
Mapping Disaster: 
Measuring the Human Cost of Disaster Events

Mapping Disaster uses the ArcGIS

StoryMaps platform to create an interactive

digital map that brings together the raw

historical scientific and demographic data of

the Potomac River Flood of 1936. The outcome is

a complex narrative of disaster vulnerability.

 

By combining the empirical data gathered

about weather patterns, environmental and

infrastructural impacts, mitigation and recovery

efforts, and more, we have a more complete

understanding of the heavy toll disasters—

especially chronic events like urban flooding—

have on our lives. Only through seeing the full

picture can we begin to respond in ways that

not only offer preparation for disaster events,

but also lasting change that ensures certain

communities do not perpetually bear the brunt

of these events.

 

1930 census data for Washington, D.C. 

A 1936 zoning map for Washington, D.C.

Locations of active Federal Housing Administration (FHA) Commitments for

1936

An illustration of the flood levels and extent of the Potomac River Flood of

1936

Locations of flood control projects funded by the Flood Control Act of 1936

Specific locations of disaster events marked on the maps.

The digital map incorporates:

 Demonstrate that "human cost" goes beyond

loss of life to include to ways in which disaster

events upend life for those living in their path.

Analyze layers of vulnerability visible in

empirical data.

Add additional layers in the form of

subsequent flood events and oral testimony of

those whom experience flooding firsthand.

Develop educational resources and tools for

preparation out of the data provided by 

Utilize map data to place increasing pressure

on governmental representatives for tangible

policy change.

Ultimately, the value of Mapping Disaster

ranges from illuminating the humanity within

the disaster zone to triggering lasting

change.

 

Immediate:

 

Long-term: 

this project. 

The Project The Map The Goal

The above data is supplemented with newspaper coverage of the Potomac River

Flood of 1936, images of the flood event throughout the city, and the

congressional record for the Flood Control Act of 1936 .

Ultimately, the layers of maps and data paint a clearer picture of the human

cost of the flood. Though few lost their lives, homes, neighborhoods, and

livelihoods were jeopardized. Subsequent flood control policy did little to

protect those most vulnerable to this event or future flood events.
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