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Purpose: 
 
The purpose of this report is to recommend actions and policies for the Town of 
Bristol to minimize the social and economic loss or hardships resulting from 
hazardous events. The Town and the Bristol Hazard Mitigation Committee realize 
that successful hazard mitigation is an ongoing process that requires 
implementation, evaluation, and updated revisions to this report. It is intended 
that this report and the ongoing efforts of the Local Hazard Mitigation Committee 
will preserve and enhance the quality of life, property, and resources for the 
Town of Bristol. 
 
 
This document will be available electronically on www.state.ri.us/riema  and on the 
Town of Bristol web site at www.bristolri.us upon approval. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Cover Photo of Hurricane Bob 1991 Courtesy of NOAA 

http://www.state.ri.us/riema
http://www.bristolri.us/
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Chapter 1 
Introduction to Hazard Mitigation in Bristol, Rhode Island 

 
 

 
Section 1.1 What Hazard Mitigation Can Do for Bristol 
 
Bristol has an Emergency Response Plan, so hasnôt the Town already mitigated 
hazards?   ï A common question that arises when the topic of ñHazard 
Mitigationò is introduced at a community-wide scale.  While hazard mitigation is 
by no means a new concept to Bristol, this plan is intended for a wide audience 
of residents, businesspeople, governing boards, and agency officials; so the text 
shall make a brief distinction between emergency response and hazard 
mitigation.  
 

We plan for emergency response  in order to react efficiently during a 
hazardous event, such as a hurricane, flood, or blizzard.  

 
Conversely, we pursue hazard mitigation  in order to decrease the 
demand for emergency response and to protect community resources that 
even the best response could not safeguard.  

 
In answering the call of past emergencies, we as a town have learned about 
where we are vulnerable and when we are unable to defy risk and still react with 
success.  These lessons are combined with technical knowledge of our 
landscape, as well as ocean and weather patterns, to create scenarios ïor 
plausible stories ïof disastrous outcomes.  Hazard mitigation is the effort to 
intervene in those storylines of mayhem and calm the tenor of unwanted 
suspense.  

_________________________ 
 
In pursuit of a unified effort by a well-informed and conversant public, the terms 
ñDisaster Resistanceò and ñHazard Resilienceò also warrant clarification.  
 

Disaster resistance is the general avoidance of massive and unwelcome 
impacts, including deaths and material losses, as well as the social and 
economic havoc that tends to accompany it.  Disaster resistance is the 
central goal of hazard mitigation.  

 
Hazard resilience is the ability of an at-risk structure or municipal system 
to confront and withstand the brunt of a hazard.  Improved resilience, 
achieved through retrofitting and code enforcement, is  one method  of 
increasing disaster resistance. 

 
There are several approaches to disaster resistance, but common threads 
persist: each requires money, time commitments, and a degree of openness to 
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change.  So, what is our incentive?  Why should we dedicate resources to 
hazard mitigation and moreover, why should we question some of our decisions 
and habits?  
 
The following list  does not  imply a likelihood of risk with reference to Bristol, but 
instead, sets forth the types of damages and expenses endured time and again 
by communities facing hazards similar to our own. 
 
 

LOSSES  ASSOCIATED  WITH  INACTION 
 

Initial Damages 
 

Ç Casualties including residents, tourists, rescue personnel, pets, and 
livestock 

 
Ç Infrastructure damage and prolonged interruption of utility services  

 
Ç Temporary and permanent business closings  

 
Ç Damage to invaluable historic structures  

 
Ç Loss of vital government records and documents  

 
Ç Loss of personal property including items of irreplaceable sentiment 

 
 

Expenses and After-Effects 
 

Ç Emergency response costs, such as triage supplies 
 

Ç Facility and infrastructure repairs 
 

Ç Debris and contamination cleanup  
 

Ç Depreciated real estate values  
 

Ç Lost wages and sales tax revenue  
 

Ç Reluctance of new business starts 
 

Ç Permanent environmental damage via secondary ñtechnologicalò hazards  
 

Ç Home rebuilding costs and homeowner relocation costs 
 
While prevention of unwanted outcomes is sufficiently compelling, it is also nice 
to know that some mitigation activities can produce benefits for the community 
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that are felt immediately or that are related to other social, economic, and 
environmental goals. Proponents often champion hazard mitigation in light of  
ñsimultaneous gains,ò as opportunities for multi-objective expenditures and fiscal 
prudence.  
 
