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         A Precarious Balance -   
       The Multi-Hazard 
            Planning Conference 

 
By Christopher M. Thoms,  
Senior Environmental Specialist, Division of Water 
Floodplain Management Program  
 
I recently had the opportunity to return to the Blue 
Mountains for a FEMA conference where 
specialists from across the nation, who respond to 
hurricane, earthquake, tsunami, tornado, dam, and 
flood hazards, gathered to discuss coordinating their 
efforts whenever feasible. 
 
This All-Hazards Conference was held on Mt. 
Weather, overlooking the Shenandoah Valley along 
the northernmost stretch of the 500-mile Blue Ridge 
Parkway. The ever-changeable weather on Mt. 
Weather and the once highly secret use of the 
mountain as an underground Pentagon, served well 
as a backdrop to emphasize the wide variety of 
hazards that fall under the all-hazards concept. 
However, it was a nostalgic side trip that I took the 
day before the conference that served to symbolize 
our efforts. I remember a summer in the late 1950s 
when I stood upon Jefferson’s Rock (pictured 
above·right). It is precariously perched atop a ledge 
overlooking the confluence of the Potomac and 
Shenandoah rivers at Harpers Ferry, West Virginia, 
twenty-five miles north of Mt. Weather. Now some 
forty years later, I was again able to stand on that 
rock to see what, in 1783, Thomas Jefferson said, 
was a scene worth a voyage across the Atlantic. 
 
Jefferson’s Rock consists of a stack of several large 
sections of Harpers shale. 

Jefferson’s Rock           (northwest view)                1896 
  Photograph from NPS archive 
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MISSION  STATEMENT:  The  Mission  of  Floodplain  Management  Program  is  to  provide  leadership  to  local 
governments,  state agencies, and  interested parties  toward  cooperative management of Ohio’s  floodplains  to 
support the reduction of flood damage and the recognition of the floodplain’s natural benefit.  This mission will 
be accomplished through technical assistance, public awareness, education, and development/protection standards. 



The original shale formation under the top slab was 
so narrow that with a slight push the top would 
sway back and forth. In the late 1850s, because—
according to the Army Corps of Engineers—this 
natural foundation had dwindled to very unsafe 
dimensions by the action of the weather, and still 
more, by the devastations of tourists and curiosity-
hunters, they placed four stone pillars under the top 
slab. They could have eliminated or reduced the 
hazard by removing the slabs of stone, but that 
would have destroyed a natural beauty enjoyed by 
many, so a compromise was reached. The stone, the 
beauty, and the hazard remain, each diminished, but 
they coexist. 
 

Over the past 250 years, the view from this rock has 
included many floods; floods that have destroyed 
scores of lives, homes, crops, bridges canals, and 
industries. In 1748, according to local legend, 
floodwaters drove the town’s namesake, Robert 
Harper, from the log cabin he had acquired from 
Peter Stephens. Some of the floods in this—well 
inland—area have been the result of Atlantic 
hurricanes, some the result of rains or snowfall 
carried from distant locations. As remote as this site 
appears, it has never been insulated from multiple 
hazards. More buildings use to be in Lower Town 
but the repeated floods have removed most, and 
people have stopped returning to rebuild what will 
surely be knocked down. Instead, much of the town 
has ascended the ridge and can now watch the 
floods pass by in relative safety. This hard-won 
lesson in disaster response is not unique to Harpers 
Ferry. 
 

Those who gathered at the All-Hazards Conference 
had stories of far-flung locations yet most with the 
same two messages: experiencing disasters is a 
harsh way to learn how to respond, and: all disaster 
responses-whether before or after-are compromise. 
But some compromises are better than others. 

Harpers Ferry                                                                                Flood of  1870   
 

Photograph from NPS archive 

Shenandoah Street         (Lower Town)              Flood of  1889 
 

  Photograph from NPS archive 

 

By gathering specialists from different types of 
disaster response agencies and sharing what has 
been tried, we can be better prepared to offer better 
compromises. Speakers at the conference gave 
examples from a wide range of disaster responses. 
From the multi-state tsunami hazard mitigation 
effort in the Pacific states, to tornado-room projects 
in the Plains states, to hurricane projections on the 
East coast, to floods everywhere, the advantage of a  

 

coordinated disaster response was emphasized. 
Projects formed through the combined efforts of 
private concerns and government agencies 
illustrated some successful compromises that 
enlisted the support of the community in disaster 
prevention and response. 
 
Slides and films recording the destruction and the 
recovery efforts from across the country served as a 
repeated reminder that the disasters are not 
hypothetical. One speaker compiled a series of 
hazard probability ·map transparencies of the 
continental U.S. He placed one upon another to 
illustrate the overlapping hazards. A representative 
from Wyoming complained that his data, showing 
no risk for her state, undermined her efforts to make 
people aware of their increasing risk. He responded 
that his data only registered clusters of disasters, 
which in turn. left out much of the country’s 
significant but singular disasters. Even so, his data 
seemed to illustrate that the West Coast is not a 
good risk for virtually any natural hazard, while the 
Great Lakes states are—by comparison—a very 
safe place to live, even with the multiple hazards we 
face. Some good hazard news. 
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