitigation 

systems. Each chapter provides a comprehensive breakdown of hydrologic and hydraulic miscalculations, 

structural design inadequacies, operational oversights, and legal implications, preparing licensed 

professionals to enhance the reliability and resilience of future systems. Designed for civil engineers, water 

resources professionals, and land surveyors involved in design, permitting, or assessment of stormwater 

infrastructure. 

Learning Objectives 

By the end of this course, participants will be able to: 

▪ Analyze the causes of stormwater infrastructure failures in urban and rural environments. 

▪ Apply engineering principles to evaluate failures of detention basins, culverts, channels, and storm 

sewer systems. 

▪ Identify design, construction, operational, and regulatory errors that contributed to historical 

stormwater failures. 

▪ Interpret forensic engineering evidence related to hydrologic and hydraulic failures. 

▪ Develop strategies for failure prevention and resilient design practices. 

▪ Comply with applicable stormwater management standards and permitting regulations. 
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CHAPTER 1 

INTRODUCTION TO STORMWATER 

ENGINEERING FAILURE ANALYSIS 

Stormwater Systems and Their Engineering Significance 

Stormwater management systems are critical components of urban and suburban infrastructure, designed 

to convey, detain, infiltrate, and ultimately manage surface runoff generated by rainfall and snowmelt. 

These systems serve not only to protect infrastructure and property but also to prevent flooding, minimize 

erosion, and maintain water quality. Given their central role in civil and environmental engineering, 

failures within these systems carry substantial public safety, environmental, and legal implications. 

Historical Context of Failure in Stormwater Systems 

Throughout the 20th and 21st centuries, various stormwater-related disasters have highlighted 

vulnerabilities in conventional engineering practices. Failures such as undersized culverts, collapsed storm 

drains, overtopped basins, and incorrectly modeled flow regimes have led to catastrophic consequences 

including structural damage, fatalities, and contamination of water bodies. These historical events 

underscore the need for deeper understanding of the failure mechanisms at play within the field of 

stormwater engineering. 

Multifactorial Nature of Failures 

Stormwater infrastructure failures are rarely the result of a single defect. Instead, they often emerge from 

a complex interplay of factors including flawed hydrologic assumptions, poor material selection, 

construction deficiencies, lack of maintenance, insufficient regulatory oversight, and the increasing 

influence of climate variability. Engineering professionals must be equipped to recognize how these 

contributing elements interact to create cascading vulnerabilities. 

Hydrologic and Hydraulic Design Responsibilities 

One of the primary obligations of the design engineer is the accurate estimation of hydrologic loading 

and the effective conveyance and control of runoff via hydraulic structures. Miscalculations in peak flow 

estimates, infiltration capacities, time of concentration, and storm recurrence intervals can lead to systems 
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that are underdesigned or that perform unreliably under stress. Errors in channel slope, pipe diameter, 

flow velocity, and critical depth estimation further exacerbate system vulnerability. 

Impacts of Urbanization and Impervious Surfaces 

Urban development significantly alters the natural hydrologic cycle. As impervious surfaces such as 

rooftops, roads, and parking lots replace vegetated areas, the volume and rate of runoff increase 

substantially. This shift not only burdens existing stormwater systems but also necessitates the integration 

of sustainable and adaptive designs such as green infrastructure and low impact development (LID) 

strategies. Failure to account for these impacts can render even well-intentioned systems inadequate. 

Role of Regulatory Compliance 

Regulatory frameworks at the federal, state, and municipal levels provide minimum design criteria, 

maintenance protocols, and permitting requirements for stormwater systems. Failures often occur when 

regulatory requirements are misunderstood, ignored, or inadequately enforced. Case studies throughout 

this course will illustrate how non-compliance with the Clean Water Act, National Pollutant Discharge 

Elimination System (NPDES) permits, or local stormwater ordinances has contributed to system 

breakdowns. 

Introduction to Forensic Engineering in Stormwater 

Forensic engineering plays a critical role in post-failure analysis, helping determine causation, 

responsibility, and potential mitigation strategies. The field draws from fluid mechanics, geotechnical 

engineering, structural analysis, and regulatory law. Engineers engaged in forensic investigations must 

possess a high degree of technical competency and professional judgment to evaluate physical evidence, 

design documents, and historical rainfall records. 

Learning Objectives of this Course 

This course will provide a structured exploration into the failure of stormwater systems through thematic 

chapters and case studies. Each chapter is crafted to provide not only a technical examination of failures, 

but also to contextualize those failures within legal, environmental, and ethical frameworks. By the end of 

this course, engineers and surveyors will be equipped with both the analytical tools and practical insights 

needed to improve the reliability and performance of stormwater systems under their purview. 
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CHAPTER 2 

HYDROLOGIC MISCALCULATIONS 

AND UNDERDESIGN 

Fundamentals of Hydrologic Design 

Hydrologic design in stormwater management is based on the quantitative assessment of rainfall-runoff 

relationships within a given watershed. It involves estimating peak discharge, runoff volume, and timing of 

flows using methodologies such as the Rational Method, NRCS Curve Number (CN) approach, or 

distributed hydrologic models. The accuracy of these methods depends on precise input data and sound 

assumptions. When foundational hydrologic parameters are miscalculated, the entire design becomes 

susceptible to failure. 

Undersizing Due to Underestimated Rainfall Intensities 

One of the most frequent causes of underdesign stems from underestimated rainfall intensities. Engineers 

often rely on Intensity-Duration-Frequency (IDF) curves derived from historical climate records. However, 

outdated datasets or reliance on inadequate return intervals can lead to designs that fail under modern 

rainfall conditions. For instance, designing a stormwater inlet or culvert for a 10-year event when a 25-

year or 100-year event is more appropriate for the site’s risk profile increases vulnerability to overtopping 

and flooding. 

Errors in Time of Concentration and Runoff Estimation 

The time of concentration (Tc) – the time it takes for runoff to travel from the most hydraulically distant 

point in the watershed to the point of interest – is a critical determinant of peak flow. Engineers often use 

empirical equations based on slope, surface roughness, and flow path length. Mistakes in assessing Tc, 

especially in urbanizing watersheds with rapidly changing land use, can produce underestimates of peak 

flows. Similarly, incorrect assumptions about surface cover and antecedent moisture conditions in CN-

based methods can lead to grossly underpredicted runoff volumes. 

Consequences of Oversimplified Watershed Modeling 

While simplified hydrologic models offer practical advantages in design applications, they may not 

capture critical watershed dynamics in complex terrains. Use of uniform slopes, homogeneous soil 
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conditions, or static land use classifications can obscure localized flood risks. Additionally, the failure to 

represent sub-basin routing, storage effects, and runoff lag time in detail often results in erroneous 

hydrographs that do not reflect actual field behavior during storm events. 

Case Example: Misapplication of Rational Method in Large Watershed 

A suburban development in the Mid-Atlantic region experienced repeated flooding despite the 

installation of a stormwater conveyance system designed using the Rational Method. Upon post-failure 

investigation, it was revealed that the watershed area exceeded the applicability threshold of the method 

(typically 200 acres). The designer had not accounted for the distributed nature of runoff accumulation 

and timing across the large watershed. The system, though mathematically correct per the method’s 

parameters, was fundamentally flawed for the scale of application. 

Insufficient Allowance for Climate Variability and Design Storm Selection 

Another critical oversight involves the selection of design storms that do not reflect current or projected 

climate trends. Engineers who rely solely on historical precipitation data may ignore the observed 

intensification of rainfall patterns due to climate change. This can result in designs that become obsolete 

within their intended service life. Incorporating forward-looking rainfall projections and including 

sensitivity analyses are increasingly necessary to guard against hydrologic underdesign. 

Cumulative Risk of Compounding Errors 

Hydrologic design errors rarely occur in isolation. Small inaccuracies in rainfall intensity, time of 

concentration, and runoff coefficients can cumulatively result in major discrepancies between expected 

and actual system performance. For detention and retention systems, such miscalculations may lead to 

undersized basins, inadequate outlet structures, or improper drawdown times—conditions that 

exacerbate flood risk and lead to erosion, structural instability, or regulatory violations. 

Mitigation Through Best Practices 

To prevent hydrologic underdesign, engineers should apply conservative design principles, cross-validate 

with multiple methods, and perform sensitivity analyses to identify vulnerable assumptions. Integration of 

GIS-based watershed characterization, calibration with historical event data, and consideration of land use 

changes enhance reliability. Moreover, designs should be peer-reviewed, especially in critical 

infrastructure projects, and include sufficient safety factors to accommodate model uncertainty. 
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CHAPTER 3 

HYDRAULIC MODELING ERRORS 

AND FLOW REGIME MISJUDGMENTS 

The Role of Hydraulic Design in Stormwater Systems 

Hydraulic modeling in stormwater engineering is tasked with quantifying flow characteristics—such as 

depth, velocity, energy grade line, and pressure head—through various conveyance and storage elements. 

Unlike hydrology, which determines how much water will arrive, hydraulics defines how that water will 

move through pipes, channels, and control structures. Misjudgments in hydraulic behavior, including 

improper application of open channel versus pressurized flow assumptions, are a leading cause of 

engineered system failures. 

Open Channel vs. Pressurized Flow Misapplications 

One of the most frequent modeling errors is the misclassification of a system as either open channel flow 

(free surface) or pressurized (full pipe) flow. Many stormwater systems operate in a mixed flow regime, 

transitioning from open channel to pressurized states depending on rainfall intensity. Designers who fail 

to account for these transitions may underpredict head losses and overestimate conveyance capacity. This 

leads to backwater conditions, surcharged inlets, and system overflow. 

Critical Depth and Energy Considerations 

Accurate determination of critical depth is essential for assessing flow control and stability. Designers 

often rely on simplified calculators or nomographs that assume ideal flow conditions. In reality, channel 

irregularities, sedimentation, debris obstruction, and variable cross-sections lead to non-uniform flow 

profiles. Miscalculating critical depth or ignoring changes in specific energy can result in unstable 

hydraulic jumps, negative slopes in energy grade lines, and localized overtopping or scour. 

Underestimating Hydraulic Grade Line (HGL) and System Surcharge 

The hydraulic grade line represents the pressure surface in the system and is a key indicator of whether 

flow will remain within the physical boundaries of the infrastructure. When the HGL rises above ground 

level or inlet elevations, water escapes the system, leading to surface flooding. Errors in estimating 
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cumulative head losses due to friction, entrance losses, bends, and junctions are common in designs that 

rely solely on simplified spreadsheet models or outdated empirical tables. 

Case Study: Undersized Culvert Failure Due to Incorrect Tailwater Assumption 

A rural road crossing in the southeastern U.S. experienced repeated washouts and pavement collapse 

despite compliance with state culvert design guidelines. Forensic hydraulic analysis revealed that the 

tailwater conditions during high flow events were significantly underestimated. The downstream receiving 

channel frequently operated under a backwater condition that reversed flow through the culvert. The 

original model assumed free outfall conditions, ignoring downstream hydraulic controls. 

Flow Control Structure Failures: Weirs, Orifices, and Gates 

Flow regulation structures such as weirs and orifices are particularly vulnerable to failure when improperly 

sized or installed. Assumptions made in applying standard weir equations often fail to reflect partial 

submergence, approach flow velocity, or turbulence effects. Additionally, the influence of debris blockage 

and maintenance lapses are frequently excluded from modeling, resulting in underestimated flow 

obstructions and elevated ponding levels. 

Limitations of Steady-State Hydraulic Models 

While tools like HEC-RAS and SWMM are widely used for modeling stormwater hydraulics, limitations 

arise when applying steady-state or uniform flow assumptions to inherently unsteady, non-uniform storm 

events. Models calibrated for a single peak discharge may fail to capture time-varying conditions, leading 

to underpredicted surcharges or system lag. Unsteady modeling, although more complex, is often 

required for accurate analysis of detention routing and culvert performance. 

Erosion, Scour, and Structural Destabilization from Misjudged Velocities 

Excessive flow velocities, when unaccounted for, lead to erosion at outlets, undercutting of foundations, 

and degradation of channel linings. Standard design thresholds for permissible velocities vary by material 

and soil type; however, many failures occur due to generalized assumptions that do not reflect site-

specific conditions. Moreover, transitional flows around bends, drops, and junctions often experience 

localized acceleration that is overlooked in average velocity analyses. 

