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Y OF ER
TO: Members of the Subcommittee on Economic Development, Public Buildings, and
Eimergency Management
FROM: Subcommittee on Economic Development, Public Buildings, and Emetgency
Management Staff

SUBJECT: Heating on “National Flood Plain Remapping: The Practical Impact”

PURPOSE OF THE HEARING

On Wednesday, Aptil 2, 2008, at 10:00 a.m., in room 2167 Rayburn House Office Building,
the Subcommittee on Economic Development, Public Buildings, and Emergency Management will
examine the practical impact of the Federal Emergency Management Agency’s (“FEMA”) Flood
Map Modernization Program.

BACKGROUND

ional B Insurance Pr

The National Flood Insurance Program (“NFIP”) was created by Congress in 1968 as a
Housing and Utban Development program. This program called for the Federal Government to
promote the public interest by providing help to cover costs of flood damages. Further, the NFIP
promotes the public interest by encoutaging sound land use by minimizing exposure of property to
flood losses, Although the NFIP is sponsoted by the Federal Government, private insurance
companies sell policies to individual homeowners and service their claims. More than 90 private
insurance companies sell and setvice NFIP policies.
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The most significant provisions of the NFIP for homeowners and communities are:

1. All fedetally backed mortgages require flood insurance to be carried on properties
located in the 100-year flood plain (or one percent flood risk);
2. Flood insurance policies can only be issued in communities that have adopted

certain land use and building regulations that prohibit most development in the
100-year flood plain and/or require new developments to locate the first floor of
new structures above the 100-year flood level {or base flood elevation (“BFE"));

3. Communities that do not participate in the NFIP and ate in flood plains risk not
being eligible for most forms of disaster assistance.

More than 20,000 communities, representing 98 percent of the U.S. population, patticipate
in the program, producing over 100,000 map panels. According to FEMA, there are curtently
approximately 5.5 million flood policics totaling more than $1 wrillion of insurance coverage, A
portion of the insurance premium is set aside to update flood maps.

Blood Maps

Floods ate among the most common disasters to take place in the United States, The Federal
Government works with local governments to identify flood hazards and make maps that
characterize the tisk associated with flooding, The NFIP directs FEMA to establish the appropriate
flood risk zones, reflect these determinations on flood maps, and establish mapping standards, The
risks zones use a 100-yeat flood plain as the regulatoty standard that mandates coverage in the
NFIP. A 100-year flood represents a one percent chance of a flood happening in any given year,
The risk associated with any flood plain is based on 2 statistical analysis of such things as historical
records of water heights, rainfall, soil conditions, infrastructure, and drainage systems. After
enactment of the 1968 flood insurance program, the Federal Government, in cooperation with state
and local governments, quickly mapped the flood hazard zones for most of the country.

E 2 ization Pr m

In 2003, FEMA initiated an effort of approximately one billion dollars over five years to
modetnize the often outdated or flawed 1968 flood maps. Flood maps require updating because
there are often physical changes to the topography, increased runoff from upstream development,
improved statistical analysis, and changes to records and data that warrant revision to existing maps.

FEMA receives roughly $200 million annually from appropriations and insurance premiums
to update and modernize the existing flood hazard maps. In addition, according to FEMA, some
states such as Florida and North Carolina are contributing state funds to produce extremely accurate
digital topography maps, which can then form the basis of more accurate flood maps, FEMA
prioritizes the map modernization program by first updating the flood maps from the highest hazard

areas,
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lﬁgees

An important part of the FEMA flood map modetnization progtam is an assessment of the
protection provided by levees. For FEMA to consider the protection provided by a levee in the
flood mapping process, the levee must be certified to provide protection against a 100-year flood
(one percent flood risk). In general, there are two certification standards for levees.

1. The NFIP standards require the tops of levees to be three feet higher than the one percent
flood level;

2, The U.S. Army Cotps of Engineers may also certify some levees based on engineeting
reviews of the levee and flood risk.

According to FEMA, if a levee is not certified accotding to NFIP standards or by the US.
Army Corps of Engineers, then FEMA must map the flood plain as high flood rigk that requites
flood insurance. Levees are present in more than one quarter of the counties being remapped.

PRIOR LEGISLATIVE AND QVERSIGHT Al TY

"The Subcommittee on Economic Development, Public Buildings, and Emergency
Management has not held any hearings on the FEMA mapping program in the 110 Congress,
However, on a related topic, the Subcommittee held a joint heating with the Subcommittee on
Water Resources and Environment on “National Levee Safety and Dam Safety Programs” on May
8,2007. On Ocrober 18, 2007, the Committec on Transpottation and Infrastructure reported H.R.
3224, the “Dam Rehabilitation and Repair Act of 2007”, to the House. The bill establishes a
program to provide grant assistance to States for the rehabilitation and repair of deficient dams. On
October 29, 2007, the House passed HL.R., 3224 by a vote of 263-102. The Senate has not taken
action on the bill.
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HEARING ON NATIONAL FLOOD PLAIN
REMAPPING: THE PRACTICAL IMPACT

Wednesday, April 2, 2008

HOUSE OF REPRESENTATIVES
COMMITTEE ON TRANSPORTATION AND INFRASTRUCTURE,
SUBCOMMITTEE ON ECONOMIC DEVELOPMENT, PUBLIC
BUILDINGS, AND EMERGENCY MANAGEMENT,
Washington, DC.

