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[bookmark: _Toc460471784][bookmark: _Toc131681505]King County Flood Control District Resolution FCD2022-13

[bookmark: _Toc17276305]This report is in response to Section 8 of the King County Flood Control District (District) Resolution FCD2022-13. Relevant language in Section 8 excerpted here:

SECTION 8. The Board directs King County water and land resources division to provide a report on the King County Home Elevation Program. The report will include (1) existing need based on the number of property owners that have contacted the county to execute a Phase 1 contract to elevate their home including the number of property owners that are placed on a waitlist because of program capacity issues; (2) innovative ways or changes to the program that will decrease the time a property is on the waitlist; (3) propose an acceptable time a property stays on the waitlist; (4) identify resources necessary to address the identified need in order of priority. This report shall be transmitted to the District by March 31, 2023.

[bookmark: _Toc882875254][bookmark: _Toc131681506]Executive Summary

[bookmark: _Hlk128132931]The King County Home Elevation Program (Program), in operation since 1998, was created to reduce the number of homes that are inundated by floodwaters, and thereby reduce flood risks to people and property. The Program, which is administered by King County as the service provider to the Flood Control District (District), involves providing limited technical assistance to property owners, along with financial assistance for the costs of raising the finished floor of a home above the 100-year flood elevation.  Such elevations substantially reduce the threat of future damage to the home and the risk to residents’ health and safety. Elevations allow the residents to remain on the property and preserve existing local housing. Elevation projects are most appropriate in areas that experience slower moving floodwaters and the Program is available only to homeowners in the Snoqualmie Valley. King County has elevated 81 flood-prone homes during the life of the Program.

The demand to participate in the Program is outpacing the rate at which home elevations are being completed. As a result, homeowners interested in participating are put on a waitlist and may remain there for several years. Homeowners who have recently been offered participation in the Program were on the waitlist for an average of over five years. When staff and budget resources are available, the homeowner on the top of the list is given the opportunity to enter a Phase 1 agreement allowing the funding of pre-construction elements of the project to commence. Upon completion of Phase 1, the homeowner is presented with the opportunity to enter a Phase 2 agreement to fund the project construction.

There are presently 36 homeowners on the waitlist and projects are advanced based on their time in the queue. However, homeowners on the waitlist are not obligated to participate in the program and, historically, some withdraw from the list when offered the Phase 1 agreement or during the elevation process.  As a result, the need is likely less than 36 homeowners at present.

King County administers the agreements for five to eight home elevation projects at any one time given the limited staffing resources available. The result is a lengthy wait time that is often frustrating for homeowners and a slow pace of achieving flood risk reduction outcomes. This report identifies programmatic obstacles that prevent more homes from being elevated and provides recommendations to shorten waitlist times. A summary of these obstacles and recommendations is as follows:

Programmatic obstacles:
1. Participants are struggling to meet the Program requirement to obtain three construction bids due to limited contractor availability.
2. Most homeowners elect to combine their home elevation project with non-reimbursable remodeling or other home improvements, which necessitates the production of one set of architectural plans for the project that is intended to be built and one set for the imaginary elevation-only project. Reviewing all of these documents and determining elements eligible for reimbursement is time consuming for staff and consultants.
3. Some homeowners withdraw from the Program during or after Phase 1, which results in time and resources spent on unsuccessful projects while others wait.
4. King County staff can manage only five to eight projects at a time due to the demands of their other duties.

Programmatic recommendations:
1. Remove requirement for multiple bids and cap reimbursements.
2. Reduce the number of reimbursements to lessen administrative burden to homeowners and County staff.
3. Limit participation to owner-occupied homes and only support one home elevation per homeowner.
4. Increase staff resources to add program capacity.

Program staff estimate that implementing the first two recommendations would roughly double staff capacity and the number of home elevations projects the Program could manage at any one time.  
[bookmark: _Toc128142725][bookmark: _Toc128144346][bookmark: _Toc128144414][bookmark: _Toc1505366287][bookmark: _Toc131681507]Background

As service provider to the King County Flood Control District (District), King County administers the King County Home Elevation Program (Program) to reduce future flood damages to property and reduce public health and safety risks to residents and property owners living in flood hazard areas solely in the Snoqualmie River basin. Eighty-one high-flood-risk homes have been successfully elevated through the Program since its inception in 1998. Of these, 30 have been elevated since the District was created in 2008. In the first quarter of 2023 there are five home elevation projects underway.

