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A.    Overview  
 
Problem Statement  
 
This meeting is part of an NSF-funded project to understand the policy possibilities and culturally 
appropriate values, institutions, and protocols that must be present for a community to relocate with 
dignity in response to sea level rise and repetitive flooding.  Under conditions of extreme climate 
change, coastal communities may experience risk associated with sea level rise (SLR) and repetitive 
flooding.  In the US, predictions of how many people will be displaced by  SLR are debated – however, 
one frequently cited estimate is that up to 13.1 million people in the US live in areas that may be 
inundated by water, with some frequency, by the year 2100 (Hauer et. al 2016). Repetitive flooding 
properties are economically significant. Across the US, repetitive flooding properties account for 1% of 
properties insured through the National Flood Insurance Program (NFIP); but are responsible for 
approximately 38 percent of claims made through the NFIP (GAO 2004).  We recognize that some 
repetitively flooded properties can be mitigated through elevations, and other flood control projects, 
but also that many properties remain for which there are no alternatives other than relocation.  
 
Despite the expense and potential rise in repetitive flooding properties, there are very few clear 
mechanisms for relocation under current hazard mitigation policies; and even fewer mechanisms to 
successfully relocate an entire community. While researchers have called for new governance 
frameworks to address relocation in response to sea level rise and repetitive flooding, there has not 
been a systematized analysis of the suite of options under current governance structures, nor has there 
been an exploration of what might be possible with small changes to current policy.  
 
Our project is, simultaneously, grounded in a pedagogy committed to decolonization and improving 
equity within disaster mitigation and recovery. As social scientists we recognize social processes which 
lead to harm during crises begin long before the acute crisis starts, and can persist long after the acute 
crisis ends. In other words we view “disasters” as temporally diffuse and our collective work 
acknowledges the need to respond to and prevent harms caused not only by hazardous events but also 
changing social and environmental conditions.  Thus, our project is oriented towards understanding the 
potential for current policy to be leveraged in a way that allows for relocation, while simultaneously 
understanding buyouts as a social process with issues of equity and inclusiveness present in policies and 
decision-making. 
 
The current meeting took place as a subset of this exploration. Voluntary buyouts and acquisitions are 
the most salient mechanisms that exist within current US hazard mitigation policies and funding 
structures, which allow property owners to leave one place of residence and relocate to another via 
economic support from federal and state agencies. Understanding voluntary buyouts and acquisitions 
are a central part to understanding: a) possibilities for relocation for communities facing extreme risk; b) 
the political will of federal and state agencies to support relocation; c) the justification and values which 
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frame relocation options in the US; and d) how hazard mitigation as relocation is distributed among 
diverse communities.  
 
Meeting Goals  
We recognize that there are many efforts to understand retreat and relocation under conditions of 
climate change and sea level rise, however, this group of scholars and practitioners was particularly 
selected to advance a focused conversation around the application and limits of voluntary buyouts, 
under the most frequently utilized agency regulations: HUD, FEMA, USDA, and USACE.   
 
Our meetings goals were as follows:  

1) Mapping out what is allowable within buyout procedures under current policies, laws and 
regulations. 

2) Discussing bureaucratic discretion, where decisions made in implementation can impact 
interpretations of regulations and outcomes, in these cases. 

3) Identifying who acquisition processes support and who is left out. 
4) Discussing how and if small amendments to policy, those which might be possible in a shorter 

timeframe and without legislative action,  could open key possibilities for community-led 
relocations. 

5) Discussing gaps in data and information to understand the social process of buyouts and 
acquisitions across a diverse set of people/publics. 

