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[ | Forewarned not forearm

W Justice served? A slugglsh legal

-+ W What’s a Irte worth Those who

- the Laurel Run Dam and sued
U ;}those responS|bIe collected an
; average o‘f $95 000 from‘f' he

A series of reports dating | back to
- 1943 warned that the Laurel Run -
Dam could not 'hold'back' heavy
. floodwaters. Page As

B How it happened The collapse of
the Laurel Run Dam began with a
. trickle of water over the dam s -
- crest. Page A7-'--‘*i- =

- system did not require anyone to
- admit. responsnblllty for the Laurel
Run Dam s fallure Page A8.

Iost loved ones in the collapse of

“flood could have.
“been, p_revented x

.. documents never
- ~.." before published.
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l Falr warnmg Nearly o | Justlce denred The m |_ " '
" half of the 85 deaths W Lessons “°t 'ea"‘ed

977 ;

" Those who lived below the Laurel Run Dam before the1977 flood never thought thls
people, including the parents of Robert Pilot, who took this photograph from a helico
to search for and identify flood vnctlms ‘

By ROBERT LONG
:'and DEBRA'S. MOFFITT
4

When the: Laurel Run'Dam broke in 1977

'1 1t washed away 39 lives and the belief that

history could not repeat itself. -

. Johnstown, the, city, that suffered the na-
tion’s' deadliest dam break in 1889, was once
again searchmg for bodies. Most of the deaths

were in Tanneryville, :the community below "
_ the Laurel Run Dam. Afterward, many would
_ blame arelentless’ storm for the tragedy. -

-"But the collapse of the Laurel Run Dam'
‘was not simply an act of God. A six-month

investigation by The - Tribune-Democrat

- found that-an alarming number-of people,
including - state-.and - local government of- .
. ficials, knew the Laurel Run Dam could not

hold back floodwaters.

Never-before pubhshed court documents, -

internal memos and engineering studies show

1. “who knew of the dam s deficiencies. Bitt that

information . never became’ public because
lawsuits filed by victims’ famxhes were set—

. A judge’s " order’ -_allowed The Tnbune-

Democrat to .unseal ‘those. records last: fall:::
that'a hfe i

The $4 mllhon settlement shows

catastrOphlc rupture
- of the Laurel Run . .
- Dam sent grlevmg

famllles ona 12-year
‘pursuit of justlce’, T
Man saythey dldnt

~ emergency_ plans for emergency_ workers t0

| Area dam owners

. safety requi
{i‘.deS|gned to: protect S
PeODIQWho l|ve R

uld happen. The dam’s collapse killed 39:
ter whlle worklng with the coroner s office

.‘l

Are we doomed to repeat hlstory

Dam—safety reforms grew out of the trag—
edy, which captured a national spotlight and’
tapped lawmakers’ consciousness.- Improve-
ments have been made. But The Tribuné-. |
Democrat mvesttgatton alsp revealed that,
less than 20°years after that deadly dam;
break, Cambria and Somerset dam owners
are violating state laws designed to protect
people who hYe below high-hazard dams.

One area dam has deteriorated for seven |.
years thhout state-mandated inspections.
Other hazardous dams need work...

- The state, Department of. Envxronmental
Resources requires dam owners. to: draft

Tomorrow I

. -3 Hrdden danger.
»State officials have
~been slow to enforce
" dam regulatuons and
_area residents are
‘Kept in the dark about
the risks. Page A1

‘Shadow of doubt:
' Those who live in the .
shadow of dams today -

follow if a break is threatened. But dam own-
ers have been slow to update these emergen- _
fy plans, lg:;vmg ﬁmfrgfncy manfgers poor- _give little thought to
y equipped to orchestrate evacuations : S e : S
“Many dam owners have also’ shirked a . . the pOSSIblllty ofa R
state law that requires them to inform citi-- |: .- collapse Page A6. : g
zens ‘about nearby dams by posting publi¢ no: | ' : Lo
" ticesat mumclpal bmldmgs, ftre halls and -
other locations. . , I
As much, a’s 36 bllllOl’l gallons of water hov— S
er over communities in Cambria and Somer- .
set, counttes behlnd 26'dams. Some arealmost |-

wOret-case scenarro',
: We W show you_‘ what. -
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Nearly half of the 85_deaths in
Johnstown's 1977 flood .could have
been prevented, accordmg to court
documents and engineering studies
never before made public. .

A series of reports dating back to -
1943 warned the owners of the Lau-
rel Run Dam that the World War I-
era barrier could not hold back
heavy floodwaters, a six-month

- investigation by The 'h'tbune-Dem- '

_ocrat has found. -

At best, the warnings were mis-

understood. At worst, they were
ignored. .

The dam break

The Laurel Run Dam collapsed
on July 20, 1977, killing 39 people in
the small workmg-class community
of Tanneryville, west of Johnstown.
The dam break came 34 years after
engineers raised the first of at least
four warning flags about the dam’s
condition. -

The collapse occurred as torren-
tial storms dumped 11.8 inches of
rain on the Johnstown area in eight
hours. The storm caused flooding
that. spread death and destruction
across five counties. Below the Lau-
rel Run Dam, the. effects were cata-
strophic. - .

A wall of water reachmg helghts
of 20 feet and speeds of 12 mph
ripped down the narrow valley,
crushing -~ the - community  of

‘Tanneryville, West Taylor -Town-- -

ship. Some bodies were. recovered
40 miles down the.Conemaugh Riv-
er. Four bodies were never found.

The residents, with names like-’
Selders, - Plskurlch Sowerbrower
and GleOll, had no warning.

- The keepers.of the.dam main--

“ tained that what happened in the
pre-dawn hours of July 20,1977, was

" an‘act of God — a freak occurrence

trlggered by 'a series” of .fierce

. storms no one could have predlcted
- Leadmg ‘dam . and / weather" ex:""
‘perts in’ the country disagreed. Had -

series ‘of: wrongful-death lawsuits

ere"'pre ared 0 testify” that "the
dnal-hq Mlmtr #hat dam..could.hav&

been prevented. -
- In 1978, the victims' families sued -
he**’Greater ~-Johnstown —Water~

Authorlty, owner of the dam; Beth-.

‘lehem “Steel Corp., the previous
" -owner; _Pennsylvania’s Department
. of: Envrronmental Resources, - the -
“state’s dam regulating agency; Gan-
“nett Flemmg Corddry & Carpenter,
" - the “engineering. firm .hired by the.
o water, authonty; and. Laurel. Man-*
' .v':.‘agement Co., the water authonty’s
' management company."

But the Laurel Run cases never ...
went to trial. After more than 10
years of delays. and legal man-
euvering, the cases were seftled out
of court. The settlements, which
were. made final in 1990 were
-secret, leaving questions about the
flood unanswered .

A judge’s order allowed The Tnb-
une-Democrat to unseal those set-
tlements last fall. The settlements

" left victims’ families embittered.

Many still: have questions about
what happened on July 20, 1977.

- Some of the answers were found
in ~boxes of court documents,:
internal memos, expert studies and
transcripts of closed-door testimo-

-ny compiled for the trial that never

happened. Many of the records kept
by the dam’s owners and state regu- .
‘lators were " never . made public. .
Their records reveal a pattern of
dxsregard and a certain blind faith
in the Laurel Run Dam.

Well-studied dam N
The dam, built by Bethlehem
Steel  between 1915 and 1918, was
one of the most-studied dams in the
state when it collapsed, the court
documents show. By tlie time the
dam was 25 years old, Bethlehem

“had no further use for the water-

supply dam, which stood as high as -
a four-story building, as wide as the
length of two football fields and
held back 101 million gallons of wa-
ter in normal conditions.

In 1943, 1959 and 1963 Bethlehem
entered mto negotiations with the
City of Johnstown over the sale of
the. Laurel Run Dam and other-
dams in Bethlehem’s water system.
The purchase negotiations .led to
three engineering studies to ap-
praise the value of the system. Each -
of the. thiree studies, plus a fourth .

‘study to enlarge the dam raxsed

concerns. - ‘-

{ “That dam shou]d have never
burst. T1l go to my grave ‘saying
that,” said Anthony Piskurich, who

. lost his parents in the flood.

“They. should. have had enough
mformatlon avallable to them that -
the dam would not contain the rain"
that had fallen,”. said Robert: Pilot, -
whose parents also died in the flood
T hey ‘had almost, _an etermty t

dam’s owner by at least:four engi-
neering studies prior to the flood. A .
spillway is like the .overflow drain
on a bathtub. It is designed to pre-
vent water from rising and spilling
over the top of the dam.

A series of heavy electrical
storms centered over the area at
about 9 p.m. on July 19, 1977. Four
hours and 20 minutes of heavy rain
overtaxed the spillway, raising the

. water level to the top.of the Laurel

Run Dam. By 1:45 a.m. water cas-_

caded over the breast of the dam,
cutting into the earthen embank-
ment. Just before 2: 30 am,, the dam
gaveway.

The flood wave drowned people,
washed away homes and left survi-
vors grief-stricken and -angry. A
Pittshurgh attorney who arrived in
the gutted community two days

Charles Kunkle Jr., top stockholder in Laurel Management Co
acknowledges. that he learned of the spillway defucnenmes in the
early 1960s, but didn’t rush to act. e

after the flood found survxvors will-

“'ingtogotocourt, .. . .
“Everybody was mad: They were

fuming;” said William Weiler, who

became one of the lead attorneys
representmg Tanneryvﬂle sur-
vivors. .

The flI‘St Laurel Run Dam law- { .
‘suits were filed in! ‘Cambria’ County |-
‘Court on" April--7;; 1978 Families °

gone to; trtal ariy. “of the' expe ris i.j.sued -on behalf of 36 of the Laurel

 pointing was'a mound of documents
‘that zeroed-in on the unanswered
questions: Who knew 'about prob-
lems with the ‘dam? Who was re-

sponsible " for pomtmg them out? -

Why dldn’t they act" _
Famlhar questlons

- images of devastation and carnage
from the 1889 collapse of the South
Fork Dam. The 19th-century dis-
aster killed 2,209 people. '

The Laurel Run Dam was oneofa

series of area dams built in the gen-
eration_following the 1889 flood. It

. was built as .a temporary structure

" that was to become the foothold of a
dam more than twice the size.. The
expansion never occurred.

“When the system was put in. t
was . very adequate » said Charles
Kunkle Jr., now .80.and retired,
Kunkle remains the top stockholder
.in Laurel Management, which has
. been under contract to manage the
water system and 1ts dams since
:1964: - -

“Kunkle was, mvolved w1th the
Laurel Run Dam from 1936 until the

one another: But beyond the fmger-' :

" time it broke. In’ 1955, he succeeded

his father as general manager of
the Bethlehem water system.

Kunkle acknowledges that he

learned of the spillway deficiencies

" in the early 1960s, but didn’t rush to

act, He said he never discussed the

deficiencies with the water authori-

ty. because he didn’t believe the
problems were severe.
“You have to attack those prob—

lems little by little. You just can’t:

change a water system overnight.
It’s not-only costly, it’s difficult,”
Kunkle said in a recent interview.

Kunkle said he judged the dam by
its outward appearance and past
performance. “We. never had any
trouble with the spillway other than
the concrete deteriorating,” he said.
“We never hiad problems with it
raining eight hours before.”.

The Greater Johnstown Chamber “that something should be done with

of Commerce dubbed Johnstown

the “Flood Free City” in the 1940s
after the U.S. Army Corps of Engi-

neers completed a river-wall sys-
tem  designed to contain -future
storms. The effort came after 24
- people were killed in the 1936 flood.
The West Taylor Township super-
visors. had. so much faith .in .the

refused Tanneryvﬂle residents’ re-
quests for ﬂood insurance.

‘I felt it was sate’

the flood Was: 50, conftdent

t

The Trlbune—Democrat Johnstown Pa,

Long ' Molhtt

-»Slx-month effort;

" Reporters Robert Long and
Debra S. Moffitt spent six
months delving into records

_never before made public, = -
.conducting scores of inter-

analyze current dam stan-
dards to put these stones
together. RaEy
Long, 31, is The Tnbune-
Democrat’s award-winning

been with the newspaper for

.- 8ix years, covering several.
-'beats’and such notable cases
- as those of child abuser, Rlck-

investigative reporter. He has -

. views and using computersto - |

Sunday. March 19, 1995

The flood ravaged some parts of the small worklng
‘Johnstown, while other areas in the,community rema

t __

-class community of Tanneryvnlle west of
ined virtually untouched. Court documents
show that the damage caused by the flood could have been prevented. v v

- t

Dam warmng sounded long ago

I THE TRIBUNEDEMOCHAT

elatmns on. 'the dam:::

BB scrlbed the Laurel Run Dam as a temporary struc--';
: d

'I'ne"lﬂbtl’me %easmocrdrlor IO

" months, covering Greater

-2 Johnstown -She came from a -
newspaper in Florida, where
she won an award for her edu- i
catxon coverage. s

fl

;-j A held or at what rate 1t could pass
.. flood water. Those detalls_ -as well -
Those were fathar questrons for -
people who_had not - forgotten the.

as concerns over safety; were left to
%' Management,
FlemmgandGod hé said. 7
“I- felt: it .was safe,”. testxﬁed
Hunter, who dfed in 1983. The dam 5
risk to life “never entered my
mind.”
The evemng before the dam col-

lapsed, Hunter: pxcmcked below the _

43-foot-h1gh dam. ‘s .
But - engineers who studled the
_dam weren'tas confident. . .

Fair warning -

One month after Laurel - Run .

failed, an engineer who studied the

dam a decade earlier wrote to the

- secretary of the state Department

of Environmental Resources, urg-
ing dam-safety reform.”

“Laurel Run is well known to me.
. We investigated this dam in the ’60s.
Its deficiencies. were recognized .

and reports prepared for modifi- -

cation, but for various reasons, over
a period of one-and-a-half decades,"
remedial steps or new construction
was not undertaken,” Elio D’Appo-
lonia wrote in 1977. “If the dam had -

~been upgraded in accordance with

today’s - prudent - engineering -
practice, the dam would have been’
able to store and/or pass the
storm.”

Engineers for Gannett Flemmg
pointed out the same problems in

. studies the firm' did on the Johns-

_ town systern in 1959 and 1963.

“Flood Free” déclarations that they 262ty Millereek Dam. "

$hAarifo otraa 1ARA «

By mentioning the spillway prob-

‘lems in the reports, Gannett Flem-

.ing- was calling for improvements,
Charles Pickering, a Gannett Flem-
ing engineer, testified i ina May 1980
deposition. "~ -

“We -felt this was an indication’

the spillways, while :at the same
time considering the fact that all of :-
them had been operating for a num-
ber of years and had been 0perat1ng
safely,” Pickering testified. -

In the 1963 study, Gannett Flem-
ing warned about spillway prob-
lems with both Laurel Run and the

~ For those responsxble for the Laurel Run Dam,'

| - the first warning sounded before the dam was built. .
- The Tribune-Democrat has uncovered: court docu- .
ments and. dam records. that disclose, decades of rev-.