 

GAINS  ASSOCIATED  WITH  MITIGATION  ACTIVITIES 
 

Foremost Benefits 
 

Ç Defense of human life and health  
 

Ç Protection of municipal (tax-payer) investments 
 

Ç Stability of local economy 
 
 

Furthering Other Community Goals in Unison 
 

Ç Conservation of natural lands and enhanced recreational opportunities  
 

Ç Reduced government overhead for response and recovery personnel/ 
equipment  

 
Ç Incorporation of more durable, higher efficiency, or ñbest of breedò 

technologies  
 

Ç Attraction and retention of businesses through hazard-safe facilities  
 

Ç Appreciation of land values via market capitalization of hazard resilience  
 

Ç Compliance with Americans with Disabilities Act  
 

Ç Historic preservation 
 

Ç Brownfields redevelopment 
 

Ç Urban beautification 
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Section 1.2 Bristolôs Mission Statement 
 
The purpose of the Bristol Hazard Mitigation Plan is to preserve and enhance the 
quality of life, property, and resources for the residents of Bristol by: 

 Identifying areas at risk from natural hazards; and, 

 Implementing priority hazard mitigation actions in order to protect the 
Townôs residents, built environment, historic, cultural, economic and 
natural resources. 

 
 
 
Section 1.3 Goals  
 
The goals of the Bristol Hazard Mitigation Plan are to: 
 

1. Protect the public health, safety and welfare 
2.  Reduce property damages caused by hazard impact; 
3. Minimize social dislocation and distress; 
4. Reduce economic losses and minimize disruption to local businesses; 
5. Protect the ongoing operations of critical facilities; 
6. Reduce the dependence and need for disaster assistance funding after 

disasters; 
7. Expedite recovery disaster mitigation efforts during the recovery phase; 
8. Provide an ongoing forum for the education and awareness of natural 

hazard mitigation issues, programs, policies, and projects. 
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Section 1.4 Planning Process  
 
The following describes the planning process for this original Local Hazard 
Mitigation Plan.  Although this plan has been in process over a period of time, it 
is noted that this is an original local hazard mitigation plan, and not an update,  
since it had never been approved by FEMA.   
 
The Town Administrator appointed a 9-member Bristol Hazard Mitigation 
Committee  who provided input to the plan preparation.   Although the project 
was completed by the group as a whole, the Director of Community Development 
led the Committee.   The Committee solicited historical information from 
residents though the local newspaper, The Bristol Phoenix, who ran an article on 
the planning process.   After the draft plan was completed, the Bristol Planning 
Board reviewed and adopted same at a public meeting on February 5, 2003.   
The plan was revised to address the comments of the Planning Board and then 
submitted to the Town Council.  The Town Council held a public hearing on the 
plan and adopted same on March 12, 2003.  Copies of the hearing notice and 
minutes from the Planning Board and Town Council are included in Appendix A 
of this document. 
 
Upon adoption by the Town in 2003, the Hazard Mitigation Plan was forwarded to 
the Rhode Island Emergency Management Agency (RIEMA) and then the 
Federal Emergency Management Agency (FEMA) for review.   
 
Review comments were received from FEMA indicating that the action items 
needed to be refined and prioritized.   In amending the plan to satisfy the FEMA 
comments, the Committee revised the plan in recognition of the FEMA Local 
Multi-Hazard Planning Guidance  of July 2008,  including addressing repetitive 
loss structures, description of Bristolôs participation in the NFIP and identifying, 
analyzing, and prioritizing actions related to continued compliance with the NFIP.   
 