 
Key Assumptions 
Drs. Elizabeth Marino, Alessandra Jerolleman, and Julie Maldonado, in partnership with the  Rising 
Voices: Climate Resilience through Indigenous and Earth Science program,  convened an earlier meeting 
with a leading group of legal experts and disaster scholars to better understand the  legal parameters, 
limits, and possibilities related to community-led relocation within the United  States in response to 
erosion, repetitive flooding, ecological shift and deterioration, and/or other  outcomes related to 
climate change. This meeting, held September 3-4, 2019 at the National Center for Atmospheric 
Research in Boulder, CO, was intended to assist us in organizing  our collective thoughts to better 
understand what primary set of research questions would shed light on the legal possibilities for 
community-based relocation, and what data sets are necessary  to answer those questions. This initial 
meeting was organized with four primary assumptions in mind:  

1. It is challenging to relocate communities as communities and not as 
individuals.  

2. The economic cost/benefit model disadvantages many communities such as 
rural  communities or those communities experiencing the frequent burdens of 
repetitive or  layered disasters.  

3. It is more difficult to fund relocation as a proactive adaptive strategy, outside 
of a  disaster as defined by the Stafford Act.  

4. There is no existing policy mechanism, or formal assessment, that  ensures 
the continued sustainability of a resettled community. 
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Following a year and a half of additional research and exploration, these assumptions were revised and 
expanded upon with the following additions, many particular to the buyout process that was the focus 
of this second meeting: 

 
5. Although our research is heavily focused on tribal communities, these 

issues have implications for a much wider array of communities. 
6. There are social justice implications and questions for every decision 

point in the buyout process. 
7. Pressures for efficiency in buyout processes may drive further injustices, 

including the use of non-voluntary mechanisms, or acts of coercion. 
8. Buyouts will be a key mechanism for resettlement in the context of sea 

level rise and climate change. 
9. We recognize that there are “successful” buyout programs, but questions 

remain about how success has been, and will continue to be, defined. 
 
Meeting Participants 
 
Meeting participants represented a diverse array of backgrounds and knowledges, but all shared an 
interest in questions regarding buyouts.  Participants included: 
 
AR Siders 
A.R. Siders is an assistant professor in the Biden School of Public Policy and Administration and the 
Department of Geography and a Core Faculty Member of the Disaster Research Center at the University 
of Delaware. Siders' research focuses on climate change adaptation governance, decision-making, and 
evaluation.  Siders has researched justice implications of buyout processes and the distribution of 
buyouts across the United States. 
 
Alessandra Jerolleman 
Alessandra Jerolleman is an associate professor in Jacksonville State University’s Emergency 
Management Department and a community resilience specialist and applied researcher at the 
Lowlander Center. Dr. Jerolleman is a subject matter expert in climate adaptation, hazard mitigation, 
disaster recovery, and resilience with a long history of working with communities along the Gulf Coast.  
She has been researching the justice implications of community resettlement as well as bureaucratic 
and legal barriers to community-led resettlement. 
 
Christopher Narducci  
Christopher Narducci is a policy researcher and analyst at HUD with a background in disaster recovery 
and resilience, hazard risk reduction, climate adaptation, and community development and finance. He 
has worked on disaster recovery at HUD since the allocation of its Rebuild by Design and the National 
Disaster Resilience Competition initiatives. More recently he designs and implements research and 
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evaluations on the long-term outcomes of disaster resilience and is establishing climate risk 
management resources and methods to support HUD’s climate adaptation efforts.  
 
 
Danny de Vries  
Danny de Vries is an associate professor in the Anthropology of Health at the University of Amsterdam. 
He has specialised in disaster mitigation, response and preparedness, community engagement, and the 
relationship between health and the environment. Danny has researched relocation decision-making 
among repetitive floodplain residents for FEMA, the influence of temporality on vulnerability in 
floodplains, and the voluntariness of buyout programs in the United States. 
 
Elizabeth Marino 
Elizabeth Marino is an anthropologist who has worked on issues of climate change and risk perception 
for almost two decades, primarily in Alaska. Her book, Fierce Climate, Sacred Ground explored the 
challenges surrounding relocation and flooding in Shishmaref, and was released in 2015. In 2018 she 
was selected as a US Science Delegate for the Arctic Science Ministerial. 
 
Eric Tate  
Eric Tate is an Associate Professor at the University of Iowa in the Department of Geographical and 
Sustainability Sciences. Dr. Tate teaches and conducts research in the areas of flood hazards, water 
resources, environmental justice, and social vulnerability, using geospatial indicators to examine 
environment-society interactions. He has researched the geospatial distribution of flood risk. 
 