- 1915: The apphc txon of the Johnst

Co., then a:subsidiary: of Cambria: Steel Co., de':ﬁ‘_to purchase five:reservoirs, including Laurel Run.” | -

An engineer’ studying the. sale again pointed out the -
deficiencies in Ladrel RunDam’s spillway, The sale

ent ; through The  water authority. woul -
aim it asn 't aware the. spdlway needed wor

. would. bé lost.

. times over its lifetime;

accordmg to state standards

; ollapsed

e 7 ‘ - M 0

: warmng system was never dls--
‘«-,_.cussed ‘throughout the GETER T 1) o A
219208 The state conducted its first
i the dam after it.was put into operation i
| - state; which had only.two dam mspectors for about
3,000 dams;* Jinspected: Laurel Run Dam only 127

"+ % Thestatée never recommeuded expandmg Lau
. rel Run’s spillway, even.though:the dam had fallen
"1 ... behind the state’s own gmdelln g, Splllvqays servea
“ safety valves, enabhng a'dam:to pass’ floodwaters
" By*1959," the spillway was 56: perce

. '1943: The dam was among four
** Johnstown was negotiating to buy from Bethlehem
Steel. As part of.the.negotiations, Bethlehem com-"
missioned a study to determine the condition of the -
* company’s dams and waterworks. The
the dams in good shape, but récommended that the
spillways be upgraded to ‘meet’ ‘modern standards
.- Bethlehem executwes dlsmlssed the 1dea The sal

=T 1959:: Lookmg to mcrease 1ts water supply,
Bethlehem finally decided to finish the

Dam .as it was. originally conceived. An engineer
- hired to-design a state-of-the-art, 137-foot-h1gh dam,
- determmed that_the old dam was too unstable to beg . '__

o Water.: o

lnSPECtIOIl of "
in 1918. The

. ments

def1c1ent,

at the Clty 0

study found ;"

Laurel Run'

; used as a base for the new, Structure. . .

 The engineer also pointed out that Laurel Run s’
splllway was less than half the size recommended .
by state regulators, limiting its ability to withstand
a héavy storm, But the dam was never enlarged and
he spillway concerns never addressed. i
. ."1863: The newly formed Greater J ohnstown
Water Aauthority. negotlated with Bethlehem Steel |-

1y:to ‘of. .

j" thority also hired the Hamsburg engineerin
of Gannett: Flemmg Corddry & Carpenter-as its ]
gm[ IWPUIDIDIC_IUL"IC\.
: improvements to the dams. Gannett Fleming is the .
»same -engineering-firm: Bethlehem Steel: hired-in=z-~: -
1959 and 1963 to assess the condition of Laufel Run
and other Johnstown dams. - , ’
" .- While serving for. the. authonty between'1964
.and 1977, Laurel and Gannett officials knew. of the
-dam’s: ﬂaws but falled to recommend improve-:

B 1970 A new mventory of. dams published by
fthe state: identifiéd. Laurel. Run‘as.a: high-hazard :
‘dam that had the potent1a1 of
property losses” if it failed, :
£ Water: authorlty_members»would ‘later -testify -
that they never discussed the safety of the dam nor

" contemplated setting up 3 system to alert re51dents
if the dam was in jeopardy.. e

1972: A national debate on dam safety began

- after a West Virginia dam disaster killed 125 péople.” | -
t:least three other deadly dam fallures followed
er the next five years. -,

:1974: The US. Army Corps of Engmeers rec-
ommended. new. safety guidelines to.dam owners,
“engineers. and regulators that included emergency
planning, warning systems and increasing the size
of spillways to accommodate rainfalls' twice the
size of the 1977 deluge. '
1977 Laurel Run Dam breaks

5

.....

The engmeermg" firm dldn’t feel

lcompelled to” press. the issue be-

' cause no one else was.

" “The ‘engineer. couldn’t very well .
come forward and say ‘enlarge the.
spillway’ when the Commonwealth’

of Pennsylvania, who .is sovereign

in these matters, was not saying
” James Romano, a former Gan-
nett president, testified. “Gannett -

Fleming would be put in an untena- :
.ble posxtlon "

1943 warnmg

Hunter and other authonty mem- -

bers said the spillway deficiencies
weren't made clear. But the prob- -
lems were made clear 20 years
earlier, when Bethlehem = Steel -
owned Laurel Run Dam. -

In 1943, a Philadelphia engineer
named Charles Haydock told Beth-
lehem Steel that spillways on Lau--

- rel Run and three other dams had

fallen. behind. acceptable safety -

_standards. Haydock. studied : four-

.Johnstown-area dams as part of the

“City of Johnstown’s effort.to pur-

. chase a‘water supply system from

and the other structures have oper- -

- ated successfully- for- years;:. it _is
.. pointed out that - the “watersheds
.. they control have been spared an’

George Hunter, chamnan of the
water .authority for 13 years before_

extreme .. runoff - condftlon, ‘which .
.would overtax. the capac1ty of the:-
ﬁstructures ” the, study said.
Yet';‘agter,,th
‘system.went. throug in. 1964, .
nett. Fleming 'never’ recommended -
nlarging the spx]lway as part- of its:
’ ith"th au-

Gan-”-

Bethlehem.

In a June 1, 1943, letter, Haydock
concluded that the dams were in
“good condition. However, he sug- .
gested that $200,000 be set aside at
.. the time of. the sale to‘enlarge the
'~ dams’ spillways so they would meet
“modern standards.”. - .-

. Ina July 2, 1943, report a Beth--

. lehem. executlve reJected Hay-
dock’s suggestion.” '
~ “Had -there been d1ff1cult1es at’

:any_time,.the rlecessary..changes -
would have been made,”. a, Bethle-
o : id

ter—offtc I
. The Haydock T por

e i e dnng 9. ' a1

‘both |

‘ly after the lawsuits were filed. -
The Greater . Johnstown_ Water'
Authonty _and . Gannett . Fleming -
¢+ .said fhey.had-never- heard of the.
R Haydock report before thelawsmts '

,_ithe' :

“‘neér’s; récommendations remained
in the files of the Johnstown Water

town Water‘?Authorlty,: the report

was transferred to Laurel Manage-_

mentifiles. . .

Kunkle, who ran the system for
‘Bethlehem “and - the -Water
Authority, testified that h_e_ didn’t
even| know - the .Haydock - réport
exlsted until he found it acctdental—

authorlty’s defense strategy
“Bethlehem sold 'the  water - ‘au-

thonqy a-pig-in"a. poke; that was a

theory that was being put forth, that

if there was. anything wrong with'

the Ilaurel Run-dam. it preexisted

the purchase and was not revealed’
. said- attorney Samuel -

to-
DlFrancesco, who represented the
water authority in the case. .

Bethlehem ‘argued that all of the:
studtes were provided to the water-

authorlty at the time of the 1964
sale.

LBV eryone knew what the sptll-;

way apacity was. ... It was a com-

Complete dlsclosure

included plans for-a new, 137-foot-
“high-dam on the site. : _
D’Appoloma a. Plttsburg engi

; d d 2! : ‘i

in thi structure. . .

the study, but focused on, the plans

E .The;"D’Appolonia study, which

would later become a key weapon

_of the plaintiffs in the Laurel Run

lawsuits, pointed out that-the spill-
way on the existing dam could pass
runoff water at a rate of 2,100 cubic

feet per second: Current state re-

quirements were for a rate of 6,200

- cubic feet for a reservoir that size.

- The study also took the first look

inside the dam through eight test
- borings on the earthen. structure.

Soil samples removed from the cen-
ter of the dam revealed eaknesses

e water contents, partlcularly

in the center core, are high'.." this

situation - is undesirable ‘from a

strength pomt of view inasmuch as
it indicates the presence of many

weak. layers throughout the dam,”.

the report said. :
In 1961, Bethlehem abandoned its

. $3.5 mtlhon constructfon plans The .
company opted for a:cheaper way -

of increasing its water supply — an
almost.$1 million’ pro;ect to, raise
and enlarge the ‘spillway at Quema-

. Bethlehem® and former Johns

plete] disclosure,” said Pittsburgh .--town Water Co. officials would later

-attorney William Mallin, who rep- -
resented Bethlehem inthe lawsmts :

argue that. the D’Appolonia’ study

"'said nothing about the safety of the -
-existing Laure] Run Dam The au-
; ‘thor dxsagreed : _
ST wihere was  some | reservatfon '
G A study done in 1959 looked close-
ly at the dam and found more prob-. v
lems.|A 10-volume study examined
- the stability of the existing-dam and .

about the. existing dam, ‘because it
was-an’ old. dam, . and some other

‘The state was provided-a copy of

for-

ing both life and - |

g e e
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WARNING

Contlnued from A6

P’Appolonia, Ellam would have re-
quested a study, including a stabil-
ity analysis of that embankment, he
said in the deposition. X

>Such an effort could have led to
safety improvements at the dam.

Empowered to inspect

= The state of Pennsylvania was

empowered by the state Legislature
in 1913 to inspect and ensure .the
safety of dams. If owners could not
.or_would"not comply with safety
requirements, the state had the au-
thority to breach the dam or make
the necessary improvements,
= But the regulating .agency the
1913 law created was grossly under-
funded. The agency had only two

- inspectors for almost 3,000 Pennsyl-

vania dams. Nearly one-third of
those dams posed risk to lives. -
~.Sate dam officials knew grave
problems existed. - :
¢.When Ellam was a state dam
imspector, his boss always told him
' . - to put Cambria

top of the list
for dam inspec-
tions, because of
Johnstown’s

unique
Ellam testified
in a deposition.
“For 19 years,
I've been trying
to tell people
. Eltam they had time
bombs up every one of these hol-

' lows. They didn't believe me,”

Ellam, then a dam inspector, told a
Los Angeles Times reporter in 1977
as-they flew over the Laurel Run
disaster.

—Pennsylvania’s - shortcomings

‘made it one of the prime targets in

the Laurel Run litigation.
“'The first line of defense for: the
state and the four other targets of

the lawsuit was that the dam break -

was-an act of God. No one could
have "predicted a rainfall like the
one Johnstown experienced in July
1977, -the  defendants’ attorneys
argued. S

.« Pennsylvania law defines “Act of
God” as “an unusual, extraordinary,
-Sudden and unexpected manifes-
tation of those forces™ of nature

which cannot be prevented by hu- -

man care, skill or foresight.” The
state'Supreme Court has ruled that
the defense must prove that events
excéeded -what could ‘be expected
ising ‘current meteorological data

~andthat there were no means to
. - “control the situation once it arrived.
Z70n 'both: counts, the Laurel Run. -

ferise would fall short. 4

-~ The 1977 storm produced less
than half of the probable maximum
precipitation ‘for- the' Johnstown
ared,;-which was projected at 25.09
inches in six hours, according to Na-
tional Weather Service data.
~*We hear of storms of that mag-

plaintiffs felt the “Act of God” de-

* nitude happening. Just because it

had~never happened there before
doesn’t excuse anyone for not being
piépared,” Bruce Tschantz, a lead-
-ing dam expert, said in an inter-
view: Tschantz, an engineering pro-
fessor at the University of
Tenriessee, helped the Carter ad-
ministration draft dam-safety re-
formin thelate 1870s. - '
‘Pennsylvania dam regulators

: . dide’t’ require existing dams to

“ g

fama SV

comply with the newest meteoro-
logical standards in 1977, but feder-
alregulators wanted reforms.

~~In~1974, the U.S. Army Corps of
Engineers developed new safety
guidelines for dams in response to a
deadly dam break in West Virginia.
The', guidelines - urged states and
dam -owners to upgrade dams so
spillways could handle the probable
maximum rainfall. For Laurel Run,

. the“federal guidelines called for a

spillway more than four times the

. size of the existing one.

-Clearly, a red flag should have
gone up somewhere among the
owners of the dam, the regulators,

- or other concerns,” Tschantz wrote

in a Laurel Run study. .

. Prone to failure

The dam’s construction also was
a factor in the collapse.

-Earthen dams with inadequate
spillways are more prone to failure.
If water spills over the breast of an
earthen dam it quickly erodes.

- -..Had the dam held, houses would

C dwa

- oflif

‘Have_ been flooded but not swept
-away, Tschantz concluded in his
analysis. At one Tanneryville home,
it meant the difference between 6.4
feet of water that destroyed the

- house and killed its occupants and

1.6-feet of water that would have
caused only " property damage,
Tschantz computed. .

~In addition to arguing that the

dam’should have been upgraded, .

plaintiff attorneys said warning
protedures could have prevented
lossof life. = . '
~-Tschantz said electronic warning
dévices, warning sirens and evacu-
ation plans were in use on some
dams in 1977, although they weren’t
required, Even before the dam was
built.the importance of a warning
system was recognized.

-
[

= “A sudden failure of the dam ...

would undoubtedly . cause large

. property. damage and probably loss
e,” an engineer wrote in a 1915

plication to build the Laurel Run
Dam: “Unless ample warning were
~ given,lives would be lost.” =~

County at the.

-until after the flood. -~

The collapse of the 'La'u‘rel Run Dam |
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The Laurél Run Dam, which collapsed during the 1977 flood, was built in mitich the same way as many

. of the earthen dams that still exist throughout C
hpw the Laurel Run Dam was built and why it

falled.

| Why it failed

o Extremely heavy rain
fills lake behind dam.
@ The dam's spilway ~

in this case a system

the dam - is too small
to handie the sudden
rise in the lake's level.

Lake spills over top of
dam. '

Water erodes
downstream slope,
weakening dam,

Pressure of water in

of pipes running under .

lake causes weakened |

_dam to collapse.

The February 1972 failure of the
Buffalo Creek Dam in West Virgin--
ia killed 125 people and started a
national debate on dam safety. A
push, mostly from private engi-
neers and overwhelmed . state
regulators, was made for federal
guidance, . :
. In Johnstown,

the debate led the

Greater Johnstown Water Authori- :

ty to study its insurance coverage.

In 1976, the authority lost a-$3 mil- -
lion liability ‘policy because insur- .
ing dams had become too risky. - -
. Safety measures weren’t taken

The night of the storm
With no.safety plan to consult on
July 19, 1977, dam tender Timothy
Lentz went to bed instead of keep-
ing watch on a rising reservoir.
Lentz, who lived within walking
distance of the Laurel Run Dam,
had no knowledge of those complex.
engineering studies, nor had anyone
told him what to do in an emergen- -
cy. The 35-year-old high school

‘graduate was responsible for chas-

ing away .trespassers, reading
gauges and a few other laborer du- -
ties. _ .

On July 19, Lentz was on vaca-_
tion, but was still staying at the

. company home at the dam. Another

Laurel laborer went to the dam -
twice that day to take readings.
Lentz and his family had guests"

‘on the night of the storm, which be- .

gan at 9 p.m. When the guests left at

10 p.m., Lentz checked a rain gauge.

In the first hour of the storm, the
gauge measured 1% inches of rain,
he'said in a deposition. .

It never occurred to him to check
the dam, he testified.

