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Op-ed: Flash-flooding is the new normal in NYC. Here's how we can live with it
Tyler Taba
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It could be murky puddles at the 7th Avenue B/Q-train station in Park Slope or a geyser at the 28th Street 1-train station
in Chelsea. Local businesses and restaurants incur $20,000 in damages in Bayside or expect to lose five business days
per year in Gowanus. Drivers are forced to abandon their cars on the Clearview Expressway or Bronx River Parkway.
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Just last month, on July 14, a flash flood delivered the second wettest hour of rainfall in New York City’s history, only
behind the devastating flooding from Hurricane Ida. Less than three weeks later, on July 31, yet another State of
Emergency was declared for flash flooding.

Different storms, but the same story.

RELATED

High winds from Hurricane Erin could snarl commutes with track debris

Gowanus Canal could be reclassified as swimmable

Council drops $202M bid to create air quality centers for outdoor workers

It's abundantly clear these impacts are from climate-induced floods. Climate change is not something that will
suddenly manifest in 2050 or 2100. In fact, climate change has already changed New York City’s literal climate. 

The U.S. National Climate Assessment officially reclassified New York City as a humid subtropical climate. Among
many things, that means more extreme rainfall. The city’s Chief Climate Officer, Rit Aggarwala, captured the issue in a
nutshell: “Flooding is caused, not because the sewers aren't working, but because they're designed for an environment
that we no longer have.”

I would usually take a moment here to explain how unprepared our housing, transit, public schools are for more water.
But if you are reading this, you have already witnessed that for yourself.

Instead, let me convince you how making more room for water is central to a more affordable, higher quality of life for
New Yorkers.

To make more space for water, New York City is slowly working on expanding the size of its 7,400 miles of below-
ground sewer pipes. Unfortunately, that is a very lengthy and expensive engineering feat. Alongside that process, we
can rapidly make more space for water at city parks, along street medians and rain gardens, on public and private
rooftops, and on-site for all new housing developments. 

This suite of green solutions is quicker, cheaper, and supports complementary efforts like reducing extreme heat,
enhancing biodiversity, and increasing public green space. Perhaps more importantly, all these solutions are
guaranteed to materially improve your quality of life.

Broadly, more room for water means fewer flood damage costs out of your pocketbook. The latest studies show that
every dollar invested in resilience infrastructure saves $13 in economic impact, damage, and cleanup costs.
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We have good, but not enough, precedents for the types of projects that reduce flooding and improve quality of life.
NYCHA and DEP are building a “sunken basketball court” that can

store 3.5 million gallons of water during extreme rainfall events at the South Jamaica Houses. The New Creek Bluebelt
on Staten Island is a beautiful public, green space that naturally manages stormwater and runoff.

To the City’s credit, federal funding was secured to scale these kinds of projects through a FEMA grant program called
‘BRIC’. That program was canceled under the Trump administration, taking more than $325 million from New York with
it. New York State joined a lawsuit to get that money back—something that New York City Comptroller, Brad Lander, and
many advocates called for back in April. A federal judge has already ruled in our favor, barring the Trump administration
from reallocating BRIC funding.

We desperately need that $325 million, especially considering the city’s FY26 budget is embarrassingly low for
stormwater and coastal flooding. New York City Councilmember Justin Brannon, representing southern Brooklyn says
“we are nowhere near ready for the next big storm and we've been dodging bullets for 12 years now,” in reference to
Hurricane Sandy. Sadly, he is absolutely right.

Let’s stop dodging bullets and start engaging the world of water we now all face. There is no way to keep families from
going financially, and literally, underwater without the city fighting for and expanding its climate resilience portfolio.

Tyler Taba is the director of resilience, Waterfront Alliance.
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