The Program provides financial support, through reimbursement of eligible expenditures, and limited technical and permitting assistance to homeowners who are eligible and willing to mitigate flood risk by elevating their homes to at least three feet above the 100-year flood elevation or one foot above the 500-year flood elevation, whichever is greater. The Program is targeted to homes in the Snoqualmie Valley that are highly susceptible to flood damage when elevation provides a more cost-effective flood risk reduction strategy than structural alternatives such as constructing new or rebuilding existing levees. Home elevation is generally not an appropriate risk reduction strategy in areas of high velocity or deep floodwaters. While elevation reduces risk to people and property, it is not a permanent solution and certain residual risks remain such as limited access by emergency first responders during flood events.
From 1998 to 2015, funding of home elevations was primarily from FEMA grants and the Program was managed in accordance with federal grant requirements. Since 2015, due to the diminished availability and lengthy award timelines of federal grants, funding has primarily come from the District.[footnoteRef:2] [2:  The District has also sought to increase the number of completed home elevations by working with other jurisdictions to serve in the capacity of a service provider to the District, such as the City of Snoqualmie. The District authorized funding for home elevations with the City of Snoqualmie as service provider in 2020. No home elevation projects have been started using this process.] 

The District approved the Home Elevation Program Charter (Charter) in 2019 as guidance for King County’s administration of the Program (Appendix A). Through this Charter, the District determined that the Program would be administered on a first come, first served basis. As the Program has evolved and the construction industry has changed (most notably due to increases in labor and material costs), obstacles to implementing the Program have increased such that consideration of changes to the Program is warranted.

As the Program currently exists, the project starts after the homeowner and King County enter into a Phase 1 agreement that allows for the reimbursement of documented pre-construction costs up to 90-95% of $13,000. Upon completion of the Phase 1 agreement, homeowners have the option to enter into a Phase 2 agreement that allows for partial reimbursement of eligible construction costs. The maximum reimbursement amount for Phase 2 is the lowest of three constructions bids or 90-95% of $238,655 minus the total Phase 1 reimbursement, whichever is lower.[footnoteRef:3] [3:  Consistent with Appendix C of the Program Charter, the Program reimburses up to 95% of project costs for properties in the Agricultural Protection District (APD) and 90% of project costs outside the APD.
] 


The duration of a typical home elevation project is three years from the initial signed Phase 1 agreement to completion. The specific project duration is controlled by the homeowner working with their architect and contractor. The homeowner is responsible for hiring and managing all consultants or contractors needed to prepare studies, obtain permits, and construct the project. Additionally, the homeowner is responsible for paying project costs up front. Partial reimbursement can be requested from the Program as progress is made and invoices are available.  Homeowners must have sufficient funds to finance the project until partial reimbursement is received. King County’s role is to manage the Program as service provider to the District, administer the agreements with the homeowner, provide limited technical and permitting support to the homeowner, and review invoices and reimburse the homeowner for eligible expenditures.

King County has engaged in extensive communications with homeowners and contractors who have participated or wish to participate in the Program and has gained insights into the challenges they have encountered. This engagement has informed the analysis and recommendations of this report.








[bookmark: _Toc1632526797][bookmark: _Toc131681508]Report Requirements

A. Existing need based on the number of property owners that have contacted the county to execute a Phase 1 contract to elevate their home including the number of property owners that are placed on a waitlist because of Program capacity issues;
B. Innovative ways or changes to the Program that will decrease the time a property is on the waitlist;
C. Propose an acceptable time a property stays on the waitlist;
[bookmark: _Toc799688901]D. Identify resources necessary to address the identified need in order of priority.

[bookmark: _Toc131681509]Existing Need Based on the Number of Property Owners That have Contacted the County to Execute a Phase 1 Contract to Elevate Their Home Including the Number of Property Owners Who Are Placed on a Waitlist Because of Program Capacity Issues

There are presently four homeowners actively engaged in the Program to elevate five homes (one homeowner is enrolled to elevate two homes). Two projects are in Phase 1 and three have completed pre-construction tasks. 

There are presently 36 homeowners on the waitlist. Some of the homeowners on the list approached King County directly and others were passed along by the City of Snoqualmie. It is important to note that homeowners on the waitlist are not obligated to participate in the program and, historically, some withdraw from the list when offered the Phase 1 agreement or during the elevation process.  As a result, the need is likely less than 36 homeowners at present. In addition, sometimes homeowners are not ready to proceed with the project when their turn comes and they opt to remain on the list longer.  

