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• As development and climate change 
bring more flooding to US cities, federal 
agencies are increasingly targeting urban 
neighborhoods for voluntary residential 
relocation. 

• A prominent example is the Federal 
Emergency Management Agency’s Hazard 
Mitigation Grant Program, which provides 
funds for local experts to conduct buyouts 
of flood-prone homes based on cost-
benefit assessments of future savings to 
federal disaster programs.

• Nationally, we find that the probability 
of an area receiving any such funding 
increases with its share of white residents; 
yet, it is communities of color that end up 
accepting buyouts in the greatest number.

• We also find through case study research 
that the ability of buyout participants to 
remain close to home and to each other 
decreases with shares of non-white residents 
in the original community and as average 
buyout prices decrease, further threatening 
community attachment in historically 
marginalized flood-prone communities.

The Rising Challenge of Urban Flooding

Analyses of newly available data estimate that 
14.6 million properties now face substantial 
flood risk across the United States–nearly twice 
the number currently designated by the Federal 
Emergency Management Agency’s (FEMA) 1-in-
100 flood maps.1 This rising risk is present 
in coastal areas where sea level rise and more 
powerful storms are combining to exacerbate 
environmental vulnerabilities. It is also present 
in inland areas where bayous, creeks, rivers, 
and reservoirs now regularly overflow as more 
erratic and intense rains become part of the 
new abnormal. In response, local governments 
nationwide are engaging in a federally subsidized 
policy of managed retreat, or the planned removal 
of people and property from hazardous areas, 
especially in heavily populated urban areas where a 
recent report by the National Academy of Sciences 
indicates that flooding is severe and getting 
worse.2 To ensure that those programs are socially 
as well as environmentally successful, we need 
more comparative, evidence-based research on the 
households and neighborhoods involved, especially 
in cities where implementation is interfacing with 
racially-segregated housing markets to produce 
unequal policy outcomes.

The Ascendant Policy of Managed Retreat

The federal government’s largest program of 
managed retreat—by far—is administered by 
FEMA, which has spent nearly $13 billion to date 
through its Hazard Mitigation Grant Program 
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(HMGP), which provides funds for state and local 
governments to remove people and property from 
harm’s way. Operating in a manner similar to that 
of programs funded at lower monetary levels by the 
US Department of Housing and Urban Development 
(HUD) and state and local governments, FEMA pays 
homeowners a negotiated “fair market price” for their 
flood-prone properties. Local jurisdictions use FEMA 
funds to demolish the properties, declaring that no 
future development shall occur on the site, except 
perhaps for new flood-mitigation infrastructure. 

The HMGP started in 1985 to combat rural flooding 
and to defray the National Flood Insurance Program’s 
(NFIP) increasing financial burden. Yet since the 
1990s, the HMGP has become a preferred adaptation 
policy in cities nationwide due to its market-friendly, 
individualistic logics: Floodplain managers use cost-
benefit calculations to determine which properties 
are most financially rational to acquire relative to 
their projected future flood damages and associated 
repair and insurance costs. They then approach the 
owners of those properties, using funds that flow 
from the federal level to state and local governments. 
Along the way, local floodplain managers determine 
where and to whom to extend offers, which typically 
follow a Presidential Declaration of Disaster, which 
means that approved homeowners are often more 
preoccupied with their own recovery efforts than 
with long-term urban adaptation.

At the same time, FEMA is coming under increased 
scrutiny for producing racially-biased outcomes 
through its disaster recovery and adaptation 
programs. In their recent report to FEMA’s Director, 
the agency’s National Advisory Council (NAC) 
amplified broad calls for increased attention to social 
equity, noting that the agency’s “Recovery programs 
[including buyouts] … provide an additional boost 
to wealthy homeowners and others with less need, 
while lower-income individuals and others sink 
further into poverty after disasters.”3 NAC’s push 
for equity, coupled with the Biden administration’s 
stated commitment to environmental justice and 
the appointment of environmental justice advocate 
Michael Regan to lead the Environmental Protection 
Agency, means that now is a good time to re-evaluate 
the policy of managed retreat and programs of urban 

adaptation more generally.