Prevention Through Iterative Modeling and Field Calibration 

Effective hydraulic design demands iterative modeling that incorporates a range of storm intensities, 

tailwater conditions, and sediment transport characteristics. Field calibration using high-water marks, 

floodplain extents, and flow monitoring data provides validation of model results. Designers should apply 

conservative assumptions, document model limitations, and subject complex systems to peer review prior 

to final approval. 
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CHAPTER 4 

PIPE AND STORM SEWER 

COLLAPSE – STRUCTURAL FAILURE 

MECHANISMS 

Structural Function of Storm Sewer Systems 

Storm sewer pipes serve as the primary conduits for stormwater conveyance in urban and suburban 

environments. These buried systems are subject to a combination of hydraulic, structural, and 

geotechnical stresses. While hydraulic design focuses on flow capacity, structural design ensures that 

pipes can withstand earth loads, traffic loads, hydrostatic pressure, and dynamic stresses. When structural 

integrity is compromised, pipe collapses can cause sinkholes, roadway failures, and flooding. 

Material Vulnerabilities in Pipe Construction 

Storm sewer pipes are manufactured from a variety of materials including reinforced concrete, corrugated 

metal, high-density polyethylene (HDPE), and polyvinyl chloride (PVC). Each material has specific failure 

modes: 

▪ Reinforced Concrete Pipe (RCP) is susceptible to corrosion from acidic or sulfate-rich soils, 

reinforcing steel corrosion due to chlorides, and joint leakage leading to erosion around the pipe. 

▪ Corrugated Metal Pipe (CMP) often fails due to corrosion in aggressive soils or water with low 

pH, and buckling under large loads. 

▪ HDPE and PVC offer corrosion resistance but are vulnerable to deformation, joint separation, or 

stress cracking under improper installation or excessive loads. 

Material failure is often accelerated when the pipe is installed without regard to the environmental and 

loading conditions for which it was rated. 

Improper Bedding and Installation Defects 

Structural failures frequently originate during the installation phase. Inadequate bedding or improper 

compaction of backfill material can cause uneven loading and point stresses along the pipe barrel. These 
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conditions lead to cracking, deformation, or pipe migration over time. Additionally, improper alignment of 

pipe joints can lead to joint leakage, soil intrusion, and subsequent void formation around the pipe. 

Live and Dead Load Exceedance 

Buried pipes are designed to support both live loads (e.g., vehicular traffic) and dead loads (e.g., earth 

pressure). Design calculations must account for depth of burial, type of surface loading (e.g., H-20 or HS-

25 traffic), and soil modulus. Overloading, either through miscalculation or change in surface use, can 

result in longitudinal cracking, barrel collapse, or ovalization of flexible pipes. This is especially 

problematic in areas where surface loads were not originally anticipated, such as utility easements or 

emergency vehicle access routes. 

Hydrostatic Pressure and External Groundwater Forces 

Pipes located below the water table or in saturated soils may be subjected to hydrostatic uplift forces, 

particularly when empty or under low-flow conditions. Concrete pipes can crack or float if not properly 

anchored or weighed down. Flexible pipes, if not adequately bedded and restrained, can deform or 

collapse under external water pressure. Design neglect of such uplift forces has led to system failures 

during and after storm events. 

Case Study: Collapsed Storm Drain in Urban Intersection 

In a Midwestern city, a 60-inch RCP storm drain collapsed beneath a major intersection, causing a 

significant sinkhole and surface collapse. Investigation revealed the use of inadequate bedding during 

initial construction, and over two decades of minor infiltration and soil migration led to void formation 

around the pipe. A heavy rain event caused surcharge flow that exceeded the already compromised pipe’s 

capacity, resulting in catastrophic collapse. 

Effects of Chemical Degradation and Microbial Corrosion 

Pipes carrying urban stormwater are often exposed to a mixture of chemicals including hydrocarbons, 

deicing salts, and organic matter. These substances can induce microbial activity that generates acidic 

byproducts, particularly hydrogen sulfide (H₂S), which corrodes concrete and metal pipes. Over time, this 

degradation weakens pipe walls, thins structural sections, and erodes protective linings, accelerating 

structural failure. 

Influence of Construction Quality Control 

Substandard construction practices remain a pervasive cause of buried pipe failure. This includes failure to 

follow manufacturer's installation guidelines, use of inappropriate joint seals, or omission of required 

structural supports. The absence of quality assurance inspections during backfill placement, compaction, 

and initial testing compounds the risk of latent failures emerging years after installation. 
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Detecting Early Warning Signs and Preventive Maintenance 

Early indicators of storm sewer collapse may include sagging pavement, unusual surface wetness, 

sinkholes, or sediment-laden discharges at downstream outlets. Regular inspection using closed-circuit 

television (CCTV), laser profiling, and sonar mapping can detect deformation, joint displacement, and 

sediment accumulation. Where deterioration is observed, trenchless rehabilitation methods such as cured-

in-place pipe (CIPP) or slip-lining may restore structural integrity without full excavation. 

Design and Policy Recommendations 

To prevent structural failures, engineers should apply rigorous structural loading analyses, select materials 

suited to site-specific conditions, and ensure compliance with ASTM and AASHTO installation standards. 

Post-installation inspections, long-term monitoring, and asset management systems help track condition 

and schedule interventions. Policies requiring construction certification and third-party QA/QC oversight 

are also instrumental in reducing collapse risk. 
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CHAPTER 5 

DETENTION AND RETENTION 

BASIN FAILURES 

Functional Role of Basins in Stormwater Management 

Detention and retention basins are fundamental components in stormwater systems, designed to manage 

runoff volume and peak discharge rates. Detention basins temporarily store runoff and release it at a 

controlled rate, typically through an outlet structure. Retention basins maintain a permanent pool of 

water and provide volumetric storage above this level during storm events. These basins mitigate 

downstream flooding, reduce erosion, and promote sedimentation of pollutants. When they fail, the 

consequences can include sudden inundation, infrastructure damage, and environmental degradation. 

Common Types of Basin Failures 

Basin failures can manifest in several forms, including: 

▪ Overtopping due to undersized outlet structures or excessive inflows 

▪ Structural failure of embankments, weirs, or risers 

▪ Slope instability and embankment erosion 

▪ Seepage and internal piping (soil migration) 

▪ Sediment accumulation impairing storage and outlet function 

▪ Hydraulic failure of control structures (orifices, valves, gates) 

These failures often originate from a combination of poor design assumptions, substandard construction 

practices, and lack of maintenance. 

Overtopping and Outlet Undercapacity 

One of the most visible and damaging failure modes is overtopping of the basin embankment. This occurs 

when inflow exceeds storage capacity and discharge capability, causing water to flow uncontrolled over 

the embankment. This can lead to headcutting, erosion, and total structural breach. Causes include 

underdesigned outlet structures, unanticipated upstream development increasing runoff, or blockage of 

outlet orifices by debris. 
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Structural Instability of Embankments and Slopes 

Earthen embankments supporting stormwater basins must be designed with sufficient factor of safety 

against slope failure. Improper compaction, use of dispersive or expansive soils, and inadequate 

protection against surface runoff can result in erosion, slumping, or complete failure of the structure. 

Embankments are particularly vulnerable to saturation and loss of cohesion during prolonged storm 

events. 

Seepage, Piping, and Subsurface Failures 

Subsurface water movement through or beneath the basin can lead to seepage and piping, where fine 

soil particles are carried away by flowing water, eventually forming internal voids or conduits. This 

undermines the embankment structure and can result in sudden collapse. Critical design elements such as 

cut-off trenches, impervious liners, and toe drains are essential to intercept and control seepage flows. 

Case Study: Embankment Failure in a Suburban Detention Basin 

A detention basin constructed in a growing suburban area of the Midwest suffered embankment failure 

during a spring storm event. The basin overtopped, and the embankment failed along its downstream 

slope. Forensic investigation revealed that the outlet structure was sized for a 10-year event despite 

municipal codes requiring design for the 25-year event. Additionally, the embankment lacked proper 

vegetation and experienced minor rill erosion prior to failure, indicating progressive degradation. 

Sediment Accumulation and Capacity Loss 

Over time, sediment transported by stormwater inflows can settle within basins, reducing both their live 

and dead storage volumes. Inadequate sediment forebays or absence of periodic dredging leads to 

capacity loss and rising water surface elevations, thereby increasing the risk of overtopping. Sediment can 

also obstruct outlet structures, particularly small-diameter orifices or underdrains, reducing discharge 

efficiency. 

Control Structure Failures 

Outlet control structures are integral to the safe and predictable function of basins. Orifices, weirs, and 

risers are subject to hydraulic loading, corrosion, structural fatigue, and blockage. Failure modes include 

collapse, detachment, clogging, or mechanical malfunction of gates or valves. In several documented 

failures, rusted riser pipes detached from base slabs, leading to uncontrolled discharge and downstream 

flooding. 

Design Shortcomings and Maintenance Deficiencies 

Many basin failures can be traced back to design assumptions that did not account for actual watershed 

conditions. Outdated hydrologic data, omission of upstream detention credit, and neglect of clogging 

potential are frequent contributors. Moreover, basins are often transferred to municipal or private 
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maintenance responsibilities without adequate funding or inspection programs, leading to vegetation 

overgrowth, inoperable valves, or unnoticed structural deterioration. 

Geotechnical Considerations and Soil-Water Interaction 

Understanding the geotechnical behavior of in-situ soils is essential for basin performance. Highly 

permeable soils may allow rapid infiltration, while expansive clays may cause volumetric changes that 

destabilize structures. Basin floors must be designed to prevent unwanted seepage into adjacent 

structures or foundations, particularly when located near roads, buildings, or utilities. 

Mitigation and Rehabilitation Strategies 

Preventive design measures include incorporation of emergency spillways, sediment forebays, anti-seep 

collars, energy dissipation at outlets, and robust vegetative stabilization. Routine inspection and 

maintenance programs are critical for identifying early signs of failure, such as settlement, surface 

cracking, or water ponding in non-designated areas. Rehabilitation methods include basin dredging, 

outlet retrofitting, installation of synthetic liners, or complete structural reconstruction where warranted. 
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CHAPTER 6 

OPEN CHANNEL FAILURES IN 

URBAN SETTINGS 

Urban Open Channels: Role and Vulnerability 

Open channels—whether naturalized, trapezoidal, or lined—are often used to convey stormwater through 

developed areas where underground systems are impractical or cost-prohibitive. In urban contexts, these 

channels must balance hydraulic capacity, erosion resistance, maintenance access, and aesthetic 

integration. Despite their utility, urban open channels are vulnerable to failure from hydraulic overloading, 

bank instability, structural degradation, and encroachment by adjacent development. 

Inadequate Channel Sizing and Flow Conveyance 

One of the most frequent failure mechanisms involves undersized channels that cannot convey design 

flow without overtopping. This is typically due to outdated hydrologic estimates, failure to account for 

upstream development, or improper assessment of channel roughness and slope. Overtopping in urban 

settings can flood roadways, damage property, and create hazardous flow velocities near pedestrian 

areas. 

Compounding this is the lack of sufficient freeboard, which leaves little tolerance for unexpected events 

such as debris accumulation or extreme rainfall. Channels designed with minimal freeboard often fail 

during storm events exceeding the nominal design storm, a problem increasingly exacerbated by the non-

stationarity of climate trends. 

Bank Instability and Erosion 

Urban open channels are commonly affected by bank erosion, which reduces cross-sectional area, 

increases flow velocity, and initiates a feedback loop of instability. Unprotected banks, particularly those 

composed of fine-grained or loosely compacted soils, are highly susceptible to failure. Changes in flow 

velocity—caused by channel modifications upstream or downstream—can result in rapid migration of 

failure zones. This problem is especially acute where impervious cover in the watershed increases the 

frequency and volume of peak flows. 
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Vegetative stabilization, riprap, gabions, or articulated concrete blocks are often used to resist erosion; 

however, improper installation or lack of continuity at transitions often causes localized scour and 

undercutting, eventually leading to full-scale slope failure. 

