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Abstract

Purpose – Home buyout programs are typically funded by the federal government and implemented by local
agencies. How these agencies design and implement buyouts has considerable impacts on participating
households and communities, making understanding the internal processes of implementing agencies a critical
component of buyout research. This study addresses this issue by exploring the early design and
implementation phases of a buyout program in Harris County, Texas, following Hurricane Harvey.
Design/methodology/approach –Data were collected via semi-structured interviews with buyout staff and
government stakeholders. Data were analyzed in two phases using grounded theory methodology and holistic
coding.
Findings – There was considerable tension regarding the role of buyouts in mitigation and recovery.
Participants conceptualized buyouts asmitigation programs, but recognized that residents, in contrast, viewed
buyouts as a tool for household recovery.
Research limitations/implications – This study adds to questions raised in the literature about the
efficacy of buyouts and other relocation efforts implemented in response to disasters and global climate change.
Future research should work to build systematic knowledge regarding design, implementation, and impacts of
buyouts on affected households and communities.
Practical implications – Tension in the purpose of buyouts may be the cause of consistent shortcomings in
buyout implementation including attrition, checkerboarding, and transfer of risk. Funding, timing, and the
scale of buyouts do not align with household recovery needs and priorities, limiting the mitigation potential of
buyouts.
Originality/value – This study identifies a fundamental tension in the purpose of buyout programs that has
yet to be discussed in the literature.
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Introduction
For over forty years, government agencies in the U.S. have implemented home buyout
programs as a means of relocating households away from areas facing repeat or severe
flooding. Empirical studies of buyouts note that there is little to no evidence of policy learning
in this realm; each program is designed independently by a local implementing agency, with
limited learning from past programs, minimal guidance from federal funding agencies, and
no agreed-upon best practices (Greer and Binder, 2017). This lack of guidance extends to
questions of post-buyout land use (Zavar, 2016), forwhich decision-making is typically ad hoc
and not incorporated into early buyout program design (Zavar and Hagelman, 2016).
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Implementing agencies (typically government agencies at the state, county, or municipal
level) apply for and manage federal buyout funds and are responsible for the design,
implementation, and oversight of buyout programs. Though implementing agencies have
considerable latitude, their internal processes are a particularly understudied component of
buyout programs. This represents a significant gap in our understanding, especially given
that even seemingly minor program design decisions can substantially impact how
survivors’ experience of buyout programs (de Vries and Fraser, 2012; Binder and Greer,
2016). Given the increased use of buyouts in recent disasters (FEMA, 2012; Lewis, 2012), and
the onset of climate-induced buyouts (Koslov, 2016; Pilkey et al., 2016), it is increasingly
important that we examine the role, experiences, practices, and priorities of agencies
implementing buyouts in order to improve buyout program outcomes for affected
households, communities, and governments. This study addresses this gap in our
understanding of buyouts by examining a buyout program in Harris County, Texas, from
the perspective of the implementing agency and relevant government stakeholders. Just
as previous studies have focused exclusively on the experiences of residents in buyouts,
this study contributes to the literature by presenting data from an alternative, and
underrepresented, vantage point.

Harris County, which includes the metropolitan area of Houston, Texas, is characterized
by low-lying coastal plains and an extensive system of bayous. Harris County is vulnerable to
inland riverine and coastal flooding – challenges exacerbated by a history of flawed urban
planning (Zhang et al., 2018; Qian, 2010). When Hurricane Harvey struck in August 2017, it
dropped over 40 inches of rain in some areas, flooding an estimated 120,000 structures in
Harris County (Di Liberto, 2017). Because of the widespread damage, Harris County Flood
Control District (HCFCD), the buyout implementing agency, significantly expanded their
buyout program. Prior to Harvey, Harris County utilized funding from FEMA’s Hazard
Mitigation Grant Program (HMGP) and the county budget to purchase approximately 3,300
properties, most of which followed Tropical Storm Allison (2001) and the Memorial Day
floods (2015). Given the magnitude of Hurricane Harvey and the history of buyouts in Harris
County, this serves as an ideal setting to learn more about the design and implementation of
buyout programs, particularly the early implementation stage of the (expanded) program,
duringwhich key priorities are set and foundational decisions aremade. Using Harris County
as a case example, this study examined the internal processes of the implementing agency in
designing, adapting, and implementing the buyout program in Harris County post-Harvey.
Specifically, this study addressed the following research questions: 1) How are buyout
programs conceptualized by implementing agencies? 2) How do these conceptualizations
translate into programmatic decisions and processes?