The Subcommittee met, pursuant to call, at 9:00 a.m., in Room
2167, Rayburn House Office Building, the Honorable Eleanor
Holmes Norton [Chair of the Subcommittee] presiding.

Ms. NORTON. Good morning. The Subcommittee welcomes all of
our witnesses this morning. We extend special greetings to our col-
leagues from the Transportation and Infrastructure Committee
who will testify. They have been deputized, as it were, by their
local communities to bring us straight-from-the-field the informa-
tion the Subcommittee needs to evaluate just how the new Federal
flood mapping will work on the ground.

The need to engage in hazard prevention cannot be doubted;
floods are the most common hazards in the United States. Right
now Midwest communities are being ravaged by floods. Flood ef-
fects can be local, affecting a neighborhood or community, or they
can ravage entire river basins and multiple States. The flooding
produced by Hurricane Katrina alerted the Nation to the possibility
of unanticipated devastation, even in areas accustomed to severe
flooding.

Flood hazards exist in all 50 States and here in the District of
Columbia. They are especially common in low-lying areas, near
water or down stream from a dam. It is not uncommon to see small
streams or low-lying ground that appear harmless in dry weather
become flooded after a heavy rain or significant snow fall. Never-
theless, many raise the legitimate question whether wholesale na-
tional remapping based on essentially a one percent chance of se-
vere flooding is worth the time and expense. This is one of the
questions we will raise in this hearing this morning.

However, the remapping function certainly did not originate with
Hurricane Katrina. The National Flood Insurance Program, or the
NFIP, began in 1968, with the National Flood Insurance Act to
control devastation incurred from floods nationally. Although the
program started in HUD, the Federal Insurance Administration
moved to FEMA when it was created in 1979. The program is now
part of the Mitigation Division at FEMA. FEMA is the natural and
appropriate home for this program because floods are the greatest
natural hazard faced annually by communities.

o))
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The NFIP works hand-in-glove with FEMA’S efforts in disaster
preparedness, recovery response, and mitigation. The program of-
fers incentives to help communities identify and reduce flooding
hazards, and to take steps to mitigate the damage to property and
the risk of loss of life. When a community agrees to adopt and en-
force floodplain management ordinances, particularly for new con-
struction, the Federal Government makes flood insurance available
to homeowners and to business owners.

FEMA estimates that floodplain management measures prevent
$1.4 billion in property losses annually, and today 98 percent of the
Country, including up to 20,000 communities, is covered by the
flood insurance program. The program provides about 5.5 million
policies with over a $1 trillion dollars in coverage. Approximately
90 companies sell flood insurance policies on behalf of FEMA. The
point of all of this is to reduce the need for Federal disaster assist-
ance under the Stafford Act.

The Subcommittee is well aware that flood hazards change with
time because of physical changes in topography caused by wildfire,
erosion, and infrastructure construction and the like. We also are
painfully aware that floods can cause levees to fail. Hurricane
Katrina all but bequeathed the current flood mapping effort to the
Nation. We do not doubt that the FEMA remapping is timely or
that the Corps of Engineers effort is essential. However, necessity
is not always the mother of invention. Communities must be con-
vinced of both the risks and the benefits.

Time for communities to do the necessary work must be realisti-
cally assessed and granted. The question concerning expense and
whether the remapping requirements constitute an unfunded man-
date must be answered. The actual effect on Federal-backed mort-
gages and on eligibility for Federal disaster assistance must be de-
scribed. Requiring the costs mandated by flood remapping in the
midst of the most serious downturn in the economy in years must
be justified. Not only explaining the remapping process itself, but
answering questions such as these are what hearings are for.

The Subcommittee has much to learn from the Members whose
districts are affected by the new remapping effort who will testify
today; from FEMA and the Army Corps of Engineers officials who
will explain the how and why of the process; from experts; and
from witnesses who can express the views of local communities and
business. The Subcommittee greatly appreciates the testimony of
all of the witnesses who will testify this morning.

Thank you, and I am pleased to ask the Ranking Member, Mr.
Graves, if he has any opening remarks this morning.

Mr. GRAVES. Thank you, Madam Chair. Let me also thank our
witnesses for being here today. I look forward to hearing the testi-
mony on obviously the modernization of FEMA’S flood hazard map-
ping program. In particular, I want to thank the distinguished col-
leagues on our first panel for taking the time out of their busy
schedules, obviously, to be here today. You are providing testimony
on the practical impact of FEMA’S flood hazard mapping program,
what it has on your congressional districts, and I think this is an
important issue to our constituents and, for that matter, to all
property owners.



