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Abstract 

 

The U.S. Federal Emergency Management Agency (FEMA) has sponsored buyouts 

(acquisition and relocation programs) in order to relocate disadvantaged property owners 

out of flood prone areas. This paper describes obstacles and difficulties of relocation as 

they were experienced by flooded property owners from socially disadvantaged 

neighborhoods and local buyout managers in two comparable, eastern North Carolina 

cities (Kinston and Greenville). Both cities conducted buyout programs after the 

devastating flooding caused by Hurricanes Dennis, Floyd, and Irene in the fall of 1999. 

Based on a survey among buyout participants (n=152) and in-depth interviews with 

program managers (n=12), the results show that the major variables increasing the 

difficulty of making the decision to participate among property owners included the 

extent to which property owners owed money on their mortgage and a number of 

variables dealing with issues of inequity and mistrust. The paper provides suggestions 

how equity and trust building could be integrated in buyout management. 
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INTRODUCTION 

 

Buyouts in urban eastern North Carolina after Hurricane Floyd 

In their reviews on migration and environmental change, Bates (2002) and Hunter 

(2005) both typify human migrations caused by environmental change on a continuum. 

On the one side we find the environmental refugee who is involuntary forced out of their 

home without any control. Moving to the middle are people with more control over the 

decision to migrate, and at the other end of the continuum are voluntary migrants to 

maintain control over every decision in the migration process (Bates, 2002). In this paper 

we describe a case of homeowners caught in the middle. After major devastation of their 

historical neighborhoods due to flooding in the fall of 1999, these homeowners were 

offered a “buyout,” or acquisition and relocation of their homes. In her recent review 

paper on natural hazards and migration, Hunter (2005) describes buyout as one of three 

ways in which communities respond to natural disasters1. Such buyouts generally refer to 

the acquisition of property (land and/or buildings) using federal and local funds, 

including in some cases additional financial assistance for relocation to complementary 

housing in a less hazardous site. When it concerns risk mitigation, buyouts remains a 

popular mitigation strategy in the USA: since 1993, participating communities have 

purchased more than 20,000 properties as part of this program2.  

This paper will review difficulties encountered by property owners and mitigation 

managers in two eastern North Carolina urban floodplain buyout programs (Cities of 

                                                 
1 Next to buyouts, Hunter also mentions a response which include restoration and rebuilding efforts 
whereby pre-disaster culture is restored and a response which includes partial reorganization, taking into 
account variation of risk by means of for example flexible land use zoning regulations. In the latter cases, 
alternative mitigation strategies such as elevation or flood proofing of floodplain homes are common. 
2 Since the early 1970s, buyout programs have been implemented through FEMA grants in hundreds of 

communities across the United States, including the purchase of 1,400 parcels in Rapid City, South Dakota 
following the 1972 flood and relocation of 80 families from the Salt Creek floodplain in DuPage County, 
Illinois (Burby et al. 1988). It was not until the devastating midwestern flood of 1993, however, that public 
acquisition of flood-prone property really took off. Since that record-breaking flood, voluntary buyouts, 
which include purchase of vacant property in floodplains, purchase and relocation of existing structures, 
and purchase and demolition of flood-damaged structures, have become a major new focus in FEMA's 
overall strategy to mitigate flood losses (FEMA 1998). Since 1993, FEMA has purchased more then 20,000 
properties in 36 states and one territory and acquired easements on approximately 400,000 acres of flood 
prone farmland in 14 states (National Wildlife Federation 1998). Property owners were paid pre-flood fair 
market value for their homes. As a result of the buyouts that followed the 1993 Midwest floods, FEMA 
claimed that an estimated $30 million in potential flood losses was avoided during the floods in 1995 
because so much less property was vulnerable to flooding (Godschalk et al. 1999).  
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Kinston and Greenville) following disastrous flooding as a result of events surrounding 

Hurricane Floyd (1999). Three sequential and major rainfall events including Hurricanes 

Dennis and Floyd followed closely by Tropical Storm Irene in the fall of 1999 motivated 

the State of North Carolina and the U.S. Federal Emergency Management Agency 

(FEMA) to fund one of the largest buyout programs in the pre-Katrina history of the 

federally sponsored National Floodplain Insurance Program (NFIP). For the heavily 

flooded property owners living in the affected areas, the choice presented was to either 

stay put and risk another major flood, or accept “free” government money to acquire their 

home at pre-flood market rates. In addition, relocation money would be provided to 

subsidize purchase of a comparable home at current market rates in a nearby location, but 

within the political jurisdiction. To many outsiders, planners and policy makers, these 

buyout programs were certainly seen as good deals. In fact, from a flood mitigation 

perspective the programs were very successful in relocating residents out of the 

floodplains.  

 In this paper we will show that the trade-off for this effectiveness might have 

come with a substantial, long-term social cost. While a large proportion of flooded 

residents were grateful to accept the buyout offer, almost 1/3rd of the participants 

indicated to have wanted to rebuild if given a change, while 1/4th of the participants 

indicated to have experienced pressure to participate in the program. Apparently, the 

decision making context which was created on the ground was not received as 

unambiguous nor entirely voluntary by a substantial part of the flooded property owners. 

How did this happen? What made the decision to participate in the buyout programs more 

difficult for the residents? What obstacles did manager of these urban, eastern North 

Carolina buyout programs report?  

