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DON’T PUMP OUT BASEMENTS TOO EARLY OR TOO FAST 
 
BISMARCK, N.D. — Emergency management officials in North Dakota and Minnesota 
are urging North Dakota residents with basements flooded by the recent storms to use 
caution when pumping them out. Removing all of the water at once may cause serious 
structural damage to the house. 
 
Draining the water too fast could cause the collapse of the cellar walls, floors, and 
foundation. The water must be drained slowly to equalize pressure on both sides of the 
wall, federal and state disaster response coordinators from the state of North Dakota, the 
state of Minnesota and the Federal Emergency Management Agency indicated. 

Although the flood has receded, water still in the ground outside your house may be 
pushing hard against the outside of your basement walls. The water in the basement is 
pushing back. If basements are drained faster than the water on the outside is draining, 
the outside pressure will be greater than the inside pressure and may cause the 
foundation, basement walls or floor to crack or rupture.  

Officials recommend the following procedures be followed when pumping basements to 
avoid serious damage, collapse, or injury to occupants:  

• Begin pumping when floodwaters are no longer covering the ground outside.  
• Pump out 1 foot of water. Mark the water level and wait overnight.  
• Check the water level the next day. If the level went back up (covered your mark) 

it is still too early to drain your basement.  
• Wait 24 hours, and then pump the water down 1 foot again. Check the level the 

next day.  
• When the water in the basement stops returning to your mark, pump out 2-3 feet 

and wait overnight.  
• Repeat daily until all the water is out of the basement.  

The officials said they understand people are anxious to return home and begin the clean-
up but urged caution, as the expense of rebuilding collapsed walls could be more than the 
cost of clean-up from the flood. 
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The North Dakota Department of Emergency Services provides state management of public assistance 
grants to ensure funds are distributed to cities, counties and tribal governments, enabling continued 
repairs to damaged areas. 

FEMA leads and supports the nation in a risk-based, comprehensive emergency management system of 
preparedness, protection, response, recovery, and mitigation, to reduce the loss of life and property and 
protect the nation from all hazards including natural disasters, acts of terrorism, and other man-made 
disasters. 
 


