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Figure 1

Flooding Touches Every County in Pennsylvania

Overview
Floods and hurricanes are a serious threat to Pennsylvania, causing loss of life and considerable physical and 
economic damage to communities. From 2003 to 2018, 14 federal disasters were declared for floods, hurricanes, 
and severe storms in the state, costing taxpayers almost $1.2 billion in federal assistance.1
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Figure 2

More than 350,000 Pennsylvanians Live in Flood-Risk Areas 
Lives, property, and critical infrastructure at risk from flooding, and past federal aid

Note: One percent annual chance flood-hazard areas are designated locations subject to flooding that has a 1 percent chance of being 
equaled or exceeded in any year. 

Sources: Furman Center, New York University, “FloodzoneData.us” (2017); Pennsylvania Emergency Management Agency, “2018 
Commonwealth of Pennsylvania State Hazard Mitigation Plan Update” (2018); Federal Emergency Management Agency, “FEMA Web 
Disaster Declarations” 
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Flood-related disaster 
assistance, 2003-18

$507 million
Federal Emergency 

Management Agency public 
assistance 

$274 million
FEMA individual assistance

357,355
Estimated population living in 1% 

annual flood-hazard areas* 

8,039
Number of repetitive-loss  

properties, with $614.5 million  
in total paid claims

476
Number of severe repetitive-loss 

properties, with $76.8 million in total 
paid claims

Human life and  
private property

Critical infrastructure

2,004
Number of critical facilities 

at risk from flooding 

$41 billion
Replacement cost of  

at-risk facilities 



Figure 4

State and Federal Investment Supports Pennsylvania’s Flood 
Mitigation Efforts
Risk-reduction expenditures by program and level of government, 2003-17

Program Federal share State share

Pre-disaster mitigation and other mitigation grants $40.8 million $7.9 million

Hazard mitigation grants made after flood-related disasters $61.3 million $20.4 million

Source: Federal Emergency Management Agency, “OpenFEMA Dataset: Hazard Mitigation Assistance Projects,” last modified Nov. 7, 2018
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Federal flood insurance helps communities prepare
In Pennsylvania, 23 localities participate in the National Flood Insurance Program’s Community Rating System. 
This voluntary program offers communities lower insurance premiums if they have flood plain management 
practices that exceed the program’s minimum requirements. These practices include buying out flood-prone 
homes, improving storm drainage, elevating buildings, and floodproofing structures. The city of Wilkes-Barre has 
taken advantage of this program and earned the highest Community Rating System score in the state. This has 
garnered a 20 percent discount on flood insurance premiums for policyholders living in a designated flood zone.2 

Figure 3

Schools in Pennsylvania Face Flood Challenges   
Pew identifies 10 counties with highest composite scores for school flood risk

Source: The Pew Charitable Trusts, “Flooding Threatens Public Schools Across the Country: Infrastructure Analysis Evaluates County-Level 
Flood Risk” (2017)
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Composite scores are based on three major indicators: 
a school’s location within a flood zone, the percentage 
of a school’s neighborhood (represented by ZIP code) 
within a flood zone, and the number of historical flood-
related federal disaster declarations in that county. 
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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

The Pew Charitable Trusts is driven by the power of knowledge to solve today’s most challenging problems. Pew applies a rigorous, analytical 
approach to improve public policy, inform the public, and invigorate civic life. 

Importance of policy
Communities must prepare for weather-related catastrophes such as floods. And federal officials should consider 
policy reforms that would improve flood protection and preparation, minimize disruptions to the economy, and 
reduce costs to federal and state taxpayers. These actions include:

 • Increasing federal investment in flood mitigation programs that help communities prepare for and reduce the 
damage from floods.

 • Improving resilience requirements for infrastructure built and rebuilt in flood-prone areas.

 • Protecting ecosystems such as wetlands, salt marshes, and dunes that can act as barriers to storms and help 
shield property.

 • Reforming the National Flood Insurance Program to better communicate actual risk, break the cycle of 
repeated loss and rebuilding in the most flood-prone areas, and provide incentives to compel communities  
and homeowners to better prepare for floods. 
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