Structural Failure of Channel Linings 

In concrete-lined or masonry channels, failure frequently results from cracking, joint separation, and 

undermining of the structural lining. These issues are often driven by differential settlement of the 

subgrade, thermal expansion, or water infiltration behind the lining. Once water migrates through or 

beneath the liner, it weakens subbase material, causes loss of support, and leads to structural collapse. In 

many cases, poor construction practices—such as inadequate compaction, lack of expansion joints, or 

improper toe anchorage—are direct contributors. 

Encroachment and Obstruction from Adjacent Development 

Urban channels are frequently bordered by commercial or residential properties, which often encroach 

into maintenance easements or protective setbacks. Fences, landscaping, retaining walls, and even 

structural footings are sometimes constructed within the flood conveyance area. These encroachments 

can impede flow, trap debris, and cause backwater effects that amplify flooding risk. Additionally, 

restricted maintenance access hinders the ability of agencies to perform inspections, sediment removal, or 

repairs. 

Case Example: Lined Channel Collapse in a Southern California City 

A trapezoidal concrete channel running through a commercial district failed during a moderate storm 

event. Investigation revealed that water had infiltrated through unsealed joints and migrated beneath the 

liner, leading to gradual erosion of the supporting soils. The channel walls eventually collapsed, and 

adjacent commercial foundations were compromised. The root cause was traced to poor construction 

oversight and lack of post-installation pressure grouting to seal joints. 

Impact of Sedimentation and Debris Blockage 

Urban runoff often carries high sediment loads, trash, and organic debris. When this material accumulates 

within open channels, especially near culvert inlets or under low-clearance bridges, it can reduce flow area 

and trigger localized flooding. Over time, sedimentation also reduces effective channel depth and alters 

hydraulic profiles. Without routine removal, systems can become progressively underperforming and 

eventually fail under routine flow conditions. 

Hydraulic Transitions and Abrupt Geometric Changes 

Rapid transitions in channel geometry—such as sudden changes in slope, width, or lining type—can 

create hydraulic jumps, turbulence, and zone-specific energy losses. These conditions, if not accounted for 
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in design, can lead to erosion, slab uplift, or bank collapse. Failure to incorporate stilling basins, energy 

dissipators, or appropriate transitional structures often exacerbates instability at these locations. 

Mitigation and Design Considerations 

To prevent failure, open channels in urban environments should be designed with a holistic view of 

watershed dynamics, including future land use changes. Key design elements include: 

▪ Adequate channel sizing with storm allowances and freeboard 

▪ Proper erosion-resistant lining and geotechnical preparation 

▪ Implementation of energy dissipation measures 

▪ Maintenance access routes and sediment forebays 

▪ Enforcement of development setbacks and easements 

Regular inspections, sediment surveys, and condition assessments of channel linings and banks are 

essential for timely intervention. 
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CHAPTER 7 

INADEQUATE INLET AND OUTLET 

STRUCTURES 

Critical Role of Inlets and Outlets in Stormwater Systems 

Inlet and outlet structures serve as the interface between stormwater runoff and the conveyance or 

storage systems designed to manage it. Inlets, such as curb openings, grate intakes, and drop manholes, 

collect and direct surface runoff into underground pipes or open channels. Outlet structures, including 

risers, orifices, weirs, and culvert headwalls, control the release of stormwater from detention facilities, 

storm sewers, and channels. Failures at these control points often result in localized flooding, erosion, and 

system overload. 

Undersized Inlets and Capture Inefficiencies 

A leading cause of inlet failure is inadequate capacity to capture peak runoff. When inlets are undersized 

or incorrectly located relative to flow paths, bypass occurs, and water remains on the surface. Common 

design oversights include misestimating approach flow depth, omitting clogging factors, or failing to 

consider flow spread in superelevated or depressed sections of pavement. Inlet capture performance 

depends heavily on the design storm, gutter geometry, and inlet type. 

Debris Blockage and Hydraulic Obstruction 

Urban inlets are particularly susceptible to blockage from debris, such as leaves, trash, sediment, and ice. 

Even properly sized inlets can become inoperative under blocked conditions, diverting flow to unintended 

areas or causing surface ponding. Grate inlets and curb openings are vulnerable to clogging during high-

flow events, especially when maintenance is infrequent or non-existent. Redundant inlet configurations or 

bypass mechanisms are often absent in systems prone to blockage. 

Outlet Structure Failures in Detention and Retention Systems 

Outlet structures regulate flow release from basins and must be carefully calibrated to meet design 

hydrographs. Common failure modes include: 

▪ Undersized orifices that cause basin overtopping during high-intensity storms 
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▪ Blocked orifices or weirs due to sediment or vegetation 

▪ Damaged risers or outlet control vaults from corrosion, impact, or freeze-thaw cycles 

▪ Unprotected discharge points causing downstream erosion or scour 

Structural failure of outlets often results in uncontrolled release, damaging downstream infrastructure 

and altering channel hydraulics. 

Case Study: Outlet Structure Obstruction in a Commercial Detention Basin 

A commercial complex in the Southeast experienced repeated parking lot flooding despite a newly 

constructed detention basin. Investigation found that the orifice in the outlet structure was fully 

obstructed by accumulated organic debris. The riser had been installed without a trash rack or protective 

screen. Additionally, the basin design lacked an emergency spillway, allowing ponded water to overtop 

the embankment and erode its downstream face. 

Hydraulic Design Errors at Culvert Inlets and Outlets 

Culvert inlets must be designed to accommodate varying flow regimes, including inlet and outlet control 

conditions. Failure to account for inlet geometry, approach flow velocity, and headwater depth leads 

to flow restriction and upstream flooding. Outlet conditions are equally critical—without adequate 

tailwater analysis and energy dissipation, outlets can discharge at erosive velocities, destabilizing 

channels or undermining roadways. 

Designers often overlook the transition between culvert outlets and receiving channels. Abrupt changes in 

slope or confinement without riprap aprons, stilling basins, or plunge pools result in severe erosion and 

headcutting downstream. 

Structural Deficiencies and Material Degradation 

Inlets and outlets are typically constructed of concrete, metal, or polymer components. Material 

degradation due to corrosion, spalling, or freeze-thaw cycling compromises structural integrity. In coastal 

or industrial areas, corrosion of metal fittings and reinforcement accelerates, particularly in areas where 

the water carries salts, deicing chemicals, or other corrosives. Failure to protect embedded components or 

treat joint areas often initiates structural breakdowns. 

Geotechnical and Installation Considerations 

Subgrade conditions beneath inlets and outlet structures must be properly prepared to prevent 

settlement, tilting, or undermining. Lack of compaction or presence of expansive clays can result in 

differential settlement, leading to cracking or misalignment. Structures that are not founded on reinforced 

pads or lack seepage control features (e.g., anti-seep collars or cutoff walls) may allow piping or soil 

migration, undermining the foundation. 
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Maintenance Neglect and Asset Management Gaps 

Many inlet and outlet failures stem from chronic maintenance neglect. Without scheduled inspections and 

debris removal, structures degrade unnoticed. Municipal stormwater asset management programs 

frequently lack detailed inventories or condition ratings for small-scale components, leaving them 

unmonitored until failure occurs. Critical design elements such as bar screens, baffles, and overflow reliefs 

must be included in both initial design and routine maintenance planning. 

Recommendations for Durable Design 

Resilient inlet and outlet design requires a combination of hydraulic modeling, structural detailing, and 

accessibility planning. Best practices include: 

▪ Use of trash racks and grate guards to prevent obstruction 

▪ Sizing inlets for partial clogging scenarios 

▪ Provision of emergency overflows or secondary inlets 

▪ Incorporation of energy dissipation at all high-velocity outlets 

▪ Use of corrosion-resistant materials and protective coatings 

▪ Implementation of a maintenance access plan with physical clearances 
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CHAPTER 8 

GREEN INFRASTRUCTURE FAILURES 

– BIOSWALES, RAIN GARDENS, AND 

PERMEABLE SURFACES 

Rise of Green Infrastructure in Stormwater Design 

Green infrastructure represents a paradigm shift in stormwater management, aiming to restore hydrologic 

function by increasing infiltration, evapotranspiration, and on-site retention of runoff. Common elements 

include bioswales, rain gardens, permeable pavements, green roofs, and infiltration trenches. These 

systems are especially valued in urban redevelopment and retrofit scenarios. However, widespread 

adoption has revealed substantial implementation and performance challenges that, if unaddressed, can 

lead to complete system failure. 

Failure of Bioswales Due to Hydraulic Overload and Soil Compaction 

Bioswales are vegetated channels designed to convey and infiltrate stormwater. They often fail when 

either inflow exceeds infiltration capacity or construction activities compact the subgrade, 

dramatically reducing permeability. Common issues include: 

▪ Ponding and mosquito breeding due to extended standing water 

▪ Erosion rills from unarmored flow entry points 

▪ Channelized flow paths bypassing infiltration media 

▪ Soil crusting from sediment accumulation that reduces infiltration rates 

Designs often lack a flow bypass or overflow mechanism, making bioswales susceptible to failure under 

even moderate storm conditions. 

Underperformance of Rain Gardens from Improper Soil and Plant Selection 

Rain gardens are small vegetated depressions designed to retain and infiltrate runoff from rooftops or 

impervious surfaces. They fail when: 

▪ The soil mix does not meet infiltration rate criteria 
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▪ Plant species are not adapted to wet-dry cycles or local climate 

▪ Overflows are not adequately graded or armored 

▪ Subsurface compaction from construction reduces infiltration 

▪ The design does not include pretreatment features to reduce sediment load 

In many cases, rain gardens devolve into ornamental beds with minimal hydrologic function. This 

undermines their regulatory utility and can lead to code violations or retrofit mandates. 

Clogging and Structural Instability in Permeable Pavements 

Permeable pavements (PICP, pervious concrete, porous asphalt) are prone to surface clogging, often 

within the first few years if not properly maintained. Contributing factors include: 

▪ Lack of upstream pretreatment or street sweeping 

▪ Use in areas with high sediment or organic debris 

▪ Fine material migration into pore spaces 

▪ Improper installation of base layers without separation fabrics 

When clogged, these surfaces lose permeability and function like traditional impervious pavement. 

Structural failures also occur when subgrade support is inadequate, leading to rutting, heaving, or joint 

separation. 

Case Study: Failure of Urban Permeable Parking Lot 

A municipal building installed pervious concrete in its parking lot to meet local stormwater permitting 

requirements. Within two years, the system exhibited surface ponding and cracking. Investigation revealed 

inadequate base preparation, no geotextile separation from native clay soil, and high sediment load from 

nearby landscaping. The surface had never been vacuumed or pressure-cleaned. The system was deemed 

non-functional and replaced at significant cost. 

Ineffectiveness of Infiltration Systems in High Water Table or Poorly Drained Soils 

Many green infrastructure systems rely on subsurface infiltration, which is ineffective in areas with high 

groundwater or poorly draining soils (e.g., clays). Designers frequently overlook seasonal high water table 

elevations, leading to: 

▪ Perched water tables that prevent infiltration 

▪ Anaerobic soil conditions that kill vegetation 

▪ Water backing into underdrain systems 

▪ Long-term ponding and odor complaints 

Geotechnical investigations are often cursory, and percolation tests may be performed in disturbed soil, 

overestimating actual infiltration capacity. 
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Vegetation Failure and Aesthetic Degradation 

Plants in green infrastructure must tolerate fluctuating hydrologic regimes and harsh urban conditions. 

Failures arise from: 

▪ Improper plant selection (e.g., upland species in wet zones) 

▪ Lack of establishment irrigation 

▪ Excessive shade or exposure 

▪ Salt or pollutant stress from runoff 

Aesthetic failure often precedes hydraulic failure and contributes to poor public perception, reduced 

funding, or removal of the system. 

Inadequate Operation and Maintenance (O&M) Plans 

Perhaps the most systemic reason green infrastructure fails is the absence of long-term maintenance 

protocols. Many systems are installed to meet permitting requirements without any follow-through. 

Maintenance tasks such as mulching, pruning, sediment removal, and infiltration testing are overlooked or 

unfunded. Green infrastructure components often fall between agency jurisdictions, leading to neglect. 

Design, Construction, and Policy Remedies 

To reduce the risk of green infrastructure failure: 

▪ Perform thorough hydrogeologic assessments prior to design 

▪ Use engineered soil mixes with proven infiltration and structural properties 

▪ Design for easy access and maintenance, including pretreatment forebays and cleanouts 

▪ Include overflow pathways and redundancies for large storm events 

▪ Establish enforceable O&M agreements with responsible parties 

▪ Train contractors in proper installation techniques and quality control 

Green infrastructure must be treated as engineered systems with measurable performance standards, not 

merely landscaping elements. 