3

I have personally seen the impact of flooding and the impact it
has on lives and property due to the recent floods in Missouri and
other parts of the Midwest. Over 70 counties in Southern and Cen-
tral Missouri were affected by the flooding that occurred just at the
end of March. This is only the most recent flood event to impact
the State. Over the past three months, flooding has taken a great
toll on the State of Missouri, resulting in three Federal disaster
declarations.

Floods are one of the most common hazards in the United States,
and currently the United States averages about $2.4 billion in an-
nual flood losses. Recognizing the impact floods have taken on lives
and property, Congress created the National Flood Insurance Pro-
gram in 1968. The program was intended to make insurance avail-
able to cover flood damages and promote sound land use by mini-
mizing exposure to flood losses and to get people out of harm’s way.
To carry out this program, the Federal Government worked with
local governments to identify and map flood hazards. Today, 20,000
communities participate in the program and 100,000 hazard flood
map panels have been created.

Since fiscal year 2003, FEMA has undertaken an effort to mod-
ernize these 40-year-old flood maps because of physical changes to
topography such as erosion or new development, updated data such
as rainfall records, and better technology. The accuracy of flood
maps is of the utmost importance to the communities affected. Ac-
curate maps are needed to strike a balance between protecting
communities from the devastation caused by flooding and ensure
that community growth and development is not overly constrained.
Without accurate flood maps, some homeowners may be paying too
much for flood insurance, while others may not purchase flood in-
surance at all because an inaccurate map shows that their property
is obviously outside of the floodplain.

Because of the great impact on communities covered by the
maps, FEMA must be responsible to community concerns. Addition-
ally, FEMA must provide a quick and effective way to appeal map-
ping determinations in order to strike balance and ensure accuracy.
I know FEMA is trying to get it right. This is too important not
to be able to get it right.

Again, I want to thank all of our witnesses for being here today.
Your testimony is going to help us better understand the practical
impact of FEMA’S map modernization program and determine
whether FEMA has attained the proper balance in implementing
the program.

Thanks, Madam Chair.

Ms. NorTON. I ask unanimous consent that Mr. Costello and Mr.
Higgins be allowed to sit with the Subcommittee. Without objec-
tion, so ordered.

May I ask if any of the Members have statements of their own?
Mr. Costello?

Mr. CosTELLO. Madam Chair, thank you. And I thank you for
calling this important hearing today. I see that we have a distin-
guished panel of members before us, so I will only make brief com-
ments and ask unanimous consent that my full statement be en-
tered into the record.
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Madam Chair, thank you for calling the hearing today. I welcome
our witnesses and I am pleased that one of our witnesses on the
next panel is Les Sterman, from the Regional Council of Govern-
ments in the St. Louis Metropolitan Area. I think you will hear tes-
timony from him that relates to my concerns with the program.

As you know, in 2004, FEMA embarked on a map modernization
program. It is an important program; it allows us to take advan-
tage of revised data to help local officials and citizens have the
ability to better plan for flood-related disasters, so I support the
program. However, I have grave concerns with the piecemeal ap-
proach that FEMA is using and pursuing at this time.

For example, in the St. Louis Metropolitan Area, preliminary
maps will be available for review this summer for the Illinois side
of the Mississippi River. But it may be three years before the maps
are available on the Missouri side of the River, even though both
sides of the River share the same floodplain and the same water-
shed. Why? Because FEMA, the regional office, for instance, cov-
ering Illinois is pursuing the matter of the mapping process much
sooner than the regional office that covers the State of Missouri.

While I support the map modernization program, I oppose this
piecemeal approach. I believe that the flood modernization map for
a floodplain or a watershed should be implemented for the entire
floodplain or watershed at the same time.

The Corps of Engineers follows watershed boundaries, not State
boundaries. I offered an amendment to H.R. 3121, the Flood Insur-
ance Modernization Act, when it passed the House. And let me say
that that amendment basically says to FEMA they would be re-
quired to implement maps for the entire floodplain and watershed,
as opposed to the piecemeal approach that is currently being fol-
lowed.

Again, Madam Chair, I thank you for calling this hearing today,
and I look forward to hearing from our witnesses.

Ms. NorTON. Mr. Higgins.

Mr. HigGINs. Thank you, Chairwoman Norton and Ranking
Member Graves, for allowing me to speak today.

The National Flood Insurance Program is, both in its design and
execution, the worst Federal program that I have encountered in
my time at the United States House of Representatives. The once
vibrant neighborhoods in Buffalo and Lackawanna, New York, in
which flood insurance is mandated are effectively economic dead
zones because this program provides perverse disincentives to
home ownership and to home improvement which, over decades,
have effectively turned whole swaths of formerly vibrant urban
neighborhoods into virtual ghost towns.

It is my contention that the financial basis of this program is
unsustainable and unjustifiable. It has a payer-payee structure in
which many communities across America pay this mandatory flood
tax and see no benefit, with just a few communities realizing as-
sistance. In order to demonstrate this payer-payee relationship, I
am, today, submitting to Acting Administrator Maurstad a request
for a national county-by-county breakdown of the amount paid into
and out of the program in the past 10 years.

