
AGRICULTURAL FLOODPLAIN MANAGEMENT ALLIANCE  
 

Communities Working toward Necessary Changes to the  

National Flood Insurance Program in Light of  its Impact on Agriculture 

Agricultural economies have a dramatic impact on the economy of the United States, and the local and state economies in the 

areas of the country with the most agriculture production rely on the viability and success of this robust industry. In these 

states, a significant portion of agricultural lands are being mapped within the Federal Emergency Management Agency’s 

(FEMA) regulated floodplain.  In order for these states to continue to sustain a strong agricultural economy, changes are 

needed to the National Flood Insurance Program (NFIP) that will promote the sustainability of agriculture in the floodplain.  

The proposed changes will promote prudent floodplain management principles and minimize the risk of increased 

urbanization of the floodplain. 

 

Throughout the history of the United States, people have settled near waterways for reasons that include transportation, 

irrigation and water, aesthetics, and the fertile soils that benefitted from active floodplains.  As the nation’s population grew, 

so did the damage associated with flooding from these waterways.  Landowners and river communities attempted to protect 

themselves from flooding by constructing levees around their property.  During the 1960s, people began to question the 

effectiveness of structural facilities to reduce flood losses.  Studies indicated that, although flood control structures continued 

to be built and reinforced, flood losses continued to increase.  In response, the NFIP was established by Congress in 1968.  

The program works by allowing communities to receive federally-backed flood insurance, in return for the community 

regulating development within the established floodplain. 

 

Through the NFIP, FEMA regulates development in areas subject to flooding from a base flood, or a flood that has a 1-percent 

chance of occurring in any given year.  Through the 1970s and 1980s, FEMA comprehensively mapped all communities in the 

United States within the base floodplain and delineated them on Flood Insurance Rate Maps (FIRMs).  The original FIRMs 

showed areas protected by levees in a Zone X, not a Special Flood Hazard Area (SFHA) bound by the requirements of the 

NFIP floodplain development regulations.  These levees often had no engineering documentation supporting the level of 

protection provided by that levee.  After years of repeat stress from flooding, changing hydrology and hydraulics within the 

levee systems, and changed engineering standards, many levees had become deficient in their ability to protect from the base 

flood.  In 2001, the Map Modernization Program was initiated by FEMA to update FIRMs that had become outdated and 

digitize those maps to reduce paper and make them more easily accessible by the public. 

 

As a result of FEMA’s Map Modernization Program and the limited financial ability of most rural communities to improve 

their levee systems to meet FEMA’s 100-year certification criteria, these rural agricultural communities have been, or will be, 

remapped into an SFHA.  The restrictions on development in an SFHA, while effectively curbing development in the 

floodplain, do not provide the flexibility needed to sustain agriculture.  The strict regulations have made reinvestment in 

agricultural operation facilities, commercial facilities in support of agriculture, equipment repair facilities, livestock and crop 

processing facilities, housing for agricultural operators, or temporary farm worker housing financially infeasible and/or 

unattainable in these areas.  Agriculture represents a necessary and vital component of our nation’s economy.  In addition, 

maintaining rural open space and agriculture is an integral component of prudent floodplain management.  However, as 

currently implemented, the result of NFIP policies will be to displace vibrant agricultural communities with rural “ghost 

towns,” which will have long term implications to the decline of agriculture in the floodplain. 
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Legislative changes are required to allow the NFIP and its implementation to not devastate agricultural communities. Those 

changes are required to address the inability of these communities, after being mapped into the floodplain, to reinvest in the 

economic activities that make them strong, and to allow affordable and available flood insurance to help these communities 

after the rare flood event. 

 Congress should establish a FEMA flood zone for agriculturally-based communities to allow replacement or 

reinvestment development in historically agricultural floodplains. This program would not require expensive 

elevation of structures or dry flood proofing, but would have requirements for wet flood proofing certain structures. 

 Congress should instruct FEMA for these special agricultural zones to adjust the NFIP rate to be more actuarially 

structured to evaluate the actual flood risk based on levees providing historical protection, as opposed to assuming 

that no protection actually exists.  This would lower the base rates for people in lower risk areas while not affecting 

rates for frequent claims and higher risk areas. 

 

The Alliance is developing a proposal for Congress and the Administration that addresses its concerns.  A few of the issues and 

ideas that have been discussed in this regard include: 

 Agricultural Properties in areas protected by levees that are not accredited by FEMA, but where the levees do 

provide protection with at least 1’ of freeboard above the FEMA 1/100 year water surface elevation, may construct 

agricultural and non-residential structures directly related to the support of agricultural production, storage, and 

processing, without needing to meet any wet or dry flood-proofing requirements.  For existing residential structures 

in these areas, substantial improvements must be constructed to NFIP standard; however, the substantial damage test 

(due to causes other than flood) shall be increased from the traditional 50% to 100% damage. 

 Legacy Communities in areas protected by levees that are not accredited by FEMA, but where the levees do provide 

protection with at least 1’ of freeboard above the FEMA 1/100 year water surface elevation, with population less 

than 2000 (where defined by the NFIP community), may allow repair, rehabilitation, or replacement of existing 

residential and non-residential structures.  This repair, rehabilitation, and replacement exception should not be 

applicable to repetitive loss structures. 

 FEMA and the Department of Agriculture (USDA) should be directed to convene a task force which should produce 

a report on the challenges of legacy communities surviving in an NFIP floodplain. The report should include 

recommended changes to the NFIP to strengthen the economic viability and vitality of these communities, including 

such considerations as allowing infill development and building expansion. The task force should be co-chaired by the 

Administrator of FEMA and by the Agriculture Secretary, or their designees, and include representatives from the 

following:  one from a national farm organization; one from a national banking organization; one from a national 

floodplain management organization; one from a national organization of flood and stormwater management 

agencies; one from a national agricultural commodities organization; two from states affected by these issues; one 

each from flood control associations in California’s Central Valley, the Mississippi Valley, and the Missouri Valley; 

two from legacy communities; and three at large members with an interest in the topic.   