Methods
We conducted fieldwork at three time points between November 2017 and November 2018,
beginning in the nascent phases of post-Harvey recovery and planning. Following the
process outlined by Rubin and Rubin (2012), we conducted 18 semi-structured interviews
with staff from the local implementing agency (HCFCD) and key stakeholder agencies
assisting with post-Harvey recovery (Table I). We conducted in-person interviews when
possible, and phone interviews when necessary. Interviews lasted 45 min on average.
Questions explored program development and design, including staff’s understanding of the
purpose of buyouts, the role of key decision-makers, identification of program priorities,
criteria for evaluating program success, consideration of equity in design and
implementation, and community outreach and involvement. We also asked participants to
reflect on their experiences interacting with homeowners and, specifically, to reflect on the
ways in which homeowners had expressed their views on the buyout process. In addition to
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the interviews, we collected information from informal conversations with program
stakeholders, program documents (public and internal documents provided by participants),
media reports, and site visits to areas where buyouts had been implemented or were planned.

We first analyzed interview data using grounded theory methodology (Corbin and
Strauss, 2008), selected due to its applicability in exploratory research. Through the
process of open coding, several initial themes emerged related to the development and
design of the buyout program, challenges in planning and implementation, and community
response. While these themes reflected potentially valuable findings, we discovered an
emergent theme related to the fundamental nature of home buyout programs that
warranted additional attention. Specifically, we identified a tension in participants’
descriptions of buyouts as mitigation or recovery programs, suggesting a conceptually
interesting case of overlap in the phases of emergency management (Neal, 1997). To
explore this further, we re-analyzed the data using deductive theory coding based on
established definitions for mitigation and recovery. For this second phase of analysis, the
findings of which are presented here, we engaged with Kates and Pijawka (1977)’s disaster
recovery theory to identify time frames and activities associated with the emergency
management phases. We then compiled mitigation and recovery definitions from leading
scholars in the disaster sciences, coupled these with federal policy definitions, and
developed a codebook based on these definitions (see Table II for the definitions used in
devising the codebook). We then employed a formalized holistic coding approach (Salda~na,
2012) on the interview data. To increase validity, we triangulated data across multiple
participants and data sources.

Level of
government Agency Role in buyouts

Federal FEMA Primary federal funder for buyouts in Harris county.
Approves plans submitted by the state, including funding
allocation for buyouts

State State hazard mitigation office Serves as the liaison between FEMA and the local
community. Plays a key role in determining which
projects are recommended for funding

Texas water development
board

Administers the flood mitigation assistance grant
program and the severe repetitive loss grant program on
behalf of FEMA

County The Harris county flood
control district (HCFCD)

Implementing agency, housed in the Harris county
planning division. Responsible for all ditches, detention
basins, bayous, and bays in the county, including those
located within the city of Houston. Manages land post-
buyout

Harris county real property
division

Responsible for tasks associated with property transfers.
Includes relocation managers and agents who work
directly with homeowners

City Mayor’s office and city
council

Play a decision-making role on buyout-related issues,
including the allocation of funding

Floodplain management
office

Maintains the city’s floodplain management plan, permits
all constructionwithin the city’s special flood hazard area,
provides floodplain information to the public

Houston public works Partners with HCFCD to implement buyouts within city
limits. Manages city mitigation reconstruction and
elevation programs

Houston parks and recreation Manages post-buyout land located within park areas

Table I.
Home buyout

stakeholders by level of
government
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Citation Mitigation definitions Recovery definitions

Stafford Act (1988) “Any action taken to reduce or
eliminate the long-term risk to
human life and property from
natural hazards” (44 C.F.R. 206.401).

Quarantelli (1998) “The word recovery often seems to
imply that attempting to and/or
bringing the post disaster situation to
some level of acceptability. This may
or may not be the same as the
preimpact [sic] level” (2).

