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OUTLINE 

 The timeline of the 2013 South Platte Flood 
 
 
 
 
 

 What worked well?  What challenges were 
faced?  



It starts to rain… 

 Excessive rainfall in Northeast CO 
 8-17 inches of rainfall in the upper S Platte Basin 

between Sept. 8-15 
 8.6 inches around Boulder on Sept 12 alone 

Sept. 8-15 precipitation 
amounts 



September 12 

It’s still a far-off 
tragedy in the 
news 



September 14 

We start hearing 
about spills 



September 17 



September 18 

The flood wave reaches 
Nebraska 
 USGS streamgagers are 

already mobilized 
 USGS samplers start 

discussing whether to 
enact their flood-sampling 
plan 



September 19 

Nebraska USGS crew 
collects a sample on the 
rising limb at Roscoe 
 
Other agencies also begin 
responding 



September 20 

Misquote causes some 
consternation 
“…the state Department of 
Environmental Quality won't test 
moving water, but it could sample 
standing water that accumulates in 
public places, such as reservoirs and 
parks.” 



September 20 

 Flooding along the Platte is forecast to be minimal.  This may be 
more of a “water-quality event” 

 USGS starts coordinating its water-quality response with other 
offices 
 Colorado USGS office 
 Nebraska Department of Health and Human Services 
 Nebraska Department of Environmental Quality 
 Cities of Lincoln and Kearney 
 University of Nebraska-Lincoln 

 General sense is that we think our water supplies are protected 
but we really don’t know what’s in the water, especially the 
petroleum by-products 



September 20 

 USGS revises it’s flood-sampling plan to 
 Be consistent with Colorado USGS sampling; and 
 To try to meet the needs of municipal water systems 

 The USGS plan? 
 Synoptic sampling across the Platte with short turnaround 

 E. Coli; Benzene, Toluene, ethylene, Xylene (BTEX) screens 
 Volatile-Organic-Compound (VOC) sample for the City of Lincoln 

 At a subset of samples, analyze for a wide suite of analytes 
 Sampling expected over a two-week time frame 

 Keep our continuous monitor running on the Platte River at 
Louisville 

 Flood sampling plans for other agencies 
 



September 24 

 USGS collects a set of nine synoptic samples 

Wide analytical array 

BTEX & E. Coli 

BTEX, E. Coli, and 

continuous-water quality 



September 26 

 BTEX samples are analyzed at the USGS office with 
in-house gas chromatograph 
 None of the samples show detections (though the detection  

limits were unknown) 
 Preliminary results disseminated to local partners 

 City of Lincoln analyzed the Brady sample 
 No VOCs detected 
 Total Org. Carbon = 21.2 ppm (or mg/L) 
 F, NO3, and Br all normal 



Sidebar: SW-GW response at Grand 
Island 



September 27 

 NDEQ news releases include E. Coli sampling 
results 



September 30 

 City of Lincoln analyzes 
VOC samples (collected by 
USGS and Lincoln crews) 
at Duncan and North Bend 
 Same-day analyses 
 Duncan: No VOCs, TOC = 

22.6 ppm 
 N. Bend: No VOCs, TOC = 

4.84 ppm (Pre-flood?) 



September 30 

 USGS prepares for another round of sampling at 
Duncan, Venice, and Louisville 



October 1 

 Federal government 
shutdown 
 USGS is directed to shut 

down its operations 
 Continuous water-quality 

equipment on the Platte 
River at Louisville keeps 
working  

 Some emergency stream-gaging continues in Nebraska 

 State and local agencies continue sampling 



October 1 

 City of Lincoln additional samples 
 Venice 10/01  No VOCs detected; TOC 19.4 ppm 
 Ashland 10/01 No VOCs detected; TOC 11.6 ppm 

 Ashland TOC 9/25 = 6.0 ppm 

 City of Lincoln was able to obtain very rapid 
analytical turnaround throughout the flood: 
 Thanks to Candy Stock and staff at Midwest Labs for VOC 

analyses 
 Thanks to Eileen Thaden and Allison Trentman at the Lincoln 

Water System – Ashland Water Treatment Plant Laboratory 
 



October 2-3 

 As the South Platte River flood wave 
approaches the Lower Platte: 
 Significant rainfall hits the Loup, Elkhorn, and Salt Creek Basins 



October 4-7 

 October 4:  
 S. Platte flood 

wave arrives at 
the Louisville 
gage  

 Runoff from 
the Loup, Salt 
Creek, and 
Elkhorn 
basins 
‘muddies’ the 
S. Platte flood 
signature  

USGS 06805500, Platte River at Louisville 



October 11 



October 17 and on 

 October 17:  
 Government reopens and USGS sends E. Coli sampling results 

from Sept. 24 to Dept. of Health and and Dept. of 
Environmental Quality.  Highest level was 1900 colonies/100 
mL 

 Preliminary USGS results available online 
 Nebraska USGS 2013 flood samples 
 http://waterdata.usgs.gov/ne/nwis/ 
 Analytical results for nutrients, bacteria, dissolved metals, 

wastewater indicator compounds, and oils and grease. 

http://nwis.waterdata.usgs.gov/nwis/qwdata?multiple_site_no=06764880
06765500
06766000
06766500
06767000
06768000
06770200
&group_key=NONE&sitefile_output_format=html_table&column_name=agency_cd&column_name=site_no&column_name=station_nm&inventory_output=0&rdb_inventory_output=file&begin_date=2013-09-18&end_date=2013-09-25&TZoutput=0&pm_cd_compare=Greater than&radio_parm_cds=all_parm_cds&format=html_table&qw_attributes=0&qw_sample_wide=wide&rdb_qw_attributes=0&date_format=YYYY-MM-DD&rdb_compression=file&list_of_search_criteria=multiple_site_no
http://waterdata.usgs.gov/ne/nwis/


South Platte flood epilogue 

 Tragedy in Colorado 
 The water-quantity-related threat seemed to wane as the pulse 

moved through Nebraska 
 In Nebraska, the water-quality-related threat:  

 Was a news-worthy unknown 
 News reports indicated ~19,000 gallons of oil spilled and ‘millions’ of gallons of raw 

sewage 
 By comparison, 96.5 x 109 gallons of water passed by Roscoe between Sept 15 and 

Oct. 5 (8.6 x 109 gallons on Sept. 23 alone) 

 Was alleviated by confidence in the drinking-water infrastructure and 
further diminished by the sampling results 
 



Successes  

 Though more could have been done, coordination was 
effective 

 In the news media, our messages didn’t seem to 
conflict with one another 

 Duplication of effort seemed to be minimal 
 



Challenges to a flood response 

 In responding to a water-quality event, an agency has 
to balance: 
 Its existing mission and duties 
 The existing mission of related agencies 
 The public good 
 Funding 

 The best laid plans of mice and 
men often go awry 
 Each event is unique 
 Last-minute adjusting is inevitable, 

but can lead to problems 
 Gov’t shutdown 



Questions? 
How do you rate the 2013 water-quality response? 

 Is there a need for more water-quality coordination? 
 There is already an interagency group in place for 

managing/monitoring water-quantity during floods 
 http://silverjackets.dnr.ne.gov/index.html 

 
 
 
 
 

 If so, does that need justify the setup time? 

http://silverjackets.dnr.ne.gov/index.html
http://silverjackets.dnr.ne.gov/index.html
http://silverjackets.dnr.ne.gov/index.html
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