 



 

Engineering Failure Case Studies in Stormwater Management 26 

CHAPTER 9 

FAILURE DUE TO SOIL INSTABILITY 

AND EROSION CONTROL 

BREAKDOWN 

The Interface Between Geotechnical Stability and Stormwater Infrastructure 

Soils form the foundational support system for all surface and subsurface stormwater components, 

including channels, basins, culverts, and pipelines. When soils are not properly stabilized or protected 

from erosive forces, they can shift, settle, or wash away—triggering failure of overlying structures and 

altering flow paths. Soil instability often emerges from a combination of inappropriate grading, absence 

of vegetation, improperly selected erosion controls, and unaccounted hydrologic forces. 

Mechanisms of Soil Instability in Stormwater Systems 

The most prevalent forms of geotechnical instability affecting stormwater projects include: 

▪ Surface erosion, caused by unprotected overland flow 

▪ Slope failure, induced by seepage, loading, or excessive steepness 

▪ Gullying and headcutting, typically from uncontrolled runoff 

▪ Subsurface piping, where fine particles migrate with infiltrating water 

▪ Soil settlement, especially beneath compacted fills or pipe trenches 

These failures are often progressive and worsen with each subsequent storm event, especially in regions 

with erodible or expansive soils. 

Inadequate Erosion Control During Construction 

Temporary erosion control measures are often underdesigned or improperly implemented during land 

development phases. Failures of silt fences, straw wattles, or check dams allow sediment-laden runoff 

to scavenge topsoil, clog drainage structures, and destabilize slopes. Sloped areas that are not seeded or 

stabilized within regulatory timeframes rapidly deteriorate under rainfall. Unchecked erosion during 

construction not only violates permit requirements but also imposes long-term performance penalties on 

completed stormwater systems. 
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Long-Term Erosion in Channels and Outfall Areas 

High-velocity discharges from storm sewer outlets, culverts, or open channels can induce scour at 

outfalls, especially in areas lacking energy dissipation structures. Over time, this leads to downcutting, 

bank collapse, and enlargement of channels far beyond their design boundaries. Erosion at the toe of 

embankments can initiate retrogressive slope failures, particularly where vegetation is sparse or where 

toe protection (e.g., riprap or concrete lining) was omitted. 

Case Study: Headcutting at Culvert Outfall into Natural Channel 

In a newly developed suburban subdivision, a culvert discharging into a natural ephemeral channel caused 

rapid erosion and headcut migration upstream. The channel was not armored and had highly erodible 

silty soils. Without an energy dissipator or plunge pool, the high-velocity discharge led to vertical incision, 

exposing utility lines and destabilizing adjacent foundations. Remediation required channel hardening and 

installation of grade control structures. 

Failures Related to Expansive or Collapsible Soils 

Stormwater components constructed in areas with expansive clays or collapsible loess are vulnerable to 

soil movement resulting from moisture fluctuations. Basins and pipes built on such soils may experience 

differential settlement, cracking, or loss of alignment. Repeated wetting and drying cycles can exacerbate 

volumetric changes in expansive soils, leading to deformation of rigid structures or separation at pipe 

joints. 

Slope Instability in Detention Basin Embankments 

Earthen embankments with inadequate slope protection are highly vulnerable to mass wasting during 

storm events. Saturation from ponded water, combined with seepage pressures, reduces effective stress 

and triggers rotational slope failures. In many failures, engineers did not account for rapid drawdown 

conditions following basin drainage, where transient pore pressures cause delayed instability. 

Failures of Geotextile and Geogrid Systems 

Geosynthetics are widely used to reinforce slopes, line channels, and separate soil layers. However, when 

improperly specified, installed, or anchored, they can lead to localized failure or complete system 

degradation. For example, exposed geotextiles that are not UV-stabilized deteriorate rapidly under 

sunlight, while underlap or pull-out of geogrids from anchor trenches allows sliding of slope face 

materials. 

Infiltration Systems and Soil Migration 

Infiltration trenches and permeable pavement subgrades must be designed to prevent migration of fine 

soils into aggregate layers. Without geotextile separators or graded filter layers, subsoil can migrate 
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upward or into voids, leading to subsidence, clogging, and collapse. These failures are often hidden until 

visible surface deformation or loss of function occurs. 

Remediation and Design Approaches 

Mitigation of erosion and instability must be addressed through a combination of geotechnical 

engineering and hydraulic design. Best practices include: 

▪ Specification of erosion-resistant vegetation or permanent stabilization treatments 

▪ Use of energy dissipators at all high-velocity outfalls 

▪ Grading slopes to acceptable ratios and incorporating benching or terracing 

▪ Installation of filter fabrics and separation layers in infiltration systems 

▪ Inclusion of geotechnical investigations in early design to identify high-risk soils 

Monitoring and maintaining slopes, embankments, and outfalls should be incorporated into stormwater 

asset management programs, particularly in the first five years of system operation when soil behavior 

stabilizes and vegetation matures. 
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CHAPTER 10 

STORMWATER PUMP STATION 

MALFUNCTIONS AND OVERFLOW 

EVENTS 

Role of Pump Stations in Stormwater Management 

Stormwater pump stations are deployed in areas where gravity drainage is infeasible due to low 

topography, high groundwater, or sea level conditions. These systems elevate stormwater from collection 

basins or depressed areas into higher receiving waters, outfalls, or treatment facilities. While indispensable 

in urban flood control, pump stations are complex systems subject to both mechanical and hydraulic 

failure. Malfunctions can result in flash flooding, structural damage, environmental violations, and in 

extreme cases, loss of life. 

Components and System Vulnerabilities 

A typical stormwater pump station includes: 

▪ Suction wells or wet wells 

▪ Submersible or vertical pumps 

▪ Valves, check mechanisms, and strainers 

▪ Control panels with level sensors or SCADA systems 

▪ Power supply infrastructure, often with backup generators 

▪ Force mains or pressurized discharge conduits 

Failures may occur at any of these points. Common causes include mechanical wear, clogging by debris, 

electrical outages, sensor failures, valve malfunction, or loss of structural integrity in wet wells or discharge 

piping. 

Hydraulic Overload and Pump Undercapacity 

One of the leading causes of pump station failure is undercapacity during high-intensity storm events. 

Systems sized using outdated rainfall data or limited to 10-year design storms frequently become 

overwhelmed. When inflow exceeds pump-out capacity, wet wells fill rapidly and spill over into 
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surrounding streets or properties. Designers sometimes neglect to account for simultaneous upstream 

surcharges, leading to compounding flows during major events. 

Electrical and Control System Failures 

Pump operations are governed by sensors and control logic. Failures in these systems often go unnoticed 

until an emergency arises. Examples include: 

▪ Float switch failure, causing pumps to not start or stop at incorrect levels 

▪ Sensor calibration drift, particularly in ultrasonic or pressure transducers 

▪ SCADA communication loss, resulting in remote control or alarm failures 

▪ Circuit board damage from water intrusion or lightning 

A pump station's effectiveness depends not only on mechanical components but also on reliable 

monitoring and automation infrastructure. 

Power Supply Interruptions and Lack of Backup Systems 

Electrical outages during storm events are not uncommon, particularly during hurricanes or severe 

weather. Stations without standby generators or automatic transfer switches are vulnerable to 

complete system outage at the moment of greatest need. Even when backup generators are present, 

failure to maintain or test them regularly has led to catastrophic system-wide flooding events. 

Case Study: Coastal City Pump Station Flooding Due to Control Panel Submersion 

During a heavy storm in a Gulf Coast city, floodwaters breached the pump station control room, 

submerging the electrical panel. The pumps failed to activate, and water levels rose above critical 

elevations in a residential neighborhood. Investigation revealed that the control infrastructure had been 

placed at a vulnerable elevation and lacked watertight enclosures. Moreover, the backup generator failed 

to start due to a battery failure, highlighting compounded design and maintenance deficiencies. 

Mechanical Failures from Debris and Wear 

Pump impellers, valves, and screens are susceptible to damage from entrained debris, including trash, 

sediment, and organic matter. Many failures occur when intake strainers or bar screens are not cleaned, 

allowing solids to reach the pump impellers. Blockages reduce efficiency, increase wear, and in some 

cases, jam the rotating components entirely. Cavitation due to air entrainment or low suction head can 

cause additional damage to internal surfaces. 

Backflow and Check Valve Malfunctions 

Discharge lines typically include check valves to prevent reverse flow when pumps are off. Valve failure 

can allow stormwater to re-enter the wet well or upstream system, causing backflooding. In several cases, 
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check valves have been installed backwards, maintained in the open position, or failed due to corrosion, 

leading to full-scale reversal of flow during high tide or downstream surcharge conditions. 

Design Omissions and Poor Accessibility 

Designers sometimes underestimate the operational needs of pump stations, leading to poor layout and 

limited access for inspection or repair. Problems include: 

▪ Wet wells without debris access hatches 

▪ Pumps installed without adequate clearance for lifting 

▪ Control panels located in non-code-compliant enclosures 

▪ Narrow valve vaults with confined space hazards 

These constraints delay response during emergencies and reduce the likelihood of effective preventative 

maintenance. 

Recommendations for Reliable Pump Station Operation 

To reduce failure risk, engineers and asset managers should: 

▪ Size systems for realistic peak inflows, with safety margins for concurrent events 

▪ Elevate and seal control equipment against submersion and moisture 

▪ Specify dual power feeds or generator backup with automated failover 

▪ Use debris-tolerant pumps and redundant sensor arrays 

▪ Conduct periodic wet well cleaning and impeller inspection 

▪ Incorporate telemetry, alarms, and remote override capability 

▪ Ensure full compliance with NFPA 70E, OSHA confined space, and NEMA enclosure standards 

Pump station reliability is a function of design foresight, routine maintenance, and operational 

readiness. Neglect in any area compromises flood resilience at the system level. 
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CHAPTER 11 

FLOODWALL AND LEVEE 

OVERTOPPING CASE STUDIES 

Floodwalls and Levees in the Stormwater Defense Hierarchy 

Floodwalls and levees are long-term, large-scale stormwater defense measures designed to prevent 

inundation from rivers, coastal surges, or large-scale watershed runoff. These structures are typically used 

to protect critical infrastructure, urban cores, industrial zones, and transportation corridors. Unlike routine 

stormwater systems, their failure exposes communities to catastrophic risk. When overtopping occurs—

either from misestimated design levels, structural degradation, or extreme storm events—the resulting 

damage is not only widespread but often permanent. 

Mechanisms of Overtopping and Progressive Failure 

Overtopping occurs when water levels exceed the crest of a levee or floodwall. Once overtopping begins: 

▪ Water erodes the landward face of the levee 

▪ Flow velocity increases with depth, amplifying scour 

▪ Piping may initiate behind concrete walls due to pressure differentials 

▪ Structural failure may follow via undermining, collapse, or lateral sliding 

Levees made from earth are particularly vulnerable, as even minor overtopping can cause rapid erosion 

leading to a full breach. Floodwalls, while more resistant structurally, often suffer from hydrostatic 

unbalance and foundation saturation, leading to cracking or rotational instability. 

Case Study 1: Hurricane Katrina – Levee Overtopping and Breach in New Orleans 

One of the most widely studied examples is the failure of the levee system during Hurricane Katrina in 

2005. Although some breaches were due to foundation instability and seepage, extensive overtopping 

occurred where water levels from storm surge exceeded the design elevation. In particular, levees along 

the Industrial Canal and London Avenue Canal failed catastrophically, inundating residential areas. 

Key failures included: 

▪ Design elevations that did not account for anticipated storm surge increases 
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▪ Inadequate freeboard and armoring of the landward slope 

▪ Structural wall systems not designed for overtopping resistance 

▪ Weak foundation soils exacerbating levee and floodwall displacement 

The cascading failure across multiple segments revealed not only physical weaknesses but also 

institutional fragmentation in the design and maintenance responsibilities among agencies. 

