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TAMPA — Hillsborough County commissioners asked an important question after the 

region was drenched by three weeks of record rainfall: 

Is the county ready for the big one? 

"I consider this a dress rehearsal — a huge dress rehearsal," Commissioner Sandy 

Murman said. "If we had had wind, this really would have been a tough situation." 

Commissioners were briefed Wednesday on the county government's response. Officials 

estimated that county property and infrastructure suffered between $250,000 to 

$500,000 of damage. The deluge left three of the four county water-treatment plants at 

capacity. Some wastewater spilled out after 2 feet of rain fell on the county over a 21-day 

period. Roughly 12,000 sandbags were dispersed to residents. 

And though it was the most rain to fall in Hillsborough County in more than a century, 

there was a general sense that the worst is yet to come. That's because the Tampa Bay 

region hasn't suffered a direct hit from a hurricane since 1921. 

"It's not if," Commissioner Les Miller, "but when." 

The record-setting rain tested the capacity of local infrastructure and the patience of 

commissioners, several of whom criticized other regional players from the dais. 

Murman singled out Pinellas County for actions she said have caused "excessive 

flooding" in Odessa and called for officials from both counties to move quickly. 

http://www.tampabay.com/writers/steve-contorno
http://www.tampabay.com/writers/steve-contorno


In 2014, Pinellas settled a lawsuit with several Odessa residents who claimed that the 

county owned a lake near their homes that consistently flooded their properties. It 

remains a contentious issue in north Hillsborough County. 

"We need to call out Pinellas County on some of these issues because this is affecting 

people's properties, their quality of life," Murman said. "People can't get in their homes. 

They can't get out of their homes." 

Miller questioned whether Tampa was doing its part to ensure its systems that feed into 

county infrastructure were up to snuff. 

Miller said that the city has not stepped up to "the plate." 

"How close were we to the point that it would have failed?" Miller asked. "And I'm 

asking that question because I think the county pumps did their part, but I think that we 

are lacking on the city side." 

Mayor Bob Buckhorn took issue with Miller's assessment. 

"I'm sure their observations from their armchairs were neither accurate nor helpful," 

Buckhorn told the Tampa Bay Times. "This was a historic amount of rainfall over a 

historic amount of time and by all accounts it was handled considerably well." 

Later this month, Tampa will consider raising its stormwater fee from $36 to $180 a 

year for homeowners to address aging pipes and infrastructure. Likewise, Hillsborough 

County raised its annual fee from $12 to $30. 

While the timing of those rate hikes were not intended to coincide with record rainfall, it 

did shed light on the need for those improvements. County Administrator Mike Merrill 

told commissioners it will "make a big difference," though he added "it won't fix 

everything." 

Commissioner Kevin Beckner asked staff to identify the areas that experienced the most 

flooding and use that to prioritize the new projects. 

The storm, Merrill said, is "giving us an opportunity without a complete disaster to go 

back and look at what we can do better. 
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