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How to handle flood waters with Hank Lüce Ph.D.
Hurricane Sandy made landfall in New Jersey just over 2
years ago and Dr. Lüce wants to take this moment to talk
about his own personal research about flooding on east
coast barrier islands. Much of the U.S. east coast shoreline
consists of a sliver of sand dividing the salty Atlantic Ocean
to the east and salty / brackish “back bay” water to the
west. (As a side note, many east coast boaters know these
back bay waters as part of the Intracoastal Waterway that
stretches from Manasquan Inlet, NJ to Brownsville, TX.)
Living on these barrier islands means learning to live with
flood waters, but Dr. Lüceʼs research has confirmed that
some flood waters are better than others.

The research was conducted during a torrential rainstorm
and flooding event in Sea Isle City, NJ on 12 August 2012
(2 months before Hurricane Sandy) to answer an important
question—can we drive through this water to the nearest
pizza place to get a slice without ruining our cars? As the
rain began, the floodwaters appeared to come out of the
storm drains that connect directly with the ocean and back
bay. The arm-chair scientists gathered on their front porches
proclaimed this water was from the bay and the salt in this
water would ruin your car if you drove through it. Dr. Lüce
was not convinced.

Sample bottles were obtained from the cup holder of
Dr. Lüceʼs 2007 Honda Element, rinsed copiously with
flood waters 6 times, and tested for salinity at a prestigious
Ivy League university. For reference, rainwater is “fresh
water” and will have a salinity of 0, while seawater will
have a salinity of 35 practical salinity units.

The results from the flood waters were robust and
unambiguous: salinity in all samples throughout the flood
cycle was 0 PSU. This indicates that 100% of the flood
water was from precipitation. There was no bias for sample
bottles that previously contained Gatorade (the OG green
kind) and if there was contamination, it would be expected
to bias the results to higher salinity (those “electrolytes”
increase salinity).
However, these test results came too late for Dr. Lüce and
his pizza-hungry friends. Although as is seen in the photos,
some were able to obtain some liquid sustenance…