FEMA reviewed the revised 2009 plan and forwarded comments back to the 
Town just prior to the March 2010 storm event.  During subsequent review 
meetings with FEMA, the Town was asked to review the plan in consideration of 
the recent March 2010 flooding to see if any actions to address damages from 
that flooding event needed  to be added to the list of action items.  The Bristol 
Hazard Mitigation Committee reviewed the document and met on June 11, 2010.  
The plan was revised and amended to reflect the March 2010 storm and new 
Mitigation Actions were added.  Local businesses that were impacted, such as 
the Bristol County Medical Center, which experienced significant impact from 
sewage backup, were also asked to review and provide any new suggestions 
they may have for hazard mitigation.   The planning process reviewed town 
plans, programs, regulations and policy reports and corss referenced and 
incorporated in this Plan the relevant sections.   
 
This revised plan (June 2010) has also been forwarded to the neighboring towns 
of Warren and Portsmouth, as well as, Roger Williams University in Bristol.  The 
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draft document was made available for public review on the Town of Bristol web 
page and presented for public comment at a Town Council meeting.  This plan 
was prepared by the Town of Bristol Community Development Office and the 
Bristol Hazard Mitigation Committee with input from members of the Town 
Council, reviewers of the draft plan, and town citizens.   Comments received 
were  incorporated in the final document as appropriate.   
 
The 2010 revised plan will be presented to the State RIEMA and FEMA for 
preliminary approval.  Upon receipt of preliminary approval, the Town will hold a 
public hearing to allow the public an opportunity for additional comments.  
Following this hearing, the Town Council is prepared to formally adopt the 
revised plan, through a resolution of the Town Council,  in order to receive final 
approval.    
 
It is the intention of the Bristol Hazard Mitigation Committee that The Bristol 
Hazard Mitigation Plan (BHMP) be an available and pertinent source of 
information to a wide variety of individuals and interests.  The plan also has a 
specific and pragmatic function.  By identifying and prioritizing local mitigation 
needs, the plan has already served, and will continue to serve, as a  basis for 
amendments  to local policies and regulations.  The plan will be adopted by the 
Town of Bristol upon receipt of preliminary approval from the RIEMA and the 
FEMA.  
 
In September 2008 The Town of Bristol updated the Comprehensive Community 
Plan which was drafted by the 60-member Comprehensive Plan Public Advisory 
Committee.   Many of the policies and action items from this Hazard Mitigation 
Plan have already been incorporated into the updated Comprehensive Plan.    
The Comprehensive Plan will be amended as necessary to comply with the 
provisions of this  mitigation plan once adopted. (see Section 3.3).  
 
 As the BHMP is implemented, additional regulations and steering documents 
may be subject to compliance. Likewise, the routines of some government 
departments and related agencies may be adjusted to reflect the aspirations of 
the plan.  On relevant matters, the plan can serve as a  budgetary and 
administrative guide  to decision-making entities, such as the Town Administrator 
and Town Council. 
 

_________________________ 
 
 
For Bristol, like most towns, costly mitigation projects are an impracticable luxury 
in the absence of external funding.  Thus, the preparation of this hazard 
mitigation plan is closely tied to the pursuit of financial assistance.  The Hazard 
Mitigation Grant Program, or ñThe 404 Program,ò of the Federal Emergency 
Management Agency (FEMA) is the primary vehicle.    Based on State priorities 
and available funds, the RI SHMC will conduct preliminary eligibility review of 
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projects submitted by Bristol for funding.  The State will serve as a grant 
manager for projects ultimately approved by FEMA.   
 
Projects commonly receiving funds include: 
  

(1) Acquisition and relocation of repetitively damaged structures, 
(2) Retrofitting of vulnerable structures, 
(3) Construction of minor flood controls, and  
(4) Development of an official local hazard mitigation plan.  

 
 
State authorities will incorporate information compiled in this document into the 
State Hazard Mitigation Plan, to strengthen the statewide knowledge and idea-
base for mitigation planning.  Appendix B describes other resources for technical 
and financial assistance.  A well-prepared and locally adopted plan can 
demonstrate understanding and commitment, two important variables when vying 
for limited, high-demand resources. 
 