Lightning had knocked out three
lights in his home, so he shut off the
electricity and went to bed. He set
an alarm for 3 a.m. so that he could
turn the power back on. He didn’t
want his freezer to thaw. ,

“We went to bed and it was still
lightning and thundering. We slept,
not soundly or anything,” Lentz tes-

tified. When Lentz woke up at 3a.m. -

he tried to make it to the dam, but
the water was “rushing so fast my -
boots weren't deep enough to go
through it so I could not get to the
dam. I went back to the house,”.

In Johnstown, flood alerts began
three hours before the 2:30 a.m. dam

“break. By 1 a.m., the mayor had set-

up a command center. Communica-
tions were knocked out at about 1
a.m. No word ever made it to the
residents of Tanneryville.

‘Officials testified

Nineteen days before Laurel Run
Dam failed, one of the state’s lead-
ing dam officials testified before a
U.S. congressional subcommittee on
dam safety.

“Every time there is a disaster,
we get a lot more credibility . .. but
then the interest slowly dies away

* six months after the disaster,”

Ellam testified. In 1977, the state
budgeted $150,000 a year for dam
safety, which is not “satisfactory by
any way of looking at it,” he said.

Ellam added to his testimony a
week after the flood:

“Following my ordeal of the last
week, I cannot urge too strongly
that action be taken to implement a
strong . national - dam - safety - pro-
gram,” he wrote to the subcommit-
tee. “You might say that my own
worst forecasts on dam safety as it
exists have been realized.”.

ambria and Somerset counties. Here Is an overview of

How it

. Earthen dams
. depth of the lake or reservoir is regulated b
water off the lake. The spiliway resembles
behind the dam

was built

are constructed of materials like soil,

reaches a certain level, it drains into

y the dam's spillway, which drains
a bathtub;

clay, rock-and gravel. The

when water In the lake
the spillway. From there,

the water is drained through a series of pipes, flowing out on the other side of
the dam. When the spillway is at capacity, the water

. go but over the

Spillway
{outflow)

dam.

Top of ock,
Grass dam  gravel
Rock, ~

gravel

in the lake has nowhere to

' Spillway
. Spilway  control tower

(intake)

IRERRENREN
"

Top of
reservoir

As the Laurel Run Dam was under construction in

. Spillway pipe

1916, the

Ry

concrete spillway was already complete. The spillway consists

the dam.

-of an intake area, at right, and a system of pipes that run under

never corrected.

Before the 1977 flood, the Laure
state standards. Although the inadequacy was-reported, it was

%] down the Conemaugh River, flood-
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. showed little merey,
" |Shortly- after 9

- J‘.
-oytward through eight counties.

at ROBERT LONG

It came. without warning and

te .m.”on July 19,
71, a series of 21 individual elec-
cal " storms . bégan’. pounding
hnstown. The storms radiated

Water began rising in the streets of
Johnstown before midnight as the
Little Conemaugh and Stonycreek
rivers and small streams topped
their banks. - :

The storms quickly knocked out
communications and power, leav-
ing little time to get warnings to
residents of the valley. -

Over the next several hours,
hélavy runoff ‘from the mountains
sent waves of destruction through
dozens of communities. Hundreds of
homes' were washed away; roads,
bridges and dams collapsed; scores
of|people were killed or missing. It
was weeks before the full tally
would beknown: = . - .

B 85 dead or missing,

B 2,696 injured.

& $250 million in damage.

# 50,000 people displaced.

M 600 homes destroyed.

& 5,256 homes severely damaged.

405 businesses destroyed or se-
verely damaged. - '

e flood was most brutal west of
the City of Johnstown. With the col-
lapse of the Laurel Run Dam, more
lives were lost in Tanneryville than
any other community. Further

ing washed away several
communities, including a Seward
trailer park where seven people
were killed as the water tore apart
their homes.. Damage spread .west
as far as Homer City, Clymer and
Vintondale in Indiana County.

Area bears scars, triumphs from flood history

MICHAEL CLAY/THE TRIBUNE-DEMOCRAT -

Destruction came
ithout Wal'nmg

.. In downtown Johnstown, water

- wiped out small businesses, exten-

sively damaged big industries, such

.as’ Bethlehem Steel, and left its

muddy footprints on the Cambria
County War Memorial Arena, In the
southeast corner of Johnstown; sey-
eral lives were ‘lost as a ravaging
Solomon Run ripped apart the
Johnstown Expressway, broke off a
section of one of the apartment
buildings in the Solomon Run
Homes and swept through Dale
Borough. -

Ten people were killed in Dale,
three in Walnut Grove and four in

Hornerstown. Further southeast, in
Windber and Scalp Level boroughs,
the floodwaters led to more death
and heavy damage. Two people
were killed in Windber and two
more in Scalp Level. Northeast of
Johnstown, the floodwaters left doz-
ens of people homeless in the com-
munities of East Conemaugh,
Franklin, South Fork, Sidman and
St. Michael. -

- A monumental recovery -effort
aided Johnstown and other flood-
ravaged communities. Within one
month after the fleod, more than
$16 million in state and federal aid
came into the area. Two thousand
mobile homes were set up to pro-
vide temporary housing. But some
things government aid couldn't
save. The downtown Penn Traffic
Department Store called it quits.

And the flood proved to be the be-
ginning of the end for the region’s

-largest employer, Bethlehem Steel.

The steel giant steadily downsized
after the flood, eventually calling it
quits in 1992, Part of its operation
has beeti or will be reopened by new
owners. But the mills will employ
9,000 fewer workers than they did
before the flood. :

... In August 1915, the _ LY
: which at the time was half-owned by the‘steel‘_';f.“'

By ROBERT LONG
THE TRIBUNE-DEMOCRAT

Johnstown came into the 20th century still
bearing scars from what remains today as the
most deadly dam disaster in U.S, history.

But the wounds from the 1889 flood healed
and the company town returned to what it did

. best — making steel.

In 1898, the Cambria Steel Co., looking to
expand, considered moving the plant to the
Great Lakes or the eastern seaboard. There,
the steel giant would have an unlimited supply

“of water to cool the molten steel forged in its

mills. _ - .

. The decision was made to stay, expand
and build its own Great Lakes. Between 1898
and 1916, six dams were built in the hills above
Johnstown, creating reservoirs totaling more

“than 15 billion gallons of water..

By the time Laurel Run Dam was pro-
posed above the rural community of
Tanneryville, Cambria Steel was the third-

.. largest steel producer in the United States.
_.The advent of foreign trade was leading to tre--
- ' C e " .« water and control the water level of the lake-
* behind the daim. e

mendous growth, .. o
Johnstown Water Co.;

. giant, applied to the Water Jupply Commission

of Pennsylvania to build Laurel Run Dam. .

. Engineer G.S. Beal wrote in a Sept. 10,
1915, letter to the state that,the dam would be
a temporary structure as high as a four-story
building and as wide as the length of two foot-
ball fields.- i . .

It would be situated in a|steep, narrow val-
ley. It would choke off Laurel Run 5.5 miles
from its origin and three miles above where it
empties into the Conemaugh River, down-

‘stream of Johnstown.

The Laurel Run Dam would create a res-
ervoir of 101 million gallons|of drinking water.
Eventually, the water company hoped to build

|

a 110-foot-high dam, forming a 1.2 billion-

gallon reservoir.

" The construction took more than two

years. Dozens of workers used horse-drawn
wagons to haul more than 90,000 cubic feet of
material to thesite. 7 : C
~ The skeleton of the structure was made of
timber and concrete, which at places was ip to

two feet thick: A network of pipes was laid-to

allow the bathtub spillway to discharge runoff

- grass-covered embankment. - o
** " Thé dam, while temporary, met all

. Workers used _Mgh-pfes‘sbfe Hosés to ﬁeel #'dards. - -

layers of rock and earth from the hillsides. A

wood and tin channel carried the material .
down to the dam site.

“It is probably the cheapest method of .
construction,” Beal wrote in his letter to the
state. Cambria Steel had recently used the -
same method to build the Saltlick and Quema- -
honing dams. The method was commonly used
in the west. Cambria Steel became the first to
use that type of construction east of the Missis--
sippi River, according to the Feb. 15, 1913, edi--
tion of the Engineering Record. ,

“It’s a construction method that would later -
be abandoned because of safety concerns. It .
was  a- contributing factor to the dam’s:
collapse, according to dam experts, Co

The application for the dam also said the -
outside embankment of the dam would be pro- -
tected with layers of rock and gravel to help
prevent the dam from washing out if floodwa-
ters overtopped the structure. All reports of -
the dam after the construction listed only a -

] étate'
and engineering standards when if was com-- "]
pleted in 1918: But the standards evolved and:
after 25 years the dam had fallen behipd stan--"-




| IR run.... We could all ‘use- the -
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brather-in-law had been
-~ from hisrailroad job.;}

-

“JUSTICE

and Baths Inc. The flood killed his
parents, destroyed the business and
left him homeless. He_lived in a

clothes.:'. ] .Ql: R .
‘By the time 'settlement talks

- were underway, Selders had been
laid off from the steel mill and. his
laid off

Lu«.i-'f‘lt_véas1like we be_ttér téke this

ANTTu b

ifighey,” Selders said recently.

=~=During the settlement negotia- .
=~tions, Keiper said he had a face-to- " | :
—~-face meeting with Cambria County -

wrJlidge Caram Abood): the last of
m-three judges to preside over the

==cases, Abood told him his 53-year- -

------

~old- fathier didn't have a long life

—weXpectancy because
- =>1ems, Keiper said.

of health prob-
Pl ‘

==How could he put'a-number on

w=the- years somebodyi would have
~11VEd?” Keiper said. { . :

~~The value of a life

[

~wLawyers and economists did pre-

", cisely that for all the victims: The

. formula considered !possessions,
- -age, income and health woes. Pam-

--ela Thomas was 11 whep she died —

T'&"fifth grader in good health and *|

.. expected to live 67.5 more years,
.. according to her “statement of eco-
- nomic-loss.” The statement, which
““figured into the settlément given
her three stepsisters, estimated her
lifetime income based on statistics
--andtrends.” - b
-“““However flawed, the calculation

""i§ all -the legal world has to esti-

- 2sand is killed, her life is worth more °
- qjnfortunately for-the plaintiffs,

. uestsettlements,

mate damages insuch lawsuits, Di-

- Francesco said. Such!computations

~are_often used in wrongful death
“TEEges, o !

" vrips 3 frustrating part of the law.

... We dor’t have perfect justice,”
- DiRrancesco said. “If Barbra Strei-

than if a steelworker is killed.” - -
-nayorking-class incomg's'meant mod-

222 Just amassing the facts and fig-
“eures .needed to- estimate lifetime
=vincomes for,the 36 victims took
-«many months, DiFrancésco said.
“And that was only a fraction of the

‘legal legwork that had to.be done.
~+Weeks would be spent taking depo-

-'sitions of key witnesses, with a half-
“udozen attorneys asking questions.

nid:spa one anothe

P

evel ‘:,_:i:ype —of:
ecimal system to catalog the docu

.dam safety division. : | .

. »~r“It ‘was horribly linwieldy,-;’isaid‘ .
-~Minahan, who'estimated- that. the, :
~.state spent hundreds of thousands of L

"% dollars to defend the cases:: - - T

zzzzMore than a dozen expert reports
~added. to the expense. Each attor-
- ~vney hired dam experts to conduct a -
-« postmortem: of the dam’ collapse
2zand weather experts to explain the

~July 19-20 storm. == . ; - -

-nonfven: with the extensive gather-: -

ing of evidence, one.:of’ the two..
-_:plaintiff attorneys, Weiler, said the

-cases were ready to go to trial after

w»about three years. The settlements

... took 12 years to finalize.

v~ The victims’ families believe the

--eases stalled and began falling
apart in October 1982, four.years

-.after the cases began, when their

-..lead attorney, John Evans, died.
.~Driving force ,
"!"'Evans, an Ebensburg-born attor-
~'ney practicing in Pittsburgh, was
~the driving force behind the plain-
-tiffs’ cases. He represented all but
““four of the death cases. Weiler rep-
resented ‘the remaining cases and
most of the property cases. Johns-
town attorneys brought the flood
-~£ases to the silver-haired Evans he-
.-Lause of his experience handling
;complex cases. The Harvard-edu-

. ~cated attorney was the grandson of

~a, former Cambria County judge
..and the nephew of a state Supreme

:=Court justice.

" ~as “John Evans had a real sense of

w.the, victims. He had a passion for

...the case,” Piskurich said. -

... “He was really fighting for us,”
Keiper said.

wn-The death of the 76-year-old

i {The'd
-an . imipact;’Abood said:: “That: was':

attorney was not the only transition
that delayed the cases. Evans’ sue-
.Lessor. died -and the state went
-.through two attorneys.
- The cases also were thrown into a
game of musical judges. The first
v;%'ggge presiding over the cases, H,
« Clifton McWilliams, retired. -
.av «Lhe attorneys in the cases said
. McWilliams, who died last year,
_.was too. indecisive and lacked the
. organizational skills needed to han-
dle the cases. : o
The second judge, Joseph O’Kicki,
left the bench amid corruption
<charges' unrelated - to the flood
‘caSes.” The third * judge, Caram
~‘Abood;’ completed the settlements
-*just before he'retired, = .- o .

3 P
v Pt s

Hangés behind the berich had

become familiar with it,” he said.

trailer over that summer and had to -
~ go-to a church. to get donated’

..ments. And as part of discovery in
-z:the cases, attorneys picked through
~decades of documents at the offices -
..-of Bethlehem Steel, Gannett Flem- |
~ ing, Laurel Management and DER’s -

..........................................................................................................

:} - The collapse of the'Laurel Run Dam during .
the 1977 flood killed 38 people in Tanneryville . ™o
— almost half the total number of people who RN
died in the flood. All but one of them died in or
near their homes; one died inacar. = =

= The Laurel Run Reservoir normally held about
- | 101. milion gallons of water. When it collapsed,. §
| it.contained 146 million gallons of water. * ‘

Dam Tender's.home

1 person killed at

_ dat Laufe'lRun" '
- 1home" - T

.. 3 people killed at

épebple l;illed_ at
.1 home. -

1 home.

" Da—

3 people killed at

1 home

T person Kiled at

home

2 people kiled at

The leading edge of the
flood wave took nine minutes,
26 seconds to reach the
Conemaugh River. The
floodwaters reached their
peak within the next three . .
minutes, 28 seconds;. - -

A
) QR )
3 \\‘}\\\\\\\%\\\\\
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Conemaugh River X\

To Johnstown

home

1 person killed in
acar

]

4 people kiled at.
- .1 home

9 homes

Cobpérsdale

‘Long, stormy night
After the Laurel Run Dam burst at 2:15 a.m. on July 20,

it took just over nine minutes for the leading edge of the
flood wave to thunder through Tanneryville and reach the

Conemaugh River. Within the next four minutes, the worst
of the flood had passed. Here is a time-line of events’
leading up to the collapse of the dam:

- '9"p'.m.='-*1, a.m. : The level of the Laure! Run
|- Reservoirrose at the rate of 1.4 feet per hour.