Considering the disadvantaged (minority, low income, elderly) status of the 

neighborhoods studied, this case study appears particularly pertinent to post-Katrina 

environmental justice context of disaster recovery3. Hunter (2005) argues that there has 

been a limited amount of scholarly work undertaken on the association between 

                                                 
3 The U.S. Environmental Protection Agency defines environmental justice as “the fair treatment and 
meaningful involvement of all people regardless of race, color, national origin, or income with respect to 
the development, implementation, and enforcement of environmental laws, regulations and policies.” 
(EPA, 1994).  
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migration and hazards. In this case study, the North Carolina buyout context after 

Hurricane Floyd removed the financial burden of relocation (low floodplain property 

values and relatively high market prices outside of flood risk areas), allowing for other 

(more social) aspects crucial to the migration decision to be played out and better 

understood. We will present qualitative information expressed in interviews with 

mitigation managers and quantitative data from a telephone survey with urban property 

owners who participated in a buyout program after their in eastern North Carolina 

neighborhoods were severely flooded in the fall of 1999. The data are based on a buyout 

evaluation study conducted by Fraser et al. (2003). In doing so, the case study will not 

only be of pragmatic use to planners and policy makers managing floodplain or other risk 

landscapes, it will also shed light on key social and cultural aspects that influence the 

decision to relocate or migrate out of risk areas.  

 

Buyout and relocation decision making 

When considering relocating from a hazard area, it is likely that factors influential 

in the decision making process include a combination of economic, risk perception, and 

social factors. Unfortunately, very few studies have directly addressed this issue in a 

buyout context. Hunter (2005) points to the work on risk assessment by the psychologist 

Slovic (2000, 1974). Based on this, she outlines several reasons as to why residents might 

not migrate from hazard-prone areas. Residents may: 

 
1. not be aware of hazard; 
2. be aware, but do not expect a disaster; 
3. expect a disaster, but do not anticipate loss; 
4. expect loss, but not serious loss; 
5. expect serious loss and have undertaken, or are planning to undertake, loss 

reduction actions; 
6. expect loss, but have accepted as costs of gaining locational benefits; 
7. have no choice in location. 

 

Smith and Handmer (1985) reported that Australian residents will support 

acquisition when: (1) they are well aware of the flood risk; (2) they believe they will 

benefit personally; and, (3) they have a low attachment to the community. Other factors 

include the acquisition price, availability of equivalently priced houses out of the 
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floodplain, severity of the flood, and flood frequency (Smith and Handmer 1986, 

Handmer 1985). The finding that attachment to community matters is supported by other 

studies dealing with relocation decision making. Price-Spratlen and Barrett (1994) 

employed a large sample of respondents from a metropolitan area and found that 

relocation decisions are predicted by residential satisfaction and neighborhood social ties. 

Another study conducted in a “high-risk” area of Israel finds that two significant sets of 

predictors of moving out of an area are neighborhood social networks and degree of 

support provided by neighbors, and the level of belief of potential harm to oneself or 

one’s children and belief in potential economic loss (Kirschenbaum 1992, 1996).  

Another major factor influencing the decision to relocate is economic status. 

Peacock & Girard (1997) show that socio-economic status is associated with hurricane 

mitigation in southern Florida, since low-income households are more likely to live in 

highly vulnerable mobile homes, are less likely to have insurance, and appeared to not 

have invested in disaster mitigation such as hurricane-resistant windows and roofing. 

Similarly, and using the American Housing Survey, Morrow-Jones & Morrow-Jones 

(1991) conclude that in developed regions more advantaged households tend to remain in 

hazardous areas, and rebuild in the face of disaster (e.g.,), perhaps because they expected 

loss but accepted these losses as costs of gaining locational benefits. 

Based on this review, we hypothize that difficulties in relocation out of risk areas 

are dependent on a combination of factors which include a lack of perceived risk of the 

hazard or a willingness to accept costs, a strong community attachment, and higher socio-

economic status. 

 
 

METHOD 

 Data were obtained through a survey among participating property owners and 

interviews with officials and managers involved in buyout process. Survey data were 

obtained through a telephone interview with a representative sample of households that 

were eligible to participate in the buyout in both cities. The population was determined 

by the geographical boundaries employed by each locality to determine household 

eligibility (i.e., 100-year floodplain maps), and we obtained complete lists of all the 

households that fell within this area. From these lists we selected households randomly, 
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and the selection of respondents from within each household was the adult, over the age 

of eighteen, who actually made the decision of whether or not the household would 

participate in the buyout program or not. The total sample size was 152 (89 in Greenville 

and 63 in Kinston 63) with a response rate of just over seventy percent.  

The survey included a series of questions that asked respondents about: their 

attachment to their neighborhood prior to the flood, including household characteristics; 

the amount and type of flood damage that they experienced during the most recent flood; 

their perceptions of future risk of flooding; the complexity of their decision-making as it 

related to seeking input from potential significant other including neighbors, family, 

government officials, city planners, faith-based organizations, and other community-

based groups; their experiences with staff operating the buyout programs; and, 

demographic information on the individual household respondents. Quantitative results 

were analyzed using ordinary least square multiple regression.  

The study design also included site visits where local officials and buyout 

stakeholders were interviewed in the two sites about the buyout programs (n=12).  People 

interviewed and analyzed in this paper included Greenville, Kinston, and Pitt County 

buyout managers, several community development corporations staff members, a 

regional Interfaith council manager, and a staff member of Habitat for Humanity. 

Governmental buyout managers often coordinated everything in the buyout after the 

initial follow-up intakes and qualifications, including appraisals, notices of eligibility, 

damage assessments, and the initial response organizational structure. In addition to 

government, the State of North Carolina decided to involve Local Community 

Development Corporations (CDCs) who were historically involved with housing 

counseling to provide flood assistance to residents. Their role was to be a middle-person 

between the flooded property owner and the local government buying their homes. 