Godschalk et al. (1999) “advance action taken to reduce or
eliminate the long-term risk to
human life and property from
natural hazards” (5).

“post disaster actions, such as
rebuilding of damaged structures, to
restore normal community
operations” (5).

Newton et al. (2006) “In the natural hazards community,
mitigation is defined as the wide
array of actions that can be taken to
reduce vulnerability. Such
mitigation actions can be considered
either structural (e.g. diversion
channels, fire breaks, etc.) or non-
structural (e.g. awareness,
information, policy, etc.)” (219).

Smith (2013) “Steps taken in advance of disaster
strikes aimed at decreasing or
eliminating the loss. Various long-
term measures, such as the
construction of engineering works,
insurance and land use planning are
used” (43).

Recovery is a “four stage process that
helps the community back on its feet,
hopefully in a better state to cope
with future events.” Stages include
Relief, Rehabilitation,
Reconstruction, and Learning review
(43).

Montz et al. (2017) “[Mitigation] activities can reduce
susceptibility to the hazard event at
least up to the design level even if the
risk, or probability of occurrence, is
high” (42).

Phillips et al. (2017) “A set of strategies to reduce future
risks” including structural and non-
structural (284).

“Short-term recovery stage would
include restoring key utilities and
infrastructure and placing people into
temporary housing. Long-term
recovery involves the community in
tackling how, when, and where to
rebuild, lays out a timeline to do so,
and organizes people, resources, and
organizations in moving toward a
consensus-based vision of normalcy”
(255).

Schwab et al. (2017) “Any sustained action to reduce or
eliminate long-term risk to people
and property from hazards and their
effects” (29).

“Actions that begin after the disaster,
when the most urgent needs have
been met. Recovery actions are
designed to put the community back
together” (25).

(continued )

Table II.
Mitigation and
recovery definitions by
source
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Findings and discussion
Here, we present data and discussion related to buyouts as both mitigation and recovery
programs. We then describe the tension inherent in buyouts as they are perceived and
practiced, and conclude with a discussion of the implications of that tension.

Underlying assumptions of the implementing agency: buyouts as mitigation
Previous studies and policy documents historically categorize buyouts as disaster mitigation
programs, suggesting they are intended to reduce risk to people and property by
permanently relocating them away from hazardous areas (Godschalk et al., 1999).
Mitigation efforts aim to “reduce the loss of life and property from natural and/or human-
caused disasters by avoiding or lessening the impact of a disaster and providing value to the
public by creating safer communities” (FEMA, 2019, np).

In keeping with these definitions, interview participants from government agencies
involved in the buyout in Harris County consistently described the program as an effort to
reduce community-level risk by strategically removing structures located “deep in the
floodway”, responses that characterize buyouts asmitigation programs designed to reduce or
eliminate losses from future events (Godschalk et al., 1999). This view was reflected in
program documents, reinforced in the language of the deed restrictions applied to buyout
properties, and included in online and written communications with residents, with HCFCD
describing the purpose of their program as “the elimination of potential flood damages to
houses or other types of structures by acquiring them and removing them” (Harris County
Flood Control District, 2019). This conceptualization of buyouts as a mitigation measure was
evidenced in key design decisions and implementation processes.

Prioritizing mitigation in the selection process
Study participants and HCFCD documents often described buyouts as a mitigation tool
aimed at addressing issues with drainage in watersheds (Harris County Flood Control
District, 2018). Participants stressed that buyouts are one mitigation measure among many,
and highlighted the importance of selecting the most appropriate measure for each area or
property. Buyouts were weighed against other potential mitigation measures, and properties
and neighborhoods were only selected for inclusion in the buyout after a thorough
assessment indicated that the buyout was the best tool to meet the area’s long-term
mitigation needs.

Citation Mitigation definitions Recovery definitions

FEMA Glossary (2019) “Includes activities to reduce the loss
of life and property from natural
and/or human-caused disasters by
avoiding or lessening the impact of a
disaster and providing value to the
public by creating safer
communities.”