1:20 a.m. : The reservoir level reaches

A the crest of the

damand begins overtopping. , L :
1:45 = 1:50 a.m: : The reservoir reaches ts
maximum level; a section of the left side of the dam begins
to weaken and.form a breach.

2152 2:95 a. m.: By this time, the breach has
| ; formed-a trapezoid-shaped hole more than 40 feet deep,
* 15 feet wide at the bottomn and 225 fe‘etnwide at the top.

~“If Barbra Streisand
~ iskilled, her lifeis =
. worthmore thanifa. -
. steelworker.is
killed.” = - _
Samuel DiFrancesco,
Johnstown attorney

- Abood is credited with forcing the
cases to a conclusion.

The cases provided-a lesson on
how to handle complex lawsnits,
like a series-of industrial asbestos
cases currently
Cambria County system.

The complicated cases involve
steelworkers who claim exposure to
asbestos caused health problems.
_“I think the county learned some-
.thix(;g from the (flood) cases,” Abood
said. : A

The victims’ families said they
learned lessons, too — painful ones.

They learned that the legal sys-
tem didn’t offer much comfort or
_compensation for the- loss of

parents, children and siblings.

They learned the defendants
could privately make settlements
without admitting any fault.

“My biggest regret is not taking it
to court so everybody would have
known what transpired that night

and it would have been public,” Pi- »

lot said.

The lawsuits’
at Selders.

“They never admitted guilt. That
still bothers me today,” he said.

The water authority members did
a lot of soul searching in the years.
following the dam break, said
James Greco, the current water au-
thority chairman. - o

“Although they knew in 'their
hearts they weren't responsible,
there was nothing they could have
done to stop it — a lot of people
died,” Grecosaid. . ~ . -

quiet end also nags

* - “And a lot of the authority mem- .
bers' who were .on at that.time — .
I'm not going to say they felt guilty |
AN 1mpact;’ Abood - said; ¢ =it hurt’them;" it bothered them. .
_g?‘rt of thé delay, certainly. You had’ ;

e -

-Could ' they 'have" doné something,

-should they have done something?”

'

-] of the settlémen

winding through the .

Robert Selders

‘ Pa'trlcla_ Thomas

artment. of. Environmental Resources and the engineering .
firm Gannett,.Flem ng; Corddry and Carpenter shared the cost
he following is how much families recelved’

-for each victim.
Vietims .

Alien Blough

Theresa Glbsqn

D_onald Keiper

$70,000

$39,540

$46,971

$4,133

$106,466

- Theodore Rummel

$288,722

Mark Sowerbrower $2tl_6:669 -

$57,961

Louella Stoner

" Sharen Stoner $141,995 $4,916 .  $146,911

$84,840 $5,224

Pamela Thomas $0 $1"06,'275‘

Kenneth Weaver $20,005

$20,005

$95344  -$18,054. . $113,308

g
* refuge from rising waters. The spe-
> cifics of many-of the deaths arenot

$90,064 |

Ave,
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Stanley and Helen Pilot were °

 Survived by three sons anda, [

daughter. -~

Elvie Bowser.
(right) was
survived by [

- two sons. FEEEEE

- Robert and Barbara Selders -

. were,sui'_viyed by three daugh-

tersandason.. . . -

‘Tammy (left), Ernest a
Gibson (above right) were pre-
sumed to have drowned. Their
mather, Theresa, also died.
The children were survived by
their father and Theresa’s

~husband, Donald Gibson.

were

drowned.::: -

own. The victims were presumed
' /[They were:

.f_grta'nddaughter, 10-year-old Melissa -

| Mitchell, Coopersdale Homes: They -

. were in the.Cooper Avenye trailer.
off Theodore Rummel when the

Blough: Allen and Jennifer
Blough. and their 2%-year-old
daughter, Desiree, 673 Cooper Ave,
Alllen, 29, was a steelworker for.
Bethlehem Steel Corp. Jennifer was

Boring: Melvin Boring, 36, of 671
Copper Ave. Boring was a Tannery-
ville native who relocated fo
‘Conrecticut, where he was a facto-
ry |worker. He returned home in
1973 to care for his terminally ill
father. - ' C

Jowser: Elvie Bowser, 68, of §79
Cooper Ave. Bowser was a home-.
maker. She ‘was survived by two
sons. :

ale: John Cale, 67, of 789 Cooper-
Ave. Cale, a widower, was a retired
locomotive engineer for Bethle-
hem’s Conemaugh and Black Lick

Railroad. During retirement he op-

erated a_part-time cake-baking -

-business. He was survived by two
sons and three daughters. -

aroczy: Eliza Ann Daroczy, 61,
of |244 Iron St, Johnstown. A
housewife, Daroczy and her hus-
banti were driving when their car
became stranded in Tanneryville.
She|was trapped in the car as it was
swept away by floodwaters. He
husband, Joseph, survived. '

Gibson: Theresa Gibson and her
thrée children: Ernest, 12; Tamela,
10; rfmd Cynthia, 9, 679 Cooper Ave.
Thelresa, 46, was married to Donald
Gibson, who survived the flood.

.'They had five children. She had

worked as a part-time waitress.

Kgiper: Donald Keiper, 59, of 667
Cooper Ave. A . retired  security
guali'd, Keiper was partially par-
alyzfed and lived alone. He was sur-
vived by two sons.

Pavlosky: Carol Pavlosky and
her children Mark Mavrich, 13, and
Debra Ann Mavrich, 15, 866 Cooper
-Carol Pavlosky, 34, was sur-
vived by her husband, Stephen.
Pilot: Stanley and Helen Pilot, 675
er Ave, Stanley, 64, was a re-
tired milkman for Sani-Dairy. After
retirement he. did part-time work

(=W = 1

- for Ward. Trucking Corp. His wife,
- 59, __
* FRED COOK/THE TRIBUNE-DEMOCRAT fg:vrd by three sons and a da.ugh-

vas a' homemaker. They - were

" George and Olgé"'Pis_urich

" "Bailey: Shirley Bailey, 41, and her

-... 55, was ahomemaker. ;. .. .

Piskurich: George and Olga
-Piskurich, 681 Cooper Ave. George,
64, was a retired steelworker. Olga,
60, was a homemaker who -had -

-worked as-a telephone operator in

Pittsburgh before marriage. They

- were survived by two sons,

Rishell: Thomas Rishell, 31, and
his daughter Kathy, 5, and mother
Katherine, 55, 872 Cooper Ave.
Thomas was an unemployed labor- .

. er. He had worked as a monument

setter for Van Scoyoc Memorials.
Thomas and Kathy were survived
by Thomas’ wife, Carol. Katherine
Rishell was survived by a daughter.

Rummel:  Theodore “Dutch”
Rummel, 64, of 669 Cooper Ave. A
retired steelworker, Rummel lived

- in a mobile home and was survived

by three sons.and a daughter.

Selders: Robert and Barbara
Selders, 784 Cooper Ave. Robert, 42,

“owned Selders Custom Kitchens

and Baths. Barbara, 40, was a part- .
ner in the family business. They

were survived by three daughtérs

and a son. : ‘

Sowerbrower: Donna Sower-
brower; 16, and her 3-month-old son
Mark Jr,, Richland Trailer Court.
Donna, the daughter of Patricia

Thomas, was visiting her mother in

Tanneryville with her son on the
night of the flood. They were sur-
vived by Dpnna’s husband, Mark Sr:

Stoner: Charles and Louella
Stoner, 702 Cooper Ave. Charles, 60,
was. a retired steelworker who
owned and operated Stoner Pool Co.
Louella, 57, worked as a bookkeeper
and secretary for the family busi-
ness.: They were survived by a
daughter,

Stoner:. Sheldon - and . Sharen

Stoner, 702 Cooper Ave. Sheldon,.23, :
- worked as a heavy equipment oper-

ator and pool installer for his fa-
ther’s business, Stoner Pool Co.
Sharen, 24, worked as a sales clerk.

Thomas: Allen and Patricia

'Thomas and their daughters, San-

dra Lee, 12; and Pamela, 11, 677
Cooper Ave. Allen Thomas, 41, was .
a laborer at the Bethlehem Car
Shop and co-owner of a garbage col- -
lection  business. His - wife,
37-year-old = Patricia, was ' a
bookkeeper and salesperson‘ ‘for

Stoner Pools. They were -survived -

by three daughters. C.
‘Weaver: Kennet! .and .Fern.

ndy

 Tanneryville
flood victims?

| 39 people were presumed drowned |

i

i

Weaver, 847 Cooper ‘Ave. Kenneth;. !
73, was a retired steelworker. Fern, o
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The catastrophic rupture of the

v* Laurel Run Dam killed 39 people in
++-1977 and sent grieving families on a
s 12-year pursuit of justice. ‘

-.Many say they didn’t find it. - ‘
~ A sluggish legal system resolved
the lawsuits with out-of-court set-
‘tlements that did not require any-
one to admit guilt. The survivors
grudgingly accepted them.

“ Until last fall, the -settlement

. agreements remained sealed in a

. Cambria County Courthouse safe. A -

. -judge’s order allowed The Tribune-

..Democrat to cut "open 12 sealed
"/'envelopes containing details of the’
. Settlements.

";-;;__The death settlements paid vic-

tims' families. between $8,200 and
~$320,000 for lives lost on July 20,

- 1977,

'The‘des_truction'

,g,squrces, .
7 “rengineering firm; Gannett Fleming
“‘Corddry & Carpenter and the water

Eighty-five people died during

: the intense storms that caused the

1977 flood. Almost half of the vic-
"tims perished when the Laurel Run
Dam collapsed just west of Johns-
town. More than 146 million gallons
of water rushed through Tannery-
ville, drowning residents of the
workmg—class commumty

Families sued in 1978 on behalf of
36 of the Laurel Run victims.-

Robert Pilot of Ferndale, who
lost*his parents, Stanley and Helen,
called the settlement amount “pal-
try bi}

“The bottom line was everyone
was tired. It had gone on 5o long,”
Pilot said.

Pilot received an $18,000 set-
tlement. His sister and two brothers
received thesame... :

“The plaintiffs ]ust took thexr
losses . .. it.was like an open wound
all those years,” said :Anthony Pis-

kurich of Richland;* who lost: his' |
lAparents George and Olga T :

-Piskurich :and  his_ brother,spht ) I
e ’ P

ier, ‘Bethlhhem",

‘aSteel Corp ;. the Pennsylvania agen- |

" ey in charge of dam safety, the De-

partment of . Environimental Re-
‘the’; water . authority’s

authority’s management firm, Lau-
rel Management Co, .

' The legal proceedmgs unearthed .-

ev1dence -that the owners, their

_“engineers and state officials could
«.iave done something to prevent the

drsaster The defendants denied
- responsnblhty, but resolved the suits
““out of court.

~~The final settlements
‘> The final Settlements came in

1990 after ‘more than a decade of
hearmgs, research and wrangling.
- The settlemenf{ agreement totaled

.‘ more than $4 million for wrongful

~“death and property losses and more
““than $1 million for the plaintiffs’

" attorneys.

»» - The settlements didn’t make any-

+ one a millionaire. Fifty-two family

wemembers and heirs shared $4.082
twmillion — $3.43 million as compen-

"sation for wrongful deaths and

* $649,945 for property losses. Survi-
‘f..'.v‘ors of almost half the victims

*~agreed to recéive the money over 20
“*to 30 years, meaning some will not
get the final installment until 2019.
“Annual payments range from less

"“than $2,000 paid to a woman who

lost her mother to more . than

.-$26,000 to a woman who lost both
rc.parents and a sister.
- The settlement amounts varied
_--,; greatly. They depended upon a per-

: son’s worldly goods and income po-
_r.tential: The cash payouts averaged

u $95 344 for each person killed.-

- Although 85. people died in the
- 1977 flood, no other death suits were

<-filed. In dozens of other suits, out-

of—court settlements for property

e damage totaled less than $1.5 nul-

hon

"';-“Settlem}e'nts appear low

Several attorneys and legal ex-
perts contacted by The Tribune-
““Democrat said the Laurel Run

; death settlements appear low.
"< -'Low settlements can result when
T v1ct1ms have trouble proving their

“cases, when defendants-don’t have a
“lot of money to keep a case going or

-:When. the victims just give up, ex-

o perts said..

“vi 'The $4 million settlement “sounds’ '
... Jow and it sounds like it took a long
-~time,” said Gerald Stern, who won a
+r$13.5 million settlement for the sur-
=.vivors of a dam break in Buffalo

. -.Creek;” W. Va,, in~1972. In that

~disaster, a coal company’s refuse-
,z«pile dam collapsed during a rain--

storm, killing 125 people.. :

" settlements did not. include any
payments for pain and suffering. .

—

The Tribune-Democrat, Johnstown, Pa. .
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To financial

‘How much is a'life worth".'ff: -

compensate the families of V|ct|ms of the 1977 Laurel
Run Dam collapse, a formula was used to calculate the "economic R
loss" associated with the loss of life. The formula took into account
estimated future earnings and retirement benefits for the victims,
minus estimated dalily living costs. It was assumed children would
complete an average education and earn ‘an average income and.
_ that aII victims would have lived to an average age. .- . _

3-month-old boy o

Wages: '

Retirement income: 1+ $59,200
Lifetime income: $1,452,130
Cost of living: - — $509,020
Total economic loss:  ~$943,110
2-year-old girl :

. Wages: $808,890
-Retirement income: - + $112,500 .
Lifetime income: - $921,480
Cost of living: - $404,880
Total economic loss: - $516,590

$1,392,840

37-yea'r§old woman

Wages: $388,852°
Retirement income:  + $83,700
Lifetime income: $472,652
Cost of living: - $257,659
Total economic loss::  $214,893 -
41-year-old man -
Wages: - - $556,685
Retirement income: + $216,535
Lifetime income: $773,220
Cost of livihg: . - $250,032
Total economic loss:  ~ $523,188
. ,57-year-old woman =
- Wages: : $87 478
Retirement income + $75.285 |}
Lifetime i mcome $162,763 -
Cost of llvmg . —$111 913 M

). Total ecbnomlc loss

. An attorney involved in the Lau-

rel Run cases thought the de-

fendants would have paid seven or
eight times what they did. :

"“They made out like bandits, I
think,” said J ohnstown lawyer J ohn

Ayres represented Robert and '

Mary Blough, who lost their son,
daughter-in-law . and " granddaugh-
ter. The defendants paid a $245,000

settlement for the loss of the young

family.
Ayres found the case personally

upsetting. Allen, Jennifer and Des- -

iree Blough lived in a-nice, small
home in Tanneryville.

“It was devastatmg to me. All of
a sudden, they are gone ” the
attorney said.

The settlements failed to punish
those responsible, said Piskurich,
who was 24 and living at home
when his parents died.

_ “The water authority and some of
the others got off easy...I think
they won. I really don’t think the

families of the v1ctuns won,” he

said.