Case Study 2: Midwest River Levee Overtopping – Agricultural and Transportation 

Impacts 

In 2019, extensive flooding along the Missouri River overtopped numerous agricultural levees. Many of 

these systems were designed decades earlier and had not been upgraded to account for increased runoff 

from upstream urban development or climate-driven precipitation trends. In some segments, overtopping 

was followed by structural collapse due to high flow velocities and loss of cohesive integrity in levee 

embankments. Major interstate closures and crop losses ensued. 

Design Margin Shortcomings and the Role of Freeboard 

A critical issue in overtopping failures is the inadequate allocation of freeboard, typically defined as the 

vertical distance between the design flood elevation and the levee crest. Standard engineering practice 

recommends 2–3 feet of freeboard for riverine systems, yet many failures have occurred in structures 

designed with less than one foot. Engineers may also miscalculate the impact of wind setup, wave runup, 

and seiche effects in enclosed basins, leading to unanticipated overtopping events. 

Influence of Land Subsidence and Sea-Level Rise 

In coastal and deltaic regions, subsidence of land elevation due to extraction or natural compaction can 

reduce the effective height of levees and walls. This, combined with sea-level rise, has significantly 

diminished the protection offered by flood defenses originally designed for mid-20th-century conditions. 

In several failures, levee crowns that were nominally compliant on paper were actually below projected 

flood stage in the field. 

Failures Linked to Poor Maintenance and Encroachment 

Vegetation overgrowth, rodent burrows, unauthorized vehicle traffic, and adjacent construction activities 

all contribute to levee degradation. Without routine inspections and enforcement of easements, small 

defects accumulate and go unaddressed. In multiple documented cases, overtopping was exacerbated by 

low points caused by vehicle ruts or subsided segments where soil had settled unevenly due to past fill 

placement or compaction deficiencies. 
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Floodwalls and Foundation Uplift Issues 

Unlike earthen levees, floodwalls resist water using structural mass and depth of embedment. However, 

overtopping creates differential pressure behind the wall—uplift, hydrostatic head, and lateral 

loading—that may exceed design tolerances. Cracking, tilting, or outright toppling can occur, especially 

when walls lack properly designed heel drains or when tiebacks and footings are undersized. 

Emergency Overtopping Protection Measures 

Some systems are designed with sacrificial overflow segments, spillways, or armored berms to allow 

controlled overtopping without total failure. These include: 

▪ Reinforced concrete lining on the landward side 

▪ Vegetated turf reinforcement mats (TRMs) 

▪ Articulated concrete blocks (ACBs) 

▪ Geotextile-stabilized overlay systems 

However, such features are often omitted due to cost, and in many overtopping failures, the absence of 

overtopping-resilient design has been a decisive factor. 

Implications for Design Policy and Risk Management 

The growing frequency and intensity of storm events necessitate a re-evaluation of design criteria for 

flood defenses. Recommended practices include: 

▪ Using non-stationary hydrologic models to simulate future climate conditions 

▪ Applying higher safety factors and redundant structural systems 

▪ Implementing continuous levee condition monitoring with remote sensing 

▪ Clarifying ownership and maintenance responsibilities across jurisdictions 

▪ Integrating community evacuation protocols in overtopping scenarios 

Floodwall and levee failures serve as a stark reminder that stormwater engineering must extend beyond 

local rainfall runoff to encompass full-scale flood hazard resilience. 
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CHAPTER 12 

REGULATORY AND PERMITTING 

OVERSIGHTS IN FAILED SYSTEMS 

The Regulatory Framework Governing Stormwater Systems 

Stormwater infrastructure in the United States is regulated through a layered framework involving federal 

statutes, state agency rules, and local ordinances. Key federal instruments include the Clean Water Act 

(CWA) and the National Pollutant Discharge Elimination System (NPDES), which impose permit 

conditions on construction, industrial, and municipal stormwater discharges. State and local authorities 

adopt these frameworks and are tasked with implementation, enforcement, and adaptation to regional 

hydrologic realities. 

Despite this formal structure, numerous system failures have been traced back not to engineering 

miscalculations but to regulatory deficiencies—ranging from inadequate plan reviews and lack of 

inspections to jurisdictional conflicts and political interference. 

Failure to Enforce Erosion and Sediment Control Requirements 

During construction phases, erosion control measures are typically governed by Stormwater Pollution 

Prevention Plans (SWPPPs) under NPDES. When regulatory agencies fail to inspect active construction 

sites or fail to enforce timely stabilization of disturbed areas, sediment loads increase, clogging 

downstream basins, inlets, and pipes. Many downstream failures begin during the land disturbance phase 

due to non-compliance with erosion control mandates. 

Case Study: Oversight Lapses in Urban Development Basin Failure 

In a rapidly developing metropolitan suburb, a newly constructed detention basin failed during a 

moderate storm. Post-incident review revealed that the site had received construction permits without 

hydrologic or geotechnical review at the municipal level. The basin embankment was compacted 

without field density testing, and outlet structures were not inspected prior to final signoff. Local 

permitting authorities had deferred technical review responsibilities to the project’s private engineer of 

record, who had not followed state-required stormwater modeling protocols. 
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Permit Approval Based on Incomplete or Inaccurate Submissions 

Municipal permitting bodies often receive hundreds of development applications each year, many of 

which include stormwater design components. Without robust technical staff or third-party peer review 

processes, permits are sometimes approved based on incomplete models, outdated rainfall data, or 

generic design templates. Projects relying on copy-paste basin designs or unvalidated infiltration rates 

may receive permits without critical scrutiny. 

These oversights result in systems that technically "comply" on paper but fail in the field due to 

mismatched site conditions, design inconsistencies, or fundamental errors in drainage mapping. 

Lack of Interagency Coordination 

Stormwater systems often span multiple jurisdictions—county, municipal, and watershed-level. When 

there is no clear lead authority, or when agencies have misaligned design standards, critical design 

discrepancies are missed. Examples include: 

▪ Pipe systems designed to one standard discharging into basins with incompatible outlet 

conditions 

▪ Roads designed without considering downstream conveyance capacity 

▪ Channel improvements upstream causing downstream erosion in another jurisdiction 

Failure to coordinate permits and reviews across political boundaries is a frequent contributor to 

composite system failure. 

Inadequate Post-Construction Monitoring and Maintenance Enforcement 

Many stormwater permits require post-construction maintenance agreements, particularly for private 

facilities such as commercial retention ponds. In practice, enforcement of these agreements is often weak 

or absent. Basins fill with sediment, inlets become clogged, vegetation overgrows control structures, and 

underdrain systems clog. Years after construction, these systems become non-functional, yet remain 

uninspected and unregulated. 

This failure of regulatory follow-through is particularly evident in homeowners association (HOA)-

maintained infrastructure, where neither the residents nor the municipalities assume clear operational 

responsibility. 

Policy Gaps in Retrofitting and System Reassessment 

As watersheds evolve through densification and land use change, stormwater systems designed decades 

ago may become obsolete. Yet in many states, there is no legal requirement to reassess system 

adequacy unless there is new construction. This creates legacy systems operating well beyond their 

original design parameters. Without permitting triggers to reassess or retrofit, these systems persist in 

vulnerable configurations, often until failure. 
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Inspection Failures and False Certifications 

Several documented failures have involved fabricated inspection reports, improperly signed 

certifications, or rushed final approvals. These lapses are particularly common where municipalities rely 

heavily on consultants or developers to self-certify compliance. Without verification, key structural 

elements (e.g., basin liners, concrete strength, compaction tests) may be omitted or misrepresented. 

Recommendations for Regulatory Reform and Risk Mitigation 

Addressing systemic oversight failures requires institutional reform and procedural clarity. Best practices 

include: 

▪ Establishing qualified stormwater review boards with licensed engineers on staff 

▪ Implementing mandatory third-party peer review for high-risk or large-scale developments 

▪ Adopting regional design standards to ensure cross-jurisdictional compatibility 

▪ Mandating digital submittals and model transparency for public review 

▪ Enforcing regular post-construction inspections and maintenance certification 

▪ Creating legal frameworks for stormwater retrofit funding and reassessment obligations 

Ultimately, engineering rigor must be matched by regulatory integrity. System failures rooted in 

permitting oversights reveal the crucial role of governance in stormwater resilience. 
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CHAPTER 13 

CASE STUDY – HOUSTON, TX 

(HURRICANE HARVEY URBAN 

FLOODING) 

Context and Scale of the Event 

In late August 2017, Hurricane Harvey struck the Texas Gulf Coast, producing unprecedented rainfall 

totals over the Houston metropolitan region. Some areas received over 50 inches of rainfall in less than 

five days, overwhelming existing stormwater infrastructure and flood control systems. Houston, the 

fourth-largest city in the U.S., experienced catastrophic urban flooding, resulting in at least 100 fatalities, 

over $125 billion in damage, and the displacement of tens of thousands of residents. 

This case study analyzes the failure mechanisms in Houston’s stormwater systems during Harvey, 

considering both technical and policy dimensions. 

Pre-Existing Stormwater Infrastructure and Drainage Conditions 

Houston is built on flat, poorly drained coastal prairie, with large expanses of clay-rich soils and minimal 

natural slope. Historically, stormwater was managed through a combination of: 

▪ Bayous and natural channels (e.g., Buffalo Bayou, Brays Bayou) 

▪ Detention and retention basins, often regional in scale 

▪ Underground storm sewer networks in urbanized areas 

▪ Two major flood control reservoirs: Addicks and Barker 

By 2017, much of the area within Harris County had been urbanized, significantly increasing impervious 

surface coverage and reducing natural infiltration capacity. 

Hydrologic Loading Beyond Design Limits 

Harvey produced a rainfall event far exceeding 100-year and 500-year design storms. The cumulative 

rainfall volumes overloaded every tier of Houston’s stormwater system. Hydraulic modeling post-event 
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showed that many detention basins and bayous reached or exceeded their containment capacities 

within the first 48 hours. 

Despite this extraordinary event, several systemic weaknesses in Houston’s stormwater planning and 

design practices were exposed: 

▪ Many areas were permitted for development without detention requirements, particularly 

before updated floodplain mapping in the 2000s. 

▪ Voluntary participation in flood mitigation programs resulted in inconsistent implementation of 

modern standards. 

▪ Limited zoning regulations allowed development in high-risk floodplains, exacerbating 

downstream hydrologic impacts. 

Failure of Detention Basins and Overflow Systems 

Several regional detention basins filled completely during Harvey, and lack of auxiliary overflow 

channels or redundant outlets led to uncontrolled overtopping and erosion of basin margins. 

Additionally, many smaller, decentralized detention systems located on private properties or in 

commercial centers were: 

▪ Not maintained, with sedimentation reducing effective capacity 

▪ Improperly connected, with blocked or undersized outlet structures 

▪ Functioning with clogged stormwater inlets, delaying initial capture 

These compounded deficiencies contributed to widespread surface flooding in neighborhoods far from 

bayous or reservoirs. 

Reservoir Floodgate Management Controversy 

One of the most contentious engineering decisions involved the controlled release from Addicks and 

Barker Reservoirs. As water levels rose to structurally dangerous levels behind the dams, the U.S. Army 

Corps of Engineers initiated controlled releases into Buffalo Bayou. This action, although necessary to 

prevent dam overtopping or failure, resulted in flooding of downstream neighborhoods that had not 

previously flooded. 

Subsequent lawsuits alleged that residents were not warned and that development was permitted in 

reservoir discharge zones without sufficient risk disclosure. This scenario illustrates the complex legal 

and ethical tensions between engineering risk management and public notification. 

Urban Drainage Network Failures 

In highly urbanized portions of Houston, the underground storm sewer network was quickly 

overwhelmed. Backwater effects from bayous entering surcharge conditions created reverse flows in 

many culvert systems. Additionally: 
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▪ Numerous grate inlets were clogged by debris, preventing surface water capture 

▪ Older systems were designed for 2- or 5-year storms, grossly undersized for the event 

▪ Low-lying underpasses, a common design feature, became water traps with no emergency relief 

In several districts, water remained for days, as gravity-based drainage was blocked by elevated water 

levels in the downstream receiving systems. 

Institutional Constraints and Planning Limitations 

Houston lacks a unified stormwater authority. Responsibility for drainage is divided among: 

▪ The City of Houston 

▪ Harris County Flood Control District (HCFCD) 

▪ TxDOT for road-adjacent systems 

▪ Municipal Utility Districts (MUDs) in outlying suburbs 

This fragmentation of jurisdiction led to inconsistent design criteria, enforcement, and maintenance 

programs. Moreover, Houston’s historical resistance to zoning regulations allowed unchecked infill 

development in flood-prone zones, with inadequate cumulative impact analysis. 