“Encompasses both short-term and
long-term efforts for the rebuilding
and revitalization of affected
communities.”

U.S Department of Homeland
Security Mitigation
Framework Leadership
Group (2019)

“Mitigation investments include
direct investments made to reduce
risks posed by hazards to buildings
and infrastructure, for example,
buying out structures located in a
high-risk area, prone to natural
hazards.” Table II.
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Theremight be some homes that have severe repetitive losses, that have tons and tons of claims, that
frequently flood, but we do not consider it for a buyout because maybe a bigger outfall pipe needs to
be put in, or maybe if that house was just built a little bit higher it would not be flooding. And to go
in. . .turn a whole. . .neighborhood into an open field forever just because the homes were built one
foot too low is hard.

Study participants also considered the depth of previous flooding and proximity to existing
open spaces or previously purchased buyout properties in identifying which houses to
include in a buyout. This approach reflected, in part, lessons learned from previous buyouts
that resulted in checkerboarding, a situation where some households in a buyout area choose
not to relocate, thus impacting requirements for maintenance and provision of services and
limiting mitigation options. To avoid such challenges, HCFCD prioritized properties that
would increase the size and functionality of existing open spaces and improve the floodwater
absorption capacity of the area.

we’re looking at . . . a target of homes that are in the ten-year floodplain as sort of the base . . . we’re
looking at folks that are just really deep into the floodplain and then within that, where that land use
would make sense. So, if you are adjacent to current green space, we think that’s a priority because
. . .if I got a park right here and I’ve got a street or houses that line it that are in the 10-year and it
flooded it’s really easy for me [to]. . . maintain that space because it’s adjacent to space I’m already
maintaining.

Buyouts to avoid future financial losses
These property selection assessments were one step in a broader cost–benefit analysis
associated with removing the properties from flood-prone areas, thereby eliminating
repetitive losses. Among study participants, the most commonly cited reason for
implementing the residential buyout program was to avoid future financial losses from
floods and other hazardous events.

The purpose [of the buyout] is to relocate residents that live in flood prone areas. And, because
they’re mostly insured, and FEMA keeps having to pay those flood insurance claims over and
over. . .it’s a lot cheaper just to buy out the properties, demolish the homes, and then there will never
be another claim on that property again. So, it gets everybody to higher ground and saves
FEMA money.

by removing these [houses] you also reduce risk of . . .damage to infrastructure that you have to
repair because we’re not buying individual homes. . .And if we can we’ll remove the utilities and the
public infrastructure that’s there, so that does not have to be maintained and replaced anymore.

At the county level, this priority was institutionalized through routine assessments of
avoided losses after major storms. After significant flood events, properties purchased
through previous buyouts were assessed. These analyses were then used to quantify losses
avoided through previous property acquisitions and cited as a justification for future
buyouts.

So, in 2015 theMemorial flood, 500 homeswould have flooded if wewould have not bought that 2,600
or 2,700 [houses], so look at the return. 2016. . .for the TaxDay, 1,500 homeswould have flooded if we
would have not bought [them], and Harvey, around more than 2000 homes would have flooded if we
would have not bought [them out]. So, that’s why we are so strong with our policy, that we can prove
that it worked. . .We do an analysis after each storm event. . .Then you can go from there and do an
economical [sic] analysis [to] show how successful it is at reducing flood damages.

Buyouts to correct past land use mistakes and create future opportunities
In many cases, the buyout was described as a last resort where other mitigation measures
were not viable. By emphasizing that some “homeswere just built in the wrong place” prior to
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detailed floodplain mapping in Harris County, several participants suggested that buyouts
are the only practical method of mitigation in areas plagued by past land use mistakes.

The purpose? . . .it’s really to take properties that should have never been developed and turn it back
to its natural function as a floodplain. . .there were no regulations on building in a floodplain until the
mid-1980’s. . . a lot of areas were developed that should not have been developed and we’re just
correcting that problem.

The one that I think is themostmeaningful is when a community looks and sayswe really should not
have building stock in this location. . .you know I always think that is the best approach. Acquisition
is our one project that we fund in our hazard mitigation grant program that does not have any
residual risk, so it is a complete elimination of risk.