Not a victory

The water authority used- its
$500,000 worth of insurance -cover-
age and paid an additional $133,450
to settle the lawsuits. Pennsylvama
paid $1.2 million for its Department
of Environmental Resources, the
agency charged with dam safety.

Gannett Fleming and Laurel
Management refused to say how
much they contributed to the set-
tlement pot. Laurel officials did say
they paid more than their insurance
coverage, which court documents
show at $500,000.

Bethlehem Steel pald nothing to-
ward the death settlements, The

. Tribune-Democrat has learned. The

company could not be held liable
for a dam it had not owned for 13
years, its lawyer argued.

The remaining defendants pooled -

their money, paying some set-
tlements in lump sums and others
in 20- or 30-year installments. CNA

Insurance, aPittsburgh company

that insured the engineering firm
Gannett Fleming, handled the dis-
bursement of the settlements.. .

-Spillway too small

Gannett Fleming, which contin-
ues to work for the water authority,
declined - to comment about the
cases. Court testimony shows its en-

gineer knew the Laurel Run Dam’s.
. wnzw - Spillway ‘was.too small to dispense::

+A-full: $8 ‘million of: the Buffalo;;

" Creek settlement paid survivors for,-

e pam and suffering. The Laurel Run

floodwaters. .The -dam:.overtopped.: .

“and breached because of:its small
spillway.: -
. Laurel Management a’company

. .born out of Bethlehem Steel to han-"

Anthony -Piskurich...
Loss was “‘an open wound”

dle- day-to-day operations for the
water system, still works for the au-
thority today. Company officials
said they knew of some, but not all,
of the dam’s problems, according to

court documents and recent inter-

views.

Donald Minahan, former Penn-
sylvania assistant attorney general,
represented the Department of
Environmental Resources, which
failed to regularly inspect the Lau-
rel Run Dam. The Laurel Run ca-
tastrophe came at a time when the
state had only two dam inspectors
for 3,000 dams.

The ‘state’s $1.2 million share of
the settlements was a bargain, Min-
ahan said. The state, which did not
order improvements that could
have prevented the dam’s collapse,

.could have been liable for more

than $500 million, Minahan said.
- “It was expeditious to settle at
the numbers we were talking
about,” he said. “I'm very happy
with the settlement in terms of our
contribution juxtaposed with our
exposure. ... Nobody argued with
me, including the governor.”

As part of the state’s defense

‘strategy, it filed a countersuit seek-

ing credit: for the $55 million in-
state aid provided after the 1977

 flood. Minahan called the counter-

claim, which could have decreased
a jury award, the “linchpin of set-
tlement.” _

Dramatac teshmony

The water authority chose the.
certamty of settling out of court
.over the risks of a jury trial.::

pen.=... The jury.could go crazy,”

said’ Johnstown attorney  Samuel-
DiFrancesco;:who represented the -

water authority. “There .was gut-.

1 Dam’s spillway,

MICHAEL CLAY/THE THIBUNE DEMOCHA'I."

“You never know what could hap—ﬁ

. = A
~ Sunday, March 19, 1995

A satelllte plcture shows the series
. Four
causing the dam 10 gi
an act of God wctims attorr'eys ay gu{ed otherwnse L

about 9 p.m. on July 19, 1977

. wrenching testunony to be heard.”
. The attorneys previewed that tes- .

tunony in a series of pretrial inter-
views done behind closed doors.

‘Copies of "that -testimony, which

were among the documents ob-
tained by The Trlbune-Democrat
show: . -
B The wave swept away one vie-
tim as he knelt with his grandson in
a second-story bedroom, fearing for
their lives and saying “The Lord’s
Prayer

Retired milkman Stanley Pilot
grabbed his grandson, 19-year-old
Tom Marsonek, and told him they

_were going to die. In the court

interviews, Marsonek recalled what
happened when the dam’s water
smashed into the house.

“Me and my grandpap, as I recall,
we jumped up on the bed. . . The

bed floated up to the ceiling. ‘At that

time, the whole house split up. I
managed to jump on the roof .
and my grandfather stayed on the

bed and my grandpap yelled for me -
“three times and I heard other peo-

ple yelling and screaming,”
Marsonek said in a 1981 court depo—
sition.

Marsonek rode the roof down-
stream, injured and struggling to

- breathe He managed to crawl up a

river wall to safety. Marsonek now
lives near Greensburg. His grandfa-
ther’s body has never been found.

B Eighteen-year-old Dallen Sel-
ders left his house during the storm
to check on his dogs, which were in
a workshop behind his family’s
home. A swift current of debris-
filled water prevented him from re-
turning to the house, although he
was near enough to see 1t he told

_attomeys in 1980.-
- “That is when T'heard my mother :

yell'niy name and it 'sounded like a
mother calling i’ a" worried ‘voice.

You know, calling for her child lost

in the woods or something like that.

-That’s' what it sounded like-to me,

anyway. She called my name, and I
answered back, and that’s the last
time I ever heard her voice,” Sel-
ders said in his deposition.

- He spent the night in a neighbor’s
pickup truck, listening to the water
break japart his house. They found
his mother’s body seven miles
downriver in Charles, a small com-
munity along Haws Pike in Indiana
County.
even |farther away, in New
Florence, Westmoreland County.

I George  and Olga  “Daisy”
Piskurich, a couple in their 60s,
lived near . Clifford . Thomas, who
lost 10 family members durmg the
1977 flood. Mrs. Piskurich called the
Thomas house late that night.

“She| called my wife and said
George, her husband, was crying.

The water was starting to come in-

the cellar and it was coming in the
backyard, that the creek was get-
ting awfully high and they were
scared! They were old people on a

from them,” Thomas said in a 1980

- deposition.

The bodies of George and Olga
were found several days after the
flood. | - : :
Testimony weighs heavily

- Dramatic testimony about pain
and suifermg weighs heavily on ju-
rors’ minds, according to law pro-
fessor Michael Streib.

. “Whenever you go to the Jury it's

a roll of the dice,” said Streib, an
expert in tort law at Duquesne Law
School |in Plttsburgh That’'s why
attorneys in most wrongful-death
cases eeager to settle; -

“'The "Cost'of a° Laurel Run trial,

lasted from six to 12 months, also
influenced the dec:slon to settle, de-
fense a torneys said.”

of heavy electrlcal storms that centered ove" the ar
ﬁurs and 20 minutes of heavy rain overtaxed the Laurel Run
2 way. Those responsnble for the dam said its collapse was

His father’s body was found .

. Even without' going to 'trial,‘.thev

bill for defending the water authori-
ty topped $500,000. It was pald by
‘the authority’s insurance carrier. -

economics,. .. cutting your losses,”
said Ji ohnstown attorney DiFran-
cesco: “There’s a value in ending i,
getting it over with.

RN

sation,” hesaid,. =~ = .

.. Several famrhes beheve the de-
fendants’ lattomeys stalled-«the
cases to wear them down.. Pisku-

- rich’s. son, Anthony, believes. that
\ succeeded[ in. getting. lower;set-
. tlements.. The $2,348 he: receives :
‘annually d esn't come close to.com--- -
. pensating him ‘for the. Tloss ‘of!

cny r.ney employen a strategy oL

T

-always helps the defense.
“Certainly it’s to the defendants’

" advantage to keep the money as

long as possible and earn interest
on it” Streib said. “At the same
time, in our system in Pennsyl-
vania, the plaintiff also has control
over when the cases get tried. A
case cannot go on for 10 years'with-
out the cooperation of both parties.”
Why the plaintiff attorneys-didn’t
drive the cases to trial is unknown.
The lead attorney, John Evans. of

- Pittsburgh, died before the:cases

were settled. A successor,'Tom

- Shearer  of Pittsburgh, did not-re-

turn repeated phone calls. And a
third key plaintiff attorney, William
Weiler, agreed to an initial ‘inter-

: ; i : ik | B view but refused to return phone
. When the Laurel Run Dam broke, it was holdmg ‘back 146 mil-

lion gallons of water, 45 million gallon more than.its normal ca-
pacity. The flood killed 39 peaple in Tannerywlle

———

calls for follow-up questions.
The complexity of.the cases, the

.pumber of witnesses and the-inex-

perience of the Cambria County
court system in dealing with-such
massive cases caused the delay,
attorneys involved. in the “cases
agreed.

Two trips fo the state Supreme
Court also lengthened it. A Phila-
delphia law firm .made an _un-
successful attempt to seize-control
of the plaintiffs’ cases and~turn
them into one class-action lawsuit.
And Pennsylvania tried unsuceess-
fully to get sovereign immunity,
which would have prevented _ the
state from being sued

I -

pEy

Waning days

In the waning days of the litiga-
tion, some of the victims’ families
felt pushed into taking theset-
tlement offer, they recalled in-re-
cent interviews. Robert Keiper,
whose family received $30,000-for
the death of his father, Donald; still
harbors some brtterness abdut the
process.. The attorneys exerted.
pressure by saying everyone had'to
accept the final offer, or no one
would get it, Keiper said. 7

“I didn't want to get rich. . The
way they treated us was un]ust ?
Keiper said.

Forcing an all-or-nothmg “set-

 “Plus, there's a consideration of
gettmg these people some compen-

re at -

" “It's ‘a, question many times of

_delay. But legal experts say.stalling =~

tlement is an uncommon strategy,

said Streib, the Duquesne law~ v- pro-

fessor. o
“It’s . certamly a permlssrble

tactlc, but it’s-a hardball tactie,”

Streib said. “I would certainly re- -

sist that' approach: because I
wouldn’t want the various plaiitiffs
pitted against each other.” ..~ =~
Facing the pressure -
'Many of the victims’. families
faced another kind of pressure —
their own economic_ difficulties,~In

© :1977, Dallen Seldeérs had just grad--

: uated high'school agd- planned to’
which ttorneys 'said”"could have.

work’ for  his - father, Robert,. who
owned Selders Custom Krtcheps

Please see,JUSTICE, A9




Going it alone: Lilly
Borough says it can pro-
vide sewage services for
itself more cheaply than
through a proposed
Mainline regional effort.
Page A3. :

Police plan: Officials
in Carrolltown Borough
‘and West Carroll Town-
ship plan a public meet-

- ing to discuss joining a
regional police force.
Page A3. C

SPORTS

- Back for a day: The

Penguins’ Mario Lemieux
(above) returns to the

. Civic Arena ice, but only
.for a celebrity charity

.. game Sunday in Pitts-

. burgh.Page B1... =u... .

Early exit: Second-

" seeded Penn State is
ousted from the NCAA
‘women’s basketball tour-
nament by North Carolj-
na State. Page B1.

STYLE

Toddler troubles:
Small kids in day care.-
are more likely to get
earaches and pneumonia
than those at home.
Page C1.. =

Planting family seeds:
Spring gardening can
nurture family activities
by bringing children and
parents closer together.
Page C1.

WEATHER

Today’s forecast: A
chance of scattered
showers
and a high
of 61.
Tonight,
showers
tontinu-
ing; the
fow will be 39. Page C6. -

INpEX
Births A . C6
Bridge o C4
"Classified B5
Comics . . Cc3
Dear Abby . Cc2
. Dr. Donohue c2
Editorfal AT0
Horoscopa c4
Lottery . ) Cc6
Movles ‘ - C2
Obituaries . cs
Readers’ forum A10, -
" Telovision R ] c4
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Now you know: Penn State
wrestling coach John Fritz
was interim coach at Indiana
University of Pennsylvania In
~1976-77; a 9-6 season made
him a finalist as NCAA Rookie .

Coach of the Year,
(Source: Penn State)

Mineral Point residents live

_ , work and play In the shadow of the Sal
plays hockey on a playground with the dam looming behind him. E

B Worst-case scenario: What would
happen if one of the major dams
draining into Johnstown were to
give way? Official maps show _
where there would be casualties
and severe property damage if the
North Fork Dam broke. Page A8.

‘B Shadow of doubt: Those who live

in the shadow of dams today give
little thought to the danger those -
dams pose. Page A6.

‘B Be prepared: FIooding and dam - |.
breaks are far from hypothetical - -

‘occurrences i the Johnstown

area, so residents should know .-
how to protect themselves and.

their families. Page A7. -

| -agers have'at their fingertips today are often

ByROBERTLONG
‘and DEBRA S. MOFFITT .
THETR[BUNE-DEMOCHAT : .

© The Johnslown Tribune Publishing Co,
. . . °.

Dam owners in' Cambria and Somerset
counties have disregarded crucial dam safety
laws, possibly dooming Johnstown to another.
deadly flood, a Tribune-Democrat investi-
gationhasfound. . - .

" State officials have: been slow to enforce
the dam regulations, and area residents are
kept in the dark about the risks. These short-
comings could jeopardize an area that suf-
fered deadly dam breaks in 1889 and 1977.

Incomplete and outdated. emergency
plans top the list of deficiencies. .

A 1978 Pennsylvania law required dam
owners to create emergency action plans for ]
- local and -coumty: governmeénts that would
orchestrate’ evacuations .if.’a dam break.
seemed imminent. But what emergency man-

-incomplete and outdated plans:-:- -, - -
“.; M Phone numbers-listed lead to discon-

- nected lines or the wrong people. - -

- B Many plans lack evacuation routes.

JOHN RUCOSKY/THE TRlBUNE-DEMOCR
tlick Dam. Bryan Piechnik, 13,
dith Wilson (top) has lived be-
low the dam all of her adult life, but'the dam causes her no concern. : o

Dam owners

_No explanation|

_for three of the 12 “high-hazard” dams in the

.dams, couldn’t expldin why they hadn’t pro- |-

' emergency management office.

in case of emergency:

- Seven rmajor dams _ g
threaten residents of :

Johnstown, but the city

has received emergency
plans for only three of

them. ‘

Qutdated plans: S
Nine emergency plans o
on file in Somerset E
- Gounty were written a_ :
decade ago. Plans for o
| fivedamsinclude

1. -14~year-old m

_ aps that -
do not identify
evacuation r.outes._

‘B Inadequate spillways: -
Fifteen years ago,
federal inspections
determined that 21 area
dams had inadequate
spillways. Five of those
dams still have spillways -
“that do not meet
government standards.