Liz Koslov,  
Liz Koslov is an Assistant Professor in the Department of Urban Planning and Institute of the 
Environment and Sustainability at UCLA, where she studies the social dimensions of climate change, 
questions of environmental and climate justice, and how cities are adapting to effects such as extreme 
weather and sea-level rise.  Recent publications include pieces on sociology and the climate crisis, flood 
maps, and the possibilities for collective climate adaptation amidst denial and public silence.  
 
Melissa Villarreal 
Melissa is a PhD Candidate at the University of Colorado (CU), Boulder in the Department of Sociology. 
Her work primarily centers around the post-disaster recovery process of vulnerable populations, though 
she has led and contributed to several different projects throughout the years. She is currently working 
on her dissertation project: an intersectional, multi-level analysis of Mexican immigrants and their 
disproportionate vulnerability in post-disaster recovery.  
 
Nathan Jessee  
Nathan Jessee is a Visiting Assistant Professor in Tulane University’s Environmental Studies Program. He 
uses collaborative ethnographic and visual research to learn about social, political, and cultural 
dimensions of environmental change in coastal Louisiana. Nathan is currently working on a book based 
on doctoral research conducted alongside Isle de Jean Charles Biloxi-Chitimacha-Choctaw Tribal leaders 
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that is focused on legacies of ecocide, community resettlement planning, and the politics of climate 
change adaptation in Louisiana. 
 
Sathya Gopalakrishnan 
Sathya Gopalakrishnan is an Associate Professor in the Department of Agricultural, Environmental and 
Development Economics at Ohio State University. Sathya’s research is motivated by an interest in 
applying economic theory to explore ubiquitous interdependencies between human decisions and 
biophysical processes that impact natural resources. Sathya’s work specifically focuses on coupled 
models of complex human and natural systems; non-market valuation of environmental amenities and 
risks; and bioeconomic analysis, applied to coastal and water resources.  

Simon Manda 
Simon Manda is Postdoctoral researcher at Oregon State University – Cascades. His research examines 
adaptation possibilities for communities who are faced with repetitive flooding, focusing on 
underpinning legal and policy mechanisms. Previously, Simon worked for the University of Zambia, 
Zambia and the University of Leeds, UK. His research revolves around environmental sustainability. 
 
Sigvana Topkok 
Meghan "Sigvanna" Topkok is the Staff Attorney at Kawerak, Inc, in Nome, Alaska. She graduated law 
school in 2017 and began work at Kawerak in 2018. As part of her job duties she provides legal 
assistance to 19 tribes in the Bering Strait region on a wide range of issues from climate adaptation and 
elections to personnel issues and child welfare matters.  
 
John Lovett 
John Lovett is on the faculty of Loyola University New Orleans College of Law. Professor Lovett’s 
teaching and research focus on property law in common, civil and mixed jurisdictions.  Professor Lovett 
has written about the property law implications of community relocation. 

B.    What we Know: 
 

Overview of Buyouts 
Because of the complex nature of buyouts and the different perspectives participants brought to the 
meeting, Liz Koslov reviewed the basic policy structure of buyouts and acquisitions for the group. Most 
generally, buyouts and acquisitions are federally funded via FEMA’s Hazard Mitigation Grant Program 
(HMGP)  and HUD’s Community Development Block Grant-Disaster (CDBG-DR) program. While CDBG-DR 
can provide 100% support for acquisitions, HMGP requires a 25% cost-share match. Less common 
acquisitions occur through the USDA National Resources Conservation Service as part of the floodplain 
easement program. New federal funding via FEMA’s Building Resilient Infrastructure and Communities 
(BRIC), or FEMA’s revolving loan funding via the STORM Act; and HUD’s CDBG-Mitigation grant program 
may be possible areas of acquisition/buyout funding in the future. Dr. Koslov also discussed a rise in 
interest around state and local funding mechanisms for buyouts (Peterson et al. 2020).  
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Buyouts and acquisitions are structured to give aid to property owners; and the majority go to single-
family homeowners. Eligibility for a buyout/acquisition depends on hazard-zone location, damage level, 
participation in the National Flood Insurance Program, and whether or not the city or community has an 
approved Hazard Mitigation Plan. Buyouts are labor and policy intensive, and so requires local 
government capacity. 
 