Unfortunately, the map modernization process being undertaken
by FEMA, which is the subject of this hearing, only tinkers at the
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edges of this program, instead of addressing its fundamental flaws.
In Buffalo, while some communities received relief from the map
modernization, FEMA now proposes to include the historic old First
Ward neighborhood in this economic dead zone for the first time,
a neighborhood which has stood since the Civil War, which has
never seen the type of flooding that would result in payments from
the Flood Insurance Program.

After I have received the data from FEMA regarding the payer-
payee relationship, I will forward it to the Committee for your re-
view and consideration. And I thank you once again, Chairwoman
Norton, for allowing me to participate in this hearing.

[Information available, as submitted for the record by FEMA,
through Subcommittee office.]

Ms. NORTON. Thank you very much, Mr. Higgins.

Now we will proceed to our Congressional witnesses. I will just
go from left to right.

Mr. Hall?

TESTIMONY OF THE HONORABLE JOHN J. HALL, A REP-
RESENTATIVE IN CONGRESS FROM THE STATE OF NEW
YORK; THE HONORABLE DORIS O. MATSUI, A REPRESENTA-
TIVE IN CONGRESS FROM THE STATE OF CALIFORNIA; THE
HONORABLE VERNON dJ. EHLERS, A REPRESENTATIVE IN
CONGRESS FROM THE STATE OF MICHIGAN; THE HONOR-
ABLE JOHN BOOZMAN, A REPRESENTATIVE IN CONGRESS
FROM THE STATE OF ARKANSAS; AND THE HONORABLE
CANDICE S. MILLER, A REPRESENTATIVE IN CONGRESS
FROM THE STATE OF MICHIGAN

Mr. HALL. Thank you, Madam Chair, Ranking Member Graves,
Members of the Committee, for holding this hearing and for invit-
ing me to testify about an issue of vital importance to towns and
cities throughout the Country.

I would like to begin by noting specifically that I am glad the
Committee has chosen to title this hearing National Floodplain Re-
mapping: The Practical Impact, because if there is one point that
my testimony would make to the Committee today, I hope that it
is that this process will have a real and significant impact on the
daily lives of people in my district and elsewhere.

The results of this process will impact the value of people’s
homes, the cost to maintain them, and the fate of homes and busi-
nesses unfortunate enough to be affected by future floods.

As we have seen in recent years, extreme weather events are oc-
curring with alarming frequency. Too often, these events create
flooding that leaves homes battered, businesses reeling, infrastruc-
ture broken, and communities devastated.

My district in New York’s Hudson Valley has been far from im-
mune. Floods have had an incredibly destructive impact in the
Hudson Valley, and in recent years the flooding has become so fre-
quent the town supervisors, farmers, and homeowners have every
reason to look over their shoulders or up at the skies every time
it drizzles.

The region has experienced three 50-year floods in this decade
alone. That rate of activity strains the ability of emergency services
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to respond, communities to recover, and local resource managers to
prepare.

The full force of flooding impacts became evident a year ago, dur-
ing last April’s nor’easter. The rains only lasted a weekend, but the
damage is still being repaired. Roads were washed out, fields sub-
merged, homes and businesses were damaged. After those storms,
FEMA made a disaster declaration, opening the way for assistance.
But it is clear that we need more than an ad-hoc approach to pre-
vention, mitigation, and recovery.

Unfortunately, recent history and the forces of climate change
leave us with too much uncertainty to simply hope that these
events are anomalies that will soon be rendered only as historical
quirks or Weather Channel trivia. It is clear that our Government
must take steps to be prepared for future events.

One of the most challenging consequences will be the moderniza-
tion of the National Flood Insurance Program and the update of
the National Floodplain Map. As FEMA moves forward with this
process, it must take a methodical, comprehensive approach that
will be effective, fair, and avoid undue costs to taxpaying home-
owners.

A large part of this process should be the provision of avenues
for communities, particularly those that will be newly included in
the floodplains, to voice their concerns or their protest with FEMA
without undue burden.

Several communities in Orange County, New York would be in-
cluded in the floodplain map and forced to purchase insurance for
the first time under the preliminary Flood Insurance Rate Map re-
garding Base Flood Elevations within Orange County, New York.
The data needed for the appeal of a draft would require hydrologic
and hydraulic studies that must be paid for by individual home-
owners or local governments.

Despite the highly technical and costly nature of these studies,
FEMA allows only a 90-day comment period. Now, 90 days might
be a standard window here in Washington, D.C. for Federal offi-
cials, but for homeowners in my district who are already struggling
with property taxes and small towns with limited expertise, that is
a fast turnaround.

Although FEMA has since informed my office that the review
process in one of my cities will allow other communities to register
protests until late May, these procedures are hard to navigate and
need to be made more accessible to the stakeholders who will have
to live with the impact of the new floodplain map on a day-to-day
basis. In either instance, it would not be feasible to finance and
conduct these studies before the current public comment deadline.

I am not suggesting that towns and cities should be able to skirt
inclusion in the floodplain if it is truly warranted, but if there are
local concerns that inclusion is unjustified or detrimental, it should
be easier for communities to make their case to FEMA directly.

