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For most Americans, the value of their home represents the largest portion of their total wealth; accordingly, homeowners even
in very poor areas can obtain some benefit from a home-buyout program as a means to move away from risk and begin again.
Renters, however, are an overlooked population during implementation of post-disaster retreat programs that predominantly
focus on homeownership. Racism is a substantial factor in homeownership disparities between black and white Americans that
can be traced to the postWorldWar II GI Bill—a law that delivered to returning veterans federally-backed homemortgage loans,
loans that were largely denied to returning black soldiers. These inequities have not been overcome, leaving minority renters as
some of the most vulnerable populations after a disaster. Indeed, some renters may be substantially worse off after a buy-out
program is implemented in an area. Renters represent an atypical “trapped” population when it comes to relocation programs
because they may be economically forced to move to even more climate vulnerable housing. This paper will explore post-
implementation impact on renters of home buy-out and similar retreat programs. We will examine the factors that contribute to
this cycle of failed re-location efforts for this sub-group such as the lack of retreat policies aimed at assisting low-income renters,
lack or limitations of home or rental insurance, the absence of “duty to warn” obligations from landlords to inform renters of
repeated flooding risks at the property, and market failure to encompass climate risks in rental pricing.
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Introduction

For several generations, the home has represented the single
most important and most valuable asset that most Americans
will ever own, comprising a substantial part, if not the vast
majority, of their lifetime wealth. Homeownership also is re-
sponsible for inter-generational wealth when that substantial
asset is passed down to the next generation. In addition to
wealth, homeownership provides some relative security in

the context of climate change that is not available to those that
do not own a home. For example, a home is a valuable asset
against which one can borrow to make oneself more resilient
to climate impacts, but it also is an asset that is necessary to
qualify for certain disaster relief or mitigation programs.
Renters are often a forgotten population in this mix of resil-
ience and relief programs, and they too often are also people of
color, raising environmental justice—or “climate justice” con-
cerns, a term often used when referring to the disparate nega-
tive impacts that minority and vulnerable groups (and coun-
tries) often face because of climate change.

Existing research shows that white people in the USA are
more likely to own their homes than other minority groups
(Kochhar et al. 2011). In addition, homes owned in African
American and Hispanic communities tend to represent a dispro-
portionately larger part of the household total wealth than in the
white community (ibid), meaning that these communities have
fewer liquid assets to turn to in the event of a natural disaster
even when they do own their home. Accordingly, when a di-
saster strikes, if the house is impacted, there is a larger negative
impact to that household’s total wealth because the housemakes
up a disproportionately larger share of that total wealth.
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This disparity in homeownership rates between white
Americans and minority Americans is not an accident, and
although this paper cannot and does not intend to capture the
entirety of this important subject, this history is a critical com-
ponent of the environmental justice issues faced by minority
communities today. Much of the economic inequality in re-
gard to homeownership that exists today—as well as the seg-
regation between people of color (especially African-
Americans) and white Americans with respect to living
areas—can be directly traced to slavery and the long
succession of deliberately racist laws and policies that
followed after. Rothstein (2017) observed that not long after
the end of the Civil War, the South adopted segregation laws
(Jim Crow laws), and segregationist laws and policies soon
spread to many other parts of the country where formerly
enslaved people had moved after the Civil War. Where small
towns often expelled black populations altogether, larger cit-
ies adopted overtly racist ordinances, such as prohibiting
African-Americans from purchasing homes in white areas
(Rothstein 2017). Throughout the early 1900s, zoning and
land use laws were similarly used to advantage white people
and to disadvantage black people with respect to land and
homeownership, such as by allowing development of indus-
trial and other commercial uses (such as bars, prostitution, or
liquor stores) in an area if African Americans began to move
into the area, contributing to the destruction of neighborhoods
and the creation of slums (Rothstein 2017).

Rothstein (2017) details the effort by the federal govern-
ment near the end of World War I to entice white Americans
to build and own single-family homes as a stalwart against
communism, but also to avoid racial strife, with entrenched
policies assuring that only white people would likely end up
owning those homes. Despite federal government encourage-
ment, even very few white people owned homes beforeWorld
War II. At that time, homeownership was the province only of
the very rich, largely because it typically required large (50%
or more) down payments to obtain a mortgage and very short
repayment periods (Murray 2008; Rothstein 2017). President
Franklin D. Roosevelt signed both the National Housing Act
in 1934 as part of the New Deal legislation,1 and the
Servicemen’s Readjustment Act of 1944 (known as the “G.I.
Bill of Rights”2); together, these laws radically changed ac-
cess to homeownership in America. Eligible veterans could
then borrow money with little or no down payment to pur-
chase land (such as farms), houses, farming equipment, and

more, with 30-year repayment periods. As Murray (2008)
observed, “[n]early five million veterans bought homes under
the G.I. Bill, amounting to almost half of the new homes
constructed in the United States in the decade following
World War II.” The G.I. bill also provided these returning
veterans free “education or training” which included up to 4
years of college or other types of vocational training
(Blakemore 2019), further increasing their ability to obtain
wealth and stability that would then be passed down to future
generations. The landscape of America was truly transformed
by these laws, a middle class was firmly established, and the
security of homeownership was felt my millions of
Americans.

