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The share of Americans living in counties and parishes
that are at least partially protected by earthen and
concrete levee systems increased to 62%, or more than
201 million people, in 2019, compared to 55% a decade
earlier, according to Federal Emergency Management
Agency statistics obtained by Levees.org, a New Orleansbased advocacy group.
However, the number of people actually living within the
areas protected by levees in counties is likely much
smaller. For instance, in 2018, the Army Corps of

Engineers estimated that 11 million people — 3% of the
nation's population — lived or worked behind the 2,200
levee systems it built or maintained, representing just
over half of all levees nationwide. More than 1 million
people of those people live in the New Orleans area.

Sandy Rosenthal, who founded Levees.org in 2005 after
Hurricane Katrina to provide the public with information
about how and why New Orleans area levees failed
during the storm, said the new data again confirms that
New Orleans is not alone in relying on levees for
protection from hurricane storm surge flooding.

“This certainly demonstrates that levees — and living
with levees — is not a New Orleans phenomenon,”
Rosenthal said. “The idea that to be protected by levees
is somehow inappropriate or stupid is obviously not a
belief held up in this country, since the majority of our
population are protected by levees.”
Rosenthal filed a federal Freedom of Information Act
request with FEMA in May 2019 for the levee data. The
data was provided to her about 15 months later.
She said her requests for the FEMA data on the national
extent of levees this year and in 2009 were in response
to repeated statements by members of Congress and
other prominent voices that questioned the wisdom of
spending billions of dollars rebuild the region’s levee
system after Katrina.
Rosenthal's new book about her efforts to address the
levee failures, "Words Whispered in Water: Why the
Levees Broke in Hurricane Katrina," went on sale
Tuesday.

The local levee-reconstruction effort cost about $14.6
billion, and its last steps — installing fabric-mat “armor”
on the protected side of earthen levees to reduce
erosion in the event of overtopping — is expected to be
completed by 2022.
The data show that U.S. counties with levees tend to be
more heavily populated than those that lack them.
Counties and parishes with levees represented just 36%
of the nation’s total in 2019, and only 28% in 2009.

The increases in population in leveed areas and in the
share of counties with levees are likely due to a number
of factors, including expansion of existing levees and
construction of new levees; more people moving to
locations protected by levees, especially in coastal
communities; and a better accounting of where floodrisk-reduction levees are located.
A FEMA spokesperson noted that, even though the
populations of counties with levees has grown
substantially in the last decade, many of those new
residents may not be living behind levees.
In the aftermath of Hurricanes Katrina and Rita in 2005,
the Army Corps of Engineers created a National Levee
Database aimed at identifying all federal and non-federal
levees in the nation.
Federal levees are those authorized and funded by
Congress, usually built by the Corps, and operated and
maintained by either the corps or local sponsors, but
required to meet federal standards.

Non-federal levees include those built by state and local
governments without Corps assistance or federal
funding, and privately owned levees.
According to the FEMA data, there were 27,368 miles of
levees nationwide in 2019, about half of them classified
as federal. Those levees protected 56,231 square miles of
land, an area roughly the size of Iowa. The non-federal
levees, though roughly equivalent in length, protected
about 9,129 square miles of land, an area the size of New
Hampshire.
According to the database, there were 3,160 miles of
levees in Louisiana, including 2,259 miles of federal and
901 miles of non-federal levees. Most of the federal
levees in Louisiana either run along the Mississippi,
Atchafalaya and Red rivers, or else protect the New
Orleans area from hurricane-driven storm surge.

In the aftermath of Katrina, Congress ordered the Corps
to ramp up inspections of levees. The rules now include
requirements for annual basic inspections and five-year
comprehensive inspections that also review design and
construction techniques to determine if improvements
are needed.
According to a 2018 Corps report summarizing the
results of inspections of federal levees, the most recent
one completed, the Corps had completed risk
characterizations and assigned “levee safety action
classifications” to 73% of federal levees nationwide.
The report said 13% of the levees that were reviewed
were rated as having very high, high or moderate risk
that required short-term action “while more long-term

and comprehensive risk reduction and risk management
solutions are being pursued.”
Those levees protected more than 8 million people, the
report said.
The Corps estimated that all federal levees provide risk
reduction to 11 million people and $1.3 trillion of property
value. But roughly four-fifths of them live behind a small
set of levees, representing just 7% of the Corps-overseen
levees nationwide.
The study estimated it would cost $21 billion to address
risk issues identified in the annual and five-year
inspections for the Corps-sponsored levees. That
included $13 billion to address problems with levee
performance before levees are overtopped, $8 billion to
armor levees to reduce the effects of overtopping, and
about $300 million to improve the effectiveness of
evacuations of residents in the event of overtopping.

Corps spokeswoman Adoratia Purdy said the agency
does not keep a tally of the total cost of repairs that
inspections indicate need to be done on each federal
levee, other than the estimates in the 2018 report. And
there are no estimates available of work required to
improve non-federal levees.

This map from the Army Corps of Engineers' National Levee Database,
shows where all federal and non-federal levees are located in Louisiana.
More information about each levee is available at the database.
Army Corps of Engineers

All of the New Orleans area hurricane levees, which the
corps says reduce flood risk to more than 1 million
people and $170 billion in infrastructure, were classified
as “high risk” by the Corps in May 2018.

Those levees, and portions of the river levees, are
designed to protect against surge heights created by a
hurricane with a 1% chance of occurring in any year, the
so-called 100-year storm. The river levees also are
designed to protect against river flooding that can
include 200-year or greater events.
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New Orleans area hurricane and river levees
still categorized high risk

In its review of the system, the Corps said the primary
factor driving the "high risk" label is the potential
consequences if levees are overtopped or fail.
In December 2019, the Corps’ New Orleans office
released reports on the east and west bank levee
systems that recommended adoption of a $3.2 billion,
50-year plan to elevate both the hurricane protection

levees and the river levees to keep pace with sinking
soils and rising sea levels that are expected to drop
protection below the 100-year level.
The first adjustments of the levees would be required to
be completed by 2023, when the levee system is
scheduled to be certified as providing that 100-year level
of protection, which makes residents and
businesses eligible for federal flood insurance.
Meanwhile, FEMA is working with the Corps and the
National Levee Database to better identify the nation’s
financial flood risk, a spokesperson said.
FEMA is in the midst of an update of its flood-related
programs, including flood insurance, the spokesman
said. Included will be congressionally required updates
on the risk of property protected by levees and how that
risk should be considered by the national insurance
program.

Staff writer Jeff Adelson contributed to this story.
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