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This past winter will be long remembered on the West Coast. A deluge washed
away the drought, and with it houses, cars, roads, bridges, uncountable numbers of
personal possessions, and many people. Coming so soon after the 1993 floods that
devastated the Midwest, this winter demonstrated that, as always, Nature bats last.

Water soaked disasters have essentially bankrupted government programs for
flood relief. Communities have been hit again and again, becoming financial sinks
down which an endless stream of disaster money disappeared, only to be needed
again. Twice in three months this winter, California's Guernevillle has been hit by
flood disaster. The deficit for the national Flood Insurance Program is almost
$100,000,000.

Some crises are so unusual that they are almost impossible to plan for. Floods
are not of that sort. We don't know when they will bappen, but we know that certain
areas are mundated over and over again, whenever the rains get really serious. Crises
like this encourage creative thinking.

Paul Winston devised plans for a "landlocked floating house” designed for
flood areas. The strong floor system supported on reinforced glue-laminated timber
beams is built over foam floats buoyant enough to lift the house, occupied garage, and
all within above the water line as waters rise. Telescoping steel piers keep the house
in place, rising with the waters and sinking back again to ground level as the flood
recedes. Winston is president of Winston International, for 25 years a manufacturer

of modular homes. The company feels certain their patented design will prove to be




[image: image2.png]a practical solution to building in areas where the water comes to visit too often.
Winston's design adds about 12% to the cost of building a home. It is about the

same cost, or less, than the Federal Emergency Management Agency's program to

raise flood-prone houses high on stilts, masonry walls, or mounds situated one foot

above the "100 year flood” line. And here begins a story.

FEMA is against floating homes. Passionately so. They had decided the only
solution to floods was to put homes on stilts, masonry walls, or mounds, or move them
to high ground. FEMA required anything built or substantially repaired to have its
lowest entrance one foot above the 100 year flood level.

Winston's house would always be above the flood level, but in the absence of
a flood, its entrance would be like that of any normal home. With all the obduracy of
the Vatican confronted by Galileo's telescope, FEMA refused to consider that there
might be another way of dealing with the problem.

In 1994 President Clinton signed into law a bill requiring FEMA to encourage
new technologies such as the floating house. The bureaucracy still balked, mostly by
hindering construction of prototypes.

What FEMA likes and dislikes is not just their opinion. They are trying to force
it on every one. Acting Assistant Administrator James Ross MacKay wrote to
Winston International that any community "that permits this type of structure would
be found in failure of enforcing the minimum requirements of NFIP. Failure to
enforce NFIP requirements may result in a community being placed on probation and

subsequently suspended from NFIP."
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all NFIP protection.

This episode teaches some interesting lessons. Federal disaster agencies such
as FEMA are often impediments to constructive and innovative solutions to disaster
problems. First, if a bureaucracy makes narrow interpretations of its regulations, it
can never be accused of making a wrong decision. We rarely hear of what might have
been done that would have worked. But if it is permissive, and its decisions turns out
mistaken, the careers of those responsible can suffer (unless they work for BATF or
the FBI).

Second, Winston's invention, to the extent it works, leaves FEMA with little to
do. Continual aid for flood victims and then, the money runs out, monitoring new
building and moving towns to higher ground gives them plenty to do. They want to

intervene in disasters, not prevent them.

FEMA's behavior leads us to suggest that ideas such as Winston's might have
developed sooner if there had been no generalized federal disaster relief. To be sure,
there is a vital role for government during a national disaster. But afterwards, the
more both costs and initiative can be kept to those in the afflicted area, the greater the
likelihood that human creativity will lead to ways of mitigating, or leaming to live
with, boisterous natural phenomena.

Without such indiscriminate relief, less building would have occurred on flood
plains. Adaptive technologies such as Winston's add some costs which may create
incenttves to limit building in frequently flooded areas. Instead, Federal aid
encourages people to go ahead anyway because some of the cost of their actions is

paid by others.
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[image: image4.png]We have many towns on flood plains. Sometimes the advantages of building
there outweigh the disadvantages. Some Indian reservations are in easily flooded
areas. These people have little option but to stay, courtesy of Uncle Sam. Some
countries are in flood prone areas, and Winston's technology could be highly
beneficial to them as well.

We share the concern of many environmentalists that flood plains have been
over built, with environmental degradation and flooding the inevitable outcome. But
unlike many who conclude we should discourage innovations enabling people to live
comfortably in flood prone areas, we believe eliminating FEMA and its wicked ways
would be ecologically and socially preferable. People and flood plains alike would

be the gainers.
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