[bookmark: _Toc1756139459][bookmark: _Toc131681510]Innovative Ways or Changes to the Program That Will Decrease the Time a Property Is on the Waitlist
The ideas below are suggested because they could reduce the administrative burden on County staff and homeowners, allowing projects to progress more quickly; help ensure that only homeowners who are willing and able to complete a project enter into Phase 1 so that resources are used to best effect; and increase overall capacity of the program.  These ideas could be implemented individually or in combination.

1. Remove Requirement for Multiple Bids and Cap Reimbursements 
The Program currently requires that participants obtain three or more construction bids to ensure project costs are not inflated. Homeowners have frequently communicated difficulties in obtaining multiple bids as most contactors are busy and unwilling to take on more work. As a result, the requirement can add time to the project and extend the waiting time for those on the waitlist. In addition, most homeowners elect to combine their home elevation project with non-reimbursable remodeling or other home improvements.  This necessitates the production of one set of architectural plans for the project that is intended to be built and one set for the imaginary elevation-only project. As a result, the three-bid requirement is really a six-bid requirement: three for the intended build and three for the imaginary build.  Staff and consultant time is needed to determine if the different sets of plans and bids are compliant with program requirements. Often they are not and revisions are needed. All of this adds time and money to the project.  

Rather than reimbursing based on the lowest of three bids or the Program cap, the Program could set a reimbursement cap of 90% of the lowest amount needed for a home elevation and let the homeowners select a contractor based on their own criteria. Based on recent experience, $208,000 is a reasonable estimate of the lowest cost for an elevation project.  Consistent with current practice, a reimbursement rate of 90%, or $187,200, would be high enough to cover most mitigation costs but low enough that the participant will not receive excess funds beyond eligible project costs. This amount could be adjusted annually based on the Consumer Price Index (CPI) as the existing Program currently does.

The Program would continue to require invoices to demonstrate eligible expenditures and ensure the homeowners are reimbursed for work that has actually been performed.

As long as the program requires documentation of eligible costs and there is a cap on total reimbursements, there is no value added by requiring multiple bids for the entire project. Presumably, the homeowner’s desire to control the costs they pay will encourage them to seek multiple, competitive bids.  If this change is made, program staff estimate they would be able to manage roughly twice as many projects at once using the same amount of time.

2. Reduce the number of reimbursements to lessen administrative burden to homeowners and County staff

The current Program typically reimburses participating homeowners 90-95% of eligible expenses up to a pre-determined maximum. Reimbursements are made on a periodic basis as the homeowner submits invoices for eligible costs. Each review requires staff time to verify costs and process payments.  If something goes wrong, such as a check being lost in the mail, additional administrative effort is required. Reducing the number of times invoices are reviewed will lighten the administrative effort for both the homeowner and County staff.  

Instead of linking reimbursement to the availability of invoices, payments could be made at significant milestones of the project.  For example, a single payment could be made at the end of the project.  Or two payments could be made: the first at a significant milestone of construction, such as pouring the foundation, and the second at project completion.  In either case, invoices would be reviewed for eligible costs and reimbursements would be capped.

Linking reimbursements to construction milestones or the end of the project would help to incentivize homeowners to keep projects moving and would also discourage homeowners who are not ready or serious about completing the elevation from entering Phase 1.  This would help to advance those on the waitlist who were ready and serious more quickly. 

Reducing the frequency of reimbursements would shift some burden to homeowners as some may not be able to pay contractor invoices without financing.  To mitigate this burden, low-income participants could be provided with periodic progress payments based on documented expenditures as happens currently to minimize out of pocket expenses. The low-income qualifier could be based on income of 80% or less of the area median income based on size of household. Staff from the King County Housing Repair Program could assist in determining if homeowners qualify as low-income.

3. Limit Participation to Owner-Occupied Homes and Only Support One Home Elevation Per Homeowner
The goal of the Program is to help homeowners retrofit their homes to reduce their flood risk. Homeowners who elevate their homes through the Program generally gain a substantial increase in home value, and thus their overall financial portfolio. Some homeowners and private contractors have used the Program for private gain, by purchasing at-risk homes as investments, having taxpayers pay for some of the cost of improvements, and then selling the property for profit. Limiting participation to owner-occupied homes and allowing only one project per the lifetime of each homeowner will help limit these activities. The current waitlist includes two homes with the same owner, thus only one of the two homes would be eligible for project funding. Limiting the number of homes one owner can have in the program will create Program capacity for additional owners who are waiting in the queue and be more equitable for everyone.

4. Increase Staff Resources to Add Program Capacity
Currently, three staff members allocate approximately 142 hours combined annually for Home Elevation Program management due to their involvement in multiple other programs. The average Program management staffing hours per completed home elevation is 102 hours over the three-year typical duration of a project, or about 34 hours per year on average.  Actual time varies by the phase of the project, other competing workload, and the level of support needed by the homeowner.