Efforts to update the National Flood Insurance Program are
right to account for changing circumstances, and the new maps
should take prospective factors into account. Specifically, the
human factor of local growth and the environmental factor of cli-
mate change must be taken into account. Both will directly impact
flood activity in the my district.
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Orange County, New York is one of the fastest growing areas in
New York State. We are proud that more people are choosing to
make the county their home and are working hard to manage the
development that their presence requires. The region is also
blessed with abundant streams and rivers that may exhibit chang-
ing characteristics as sea levels, precipitation activity, and other
factors relating to our changing climate develop.

As FEMA moves forward, it needs to find ways for the new flood
map to recognize the need for growth and extend protection to vul-
nerable communities in order to prevent the blessing of our water
resources from becoming a curse.

I thank the Committee and the Chair for examining this issue
and look forward to working with my colleagues, FEMA, and the
Army Corps of Engineers to ensure that FEMA has updated the
National Floodplain Map as responsible, effective, and in the na-
tional interest. Thank you, Madam Chair.

Ms. NORTON. Ms. Matsui.

Ms. MATsUIL. Thank you, Madam Chair and Ranking Member
Graves, for convening this hearing. Since coming to Congress, flood
protection has been one of my top priorities.

My district sits at the confluence of two great rivers. Sacramento
is considered to have the highest flood risk of any major metropoli-
tan city in the United States. More than 440,000 people, 110,000
structures, the capital of the State of California, and up to $58 bil-
lion are at risk.

Yet, my district has truly been a positive poster child in its ef-
forts to bolster our flood control system since our near-catastrophic
flood in 1986. We have investigated our levees, planned our
projects, assessed ourselves millions of dollars, pushed our State to
be a full partner, and begun to build projects that would get us to
a greater than 200 year level of protection. In fact, our latest as-
sessment commits over $400 million of local dollars to this effort.
We are fully committed to flood protection.

I am very proud of the flood control work we have accomplished.
We know we still have a long way to go, but what we don’t need
at this point is to have the rug pulled from under us. That leads
me to why we are here today: to discuss where our national flood
control policy is and where it is headed.

Specifically, I would like to discuss what the Corps of Engineers
has proposed to use as its new standard for levees, as written
about in the Draft Engineers’ Technical Letter first published or re-
leased in 2007.

I think we can all agree that it is important to set robust stand-
ards when it comes to public safety. I am concerned, though, with
the Corps proposed levee standard. Not because I don’t want great-
er public safety for everyone who lives in the floodplain, but be-
cause we may not be addressing our biggest problem when it comes
to flooding. This new standard creates a goal for us that is so far
off the chart it is unobtainable. We must maintain the trust of our
local communities, communities that are investing their hard-
earned dollars, their time, and their future goals. We cannot put
the brass ring out of reach.

I understand that the historical data of a floodplain is not
enough. In order to compute a watershed’s flood frequency analysis
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to estimate the risk it faces, you must also use probabilities. And
depending on what probability theory you use, a watershed could
have greatly different flood threats. So if you are proposing a
change to methodology being used for levee standards nationwide,
we must be extremely careful to get it right.

The problem I see is that we are setting the bar for communities
in the floodplain and leaving it up to them to best figure out how
to mitigate for that risk. I am not a flood engineer, but I under-
stand that the Corps is proposing to use a method of analysis often
referred to as a Monte Carlo simulation. It may just be a name,
but any method with a label like that needs to be greatly scruti-
nized.

I am also concerned that by using this new standard we may, in
actuality, be holding communities to different standards. The Mid-
west communities that contend with the wide and massive Mis-
sissippi River have very different watersheds than in the West;
their levees are set back, their floodplains are much larger, they
often have days of warning when a flood is coming. In Sac-
ramento’s watershed, we have a Sierra snow pack that can melt
quickly and, in some cases, give floodplain residents only a couple
hours warning of a flood. Our levees are a result of the gold rush
and are built immediately adjacent to the river. And then we have
the warm coast that can make our weather patterns change rap-
idly. So I am concerned that a universal approach will not recog-
nize these very significant regional differences.

If getting communities the highest level of protection in the
quickest time possible is our goal, we also need to localize some of
this policy. Specifically, the 408 permit process. By allowing the
local core districts to approach 408 permits so that work can be
done quickly to upgrade levees, a commitment to public safety will
also be demonstrated.

We need to get Federal flood control policy right because commu-
nities such as mine are paying a huge price. I know FEMA’S goal
in remapping is to make communities safe. We can all agree that
public safety is the number one priority. But unless we accurately
estimate the threat, our communities will pay huge economic con-
sequences without getting additional safety. Also, I worry about
people on fixed incomes and their ability to meet flood insurance
requirements. Even if the annual payment could be broken up in
two installments, it would be much easier. My point is we need
flexibility and we need to get it right.

The good news is that we know how to fix our flood protection
problems and make the city safer, from strengthening our levees to
the Joint Federal Project at Folsom Dam.

I don’t want all good work we are doing to be wasted. We must
have obtainable standards, standards that recognize regional dif-
ferences in flood protection and floodplain analysis. Public safety
needs to take precedence across the Country and new standards
must allow communities to actually achieve measures that will
allow them to be safe.