Hazard Mitigation Grant Program buyouts are based on a benefit-cost analysis (BCA) in which the cost of 
future flooding must be greater than the cost of purchasing and demolishing structures. After 2013 
HMGP grants also included  socio-economic and environmental benefits such as tourism potential and 
erosion protection in the BCA. FEMA issued a pre-calculated BCA for acquiring damaged homes located 
within the Special Flood Hazard Area (SFHA). HUD’s requires CDBG-DR activities, including acquisitions, 
to meet one of three National Objectives: 1) provide benefits to low or moderate income persons; 2) aid 
in the prevention or elimination of slums or blight; or 3) meet an urgent need.  According to an analysis 
of publicly available grant data there is a 5-year average timeline between the date of the disaster and 
the date of the grant being closed for FEMA buyouts through HMGP (NRDC, 2019). 
 
Liz then provided us with a hilarious set of procedural maps and flow charts of increasing complexity 
that have been developed by institutions to distill the buyout/acquisitions process into “simple-to-
understand” instructions. As demonstrated by these flow charts - the buyout process in practice is not at 
all simple; but is extremely complex -- suggesting that capacity and will at multiple scales (individual, 
neighborhood, city, county/parish, state, and federal) must be activated to achieve a 
buyout/acquisitions. We present an example on the following page: 
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The Inequitable distribution of Flooding Risks 
Critical to our understanding of equity across the buyout/acquisition process, is understanding who is 
likely to live in flood prone areas in the first place. Eric Tate was instrumental (both in previous work and 
in his presentation) in orienting us to demographic characteristics which predict where flooding will 
occur. Dr. Tate reminded us that social vulnerability broadly proceeds along characteristics of socio-
economic status; ethnicity and race; gender; health; age; home ownership; functional needs; 
immigration status; and population distribution. Through his analytic research within the literature, he 
found that poor, nonwhite, immigrants, and non- native English speakers disproportionally reside in 
flood-prone areas, but often have limited resources for flood mitigation and recovery. 
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Overview of Buyouts Funded through HUD 
Chris Narducci gave an extremely useful presentation on the process of buyouts via HUD’s Community 
Development Block Grant, Disaster Recovery Grants (CDBG-DR). He pointed out that HUD CDBG-DR 
grants are relatively large amounts of funding (current portfolio of $55.1 billion in total active CDBG-DR 
grants), however HUD funds a small portion of the total buyouts supported by the Federal government, 
approximately 6,500 total buyouts, compared to 45,000 funded through FEMA overall. CDBG-DR grants 
are unique in that they give discretion to state and local governments to address unmet recovery needs 
after other funding sources have been exhausted; they prioritize low and moderate income persons; and 
the statute authorizes 26 different activities, making the grant flexible enough to meet some unmet 
needs. Additionally, CDBG-DR grantees must also ensure that, overall, at least 50 or 70 percent of the 
entire grant award must be used for activities that benefit low- or moderate-income persons. 
  
Chris also pulled in his presentation the language in the Federal Register that pertains to buyout 
guidance and regulation. This was an important reminder about the parameters under which agencies 
and grantees are  obligated to operate.  HUD develops guidelines that are within the parameters of 
statutory language passed by Congress, grantees are obligated to adhere to these per their grant 
agreement.  
 
Chris provided some of his own thoughts1 on  the barriers to achieving more efficient implementation of 
buyout programs and suggestions for HUD CDBG-DR buyout programs going forward, which included: 
 
Barriers to Implementation of Buyout Programs 

• Delay in provision of assistance: Average 6 months between disaster and HUD allocation of funds to 
grantee. Average 4 years between disaster and completion of housing assistance programs. (Martin, 
et al. 2019) 

• Local capacity and ability of community quickly ramp up and market programs, to advocate for 
funding and choices.  