 

 
 



 

Town of Bristol Hazard Mitigation Plan   Page 14 of 55 
Revised June 2009 
Revised June 2010 per FEMA review 

CHAPTER 2 HAZARD RISK ASSESSMENT 
 
 

Section 2.1  Risk and Vulnerability Overview 
 

As indicated in the mission statement, the purpose of this plan is to determine 
which areas of the Town may be affected by natural hazards, how likely it is that 
a given hazard may occur and how intense the hazard might be. 
 
For each of the areas identified as vulnerable to a natural hazard, the Bristol 
LHMC examined the Townôs risk from the hazard including the primary problem 
or effect.  The result of this process was the preparation of a Risk Assessment 
Matrix that lists the vulnerable areas and the primary effects from an event on 
these areas.  The matrix was then used to establish mitigation benefits and 
develop  mitigation strategies.  The LHMC utilized municipal records, local 
knowledge and historical accounts to formulate the matrix. 
 
Bristol is a peninsula jutting into Narragansett Bay with 41 miles of coastline 
making it  susceptible to wind and tides on three sides.   Historically, Bristol has 
sustained damage from flooding and high winds associated with hurricanes, 
norôeasters and heavy rains. According to FEMA, between 1978 and 2002, 
Bristol had 83 claims totaling $571,416. 
 
However, this strategy addresses multiple natural hazards, even those assessed 
with low probability. 
 
 
2.2  Development Trends  
 
Residential Development Trends 
As of the 2000 census, Bristol has a population of 22,469 with 8,705 residential 
dwellings.  The number of housing units increased 9.4% over the 1990 census.  
Historically the Town issues approximately 50 building permits per year, although 
82 and 83 permits were issued in 2002 and 2003 respectively.  All but a handful 
of building permits issued in recent years have been for single-family dwellings.  
Population increased 3.9% between 1990 and 2000, while the number of 
households increased 12.4%.  The off-campus student population of Roger 
Williams University also contributes to the number of households.  Of the total 
residential units, 66% are renter occupied units and 34% are owner occupied.  
The majority of housing units in Bristol are single-unit detached (i.e. a typical 
single-family home); however, there are a number of 2-3-and 4 unit structures.   .   
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Commercial and Industrial Development Trends 

Buildings in town can be categorized as follows:  70% residential; 20% 
commercial; and 10% industrial.   Bristol has a historic waterfront 
downtown comprised of mixed use commercial and residential buildings 

In the past decade, new commercial development has been constructed on 
vacant land in Bristol or occurred through redevelopment, reuse or additions to 
existing commercial buildings.  The newest addition includes Walgreens on 
Metacom Avenue which was significant because it includes a connector road 
between Gooding Avenue and Stop and Shop. 

A large downtown redevelopment project, the former Belvedere Hotel is being 
redeveloped into mixed-use condominiums.  In addition, buildings for boat 
building industries have been developed  in the East Bay  Industrial Park and 
buildings for similar Marine Trade industries have been developed off Franklin 
Street.   

Over the past 10 years, approximately 350,000 square feet of industrial 
development has occurred in the East Bay Industrial Park and other industrial 
areas. 

Rehabilitation plans for the former Fulflex site at Buttonwood and Franklin Streets 
is in process.  The proposal is to reuse this site for manufacturing with the 
construction of new industrial buildings. 

.  

Roger Williams University Development 

Roger Williams University has continued to expand on their campus at Ferry 
Road and Metacom Avenue under the Educational Institutional Master Plan 
process.  Recent improvements include:  new dormitory buildings, parking 
structure, main entrance gate house, student union, addition on architecture 
building, addition on gymnasium, new classrooms, admissions building, natural 
and marine sciences building, and a water tower.  It is noted that the Universityôs 
vision for the campus is to keep it pedestrian oriented with walkways and green 
space through the center of campus keeping parking lots on the north and south 
edges. 