Although they were suggested to be the hands-on liaison working with families, CDCs 

had no decision making power. In addition to these two groups, disaster response in terms 

of relocation programs also came from the faith community, whic was generally 

organized through a regional Interfaith board. Habitat for Humanity was involved to the 

extent that they had homeowners which were affected by the flooding and who 

considered buyout participation.  
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The interviews were transcribed and coded for content using qualitative coding 

software. In the following sections, we will provide a post-flood context of the studied 

field sites (the Cities of Kinston and Greenville), a brief description of the population 

characteristics of the surveyed neighborhoods, difficulties to participation according to 

the property owner survey, obstacles to participation expressed in interviews with buyout 

managers, and a final conclusion.  

   

RESULTS 

 

I. The Cities of Greenville and Kinston after the 1999 floods  

After peaks of major floods in the 1920 and 1950s, relative little disastrous 

flooding occurred in economically depressed eastern North Carolina until two major 

hurricane flood events in the late 1990s: hurricane Fran in 1996, and the combination of 

rainfall from tropical storm Dennis, and hurricanes Floyd and Irene in the fall of 1999. 

After Hurricane Floyd made landfall in September 1999 and was followed by Tropical 

Storm Irene in October, flood levels in the lower Neuse and Tar Rivers were exceeded for 

more than a month, with flood levels in some of these areas reaching almost double what 

was previously recorded as record highs. Region wide the consequences were disastrous. 

Throughout the 66 North Carolina counties which were declared disaster areas, damages 

included an estimated $6 billion in insured and uninsured losses by more than 87,500 

people who registered with FEMA as victims of the storm, including more than 67,000 

damaged and 8,000 destroyed homes. Many of these damages impacted those North 

Carolinians who could afford it the least; many of the flood victims were disadvantaged 

elderly and minority African-American populations who historically inhabited land 

subject to flood inundation (Freedman 2000, De Vries 2002). 

 For the two Cities studied in this research—Greenville and Kinston—the damage 

was tremendous, while the social-political context was very similar. In both cases, 

flooding occurred in areas that had historically been considered out of the reach of 

floodwaters. The most severe damage was felt in areas with lower property values and a 
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higher percentages of residents below the poverty level4. Recovery in both cities was 

slowed by damage to infrastructure including roads and bridges. Because of the low 

income populations affected and the sudden needs for relocation housing, the blow dealt 

to the cities affordable housing stock was particularly harsh. As noted by an official in the 

Greenville Housing Authority, the agency's waiting list doubled after the fall of 19995.  

The buyout programs included a cross section of local, county, state, and federal 

agencies in the private and public sectors. Among the non-profits involved in the 

relocation efforts were the Housing Council, Habitat for Humanity, the North Carolina 

Recovery Assistance Center, and several local Community Development Corporations. 

Staff from these organizations worked with the City of Greenville, Pitt County, the State 

of North Carolina, and FEMA to implement multiple recovery programs designed to 

address both short term and long term needs of flood victims.  

Overall the buyout programs in both cities proceeded by prioritizing acquisitions 

of those parcels in the 100-year floodplain and with the greatest history of flooding. 

According to the final 2003 data from the North Carolina Emergency Management 

Hazard Mitigation Division, both buyout programs are generally seen as successes in 

terms of the number of households which actually relocated out of the floodplain areas. 

In the City of Greenville 828 properties were acquired and relocated, which is close to 

five percent of the total number of households in the City, while only 7% withdrew 

participation. In Kinston, 410 properties were acquired and relocated, close to 4% of the 

total number of households in the City, while only 4% of the participants withdrew. In 

total, these two programs bought out and relocated 1,238 homes out of the total of 5,692 

homes acquired and relocated after the fall flooding in North Carolina.   

 

 

                                                 
4 After the flood waters had subsided, Greenville city inspectors inventoried 1,893 damaged structures 
suffered at least 12 inches of water above floor space, including 404 single family homes, 642 mobile 
homes, 501 multi-family, 206 duplex, and 140 commercial structures. Fifty-five percent of these structured 
were condemned or deemed uninhabitable, and 45% were evaluated to be in need of repair. In Kinston, 
City officials declared 400 homes and 200 businesses substantially damaged. 
5 In Kinston, officials secured federal tax credits for a private developer to add 44 apartments to an existing 
complex; a former high school was turned into apartments for the elderly; a 50-acre mobile home park was 
created to accommodate 110 homes; a program was expanded to identify vacant lots and empty buildings 
that could be used for new housing; and the city created a pilot program that built homes on vacant lots 
using volunteer and prison labor. 



 10 

II. Characteristics of the survey sample  

 Of the total survey sample of 152 property owners who participated in the buyout, 

89 residents were surveyed in the City of Kinston and 63 in the City of Greenville. About 

68% was African-American and 32% Caucasian, equal to the 72% African-American and 

26% Caucasian as measured by the U.S. 2000 census block level data6. The mean age of 

the sample was relatively high: 67 years, as shown also in the age distribution in Figure 1. 

This is much higher then the census 2000 block data which shows a mean of 46 years, 

providing a first indication of the role of age in buyout participation.  

 

------------------------------------------------------------------------------ 

Insert Figure 1 about here 

------------------------------------------------------------------------------ 

 

The mean of the level of education attained was 12 years of schooling (sd=3).Household 

income averaged from $21,000 - $30,000 per year. Almost half (47%) of the sample was 

unemployed or retired at the time of the decision to participate in the buyout program. 