Post-Event Engineering and Policy Lessons 

Following Harvey, several engineering and policy initiatives were undertaken: 

▪ Atlas 14 rainfall data was adopted, raising design rainfall values by up to 30% across Harris 

County 

▪ Revised detention requirements now mandate more stringent volume-to-area ratios 

▪ Development within 500-year floodplains is now regulated similarly to 100-year zones 

▪ Programs for home buyouts and voluntary elevation were expanded 

▪ A $2.5 billion flood bond program was approved by voters in 2018 to fund infrastructure 

upgrades 

While Harvey exceeded traditional design expectations, the failures it exposed were often rooted in 

legacy permitting policies, lack of redundancy, and institutional inertia. 

Engineering Conclusions 

Hurricane Harvey underscored that modern stormwater engineering must account for extreme 

hydrometeorological events and that permissive land use policies can override the best technical 

designs. Engineering failures in Houston were not isolated errors but systemic design, permitting, and 

governance mismatches. Future resilience depends not only on better infrastructure, but also on more 

integrated and enforceable planning frameworks. 
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CHAPTER 14 

CASE STUDY – ELLICOTT CITY, MD 

FLASH FLOOD EVENTS 

Historical and Geographical Setting 

Ellicott City, located in Howard County, Maryland, is a historic mill town situated along the Tiber and 

Hudson Branch tributaries of the Patapsco River. The town is topographically constrained, occupying a 

narrow valley flanked by steep slopes. Originally established in the 18th century, its layout predates 

modern drainage infrastructure, making it particularly vulnerable to rapid runoff events. 

Despite its scenic and cultural value, Ellicott City has suffered two catastrophic flash floods within a 

two-year span—2016 and 2018—each causing severe damage to buildings, infrastructure, and public 

safety. 

The 2016 and 2018 Flash Flood Events 

On July 30, 2016, a storm cell dropped over 6 inches of rain in less than 2 hours, an event exceeding a 

1,000-year recurrence interval for the area. Streets turned into rivers, vehicles were swept away, and 

extensive building damage occurred along Main Street. 

On May 27, 2018, a similar event occurred, producing over 8 inches of rainfall, again in under two 

hours. The intensity and rapid concentration of runoff overwhelmed the storm drainage systems, leading 

to destructive flash flooding through the town center. 

Hydrologic Drivers of Catastrophic Flooding 

Ellicott City’s watershed combines multiple high-risk features: 

▪ Steep terrain with rapid overland flow acceleration 

▪ Shallow, narrow channels incapable of accommodating flash flood volumes 

▪ High impervious cover in upstream developments, increasing runoff coefficient 

▪ Minimal detention or attenuation capacity in the built environment 

▪ Short time of concentration, causing hydrograph peaks within 20–30 minutes 
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These physical conditions, when coupled with high-intensity, short-duration rainfall, result in 

instantaneous surface runoff surges that overwhelm even well-maintained infrastructure. 

Stormwater Infrastructure Limitations 

The town’s stormwater system, comprised of culverts, inlets, underground conduits, and open 

channels, was never designed for modern hydrologic loads. Specific failure points included: 

▪ Culvert undercapacities beneath Main Street and side alleys 

▪ Inlet bypassing and clogging due to debris from steep slopes 

▪ Underground conduit collapse from hydraulic surging and material degradation 

▪ Backwater effects from downstream channel restrictions and bridge constrictions 

During both events, flow velocities and volumes exceeded the structural and hydraulic capacity of nearly 

every conveyance element. 

Forensic Observations: Converging Flow Paths and Channel Inefficiencies 

Post-flood forensic analysis showed that multiple runoff paths converged on Main Street, which acted as 

a de facto open channel. Buildings created hydraulic bottlenecks, further concentrating energy and flow. 

The absence of lateral relief or flood bypass channels meant that water had nowhere to disperse, causing 

deep inundation and destructive lateral flow pressure. 

In addition, upstream developments lacked sufficient detention, allowing unattenuated flows to reach 

the town core in minutes. Infill development and paved surfaces increased the speed and volume of 

runoff without corresponding stormwater mitigation. 

Emergency Response and Fatalities 

The 2016 flood resulted in two fatalities, while the 2018 event resulted in one. In both cases, responders 

were unable to access flooded areas due to the rapid onset and infrastructure collapse. Bridges, roads, 

and access points became impassable in under 30 minutes. The lack of early warning systems and real-

time telemetry further compounded the difficulty in preparing or evacuating vulnerable populations. 

Mitigation Efforts and Infrastructure Modifications 

Following the 2016 flood, Howard County initiated a multi-phase flood mitigation strategy, including: 

▪ Installation of large-scale upstream detention vaults 

▪ Construction of stormwater conveyance tunnels to bypass the town center 

▪ Demolition of select structures to allow for flow dispersion and open channelization 

▪ Enhanced flood monitoring systems and community alert protocols 
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However, many of these efforts were still in progress when the 2018 event occurred. The second disaster 

accelerated public demand for transformative measures, leading to proposals to remove multiple 

buildings along the Main Street corridor to allow the creek to reestablish a natural, unconfined path. 

Controversy Over Land Use and Historic Preservation 

Efforts to retrofit Ellicott City’s stormwater systems met with resistance from preservation groups and 

business owners concerned about the loss of historic structures. This tension between cultural 

conservation and flood resilience highlights a common dilemma in legacy towns—whether to 

preserve vulnerable infrastructure or reconfigure it for hydrologic survival. 

Engineering and Planning Lessons 

Ellicott City exemplifies how traditional stormwater design standards are insufficient in steep, rapidly 

urbanizing watersheds. Mitigation must be systemic, not piecemeal. Key lessons include: 

▪ Hydrologic modeling must incorporate sub-hourly storm durations and terrain effects 

▪ Detention alone is inadequate—conveyance and bypass capacity must match flood risk 

▪ Legacy infrastructure may require radical alteration or relocation 

▪ Redundancy and overflow pathways are essential in narrow, channeled urban cores 

▪ Community buy-in is necessary when proposing transformative flood mitigation 

 
 

CONCLUSION 

The Ellicott City floods were not merely the result of extraordinary rainfall but of an engineering 

system overwhelmed by predictable hydrologic behavior. Without comprehensive, upstream-to-

downstream coordination, even the most charming towns can become conduits of destruction. 

Future planning in similarly situated towns must prioritize terrain-aware hydrologic design, 

rigorous retrofit policy, and a willingness to adapt or abandon vulnerable infrastructure. 
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CHAPTER 15 

CASE STUDY – ATLANTA COMBINED 

SEWER SYSTEM OVERFLOWS 

Background and Infrastructure Overview 

The City of Atlanta, like many older U.S. municipalities, was originally built with a combined sewer system 

(CSS) in which stormwater runoff and sanitary sewage are conveyed through a single pipe network. 

During dry weather, this combined flow is routed to treatment facilities. During wet weather, however, 

large volumes of stormwater enter the system, overwhelming capacity and triggering Combined Sewer 

Overflows (CSOs)—discharges of untreated or partially treated sewage into nearby water bodies. 

By the early 1990s, Atlanta's CSS had become a chronic point of environmental non-compliance, with 

more than 60 active CSO outfalls discharging into local creeks and the Chattahoochee River, leading to 

public health hazards, legal action, and mandated federal intervention. 

Regulatory Action and Consent Decree 

In 1995, the U.S. Environmental Protection Agency (EPA) and Georgia Environmental Protection 

Division (EPD) filed suit against the City of Atlanta for violations of the Clean Water Act. The lawsuit 

culminated in a federal consent decree requiring the city to: 

▪ Eliminate CSOs by constructing storage and treatment facilities 

▪ Separate storm and sanitary sewers in critical areas 

▪ Upgrade aging conveyance infrastructure 

▪ Improve real-time monitoring and reporting 

This case study traces the origin of the failure, the technical factors involved, and the extensive 

engineering program launched in response. 

Legacy Design Limitations and Underdesign Issues 

Atlanta’s CSS was constructed in the late 19th and early 20th centuries. At the time, the concept of 

combined systems was economically favorable and technically acceptable. However, modern hydrologic 

and hydraulic standards reveal significant shortcomings: 
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▪ Pipes were undersized relative to contemporary impervious surface coverage 

▪ Design storms were based on outdated return intervals 

▪ No detention or peak shaving mechanisms existed upstream of critical junctions 

▪ Manholes, interceptors, and weirs were overwhelmed even during moderate storms 

In many locations, the system's capacity was exceeded by 2- to 5-year events, triggering frequent 

overflows. 

Hydraulic Surging and Urban Flooding 

In addition to environmental violations, Atlanta’s CSS experienced frequent urban flooding, particularly 

in the low-lying neighborhoods of Peoplestown, Mechanicsville, and Summerhill. Key mechanisms 

included: 

▪ Backwater effects from surcharged interceptors 

▪ Inverted siphons and flat slopes that slowed conveyance 

▪ Manhole geysering during rainfall surges 

▪ Basement backups caused by hydraulic pressure 

These hydraulic failures led to property damage, displacement of residents, and litigation against the city. 

Inflow and Infiltration (I&I) as Failure Multiplier 

Inflow and infiltration from broken pipes, illegal roof drains, and groundwater intrusion significantly 

increased base flow in the combined system. During wet weather, the system absorbed water well beyond 

storm runoff, accelerating the onset of surcharge and reducing available capacity. Investigations showed 

that groundwater infiltration alone added millions of gallons per day to the load on the system during 

storm events. 

Engineering Response: Combined Sewer Overflow Remediation Program 

Under the consent decree, Atlanta launched a massive capital improvement program known as the Clean 

Water Atlanta initiative, with over $2 billion in investment. Key engineering actions included: 

▪ Construction of the Clear Creek Combined Sewer Storage Tunnel, a 10-foot-diameter, 8.5-mile-

long deep tunnel with 177 million gallons of storage 

▪ Installation of offline detention vaults and satellite treatment facilities 

▪ Sewer separation projects in areas where full CSO control was unfeasible 

▪ Integration of real-time control (RTC) to modulate gate and weir settings 

▪ Rehabilitation of existing interceptors with cured-in-place pipe (CIPP) and joint sealing 

The tunnel system serves as both a flow equalization basin and a delay mechanism, allowing high flows to 

be stored and slowly pumped to treatment facilities. 
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Residual Challenges and Policy Implications 

While major CSO discharges have been eliminated, Atlanta continues to face several residual issues: 

▪ Flash flooding persists in legacy combined areas due to land use changes and increased rainfall 

intensity 

▪ Aging infrastructure still presents structural and hydraulic vulnerabilities 

▪ Green infrastructure integration remains limited, with stormwater still largely managed through 

gray systems 

▪ Regulatory oversight has intensified, with strict discharge monitoring and public reporting 

requirements 

Additionally, the equity implications of past system failures have led to calls for environmental justice 

reform, as historically underserved communities bore the brunt of sewer failures for decades. 

Lessons Learned for Combined System Retrofit Projects 

Atlanta's experience offers critical insights for other cities managing legacy combined systems: 

▪ Storage and conveyance upgrades must be accompanied by inflow reduction 

▪ Real-time control and modeling enhance system adaptability during extreme events 

▪ Public transparency and consistent progress reporting are essential under regulatory scrutiny 

▪ Early engagement with impacted communities is vital for equitable outcomes 

▪ Long-term asset management and reinvestment strategies are essential for sustainability 

 
 

CONCLUSION 

The failure of Atlanta’s combined sewer system was not simply a product of aging infrastructure, 

but of inadequate adaptation to modern hydrologic conditions, regulatory gaps, and 

historical underinvestment. The city's multi-pronged engineering response demonstrates the 

technical, institutional, and societal dimensions of stormwater system rehabilitation in the 21st 

century. 
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CHAPTER 16 

CASE STUDY – RETENTION BASIN 

COLLAPSE IN SUBURBAN ILLINOIS 

Context: Stormwater Retention in Rapid Suburban Development 

In the early 2000s, a growing suburban township in northeastern Illinois implemented a retention basin as 

part of a residential subdivision’s stormwater management system. The basin was designed to retain a 

permanent pool and provide volumetric storage for runoff attenuation. Serving as both a flood control 

measure and a visual amenity, the basin was a typical component of the subdivision's drainage design. 