Natural Historical  and Cultural Resource Trends 

The Townôs commitment to open space preservation has led to the preservation 
of approximately 200 acres of land over the last 10 years.  Preservation of the 
Mount Home Farm and 20 acres of land on Narrows Road known as Waypoyset 
Trust was important, not only for the open space, but also for the major historical 
and cultural significance value of these properties.  Approximately 6 acres of 
open space property acquired in the Tanyard Brook watershed improves the 
watershed and removed flood plain from potential development.  

In 2006, the Town passed a bond referendum for $3 million to acquire and 
preserve open space parcels.  The Town also established an Open Space 
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Committee to develop an open space plan and a system to prioritize the 
properties being considered which includes a rank for amount of flood prevention 
achieved.   

Consistent with the goals for preservation, the Town rezoned a number of 
significant public open space parcels from either business or residential zones to 
the Open Space zone.     

 
Section 2.3 Identified Hazards 
 
Hurricanes  and Coastal Storms 
   
Floodplains in Bristol include ñAEò, ñVEò and ñXò Zones.  ñAEò Zones are areas 
that would be inundated by the 100-year flood.  ñVEò Zones are velocity zones 
that are subject to breaking wave action where waves greater then 2.9 feet are 
forecasted during a 100-year flood or storm surge.  ñXò Zones are areas that 
would be inundated by the 500-year flood. Approximately 40% of the Town is 
located within a flood plain, including the 500-year flood areas.  Map 1, ñRisks in 
Bristolò depicts the FEMA flood zones. 
 
Since 1865, Bristol has experienced seventy-one hurricanes of varying 
magnitude.  The following table depicts the eight most severe.  
 
Table 1.  Significant Rhode Island Hurricanes from 1935 to 1999 
 

 
Date 

 
Name 

 
Type 

Maximum  
Winds 
(mph) 

Property 
Damage 

($ millions) 

 
Deaths 

Sept. 21, 1938 N/A Westward 115 100 262 
Sept. 14, 1944 N/A Rhode Island 95 2 0 
Aug. 31, 1954 Carol Westward 110 90 19 
Sept. 11, 1954 Edna Eastward 75 0.1 0 
Aug. 19, 1955 Diane Eastward 75 170 0 
Sept. 12, 1960 Donna Westward 75 2.4 0 
Sept. 27, 1985 Gloria Westward 90 19.8 1 
Aug. 19, 1991 Bob Rhode Island 75 115 0 
 
 
Source: 1998 Journal Bulletin: Rhode Island Almanac, 112

th
 Annual Edition 

 Rhode Island Hurricanes and Tropical Storms: A Fifty-Six Year Summary,  
National Weather Service Office, Providence, RI 

 
 
In 1985, Hurricane Gloria left the town without power for three days.  Along with 
the interruption of school and business activity, the roof of the Defiance Fire 
Station was destroyed.  The loss to the Tasca Ford dealer was so bad as a result 
of the 1954 Hurricane that the dealer moved out of Town.     
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The ñmost recentò hurricane occurred in 1991 which was 18 years ago.  There is 
a concern that ñnewò residents to this area havenôt experienced a hurricane and 
therefore do not fully comprehend the risks associated with this type of natural 
hazard.   
 
 
A coastal flood spurred by strong winds in July of ó96 and a tidal surge in January 
of ô97 resulted in beach erosion and inundation of town streets.   
 
 
Inland Floods 
Bristolôs geology includes large areas of bedrock and/or high groundwater.  As a 
result, there are areas of poor drainage that become flooded even with heavy 
rain storms.    Many of Bristolôs local roads become flooded during a heavy rain 
storm impacting residents in these neighborhoods and causing property damage.   
 
The State of Rhode Island experienced heavy rain fall and documented 
hurricane-force winds during storms that affected the State between the dates of 
March 12, 2010 through March 31, 2010.  The most affected areas where Kent 
County, which received up to 3.68 inches, Providence County, which received up 
to 5.71 inches, and Washington County which received 5.55 inches of rain over 
that time frame.  The monthly rain total in Providence RI was at 16.32 inches, 
making March the cityôs all- time wettest month on record.   
 