As a corrective measure, buyouts offer communities the opportunity to redesign and reclaim
floodways from development, thus mitigating against future inundation events. In these
instances of correcting past development in the floodplain, buyouts are often cited as themost
financially prudent approach. Not surprisingly, then, future land use played a prominent role
in participants’ descriptions of successful buyout programs. Although participants
expressed concerns about the long-term maintenance of acquired properties, many
discussed hopes for community benefits related to the reuse of acquired land. Importantly,
government personnel highlighted that successful post-buyout lands serve the community
through both flood reductionmeasures like detention basins and amenities such as recreation
spaces[1].

a successful buyout program will combine green space, . . .walkability, hike or bike trails . . . and
detention. I mean, we got to build in some amenities. . .a successful buyout program will not be
checkerboard through a neighborhood, it will keep the neighborhood intact . . .wewant it to be pretty
and we want it to . . .help with flooding.

In my mind, like when you say successful buyout program, I see parks. I see soccer fields. . . The
community is making use of that land whether it is making use of it in that it sits open, so it becomes
flood storage and is, you know, a natural habitat, or it’s being used in that it becomes a recreational
benefit for the community. But then it is land that is being utilized in some way.

Perceived expectations of homeowners: buyouts as recovery
Government representatives, then, primarily considered buyouts asmitigation tools, and that
assumption was evidenced in the goals, priorities, and practices of the buyout program.
When asked about homeowners’ perspectives and expectations of the buyout, however,
participants’ language shifted considerably to align more closely with traditional definitions
of recovery. Residents’ expectations, as characterized by government representatives, were
that the buyout would allow them to quickly and effectively bring their “post disaster
situation to some level of acceptability” (Quarantelli, 1999, p. 2).

Study participants, in keeping with commonly accepted characteristics of recovery,
recognized that homeowners wanted to return to some semblance of normalcy (Godschalk
et al., 1999; Phillips et al., 2017; Quarantelli, 1998; Schwab et al., 2017), including reestablishing
housing stability (Phillips et al., 2017), as quickly as possible. As one participant stated,
“They expect to be bought out really fast. . .What they expect is to be bought out quickly, and
to be paid fairly for their home.” Although they understood and sympathized with
homeowners’ priorities, they countered that buyouts simply are not designed to address
recovery-based needs.

[Residents] expect it to be an emergency relief program. They expect it to be, we flooded—we flooded
bad, getme out of here. And that’s notwhat it is. Everybodywants to be bought out yesterday so that

Home buyouts:
mitigation or

recovery?



they can move on with their lives. Sadly, that’s not what this program is, and I do not think there is
any way it could be.

It’s not an immediate relief program. . . it’s . . .stepwise - we’re reducing flooding . . .not for the house
that we’re buying, but for the surrounding area by doing the buyout program. The program is not
buying a house - that’s not the goal of the program. While that’s what you see, the actual goal of the
program is to reduce flooding for the larger area.

Perceptions of buyouts as recovery tools were reinforced by public officials’ comments made
in the immediate weeks following Hurricane Harvey. High-ranking government officials
publicly discussed the need for expanding the existing home buyout program as a way of
jumpstarting recovery for households flooded by Harvey (Morris, 2017; Zaveri, 2017), a view
not shared by study participants at the city or county agency level. By early September, Roy
Wright, FEMA’s DeputyAssociate Administrator for Insurance andMitigation, andHouston
Mayor, Sylvester Turner, both publicly confirmed buyout programs were being discussed
between the various levels of government (Zaveri, 2017; Hunn, 2017). Days later, Stephen
Costello, Houston’s “flood czar,” predicted the city and county would engage in “a pretty
aggressive buyout program” in response to Harvey (Satija and Collier, 2017). These early
messages from government leaders on potential home buyouts implied that the buyout
program would be accelerated to provide relief to impacted residents. Although these public
officials often described buyouts using language consistent with mitigation measures, the
message conveyed was that buyouts were a solution to the crises faced by homeowners now
(Kates and Pijawka, 1977).