Safer than ever:
Engineers have always
refused to label any dam
“‘safe,” but they agree
the safety factor has

improved tremendously
in the last 15 years.

ignore safety measures
2 Qiner plans Dam inventory

should be evacuated
B Insome cases,there are no plans. B Your neighbors:
Today, as much as
36 billion gallons of
water hover qver
communities in our
region behind 26
dams, some of which
are almost a century
old. Here'’s every-
thing you need to
- know about where -
‘thedamsarein .
. Gambria and Somer-:
.set counties, who's -
_responsible for
- them, and how safe
‘they are. Page A7. :

don't clearly’ show who

* Cambria County Emergency Management
officials don't have awners’ emergency plans

county: Howell's Run Dam in Cambria -
Township, Ebensburg Storage Dam in Ebens-
‘burg Borough and Sandy Run Dam in Reade
Township. High-hazard dams would cause
significant loss of| life if they collapse,
according to guidelines enforced by the state
Department of Envifonmental Resources.
Officials in Ebehsburg ‘Borough, which
owns Howell’s Run [and Ebensburg Storage

vided their plans to [Cambria County Emer-
gency Management, as state law requires:
The two dams together hold back 461 million
gallons of water about one mile from the

Cambria officials have developed théir—

Please see SAFETY, A6
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Continued from A1
own emergency operations plan
that includes a brief list of dam-
break procedures. But the manual
omits three major dams, including
one of the largest dams in the state,
the Quemahoning. Its collapse
would threaten much of Johnstown,
including Lee Hospital, Greater
Johnstown High School and the
Cambria County War Memorial.
Dan Penatzer,
Cambria County |
emergency ser-
vices director, !
said those dams | |§
are not included

because  they |
are in Somerset
County, not

Cambria Coun-
ty. However, he :
conceded that
Cambria County Penatzer
would suffer the brunt of the dam-
age if any of the three collapsed.
“It's- really Somerset’s job to
chase after those,” Penatzer said.
Somerset County has only a disor-
ganized file of mostly outdated
plans. -

‘We're satisfied’

Nine emergency plans on file in
Somerset County were .written a
decade ago. The old plans list dis-
connected phone numbers for dam
owners and state Department of
Environmental Resources, the state
agency in charge of dam safety.
Plans for five dams — one that
holds more than a billion gallons of
water — include 14-year-old maps
that .do not identify evacuation
routes. The state’s guidelines for
emergency plans say dam owners
must review and revise their plans
every two years. '

Rick Lohr, Somerset County di-
rector of emergency services, said
he hasn’t Jooked at the plans since
he was appointed in March 1994. .

“If the DER is satisfied, more or
less, we're going to be satisfied,”
Lohr said. Only one of the 14 dams
in Somerset County — Bigan Dam
in Paint Towniship — has.a current,
DER-approved plan. - g
‘A lot could happen’

While people doubt a catastrophic

dam failure could happen, the aging
condition of dams makes it more
likely, said Elio D'Appolonia of
Pittshurgh, a leading expert who
has studied Johnstown-area dams.
" “Basically (dam) lives are on the
order of 50 to 100 years at the most
and after that you have to do some-
thing with them. It's especially true
with earthen dams. A lot of things
could happen,” D’Appolonia said. .

Fourteen dams in Cambria and
Somerset counties are more than 50
years old. Most are earthen dams.

The increasing age of dams
makes emergency plans all the
more vital, D’Appolonia said.

“The trouble is, nobody has really
taken the bull by the horns and
implemented these systems. And
maybe people don't believe this will
happen, but there is a probability

- that it will occur. The likelihood of

- County, the city

. S0me

places the re-

it occurring increases if you have a
dam that’s in need of repair or is
old,” D’Appolonia said. -

Not helping

Dam owners haven’t helped the
[City of Johnstown prepare for that
possibility. .

Seven major dams drain into
Johnstown, bui the city has re-
ceived emergency plans for only
three of them. The Greater Johns-
town Water Authority has supplied
the city with plans written in 1980
and last revised in 1991. Other dam’
owners have failed to give their
plans to Johnstown, a city that suf-
fered the nation’s most deadly dam
break in 1883. More than 2,200 died
when South Fork Dam collapsed,
sending a wave of water into Johns-
town. The Laurel Run Dam broke in
1977, killing 39. ‘

“Should Johnstown be a model? It
should - be,” said the director of
Johnstown's Emergency Manage-
ment Office, John Deardorff.

Like Cambria jyumm .

has filled in
of the
gaps by cre-
ating its own
disaster proce-
dures, But state
law clearly

sponsibility for 1 :
emergency

plans on dam - Greco
owners. Most of the region’s dam
owners, which include large water
authorities, the state, municipal-

ities, small corporations and pri- .

vate individuals, have submitted
new plans te the state for approval,
However, DER's Bureau of Dams,
Waterways and Wetlands has not

received new emergency plans for

five area dams. .
In Septe_mber 1993, the state

)

asked the Greater Johnstown Water
Authority for updated plans for its
three dams, North Fork, Saltlick
and Dalton Run. While the authori-
ty's engineers have been working on
the plans, none has been submitted
to the state. Authority Chairman
James Greco said the engineers are

expected to submit the final plan at .

the authority’s April 13 meeting.

“‘From my understanding with
the emergency action plans, we
have never been late with anything
of significance,” Greco said. Greco
blamed the delay on DER, which he
said didn't provide clear guidelines
for the plan.

Twenty-one Cambria and Somer-

set dam owners have submitted -

new emergency plans to the state
since February 1992. The plan for
Bigan Dam is the only one that has

"been approved. Out of the 581 plans

the state has requested, officials
have signed off on only 12 state-
wide.

“It's going to take time, that’s .

all,” said Joseph Ellam, former di-
rector of the Bureau of Dams, Wa-
terways and Wetlands. Ellam, who
had worked for the agency since

1959, retired Dec. 30. His successor . |

has not been named, and he contin-
ues to work for the bureau as.a con-
sultant. - ] . )

Pennsylvania law provides for

civil and criminal penalties for dam -

owners who fail to develop or
implement emergency plans, but

“the state has never filed charges

against anyone, Ellam said. The
state lacks the staff to quickly re-
view the complex plans, which
should include computer-generated
maps of inundation areas — com-
munities whose residents and prop-
erty are at risk. The state focuses
on the emergency plans only during
the winter months, Ellam said.

In a recent snafu, DER discov-
ered it never received updated
emergency plans for dams at state
parks, including Kooser Run and
Laurel Hill Creek dams in Somerset
County. After The Tribune-Demo-
crat asked about them, DER offi-
cials found a box of plans at the Bu-
reau of State Parks. -

Work doesn’t end _
In the event of a dam break,

-emergency plans will .save lives,

said” Brad larossi, Maryland Dam
Division chief. Iarossi also is- the
legislative chairman for the nation-
al Association of State Dam Safety
Officials.

Emergency plans were not re-

“quired in Pennsylvania in 1977,

when the Laurel Run Dam broke
without even a warning to the Tan-
neryville residents below. Today,
Pennsylvania requires emergency
plans that delegate responsibilities,
list phone numbers of key people,
identify evacuation areas and map
safe evacuation routes. Owrers are
supposed to give the plans to county
and municipal emergency manage-
ment offices,

But the work doesn’t end after the
first plan is written, said William
Bivins, chairman of the federal In-
teragency Committee on Dam Safe-
ty. The task requires coordination
and periedic updates.

“All this has
to work togeth-
er. The plan has
to. be tested.
Someone has to
make sure the
phone numbers
are right,” Biv-
ins said.

A survey of
Cambria  and
Somerset coun-
ty emergency )
management files shows that's not
always the case. And neither county
has ever held a drill to see how the
plans would work in real life. Lau-
rel Management Co., which works
for the Greater Johnstown Water
Authority, holds in-house drills. But
that’s not enough, said Bruce
Tschantz, a dam expert and Univer-
sity of Tennessee civil engineering
professor,

“It’s paramount to get emergency
workers in these drills, They are the
heart of it. One of the main reasons
these things don’t take place is the
owners don’t want to alert people
that these types of things can hap-

Tschantz

- pen because the public may over-

react. But the fact is that drills and
tests save lives,” Tschantz said.

4 Trouble at Bigby Dam

Pennsylvania’s dam division
holds structural safety as its prima-
ry mission and has spent the last 17
years frying to remove or upgrade
unsafe dams. Department engi-
Deers have been whittling away at a
list of 209 dams branded unsafe in
the late 1970s and early 1980s, Only
nine remain on the list, including
Lake Altoonia Dam in Blair County.

A national dam inspection pro-
gram, funded after the 1977 flood,
dispatched inspectors to evaluate
every dam in the nation. Most of the
dams in Cambria and Somerset
counties responded to safety recom-
mendations made by the U'S. Army
Corps of Engineers.

Dan

| .Loca_l dam owners fail to file em
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All of her adult life, 79-year-old
Edith Wilson has lived .in the
shadow of Saltlick Dam. The
sound of splashing water from the
spillway fills her backyard, but
the dam causes her no concern. .

“I never give it a thought,” Wil-
son said, standing behind her red
frame house a few hundred feet
from the base of the dam. “I
raised my kids here. This is my
home. The dam has never.caused
us any problems.” . "

The dam, which stands as tall

-. as a 10-story building and wider
than two football fields, ‘towers
above 57 homes in the quiet vil-
lage of Mineral Point. The valley

_ community just north of Johns-
town was wiped out by the 1889
collapse of the South Fork Dam
and damaged by the flood-swollen
Little Conemaugh River in 1977.

But today, Wilson and the 150
other Mineral Point residents
don’t worry about the dam.

“I'm not ignorant of the fact

frighten me,” said 59-year-old Cy-
bil Wagner. “We just have a nice
quiet community and we’re more
worried about the river in front of
our houses than the dam behind
them.” : .
_ A four-room elementary school
once stood directly beneath the
dam. Today a small park is in its
place. And the dam’s spillway,
which resembles a waterfall, is
often used as the backdrop for
wedding pictures. .

Communities like Mineral
Point worry Joseph Ellam, for-
mer director of the Department
of Environmental Resources’ Bu-
reat of Dams, Waterways and
Wetlands. Ellam, who has worked
-for the agency since 1959, retired
on Dec. 30. His successor has not
been named.
“It’s  the

damnedest thing

that . it’s there. It just doesn’t-

Cybil Wagner, 59, and her .grandson, 9-year-old Tyler Ribbl

Those who live near dams have 1

ett, stand next to the river in
front of Wagner's home. The Mineral Point resident says she is more Worried about the river
flooding than the dam breaking. :

T never give it a thoughi’

ttle fear

Retired st

“It’s the damnedest thing -
you’ve ever seern. People -
continue to movg into flood:
plains. A lot of _
get close so they can hear that
babbling brook going by.”

ople want to

Joseph Ellam,
te dam director

you've ever seén. People continue
to move into flood plains,” Ellam
said. He thinks better land-use

studles are neéeqed to prevent peo-. -

ple from living directly beneath
dams.

“A lot of people want to get
close so they can hear that bab-
bling brook going by,” Ellam said,
shaking his head.

One year after the 1977 flood,
the U.S. Army Corps of Engineers
found problems with Saltlick
Dam, which holds back almost 1
.billion gallons of drinking water.
An engineering study found that
the dam's spillway — its outlet

for floodwaters — was “seriously -

inadequate.” DER classified the
1912 earthen dam as unsafe and
forced its owner, Greater Johns-
town Water Authority, to make $7
million in improvements.

Less than five years after the
corréctions were completed, the
water  authority nmow plans to
mothball the dam at the end of
1995 because its reservoir no long-
er meets federal drinking water

requirements. It will be kept as a’

reserve for industrial - water
supply, . said James Greco,
chairman of the water authority.
The water authority has not
been without concern for the safe-
ty of residents below the dam. In
1985, the authority petitioned the
state Department of Transporta-
tion to raise.a bridge below the

dam to prevent flooding. Flood
water from the dam spills into
fun, which flows beneath _
the bridge. In-a-heavy storm, the ~
~can discharge floodwaters
imes faster than the bridge.
stand and the authority is
worried [that homes could be

But PennDOT. engineers said
it's the authority’s responsibility
to fix the bridge because im-
proveme
problem, (On its own, -the bridge
ithstand more than a hun-

ear| flood, far exceeding
State requirements, according to
bridge engineer Bob Kunselman.

.The potential flooding problem
g the reasons the au-
thority offered to buy several
homes below the dam a few years

. ago. There were no takers, Barbin

said.
For 63-year-old Mineral Point
native Gary Reighard, the dam is
as much a|part of the fabric of the
community as its history of
floods. Dybhed the community’s
flood histqrian, Reighard ecan tell
generations of stories about the
dam and the village’s clashes with
disaster, .
“It’s pant of us,” Reighard said
with a smille. “People wonder how
we can sleep at night. No prob-
lem.” . ’

But one area dam has fallen into
disrepair since those inspections.
Bigby.Dam in southern Somerset
County has the worst inspection
record among the 26 high-hazard
dams in Somerset and Cambria
counties. Garrett Borough owns the
64-year-old dam on Bigby Run, but

. hasn’t had an engineer ‘inspect it

since 1988 — a violation of dam
safety laws.

State law mandates that an own-
er conduct an annual inspection to .
check for problems. A state inspec-
tor who made a site visit last year .
rated the dam's condition as poor
and reported that no maintenance
had been done for quite some time.

Garrett Borough Councilman Jay
Tucker said the town of 500 can’t
afford to keep up the dam, which
had been used for water supply and
recreation. Downstream residents
have raised concerns, but Tucker
remains confident the 1931 earthen
dam -will hold. Borough workers
check on the dam every couple of
months. ) :

“There ain’t no way it could flood
anything. ... Truthfully speaking, I
can't see nothing wrong with that
dam,” Tucker said. '

No repairs

But according to an inundation
map, a dam break would flood part
of Garrett and endanger lives. Inun-
dation maps highlight danger zones

~

where loss of life and severe prop-
erty damage are likely to occur.

In 1988, the state ordered Garrett
to drain the lake umtil it was re-
paired or breached. The outlet pipe
on n 1988, the state ordered Garrett
to drain the lake until it was re-
paired or breached. The outlet pipe
on the dam was clogged, so the bor-
ough had to pump out the water.
The dam was not repaired and the
reservoir filled back up.

“It's been full now for two o
three years,” Tucker said. ’

Despite seven years of violations,
the state has only warned the bor-
ough by letter. The state hasn't re-
ceived four years of inspection re-
ports for another local dam, Lake
Gloria Dam in Jenner Township, re-
cords show. Christian Camps of
Pittsburgh, the dam’s owner, said
its engineers inspected the dam
every year. Engineer Wally Law-
rence inspected the dam, but said

he did not send the reports to the

state as the law requires.

“We've never formally published
them; a lot of it had to do with
scheduling,” Lawrence said. -

In an April 1994 letter, DER-

asked Christian Camps if it wanted
to continue operating the dam. -
In late 1994, Lawrence said he
planned to forward the inspections
to the state. As of mid-March, the
state had still not received the over-
due inspections,- Dam Inspection

Chief Norm Batcheler said.

The dep ent now plans to get
toigh with dam owuers who fla-
grantly viplate safety laws, he said.
Owners like Lake Gloria will be
getting notices of violation, he said.

“That's the shot across the bow
before we [go in and drain the dam,”
Batcheler paid. .

‘Congress intervenes

The anntial inspections became a
requirement in 1978 after the Lau-
rel Run Dam failure prompted the

.state legislature to adopt stricter
safety guiglelines. Two more fatal
dam br occurred in other states
in 1976 and 1977. The disasters per-

- suaded Congress to fund a federal
dam inspeqtion program. . .