• Costs/Benefits mismatch: Community bears immediate burden of costs of buyouts in the form of 
checkered neighborhoods, declining property values and tax revenue, relocating challenges 
(individual households) while higher levels of government and insurers reap many long-term 
benefits in reduced disaster recovery aid in the future.  

• Human preferences to return to pre-disaster state, maintain community, “build back stronger” 

• Inequity: communities with capacity and resources have options to minimize future exposure 
through insurance, expensive infrastructure, funds to continuously rebuild, advocate for 
government support for community. 

 

 
Some proposed changes to make buyouts speedier: 

 
1 The views he expressed are his own and do not necessarily reflect the policy position of HUD 
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• Create permanent CDBG-DR program, with established rules and regulations 

• Pre-approved disaster recovery action plans (prioritizing recovery and mitigation activities that 
would benefit from immediate funding) 

• Pre-certified policies, procedures, oversight and financial controls 

• Community Development Block Grant Disaster Recovery Reserve Fund 
 
HUD’s policies regarding buyouts view the activity as benefit to both homeowners in high-risk areas as 
well as public and private entities that are liable for losses following a disaster. Chris noted that HUD’s 
long-standing priority is to expediate the disaster recovery process and to promote and sustain 
homeownership and the wealth accumulation that is often associated with it. As such, HUD treats  
buyouts as a mechanism that can protect homeownership and home equity in the context of increasing 
natural hazard risk, and which can be quickly deployed when homeowners might otherwise have few 
options if they are seeking to relocate. Despite this, HUD officials acknowledge this benefit may be 
allocated inequitably and/or in opposition to a range of the desired goals of community and individual 
homeowners affected by disasters and the recovery and resilience programs that come afterwards.  
 
Inequitable distribution of buyouts 
 
Recent research into the distribution of federal buyout grants, based upon data released by FEMA,  has 
shown that buyouts may be inequitably distributed, but there are significant gaps in our knowledge 
regarding how that inequity manifests.  AR Siders presented an overview of her research on the 
distribution of buyouts, sharing that there is no general agreement on why people take buyouts, nor is 
there data on who is offered or denied buyouts.  Research indicates that wealthier, denser, and whiter 
counties have received more buyouts.  Additionally, there is some disparity within the counties with 
concentrations of buyouts in lower income, and more rural portions of the counties receiving buyout 
funds.  Recent research has found that black homeowners are particularly less likely to receive buyout 
dollars (Nelson and Molloy 2021), though the dynamics of these interactions are still unclear.   
 
The individual decision to accept a buyout, once one is offered, is impacted by the subjective and 
objective value of the home, as well as by the extent to which households have ties to the community.  
Some homeowners wish to move individually, while others wish to move at the same time as the 
community, not wishing to be the last home remaining.  However, just because individuals wish to move 
as a community, at the same time, they still may not wish to remain together and move to the same 
place.  In some cases, such as in parts of Houston, it appears that some residents may be taking buyouts 
in order to leave neighborhoods with changing demographics (Lougrhan & Elliot, 2019). 
 
Siders speculated that there are three patterns that emerge regarding buyouts: 1) governments identify 
a risk area and make an offer to individual homeowners; 2) communities/neighborhoods organize and 
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petition government for a buyout; and, 3) individual homeowners approach local government to request 
a buyout. 
 
Regarding individuals who petition the state for buyouts, some are fed up with repetitive flooding and 
see no other way out.  Ideology has been shown to have a substantial impact on the desire for a buyout, 
with some seeing buyouts as charity and others seeing them as an entitlement and asking why they are 
not being offered the opportunity.  Ideology also has an impact in thinking about the use of the land 
after the buyout, with some persons only willing to be bought out if there is a guarantee that the land 
will not be redeveloped. 
 
The discussion focused on questions of privilege, historical decisions impacting risk, and the tremendous 
data gaps that remain.  Participants agreed that there is insufficient data regarding who is actually 
offered a buyout, or on the individual experiences of a buyout, as the majority of the data available is 
national in scale.  The suggestion was made to identify a methodology for tracking acceptance of buyout 
offers, as well as who is and is not receiving offers. 
 