The Social Biases of Implementation

From Countryside to City
In spring of 2019, national data on FEMA’s buyout 
program became publicly available through a lawsuit 
filed by National Public Radio reporters under the 
Freedom of Information Act.4 Our analysis of these 
previously unavailable data reveals some overarching 
patterns despite the decentralized implementation of 
FEMA’s managed retreat program.5 First, as Figure 1 
shows, there is a clear trend since the 1990s toward 
buyouts being deployed in urban counties as opposed 
to rural and suburban counties, with nearly three-
quarters of all buyouts now having taken place in and 
around cities. This shift matters because cities—with 
their density of property and residents—are spaces 
where the social and economic benefits of buyouts 
are highest, but also spaces where histories of racial 
segregation, uneven development, and environmental 
injustice are significant. It raises questions about 
whether a policy created for the rural Mississippi 
watershed is best suited for the racial and spatial 
complexities of major cities. Second, within these 
urban counties, we find that the probability of a 
census tract receiving and implementing buyout 
funding from FEMA increases with the local share 
of white residents, net of property damages from 
recent floods, population size, and average income. 
Yet, it is neighborhoods of color within these areas 
that end up accepting buyout offers in the greatest 
numbers. This pattern suggests that although a high 
proportion of white residents in a community may 
elevate the probability of being extended government 
assistance in the face of rising flood risk, a high 
proportion of white residents is simultaneously 
associated with a reduced likelihood of individual 
households accepting the government’s buyout offer 
in large numbers. By contrast, in neighborhoods of 
color, ongoing racial discrimination and devaluation 
of housing prices combine to leave homeowners 
with fewer options other than to take a buyout at the 
same time that FEMA and local floodplain managers 
know that they can acquire more properties per 
funding dollar in low-income communities of color 
than in whiter, more affluent neighborhoods, owing 
to the legacies of redlining and other historical and 
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Figure 1. Cumulative Number of FEMA-Funded Residential Property Buyouts in Central, Suburban and Rural Counties of 
the United States, 1990-2015

Source: Author calculations using the Federal Emergency Management Agency’s recently released national 
buyout database. Data are available online at https://apps.npr.org/fema-table/assets/fema.csv. For related 
analyses, see Elliott, Brown, and Loughran 2020, also available online at https://journals.sagepub.com/
doi/10.1177/2378023120905439.

contemporary forms of racial residential segregation 
and discrimination.

From Houston: Racial Privilege and the Social Value of 
Home
Knowing where buyouts are more likely to occur 
nationally—and where they occur in larger 
numbers—offers a useful but ultimately incomplete 
picture of the types of social inequities that can 
emerge from the color-blind implementation 
of managed retreat. To enlarge that picture, we 
need to follow residents as they relocate to better 
understand what happens next to both them and 
their flood-prone communities. To start, we focused 
on the central county of Houston, Texas—one of the 
nation’s most flood-prone cities and a leading county 
for federally funded buyouts. There we assembled 
original data on buyout participants distributed 
across 15 local watersheds, 39 administratively 

recognized neighborhoods, and 92 census tracts–all 
located within one of the largest and most ethno-
racially diverse cities in the country. Using county 
appraisal records and online residential databases, 
we then located 1,782 program participants at 
their subsequent, post-buyout addresses.6 Of those 
participants, more than 90% had relocated within 
the encompassing metro area, making managed 
retreat more a process of local reshuffling than an 
act of long-distance displacement—a pattern also 
observed among buyout participants in New York City 
following Superstorm Sandy.7 

With these data we explicitly wanted to consider the 
social value of home for residents, often expressed 
as community attachment to the place and people 
now being threatened by rising flood risk. This social 
value stands in contrast to policymakers’ official 
assessment in FEMA’s managed retreat program, 
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Figure 2. Average (Straight-line) Distance Moved by Buyout Participants in Harris County, Texas by % White in their 
Originating Census Tract.
Source: Author calculations for n= 1,571 buyout participants distributed across 92 census tracts and 39 super 
neighborhoods in Harris County, Texas, 2000-2017. The trend displayed is statistically significant at p < .05, using a two-
tailed test with robust standard errors to adjust for spatial clustering of participants within census tract.

where the economic value of home—calculated by 
cost-benefit analyses—is the primary consideration 
in determining where to make buyout offers and 
how much payment to offer to homeowners. These 
alternative calculations yield several overarching 
findings. First, as illustrated in Figure 2, the average 
distance a homeowner moves after a buyout declines 
noticeably with the share of white residents in their 
buyout neighborhood.8 The same pattern holds for 
average buyout prices. Supplemental analyses indicate 
that in a neighborhood where buyout prices average 
$280,000 (a figure near the average home price in 
Houston), resettlement typically occurs within 3 
(straight-line) miles. In a neighborhood where buyout 
prices average only $80,000, that distance triples.