Federal pfficials analyzed the na-
tion's dams in the late 1970s and
early 19803. Those federal inspec-
tions emphasized spillways, the
part of a dam that carries away
floodwaters and prevents dams
from overfopping.' Earthen dams

‘with small spillways cause concern

because they erode and break when'

“water - podrs over 'their crests.
Analysts blamed undersized spill-
ways for bgth the Laurel Run Dam
‘failure and|the historic collapse of
South Fork Dam.- ’
Federal inspectors found that 21
‘area dams| had inadequate spill-
ways, meaning they couldn’t with-
stand the maximum rainfall ex-

gers

ergency plans, post required Wamings |

pected for the area — 381 inches
over 12 hours. .

The spillways on five of those
dams were “seriously inadequate,”

meaning they ‘could handle less - !

" than half the probable maximum
rainfall. Owners breached Mill-
creek Dam in Conemaugh Town-
ship, and the state ordered repairs

* on dams considered most unsafe.

Five dams — Lake Somerset,
Glendale, Dalton Run, North Fork
and Bigby Run — still have spill-

' . ways that do not meet state or fed-

eral standards. Bigby Dam is the
most deficient, able to dispense
only 50 percent of that ultimate
storm before overtopping.

No upgrades are planned for any
of the dams, . '

The state’s top dam official hasn’t
required. those improvements. The
probable ‘maximum  rainfall
amount, although based on statisti-
cal data and past experience, is so
extreme it could be a once-in-
500-year storm, Ellam said. :
. “The decision-maker can con-
«lude that- risk is something that
‘can be lived with,” he said. But an
official with the U.S. Army Corps of
Engineers, which handled the dam
inspections, said inadequate spill-
ways should not be ignored. .

“They should be analyzed further
and as time or money parmits, they
should be fixed,” said Phiiiip Brown
of the Corps’ Washington, D.C,
office. .

Phase two

The state says it's beginning to
look at some of the deficient spill-
ways. o )

- “It’s kind of like our phase two,”
-Batcheler said. Those- additional
dam upgrades will cost millions.
And dam owners already have
spent an estimated $150 million on
improvements since the 1978 safety
push, Batcheler said. The state is
about halfway through evaluating
the 284 dams that have inadequate
spillways, he said. - .

Some owners think-the state has
already gone overboard with its
dam safety regulations.. Christian
Camps of Pittsburgh had to spend

. $500,000 to upgrade Lake Gloria

.Dam, Rev. James Welch said. The
organization ..nearly rebuilt the

spillway, he said,
“It looks like Hoover Dam for a
40-acre lake. ... It cost us more to

- rebuild the dam than to buy the en-
tire property,” Welch said.

Just the emergency plans, which
average $5,000, can tax a small
owner without financial resources,

“I’s not cheap to own dams. They

are a hazard to the public,” said .

Bivins, whose federal dam safety
committee brings together national

. and state dam officials.

Local dam owners poured mil-
lions into improving dams on the
unsafe list. Saltlick Dam in East
Taylor Township received $7 mil-
lion worth of upgrades to its breast
and spillways. The Highland Sewer
& Water Authority spent $287,000 to
improve the spillways on the two
Bear Rock dams in Washington
Township, ! o

Safer than ever

Engineers still refuse to label any
dam “safe,” but they agree the safe-
ty factor has improved tremendous-
ly in the last 15 years. A state in-
spector now must review each high-
hazard dam once a year and owners
must have an engineer do an in-
depth annual inspection.

“There are more.eyes. out there
looking. We're looking -at these
dams more often,” Ellam said, i

Also guarding against disaster
are .more sophisticated weather
monitoring and the ability to broad-
cast emergency announcements
over every cable television station.

ing a lesson from the 1977
Johnstown flood, emergency man-
agers have improved communica-
tions systems.

A state order forced the Greater

Johnstown Water Authority to in-
stall a sophisticated warning sys-
tem on its dams. Electric sensors
can-detect high water levels and
send warnings via telephone lines to
a control center, Other owners have
more ' rudimentary warning sys-
terns, including having the dam ten-
der check a rain gauge or drop a
measuring stick into the spillway to
check the depth of water. :

Fear of the collapse of Indian
Lake and Lake Stonycreek dams,
which piggyback each other in Som-
erset County, compelled Hoovers-
ville residents to develop a siren

system to warn residents of dam
breaks, In the event of a dam |,
“failure, fire department sirens will ;
sound for eight minutes — a signal |

that means residents should evacu-
ate to higher ground, said Lohr, the
‘county’s top emergency official and
aHooversvilleresident. -

The system hasn’t been tested for
some time, said Lohr, who was a
volunteer fire department secre-
tary when the signal s§stem was de-
veloped about 15 years ago. The

Please see SAFETY. A7
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Inventory of dam
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Twenty-six dams in Cambria and
.Somerset counties hold back more than
36 billion gallons of water. Some of them
are nearly a century old.
- - Here's a rundown on the dams — who
" owns them, how much water they

- contain, when they were built and the

_status of their emergency plans.

"Bear Rock Dams, | and It

thority

Owner: Highland Sewer & Water Au- -

Glendale Dam '

Owner: Pa. Bureau of Parks
Location: White Township, Cambria
County, on Beaverdam Run stream
Built: 1960 '
- Emergency plan: Draft submitted in
1993, but not approved.
Capacity: 8.2 billion gallons

H‘ig‘hﬁbint Lake Dam -

Owner: Pa. Fish Commission .
Location: Elk Lick Township, Somer-

R

Capacity: 8 million gallons

wwi-Authority

Built: 1902

AN () R T

-1+ set County, on Sandy Run stream-
Built: 1931 )

<~ - Emergency plan: Last one writte
*"7:'1982; no new plan submitted,

(NSRS

Indian Lake Dam

Y Built: 1963

. 26 dams hold
) 36 billion gallc

’

Cambria County "

.cépacity: 37 million gallons
* Howell' Run Mountain Lake Dam
3 Ebensburg Owner: Edward Troll

A Owner: Indian Lake Borough
"~ Locatlon: Indian Lake Borough, Som-
¥ erset County, on Calendar Run stream

Lake Somerset Dam
-Owner: Pa. Fish Commission

Glendale Lake
. ;@ -\.Sanc'y B@

1993, but has not received state approval.
Capacity: 81 million gallons

Laurel Hill Lake Dam| -
Owner: Pa. Bureau of Parks .

7

§ ; ; on: ' hip, Som-’
- Location: Washington Township, set County, on Negro Glade Run stream torage Location: Somerset Township, So
; Cambria County, on Bear Rock Run Bullt: 1965 . . - erset County, on the west branch of
stream- _ Emergency plan: New plan sub- e Bear Rock I3nd I C°§ﬁ?|grle£§ )
Built: 1904 i L mitted in 19?3, but hag not rfecewed state ' -Martindale Emergency plan: Dratt submitted in 1
Emergency plan: Submitted in 1993, approval. 5 L) 93 buth t received approval
. ...but has not received state approval, Capacity: 1.2 billion gallons Johnstowi'&, 1593, but has not rece pprovaz.
Capacity: Bear Rocks I: 8 million . / ST Beaver Run Capacity: 43 million gallons
gallons; Bear Rocks IT: 30 million gallons  Hinckston Run Dam Daifon Run v N orfh Eork Dam
‘Beaverdam Run Dam cdwner: Manufacturer's Water N—a . » Lioydel Owner: Greater Johnstown Water
Owner: Highland Sewer & Water Au-  Location: East Taylor Reservoir ' Aulfl::zl::i%n: Conemaiigh Township,
‘ thority ‘Township, Cambria County, on Pigan - Somerset County, on the north fork of
; - Location; Summerhill Township, - Hinckston Run stream Lake Gloria ) » . BensCreek - ’ . :
| -Sambria County, on Beaverdam Run 2:1‘2:;36” pian: New plan N Quiemahoning Lake Gloria Dam Bulletoso L
! o : p L s Emergency plan: Dam-break analy-
- Built 1975 . submitted in 1994, but has not re- Ownor: Christian Camps of .0 200 e State approval, but a
{ -~ Emergency plan: Submittedin 193, cejved state approval. : ! Indian Lake Pittsburgh . new plan has not been submitted.
] -buthasnot received state approval. Capacity: 1.1 billion gallons - K0SerRyn o 0 ok Location: Jenner Township, b1 1 billion gallons
Capacity: 2.5 billion gallons ’ - : A ountain )e Somerset County, onf Beaverdam o o
) o s m urel! Hill Creeke '\‘B;,k Run stream i
y Bigan Dam H :“-’e" :::eu'; Da Lauat Hil La’k %’g e Somerset Built: 1958 C ; Que.mah:ﬂ::!:fg It)an:’ Water C
. 2 wner: kibensburg urel Hill Lake i i Emergency plan; Last writ- . _ewrner: acturer’s Water Co.
; D ooy Rummel orset  BOTOUER _ Somerset , LakeStonyereek 4o in 1982, Lecation: Quemahoning Township,
ocation: Paint lownship, Somers Location: Cambria - Capacity: 108 million gallons Soraerset County, on Quemahoning Creek
County, on Sandy Run stream Township, Cambria ) Built: 1912 ]
. Built: 1898 . 4o county, on Howell's Run Laurel Hill Creek Dam } Emergency plan: Draft submitted in
Emergency plan: State approvedits  stream Bigby Run ! - 1995, but not approved. : :
~ Dplanin1994. Built: 1964 . . ! Owner: Somerset Borough Municipal a acity: 12.1 billion gatlons
.72 Capacity: 18 million gallons Emergency plan: ‘ Authority hio. S P e
S i ‘ ) Draft submitted in 1994, . ) Location: Jefferson Township, Som- jck Dam
.~ Bigby’Run Dam butnot approved WLk Somerset County ) ersetComy,on Laweel illCree  SaltickPam
-~ Owner: Garrett Borou gh . Capacity: 431 million d Built: 1956 . Ownoer: Greater Johnstown Water
™ Location: Summit Township, Somer-  gallons ‘ Emergency plan: Draft submitted in  Authority

back more than
ons of water

Martindale Dam
Owner: Portage Water Authority
Location: Portage Township, Cam-

. bria County, on Trout Run stream’ .
Built:1909 ... .
Emergency plan: Draft submitted in 1

1993, but has not received state approv-
al . :

Location: East Taylor Township,
Cambria County, on Saltlick Run stream
Built: 1912
. Emergency plan: Dam-break analy-
sis has received state approval, but a -
new plan has not been submitted for re-

- Owner: Greater Johnstown Water

V- Emaergency plan: Draft submitted in
1994, but has'not received state approval.

Capacity: 6.3 billio_n gallons

Location: Somerset Township, Som-
erset County, east branch of Coxes Creek -
" Built: 1956 ! -

Emergency plan: Draft submitted in

1993, but has not received state approval.

Location: Middlecreek Township,
Somerset County, on Laurel Hill Creek

Built: 1938 :

Emergency plan: Draft submitted in

view. . 3
Capacity: 857 million gallons

Sandy Run Dam

... .Location: Conemaugh Township,
Somerset County, on Dalton Run stream

-~ - Emergency plan: Dam-bréak énaly-
iu..8is has received state approval, buta |
..-..new plan has not been submitted for re-

Capacity: 130 million gallons

Kooser Run Dam

.~ Bullt: 1959

Owner: Pa. Bureau of Parks |
Location: Jefferson Township, Som-
- erset County, on Kooser Run stream - -

. > Emergency plan: Draft subn

* 1992, but has not received state approval.
Capacity: 10 million gallons

.j't,te,diin ...opment Corp.

Built: 1960

. Capacity: 326 million gallons-
Lake Stonycreek D}ah{l -
Owner: Lake Stonycreek Devel-

. } o
“"Location: Stonycreek Township, .
Somerset County, on Rhoads Creek

(;apacity: 129
Lioydell Dam

tﬁorﬁy -
Location: Ada

1993, but has not received s

Owner: Highland Sewe

County, on south fork of the Conemaugh

te approval.
million gallons

& Water Au-

ms Township, Camﬁfia

Owner: Pa. Bureau of Parks '
Location: Reade Township, Cambria

" County, on Sandy Run stream

"Built: 1964 .

- Emergency plén: Draft submitted in
1993, but not approved.-, o

——rt

“Capacity: 19 million gatons .

Wilmore Dam

Ebensburg Storage Dam

Owner: Ebensburg Borough

Emergency plan: Draft submitted in
1994, but has not received state approval.

River
Built: 1906

Emergency plan: Draft plan was

Owner: Manufacturer’s Water Co.
Location: Summerhill Township.,

i Location: Ebensburg Borough, Cam-
.. bria County, on Howell's Run stream

1

Capacity: 652 million gallons

" Built: 1923

}.,...approval.
" Capacity: 30 million gallons

FINTH

Emergency plan: New plan sub-
".....mitted in 1994, but has not received state

submitted in 1993,
state approval.
Capacity: 207

but has not received

million gallons

Cambria County, on the north branch of -
the Little Conemaugh River

Built: 1908

Emergency plan: Draft submitted in
1995, but not approved.

Capacity: 1 billion gallons

o
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Continued from A6

.siren warning system was put in
“place before Indian Lake Borough
.corrected a problem with water
seeping through the dam, a serious
"warning sign. Neither Indian Lake
"nor Stonycreek dams has a flawless
- inspection record today.
;o After the most recent site visit,
state inspectors told Indian Lake
~Borough to remove the trees and
*brush from-the dam. Tree roots ean
.undermine the stability of an earth-
en dam and brush can hide seepage
.and other warning signs; according
/to’state dam officials. The borough
: hasresponded to all the recommen-
dations, said Indian Lake Borough

Manager Craig Matthews.
“I feel our dam is safe at this
point,” he said. >

At Lake Stonycreek Dam, a gate
used to release water from the res-
ervoir is rusty and probably in-
operable, according to a September
1994 state inspection report. Weed
growth was a problem and previous
recommendations hadn’t been fol-
lowed regarding concrete repairs.

. The Lake Stonycreek Develop--

foot-high dam, questions some of
the state’s criticisms, “They’re fin-
icky. ... They think one-foot-high

ment Corp.,, which owns the 30-

grass is dangerous,” corporation |

board member Terry St. Clair said.

Uninformed public

. The state has let owners slide on
another aspect of the dam safety
law: public notices.

. Dam owners have failed to in-
form the public by ignoring a state
law that requires them to post no-
tices abeut high-hazard dams at
unicipal buildings, police depart-
ments, tax collectors’ offices and
fire halls, The notices are réequired
for any municipality that could be
flooded by a dam break.

. While the law mandates more
than 323 public notices for dams in
Cambria and Somerset counties,
The Tribune-Democrat found only
13 when it checked the sites. Johns-

: townv City Hall should have public

notices for seven dams on its bul-
letin board. It has none. :

Richland Township's municipal
building should have notices on
three dams. It also has none.

East Conemaugh Borough didn't
have any of the four notices re-
quired for nearby Wilmore Dam,
.“We used to have one,” Borough
Secretary/Treasurer Kay Novitsky
said. “I don’t know what happened
to it. We remodeled.”