Voluntary or Coercive  
 
Prior research conducted by Danny de Vries and his colleague James Fraser indicated that there are 
significant concerns regarding the voluntary nature of buyouts, with survey results from one-third of 
homeowners relocated across four buyout case studies indicating that participation was involuntary.  
The issue of voluntary versus coercion in buyouts is about accepting an offer; who gets the assistance 
has already been decided as the program is structured through cost/benefit risk ranking of properties.  
In other words, questions of voluntariness don’t arise until an area has been targeted, and the lack of 
alternative options can be in itself coercive.  Expert knowledge can override community desires, while 
mitigation managers who wish to reduce risk exposure can place pressures upon vulnerable households 
who may involuntary participate due to lack of social and financial capital, creating an environmental 
injustice.  
  
De Vries suggested that there are two logics of responsibility at play here: citizens and community 
leaders (housing counselors, community leadership) who seek to protect and preserve cultural heritage 
and social cohesiveness of the community and protect neighborhoods residents against undue 
governmental pressure, and mitigation managers who seek to protect citizens from harm and to 
develop and plan communities such that physical decline and infrastructure costs are minimized.   
  
The buyout managers may have good intentions, but the buyout processes are embedded in pre-
existing, planning realities that grasp the disaster as a window of opportunity for change. They may 
utilize a variety of legal tools strategically (e.g. building permits, moratoriums, substantially damage 
declarations, and declarations of contamination) as well as social tactics (e.g. imagine you are alone; 
safety; if it floods again; last one standing). Fear and emotions that touch residents and immediate 
family members, including a sense of helplessness, are significant predictors of accepting a buyout. 
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The discussion focused in part on individual agency, and what it means to really have a voluntary 
buyout. Is telling someone that their home will decrease in value informative or coercive? How do we 
give homeowners all the facts without trying to influence them one way or the other?  Participants felt 
that there was an important question of pre-existing aspirations and how they mapped with the 
decisions to move.  This related to the need to explore what was going on in the community prior and 
how does a disaster implicate these elements.  For the affluent, was relocation a good thing, 
empowering, an opportunity? For marginalized, vulnerable populations, what is the history of relocation 
and mobility? Was it a positive thing, a choice, what were the outcomes?  
  
Relating to the question of outcomes from a relocation, participants noted that FEMA and HUD focus 
only on the buyout itself, and not on what happens after.  There was discussion of the assumption built 
into HUD’s frameworks that a buyout offer would benefit low to moderate income families.  A change in 
2017 has made it so that the Low Moderate Income (LMI) objective can be met merely through the 
buyout transaction increasing the overall incentive for grantees to target LMI and the broad assumption 
built into HUD framework, that the buyouts are a benefit to households. 
 
The Economics of Coastal Housing: Market forces, real estate, and cost-benefit analysis  
 
Sathya shared a brief overview of the economics of coastal housing markets.  In a coupled coastal-
economic system, densely populated coastal zones are facing sea level rise and housing markets are 
directly affected.  Coastal dynamics (shoreline retreat, dredging/nourishment) influence the value of 
housing, and housing markets reveal information through market outcomes, people’s behavior, and 
policy induced changes. 
  
She described the hedonic valuation method in which buying a home is equivalent to choosing a bundle 
of attributes, and the price of that home reflects the attributes of the property, the neighborhood, and 
the environment.  She presented the case study of the North Carolina coastline where beach 
nourishment – the process of rebuilding an eroding beach with sand dredged from offshore or inlets – 
targets areas with higher property value at risk, leaving beaches with lower property values needing to 
bear additional costs.  This raises the question of whether adaptation accelerates coastal development, 
which in turn increases exposure to storm risk and erosion.  Beach nourishment can increase the 
likelihood of development, controlling for price and nourishment feedbacks, so that over time, 
adaptation becomes maladaptive. 
  