I want to thank the Subcommittee for allowing me to be here and
looking into this important issue. I thank you very much.

Ms. NORTON. Thank you very much, Ms. Matsui.

Mrs. Miller.
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Mrs. MILLER. Thank you, Madam Chair and Ranking Member
Graves and Members of the Subcommittee. I certainly appreciate
the opportunity to come here and testify on this very important
hearing, I believe, on FEMA’S flood mapping program, and actually
for many of the same reasons that other areas of the Country are
expressing concern. This issue has also impacted my constituents
in a very negative, I think, and unfair, unjust way.

FEMA, of course, is currently doing what the Congress has di-
rected them to do, and that is to update and modernize the flood
maps across the entire Nation. We all recognize that with new
technology we can and we should update the maps to reflect our
very best science and to convert existing outdated maps into user-
friendly digital format which will account for property development
and growth over the past several decades, as well as changes that
we find in the topography. And I want to make it clear that I abso-
lutely do support this very important work.

However, property owners in the Great Lakes area are being
treated very unfairly by these new maps, which have taken effect
in my district, actually, in the past several years. The net impact
is that we can show how these property owners all throughout the
Great Lakes Basin, actually, whose properties very rarely flood, nor
have the potential to flood, are being treated unfairly. In fact, they
are being abused by the National Flood Insurance Program. My
constituents are paying very, very high flood insurance premiums,
and yet we very rarely receive claims.

Let me just give you an example of the disparity that I am trying
to address. In regards to FEMA’S proposal for remapping in the
Great Lakes region, they are basing raising the base flood elevation
an additional 14 inches, they say, FEMA says, to accurately reflect
the risk of flooding. This is predicated, however, on data from 1988,
which was two years after the highest lake levels ever recorded in
the Great Lakes.

In Lake St. Clair alone, which is a small lake between Lake
Huron and Lake Erie, the lake levels have dropped over three feet
since then and are now five and a half feet below the current base
flood elevation. In fact, over the past 20 years, the lakes’ average
have dropped 11 times and, most importantly, if you really want
to look at historic averages, the lake level has only changed an av-
erage depth of about six inches a year. In spite of all of this,
FEMA'’S new base flood elevation is now six and a half feet above
the current lake level.

While FEMA has gone about implementing these new maps, the
International Joint Commission, also known as the IJC, which is
an independent binational organization established to help prevent
and resolve disputes relating to the Great Lakes, has undertaken
a five year study examining issues that affect water levels on the
Upper Great Lakes. This is going to be the most comprehensive
and advanced lake level study ever completed.

While certainly we can all agree that using sound science in very
important, in this instance, when hundreds of millions of dollars
are going to be assessed against property owners, the most prudent
course of action, I believe, is to wait until the IJC has an oppor-
tunity to complete this study. In fact, let me mention that another
Subcommittee of the T&I Committee, the Water Resources, is going
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to be holding a field hearing in several weeks in Green Bay to
study the low lake levels in the Great Lakes.

However, my constituents currently are paying much higher pre-
miums for an insurance plan that they will likely never ever file
a claim on. And the practical impact of these new maps on my con-
stituents has been to simply raise their flood insurance premiums,
costing them literally millions of dollars, again, at a time when the
lake levels are at a historical all-time low. This means that they
are not going to be making claims, but they will be subsidizing
other parts of the Country, because what is happening is that
many States and their property owners, with little risk of flooding,
who have experienced little or no flooding, are funding the National
Flood Insurance Program at very, very high rates.

Between 1978, the year the National Flood Insurance Program
began, and 2002, there were 10 States that received more in claims
than what they paid in policies, in fact, over $1.5 billion more, and
the average premium for policyholders in those States was $223.
Michigan, on the other hand, paid almost $120 million more into
the program than it received back in claims, and yet the average
premium for people in Michigan was $257. This is a very common
element throughout the Great Lakes States: higher premiums and
lower claims than the States who, year after year, are taking ad-
vantage of the floor insurance program.

And I believe that what is going on is that Michigan and other
States are sort of being forced to subsidize those who live in other
States that have repeated floods, and, really, if this is what we are
going to do as a Nation, we should call it what it is, I think, be-
cause we are always going to step up as a Congress and help areas
that are having natural disasters. Then we should have a national
catastrophic fund, as opposed to what we have right now, where
you have some States subsidizing others. In fact, if the situation
continues as it is, it is my intention to contact our governor and
our insurance commissioner and suggest that Michigan should opt
out of the National Flood Insurance Program and actually self-in-
sure.

And one thing I will say, in Michigan, we actually look down at
the water; we do not look up at the water. Let me just close by giv-
ing you one experience of one county in my district, St. Clair Coun-
ty. This is a small county. They have actually subsidized this pro-
gram to the tune of $8.5 million. So you can interpolate that across
the entire State. At the same time, this is a county that has about
a 15 percent unemployment rate at this current time. So here we
are with all of these higher flood insurance premiums that is hap-
pening.

