
Kentucky Elementary School Relocates 
to Break Cycle of Flooding, Rebuilding
Preventive measures reduce its future exposure to flood risk
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Overview
In 2013, severe floods in McDowell, Kentucky, left its elementary school under a foot of water and mud, causing 
$60,000 in damage. Unfortunately, this was not an isolated event. McDowell Elementary has a history of 
flooding since it was built in the 1930s. To break the cycle of rebuilding after such events, local leaders are now 
moving the school to minimize its risk of flooding.

A long history of flooding 
McDowell, a community about 140 miles southeast of Lexington, is in a low-lying area of Floyd County. The 
school has repeatedly flooded because of its proximity to Frasure Creek.1 Floods occur every few years—five 
between 2007 and 2015.2 Notable events include:

 • October 1989: Schools throughout the region sustained flood damage and about 600 students were trapped 
inside McDowell Elementary and McDowell High School for several hours when the creek overflowed.3

 • March 1997: McDowell Elementary was evacuated after heavy rain caused high floodwaters.4

 • May 2011: Flash flooding left nearly a foot of water and mud in the school.5

 • August 2013: When Floyd County recorded 2.5 inches of rain in 12 hours, the creek spilled over its banks,6 
flooding the school with 8 inches of water and inundating the playground and parking lot. When it receded,  
it left a thick layer of mud and debris.7 

Flooding in 2013 caused $60,000 in damage to McDowell Elementary School in McDowell, Kentucky.
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Insurance provided funds for recovery 
The school district has flood insurance through the Federal Emergency Management Agency (FEMA) National 
Flood Insurance Program and FEMA-backed Wright National Flood Insurance Co., the industry’s largest flood 
insurance provider.8 Each flood leaves local access roads completely underwater, paralyzing the community until 
it recedes.9 McDowell Elementary usually closes for two to five days after a flood, depending on the amount of 
water and mud and the effect on these roads.10 In the past, FEMA has covered the cost of repairs to the school 
grounds, parking lot, and playgrounds, and flood insurance has paid for losses inside the school, such as furniture 
and floor tiles. 

Mitigating future losses through relocation
Given the frequency of flooding, McDowell Elementary administrators have struggled to find ways to reduce  
flood risks to the campus. Because of the school’s poor condition and repeated flooding, officials considered 
merging the school with others in the district in 2010, but state funding was unavailable then.11 The cost of 
repairing the 80-year-old building after the 2013 flood, combined with challenges tied to its repeatedly flooded 
facilities, prompted the Floyd County Board of Education to decide to close it in summer 2017.12 Through a 
consolidation plan, students will move to a new school on the South Floyd High School campus, outside the 
floodplain. The plan has strong community support.

We go through some anger each time it floods, but then we roll our 
sleeves up. Our motto is whatever it takes for the kids, and our team 
pulls together and we get it done.” 
Henry Webb, superintendent of Floyd County schools

Table 1

McDowell Elementary Profile

Total students 322

Location type Rural

Within a flood zone? Yes

Percent of school ZIP code area in  
a flood zone 2%

Historic flood events >7

Source: ICF
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Preventive action breaks the flood-rebuild cycle
Because of the repeated flooding, the community considered the potential flood risk when deciding where  
to build new schools. Locating campuses outside flood-prone areas not only improves safety, but also lowers 
potential repair and maintenance costs.13 Relocating the school outweighed the expenses for operations, 
maintenance, and repeated flood cleanup at its original location.14 This planning should be considered for other 
essential infrastructure across the country so limited funds are used efficiently and important investments,  
such as schools, are protected.
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Contact: Laura Lightbody, project director  Email: llightbody@pewtrusts.org  Project website: pewtrusts.org/flood-prepared-communities

For further information, please visit: 
pewtrusts.org/flood-prepared-communities
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