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When heavy rains fall, Desra Simons feels helpless as she watches the street flood by up to two feet in 
front of her house. 

"I have huge concerns that one of these days," Simons said, "I'm going to need the EMS and vehicles 
won't be able to get to us." 

As Carmel has undertaken one of the nation's most-sustained suburban building booms, some residents 
in older neighborhoods like Simons feel they've been left behind. 

Mayor Jim Brainard says a new storm-water fee will allow the city to solve some of those concerns. 
Political opponents and some residents, though, believe the new fee is little more than a tax, and say the 
city should have budgeted money for older neighborhoods that it has instead used to fund 
redevelopment. 

Brainard believes a city the size of Carmel needs a storm-water fee to keep up with aging infrastructure. 
Neighboring Indianapolis, Fishers and Westfield have similar fees. 

Carmel plans to use $3.3 million the city is collecting annually from a new $5 monthly storm-water fee 
on homeowners to fix long-standing drainage issues, such as the flooding on Emerson Road in the 
Johnson addition — Simons' neighborhood. The storm-water fee was approved last year and began in 
November 2014. 



 

Heavy rains flood the street in the Johnson addition in Carmel in 2014. This summer, city officials plan 
to spend $600,000 to install a new storm-water pipe along Emerson to help carry the water 
away. (Photo: Provided by Charlie Demler.) 

City Engineer Jeremy Kashman has proposed using the new funding to pay for $2.3 million in storm-
water drainage projects this year. He also wants to spend $270,000 to study drainage problems 
throughout the city. 

This summer, the city plans to spend $600,000 to install a new storm-water pipe along Emerson to help 
carry water away, Kashman said, which he believes should stop the flooding. When the neighborhood 
was constructed in the 1950s, he said, two pipes should have been installed, instead of one. 

Should the road continue to flood, Kashman said the city could pay up to $750,000 to acquire 
easements on private property to widen a nearby drainage ditch that's too narrow to adequately convey 
water. 

Long-standing concerns 

Simons said she is cautiously optimistic the flooding will be resolved. But she wishes the city had 
focused on fixing issues in neighborhoods like her own, before building projects such as the Center for 
the Performing Arts, City Center and the Arts & Design District. 

Residents in her neighborhood have been asking the city to fix the flooding since at least 2011, 
according to emails obtained by The Indianapolis Star. They feel they were heard only after launching a 
blitz of emails and phone calls at Brainard, city officials and City Council members last year. 

Simons' concerns go deeper than just being stranded at home. Her husband wears an emergency contact 
device because he has a blood disorder and frequently needs medical attention. Her son has nonverbal 
autism and sometimes needs care. 

"Building bright and shiny things is more popular than fixing the flooding in an old neighborhood," 
Simons said. "It's very expensive and it's not something the mayor wants to spend money on. Although 
now he's assured us he will." 



Charlie Demler moved to the Johnson addition in 1980 and says he feels like the city has let it and other 
older neighborhoods drift for years without reinvesting in infrastructure. 

"I think the mayor let the inner city, basically, fall apart," Demler said. "And now they realize that they 
have a problem and not just in my area." 

An Indianapolis Star review of budget documents in October revealed that as Carmel has paid both debt 
and ongoing costs for redevelopment, including a $2.5 million annual grant to fund the arts center, the 
city has systemically been reaching for money or limiting budgets intended for city services, including 
storm-water work. 

Mayor defends spending 

Brainard denies the city has cut money for services to pay for redevelopment. He says city finances 
were tight and budgets were cut during the recession. Brainard also said the city has weathered tough 
times without laying off any employees. 

The city, he said, has spent $52.7 million on drainage issues since he took office in 1996, a figure that 
includes drainage work along new and upgraded roads and intersections. Brainard said he has focused 
on maintaining older neighborhoods, noting that he spearheaded a project to add curbs and sidewalks to 
Old Towne, near Main Street, shortly after taking office. 

"Fortunately, Carmel doesn't have nearly as many issues as a lot of cities," Brainard said. "We've fixed 
the most dangerous ones, not based on politics, but based on the city engineer's recommendations. Now 
this one is at the top of the list." 

He also believes residents in the Johnson neighborhood have received value from Carmel's 
redevelopment, especially from the Arts & Design District a block or so to the northeast. 

"Their property values increased when we started to invest in the Arts & Design District, which saved 
the area from being blighted," Brainard said. "It was important to get that done." 

The city's infrastructure, though, is emerging as an election-year issue for the five-term mayor. 

City Council President Rick Sharp is challenging Brainard in the Republican primary in May, 
and he believes the city has not spent enough to resolve infrastructure issues in older 
neighborhoods. And he believes the mayor has cut budgets as spending for redevelopment 
increased. 

Sharp and other council members have clashed with Brainard over storm-water spending. The 
council, in fact, took direct oversight of how the city spends money collected from the new storm-
water fee. 

"The city administration has gotten more wrapped up in unveiling shiny new projects and has 
somehow forgotten to maintain the infrastructure we already have," Sharp said. 

	  