Consequences of programs in tension
There is an inherent tension, then, between government agencies and residents in their
expectations of buyout programs. Government personnel viewed the buyout as a mitigation
measure intended to limit future losses and reduce community exposure, and as an
opportunity to improve land uses to those ends. When asked about homeowners’
perspectives and expectations, however, they typically described how homeowners
expected the program to align more closely with traditional definitions of recovery.
Programmatic decisions reflected the mitigation-focused priorities of government agencies,
even while recognizing that those approaches could not satisfy residents’ expectations. This
represents a critical tension in buyout programs more generally, as the programs residents
expect are not the programs that implementing agencies are prepared or equipped to deliver.
In the following sections, we describe several factors that contribute to this tension and
discuss the implications for all stakeholders.

Key contributing factors
In our data, three emergent and interrelated factors exacerbated these tensions: funding,
timing, and scale. Participants described multiple challenges related to navigating federal
funding sources and cycles that they saw as significant hindrances to the program’s success.
Federal disaster funding operates on long, slow cycles such that, at the time of this study in
2018, the county was still waiting to receive federal funds allocated after a 2016 storm.
Participants blamed these time lags for several significant challenges at the county and city
levels. After Harvey, government stakeholders were left to plan for a significantly expanded
buyout program (according to a study participant, approximately 3,500 homeowners
expressed interest in buyouts in the first three months after Harvey, which is more homes
than the county had bought out in the previous 30 years of the program) without knowing
what funds would be available for buyouts, where the funds would come from, or when they
would be available.
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At the time of this study, HCFCD had received three distributions of funds (enough for the
purchase of approximately 800 homes), with the largest allocation (for 500 homes) arriving in
September, one year after Harvey. Although these fundsmoved quicker than expected, study
participants suggested that the timing was still too slow for many residents who were
focused on repairing their homes and returning their lives to some semblance of normalcy. As
reported by one participant, the expected buyout timeline for residents was “as quickly as
possible”. Although participants understood why homeowners had this sense of urgency,
they lamented that it was incompatible with the buyout program as it was administered:

I think people thought that FEMA was going to come and write them a check the next week, and. . .
our programs do not run like that. . . there’s an application process and it’s state administered, and I
have to have funding available. I mean there’s just all these things in between the bureaucracy of the
program, but . . .I think the first thought is FEMA buys houses. Well no, FEMA does not buy
houses. . . Local communities buy houses using federal funds, but . . .if I asked people in general
what they thought, its FEMA’s going to buyme out and they’re slow, but I want out now or I wanted
out three months ago. I wanted out the day after.

They want it to happen right away. They are ready—they’re ready to move on. . .I mean in most
cases it’s totally traumatic for them. They’re ready to get back to normal and theywant to get there as
quickly as possible. And we have to explain to homeowners that’s just not the nature of the grant
program. It’s not something that happens instantaneously.

The timing of buyout funding, then, reflects mitigation activities that are out of sync with the
needs of recovering households. These issues are further complicated by varying scales at
which stakeholder groups operate. In implementing the buyout program, HCFCD prioritizes
the reduction of flooding across large tracts of land, considering the issue of flooding from a
community-wide perspective and at the county scale. This viewpoint is reflective of disaster
reduction programs such as the Hazard Mitigation Grant Program, and instruments like the
National Flood Insurance Program’s risk maps that encourage a generalized view of the
hazard rather than amore local-scale view. Homeowners, conversely, are operating on amore
personal scale: their household. For residents, they are expecting the buyout program to serve
as a personal relief strategy, or a means of recovery. These varying scales of perspective,
coupled with the timing of funds and time frames of buyout program implementation,
contribute to the tensions inherent in buyout programs.

Implications for households, communities, and governments
Though implementing agencies have considerable authority in designing and managing
buyouts, the challenges described above often mean that buyout programs fail to meet the
expectations of all stakeholders, government agencies included. These challenges, in turn,
translate into real consequences. These interconnected consequences hinder risk reduction,
reduce mitigation capacity, and limit the efficacy of buyouts.