However, millions of other Americans—largely
Americans of color—were excluded from this huge
homeownership, education, and training boom that is the di-
rect origin of the wealth and security that many white families
enjoy today. The federal G.I. Bill did not expressly discrimi-
nate on the basis of race, but because of pressure from
Southern lawmakers whose votes were needed to enact the
federal statute, the law allowed states substantial discretion
to implement its provisions (Blakemore 2019). As a result,
overtly racist laws and polices (not only in the American
South) denied to black Americans (and other minorities
(Ramos 1998)) the promise of homeownership, education,
and skills that these federal laws provided to white
Americans. Today’s urban segregation and the vast disparities
in personal wealth, family wealth, and educational and profes-
sional attainment are the lingering products of decades of rac-
ist laws, regulations, and policies devised and implemented at
all levels of government. Data from 2014 showed that at that
time, 72% of white Americans owned their home, while only
43% of black Americans owned their home (Traub et al.
2015). Climate change is only compounding the challenges
of being poor and marginalized in America.

Billion-dollar disaster events—that is, extreme weather
events with losses that exceed $1 billion each—have been
steadily increasing in the USA (Fig. 1). While there is a strong
consensus that some extreme weather events have increased
as a result of climate change (USGCRP 2018), the authors
caution that this also reflects the increasing impacts to infra-
structure systems and people (i.e., more people in an area
results in more stuff being damaged when a disaster occurs).
Additionally, as population grows and disparities continue,
more vulnerable populations are being exposed at higher rates
and severity with climatic changes.

Accordingly, there is an increasing understanding among
researchers, local governments, and others that in some areas
of the country, it no longer makes sense to rebuild in the same
place or in the same way following a devastating extreme
weather disaster event. Accordingly, programs to effect “man-
aged retreat,” from vulnerable areas (whether moving people,
infrastructure, or both), are just beginning to emerge in the

1 The citation “12 U.S.C. § 1701, et seq.” has been changed to “12 U.S.C. §
1701, et seq., n.d.” to match the author name/date in the reference list. Please
check if the change is fine in this occurrence and modify the subsequent
occurrences, if necessary.12 U.S.C. § 1701, et seq. n.d.
2 The citation “38 U.S.C. § 3701 et seq” has been changed to “38 U.S.C. §
3701 et seq., n.d.” to match the author name/date in the reference list. Please
check if the change is fine in this occurrence and modify the subsequent
occurrences, if necessary.38 U.S.C. § 3701 et seq. n.d. (current provisions)
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USA, as the corresponding research also continues to grow
(Mach et al. 2019). Indeed, in the USA, the primary method of
“managed retreat” is implementation of existing home buy-
out programs (Siders 2019). These programs have been in use
in the USA for upwards of three decades or more, but many
communities have only more recently begun to see residents
take advantage of them, in part because of increasing disaster
impacts, and because of increased awareness of and funding
for programs focused on reducing risks through purchase and
removal of homes following disasters.

In a home buy-out program, funds allow local governments
to purchase private (typically residential, single family homes)
property and reclaim the land, often for use as a natural
greenspace (i.e., parks and greenways) that can then absorb/
mitigate flood waters, increasing the area’s resilience by
protecting nearby infrastructure (Nelson and Camp 2020).
Often, the funding for these programs is a compilation of
federal, state, and local funds with the federal contribution
covering the majority of the costs (FEMA n.d.-d). These pro-
grams and their relationship to renters are discussed in the
“Home buy-out programs and renters” section.

Climate justice: the special case of renters

While there are many reasons affluent people may choose to
be renters rather than homeowners (for example, youth, tem-
porary job locations, personal preference, and ownership
availability in expensive urban areas), low income has been
documented as a primary reason to rent. Burby et al. (2003)
found that low-income households make up two-thirds of the
entire renting population in the USA. Furthermore, in a study
of 51 communities in Nebraska, Paine (2017) found that
renters made up over 50% of properties. Similar results have
been found for other communities like King County, WA,

where a look at environmental justice revealed that the major-
ity of the renters in the floodplain were non-white (Paine
2019).

There is a dearth of peer-reviewed academic research or
reviews on the climate justice implications of being a tenant,
especially in more climate vulnerable areas. What does exist
in the literature is primarily focused on a few specific events/
locations such as Hurricane Katrina’s impacts to citizens of
New Orleans, and the work is not centrally focused on the
plight of renters (Fussell 2015; Fussell et al. 2010; Sastry
2009). However, the vulnerability of renters has been increas-
ingly covered in the press (most often post-disaster) and
researched by non-governmental organizations (NGOs), espe-
cially those groups in community support positions or those
that provide knowledge to local governments or law-makers
to address many of the inequities renters face (Ahmed 2019;
AP 2006; Hammack 2019; Weil 2009). This type of work (for
example, MDC n.d.; Ahmed 2019) has identified a myriad of
particular inequities uniquely faced by renters that contribute
to their increased vulnerability. Table 1 describes these prima-
ry Renters’ Climate Inequities (RCI)3 that the authors have
identified from a review of the literature, their own work,
and personal conversations with flood mitigation and other
adaptation professionals in high-risk areas.