Participants discussed the long-term impacts of adaptation strategies and whether a similar pattern 
occurs with buyouts, where areas with higher property values have more bargaining power in attracting 
adaptation; on the other hand, areas that are “not generating the same income” do not have that 
bargaining power and are instead not invested in.  The group suggested considering the role of 
gentrification and resilience in people being pushed out of their neighborhoods. 
  
Another important question raised was, what’s the temporal element/ to what extent does a temporal 
element factor into these issues?   Economic models assume forward-looking agents who discount the 
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future; even with relatively low discount rates, you are only thinking 20-30 years ahead even though 
these strategies have impact for much longer. What happens if we continue to adapt in place more and 
more? If the cost of living goes up, places end up abandoned but it happens too late. Meeting 
participants also raised the question of what happens to renters when there is a buyout. 

 
What is a “Successful” Buyout? 
 
Simon Manda encouraged us to think through the metrics that are used to determine the success of a 
buyout. He did so by walking through the Valymeyer and Soldiers Grove case studies that are often cited 
in the literature as “successful”. He pointed out that there was limited data on how success was 
measured from the perspective of people going through the buyout process; but that the “facts” cited 
for the two case studies demonstrated the kinds of metrics that agencies were de facto using to 
measure success.  
 
In both Valmeyer and Soldiers Grove, reports on the buyouts included identifying the number of houses 
purchased, greenspace creation of the bought out properties, new businesses in the area, and the 
implementation of new and sustainable technologies. In Valmeyer, challenges to the notion of success 
were: 1) much of the population did not relocate to the new townsite; 2) the town lost 53% of its land; 
3) approximately 75% of businesses “stepped out”; and, 4) an unknown number of people exited the 
area and were “replaced” by new residents buying land and houses in the new town of Valmeyer.  
 
Simon concluded that there are gaps in understanding about who is benefiting and who is losing out 
under conditions of buyouts. This included thinking through who could afford to ‘hang in’ during the 
buyout process (which can take years), and who ultimately were the decision-makers in the community. 
Finally, Simon gave us a model for thinking about diverse community needs. His conclusion is that 
material, relational, and subjective metrics would better capture the experience of buyouts and be 
better predictors of long term safety and success (as demonstrated below). 
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C.     Data Gaps and Research Agenda 
 
The group strongly concluded that there was a lack of  information about buyouts from the perspective 
of the individuals experiencing the process.  
 
Most specifically, we do not understand:  
1)  The difference between who is offered a buyout (x) and who accepts (y) [x-y=?] 
2)  The decision-making strategies agencies use to determine who is offered a buyout (particularly when 
there are many homes and homeowners who fit the criteria) 
3)  Differential experiences of buyouts based on demographic characteristics (for example, are there 
vastly different experiences for people of high socio-economic status compared to low socio-economic 
status; or for Black communities compared to white communities?) 
4) Where individuals and residents go post buyout (i.e. to a more secure location or a more “risky” one?)  
6) Are people who take buyouts better off than those who do not, when compared to similar 
neighborhoods who decline buyouts? Are homeowners taking on increased debt post buyout or are 
they more financially secure? Do they remain home owners, or do they become renters?  This could 
include a variety of metrics, such as financial, social, and emotional well-being. 
7) What happens to renters and non-home owners when a buyout occurs? 
  
Following from these gaps in knowledge, the group discussed a potential research agenda, to include: 
 

1. A structural violence critique of buyouts (in the spirit of de Vries) 
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2. The creation of a typology for buyouts that might capture and analyze differentiated 
experiences 

3. Exploration of international cases that may provide insight to alternative possibilities for the 
structure of buyouts 

4. Qualitative and quantitative research on the post-buyout experience and outcomes for 
individuals who participate compared to those who do not. 

5. Research on buyout demand, both who is seeking them and who is receiving them 
6. Research identifying the experiences for renters who are living in homes that are bought out  
7. Research which tracks changes in community composition over time, after a buyout has 

occurred, including the areas surrounding buyouts (also of interest: are buyouts being used in 
some circumstances as a mechanism for gentrification?) 

