In Louisiana, Low Elevations and Costly Insurance, Leave Nowhere to Run
by Benjamin Alexander-Bloch
March 29, 2013 – Many Plaquemines residents have no choice but to stay in flood prone areas, with no flood insurance to protect the investments they have worked for all their lives.  “How do you move somewhere else when you have nowhere else to go?” asked Cheryl Narcisse Page, 63, of Pointe a la Hache.  Page said she and others around her are stuck.  They say the possibility of now selling their homes is nil.  “Are they going to move us onto an Indian reservation?” Gerald Griffin, 66, of Davant, asked.
If a buyer must take out a mortgage, as most would, that mortgage company would require insurance.  So, the buyer would be forced to either pay the $100,000 to $200,000 to elevate the home or the potential tens of thousands of dollars to insure a home in a high-risk area 8 to 21 feet below the impending elevation standards.
A $250,000 home in a high-risk zone that is only 3 feet below the new elevation standard – so for example, if it’s raised to 18 feet – would still have to pay about $15,000 a year.  For a $150,000 home, that premium would be about $8,400.
But for homes 4 feet or more below that new elevation standard, HYPERLINK "http://topics.nola.com/tag/fema/index.html"FEMA officials could not provide potential numbers for those extreme high-risk zones.  In response to questions for clarification, a FEMA spokeswoman simply stated that “there would need to be special rates created” for home 4 feet or more below in that risk category, but that the premiums would “be significantly higher.”
Yet, during a meeting in Morgan City on Wednesday, Ross Richardson, a regional official with FEMA’s flood insurance program, provided a hint.  He told the Coastal Protection and Restoration Authority that a building worth $200,000, with contents of $80,000, would get an flood insurance bill for $25,000 or more a year under the new rates.
Despite that dire situation, current homeowners who have mortgages are in an even tighter bind.  Their mortgage will require them to have flood insurance, but, in order to have flood insurance they can afford, they likely will have to borrow the money necessary to elevate.
The new flood insurance rate maps are part of the impending FEMA HYPERLINK "http://www.fema.gov/national-flood-insurance-program"National Flood Insurance Program requirements that now will be based on actuarial rates.  In other words, the government will no longer subsidize the rates, as it has in the past, but instead will base them on actual risk.  The new, truer rate calculations come as part of the Biggert-Waters Flood Insurance Reform Act of 2012, legislation designed to place the federal flood insurance program on a better financial footing, after years of debt in part caused by claims filed during Hurricane Katrina.  So, insurance in flood-prone areas is rising, so that the premiums actually can reimburse the cost of claims.
During a teleconference on Friday explaining the flood insurance changes, Ed Connor, FEMA’s deputy associate administrator for federal insurance, acknowledged the hardships that people across the coast of Louisiana and in other vulnerable areas of the country might face.  “It is a tough deal,” he said referring to the situation where homeowners might not be able to afford insurance and so would decide to go without it.    Connor later added about the 2012 legislation, “They did not put anything in the legislation to address affordability.”
Matt Dubois, a civil engineer and FEMA project monitor for the flood map studies for the greater New Orleans area, said the new assessments are an attempt to realistically “identify what the current flood risk is.”  “When you build, you should elevate,” Dubois said.  “The height of those levees, the height of that coastal storm surge and the amount of water simply coming into that area (outside of Belle Chasse), simply is not protected by what they have out there.”
The legislation no longer allows homes to be grandfathered in under the old elevation and insurance rates.  Also, for the past several decades, Plaquemines – outside of the wall that protects Belle Chasse – has had a flood map in place, but it did not require any home elevation at all for large swaths of the parish.  So, suddenly, thousands of residents now are faced with drastic change, some moving from no elevation requirement at all to a 21-foot standard on land that is below sea level.
Mark Davis, a Tulane University Law School professor and the founding director of the Tulane Institute on Water Resources Law and Policy, said the new standards will force residents to come to better terms with the risks they have always faced, and that new realism could have its benefits.  “The way that we have been living for the last 40 years or so is completely out of sync with how we have lived before – prior to 1965 – when the flood insurance program kicked in, really as a direct result of Betsy, and the Army corps got in the business of building flood protection,” Davis said.  “And as people have gotten used to the levees and flood insurance, they have started believing that these things manage the risk for them and they have stopped really assessing those risks, planning and managing for them.  “We are now where we were before Betsy, having to start accepting the risk that we face.”
Johnetta Simpson, of Bohemia, isn’t certain what to make of it all.  “I wonder if they are eventually thinking about getting rid of people in this part of the parish?” Simpson asked.  Up the road, Griffin was more certain.  “They want us to go ...  they are pushing us out,” he said.
 http://www.nola.com/environment/index.ssf/2013/03/plaquemines_after_hurricane_is_1.html