One indicator of the lack of post-disaster support for renters
is the level of aid going to renters in comparison to
homeowners for specific historic events. Using both disaster

3 The authors have coined the phrase Renters’ Climate Inequities (RCI) to
encompass the social, environmental, and economic justice considerations that
renters face when it comes to climate change impacts; however, we note that
there is a need for additional vocabulary to be developed that directly addresses
the plight of the rental population faced with climate change impacts. The
literature reveals that renters are an under-studied (and largely overlooked)
population with respect to climate impacts, and development of appropriate
terminology could serve to focus additional research on this group.

Fig. 1 Frequency of billion-dollar
disaster events. Source: NOAA
National Centers for
Environmental Information
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Table 1 Renters’ climate inequities

Renters’ climate inequities Description

Less preparedness before a disaster event (MDC n.d.). Renters often have little or no incentive, or authority, to invest in improvements to a rental
home that will reduce the potential impacts of an event such as a flood. Additionally, the
2017 American Housing Survey found renters to be less prepared for emergencies
(including evacuations) with only 58% of renters having access to $2000 for an
emergency compared to 85% of homeowners having that cash access (FEMA n.d.-c).

Co-vulnerabilities Renting households are more likely to be facing other financial, family, or professional
challenges that use up limited resources. In fact, at least 46% of renters spend 30% or
more of their income on rent and this percentage is even higher in high-risk areas like
California and Florida (Insurance Information Institute 2020). In the 2018 US
Department of Housing and Urban Development American Housing Survey, it was
estimated that “renters are three times more likely [than homeowners] to need financial
assistance to evacuate during a major disaster” (US Census Bureau 2018). Rental hous-
ing may also be old or of low quality in certain areas, making the structure itself more
vulnerable to an extreme weather event. And, in some areas, rental housing is more likely
to be in closer proximity to industrial or manufacturing facilities, putting them at greater
risk if an extreme weather event causes an accident at such a facility (MDC n.d.).
Additionally, for immigrant and other vulnerable populations in rental housing, concerns
about legal status or language barriers may prevent individuals from obtaining appro-
priate insurance or assistance.

Lack of knowledge of area risk FEMA floodmaps are used by mortgage lenders, insurance companies, and builders, so
homeowners are often well aware if their property is located in a high-risk area, but
tenants are often not aware of flood risks, or of potential support available if their home is
destroyed or damaged in an extreme weather event. An example of this can be seen with
the Willow River apartment complex in Salem, VA, where an apartment complex with
300 units has suffered repeated flood damage dating to 1977 but continued to rebuild
with federal insurance proceeds, with buildings repaired and then new renters move in,
presumably unaware of the risks (Hammack 2019).

Additionally, outreach and educational materials that may be mailed out to those in high
flood-risk areas by local authorities typically go to the homeowner’s address using parcel
or tax data as opposed to going to the residents through a door-to-door effort, so the
tenant may never receive such information. There is also a significant lack of require-
ments or enforcement by local authorities ensuring the right to information and disclo-
sure of flood risks be passed from the owner to the tenants. Some localities do have flood
disclosure rules, and these vary significantly across jurisdictions. As an example, in
Texas, landlords are not required to disclose to their tenants that the residence has flooded
in the past (Rice 2019). Where disclosure rules do exist, those rules often do not guar-
antee that renters are fully informed due to confounding factors such as language barriers
or complex relationships (that can involve power disparities) between the owner and
tenants. Additionally, repetitive loss data is very difficult to obtain from FEMA (con-
sidered confidential information) should someone try to understand a property’s history
of flooding independently (FEMA 2019).

1 Most homeowners will have homeowners insurance, or a mortgage which requires such
insurance. Depending on the location and proximity to floodways and floodplains of the
property, homeowners may also be required to have insurance through the NFIP. In the
2017 American Housing Survey, not a single renter responded as having flood insurance
(US Census Bureau 2018). Many renters are not aware of what types of flood of disaster
insurance may be available to them, or if available, it may not be affordable.

Additionally, renters may not be able to afford the premiums associated with renters’
insurance or flood insurance even if they are aware of the risks. Renters insurance also
will often only cover the contents of the dwelling and neither that nor flood insurance will
reimburse tenants for temporary housing, relocation costs, and other expenses incurred
immediately following an event (FEMA 2020b).

Rental turnover may be high, resulting in reduced support
from immediate neighbor networks

Renters in more transient neighborhoods may not have the established relationships with
neighbors that can serve as a lifeline in a disaster. Even seemingly simple acts such as
knowing a home are occupied and checking on a neighbor during or immediately
following a disaster may be less likely without knowledge or personal connection to
nearby tenants (MDC n.d.).