The Pawtuxet River went into major flood stage on the evening of March 14th.  
On March 15th, the Pawtuxet River hit historic levels cresting at 14.98 feet.  The 
previous record amount was 14.5 in 1982.  Due to historic flooding caused by the 
heavy amount of rainfall and hurricane-force winds, households and businesses 
along the Pawtuxet River were severely damaged.   
 
Across Kent County, including the City of Warwick and the Towns of Coventry, 
East Greenwich, and West Greenwich, there was further devastation along the 
riverôs path as well as other bodies of water that were already swollen from the 
previous storms. 
 
Providence County was also affected by the Pawtuxet Riverôs flooding, 
particularly the city of Cranston, which has historically been flood-prone in low-
lying areas.  At Providence, 5.32 inches of rainfall was observed on March 30 
which was the 5th largest daily rainfall record for the site.  The two-day total 
(March 30 and 31, 2010) was 8.79 inches; breaking the previous all-time record 
of 7.84 inches set on October 14-15, 2005.  Providence also set a new all-time 
monthly record of 16.34 inches, breaking the previous record of 15.38 inches set 
for October in 2005.    
 
North Kingstown, RI  topped the rainfall totals list with 9.47 inches; followed by 
Warwick, RI with 8.74 inches. 
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Most of the damage in Bristol County was from rainfall, water runoff, and wind 
damage.  The Town of Bristol has two rain gauges that were collecting rainfall 
data during March 2010 ï the gauge located at the Silver Creek Pumping Station 
reported 16.67ò of rain and the gauge located at Mount Hope Pumping Station  
reported 14.72ò of rain during this period.   The difference in the totals was 
believed to be as a result of the wind.  On April 2, 2010 the FEMA major disaster 
declaration for the State of Rhode Island was amended to include Bristol County. 

 

 
As noted in Table 2, this type of heavy rain event has occurred more frequently in 
the past several years. 
 
Tanyard Brook - The properties in the southern watershed of the Tanyard Brook 
experience flooding problems during major rainstorms combined with high tides 
with the most recent event occurring in March 2010.  Heavy Spring and Fall rain 

events in 2007 and 2008 also caused 
flooding in this neighborhood which was 
exacerbated due to frozen ground.    All but a 
small segment of the Brook is contained in a 
culvert which is undersized and influenced by 
the tides.  The Town has begun 
implementation of the Tanyard Brook 
Watershed study which was commissioned 
by the Town and prepared by Beta Group in 
2002.  The project will include enlarging the 

culvert, installing a  tide gate at the outfall; and , removing sewer lines that 
constrict the flow  through the culvert under Hope Street.   A Town-wide bond 
referendum was approved for the funding of Phase 1 in 2006.  The project has 
recently received permits from  the Rhode Island Department of Environmental 
Management and the RI Coastal Resources Management Council.   In addition 
to the infrastructure upgrade, the Town of Bristol adopted an ordinance that 
regulates storm water runoff from new development in this watershed.   
 
Following the March 2010 storms, the FEMA Joint Field Office in Rhode Island 
created a map showing the streets in Bristol  where there were more than two  
Flood Insurance Claims made..  The mapping demonstrates that the area of the 
Tanyard Brook had more claims and higher requests for individual assistance 
than other neighborhoods with 6 streets having between 2-4 claims and 2 streets 
having between 5-8 claims  The street with the highest number of claims was 
Charles Street.  



