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Course Title:  Building Disaster Resilient Communities

Session Title: Acquiring and Relocating High-Hazard Property

Author: David R. Godschalk, University of North Carolina at Chapel Hill

Time: 75 minutes


Objectives:

22.1
Understand purposes of acquiring and relocating high-hazard property.

22.2
Understand scope and nature of federal, state, and local acquisition and relocation programs and be able to identify which programs are most suitable for particular acquisition and relocation problems.

22.3
Recognize potential obstacles and pitfalls in acquisition and relocation.

22.4
Lay out a basic acquisition and relocation program.


Scope:

This session describes the purposes of acquiring and relocating property in high-hazard areas. The instructor reviews the scope and nature of the governmental programs directed toward acquisition and relocation of high-hazard property and leads students through a discussion of which programs are most suited for particular problems. Among the problems addressed are those related to the type of: hazard (flood, hurricane, earthquake, etc.), land use (residential, commercial, industrial), ownership (upper income, lower income), and damage (repetitive/first-time, major/minor). A case study is used to illustrate the potential obstacles and pitfalls in acquisition and relocation efforts. Students are asked to recommend components of a basic acquisition and relocation program for a particular community situation.


Reading:

Instructor and Student Reading:

Platt, Rutherford. 1999. “Chapter Seven. St. Charles County, Missouri: Federal Dollars and the 1993 Midwest Flood,” In Disasters and Democracy: The Politics of Extreme Natural Events. Washington, DC: Island Press. pp. 215-239.

Additional Instructor Reading:

FEMA. 2000. Flood Mitigation Assistance. Brochure. Washington, D.C.: FEMA.

FEMA. Property Acquisition Handbook for Local Communities.  FEMA 317. Washington, D.C.: FEMA.

Godschalk, David R., et al. 1999. “Case Studies of Missouri and Iowa Following the 1993 floods.” In Natural Hazard Mitigation: Recasting Disaster Policy and Planning. Washington, DC: Island Press. Chapters Four and Five, pp. 161-229. 

Godschalk, David R., et al. 1998. “Chapter Four. Hazard Areas Acquisition,” Coastal Hazards Mitigation: Public Notification, Expenditure Limitations, and Hazard Areas Acquisition. Chapel Hill, NC: Center for Urban and Regional Studies, University of North Carolina, pp. 65-88.

Burby, Raymond J., Ed. 1998. “Chapter Five. Hazard Assessment: The Factual Basis for Planning and Mitigation,” Cooperating with Nature: Confronting Natural Hazards with Land-Use Planning for Sustainable Communities. Washington, DC; Joseph Henry/National Academy Press. pp. 119-166.

City of Kinston, NC. 1998. Greater Kinston Urban Area Growth Plan.
National Wildlife Foundation. 1998. Higher Ground: A Report on Voluntary Property Buyouts in the Nation’s Floodplains. Washington, D.C.: National Wildlife Foundation.


General Requirements:

The content of this session should be presented as lecture with class discussion at the end. Use the discussion questions on the St. Charles acquisition and relocation case study (presented later in this lesson, and covered in the reading) for an in-class analysis. Use the overhead transparencies to convey major points:

1. Purposes of acquiring and relocating high-hazard property.

2. Federal, state, and local acquisition and relocation programs.

3. Relationships between programs and acquisition and relocation problems.

4. Potential obstacles and pitfalls in acquisition and relocation.

5. Elements of a basic acquisition and relocation program.


Objective 22.1. Understand purposes of acquiring and relocating high-hazard property.

Requirements:

The content should be presented as lecture.

Remarks:

I.
Certain types of natural hazards occur in identifiable locations, which are termed high-hazard areas. 

A.
These areas and their corresponding hazard maps include (Deyle et al., “Hazard Assessment: The Factual Basis for Planning and Mitigation,” Ch. 5 in Burby, ed., 1998.):

1.
100 year floodplains, Flood Insurance Rate Maps (FIRMs) (see Session 27a).

2.
Hurricane storm surge areas.  Sea Lake and Overland Surge from Hurricanes (SLOSH) maps (see Session 27b).

3.
Earthquake fault zone areas, seismic hazard maps (see Session 27c).

4.
Landslide hazard zones, landslide hazard maps (see Session 28a).

B.
Building houses or other types of development in these high-hazard areas renders the structures and their occupants vulnerable to natural hazard occurrences. 

1.
While local governments can direct new development away from such areas, they often must deal with existing development that was previously located within such areas. 

2.
Two basic types of approaches are available to protect existing development in high-hazard flood and earthquake areas:

a.
Retrofitting the structure (elevating, damage-proofing).

b.
Acquiring and relocating or demolishing the structure (often called “buyout”).