Scaling up resources for the Program would expand the number of home elevations that could be accommodated in a given year.  Assuming that no administrative changes are made, the following resources would be needed:

· Doubling the number of home elevations active in a year would require approximately 340 hours of support, or about 200 hours more per year than currently used.
· Tripling the number of home elevations active in a year would require approximately 510 hours of support, or about 370 more hours per year than currently used.
In addition, staff could provide more robust engagement with homeowners to support them through the process, which might help to decrease overall project time.

Until the Program has experience with the proposed administrative changes it is difficult to estimate the need for and impact of additional resources.  As a result, it is recommended that administrative changes are made before exploring additional staff or consultant resources.  

[bookmark: _Toc372623552][bookmark: _Toc131681511]Propose an Acceptable Time a Property Stays on the Waitlist
The amount of time each interested homeowner remains on the waitlist is dependent on multiple factors including number of homeowners interested in participating, availability of staff and private contractors for administrative tasks, permit review, pace of participating homeowners in managing their projects, and pace of homeowner-selected contractors in completing their portion of the projects. Given the uncertainties of these factors, it is difficult to provide a proposal for an acceptable time a property stays on the waitlist. However, a reasonable goal is to offer homeowners participation within four years of expressing interest. Based on the current waiting list, this could likely be accomplished by tripling the number of active projects from five to fifteen at one time, assuming that some portion of those on the list currently would choose not to proceed with the elevation when their turn comes.  It is possible that once the waitlist is substantially shortened, wait times too could be lessened.

At triple the current pace, it would take approximately six years to substantially reduce the current waitlist – assuming not everyone decides to proceed with the project and only a limited number of new homeowners are added to the list - which would increase expenditures over the next six years.  The Home Elevation Program is funded out of the Mitigation line item in the District’s budget.  Acquisitions are also funded out of this line item.  That means that increases in expenditures for home elevations reduces the amount of budget available for acquisitions and vice versa.  For context, in 2023, there is a total of $5.2 million budgeted for mitigation – home elevations and acquisitions – in the Upper and Lower Snoqualmie Valley.  

If the Program were to complete 30 projects over the next six years (the five active projects plus 25 new projects) it would cost approximately $6.5 million total for project and administrative[footnoteRef:4] costs, or approximately $1.1 million per year on average.[footnoteRef:5]  Depending on acquisition needs in those years, it is possible that no additional budget would be needed to accommodate the Program increase. [4:  Program staff costs are a small portion of the overall cost of an elevation project and administrative efficiencies would not substantially change overall project cost.  They would, however, help speed project delivery.]  [5:  To make this estimate, project costs are inflated by CPI-W and staff costs by COLA using the March 2023 Office of Economic and Financial Analysis forecast.  Link  ] 


[bookmark: _Toc110559070][bookmark: _Toc131681512]Identify Resources Necessary to Address the Identified Need in Order of Priority
The necessary resources are dependent on policy decisions regarding the recommendations. 

· Making administrative changes for efficiency would require assistance from the King County Prosecuting Attorney’s Office to modify existing legal agreements.  
· If the standard frequency of reimbursement if reduced and there is a desire to accommodate low-income households with more frequent reimbursements, assistance in identifying low-income households would be needed.
· Additional staff or consultant resources to implement additional elevation projects.
· Potentially additional budget in peak delivery years, dependent on acquisition needs in those years.

[bookmark: _Toc1653088664][bookmark: _Toc131681513]Conclusion

The Home Elevation Program has been instrumental in helping people elevate their homes and live more safely in flood-prone areas of the Snoqualmie Valley for decades. The current long waitlist of 36 homeowners is a byproduct of the popularity of the program, limited staff and administrative inefficiencies, and challenges faced by homeowners in keeping their projects moving with contractors. 

Administrative changes have the potential to double Program capacity by making it more efficient for homeowners and staff and ensure people who enter the program are ready to see the project to completion.  Additional staff or consultant resources would also increase the capacity of the program, but making the administrative changes first would help to more clearly define the extent of additional resources needed.  Substantially reducing the existing waitlist of 36 homeowners will take six or more years. After which, the time on the waitlist would likely be shorter and more predictable.

[bookmark: _Toc128142733][bookmark: _Toc128144354][bookmark: _Toc128144422][bookmark: _Toc22217596][bookmark: _Toc1503134304][bookmark: _Toc131681514]Appendices

Appendix A. King County River and Floodplain Management, Home Elevation Program Charter
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