Before the flood, sampled property owners had lived on average 21 years in their 

neighborhood (sd=14) and 19 years in their homes (sd=13). More then 93% of the 

homeowners indicated to be satisfied to very satisfied with the neighborhood they lived 

in previously to the floods. When directly asked how attached they felt to their 

neighborhood, 94% indicated a strong sense of attachment. Average household size was 

2.3 (sd=1.4) (1.7 adults and 0.6 children). 84% of the homes were detached single family 

homes, 15% mobile or manufactured homes, and 1% duplex. Of these homes almost half 

of the respondents had paid off their mortgages, while of the ones who still had payments 

left the average number of years was 5.5 (sd=8.4 years, maximum 35 years left). Before 

the 1999 flood, 25 (16.4%) property owners indicated to have been flooded before, with 

only 3 property owners more then once. 82% of the sample mentioned to have had very 

extensive damage to their homes due to the 1999 flooding, with only 4.7% mentioning 

damage was not very extensive. The average reported number of inches of water in the 

house was 66 (sd=32). Only 16.5% of the property owners mentioned to be able to make 

                                                 
6 The census 2000 was taken after the flooding; although no buyouts had taken place, a possible undercount 
may bias these data although special efforts were made by the U.S. Census to take the flood into account.  
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repairs and live in their homes after the flood. 74% of the homes were condemned after 

the 1999 flooding. Indeed, the impact of the 1999 floods on these neighborhoods was 

extensive. 

 Using a ArcGIS we geocoded and mapped the location of the flooded and 

relocated households, shown in Figure 2 below. It can be seen that most of the 

households were located in relatively dense clusters. The relocation policies did not 

motivate households to move outside of the political jurisdiction (although some non-

sampled property owners did). It can be seen that in some cases property owners 

relocated again close to the floodplain, and sometimes even inside (the latter may be the 

result of occasional errors in the relocation addresses). Generally, the relocation seems to 

have spread property owners all over the Cities, transforming dense historical 

neighborhoods into new sprawling City dwellers.   

 

------------------------------------------------------------------------------ 

Insert Figure 2 about here 

------------------------------------------------------------------------------ 

 In conclusion, the property owners flooded and surveyed in this study were 

generally disadvantaged socio-economically and vulnerable, in particular due to the high 

mean age of the population which participated in the buyout relative to the average age of 

the census block group in which their properties resided. The experience of the 

neighborhood by these elderly populations was generally positive and included a strong 

sense of community. This shared sense of place likely disappeared after relocation 

distributed this population all over the City.  

 

III. Difficulties to participation according to the buyout manager interviews 

Obstacles to participation identified through the buyout manager interviews were grouped 

by cultural, organizational, and structural factors. Cultural factors are seen as influences 

on decision making that reflect regional or historically shared norms and values which 

shape the identities for the populations and groups involved. These include sense of place 

and mistrust of government. Organizational factors reflect the buyout process, including 

program confusion, trust, delays, and ownership issues. Finally, structural factors are 
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larger macro-type influences which affected all residents similarly, even though their 

responses to such variables can differ. These factors include flood risk perception, lack of 

alternative housing, and economics.  

 

Cultural factors  

When asked about buyout decision making among property owners, the issue to which 

buyout managers referred to frequently during personal interviews were instances of what 

is commonly called “sense of place.” Generally, sense of place refers to the ways in 

which people feel about a locality, and, many times, it can be a shared frame from which 

people base their identities and actions (Rose 2000; Martin 2003). Some buyout 

managers recognized that this sense of place translated into a conservatism that caused 

buyout offers to initially be received by property owners with some hostility and tension:  

 

This is my family home, it was the only home I have known, that kind of 
thing, that emotional attachment that no amount of money can break. …..I 
guess it is that feeling of belonging, the need to belong somewhere. And 
they belong there, they have always been there, this is where they grew up, 
they just have a connection with this area, that house or that community. 
That connection, that makes me, you know, who I am. (CDC staff) 

 

This spatial identity or belonging appeared not a mere passive emotional barrier. In a 

Greenville neighborhood called West Meadow Brook, a strong sense of place combined 

with a local powerful property owner. Building upon strong historical ties, this organized 

effort proved successful in resisting buyout participation:  

 

Well, I think they were a somewhat of a compact neighborhood. West 
Meadow Brook was the neighborhood that everybody knew, ‘I live in West 
Meadow Brook.’ If they were to leave, they would likely have to scatter to 
all different areas and they would lose that sense of community.(City 
officials) 
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According to a Greenville CDC representative, this sense of community expressed itself 

in how people shared information, which was shaped through a sense of trust that existed 

between community members7.  

While a sense of mutual trust can keep a community’s identity together, buyout 

managers also emphasized mistrust of the outsider, the “other,” and in particular the 

government as a buyout actor and funder of mitigation efforts, as a major obstacle:  

 

I think sometimes people set themselves up as adversaries. I mean, like they 
felt like their job was to protect themselves against the big bad local 
government. Instead of finding out what the programs were. (CDC staff) 
 

Perhaps related to the mistrust of outsiders is a cultural attitude of pride and self-

reliance, illustrated by statements such as “well, I’ve always taken care of myself.” Being 

able to get through hard times on your own appears to be an attitude influencing 

unwillingness to accept buyout dollars: 

 

…one of the saddest things I’ve experienced as an interfaith director, is that 
too many times we’re ready to lead and our resources are getting depleted, 
and there’s this trail of a few people coming in who are determined to make it 
on their own. And of the sudden, they realize they can’t. […] (Interfaith 
manager) 

 

Organizational factors 

Several interviewed officials emphasized that a major obstacle to participation was 

caused by program confusion, likely due to an intransient and overly complex relief 

network:  

 

One of the things that came from this is realizing that people are not getting 
their needs met many times because they get tired of being sent from 
organization to organization, not knowing who really is going to help them. 
And they have so many forms, they're just tired. And they are already 
traumatized and they just can’t keep dealing with it. (Interfaith official) 

                                                 
7 Still, in the case of West Meadow Brook, the environmental context appeared to have 
factored in as well. Both the CDC representative and City officials independently 
mentioned that because the land in this neighborhood is a little bit higher not all residents 
got flooded, which meant that many did not get offered a buyout. 
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Making matters worse, a persistent tension between CDC’s and local governments—the 

two major providers of information—appeared to have affected the trust people had in 

the buyout team at large: 

 

I think they lost trust because they had gone to something…  they really 
didn’t know that the CDC wasn’t with the city.  They thought that was a 
government…(?)…or something.  ‘I’m going to the official place I’m 
suppose to go to.  So, once I go there and talked to them they should take me 
through the system’.  It wasn’t happening so they did lose trust and we had 
angry people come in and say, ‘Hey, I went and did what I was suppose to 
do’… (City official). 
 