Lack of funding or intervention programs directly (and
primarily) targeting the tenant population

Community development organizations and federal and state investments, even when
focused on affordable housing, tend to preferentially favor homeowners (Ahmed 2019).
Even if these programs are successful in moving some renters into homeownership, the

423J Environ Stud Sci  (2021) 11:420–433



record number data and FEMA Individual Assistance
Program Data, which includes the Individuals and
Households Program (IHP) and the Housing Assistance
(HA) and Other Needs Assistance (ONA) programs, for both
homeowners and renters4, a significantly smaller percentage
of individual assistance funding goes to renters. This may be
due to many factors including renters lack of knowledge of
how to apply for assistance, social or cultural barriers such as
those faced by undocumented immigrants that are fearful of
government authorities, or the fact that repairs to building
structures (homeowner assistance) are typically more costly
than replacement of the contents (which is the assistance that
renters qualify for). In Table 2, we compare five events in
recent US history and the amount of individual assistance
for the two groups. As shown in Table 2, the amount of total
assistance granted to homeowners is much higher than to
renters, as would be expected due to the cost of structure repair
or replacement. Moreover, the rental amount column repre-
sents FEMA assistance for temporary housing, which is only
available in presidentially declared disaster areas. The total
dollars flowing to homeowners in that category is much

higher than to renters for all events with the exception of
one event, the Salem Virginia flooding in 2004. As noted,
there is at least one very large apartment complex that has
had extensive and repeated flood damage (Hammack 2019),
which may have contributed to the large rental amount assis-
tance in that case. Interestingly, the amount of assistance per
valid registrant for rental assistance is at least 1.4 times higher
for renters than for homeowners (with the exception of
Hurricane Harvey), potentially indicating that the
homeowner’s need for temporary housing is shorter or less
significant than that of renters following the events considered
here. It should be noted, however, that the repair and replace-
ment amounts for assistance to homeowners would also in-
clude funds to owners of rental properties to restore dwellings
to habitability.

Renters often also face substantial legal and policy barriers
even before they sign a lease agreement that may contribute to
a more vulnerable position when extreme weather strikes
(Superstorm Research Lab (SRL 2013). For example, tenants
are often required to sign what are known as “adhesion con-
tracts.” Essentially, the landlord requires the tenant to sign the
lease “as is” (having been drafted by the landlord or his/her
counsel, who typically holds superior bargaining power and
greater knowledge about the property, and with provisions
that tend to favor the landlord), or find another home to

4 OpenFEMA Data Sets for Individual Assistance. Available at https://www.
fema.gov/about/openfema/data-sets. Neither FEMA nor the Federal
Government vouch for the data or analyses derived from these data after the
data have been retrieved from the Agency’s website(s) or Data.gov.

Table 1 (continued)

Renters’ climate inequities Description

remaining tenants are overlooked. As just one example, in November 2018, the US
Department of Housing and Urban Development allocated more than $5 billion in initial
assistance to Texas after Hurricane Harvey. $1.1 billion of that was allocated to a
homeowner assistance program, $275 million for home-buyouts, $100 million for re-
imbursements to homeowners for certain direct post-disaster expenses, and $250
million—only 5% of the total award—focused on affordable rental properties (US HUD
2018). As another example, Washington et al. (2006) documented huge disparities be-
tween the funding provided by the federal government that supports homeownership and
community development programs, and those that support low income rental housing—
of an $11.5 billion grant in Louisiana, only $920 million was allocated to the latter.

Post-disaster impacts are compounded by the above factors Post-disaster risks that are disproportionally borne by renters include the following: the loss
of the home entirely if landlords use the “opportunity” to sell or upgrade the property; no
or little immediate financial relief aid; loss of rental housing stock causing rental prices to
increase; or lack of replacement rental housing in the immediate vicinity which could
result in renters having to relocate farther away from work/school or out of the area
completely (MDC n.d.); additional stress that can compound health issues which can
result in medical bills or loss of income frommissed work (Ahmed 2019). These types of
post-disaster impacts can lead to the renter population falling even further behind their
homeowner counterparts, and because of the existing disparity in homeownership rates
between white and non-white people, racial wealth gapsmay correspondingly increase in
a particular area after a disaster. Additionally, local or state laws may put renters in even
worse situations during or following a flood event. For example, in Texas, the law forbids
renters from withholding rent even if the dwelling is not habitable (Miller 2017; Tex.
Rev. Civ. Stat. Ann. § 92.058); thus, renters may still be required to pay rent while being
displaced and having to pay for other housing accommodations while the property is
flooded or under repairs.
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rent—there is no room for negotiation of even the most minor
provisions. While there has long been controversy regarding
the enforceability of these types of agreements, the trend is to
view them as valid, enforceable contracts absent truly uncon-
scionable terms (Tutt 2013).