The public ought to be aware of
the dams and whether their com-
munity has emergency procedures,
said Brown, the eastern section
chief for the U.S. Army Corps of
Engineers. Public notices and other
awareness programs can accom-
plish that, he said. ;

Highland Sewer & Water Authori-
ty should have 65 notices posted for
its four dams. It has only two, one at
the Croyle Township municipal
building and another at the Croyle
police station.

Ed Englehart, Highland’s mana-
ger, said the authority put up the re-
quired notices when the law went
into effect, but hasn’t followed up
since.

“Certainly, it's the law and

there’s no way around it. You tend )

to forget about it,” he said.

Seven dam owners in Cambria
and Semerset counties have posted
no notices. Seven others have only a
iraction of the number required by

aw.

Pennsylvania’s law intended the
public notices to inform residents
where they can review the dams'
emergency plans. Those emergency
plans are critical, experts said.

Awareness needed

The public should not be left in
the dark about dam safety, said
dam expert Tschantz. -

“There needs to be a level of
awareness and public education,”.
said Tschantz, a civil engineering
professor at the University of Ten-
nessee, . B
. While state records say the no-
tices are in place, the chief of dam
safety acknowledged that few own-
ers follow the law. State inspectors
don’t enforce the posting rule.

“T'd only be surprised if you found

Be prepa

' By DEBRA S. MOFFITT

THE TRIBUNE-DEMOCRAT

Residents here should know

longings. Move quickly.

additional dangers.
‘Plan ahead

planning should consider elderly

Management Agency.

Flooding and dam breaks are far from hypo-
thetical occurrences in the Johnstown region.

themselves and their families, said Johnstown’s
emergency management director, John Deardorff.
There are only a few simple rules:'
M Heed police and fire officials when they or-
der an evacuation. Do not waste time packing he-

B Get to high ground and steer clear of routes
over rivers and streams. Pre-plan alternate routes.

B Do not return home until police and fire offi-
cials allow it. Gas lines and power lines could create

Households should consider what they would do
if ordered to leave because of flooding or other
public safety hazards, Deardorff said. That pre-

neighbors, who could need assistance, "

The City of Johnstown has done its part by
drafting emergency procedures and having a com-
mand center at the ready, Deardorff said. The pub-
lic's small effort would smooth evacuations in a
tense, emergency situation, he said. ;

. Public awareness is a necessity, said William
Bivins, who heads the Interagency Committee on
Dam Safety created by the Federal Emergency

H

how to protect

I;ed for the worst.

Emergency management director

“We have to

realize what

happened in ’77.

Don’t|look out and

see a big river wall
" and think you’re

safe.”

John Deardorf{,

“I{ one lives

some thought proces: zhout what hanpex. i & flood
... If you live downsiream from :. ¢am, 2nd, God
forbid, something happens, you're not going to have
imuch time,” he said. ) .
Tanneryville residents
1977, when the Laurel Run Da collapsed and killed
39. Pennsylvania didn’t req ;
and the nearby residents knew little about the

or handicapped

.101-million-gallon

without a plan.”

No warnings came; no one ordéred an evacuation.

“We have to realize what happened in 77. Don't
look out and see a-big river
safe,” Deardorff said. “We have to be aware of those
things and all we have to do i$ have a simple plan.
... Responsible people should

near a river, hopefully there’s

ed that reality in
e emergency plans

reservoir in their neighborhood.

all and think you're

not be caught short

any,” Ellam said, quéstioning the
usefulness of public notices. Posters
don't make-dams any safer, he said.

Although Pennsylvania has nine
unsafe dams, a backlog of emergen-
cy plans and some unresponsive
owners, its dam safety program
gets high marks nationally. Only
California spends more money and
has more employees working on
dams, “(Pennsylvania) is certainly
in the top end,” said Iarossi of the
Association of State Dam Safety
Officials.

The commonwealth has spent
$1.35 million on dam. safety this
fiscal year and Gov. Tom Ridge
proposes to keep the funding steady

in his 1995-96 budget.

The nation still has 1,300 unsafe
dams and many states have over-
burdened dam safety departments,
Iarossi said. '

“The number of unsafe dams, to
me, is frightening,” he said.

And only one-third of the nation’s
10,398 high-hazard dams have
emergency action plans, according
to the association. State and federal

-governments fail to see dams as a

vital part of the infrastructure, like
roads and bridges, Iarossi said.
Dams aré aging, deteriorating and
giving way. -

“There are failures every year,”
said Lori Spragens, executive di-

rector of the Association of State
Dam Safety|Officials.

The assopiation recorded more
than 200 failures last year, many
during floods in Georgia in the sum-
mer. No deaths were attributed to
those dam breaks, she said. But sev-
eral years dgo in North Carolina, a
dam break| inundated a roadway
bridge and qaught a family who was
driving acrass it. One child died.

No disasters, no dollars
The Laurel Run Dam was among

the trio of dam disasters that
" sparked state and federal dam safe-

ty legislation in 1978. First, the
mammoth Wetou Dam in Idaho col-

lapsed, killing 11 people in 1976.
Then, the Laurel Run Dam
breached in July 1977. Four months
later, another dam break killed 39
people in then-President Jimmy
Carter’s home state. Bible college
students and. staff died when
Toccoa Falls Dam broke in Kelly
Barnes, Ga. .
“(The Laurel Run Dam break)
and Teton and Kelly Barnes were
the kick in the pants everybody
needed,” said Marty McCann, direc-
tor of Stanford University's Nation-

. al Dam Performance Program.

Congress had passed dam safety
legislation calling for inspections in
1972, following a dam break in Buf-
falo Creek, W.Va., that killed 125
people. But the 1972 legislation nev-
er received funding. Echoing what
happened in 1972, Congress passed

additional dam safety legislation -

nine years ago, but it has not re-
ceived full funding. Only -$500,000
per year has been authorized to
keep an inventory of the nation’s
75,000dams, - . :

The rest of the National Dam
Safety Program would provide $13
million a year in matching grants
for states to improve their dam
safety departments; $500,000 to
start a national dam inspector
training program; and $2 million
for dam safety research of which
there is little, said Iarossi, who tes-
tified for the legislation last sum-
mer on behalf of the national Asso-
ciation of State Dam Safety
Officials. '

The association hopes to present
its case to the new Republican Con-
gress this year. U.S. Rep. Bud
Shuster, R-Everett, chairs the Com-
mittee on Transportation and
Infrastructure, which is essential to
the legislation’s passage.

One of Shuster’s aides said fund-
ing is unlikely at a time when Re-.
publicans are focused on cutting the
federal budget.

Seventeen years have passed
without a headline-grabbing dam
disaster. The absence of tragedy
has pushed dam safety off national
and state agendas. .

“The clock is tickink. We're going
to get some more failures,” Iarossi
said. “We don’t want to wait until
we have one.” -

o




North Fork Dam

- set counties. Its ear

struction and age make it vulnera-

ble to the problems

South Fork Dam disaster in 1889 .

and the Laurel Run
1977.

North Fork, built

owned by the Great
Water Authority.

Staie.regu]ators require dam
owners to create maps showing

danger zones — are

could be numerous deaths and inju-
ries and severe property damage in
the event of a dam break. The inun-
dation map for North Fork shows
six municipalities would be
affected if the dam failed. )
Recent state inspection reports found North Fork Dam in good
shape, noting only th
dam’s spillway — th

not handle the maxj

A federal inspection in 1978 found the spillway could handle 73 per-

cent of the “probabl

earthen dams because excessive rain can fill up a reservoir and spill over

the crest
collapse.

of the dam

Here is a look at whe!
the North Fork Dam were

Township is representative of many
of the dams in Cambria and Somer-

billion gallons of water and is

fd e tana. .
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at some concrete should be patched. However, the
e part of a dam that carries away flood waters — can-
mum rainfall expected for the region.

e maximum flood.” Inadequate spillways imperil

. Overtopping is one of the mainreasons earthen dams

re there could be deaths and

property damage if
to collapse, ) '

North Fork Da
Built: 1930 -

‘ Residential Areas

Owner: Greater Johnstown Water Authority

Capacity: 1.1 billion
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Demand, impiemént
dam evacuation plans

and public reaction to dam safe-
ty precautions: apathy and neg-
ligence.

Two words best describe official

~ Since 1978 — the year after the

Laurel Run Dam broke during a vio-
lent summer rainstorm and snuffed
out the lives of 39 people — the law

has required up-to-date emergency

plans for every
dam in.the state.
Very - few such
plans exist, and
even fewer have
been tested.

Records show
that the 39 Tanne-
ryville  residents
need not have per-
ished, There were
numerous inspec-

L R
- Proper planning and
dumb luck can save
lives. Which would
you want to depend
on if and whgn your - its 12.1" billion
life is on the line?

have changed.

State law singled out dam owners
to prepare and submit the emergency
plans. That is a mistake. It should be
done by somebody with emergency
management experience, and no per-
sonal interest except saving lives and
property. And because the inun-
dation area — the flood plain threat-
ened if a dam
gives way —
sometimes affects
two . counties, it
should have re-
gional supervision.

If the Quema-
honing Dam with

gallons of water
“ were to burst, it
would have dire

tion reports indi- :

cating how unsafe that dam really
was, but they were ignored. The state
knew it, the dam’s owner knew it,
dam-safety engineers knew it — and
yet an abnormally heavy rainfall
caused the dam to overflow and
breach, without any corrective action
having been taken.

An act of God? Only that more
people did not perish. The escape of
some Tanneryville residents that
night in July 1977 was nothing_short
of miraculous. '

Thirty-nine lives. What a tragedy,

"but one could say some good may,.

- have come from it if people learned a
lesson and made sure that the re-
maining dams are safely built and
safely maintained. It has not hap-
pened. One could say some good may
have come from it if those who live
in the shadow of dams would realize
their danger and demand emergency
plans that would give them some
grasp on survival if the dam above
them let go. It has not happened, ei-
ther. : '

Are we too stupid to learn? Are
we too calloused to a hazard we have
lived with to be concerned?

“I've lived here all my life and-

the-dam has been here all that time
without hurting anything,” is a com-
mon reaction.

People fail to realize there is a
ticking time bomb in their laps. They
fail to realize that the fact that the

dam has been there “all those years'™

is reason for additional concern.
Most dams have a given life expec-
tancy — some say 50 to 100 years —
and many of our area dams already
are existing on borrowed time.

What about the emergency plans
required by state law? There are few
or none that will do any good, few or
none that are in the hands of the
emergency personnel who would
have to implement them, precious
few of those plans that were prepared
that have been approved by the state.

Emergency plans for 11 dams in
-Cambria and Somerset counties were
submitted to the state in 1993 and
one in 1992, and still are awaiting re-
view and approval. By the time that
happens, they will be outdated.
Personnel, addresses, telephone num-
bers and demographic conditions will

effects not only on

Somerset County communities such

as Hollsopple, Seanor, Krings and
Benscreek, but on Riverside, Fern-
dale and the City of Johnstown as
well. The same threat holds for the
North Fork and Dalton Run dams,
both also in Somerset County. Emer-
gency plans must not be structured or
limited by county lines.

Those who have to put the plans
into operation must know what they
are to do and where they must be —
police, fire companies; ambulance
services and other emergency serv-

_ices. Evacuation. routes must be de- :
‘termined-and tested in advance, and -

the affected public must know those

-routes, as well as other procedures

that could save lives in a catastrophe.
Shelters must be identified.
Emergency plans should be tested

- and practiced. A mock disaster drill

was scheduled today to practice re-
sponse to a severe storm. This is
great. When has a dam-break disaster
drill been held? Never. Yet the odds
on a life-threatening dam rupture
here are more likely than on a life-
threatening tornado.

A dual monitoring system must
be established for every dam, along
with a workable warning and alarm
system. Automatic warning devices
should be used, to sound a signal
when the water reaches a potentially
dangerous level. In addition, human
monitors who are not employed by
the dam owners should do on-site
inspections during and after any
heavy downpour. I

In the 1977 flood, who went to
the dams? Nobody.

Who said, “This is a hard rain
and ['d better check the dams?”’ No-
body.

And 39 people died needlessly.
We must change our thinking about
the dams,

Whatever is established, it must

supercede dam ownership. Owners
should not make the decision on
when, who and how to evacuate. We
can’t depend on-water authorities or
private owners to make the decisions.

Two things save lives in times of
disasters: Proper planning and dumb
luck. Which do you want to depend
upon if and when your life is on the
line? "

“totally unscriptural.

HEAdERS’ FORUM
»

Don’t deprive elderly
of what they’ve earned

I find very upsetting the Republi-
can proposals to cut programs for the
needy. Now they have the nerve to try
and cut Meldicare and Social Security. .

These congressmen “work’ a few
years in offlice, then get cushy pensions .
and benefits. Let them work 30-40
years in the mills, mines, etc., and then
they would garn a pension.

It’s a disgrace to try and cheat the
elderly 0ut|0f money they worked all
their lives to earn. These are the people
who fought ‘wars and depression eras to
make this country great.

Instead of closing bases in the us,, -
they should‘ close ones overseas where
we aren’t needed nor wanted. Let us
keep the jotl)s here where they can help
our economy, not in Germany, Turkey,
etc. We're going to give Noith Korea
billions of | dpllars. Excuse' me, but
aren’t they [the ones who killed thou-
sands of American soldiers?

We pay’ $16 million a morith for
Cubans who entered the country as

visitors, then stayed to seek asylum.

" Some $2 billion and lives lost in Soma-

lia in two years, then we pull out, em-
barrassed we couldn’t solve their prob-
lems.

I say it's time Congress '‘wakes up
and helps the. people in our country.

. We are the gnes who elected them. Our
" needy and eldgrly aré more important -

than foreigners. .

I'am a registered Republican, but I
vote for the best candidates.

Why doesn’t Congress pass a bill
that allows tlts members to gei Social
Security only after age 65, like the rest
of America?

James T. Ensley
Johnstown

Novenas to Joseph

‘totally unscriptural

I am grqteful to Carol Lee for her
letter concerping the published prayers
(“We don’t have to pay to have prayers
heard,” MarIch 12). We came back to

-Johnstown six years ago and I've been

waiting all this time for someone to do

“this. |

It reminded me of something else

"that nceds‘ to be addressed: the

novenas, prayers to Joseph, the Infapt
of Prague,| etc. As a born-again
Christian, 1 know this isn’t right and I

am disturbed that the Roman Catholic .

Church is instructing masses of people
to go to Joseph and others when this is

Orthodox Christianity teaches that ..
Jesus Christi was God. in the flesh.

- When Jesus [speaks, His word is law.

He will not kowtow to any man or reli-
gious organization. The buck stops
with Him.

B.L. Sheeder
Johnstown R.D. 6

NAACP will continue
to fight for all of us

I was appalled at the news of an in-
crease in the|number of hate crimes. It
is hard to believe that a person today
still has to face the wrath of someone’s

-

3 How do you feel about the state Game Commission’s proposél to raise hunting tees, including that of a feaident adult

s ¥/21 /98

Aclenet at Homlek's Sparting Goeds Ine | Cambrin City/fy Dpnnin Banko
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