Building trust was a strategy noted by several officials. In Kinston, City officials 

mentioned that although trust was an issue initially, the team was committed to have 

people not leave the room until potential participants trusted them. They mention taking 

the time to listen to people’s stories as essential, but above all, historical connection to 

the area and a sense of humor appeared to make a difference:  

 
I’m a known quantity. My family is a known quantity. And I will find something 
about most of them that I know. So we can relate to one another. And I do an 
awful lot of joking. (City official). 
 

 Buyout managers further noted that timing and possible delays were main 

concerns in the mind of many property owners, particularly because many homeowners 

were still living in alternative temporary housing. Some Kinston officials noted that 

delays that had programmatic origins, in particular the huge volume of appraisals to be 

done after a massive flood, were obstacles to participation. A CDC manager noted that in 

some cases such delays might have compromised the quality of the buyout process. With 

impatient residents on their doorstep, buyout managers under pressure were suggested to 

sometimes have chosen for a quick fix rather then working out issues at a needed pace. 

Partly, this need to get things done appeared to be motivated by larger organizational 

pressures, such as money allocations from the State. Indeed, continuous State scrutiny of 
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unspend portions of relief money continued to be an ongoing controversy for state-wide 

news media.8  

 

Structural factors 

Delays were also experienced due to complex issues surrounding heir properties:  

 

I mean there is so much heir property in these little communities…that has 
created real problems holding up the process because you have to go around 
the country to get people to sign it. And if some families don’t want to sign 
off on it, then the local Interfaiths can’t touch the properties. That’s one, ah, 
actually a big issue in buyouts. (Interfaith official) 

 

Beyond delays in terms of the bureaucratic process, heritage of land also confronted 

buyout managers with property owners who had a strong emotional attachment to their 

land. The unwillingness to sell resulting from such heritage resembles the historical 

memory involved in issues of sense of place9. 

In some cases, complex family dynamics hindered participation, for example 

when one of the nine children in the family did not want to sign. Further exacerbating the 

problem of complex heritage issues and conflicts between owners were difficulties in 

legal help and advocacy. With many of the buyout population poor, elderly, and 

relatively less educated, complex legal issues often caused further delays and possible 

participation drop-outs.  

 

A lot of these properties were heir properties and crazy stuff associated with 
that and just almost anything you can think off is going anyways. But the 
disaster exacerbated it. So, there were just these terrible backlogs and so 
many people who needed so much legal help (City official).  

 

                                                 
8 For example, in a May 7, 2001 issue of the regional newspaper (Raleigh News & Observer 2001), an 
article entitled "Floyd funds go unspent, as storm victims wait" stated that North Carolina legislators were 
eying hundreds of millions of dollars in unspent Hurricane Floyd relief funds to help cover the state's 
budget shortfall but stress that they won't cut aid to flood victims. According to the NC General Assembly, 
unspent Floyd relief money would be recalled and then reallocated: "It's just a matter of sound money 
management," one representative said. 
9 The fact that people did not actually live on such properties, appeared to actually hinder, and not facilitate, 
participation in buyouts. 



 16 

Some suggestions were made by managers that one of the issues influencing 

decision making included the lack of alternative housing. In Kinston, CDC 

representatives argued that much of the housing stock that was made available as 

relocation housing did not really fit the population served.  

 

Cause, I don’t know the developer realized that their clients are low to 
moderate income. When you have a house with a subdivision price of 
$100,000, they are not going to be able to afford it. […] They don’t realize. 
Even though they are low to moderate income people they still have some 
standards (CDC staff). 
 

Because of the relative lack of flooding in the previous generation, another 

obstacle to participation had to do with the notion that this flood was just a freak of 

nature and won’t happen again. On the other hand, the dramatic impact of the 1999 

floods did motivate many to accept buyout offers. As one buyout manager said: “we 

didn’t have to sell Floyd it sold itself, plus Fran.”  

 Finally, there are economics. Although the State of North Carolina and FEMA 

provided full funding and additional funds for comparable housing, this did not resolve 

financial issues. Buyout managers mentioned particularly bad credit issues and 

discussions of how fair the pre-flood market price offered for the flooded house was10. 

Further and particularly in the College environment of Greenville a strong rental 

economy and the possibility for flood insurance mutually reinforcing a drive to repair as 

opposed to engage in buyouts. Rental issue also caused some concern among Greenville 

officials with regards to “prospectors” who would come in and buy homes cheaply from 

money-losing landlords after the disaster in order to refurbish them and then rent them 

out themselves. This was particularly a problem because of the scale and duration of the 

floods. Finally, some properties did not make the cost-benefit analysis required by FEMA 

to make a project cost-effective. Most of these homeowners decided to stay and repair. 

 

                                                 
10 One particular problem faced in North Carolina dealt with the problem of flood insurance payments. 
Although not all property owners had flood insurance, those buyout participants who did were required to 
deduct flood insurance payments from the pre-flood buyout market price. To many property owners this 
was unfair, since they believed they had a rightful claim to the insurance money since they had been paying 
claims.  
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II. Difficulties to participation according to the property owner survey 

  

Bivariate associations 

Having reviewed the perceptions and observation of buyout managers, we will now show 

that the property owner survey provides additional and somewhat controversial support 

for some, but not all, of the issues mentioned by managers. We wanted to know what 

factors were influential in determining the difficulty property owners experienced when 

making the decision to relocate out of the impacted floodplains. To answer this question 

using survey data, we computed bivariate correlations between the question “How 

difficult was it for you to make the decision to participate/not participate in the buyout 

program” and all other survey questions. Significant correlations are shown in Table 1. 

