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Growing Flood Insurance Gap

AGING DAMS AND DOWNSTREAM FLOOD RISK

Aging and obsolete dams across the country increasingly endanger downstream communities with potentially

catastrophic floods. Dam failure inundation zones are not shown on National Flood Insurance Program (NFIP) flood

zone maps, leaving downstream property owners unaware of their risk and typically unprotected when dams fail.

Meanwhile, fewer homes and businesses carry flood insurance in general due to rising costs.

In the wake of dam failures and close calls, multiple states are pursuing dam removals to “defuse the risk bomb”

posed by structures that have outlived their useful life.

CONTRIBUTING FACTORS

Widespread Aging Infrastructure

The National Inventory of Dams, a congressionally authorized
database maintained by the U.S. Army Corps of Engineers, lists
more than 2,000 high-hazard potential dams in poor or
unsatisfactory condition. High-hazard potential dams are those
that will cause loss of life if they fail. Estimated rehabilitation costs
for high-hazard potential, nonfederal dams exceed $20 billion.

Growing Insurance Gaps

Most affected residents in the case of Edenville and Sanford dam
failures lacked flood insurance, and insurance gaps are growing
due to rising costs. Communities near aging dams are
increasingly exposed to catastrophic, uninsured losses, especially
those with rare historical flooding and scarce risk information.

Even in locations where past flooding has occurred and residents
are more awdre, participation rates in flood insurance may be

low or declining, in keeping with larger, national trends.

‘Congressional Research Service, Insight Rpe # IN11406 (May 26, 2020) ("Dam
Failure: Overview of Federal Programs and Resources"), available at
(hftl’)S/ WWWHC\’er}'crsreport.COH] fllES/Z()Z()/()C./ZG INIIA()G I()GAEHC()Z()L\. SZIQGR

badfy 15a5ccbd697571295.pdf)

Climate Change Exacerbates Risk

Many older dams were not designed for today’s
frequent and intense storms. Sediment buildup behind
dams can raise riverbeds, increasing upstream flood

risk even where dams have been maintained.

2020 EDENVILLE &

SANFORD DAM FAILURES'

Record rainfall in May 2020 led Michigan’s
Edenville Dam to fail, bringing the
downstream Sanford Dam down with it.
Concerns about toxic contamination from a
downstream chemical facility prompted a
federal emergency declaration along with
mass evacuations and property losses. More
than 10,000 residents along the
Tittabawassee River were evacuated, over
4,000 structures were damaged, and
estimated losses reached $245 million.



https://www.fema.gov/sites/default/files/documents/fema_michigan-dam-incident-response-review_report.pdf
https://www.everycrsreport.com/files/2020-05-26_IN11406_1064eac620a7821965b2df415a5ccbd697571295.pdf

FUNDING

Removal of obsolete or unsafe dams can be significantly less expensive than repair and rehabilitation.

Eliminating liability and losses from dam failure also reduces future disaster costs.

Federal

Congress has authorized the use of federal funds for

dam removal in order to reduce future flood risk.? 2025 HURRICANE HELENE IMPACTS
States After Hurricane Helene damaged 40, mostly

high-hazard, dams in North Carolina and
nearly caused the failure of Lake Lure Dam, the
state legislature allocated $10 million from its

disaster relief package to repair, modify, or
of damaged dams to reduce risk. remove damaged dams.

DAM REMOVAL: PROACTIVE FLOOD-RISK REDUCTION?

In an era of rising flood risk and declining insurance coverage,

Following major flood events, more states are directing

recovery funds toward repair, modification, or removal

removing aging, high-risk dams can be a practical, cost-effective
way to protect lives, property, and public finances with many
additional benefits:

+ Restores natural river flow and watershed connectivity

+ Slows and spreads high flows across floodplains

+ Reduces downstream flood peaks in the event of dam failure
+ Lowers long-term infrastructure and insurance costs

+ Protects communities as storms become more intense

After: A nature-like engineered channel backs up water for
diversion without compromising river function.

Before: Nelson Dam blocks the span of the river to divert
water for agricultural and residential use.

*FEMA’s High Hazard Dam Rehabilitation Grant Program, 33 US.C.§ 467F—2(b)(r)—(3). Congress appropriated $75 million speciﬁcally for dam removal p]anning and
projects in the Infrastructure Investment and Jobs Act under this authority.

‘Null, Sarah E.; Bosen, William; and Goodrum, Gregory, "Barrier Removal is a Strategy for Climate Resilience” (2025). Watershed Sciences Faculey Publications. Paper
1173. (heeps://digicalcommons.usu.edu/wats facpub/i173)
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7/ \§ Resources Legacy Fund (RLF), through its Open Rivers Fund program, supports local communities to remove obsolete dams, modernize water
A\ infrastructure, and restore rivers across the American West. They also work alongside policymakers, Tribes, nonprofits, academics, and

RLF business leaders to advance critical research, policy, and funding initiatives that accelerate the pace and scale of river restoration.



https://digitalcommons.usu.edu/wats_facpub/1173
https://www.fisheries.noaa.gov/data-tools/noaa-restoration-project?1149
https://www.fisheries.noaa.gov/data-tools/noaa-restoration-project?1149
https://www.fisheries.noaa.gov/data-tools/noaa-restoration-project?1149
https://www.fisheries.noaa.gov/data-tools/noaa-restoration-project?1149
https://www.fisheries.noaa.gov/data-tools/noaa-restoration-project?1149