C.
Retrofitting structures may enable them to resist future disaster forces. 

1.
Still, the structures remain in the high-hazard area and may be repetitively damaged during future disasters, and their occupants remain exposed to hazard risks. 

2.
In many cases, however, this may be the only feasible approach. Prior to fall 1993, this was the option preferred by FEMA. 

D.
Acquiring and relocating or demolishing structures permanently removes both the building and its occupants from the high-hazard zone.  

1.
While this is an expensive option, for certain types of structures in certain types of high-hazard areas, acquisition and relocation or demolition is the most long-term, cost-effective strategy.

E.
Following the Midwest floods in fall 1993, FEMA announced that the former limited buyout program available under Section 1362 of the National Flood Insurance program would be expanded to use hazard mitigation grant funds under Section 404 of the federal Disaster Assistance Act (Stafford Act). And in December 1993, Congress passed the Hazard Mitigation and Relocation Assistance Act to augment Section 404 funding (Platt, 1999, pp. 227-228).

F.
Acquisition and relocation or demolition programs not only remove structures and people from harm’s way, they also allow the hazard area to be returned to its natural state. 

1.
For certain types of hazard areas, such as floodplains, coastal dunes and forests, this natural state itself provides protection against the hazard, in terms of absorbing floodwaters or storm surge impacts. 

II.
At the same time, structures within the hazard area can become hazards themselves. 

A.
They not only reduce the ability of the natural area to absorb hazard impacts but also threaten other structures when sections of the structure are torn away and become missiles or entire buildings are loosed from their foundations and crash into other structures.

B.
The purposes of acquiring and relocating or demolishing structures within high-hazard areas include (Overhead 22.1):

1.
Removing structures and people from harm’s way.

2.
Restoring hazard areas, such as floodplains, to their natural state.

3.
Protecting against debris from damaged structures.

4.
Decreasing disaster payments for repetitively damaged structures.

C.
Since 1993, FEMA has purchased, from willing sellers, approximately 17,000 properties in 36 states and one territory and acquired easements on some 400,000 acres of flood prone farmland in 14 states (National Wildlife Foundation, 1998). FEMA has also spent $204 million on relocating 19,000 properties in 300 flood-prone communities.

D.
As a result of the buyouts following the 1993 Midwest floods, FEMA claimed that an estimated $30 million in potential flood losses was avoided during the floods in 1995 because so much less property was vulnerable to flooding (Godschalk et al., 1999).


Objective 22.2 Understand scope and nature of federal, state, and local acquisition and relocation programs and be able to identify which programs are most suitable for particular acquisition and relocation problems.

Requirements:

The content should be presented as lecture.

Remarks:

I.
There are two major federal acquisition and relocation programs (Overhead 22.2):

A. Disaster Assistance Act (Stafford Act), administered by FEMA.

1. Post-disaster acquisition and relocation, using Hazard Mitigation Program Grant funds (used in St. Charles County case).

2. Pre-disaster acquisition and relocation, using the Flood Mitigation Assistance Program or Pre-Disaster Mitigation funds.

B.
Community Development Block Grant (CDBG) program, administered by HUD.

1.
State and local governments are required to pay a 25 percent match for the FEMA hazard mitigation grants, but CDBG grants may be used to pay the state and local share. 

2.
State and local governments also may supplement the federal funds, for additional assistance such as moving expenses or housing subsidies.

C.
Property owners also may receive insurance payments under the National Flood Insurance Program (NFIP) and disaster loans from the Small Business Administration.

D.
Important features of the federal programs are:

1.
Voluntary participation, property owners may choose not to sell their property.

2.
Acquired properties owned by local government and limited to future open space uses.

3.
Sellers must agree not to buy new property in a floodplain.

4.
Buyout is not directly linked to provision of replacement housing.

5.
In addition, “substantially damaged” properties not relocated must be elevated in order to rebuild. 

a.
However, the definition of substantial damage that has been applied is either 50 percent of pre-flood market value (as stated in the regulations) or replacement value. The later is typically much greater than the former.

E.
These features contribute to a number of problems with applications of the buyout program, as illustrated in the St. Charles County case (Overhead 22.3):

1.
When some owners opt not to sell, a disorderly “snaggle-tooth” land use pattern results, with empty lots adjacent to existing houses.

2.
Local governments acquire an inventory of scattered empty lots, which is difficult to maintain and manage.

3.
There may be no monitoring of the movements of relocated residents, who may leave the jurisdiction (reducing the tax base) or settle in a remote rural location where land is cheap (contributing to sprawl).