The burdens of historical housing policies also created dis-
advantaged minority renters while their white counterparts
became homeowners. Implementation of the federal housing
laws noted above included “red-lining,” the express drawing
of boundaries around geographic areas of city, typically with
predominantly black or Latino residents, considered at high
risk of default and for which no mortgage lending would oc-
cur. Accordingly, homeownership and economic develop-
ment was much more difficult or impossible in these redlined
areas, and they tended to be located in areas at higher risk to
extreme weather (i.e., floods) or even industrial accidents.
Figure 2 is an example of one of these early 1940s “redlined”
maps for the city of Nashville, TN, showing the areas near the
river (except the immediate business district downtown) as
areas where home loans could not easily be secured (Nelson
et al. n.d.). Figure 3 shows this redlined area with current and
possible5 rental properties indicated, demonstrating a
legacy of higher flood risk and lack of homeownership
that endures to this day, with several rental properties
located within the floodplains.

In addition, Moye (2014) and others have demonstrated
that homes in minority neighborhoods still receive lower val-
uations than a similar quality/age home in a predominantly
white neighborhood. Thus, even under revised programs, such
as those recommended by the authors below that would pro-
vide the tenant some post-disaster relief based on the value of
the home, tenants in predominantly non-white areas would
receive less than similarly situated tenants in predominately
white neighborhoods. Minority neighborhoods also have a
history of tax assessors over assessing the minority-owned
homes while under assessing white-owned homes, leading to
a larger relative (percentage) tax burden for minority-owners
(Rothstein 2017).

Finally, within the more vulnerable group of renters, white
renters fare far better than black renters (Washington et al.
2006; Peacock et al. 2014). Washington et al. (2006) found
that after Hurricane Katrina, “displaced African Americans
seeking apartments have experienced housing discrimination,
receiving significantly worse treatment than white apartment
seekers.” Their study documented examples of post-disaster
white rental applicants having application and deposit fees
waived, where the black applicant received no such waivers.
In another study by Peacock et al. (2014), it was found that

owner-occupied and housing in higher-income neighbor-
hoods suffered less damage and recovered more quickly while
housing with renters recovered more slowly and was suscep-
tible to turnover.

In short, renters in the USA that are located in areas increas-
ingly vulnerable to extreme weather events are more likely to
be non-white, live in homes that may be less resilient to cli-
mate events, have less access to post-disaster support, and
have less access to pre- or post-disaster resources to enable a
permanent move away from the at-risk area in a way that does
not also lower their quality of life or standard of living.

Home buy-out programs and renters

Because home buy-out programs are the most often used
“managed retreat” program in the USA (Siders 2019), it is
important to understand their impact on renters. The emphasis
on these types of programs inherently leaves renters behind—
one must own a home to be eligible for the city or state to buy
that home. In this section, we examine home buy-out pro-
grams and their impact on renters.

In response to major flooding on the Mississippi in 1993,
congress increased funding available for permanent hazard mit-
igation measures across the USA, such as home buy-out pro-
grams and advance planningmeasures to prevent andminimize
impacts after a disaster (i.e., mitigation programs)
(Environmental Law Institute (ELI) 2017). Congress autho-
rized Federal Emergency Management Agency (FEMA) to
implement a number of grants, including the Hazard
Mitigation Grant Program (HMGP), the Flood Mitigation
Assistance Program, the Building Resilient Infrastructure and
Communities (BRIC) program, and the Pre-DisasterMitigation
(PDM) Program (FEMA n.d.-a). It is these programs, in partic-
ular the HMGP, that serve as the backbone, and primary
funding source, for all home buy-out programs in the USA,
and their primary goal is to “reduce the number of claims paid
by the [National Flood Insurance Program] NFIP” (ELI 2017).

ELI (2017) recognized that since 1993, the HMGP has
prioritized home/property buy-out programs over other disas-
ter or resilience assistance grants, accounting for nearly 40%
of total grants through 2013 (ELI 2017). This prioritization of
property owners entirely neglects renters. Of course, there are
often substantial bureaucratic barriers to timely obtaining di-
saster relief for homeowners (Fazio 2014), but the homeowner
at least has the possibility of some pay out, renters have none.

The home buyout process typically begins with a federal
disaster declaration, which authorizes certain federal funding
mechanisms that flow to states and local governments and can
ultimately cover up to 75% of the total costs of a home buy-
out program. Local governments, in turn, take the application
for a buy-out or other assistance from the property owner. In
some cases, local flood program managers can proactively

5 Properties deemed as “possible” rental properties included those parcels with
a land used designation of the following: duplex, triplex, quadplex, apartment:
high rise (3 stories or greater), apartment: low rise (built since 1960), or apart-
ment: walk up (built prior to 1960). Parcel data was obtained from the Metro
Nashville Planning Department.
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identify properties that have experienced multiple disaster events
with substantial losses (these are typical requirements for buy-
out). FEMA has express regulations regarding what types of
expenses may be recoverable, set forth in 40 C.F.R. § 80.9.
These costs include money for the value of the structures, includ-
ing relocation and demolition, but does not mention renters (or
rental income to the owner) and expressly excludes any reim-
bursement for “legal obligations,”6 whichmight be interpreted as
including any legal obligation the landlord owes a tenant under
the terms of a lease. In effect, the federal government has prior-
itized protection of and disaster assistance to help homeowners,
but individuals that may be living in those same homes under the
terms of a lease are entirely overlooked—de-prioritized—by
these home buy-out programs.