The results show that when translated into survey questions, some of the factors 

suggested to be obstacles to participation by mitigation managers appear to have no 

significant influence on the difficulty of making the decision to participate among 

property owners. These include trust in outsiders, confusion, lack of alternative housing, 

and lack of perceived risk. 

  Instead, what appears to make the decision to participate more difficult seems to 

relate to four somewhat separate issues. First, the degree to which a mortgage is paid off. 

Property owners indicated that having paid off a mortgage increased their perceived 

difficulty of making the decision to participate. Bivariate correlations suggest that this 

relationship might be related to a significantly reduced perception that the price given for 

ones’ home was fair. Second, property owners indicated that the higher perceived 

pressure and opposition, the more difficult their decision. Here the suggested importance 

of sense of place or neighborhood culture as a way in which opposition against 

participation is organized is expressed. At the same time, the results suggest that more 

opposition coincides with a higher sense of pressure. Third, difficulty appeared increased 

when homeowners attributed more importance to the opinion of government officials, 

housing counselors, and city planners. Considering the tenuous relation between the 

CDC’s and the local governments, this is perhaps no surprise. In fact, program managers 

alluded to this issue by means of talking about program confusion. Fourth, those 

homeowners who had been at a job only for a short time experienced more difficulty in 
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making the decision. This finding can be interpreted as suggesting that either new 

homeowners or those with unstable jobs experienced more difficulty evaluating if the 

buyout was an appropriate step to take.  

 

------------------------------------------------------------------------------ 

Insert Table 1 about here 

 

Linear regression model  

Based on these associations and exploration of additional variables which showed trends 

towards significance, we created a linear regression model with the dependent variable 

“How difficult was it for you to make the decision to participate/not participate in the 

buyout program.”(1=not at all, 4=very difficult). A significant model was found which 

explained a reasonable deal of the variation, about 40% (R2 = .40, F(1, 152) =16.1, p = 

.000). Table 2 below shows the results: 

 

------------------------------------------------------------------------------ 

Insert Table 2 about here 

------------------------------------------------------------------------------ 

 

 

The results emphasize that decision making was more difficult:  

1) If mortgages were not paid off;  

2) When pressure to participate was experienced; 

3) If there was increasing opposition in the neighborhood against the way in 

which the buyout was handled;  

4) If a person’s home had been flooded before; and  

5) If there had been lack of trust and perceived fairness during the process.  

 

It is interesting that difficulty in decision making was not predicted by people’s 

estimations of the likelihood of future flooding, and that instead experience with a 

previous flood event (most likely Hurricane Fran three years earlier in 1996) increased 

(and not decreased) the difficulty of making the decision.  
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DISCUSSION 

 This paper described obstacles and difficulties to the participation of property 

owners in a buyout program relocating residents out of a historically segregated 

floodplain area. Buyouts, or home acquisition and household relocation programs, are 

forms of internal migration that have been popular in the United States since the early 

1970s. The two eastern North Carolina buyout programs described here have been one of 

the largest buyouts in the pre-Katrina history of the NFIP program, totaling a relocation 

of 1238 households and about 4.5% of the households in the two cities combined. The 

programs included full financial compensation of acquisition and relocation to 

comparable houses. In addition, they occurred in areas that were historically 

disadvantaged, including a history of racial segregation and gender separation (see for 

example Reed 1982 for an introduction on southern culture at large), producing a context 

which can generally be described as an environmental justice context (EPA, 1994; De 

Vries 2002).  

 The results show both the perspective of property owners, by means of survey 

data indicating how difficult it was for them to make the decision to participate, and the 

perspective of buyout managers, through personal interviews wherein obstacles to 

participation were documented. We had hypothized that increased difficulties in making 

the decision to relocate out of risk areas included a lack of perceived risk of the hazard 

(or a willingness to accept costs), a strong community attachment, and higher socio-

economic status.  

 With respect to lack of perceived risk (or willingness to accept costs) it is striking 

that there was no direct statistical association between the measured concern about the 

likelihood of future flooding and the difficulty of making the decision to participate, even 

though interviews suggest such connection as a result of the idea among some property 

owners that the flood might have been a freak event. However, results do indicate that 

previous experience with a flood event (Hurricane Fran three years earlier in 1996) made 

the decision more difficult (and not less). This finding could suggest that property owners 

who flooded in 1996 might have had a negative experience with buyout managers trying 

to relocate them. As a result, these property owners might have become more resistant to 

accepting a buyout offer the second time (in 1999). Alternatively, it could be that 
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experience with previous flooding increased emergency preparedness and reduced the 

surprise shock of the 1999 event to a point where it was more difficult for property 

owners to see the flooding as a reason for relocation.  

 Interviews indicate that neighborhood attachment is an important obstacle to 

participation. Yet, the property owner survey findings do not show neighborhood 

attachment alone to be a factor predicting the difficulty of making the decision to 

participate. The explanation for this could be that buyout process managers aimed at 

relocating entire neighborhoods, thereby partially nullifying the possibility for property 

owners to actually “leave” the neighborhood behind: everybody left. In fact, in this case 

the disappearance of the entire neighborhood directly played into fears of “staying behind 

alone.” This argument appeared intentionally used by governmental managers as a 

strategy to motivate people to participate, particularly at the later end of the buyout 

process when it became increasingly apparent that indeed everybody was leaving. 

Managers often used State funds to “fill in the gaps” left by property owners participating 

at the last second for this reason. What the survey results do indicate is that opposition 

voiced by residents regarding how the buyout program was handled was a major factor 

making the decision to participate more difficult. This in fact is similar to what buyout 

managers indicated; that neighborhood movement organizing against participation can be 

strong obstacles to participation.  