 

Town of Bristol Hazard Mitigation Plan   Page 19 of 55 
Revised June 2009 
Revised June 2010 per FEMA review 

 



 

Town of Bristol Hazard Mitigation Plan   Page 20 of 55 
Revised June 2009 
Revised June 2010 per FEMA review 

     
Silver Creek -  In 2007, the Town of Bristol 
commissioned a watershed study for the 
Silver Creek Watershed which was 
completed by Beta Group.  This area of 
Hope Street where the Silver Creek 
discharges into the Harbor is frequently 
flooded during heavy rain storm events 
particularly when combined with high 
tides.    In a partnership with Save The 
Bay, and funding from the Natural 
Resources Conservation Services,  Fuss and OôNeill Engineering  was also 
engaged to review the condition at the outfall where restrictions created serious 
flooding of Hope Street.  The goals of the review was to determine what 
improvements could be made remove the restrictions for flood prevention and 
also to improve the flow of water into and out of the salt marsh in an effort to 
restore the health of the marsh.   The engineering study recommended removing 
the existing restrictions,  including large rip rap stones that had fallen and were 
blocking the outfall and raising a foot bridge that was creating a restriction further 
up in the marsh.  This work has recently been completed and it is expected to 
improve the flushing of the Silver Creek salt marsh as well as reduce the 
flooding.   More work is needed to remove sediment from this area to further 

improve the flood storage capacity of the 
marsh.   The Rhode Island Department of 
Transportation has also recently completed 
drainage improvements along Hope Street in 
this area which are also expected to mitigate 
the flooding.   The Town has recently 
completed an upgrade to the Silver Creek 
culvert that crosses through the St. Maryôs 
Cemetery which will mitigate impacts to the 
graves in the cemetery.   Additional work is 
needed in the area of the high school property 

on the north side of Chestnut Street where Silver Creek flooding also occurs.   
Following the March 2010 storms, the FEMA Joint Field Office in Rhode Island 
created a map showing the streets in Bristol where there were more than two 
Flood Insurance claims.  The mapping indicates that there were several streets in 
the Silver Creek area that had between 2-4 claims during the recent flood events 
of March 2010.   
        
 
Windstorm 
As noted in Table 1 above, Bristol has experienced 8 hurricanes of varying 
magnitude since 1938.  The strong winds that accompany hurricanes can create 
debris problems including downed power lines which can lead to business 
interruption.  A review of past wind damage reveals that Bristolôs significant and 



 

Town of Bristol Hazard Mitigation Plan   Page 21 of 55 
Revised June 2009 
Revised June 2010 per FEMA review 

historic street trees pose a special wind hazard risk.  For example debris, 
especially fallen tree limbs, was a major problem with Hurricane Bob. 
 
Severe Winter Storm 
Winter storms often include natural hazards such as extreme winds, coastal 
erosion and flooding. Utility and power lines can break from the weight of snow or 
ice coupled with strong winds.  This could put residents at risk of losing heat, 
electricity and water (if using well water).  Snow melting poses problems as well 
such as road flooding in low lying areas.  The Town has experienced heavy snow 
and winter storms which have become more frequent over the past several 
years.  The Blizzard of 1978 was the most serious winter storm in Rhode Island.  
 
Wildfires 
Wildfire is not considered a high risk in Bristol because there are not many 
wooded areas or grassy fields.   The Town is mostly residential and developed 
areas of town have fire hydrants adequately spaced.  Special consideration 
should be given to wooded areas such as Mount Hope which may be susceptible 
to spreading fires as a result of lightning.  This area also has limited access for 
fire trucks.  
 
Earthquakes 
Bristol recently has been found to have some of the youngest exposed fault 
zones in New England exposed on the east side of Mount Hope and a zone of 
seismic activity is emerging from Swansea to the Sakonnet.  These need to be 
further evaluated, but for the present the area of potential earthquake damage 
appears to be essentially along the harbor front according to resident expert Dr. 
Patrick J. Barosh.   A minor earthquake occurred in Bristol in 1996 and there was 
no damage reported.   On March 6, 2002 another minor earthquake was felt in 
the southern part of Bristol.  The faults in this area are shallower and less 
powerful then those in other parts of the Country.  Bristol is in a seismic source 
zone VII according to the ñMap of New England and adjacent areas showing 
seismic source zones and their maximum expected epicentral Intensityò 
(modified from Krinitzsky, 1986 and revised by Barosh, 1999) which is used by 
the US Army Corps of Engineers. 
 