FEMA is responsible for developing maps (including flood
zones, floodplain boundaries, and base flood elevation) of the
inland riverine flood and coastal storm surge hazard areas in
the USA, but between 2014 and 2018, “more than 40 percent
of flood insurance claims came from outside high-risk areas”
(FEMA n.d.-b) and FEMA has been criticized for not ade-
quately or in a timely manner updating its maps to reflect
climate change data (Department of Homeland Security
DHS 2017). FEMA issued preliminary revised floodmaps
for some areas in December 2019. Therefore, there are

potentially more renters and others at risk than have been
identified. Many of those renters may lack information that
they are at risk or the resources such as insurance through
NFIP or other programs to protect themselves.

Furthermore, flood insurance (often with rates determined
by the level of risk based upon the flood maps) is also an
important and often overlooked factor for renters. Most
renters’ insurance does not include events like flooding (un-
less an additional flood insurance policy is purchased) and the
property owner’s insurance does not cover any of the renters’
property nor temporary relocation (Sachon 2018). Insurance
often provides a means for the property owner to rebuild and
recover, but no such benefits are transferred to the renter. The
Flood Mitigation Assistance Program can provide funds to
reduce the risk of flood damage, but the property must be
insured pursuant to the NFIP. Lack of NFIP insurance, in
some cases, could mean that the property does not qualify
for buy-out even if it has flooded multiple times. Lack of
NFIP insurance also means that there may not be available
records or information of prior flooding for a property, making
it more difficult for a renter to determine such risk. If a renter is
not aware of whether the rental property has flood insurance,
is in a high-risk flood zone, or whether it has flooded before
(as noted, typical requirements for a home buy-out program
(Adler et al. 2019)), this places the renter at a disadvantage
before he/she even enters the lease.6 44 C.F.R. §80.9(e) (n.d.).

Fig. 2 Early 1940s map of Nashville with “redlining” (Nelson et al. n.d.), where home mortgages could not easily be obtained, in higher-risk areas (near
the river) that were often in predominately black communities
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Renters may also be permanently displaced by these home
buy-out programs if an owner chooses to participate in buy-
out (with no input from or consideration of the renter) and the
home is then no longer available. The renter also does not
typically receive any financial support from the property own-
er or the city to relocate when a buy-out occurs. It should be
noted that the Uniform Relocation Assistance and Real
Property Acquisition Policies for Federal and Federally
Assisted Programs Act of 1970, 42 U.S.C. §4601 et seq.,
provides protection and assistance for people affected by fed-
erally funded projects such as buy-outs. This law is intended
to ensure that people whose real property is acquired, or who
move as a result of projects receiving federal funds, are treated
fairly and equitably and receive just compensation for, and
assistance in moving from, the property. In a buy-out situa-
tion, the renter may be eligible for some assistance to relocate,
but participation in the NFIP may be a requirement for such
assistance, which raises potential barriers to access because so
many renters do not have flood insurance, as noted above.

Additionally, if other previously available and affordable
housing stock in the area is also unavailable because of the
damaging event or removed through buy-out, diminished sup-
ply means that rents are likely to increase post-disaster, and
the renter can be forced to relocate further away, pay higher

rent, or even become homeless, thus increasing their econom-
ic hardship. Ironically, protecting oneself with renters’ insur-
ance may disqualify a renter from eligibility for any post-
disaster FEMA assistance that would otherwise be available
(VonKaenel 2020). Journalists examining the plight of renters
after the Camp fire in California noted that renters were faring
worse; even if pre-disaster, they had similar incomes and liv-
ing standards. “It’s really the fire that is turning renters into
poor people” (Von Kaenel 2020).

The impacts of a reduction in affordable housing stock after
a disaster (whether from physical destruction of the property
or from a buy-out program) have been seen in the aftermath of
both Hurricanes Katrina and Harvey (Associated Press (AP)
2006; Sastry 2009). There is currently a shortage of affordable
rental housing in the USA according to the National Low
Income Housing Coalition as indicated by Fig. 4 below. No
state in the USA has enough affordable rentals for the demand.
In some states, there are less than 1/3 of the rental properties
available than are needed, especially in high-risk states. This
situation is only exacerbated by the impacts to housing stock
and prices in local areas following a disaster.

Given these circumstances, renters are at a multi-pronged
disadvantage. Contributing further to this disadvantage is the
fact that property owners reliant on rental income, such as