But I really appreciate the Committee allowing me to testify on
this. I certainly look forward to continuing to work with all of my
colleagues to bring both fairness and reasonableness, as well, back
to the National Flood Insurance Program. Thank you very much.

Ms. NORTON. Thank you very much, Mrs. Miller.

Mr. Boozman.

Mr. BoozMmaN. Thank you, Ms. Norton, Mr. Graves for your lead-
ership and holding this very important hearing on the National
Flood Plain Remapping process.
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I believe as strongly as anyone that FEMA flood maps should be
modernized and accurate. However, communities in my district
have been exposed to a confusing and unclear process that has
failed to address their questions and concerns in a clear and con-
sistent manner. Also, they have been subjected to a timetable for
compliance that seems both arbitrary and unrealistic, given the cir-
cumstances.

These failures are not for a lack of effort or communications from
the dedicated folks at the relevant Federal agencies. Rather, the
process is problematic because our communities are traveling
through uncharted territory as they navigate this process. While
there are several aspects of this process that are challenging for
our communities, I will focus my brief remarks on just one relevant
issue: the assessment of flood protection provided by levees and
how levees are certified for inclusion on the modernized FEMA
flood maps.

Let me provide you one example of such a challenge from my
congressional district. Crawford County and the City of Van Buren
own and maintain a 23 mile-long levee on the Arkansas River.

When the map modernization process began for Crawford Coun-
ty, the County and the City of Van Buren were told by FEMA that
one of their options was to work with the Corps of Engineers to
have their levee certified. As a result, Crawford County and the
City of Van Buren have been proactive in formally enlisting the as-
sistance of the Corps of Engineers. However, challenges and bar-
riers have been encountered that were not anticipated when FEMA
advised the County and the City to work with the Corps.

Specifically, as the Corps has looked for legal authorization to
perform levee certification work, they have encountered several
hurdles that will most likely delay assistance, and probably pre-
vent assistance. For example, in 2000, Congress enacted the Thom-
as Amendment, which permits the Corps to provide commercially
available engineering services only if these are “not reasonable and
quickly available through ordinary business channels” and if the
Corps is “uniquely equipped to perform such services.”

As a strong proponent of the private sector, I support the Thom-
as Amendment, but I believe the Corps should take into consider-
ation, in this specific instance, whether the private sector is willing
and able to take on the liability that could be involved in levee cer-
tification at a cost that levee owners, such as my constituent com-
munities, can afford.

Now, the City of Van Buren and Crawford County are facing an
April 2009 FEMA-imposed deadline to complete their levee certifi-
cation work, or else the citizens and businesses, including the local
industrial park, will face mandatory increased flood insurance
costs. Even if the Corps can find legal justification to do the certifi-
cation work, the evaluation would take five to six months. Also,
any deficiencies with the levee would have to be addressed before
certification. Deficiencies could result in the need to generate sig-
nificant pay for the levee modification, including engineering, de-
sign, and construction costs, which nobody is disputing; that is
something that needs to be done.

In short, it is highly unlikely that the April 2009 FEMA deadline
will be achievable, despite the best efforts of my communities, who
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have been very proactive to try and get ahead of this thing to work
with our Federal agencies in a good faith manner. As a result,
without a change, much of Van Buren’s industrial zone is likely to
be reclassified as a high-risk flood zone and the cost of doing busi-
ness there will be dramatically increased next spring.

In conclusion, as the Ranking Member on the Subcommittee on
Water Resources and the Environment, I hope our Subcommittee
and this Subcommittee can work together with both the Corps of
Engineers and FEMA to produce a solution that will provide rea-
sonable accommodation for levee owners who are making their best
effort to get their levees certified as quickly as possible. As an ini-
tial step, I would suggest that we engage in dialogue with FEMA
to see whether an extension of the deadline for provisionally ac-
credited levees, such as those in Crawford County, would be pos-
sible.

Again, you know, I have a situation where I encouraged my city,
my county to get ahead of this, to do the right things. They con-
tacted the appropriate agencies, were told to move in a certain di-
rection; now, though, have been given a time line that is unattain-
able, and it is ironic because much of the delay that is going to be
caused in reaching that time line will be from the agencies them-
selves and their inability to make a decision and move forward. So
it is a problem right now. Like I say, most of our communities now
are struggling with this, as you hear from the testimony. They
need guidance, but we really do need to look at these very unreal-
istic timetables. Thank you very much.

Ms. NORTON. Thank you, Mr. Boozman.

Mr. Ehlers?

Mr. EHLERS. Thank you, Madam Chair and Mr. Graves. I appre-
ciate the opportunity to testify. As you know, I have spent many,
many hours in the seats where you are in now. This is my first
time here, and I must assure you the view is quite different from
here. You look very imposing at this point.

Thank you for the opportunity to testify before the Subcommittee
today. I have been a strong supporter of the Flood Insurance Pro-
gram ever since it began. I think it is a great idea. But we also
have to recognize it has to be properly administered.