Tornado 
The risk of tornado is considered minimal; however, a tornado did touch down in 
Bristol in 1991 and followed a path across Bristol Point and Poppasquash Point.  
The majority of the damage was a result of downed trees. 
 
Dam Failure 
The State Street Reservoir is a Town ïowned storm water  detention basin  
which is at the headwater of the Tanyard Brook.  This dam has a weir which is 
controlled by the Department of Public Works.  This dam is inspected regularly 
and there is little chance of any dam failure.  Prior to a storm even the weir is 
lowered to allow the reservoir to empty and then the weir is raised to allow 
maximum stormwater storage capacity.   
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Drought 
Bristol is susceptible to droughts; however, the Town and the Bristol County 
Water Authority will coordinate on a local drought management plan which 
includes public education, local water conservation regulation, and enforcement 
to  manage the water resources so this is not a significant hazard.   
 
Coastal Erosion   
Bristol is somewhat susceptible to coastal erosion resulting from storm events 
and natural erosion.   The area of most concern is along  Poppoasquash Road 
where the seawall is in a state of disrepair.  The coastal erosion is exacerbated 
by the blocked culverts under the roadway which cause the road to flood during 
significant storm events and is undermining the pavement.  This area is an 
evacuation route for the Poppasquash Road peninsula of approximately 100 
dwellings and a dozen businesses.   
 
Overall Risk Assessment Summary  
The Hazard Risk Assessment demonstrates that the Town of Bristol highest 
probability of future occurrence of natural hazards to be hurricanes, coastal 
storms; and, inland flooding.  
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Table 2.  Recent Significant Storm Events in Bristol County 
 
Hailstorms (since 1956) | Floods & Windstorms (since 1993) | Snowstorms (since 
1994) 
 

 
Date 

 
Event 

 
Level or 

Description 
 

 
Damages 

Jan. 7, 1994 Heavy 
Snow 

Over 7 inches Roof collapse 

Jan. 8, 1994 Glaze 1 inch thick 
on I-95 

$50,000 damage in RI; highway 
accidents; prolonged power losses 

Jan. 7, 1996 Heavy 
Snow 

1 to 2 feet; 
ñBlizzard of 96ò 

School, store, and business closings; 
transportation interruption 

Jan. 19, 1996 High Wind 63 knots Scattered power outages; rain and 
snow melt led to street flooding 

Jan. 27, 1996 High Wind 55 knots N/A 

Feb. 2, 1996 Heavy 
Snow 

6 to 8 inches Transportation difficulties 

Feb. 25, 1996 High Wind 70 knots Snapped utility poles and trees; 
scattered property damages (roofs) 

Mar. 2, 1996 Heavy 
Snow 

6 to 11 inches Numerous skidding accidents 

April 9, 1996 Heavy 
Snow 

Up to 7 inches Downed trees and lines; power 
outages 

May 21, 1996 High Wind 50 knots N/A 

July 13, 1996 High Wind 64 knots Minor coastal flooding and beach 
erosion; urban street flooding 

Jan. 10, 1997 Flood Storm Tidal Surge Basement flooding; road flooding but 
no washouts 

Jan.  11, 1997 Heavy 
Snow 

4 to 7 inches Spinouts and minor collisions  

Jan. 31, 1997 Freezing 
Drizzle 

N/A Countless skidding accidents; one 
death  

Mar.  31, 1997 Heavy 
Snow 

1 foot; 
60 to70mph 

winds 

Widespread power outages; highway 
standstill 

April 1, 1997 Heavy 
Snow 

Near-blizzard 
conditions 

$700,000 in damage, due to snow 
removal and power restoration  

June 22, 1997 Hail / 
T-storm 

Wind 

0.75 in. diameter; 
70 knots 

Swamped boats; tree damage; 
outages; small fires (lightning) 

June 30, 1998 Hail 0.88 in. diameter 
 

Minor flooding of river banks and low-
lying areas 

Jan. 3, 1999 High Wind 63 knots Small branches blown down 

Feb. 25, 1999 Heavy 
Snow 

Up to 8 inches N/A 