8. Incremental adjustments/changes to existing laws, policies and regulations that could impact 
the outcomes of buyouts  

a. cost/benefit model (assessment and critique) 
b. the democratization of pre-mitigation and planning 

9. Research and prediction on what we expect to happen over time regarding buyouts 
a. Will there be a substantial uptick in buyout funding availability and buyouts as a policy 

goal? 
b. Will changes to the real estate market in response to repetitive flooding create more or 

less opportunity for buyouts 
c. Will changes to flood insurance rates and availability dramatically change the process or 

availability of buyouts?  
 
D. Buyouts as a Policy Solution 
 
The discussions on buyouts as policy solutions revealed many complexities and contradictions.  In 
particular we focused on the following: 

 
In some cases there may be an individual, or community,  desire for a buyout which is not met due to 
unwillingness on the part of local government or an inability to meet programmatic requirements such 
as benefit-cost.  In other cases, buyouts may be imposed upon low income communities in order to 
drive gentrification, or simply because lower-income areas have long been seen as areas with a 
concentration of various types of risks.  In both of these situations, the intersection between buyout 
regulations and socio-political systems is reducing the choices available to certain residents. 

 
Buyouts are theoretically intended to reduce risk from flooding, they are the ultimate solution, 
removing families entirely from harm’s way and potentially creating a buffer for remaining structures.  
However, the process of being bought out may increase hazard risk for those who do go through the 
process, while reducing risk for those who remain in adjacent areas.  Many families may find themselves 
unable to purchase another property with the proceeds from the buyout, and end up in less safe 
housing at a greater distance from their social and family networks.  The resulting natural buffer, once 
their property is demolished and the land cleared, may reduce the flood risk to those properties that 
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were slightly less at risk and slightly more removed from the floodplain, transferring the benefits to 
those families that remain and now have a floodplain amenity.. 

 
Inequities may exist in who is offered buyouts, both when smaller jurisdictions with less capacity cannot 
access resources, and when larger jurisdictions wield the buyout process as a means to push for changes 
in development patterns.  It is therefore difficult to make assumptions as to the implications of a 
particular buyout program. 
 
Although success is framed in terms of the completion of a buyout process, we must not forget that this 
“success” is in fact a process of mourning and loss for those who leave, even if they do so willingly.  
Framing buyouts in the language of efficiency and success does not acknowledge the social and 
emotional reality of leaving one’s home. 
 
E. Concluding Thoughts 
Broadly speaking the meeting raised many more questions than it answered. Despite the increasing 
number of people interested in and analyzing buyouts as a potential solution to climate change, sea 
level rise, and repetitive flooding -- an understanding of buyouts as a subjective experience, situated 
within a historical and socio-cultural context -- is missing. Given that social science has conclusively 
proven that risk exposure is correlated with social conditions and historical oppressions, we still do not 
know whether buyouts further entrench these social inequities or help to relieve them. If buyouts have 
the potential to act as an inflection point in the histories of inequity via infrastructure development and 
risk exposure, we do not know whether this inflection point pushes towards justice or injustice, some 
complex combination of both, or fails to make substantial change in people’s lives at all. 
 
Critical to our conversation was holding the contradiction that while there might be substantial social 
justice critiques of buyouts -- we also must confront the reality that another, perhaps the other, 
“option” is abandonment.  In the case of Valmeyer, for example, while we can reasonably ask questions 
about who was left out of these relocation decisions, we must also think through the implications of any 
suggestion that buyouts should not have occurred. Without the application of buyouts in this case, the 
town itself may have ceased to exist. On the ground, community organizers and city managers are 
inevitably left with imperfect policy tools by which they negotiate the best future for their communities. 
We must also consider that in some situations the increased interest in buyouts may foreclose other 
options such as elevations or flood control measures that are actually community-preferred. 
 
As a group we thought through how social critique as an academic tradition, community-based protest, 
and (at its best) prophetic voice for change, must interact with political realities. We ultimately 
advocated for a fluid negotiation between research as a social critique, and as an information gathering 
tool by which we can recommend realistic policy changes which improve the lives of our own 
communities, communities we work with, and, always, those most at risk. The research agenda outlined 
above, we believe, is a platform that can do both. 
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