 When it concerns socio-economic considerations, the interviews suggest that the 

college rental economy in the City of Greenville provided an obstacle to participation, 

and that in some cases credit issues made the buyout process more complex for lower 

income property owners. Further, some concern was mentioned with the lack of 

affordable housing in both cities. However, what stands out in the survey responses is the 

importance of mortgages. It appears that not having completed a mortgage increased the 

difficulty of making the decision to participate. This finding emphasizes that the “good 

deal” through which the buyout programs were sold were not perceived beneficial perse 

among property owners who still had mortgage debt. This finding is further 

contextualized by the positive influence which perceived unfairness of the price offered 

for the pre-flood house has in explaining the difficulty of making a decision. While the 

“free money” was good, we argue that the buyout programs might have been seen to be 
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cutting corners when it concerned how much “free money” was offered in the acquisition 

price, in particularly for owners in debt. Alternatively, it is possible that this result 

(partly) reflects an influence of age, wherein the most aged were least likely to be able to 

stay and cope with another disaster, and thus felt it easier to make the decision to 

relocate. However, no significant influence of age itself was found.  

Having found only partial support for lack of perceived risk, no support for 

neighborhood attachment (but support for neighborhood opposition), and only indirect 

support the role of socio-economic class (through mortgage issues), it seems that the 

main, complementary finding of this study is that the decision to participate in the buyout 

program became more difficult among flooded property owners as a result of 

organizational, or process related, variables. In particular, these included: distrust in the 

people running the buyout; lack of confidence that government officials had the best 

interest of neighborhoods in mind; lack of input in the buyout process; perceived 

unfairness of the price offered for the pre-flood home; and the experience of pressure to 

participate. These organizational concerns point to the significant pressure of buyout 

managers in “getting the job done,” and perhaps a lack of adequate pre-flood planning. 

One of the interviews illustrates how city officials imposed pressure by strategically 

putting flooded property owners in situations where it would be difficult for them to not 

be convinced of the logic of participation: 

 

We were able to meet them at the center on the edge of the floodplain 
when they wanted to get to their house. We took them back in boats, deuce 
and halves, whatever it took to get medicine and clothes…to whatever it 
took to them whatever they needed out of their flooded house to where 
they could use it in a temporary location. At the same time we 
demonstrated to them how bad it was. We tried to impress the vision of 
what they were seeing in riding in a boat back to their house and get them 
to project that out a few years. Are you going to be able or are you going 
to want to deal with this again?. We were able to talk to them. We were 
able to sell HMGP. We were able to sell our buyout program. We were 
able to give them confidence in us that we knew…that we felt like we had 
a program that in the long run was going to beneficial to them. We just 
convinced them that it made sense and again we had the experience of 
Fran. So, it wasn’t that hard in a lot of cases but in a few it was. We also 
had the determination and the resolve that we were not going to let them 
go back in there. (City officials) 
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Significant in this quote is the last sentence, which suggests that at least these buyout 

managers were not open to the possibility that people might have wanted to stay. Indeed, 

some Greenville residents mentioned feeling coerced into participating in the buyout, 

noting that the city would not issue permits to clear land or rebuild, would threaten to 

foreclose on a property, or that utilities would be turned off if they remained on the land. 

In addition, they noted that the city could always rely on eminent domain to seize 

properties. Some Greenville city leaders had publicly noted the weakness of voluntary 

buyouts as a means of preventing development in the floodplain and identified the use of 

eminent domain as an alternate strategy they would have preferred. Most likely, this 

pressure was motivated by larger political necessities of land-use planning.  

 Among buyout managers, awareness of the problems inherent to these 

organizational process issues are referred to under the notion that some property owners 

became victims of program confusion and mistrust due to a conflict between Community 

Development Corporations and City officials. The State of North Carolina had funded 

housing counselors through local Community Development Corporations (CDCs) that 

had existing—and historically adversarial—relationships with city and county agencies. 

According to those running the buyout in Greenville and Kinston, the housing counselors 

were frequently incompetent, did not share information, and were not accountable to 

anyone: “You hire a third party who is responsible only to themselves, who provides part 

of the information, and then leaves the scene.” (County official). CDC and some 

nonprofit staff in Greenville and Kinston countered that housing counselors were in the 

best position to advocate for residents because they were from the same racial 

background, could gain trust among residents more easily, were more easily trusted by 

residents because they were not employed by the city, and that they could provide 

impartial information on all options, including the buyout. Housing counselors in North 

Carolina also commented that they made repeated efforts to contact staff administering 

the buyout, but that they were turned away and completely shut out of the process. One 

housing counselor noted that whenever they implemented a project or tried to work with 

the city, the city "took them over" and that buyout staff were "not comfortable with a 

partnership" with counselors. One CDC staff member involved in the process noted that 
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there was a shared sense that local government officials did not have the best interest of 

the community at heart, and that some officials were trying to keep residents down. 

 

CONCLUSION 

 In the past decade, social scientists have increasingly argued that it is not 

probabilities in risk which concern people, but fairness, competence, and responsibility 

(Clarke & Short, 1993). Rather then technical issues, people worry most about how risky 

decisions are made with respect to fairness, political interests, equity, and authority. In 

this context, Freudenberg (1993) argued that because of the increasing 

interconnectedness and interdependency of our society there has also been an increasing 

failure of institutional actors to carry out their responsibilities with the degree of vigor 

necessary to merit the societal trust they enjoy. Analyzing survey data from several 

studies on nuclear waste and public risk perception, Freudenberg found that this 

“recreancy” perspective explained roughly three times as much variance in levels of 

concern as did socio-demographic or ideological variables combined. 