However, within 18 months of construction, the basin experienced a partial embankment collapse, 

resulting in a sudden drawdown of the water level, sediment discharge into a downstream wetland, and 

adjacent property damage. The failure prompted a forensic engineering investigation and revealed 

systemic issues in basin design and construction oversight. 

Design Parameters and Original Assumptions 

The basin was designed using standard hydrologic modeling (TR-55) and included: 

▪ A permanent pool elevation of 2.5 meters 

▪ An earthen embankment on the downstream side with a 4:1 slope 

▪ An outlet structure featuring a vertical riser and multi-stage orifice weir 

▪ A clay liner intended to minimize seepage into surrounding soils 

▪ A gravel underdrain to manage subsurface flow and drawdown 

Design calculations assumed low permeability native soils and minimal groundwater interaction. The 

embankment was not designed with internal drains or seepage collars, as no groundwater influence was 

anticipated. 

Failure Sequence and Indicators 

Several months prior to failure, local residents reported: 

▪ Persistent seepage at the downstream toe of the embankment 

▪ Surface wetness and vegetation dieback near the base 
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▪ A noticeable increase in mosquito breeding and odors, indicating ponding outside the 

designed pool area 

On a spring morning, following moderate rainfall, a portion of the embankment failed, releasing a large 

volume of stored water. No injuries occurred, but nearby property fencing and landscaping were 

destroyed. Water and sediment entered a protected wetland area, prompting regulatory violations. 

Forensic Engineering Findings 

The post-failure investigation identified multiple contributory failures: 

1. Seepage and Piping: Water had been slowly migrating through the embankment, dissolving fine 

particles and forming internal voids—a condition known as piping. The absence of a properly 

keyed cutoff trench allowed under-seepage along the interface between the embankment and 

foundation soil. 

2. Improper Soil Compaction: Embankment fill was placed without consistent density testing. 

Portions of the slope were found to be undercompacted and stratified with organic material, 

creating preferential flow paths. 

3. Subsurface Conditions Mischaracterized: A perched groundwater table intersected the basin 

bottom during wet months, exerting hydrostatic pressure on the liner and contributing to 

embankment saturation. The original geotechnical report had limited borehole data and did not 

characterize seasonal fluctuations. 

4. Outlet Structure Undermining: Flow through the outlet riser caused localized erosion around 

the structure’s foundation, further destabilizing the embankment. The structure was not anchored 

deeply enough into competent soil, and lacked protective riprap at the base. 

5. Vegetation and Maintenance Issues: Woody vegetation had begun growing on the 

embankment, contributing root paths that acted as conduits for water and exacerbated internal 

erosion. Maintenance records showed no inspections were conducted after initial turnover to the 

homeowners' association. 

Regulatory and Legal Consequences 

The Illinois Environmental Protection Agency (IEPA) cited the development for sediment discharge 

violations and required immediate corrective actions. The municipality ordered the basin reconstructed 

with: 

▪ A fully compacted and monitored clay liner 

▪ An internal toe drain and chimney filter system 

▪ A properly embedded outlet riser with anti-seep collars 

▪ Defined maintenance and inspection protocols enforceable by the HOA 

The developer faced litigation from homeowners whose properties were damaged, and their engineering 

consultant was subject to a professional liability review. 
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Lessons Learned and Design Best Practices 

This case underscores several key takeaways for engineers involved in retention basin design: 

▪ Comprehensive geotechnical investigation is essential, including groundwater monitoring over 

time 

▪ Embankments must be constructed with seepage control features, even when groundwater is 

not anticipated 

▪ Construction oversight and compaction testing must be documented and independently 

verified 

▪ Outlet structures must be structurally and hydraulically integrated, with erosion protection 

▪ Maintenance responsibility must be assigned and enforced with clear funding mechanisms 

 
 

CONCLUSION 

The retention basin failure in suburban Illinois was not triggered by an extraordinary storm event 

but by a series of avoidable design, construction, and oversight deficiencies. It serves as a cautionary 

example of how routine infrastructure, if inadequately engineered and managed, can quickly evolve 

into a source of liability, environmental harm, and community distrust. 
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CHAPTER 17 

FORENSIC ENGINEERING 

METHODOLOGIES IN STORMWATER 

FAILURE INVESTIGATIONS 

Purpose and Scope of Forensic Engineering in Stormwater Systems 

Forensic engineering is the application of engineering principles to investigate failures and determine 

causation, often for legal, regulatory, or insurance purposes. In the context of stormwater systems, 

forensic analysis is essential when infrastructure fails unexpectedly, causing flooding, property damage, 

environmental harm, or regulatory violations. These investigations must be technically rigorous, 

methodical, and defensible under both engineering and legal scrutiny. 

Phases of Forensic Investigation 

A comprehensive stormwater failure investigation proceeds through several defined phases: 

1. Initial Incident Assessment 

– Document the time, location, and extent of the failure 

– Identify all affected system components (pipes, basins, inlets, structures) 

– Secure site access and prevent evidence disturbance 

2. Data Collection and Historical Review 

– Obtain as-built drawings, design calculations, permits, inspection reports, and maintenance 

logs 

– Review hydrologic and hydraulic models used in design 

– Compile rainfall data, including radar estimates and gauge records 

– Gather photographs, video footage, and eyewitness accounts 

3. Field Investigation 

– Conduct physical inspection of the failure zone 

– Use ground-penetrating radar, soil borings, CCTV pipe surveys, or flow tracing dyes 
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– Identify signs of structural displacement, erosion, scour, sedimentation, or biological 

indicators of long-term deterioration 

4. Causation Hypothesis Development 

– Develop preliminary failure scenarios based on collected evidence 

– Evaluate whether failure was due to design, construction, maintenance, external forces, or 

combination thereof 

– Consider contribution of upstream or adjacent systems to local failure 

5. Analytical Modeling and Validation 

– Reconstruct design models with updated parameters and observed conditions 

– Apply post-event rainfall data to simulate actual system performance 

– Perform sensitivity analyses to determine the influence of key assumptions 

6. Documentation and Expert Reporting 

– Prepare findings in a structured, objective report 

– Clearly identify the proximate and contributing causes 

– Support conclusions with visual evidence, data tables, and model outputs 

– Address compliance with standards, codes, and regulatory conditions 

7. Expert Testimony and Legal Interface 

– Provide sworn affidavits or deposition testimony if litigation is involved 

– Coordinate with legal counsel and insurers on technical interpretations 

– Remain within professional scope of expertise and adhere to ethical guidelines 

Common Failure Patterns and Diagnostic Indicators 

Experienced forensic engineers recognize recurring failure indicators: 

▪ Cracking, joint separation, or pipe deformation = structural failure or improper installation 

▪ Ponding or flow bypassing = inlet clogging, grading errors, or capacity exceedance 

▪ Sudden embankment breach = internal piping, overtopping, or slope instability 

▪ Sediment discharge downstream = uncontrolled erosion, failed energy dissipators 

▪ System failure during modest rainfall = underdesign, sediment blockage, or I/I contamination 

Cross-referencing these symptoms with system records often reveals discrepancies between intended and 

actual system performance. 
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Tools and Techniques Used in Investigation 

▪ CCTV and robotic crawler inspection of pipes 

▪ Soil and groundwater sampling for saturation and particle migration 

▪ Laser scanning and photogrammetry to document post-failure topography 

▪ HEC-HMS, HEC-RAS, or SWMM simulations with adjusted inputs 

▪ GIS mapping to overlay watershed changes and land use alterations 

▪ Historical aerial imagery to detect unauthorized modifications or encroachments 

Coordination with Stakeholders and Authorities 

A critical component of forensic methodology is the coordination with public agencies, utilities, 

property owners, and regulatory bodies. Engineers must often navigate conflicting narratives, missing 

documentation, or political pressure. Maintaining objectivity and factual accuracy is paramount. 

Chain of Custody and Evidence Integrity 

All data, samples, and documentation must be collected under conditions that preserve chain of custody, 

especially when used in legal proceedings. Photographic evidence should be timestamped and 

geolocated. Physical samples should be labeled, stored, and tested according to ASTM standards. 

Challenges in Assigning Causality and Liability 

Stormwater failures often involve interdependent systems, making causality attribution complex. 

Forensic engineers must distinguish between: 

▪ Primary causation (e.g., underdesigned outlet structure) 

▪ Contributing factors (e.g., clogged inlets, upstream surcharge) 

▪ External forces (e.g., extreme rainfall beyond design event) 

▪ Deferred maintenance or operational lapses 

Where multiple actors are involved (e.g., public agencies, contractors, private landowners), establishing 

comparative fault is often necessary. 

Professional and Ethical Considerations 

Forensic engineers must uphold ethical standards, including: 

▪ Transparency in assumptions and limitations 

▪ Avoidance of advocacy roles beyond technical findings 

▪ Disclosure of potential conflicts of interest 

▪ Strict adherence to engineering licensure obligations 
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CONCLUSION 

Forensic methodologies in stormwater engineering are a technical discipline and legal tool, 

requiring precision, integrity, and breadth of knowledge. Whether the goal is accountability, 

remediation, or prevention, forensic analysis enables engineers to understand what went wrong—

and how to design systems that do not fail the same way twice. 



 

Engineering Failure Case Studies in Stormwater Management 54 

CHAPTER 18 

POST-FAILURE LEGAL AND LIABILITY 

ANALYSIS 

Legal Dimensions of Stormwater System Failures 

When stormwater infrastructure fails—resulting in flooding, property damage, personal injury, or 

environmental degradation—the aftermath often extends beyond technical correction into the realm of 

legal accountability. Engineers, developers, contractors, public agencies, and property owners may all face 

liability under civil, administrative, or contractual law. This chapter outlines how legal frameworks are 

applied to stormwater failures, with a focus on duty of care, breach, causation, and damages. 

Foundations of Legal Liability 

Legal liability in the context of stormwater failure generally arises from one or more of the following: 

1. Negligence – failure to exercise reasonable engineering care 

2. Strict liability – responsibility for harm irrespective of intent or fault 

3. Nuisance – unreasonable interference with the use and enjoyment of property 

4. Trespass – unauthorized intrusion of water or sediment onto private land 

5. Breach of contract – failure to meet specifications, deliverables, or performance guarantees 

6. Violation of statutes or codes – such as Clean Water Act, local stormwater ordinances, or permit 

terms 

Each of these claims requires specific elements of proof and is influenced by jurisdictional precedents. 

The Engineer’s Duty of Care and Standard of Practice 

Licensed engineers are held to a standard of care consistent with that of a reasonably competent 

professional in the same discipline and region. In legal proceedings, this standard is evaluated through: 

▪ Compliance with design codes (e.g., ASCE, AASHTO, local drainage manuals) 

▪ Use of accepted modeling practices and design methodologies 

▪ Adequacy of safety factors and contingencies for uncertainty 

▪ Professional conduct and documentation 
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Deviations from these norms may be construed as professional negligence, especially where 

foreseeability of failure can be established. 

Common Scenarios Leading to Legal Exposure 

1. Improper drainage design resulting in downstream flooding 

2. Defective detention or retention basin construction leading to breach or sediment discharge 

3. Undersized conveyance systems that fail under expected conditions 

4. Failure to obtain or comply with permits, including NPDES and construction stormwater 

permits 

5. Neglect of maintenance obligations, especially by HOAs or private property owners 

6. Certification of flawed or incomplete work, such as false as-builts or inspection reports 

Each scenario may implicate multiple parties, creating complex webs of liability. 

Case Law Illustrations 

▪ In Rylands v. Fletcher, a foundational English case, strict liability was imposed for the release of 

water from a private reservoir that damaged adjacent property—a principle often applied in 

retention basin failures. 

▪ In U.S. jurisdictions, public agencies may be shielded by sovereign immunity, unless gross 

negligence or violation of specific statutory duties is demonstrated. 

▪ Courts have also ruled against developers and engineers who failed to model cumulative impacts 

or ignored downstream capacity constraints, even when upstream systems were code-compliant 

at the time of design. 