Fig. 3 “Redlined” areas from early 1940s maps with high-risk flood
zones and current rental properties identified. The 1933 Home Owners’
Loan Corporation (HOLC) color-coded map areas based on risk for mort-
gage lending, often identifying black neighborhoods in “red” (high risk)

andmaking it difficult for homeownership to occur in those areas. Current
rental properties are indicated in relation to the old redlined areas. Flood
plains are indicated as hatched areas
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those with multi-family units, may be incentivized to decline the
buy-out options. They then re-build or repair in the same (poten-
tially increasingly) risky location, continuing to put renters at risk,
often without their knowledge. The situation can become addi-
tionally complicated when the multi-unit dwelling is owner-
occupied or has more than a few units. The cap on NFIP payouts
can be inadequate for larger multi-unit dwellings and private
flood insurance may be necessary to fully cover the repairs.
Also, in an effort to optimize risk reduction, local floodmanagers
with limited funds may prioritize multiple single-family homes
that may be more affordable than higher-valued multi-family
units. Renters who are aware of the risks may have access to
flood insurance (FEMA 2020b), but the cost of that insurance is
increased by factors over which a tenant has no control, such as
the age of the building, the flood zone, and other measures
owners can take to reduce flood risk. Current policies often do
not provide incentives to landlords to address any of those factors
that might make flood insurance more affordable for the tenant.
To qualify for flood insurance, the property also must be located
in a community covered by the NFIP (FEMA 2020a). If obtain-
able, however, such a policy would cover household belongings
and could substantially assist the tenant in the event of a disaster.

Recommendations

The NFIP and FEMA programs have faced much scrutiny in
the past two decades as US residents have dealt with more
billion-dollar disasters and have begun realizing the
inadequacies of available programs and policies. As noted

earlier, these programs are predominantly focused on
offering assistance and relief to homeowners, and renters are
predominantly left out. However, as noted by Paine (2017)
and others, the majority of individuals at risk in the floodplains
of the USA are renters, and predominantly non-white. Many
at-risk individuals and families are excluded from the safety
net that these programs are set up to provide.

The authors recognize the complexity and gravity in-
volved with changing an entrenched system, but there
are some actions that can be taken to assist those most
in need and most at risk. Based on the authors’ re-
search, knowledge, and discussions with FEMA officials
and local floodplain managers, the following recommen-
dations could be considered in addressing the increasing
impact of climate change on the vulnerable rental
population.

1. Improve education and outreach to renter communities
about risks and insurance.

a. Local floodplain managers can work with their tax offi-
cials to identify potential rental properties in the flood-
plains for a targeted flood risk education outreach effort.
This could be done in partnership with local NGOs when
local government is limited in staffing and funding for
such efforts. Working with NGOs and community or cul-
tural leaders can also help to overcome the concerns for
immigrants who may not be legally documented or who
face language barriers and might otherwise not interact
with government officials.

Fig. 4 Available and affordable
rental housing for low-income
renters expressed as the number
of properties available per 100
lowest-income renters. (Source:
National Low Income Housing
Coalition (NLIHC 2020))
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b. Communities that participate in the NFIP Community Rating
System (CRS) (FEMA 2017) are considered to be exceeding
the federal floodplain management standards. For CRS com-
munities, an outreach effort such as a door-knocking cam-
paign to identify and inform renters about the risks and flood
insurance could be awarded in the CRS points system, and
would help get the needed information in the hands of those
that need it most. A robust outreach effort targeting renters
may result in fewer community residents needing assistance
following an event as well as potentially lowering flood insur-
ance premiums across the entire community.

iii. FEMA and local floodplain officials can improve the ease of
access to and availability of easily understandable informa-
tion. Requiring renters to proactively investigate to under-
stand flood risks and prior flooding at the property through
due diligence, data exploration, and the FEMA website is
proving insufficient. As one example, the authors learned
from a floodplain manager (an individual with sophisticated
knowledge of flood impacts andmanaging recovery funding)
that the individual did not personally know without some
investigation whether relocation costs or temporary housing
for renters is covered by flood insurance.

2. Eligible communities not currently in the NFIP CRS should
apply and become part of the CRS to reduce flood insurance
premiums for residents (both homeowners and renters).
Although homeowners may be more directly impacted be-
cause owners are more likely to hold the flood insurance
policy that receives a CRS program premium discount,
renters can benefit in several ways, even if they do not hold
flood insurance directly. The CRS rating system incentivizes
protection of natural and floodplain barriers, better commu-
nity education around flood risks, and improved public
warning systems. These and other measures impact and ben-
efit the entire community, including renters, and can reduce
flood risks for renters and owners alike. There are 19 cred-
itable activities in four categories: public information, map-
ping and regulations, flood damage reduction, warning, and
response (FEMA 2017).

3. Local or state governments could consider and create a
means of enforcement to require landlords to notify ten-
ants of flood risks and prior flooding history of the prop-
erty. As seen in the Willow River apartment situation in
Virginia, many tenants have no idea that they are moving
into an at-risk situation. More research is needed, but re-
quiring notifications to tenants in at-risk areas may have
the following outcomes:

a. Tenants are more risk aware and can make a better-
informed decision about the need for rental and/or
flood insurance.

b. A legal requirement of risk notification may in turn incen-
tivize landlords to require tenants to obtain insurance (po-
tential rent reduction could be used in exchange to offset
insurance premiums) or to themselves invest in property
upgrades to increase resilience.

c. Notice may increase knowledge that both landlord and
tenant can use to potentially negotiate lease terms to pro-
tect the tenant in the event of a disaster (e.g., should a
flood occur, the landlord will use a certain agreed upon
amount of FEMA or property insurance recovery to cover
the costs of temporary housing for the tenant until repairs
can be made).

d. A notice requirement may de-incentivize property owners
from keeping the property after a flood event, knowing
the risks and potential loss of income if the risks are
disclosed.