From the perspective of implementing agencies, attrition is the primary consequence of
this tension. Though many homeowners expressed interest in buyouts after Harvey, they
could not put their recovery on hold to wait for appropriate funding to arrive. Participants
were concerned that, as time passed, these homeowners would use available funding
(e.g. insurance and FEMA Individual Assistance grants) to repair and rebuild their homes,
making them less willing to relocate (Binder and Greer, 2016), or that they would sell their
homes to private investors who would redevelop and repopulate the properties, thereby
transferring risk to new households. In either case, the mitigative potential of the buyout
program would be significantly compromised.

I’ve had conversations with a lot of the folks who. . .volunteered. . .At the same time that they
volunteer [for a buyout] they put their home on the openmarket, and really the first decent offer they
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get a lot of times they go with that. A lot of times investors are trying to come in and purchase those
properties that are damaged and then repair them and put someone else in themwhomay or may not
be aware of the flooding problem. Sometimes they’re walking away from the home all together, letting
it go back to the mortgage company and then of course the mortgage company is going to put
someone back into it. . . If we had that funding and we knew that we could move, we still would not
have 100 percent participation, but I’m sure we’d have a lot more volunteers that we would be able to
assist and. . . help themmove to higher ground and convert that property back to its natural function.

That’s the biggest thing right now - funding. We need funding because the longer it takes, the more
owners are going to repair and spend that flood insurance money if they had flood insurance money
or spend disaster assistance money if they got that. Andwhat I’ve seen is typically themore time and
money an owner puts into a property the less likely they are to continue to volunteer for our program
because they say, well, you know, we put $100,000 dollars back into this or $150,000. And it took us
sixmonths to do this andwe got it backwerewewant it.We think that Hurricane Harveywas a freak
event andwe’re not going to flood again. Or they’ve already sold it to an investor, they let it go back to
the bank, or sold it on the open market to someone else who’s in that situation.

With the lag between Hurricane Harvey and the allocations of federal funds, homeowners
who originally volunteered to participate in the program declined once the money was
available. One study participant stated that “about 20 percent of the owners that were
approved either changed their minds, had already sold, [or] for whatever reason, did not wish
to participate anymore” for allocations one and two. By the third allocation, participants
estimated that nearly 50 percent of the potential buyout participants decided not to move
forward with the program.

The really frustrating part is the amount of time it takes to get the funds. That’s always the biggest
issue. And the fact that had we had the funds initially, when folks volunteered, we would’ve had a lot
more people that we would be able to purchase.

Timing being so extend[ed] there are some folks who could and would accept a buyout on the day
after the flood if they are looking at combining proceeds from various streams that are available to
them. . .Before they take the SBA loan, . . . before they spend their insurance claim on repairs, before
they spend their personal resources on temporary living . . .But if you got somebody who’s upside
down on their mortgage and also has [a] SBA loan and has already spent all their personal resources
and already spent . . . their disaster relief check or insurance check, they’re a tough customer. They
cannot afford to take the buyout and the reason they cannot afford to take it is because we’re too
slow. We recognize that that’s such a barrier and it’s really a shame because it’s all a waste of
resources - both their personal resources and federal dollars, local dollars, and it makes a program
less successful.

In Harris County, the expectations and realities of households in the process of recovery
regularly challenged implementing agency staff. Despite staff efforts, many potential buyout
participants withdrew in favor of other recovery options. This attrition increases the
likelihood of checkerboarding, which, in turn, increases maintenance costs and necessitates
the restoration of services and infrastructure. Large-scale mitigation efforts must be put on
hold, significantly compromising themitigative potential of the buyout and likely resulting in
underutilized vacant lots in lieu of more productive land uses (Zavar and Hagelman, 2016).
Further, households remain at risk.