4.
Because many relocating households may be low income, the provision of timely, affordable replacement housing is extremely difficult.

5.
Confusion about the poor/inconsistent application of federal regulations may create lingering social tension.

6.
State and local governments must coordinate a number of disparate programs in order to manage relocation and resulting urban development in a fair, efficient, and effective manner.

III.
One fair and effective approach to buyout and relocation is to pair disaster recovery with the community’s growth management program, as done in Kinston, North Carolina, following Hurricanes Fran and Floyd.  

A.
Kinston is attempting to move 700 households out of the floodplain and into new neighborhoods and infill locations within the community. 

1.
Programs have been created to provide relocation assistance and housing subsidies. 

2.
The goal is to ensure that relocating households find safe and affordable housing in the community, rather than moving outward into the rural areas of the county.


Objective 22.3 Recognize potential obstacles and pitfalls in acquisition and relocation.

Requirements:

The St. Charles County buyout case illustrates a number of the potential obstacles and pitfalls in applying acquisition and relocation programs in a real situation during disaster recovery. 

Note to Instructor:

Ask students to identify and discuss these obstacles and pitfalls, in terms of the nature of the problem, the source of the problem, and the ways in which the problem might be solved.

Remarks:

I.
Ensure that the following obstacles and pitfalls are covered during the discussion (Overhead 22.4):

A.
Intergovernmental confusion and stress concerning damage assessments: 

1.
The pre-disaster market value vs. replacement value issue (a critical distinction in terms of enforcing elevation and likely buyout versus repairing damage to the existing structure).

2.
Definition of “substantial damage”: 

a.
The 50 percent damaged standard for requiring compliance with elevation requirements (as related to the market vs. replacement value issue).

B.
Lagging bureaucratic decisions, in the face of resident desires to “return to normal” as quickly as possible (following federal regulations designed to curb fraud versus helping victims expeditiously).

C.
Misunderstandings about, and hostility toward, the purpose of the buyout program (an environmental objective of restoring natural areas versus a goal of restoring houses and neighborhoods). Sometimes this includes racial or socioeconomic issues.

D.
Meeting the 25 percent required state and local match for federal funds (perceived as too high by state and local officials, but not high enough to cure disaster assistance addiction by program critics).

E.
Avoiding the “entitlement syndrome,” in which people in hazard areas believe that it is the duty of the government to make them whole again following a disaster (rather than undertaking to act responsibly as individuals and households to ensure their future safety)

F.
Provision of safe and affordable replacement housing, especially for low-income households (at a time when construction crews are busy repairing damage and in locations where affordable housing is in short supply to start with).

G.
Not in my backyard (NIMBY) opposition to relocation of low-income households from the floodplain to, or adjacent to, existing neighborhoods.

H.
Management of the cleared lots and the messy land use pattern remaining once the damaged structures are removed (the “snaggle-tooth” pattern)

I.
Lack of information about where the relocated residents moved to and how they spent their buyout payments and other federal benefits (monitoring program outcomes in order to learn from mistakes and successes)


Objective 22.4 Lay out a basic acquisition and relocation program.

Requirements/Remarks:

Note to Instructor:

Divide the class into small work groups of 5 to 7 students and ask them to design an improved acquisition and relocation program for St. Charles County, with the goal of overcoming the acquisition and relocation problems faced after the Midwest Floods. As described in the student readings, problems during the St. Charles County Program occurred with each of the following elements:

1)
Damage inspection and assessment (confusion over 50% damage)

2)
Homeowner review (antagonism due to misunderstanding of program)

3) Negotiation to expedite repair or removal of damaged structures (lack of 

coordination among programs)

4) Replacement housing (failed due to opposition from existing neighborhoods to 

“subsidized housing”)

As an alternative, the instructor can present a local case, familiar to the students, in which a substantial area of developed housing is at risk within the 100-year floodplain. If the alternative is chosen, then the instructor should provide a fact base that includes:

· Number of houses in the floodplain.

· Percentage of floodplain houses occupied by low-income households.

· Number of houses suffering repetitive damage.

· Locations and sizes (acres) of under-developed or undeveloped land parcels within the community where relocation housing could be provided.

· Local housing or community development organization.

· Community attitude toward governmental programs and regulations.

· Possible linkages with environmental restoration, reforestation, or greenway programs.

· Sketch land use map of the community, showing the floodplain, downtown, and residential areas.

Suggested time for program design is 15 minutes. At the conclusion of this period, ask a representative of each group to give a 3-minute overview of their proposal. Then compare the recommended programs. Use Overhead 22.5 to review and critique the student program recommendations.
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