My hometown of Grand Rapids, Michigan is facing severe nega-
tive economic impacts as a result of FEMA’S floodplain remapping
initiative. I appreciate the opportunity to explain this to the Sub-
committee precisely what is happening here. I have a longer writ-
ten statement that I will submit for the record.

Grand Rapids is a city of 200,000 people, settled along the Grand
River. It is the second largest city in Michigan and the center of
a metropolitan area of over 1 million people.

The current story of flood mapping in Grand Rapids is one of bad
timing and bureaucratic closed-mindedness, as well as disagree-
ments between different Federal and State government agencies.
The City was first notified about the FEMA Flood Plain Remapping
initiative in the fall of 2003. This was right around the same time
that the city had just completed a 17-year, $12.4 million project to
improve the flood walls and embankments along the Grand River.
In other words, an urban area with not a lot of money took it upon
themselves to develop a major flood wall and embankment project.
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They raised the flood walls to one foot above the 100-foot elevation,
which at that time was deemed by the Corps of Engineers as ade-
quate, cost-effective, and contact-sensitive.

Two years later, after that major project was finished, which
really strained the city’s resources, in August 2005, FEMA issued
a procedural memo which required that levees be constructed to
three feet above the 100-year flood elevation in order to be consid-
ered during mapping revisions or updates. In other words, the
mammoth project the city had done, following guidelines of various
government agencies, both State and local, were now two feet
below the required level. Apparently, the FEMA design standards
were in place since 1986, but it was more of a guideline than an
enforced rule, and Grand Rapids City officials were told in July
2006 that their flood walls and embankments were not adequate,
would not be considered in FEMA’S remapping.

Once the appeals are resolved and a new map is finalized and
published, it will trigger the flood insurance requirements for those
properties located in the newly identified floodplain. According to
a draft report from the local engineering firm, the new regulations
are estimated to impact over 6,000 parcels in the City of Grand
Rapids, with a potential for a total annual insurance premium of
somewhere between $6 million and $22 million. This is particularly
unwelcome news to a city and a State facing troubling economic
times and high unemployment. Many of the affected properties are
in low-and moderate-income neighborhoods.

I strongly encourage this Subcommittee to work with FEMA on
a more reasonable approach. FEMA should discard its all-or-noth-
ing policy on levee certification and should take existing flood pro-
tection into consideration when revising its maps and calculating
flood risk, particularly when a city, a modern city with typical mod-
ern city financial problems, has taken it upon itself to really im-
prove the protection within the city. I understand that FEMA has
a job to do in warning and ensuring against flood risk.

However, arbitrarily disregarding existing flood protection, ignor-
ing contact-sensitive design, and requiring property owners to in-
sure themselves against imaginary flood risks that will likely never
be realized has economic impacts on communities and property
owners that are inappropriate and unfair. We have heard rough es-
timates that the new standards will likely provide protection for a
500-year floodplain, which is certainly longer than the age of the
city.

Finally, I encourage the Subcommittee to ensure that FEMA is
utilizing the best and most appropriate geologic, hydrologic, and cli-
mate data, and the flood modeling available. It is my under-
standing that there is some question about the accuracy and con-
sistency of the modeling used in mapping Kent County and the
City of Grand Rapids. The effective implementation of a reasonable
flood insurance program depends on accurate science.

Let me add one quick note, and that is even if we simply raise
the current levees by the two feet that are required by FEMA, that
would not meet the standards of FEMA because there are a num-
ber of river crossings and bridges that would not meet the stand-
ard. Reconstructing all the bridges would be a back-breaking mone-
tary task for the City of Grand Rapids. So I am asking that you
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help us develop a better plan that can meet the actual needs of the
floodplain and not break the bank for the City of Grand Rapids.

I thank you very much for your listening and I hope we can work
this out.

Ms. NORTON. Thank you very much, Mr. Ehlers.

I must say I found the testimony of the members very compel-
ling, and you have added to our questions for the next panel. I
think I ought to reserve my questions mostly for them, but I do
have a few questions to ask you.

I noticed that Mr. Hall, Mr. Boozman, and Mrs. Miller, who
spoke about the study, have raised questions that go to the need
for more time. I wonder if your communities have asked for exten-
sions and whether those extensions have been granted, if any of
you have had that experience.

Mrs. MILLER. None of my communities, that I am aware of, have
had any success in getting extensions. The flood maps, as they
have come out, have been implemented and the premiums have
gone up substantially and the people are paying these premiums;
of course, if you have a mortgage. If you don’t have a mortgage, you
don’t have to pay the premiums.

Ms. NorTON. Well, the flood maps are out. The extension would
have to do with your response or your differences with the map,
and I am trying to get some sense of whether or not there is the
kind of communication you might expect between the Federal agen-
cy and the community to work out differences between commu-
nities and FEMA.

Mr. BoozMAN. In our case, Ms. Norton, the community is very
supportive with going forward with the levee certification project.
They don’t dispute that it needs to be done; I don’t dispute that at
all either. I think Katrina, the events of the past have shown us
that we need to be doing this work. But the reality is, you know,
for the agencies to require an April 2009 deadline, when we all
have experiences with these agencies, it is difficult for them to
make the