 Our results echo these sentiments. In the urban cases of Greenville and Kinston it 

is not lack of perceived risk which determined difficulties in choosing to participate, but 

issues dealing with mistrust. These issues appears to have been motivated by factors 

including program confusions and delays, ill defined program responsibilities and local 

power struggles, neighborhood oppositions, possible unfairness for the acquisition price 

offered, and pressures to participate. We conclude that in environmental justice contexts 

special efforts should be made by mitigation planners and other stakeholders to finds 

ways of preventing mistrust to develop between program managers and affected 

populations. The results provide some suggestions that could be used to build trust. These 

include the provision of more mitigation alternatives, input in the way the buyout 

program is run, providing unified communication channels, and making sure owners feel 

that the price given for their home is fair. We argue that the tight connection between 

mitigation planning and community health potentially redefines mitigation as more then a 

hazard reduction tool, and instead providing opportunities for community development 

through public participation. We believe that in the case of eastern North Carolina, the 

overwhelming magnitude and surprise of the fall 1999 flood disaster complicated efforts 
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towards public participation, excluding alternative mitigation measures such as elevation, 

levees, or better drainage. Policy makers are therefore urged to keep mitigation a policy 

domain guided by proactive, participatory planning able to foster program ownership 

among those historically living in at risk areas.  
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r 
th
e 
ef
fe
ct
 o
f 
v
ar
io
u
s 
su
rv
ey
 v
ar
ia
b
le
s 
o
n
 t
h
e 
d
if
fi
cu
lt
 t
o
 

p
ar
ti
ci
p
at
e 
in
 t
h
e 
b
u
y
o
u
t 

(C
o
n
st
an
t)
 

(-
1
.3
) 

A
t 
th
e 
ti
m
e 
o
f 
th
e 
fl
o
o
d
, 
w
as
 y
o
u
r 
h
o
m
e 
co
m
p
le
te
ly
 p
ai
d
 o
ff
, 

o
r 
d
id
 y
o
u
 o
w
e 
m
o
n
ey
 o
n
 y
o
u
r 
m
o
rt
g
ag
e?
 (
1
=
p
ai
d
 o
ff
, 

2
=
o
w
ed
 m
o
n
ey
) 

 0
.2
8
 (
0
.5
5
)*
*
 

H
o
w
 m
u
ch
 p
re
ss
u
re
, 
if
 a
n
y
, 
d
id
 y
o
u
 f
ee
l 
to
 p
ar
ti
ci
p
at
e 
in
 t
h
e 

b
u
y
o
u
t 
p
ro
g
ra
m
? 
(1
=
n
o
t 
m
u
ch
, 
4
=
a 
lo
t)
 

0
.4
1
 (
0
.4
4
)*
*
 

T
ru
st
 &
 F
ai
rn
es
s 
sc
al
e*
*
*
 (
1
=
n
o
t 
fa
ir
, 
4
=
v
er
y
 f
ai
r)
 

0
.2
1
 (
0
.0
8
)*
*
 

H
o
w
 m
u
ch
 o
p
p
o
si
ti
o
n
, 
if
 a
n
y
, 
w
as
 v
o
ic
ed
 b
y
 r
es
id
en
ts
 

re
g
ar
d
in
g
 h
o
w
 t
h
e 
b
u
y
o
u
t 
p
ro
g
ra
m
 w
as
 h
an
d
le
d
? 
(1
=
n
o
t 

m
u
ch
, 
4
=
v
er
y
 m
u
ch
) 

0
.2
4
 (
0
.2
7
)*
*
 

H
ad
 y
o
u
r 
h
o
m
e 
b
ee
n
 f
lo
o
d
ed
 b
ef
o
re
? 
(1
=
n
o
, 
2
=
y
es
) 

0
.1
7
 (
0
.4
4
)*
 

 (
*
) 
C
o
rr
el
at
io
n
 s
ig
n
if
ic
an
t 
at
 t
h
e 
0
.0
5
 l
ev
el
, 
(*
*
) 
C
o
rr
el
at
io
n
 s
ig
n
if
ic
an
t 
a 
th
e 
0
.0
1
 l
ev
el
. 

(*
*
*
) 
A
 “
tr
u
st
 a
n
d
 f
ai
rn
es
s”
 s
ca
le
 w
as
 c
o
m
p
u
te
d
 b
as
ed
 o
n
 t
h
e 
q
u
es
ti
o
n
s 
“H

o
w
 m
u
ch
 i
n
p
u
t 
d
id
 y
o
u
 f
ee
l 
fl
o
o
d
ed
 r
es
id
en
ts
 h
ad
 i
n
 t
h
e 
w
ay
 t
h
e 
ci
ty
's
 b
u
y
o
u
t 
p
ro
g
ra
m
 

w
as
 r
u
n
?”
; 
“H

o
w
 m
u
ch
 d
id
 y
o
u
 t
ru
st
 t
h
e 
p
eo
p
le
 r
u
n
n
in
g
 t
h
e 
b
u
y
o
u
t 
p
ro
g
ra
m
?”
; 
“H

o
w
 c
o
n
fi
d
en
t 
w
er
e 
y
o
u
 t
h
at
 l
o
ca
l 
g
o
v
er
n
m
en
t 
o
ff
ic
ia
ls
 h
ad
 t
h
e 
b
es
t 
in
te
re
st
 o
f 

y
o
u
r 
n
ei
g
h
b
o
rh
o
o
d
 i
n
 m
in
d
?”
; 
an
d
 “
In
 y
o
u
r 
o
p
in
io
n
, 
h
o
w
 f
ai
r 
w
as
 t
h
e 
p
ri
ce
 o
ff
er
ed
 f
o
r 
y
o
u
r 
h
o
m
e?
” 
(C
ro
n
b
ac
h
’s
 A
lp
h
a=
.8
3
8
).
  
 

 
 