 In light of the national interest in preserving agricultural lands and the legacy communities which support 

agriculture, flood insurance should be made available for all structures in the first two bullets above at a rate equal to 

the Zone X rate which would otherwise apply to the structures. 
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PROPOSAL FOR AN AGRICULTURAL  

FLOOD HAZARD AREA 



On February 17th, 2012, the Agricultural Flood Management Alliance (AFMA) was formed as a coalition of local agencies, 

organizations, and individuals interested in protecting the long-term viability of agricultural communities, industries, and 

operations located in the regulatory floodplain.  These communities have a significant historic cultural presence and play an 

integral role in the viability of agriculture locally, regionally, and nationally.   

 

The Alliance strongly supports the mission of FEMA and the NFIP to identify and mitigate flood risk and protect life and 

property in all floodplain communities.  However, the Alliance is concerned that the current approach under the NFIP places 

a disproportionately impactful economic burden on agricultural communities in the mapping of SFHAs which imposes highly-

restrictive flood protection regulations and establishes burdensome flood insurance rates.  In particular, changes must be made 

to the building limitations on structures needed to support agricultural production, storage, and processing.  Further, flood 

insurance must be offered at a rate which is variable depending upon the risk, but which makes flood insurance a meaningful 

and affordable option for the property owner. 

 

The Alliance is also concerned about the small dependant towns located adjacent to these agricultural communities.  The fate 

of these small communities has a direct bearing on the sustainability of agriculture in the regulatory floodplain as these are the 

communities where people gather to worship, shop, socialize, educate their children, and conduct business.  The NFIP does 

not currently take into consideration the unique interdependency and tenuous economic balance that exists between the 

agriculture industry and adjacent small communities as compared to urbanized economies. Without recognizing the unique 

characteristics of agricultural and small communities in the NFIP structure, and by instead applying an urban-focused flood 

insurance standard, the existing agriculture enterprises and their dependent small communities will continue to degrade and 

ultimately fade away. 

 

One of the initial goals of AFMA is the creation of a new agricultural flood hazard area under the NFIP.  This new zone would 

apply to established agricultural areas that would otherwise be mapped into the 100-year floodplain and would help ensure 

that agriculture and the communities it supports continue to thrive. 

 

The Alliance adopted the following guiding principles to describe its members’ common concerns and interests.  The Alliance 

believes that the framework of flood risk management as applied in agricultural areas and agricultural communities must:  

 

1. Support and protect the economic viability and vitality of agriculture industries and dependant small communities. 

2. Recognize the benefits locally and nationally of the agricultural uses of the floodplain as a practical means to limit long

-term flood risk while supporting a critical element of our economy and the security of our food supply. 

3. Include provisions for agricultural and small dependant communities that allow for practical and feasible replacement 

of and reinvestment in industrial and commercial structures, to ensure long term socio-economic sustainability. 

4. Establish flood insurance rates for agricultural and small dependant communities that are economically manageable by 

property owners while contributing to the overall fiscal viability of the NFIP. 

5. Provide a role for representatives of the agricultural and small dependant communities to participate in the process of 

developing recommended modifications to the NFIP that are specific to address these and related issues. 
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GUIDING PRINCIPLES OF THE ALLIANCE 



 

 Butte County, California 

 California Central Valley Flood Control Association 

 California Farm Bureau 

 Colusa County, California 

 Colusa County Farm Bureau, California 

 California State Association of Counties (CSAC) 

 Knights Landing Ridge Drainage District 

 Levee District #1 

 Norene Ranches, Inc. 

 Reclamation District 108, California 

 Reclamation District 827, California 

 Reclamation District 1500, California 

 

 Regional Council of Rural Counties (RCRC) 

 Sacramento County, California 

 Sacramento River West Side Levee District 

 Sacramento Valley Landowners Association 

 San Joaquin County, California 

 Sutter Butte Flood Control Agency, California 

 Sutter County, California 

 Tara Brocker, Landowner 

 Yolo County, California 

 Yolo County Farm Bureau, California 

 Yuba County, California 

 Yuba Sutter Farm Bureau, California 
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ALLIANCE MEMBERSHIP AND ORGANIZATION 

For more information about AFMA, including how to become involved in the effort, please contact Kristi More, Federal 
Director of AFMA at kristi.more@afmalliance.com or Scott Shapiro of Downey Brand at sshapiro@downeybrand.com. 

On April 16, 2012, the first Executive Committee of AFMA was elected by the member agencies.  Members of the Executive 

Committee include: 

 

 Tara Brocker, Landowner 

 Supervisor James Gallagher of Sutter County, California 

 Lewis Bair of Reclamation District 108, California 

 Elisa Noble of the California Farm Bureau 

 Supervisor Don Nottoli of Sacramento County, California 

 Melinda Terry of the California Central Valley Flood Control Association 

 Supervisor Denise Carter of Colusa County 

 

AFMA holds monthly webinar meetings on the second Thursday of the month from 11:00am to 12:00pm PST.  In addition, 

the Executive Committee as well as the Technical Advisory Committee and the Advocacy and Outreach Committee meeting 

on a regular basis. 

The Alliance invites participation from any interested agency, group, or individual from across the nation. While initially 

started in California, the Alliance is particularly interested in working with local communities from other states to learn how 

NFIP practices may impact their agricultural industries. 

 

As of September 2012, the following entities have formally joined the Alliance and endorse the Guiding Principles: 

mailto:kristi.more@afmalliance.com
mailto:sshapiro@downeybrand.com



