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Corbett said these events used to
be considered anomalous, but Uma-
tilla’s water level was 30% higher
than any levels in the city’s recorded
history. Should they get too much
higher, Corbett said the water risked
flowing over the Pendleton River
Parkway, threatening the thousands
of people who live in the flats.

City officials may not have been
able to prevent the flood, but they
would have been able to react to it
earlier if they had checked water
gauges upstream from Pendleton.
Corbett said the city is now track-
ing a wider variety of sources to
anticipate any future flooding.

The city is also encouraging
more residents to sign up for Alert-
Sense, the city’s electronic notifica-
tion service that sends out texts and
emails during emergencies.

The flood not only destroyed
homes and displaced dozens of res-
idents — it also breached one levee
and seeped through another, eroded
roads and exposed sewer lines.

Public Works Director Bob Pat-
terson said most of infrastructure
damage has been repaired, but it
will likely take years to finish up-
dating their mitigation efforts.

One of those long processes is

cipitation with a sense of wariness.

“T can't think of a rainstorm or
snowstorm again and not be ner-
vous, he said.

West Umatilla County rebuilds
more carefully

While flooding was less severe on
the west side of Umatilla County, it
highlighted needs that some com-
munities are trying to fix.

In Echo, the city and property
owners abutting the Umatilla River
have been working to identify op-
portunities for physical mitigation,
such as berms, in an effort to redi-
rect high water away from homes
and farms that got hit in February
2020. They have formed the Mid
Umatilla River Coalition to work
together in lobbying state and fed-
eral agencies for permission to
complete projects, and are search-
ing for funding opportunities.

Umatilla School District Super-
intendent Heidi Sipe said the dam-
age to the district’s athletic complex
behind the high school and berms
along the Umatilla River there are
“almost completely restored”

The district was allowed to re-
build the berm built along the river
to keep the fields from flooding, and

the 4-foot deep lake that lingered for
days after the river receded.

“That said, I'm fairly certain
people thought they did it right
last time;” she said. “T doubt they
thought they did a halfway job”

In Hermiston, last year’s flood
spurred the city to move infra-
structure at Riverfront Park out
of harm’s way. When the park was
built in 2005, planners put the play-
ground, restrooms, welcome kiosks
and parking lot at the north end of
thelong park — directly in the path
the river takes when it overflows its
banks at the location.

The city plans to move the play-
ground and parking lot to the south
end of the park this summer, and
the restroom at a later date. Parks
and Recreation Director Larry Fet-
ter said the new location may see
some standing water during fu-
ture flooding, but shouldn’t be in
the path of the rushing water that
causes the most damage.

One disaster provides training
for the next

Umatilla County Emergency
Manager Tom Roberts said past
floods taught the county lessons that
could be used in 2020, and the 2020

stage for other disasters (in 2020),”
he said.

While government agencies are
working on an updated hazard mit-
igation plan, Roberts said improve-
ments won't all happen overnight,
especially as the pandemic contin-
ues to complicate efforts. He urged
everyone to be “two weeks ready”
with food, water and other supplies
in case of future disasters.

“If people can use these lessons
to better prepare themselves, that’s
one less item we have to worry
about, one less person we have to
worry about;” he said.

Marilyn Lohman, a hydrologist
with the National Weather Service
in Pendleton, said now is a good
time for people to assess where they
live and the risks to their property
as high water events become more
frequent. She said counties and cit-
ies should also be looking at what
adjustments they might need to
make to their hazard mitigation
plans.

“There’s alot of people looking at
alot of these issues around the area,
and maybe their expertise can be
drawn into help counties and cities,
and better prepare their infrastruc-
ture;” she said.