Causation and Evidence Requirements 

Plaintiffs must generally prove that: 

1. A duty was owed (e.g., design, maintenance, inspection) 

2. That duty was breached through action or omission 

3. The breach was the proximate cause of harm 

4. Measurable damages resulted (e.g., property loss, repair costs, diminution of value) 

Forensic engineering reports, hydrologic models, rainfall records, and eyewitness testimony are central to 

establishing causation. 

Indemnification and Contractual Allocations of Risk 

In many development and construction contracts, liability is allocated among parties through: 

▪ Indemnity clauses 
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▪ Limitation of liability provisions 

▪ Professional services agreements 

▪ Warranties and performance guarantees 

However, courts may invalidate exculpatory clauses that contravene public policy, especially where public 

safety is implicated. Engineers must ensure that contracts are reviewed with both legal and ethical 

diligence. 

Role of Insurance and Claims Resolution 

Common insurance mechanisms involved in stormwater failure claims include: 

▪ Professional Liability Insurance (Errors & Omissions) for design professionals 

▪ General Liability Insurance for contractors and site owners 

▪ Environmental Liability Insurance in cases involving pollutant discharges 

▪ Municipal Risk Pools for public infrastructure failures 

Resolution pathways include negotiated settlements, mediation, arbitration, or litigation. Expert testimony 

from licensed engineers often plays a pivotal role in dispute outcomes. 

Administrative Penalties and Regulatory Enforcement 

In addition to civil claims, failures may trigger administrative action, such as: 

▪ Fines for permit violations (e.g., NPDES noncompliance) 

▪ Stop-work orders or corrective action plans 

▪ Loss of licensure or professional censure in cases of egregious negligence 

▪ Injunctions requiring cessation of discharges or system reconfiguration 

These actions are typically initiated by federal (EPA), state environmental agencies, or local regulatory 

bodies. 

Ethical and Professional Practice Implications 

Engineers involved in failure investigations or defense must: 

▪ Maintain objectivity and truthfulness in all reports and testimony 

▪ Refrain from concealing known defects or errors 

▪ Disclose any conflicts of interest when acting as expert witnesses 

▪ Cooperate with licensing boards and disciplinary authorities when required 
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CONCLUSION 

Post-failure legal analysis is a critical dimension of stormwater engineering practice. Whether acting 

as defendants, expert witnesses, or investigators, engineers must understand the intersection of 

technical duty, regulatory compliance, and liability exposure. Proactive risk management, 

documentation, and professional conduct are the best defenses against future litigation. 
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CHAPTER 19 

ENGINEERING ETHICS IN 

STORMWATER SYSTEM FAILURES 

The Ethical Imperative in Stormwater Practice 

Professional engineers are bound by ethical obligations that extend beyond technical compliance. These 

duties—to the public, to the environment, to clients, and to the profession—form the ethical backbone of 

responsible stormwater management. When stormwater systems fail, especially due to foreseeable design 

flaws or ignored warnings, the cause is not always technical—it is often ethical. 

Failures that result in property loss, environmental degradation, or human harm frequently reflect a 

breakdown in professional judgment, not merely in structural performance. 

Core Ethical Principles from Licensing Bodies 

Professional engineering codes of ethics, such as those from NSPE, ABET, and various state boards, 

commonly include the following imperatives: 

1. Hold paramount the safety, health, and welfare of the public 

2. Perform services only in areas of competence 

3. Issue public statements in an objective and truthful manner 

4. Act as faithful agents or trustees 

5. Avoid deceptive acts 

6. Disclose actual or potential conflicts of interest 

These principles are not aspirational—they are enforceable standards with implications for licensure and 

legal liability. 

Failure to Disclose Known Risks 

One of the most ethically consequential failures is the withholding or minimization of known design 

risks. In stormwater projects, this may include: 

▪ Downplaying limitations in detention capacity 

▪ Omitting documentation of soil instability or hydrologic uncertainty 
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▪ Certifying installations known to deviate from plans 

▪ Suppressing concerns raised during peer review 

Engineers have a professional obligation to communicate clearly and truthfully about risk, even when 

doing so conflicts with project timelines or client expectations. 

Case Example: Ethical Lapse in Basin Design Approval 

In a southern metropolitan region, a licensed engineer approved a detention basin plan with known 

underdesign—based on client insistence that budget constraints prevented full build-out. After a 

subsequent flooding event damaged adjacent properties, the engineer’s internal emails surfaced, 

revealing awareness of the risk. The state board imposed disciplinary action, citing violation of public 

welfare duty. 

Conflict of Interest and Dual Representation 

Stormwater projects often involve multiple stakeholders—developers, municipalities, environmental 

agencies. When an engineer serves multiple parties or transitions between regulatory and private roles, 

conflict of interest can compromise objectivity. Examples include: 

▪ Engineers acting as both designer and inspector without disclosure 

▪ Former municipal engineers approving systems they once regulated 

▪ Self-certification of installations without third-party validation 

While not inherently unethical, these roles require full transparency and client acknowledgment to avoid 

the appearance of impropriety. 

Delegation and the Chain of Responsibility 

Stormwater failures can stem from misplaced delegation of responsibilities. Engineers who rely on 

unlicensed personnel or subconsultants without adequate supervision violate the principle of 

competence. Ethical engineering practice requires: 

▪ Direct oversight of delegated tasks 

▪ Periodic review of calculations, drawings, and field reports 

▪ Retention of professional control over all deliverables stamped with the engineer’s seal 

Failure to properly supervise can result in unintended omissions or defective assumptions that manifest in 

systemic failure. 

Whistleblowing and Reporting Obligations 

Engineers who observe unethical or dangerous practices in stormwater design or construction have an 

obligation to act. This may involve: 
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▪ Reporting internally through documented communication 

▪ Escalating concerns to regulatory authorities when public safety is at risk 

▪ Withdrawing from projects where ethical compromise is unavoidable 

State licensing boards and professional societies often protect whistleblowers under professional conduct 

codes. 

Ethical Challenges in Cost-Constrained Environments 

Budget pressures are among the most common sources of ethical compromise. Engineers may be asked 

to: 

▪ Reduce detention volumes below code minimums 

▪ Reuse outdated hydrologic data 

▪ Avoid certain field tests or geotechnical reports 

▪ Expedite approval despite incomplete submittals 

While cost efficiency is important, engineers must never allow economic pressures to justify reduced 

safety or legal noncompliance. Ethical practice requires the courage to recommend against construction 

or approval when deficiencies cannot be reconciled. 

Documentation and Ethical Risk Management 

Proper documentation is a key ethical defense. This includes: 

▪ Design assumptions and limitations 

▪ Communication with clients about trade-offs and risks 

▪ Construction deviations and corrective actions 

▪ Certification statements based on verified conditions 

Clear records provide transparency and protect both the engineer and the public in the event of disputes 

or failures. 

 

CONCLUSION: ENGINEERING AS A PUBLIC TRUST 

Stormwater systems are largely invisible until they fail. Engineers entrusted with their design and 

implementation are guardians of public trust, environmental integrity, and professional standards. 

Ethical lapses may not always be visible in project records, but they manifest in the consequences 

of inaction, silence, or compromised judgment. 

The true test of engineering ethics is not what one does when all goes according to plan, but how 

one responds when faced with uncertainty, conflict, or pressure to compromise. 
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CHAPTER 20 

DESIGNING FOR RESILIENCE – 

PREVENTIVE MEASURES AND 

LESSONS LEARNED 

Redefining Resilience in Stormwater Engineering 

In the context of stormwater infrastructure, resilience refers to a system’s capacity to maintain or rapidly 

recover function under conditions of stress, overload, or partial failure. Unlike traditional designs focused 

solely on capacity and compliance, resilient systems are designed with redundancy, flexibility, and 

adaptability in mind. They anticipate variability, tolerate localized failures, and provide safe failure modes 

that reduce risk to life and property. 

Recurring Patterns in System Failures 

From the case studies and failure mechanisms presented throughout this course, several recurring themes 

emerge: 

▪ Underdesign due to outdated rainfall data or oversimplified hydrologic models 

▪ Inadequate inspection, maintenance, or post-construction oversight 

▪ Structural failures rooted in poor geotechnical characterization or installation 

▪ Permitting lapses, non-compliance, or misaligned agency responsibilities 

▪ Poor integration of green infrastructure with hydraulic and soil realities 

▪ Lack of overflow pathways and emergency spillways 

These patterns suggest that resilience is less about high-tech interventions and more about rigorous 

process discipline, informed design decisions, and system-level thinking. 

Designing for Future Hydrologic Conditions 

With changing precipitation patterns and increasing storm intensity, resilient design must: 

▪ Use non-stationary rainfall datasets such as NOAA’s Atlas 14 and projected climate models 

▪ Apply sensitivity analyses to test system performance under extreme conditions 
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▪ Incorporate longer return intervals (25–100 years) as minimum design baselines for critical 

infrastructure 

▪ Evaluate cumulative impacts from upstream developments and imperviousness creep 

Systems should not be sized merely to meet regulatory thresholds, but to accommodate the real-world 

hydrology of the coming decades. 

Redundancy and Safe Failure Modes 

Redundancy is essential in resilient design. Examples include: 

▪ Secondary inlets to handle bypassed flow 

▪ Emergency spillways in detention and retention basins 

▪ Twin culverts or overflow grates for high-flow routing 

▪ Dual power supplies or backup generators for pump stations 

▪ Green infrastructure buffers to absorb unplanned surface flows 

Even where systems fail, they should do so gracefully, allowing excess water to safely bypass, pond, or 

disperse without damaging property or endangering lives. 

Material and Structural Durability 

Material selection and structural detailing contribute directly to resilience: 

▪ Use of corrosion-resistant materials in areas exposed to deicing salts, hydrocarbons, or acidic 

soils 

▪ Specification of reinforced concrete with protective coatings for risers and control structures 

▪ Integration of anti-seep collars and drainage blankets in embankment designs 

▪ Use of high-density polyethylene (HDPE) or fiber-reinforced polymer (FRP) in chemically 

aggressive environments 

Structural components must be over-designed for survival, not just compliance. 

Real-Time Monitoring and Adaptive Management 

Resilient systems leverage modern monitoring and decision-support tools: 

▪ SCADA systems for pump and gate operation 

▪ Flow and level sensors with telemetry for remote monitoring 

▪ Flood alert networks to inform emergency response 

▪ Maintenance dashboards that track inspections, sediment load, and inlet performance 

Such systems convert passive infrastructure into active assets that respond to changing conditions in real 

time. 
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Integration with Urban Design and Land Use Planning 

Resilient stormwater design must transcend parcel boundaries: 

▪ Watershed-based planning ensures downstream capacity and upstream mitigation 

▪ Enforced development setbacks protect channels and reduce erosion risks 

▪ Unified design standards across jurisdictions prevent mismatch in infrastructure scale 

▪ Use of green space for dual-purpose storage supports stormwater and recreation 

simultaneously 

Planners, developers, engineers, and policymakers must work together to build infrastructure that fits not 

just the site, but the hydrologic context. 

Design Documentation and Maintenance Protocols 

A resilient design is incomplete without a maintenance and operation plan. This should include: 

▪ Clear assignment of maintenance responsibility 

▪ Maintenance schedules and inspection criteria 

▪ As-built drawings and access notes 

▪ Documentation of design assumptions and failure scenarios 

▪ Integration of asset management systems with GIS and field inspection tools 

Resilience is not just what is built, but what is maintained, observed, and adjusted over time. 

Professional Culture and Ethical Vigilance 

Resilient systems result from a culture of accountability and ethical engineering. Engineers must: 

▪ Prioritize public welfare over expediency 

▪ Report known risks and speak out against underdesign 

▪ Commit to lifelong learning and adaptation to emerging science 

▪ Maintain transparency in modeling, documentation, and certification 

The most robust infrastructure is built not only with concrete and steel, but with professional integrity. 
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CONCLUSION: TOWARD A NEW STORMWATER PARADIGM 

The future of stormwater engineering lies in proactive, system-level resilience. No single 

structure or solution can prevent failure, but a layered, adaptive approach—rooted in sound 

science, rigorous engineering, and ethical stewardship—can make failure survivable, recoverable, 

and rare. 

By learning from past failures and applying those lessons rigorously, today's engineers can design 

systems that not only meet today's challenges, but endure tomorrow’s uncertainties. 
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