4. Examine FEMA, NFIP, and State insurance and landlord/
tenant laws and regulations for appropriate areas for mod-
ifications that could increase the availability and utiliza-
tion of renter disaster insurance (i.e., flood or earthquake)
for hazards not typically covered by general rental insur-
ance policies. Some potential approaches:

a. For renters in floodplains, consider whether lease agreements
should require the renter to obtain flood insurance. The na-
tional average premium for renter’s insurance is about $180
per year (Insurance Information Institute 2020). Flood insur-
ance can have similar premiums. If such flood insurance is
required, there should be appropriate notice provisions and
clear understandings regarding who owns the policy, for
whose benefit, whether the premium payments are included
in the cost of the rent, andwhat is covered. For example, if the
landlord maintains the policy for the benefit of the renter, and
the cost is included in the rent, such a policymay not cover the
tenant’s belongings.

b. Reflect the property location and risks (e.g., risk of
flooding) in the price of renter’s insurance policy. In this
way, the market price of the rent may reflect the increased
cost of the insurance policy that the renter must pay in
addition to the rent. In short, a landlord may not be able to
rent a property for as high a price if it is located in a
floodplain and the cost of rental insurance is high.

iii. Consider subsidies to offset the costs of flood insurance
premiums for renters. For example, subsidies could come
from local or state governments, or NGOs and other civic
groups that work with low-income residents.

iv. Increase knowledge and understanding by local authori-
ties of the opportunities for assistance to renters
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associated with buy-outs or other federally funded flood
mitigation programs, such as assistance with relocation
costs.

5. Develop FEMA regulations that would incentivize land-
lords that use home buy-out programs to provide some
measure of relief for existing tenants. Buy-out programs
typically pay the fair market value of property prior to the
disaster event. This does not account for the loss of in-
come for landlords, or the lost home/possessions for the
renter. Potential options include:

a. 1–2 years of rental income for the landlord (or set the
length using a formula that takes account of the frequency
of historic flooding to the property, with less payout for
more frequent flooding events) based upon current area
average rates for similar amenities or rental amount at the
time of the disaster. While this would be a large up-front
cost to the buy-out program (which is typically predomi-
nantly federal dollars), it would reduce future personal
assistance (for both the landlord and tenant(s)) and insur-
ance pay outs for the property. As noted by the Pew
Charitable Trusts (2016), approximately 1% of properties
account for “more than a quarter of NFIP claims.” This
would reduce future repetitive loss payouts and potential-
ly save taxpayer dollars over time.

b. Create a requirement that a percentage (e.g., 5–10%) of
the buy-out go to the renter(s) to help cover their losses
and the burden of being displaced (even if it is temporary).
This could be determined based upon valuation of the
property and the documented monthly rent (or average
rent for the area). This is most important in disaster situ-
ations that do not result in a presidentially declared disas-
ter where there may be no coverage or reimbursement for
temporary housing. Such a requirement would provide
some relief to the tenant (in the absence of NFIP provi-
sions to appropriately provide rental assistance) and also
potentially de-incentivize the landlord from continuing to
own and operate the property in a high-risk area.

The potential solutions and strategies for addressing the
climate justice implications for renters are only just beginning
to be explored. Robust and targeted research is needed to
understand and address these problems, and to prompt needed
conversations.

Conclusion

Although there are federal disaster relief programs aimed at per-
manently removing high-risk properties from an area such as
home buy-out programs (which also serve as the primary form

of managed retreat in the USA), those programs tend to prioritize
and benefit property owners for themost part. In theUSA, because
of the long history of racially -driven marginalization policies and
practices, renters are more likely to be minorities and low-income
populations. These same factors have also led, in many areas, to
limited, affordable rental housing stock being located in higher-
risk areas. The plight of renterswithin the context of climate justice
considerations is one that cannot be overlooked, especially consid-
ering the prevalence of renters in floodplains. As climate change
creates more severe disasters and our population increases, the
situation is likely to worsen.

Under these considerations, the authors have coined the
term Renters’ Climate Inequities (RCI) to encompass the col-
lection of undue, coupled burdens, and challenges faced by
renters at risk of natural hazards. In this paper, we have enu-
merated seven such inequities. This is by no means an exhaus-
tive list, but instead the first attempt to document and describe
the challenges of this vulnerable population.

The authors set forth the above recommendations for pol-
icies and additional research that will continue to shine a spot-
light on this historically overlooked group. Including how
managed retreat programs, in particular home buy-out pro-
grams, might be revised to include this increasingly vulnera-
ble population in light of a changing climate.

The authors note that COVID-19 has compoundedmany of the
problems discussed in this paper faced by renters. Those renters
that were dependent on employment in sectors especially hard hit
by the pandemic, such as hospitality and tourism, have had to face
the inability to pay rent, and in many parts of the country, at the
same time as wildfires or hurricanes or flooding.
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