Conclusions
This study examined the role of implementing agencies in the design and implementation of
buyout programs, an understudied aspect of buyouts that directly impacts outcomes for
households and communities. Using a buyout program in Harris County, Texas, as a case
study, we found a fundamental tension in perceptions of the purpose of buyouts, specifically
regarding whether buyouts were a tool for mitigation or a tool for recovery. This tension has
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not been previously discussed in the literature with respect to buyouts, though it serves as an
additional example of the discrepancies between federal disaster policy and local
implementation (Leckner et al., 2016). In terms of theory, buyouts are an example of a
single intervention that is, in effect, attempting to span two phases of the disaster cycle; they
are funded, managed, and defined as long-term, non-structural mitigation programs, but
often implemented in the recovery period with homeowners who cannot afford to put their
recovery – and their lives – on holdwhile theywait for a potential buyout. The current system
for funding buyouts often spans years, whichmeans that buyouts, in keepingwithmitigation
programs generally, operate on longer timelines than recovery programs (Kates and Pijawka,
1977). Yet buyouts, including those in Harris County, are nearly always implemented in the
post-disaster recovery phase, a period characterized by compression and upheaval. Likewise,
there is a conflict of scale, also illustrated by theHarris County case; HCFCDviews the buyout
program as a holistic, comprehensive flood reduction strategy for the entire county, whereas
individual homeowners are described as considering the program as a household relief
strategy.

In terms of practice, our study suggests that this tension creates significant challenges for
both government agencies and homeowners, and it may be the cause of several common and
consistent shortcomings in buyout implementation. Buyouts have the potential to
significantly reduce hazard risk, save taxpayer dollars, and facilitate land use changes
that reduce flooding and provide amenities to surrounding neighborhoods (Lowrie and
Kutner, 2016). These outcomes, though, are dependent on resident participation. Buyout
program administrators want property owners to wait for buyout offers so they can achieve
mitigation goals, but they must often make their case for participation while waiting months
or even years for the funds to become available. In contrast, residents want to regain a sense
of stability and certainty regarding the future of their post-disaster housing, priorities
acknowledged by participants in this study and in previous work with residents involved in
buyouts (de Vries and Fraser, 2012; Binder and Greer, 2016). Clashes of priorities in the post-
disaster recovery period lead to attrition and checkerboarding, and to transfer of risk when
homeowners decide to sell on the private market instead of waiting for a buyout. Funding,
timing, and the scale of buyouts are mismatched with household recovery needs and
priorities. In consequence, few of the potential mitigative benefits of buyouts can be fully
realized, and recovery processes are further complicated for affected homeowners.

This study opens several avenues for future research. First, while this paper is focused
primarily on the experiences and perspectives of government representatives, it is important
to note that a growing body of literature suggests that relocation through buyouts is
associated with a range of social costs for households that extend well into the recovery
period (Barile et al., 2019; Binder et al., 2019; Binder and Greer, 2016). Further, housing costs
and other factors may result in buyouts participants relocating to equally or more vulnerable
communities, raising questions about the efficacy of buyouts in reducing risk (McGhee et al.,
2019). Given these findings, it is imperative that future buyout research take a holistic
approach to understanding the process, experiences, and impacts of buyouts over time, and
from the perspective ofmultiple stakeholder groups. The perspectives of survivors on buyout
program design, communication from the buyout program administrators, and program
timelines require additional study. Second, it is important to recognize that buyout impacts
extend beyond the participating households and communities. Future research should
consider buyouts as a policy intervention that affects communities not selected for
participation and communities located near buyout zones (Barile et al., 2019; Binder et al.,
2019). Given the concerns about inclusion, transparency, tax bases, home values, and land use
after buyouts (Lowrie and Kutner, 2016), communities that unsuccessfully advocate for
inclusion in a buyout are critical to our understanding of the broader impacts of buyouts.
Third, changes within buyout programs are poorly documented, reducing the opportunity to
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learn from past buyouts (Greer and Binder, 2017). There is considerable value in longitudinal
studies where researchers embed themselves with buyout administrators for the life of a
buyout program (which may range from a few years to a few decades) to learn about the
process and track outcomes for both the program and participating households. Lastly, we
suggest that future researchers continue to compare buyouts to build systematic knowledge
regarding design, implementation, and effects on participating households and affected
communities.

Note

1. Although future land use was a priority for HCFCD, participants reported that they had not actively
solicited input from residents on these decisions. Though omitting or overlooking resident
engagement in this aspect of the buyout was certainly understandable under the circumstances
(HCFCD was a rapidly expanding, understaffed office), previous scholarship has identified
residential support for post-buyout land use as an important factor to ensuring that open-space land
uses are consistent with residential needs and serve the communities where they are located
(Zavar, 2016).
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