Next, to measure ongoing attachments to people, we 
conducted similar analyses for the median distance 
resettled from neighbors relocating through the same 
buyout program. Here, again, we find that as the 

share of white residents in a buyout neighborhood 
increases, distance from similarly resettled neighbors 
decreases. That same pattern again holds for average 
buyout prices. Results show, for example, that the 
median distance from resettled neighbors from a 
neighborhood where buyout prices average $280,000 
is approximately 8 miles. In a neighborhood where 
buyout prices average $80,000, that median distance 
nearly doubles.9 In these ways and through standard 
operating procedures, the implementation of managed 
retreat is disproportionately pushing people from 
communities of color farther from the flood-prone 
people and places they call home.

Recommendations

What happens in Houston does not necessarily 
generalize to the rest of the country, but it does offer 
a window into managed retreat’s increasingly urban 
unfolding. It also indicates that FEMA’s technocratic, 
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cost-benefit approach to managed retreat can hasten 
the fragmentation of communities of color, relative to 
their white, urban counterparts. These inequities may 
in fact be baked into the program: FEMA advances 
an individualistic policy that centers the economic 
value of home, leaving community attachments to 
people and place officially ignored.10 When relocation 
programs proceed in this manner, residents of 
wealthier and more racially privileged neighborhoods 
appear to benefit, receiving greater access to federal 
resources but less social and economic need to 
accept them. Further, residents of such communities 
enjoy more opportunities to sustain community 
attachments if they do decide to take government 
buyout offers. But, ultimately and as the National 
Academy of Sciences report recently underscored, 
rising urban flood risk is a national problem; 
advancing the interests and propping up the finances 
of the most socially privileged homeowners does 
nothing for the most vulnerable people—low-income 
renters, public housing residents, the homeless—
whose housing needs only stand to become more 
precarious as climate change advances. From this 
assessment come several general recommendations: 

1. Abandon individualistic, market-centered buyout 
programs in favor of community-centered adaptation 
and mitigation programs. For us, it is an open question 
whether federal buyouts can or should be reformed. 
It is possible, if not likely, that longstanding 
racial inequities in urban housing markets and 
neighborhoods guarantee that a managed retreat 
program that targets homeowners as the key 
participants will reproduce and exacerbate existing 
inequities. Public funds for adaptation and mitigation 
would better serve the public if removing risky homes 
from the urban landscape is coupled with restrictions 
on new floodplain development and meaningful 
relocation assistance to ensure that all residents—
especially socially vulnerable residents—can resettle 
equitably and in ways that reduce environmental risk 
while sustaining community attachments. 

2. Adopt and fund policy tools evident in other variants 
of managed retreat. Such measures include the official 
focus on community development in HUD’s buyout 
program, which attempts to use buyouts as the basis 
for new parks and open spaces (concepts, which, 

while potentially beneficial from our perspective, 
also foreground the need to consider how such 
strategies, if not tied to equitable housing programs, 
may accelerate gentrification and associated 
displacement).11 Other measures include state and 
local efforts, like those used by the Milwaukee 
Metropolitan Sewerage District, for example, to assign 
community case workers to assist with bottom-up 
planning and resettlement options. 

3. Reassess pricing strategies to address racialized 
inequities—e.g., consider local appraisal options that 
raise prices offered to minority owners in minority 
neighborhoods to levels commensurate with prices 
offered to owners of comparable housing in white 
neighborhoods. Offering homeowners of color truly 
“fair” prices for their homes would acknowledge 
federal inputs into unequal home valuations and 
provide homeowners of color with more resettlement 
options; it could also help to maintain community 
attachments and social value implicitly afforded 
buyout participants in white neighborhoods.

4. Find ways to engage non-homeowners—such as 
renters (particularly low-income renters), public 
housing residents, the homeless, and other vulnerable 
groups—in equitable forms of managed retreat. 
Socially vulnerable residents of areas of repetitive and 
increasing flood risk may lack the economic capital 
and social stability represented by homeownership 
and may be involuntarily pushed out of their home 
communities—and potentially pushed into more 
environmentally risky places—as housing prices shift 
in response to the ongoing climate crisis.
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