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IntroductIon

Flooding is the most frequent of all geological hazards 
in Illinois. Floods occur when the water level in rivers, 
streams, lakes, and ponds rises high enough to overflow 
banks and inundate the adjoining land. Most flooding in 
Illinois occurs annually in recognized flood-prone areas, 
where planning and mitigation efforts can minimize the 
impacts of rising water levels. Even so, the average annual 
cost of damage from flooding in the state is nearly $1 mil-
lion. When flooding is extreme, such costs can exceed tens 
of millions of dollars. In addition to damaging property, 
flooding disrupts commerce and transportation and causes 
loss of personal income. The most serious threat posed by 
flooding, though, is the potential for personal injury, in-
cluding loss of life.

About 14% (roughly 7,400 square miles, or 19,000 km2 ) 
of the total land area in Illinois is vulnerable to flooding 
by the state’s extensive system of rivers, streams, and lakes 
(Illinois Department of Transportation, Division of Water 
Resources 1993) (Figure 24-1). Different settings are sus-
ceptible to several different types of floods:

• River floods, the most common type, typically oc-
cur in spring and result from excessive rainfall and 
snowmelt. The major rivers of the state—the Missis-
sippi, Rock, Illinois, Kaskaskia, Wabash, and Ohio 
Rivers—can be expected to overflow some stretches 
of their banks every spring.

• Ice-jam floods appear in winter and early spring 
when floating ice piles up at river bends or against 
channel obstructions such as bridge supports. These 
ice jams act as dams, causing the water levels up-
stream to rise.

• Flash floods occur when thunderstorms bring rapid 
and extreme precipitation to part of a watershed. 
The resulting surges of water arrive with little or no 
warning to downstream localities. The volume and 
speed of such flows are extremely dangerous.

• Urban floods occur when a city’s stormwater system 
cannot adequately handle excessive runoff. Basement 
flooding is a common threat posed by urban floods.

• Coastal floods are prevalent along some reaches of 
the Lake Michigan shore when onshore winds com-

bine with a high lake level to submerge beaches and 
low-lying areas adjacent to the shore. During a win-
ter storm in 1987, coastal flooding inundated a seg-
ment of Chicago’s Lake Shore Drive (U.S. Highway 
41), which required rerouting of both north- and 
southbound traffic (Figure 24-2).
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Figure 24-1 The flood-prone areas of Illinois have a distribu-
tion that mimics the state’s drainage network (Illinois Depart-
ment of Natural Resources Geospatial Data Clearinghouse at 
http://www.isgs.illinois.edu/nsdihome/).


