
 

 

  
Whether you’ve just saved enough for your first 

home purchase, are relocating to a new area, or 

are moving into your dream home, protecting your 

home is a top priority. Flooding, fires, and wind are 

just some of the risks that could damage your 

house. By learning about risks of natural disasters 

in the area you can insure yourself against the 

most probable harm. 
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1. Overview 
 

Before buying a home there are a mass of inspector reports and mandatory disclosures to sift through. 
Among those reports, a past flood may catch the eye and prompt buyers to check the area for flood risk. 
Unfortunately, without such a clear warning, many homeowners go into buying ignorant of the natural 
hazard risks around their new home. Identifying these risks is challenging given that many buyers are 
unaware of where to find such information. 

Consider the case of Cinco Ranch, a quickly-growing suburb due west of Houston that offers many the 
American dream of a brick home with a yard. There residents were unaware their houses were in lake 
bed – technically a reservoir flood pool – that could fill at any time.1 Similarly, in the nearby suburb of 
Cypress residents believed they were actually safe from flooding.2 In both cases, residents were 
underinsured. Unfortunately, Hurricane Harvey exposed the risks of these neighborhoods and displaced 
many unsuspecting residents. 

In both cases, residents were caught unaware because they relied upon bank rules requiring flood 
insurance to take out a mortgage if a house sits within a 100-year-old floodplain. These rules failed to 
capture the changing map of flood risk in Houston and often didn’t include risks from man-made 
flooding such as from reservoir flood plains. As Harvey displaced over 31,000 property owners from 
Cinco Ranch and the surrounding area, it destroyed or damaged 6,800 homes3 and forced many to 
decide whether to rebuild or move on.4 

Natural disaster risks should be part of all homebuyers’ concerns. As discussed above, getting actionable 
and accurate information regarding an area may be difficult, but there are a number of tools and 
resources homebuyers can turn to before buying. 

While the tools and resources available to homeowners and buyers needs to be expanded, especially 
given increases in the frequency and strength of natural disasters, there are still some available. 

  

                                                
1
 Lise Olsen, Many Homeowners Unaware they Lived in Reservoir ‘flood pools’, Houston Chronicle, Sep. 26, 2017, 

https://www.houstonchronicle.com/news/houston-texas/houston/article/Many-homeowners-unaware-they-
lived-in-reservoir-12231188.php. 
2
 Neena Satija, This Houston Suburb is a Magnet for Growth and Flooding. That’s not a Coincidence, The Texas 

Tribune, Aug. 31, 2017, https://www.texastribune.org/2017/08/31/flooded-out-northwest-houston-epicenter-
regions-growth/. 
3
 Andrew Schneider, Fort Bend County Reports Harvey Destroyed or Damaged 6,800 Homes, Houston Public Media, 

Mar. 14, 2018, https://www.houstonpublicmedia.org/articles/news/2018/03/14/273286/fort-bend-county-
reports-harvey-destroyed-or-damaged-6800-homes/. 
4
 Audra D.S. Burch, Brutal Choice in Houston: Sell Home at a Loss or Face New Floods, The New York Times, Mar. 

30, 2018, https://www.nytimes.com/2018/03/30/us/hurricane-harvey-flooding-canyon-gate.html. 
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2. Tool/Source #1 
 

Source Name: Mandatory Disclosures by State Law 

Source Owner/Developer: State Law 

Source Location: N/A 

When buying a home, mandatory 

disclosures for past damage to the house 

can help to identify potential risks such as 

past flooding. In a few states, there are 

additional mandatory disclosures for 

natural hazard risks.5 These additional 

disclosures include questions regarding 

whether the house falls in a special flood 

hazard area, a forest fire risk area, or an 

earthquake fault zone.6 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

                                                
5 https://www.firstam.com/title/products/disclosure-reports/natural-hazard-disclosure-report.html; A.O. Tasvibi 

Selling a California Home: What are my Disclosure Obligations? https://www.nolo.com/legal-
encyclopedia/residential-home-sellers-california-your-disclosure-obligations.html. 
6
 Sec. 1103 California Civil Code. 
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1. Tool/Source #2 
 

Source Name: FEMA Flood Maps 

Source Owner/Developer: Federal Emergency Management Agency (FEMA) 

Source Location: FEMA: https://msc.fema.gov/portal/search?AddressQueryanchor 

The Federal Emergency Management Agency (FEMA), as well as larger jurisdictions facing significant 

flood risk, have interactive maps detailing flood risk generally for 100- and 500-year floods.7 When using 

these maps, make sure to zoom in enough for the legend to appear on the map. Using these maps, 

homeowners and buyers can determine whether a home is at risk for a flood. It is important to realize 

that these maps underestimate risk as they do not cover all flooding risks such as reservoir flood ponds 

and are not necessarily based on current forecasting projections. Finally, flood risk is also affected by 

changes to surrounding environments such as new developments that decrease water drainage area. 

  

                                                
7
 https://msc.fema.gov/portal/search?AddressQueryanchor; Harris County, TX example: 

http://www.harriscountyfemt.org/Index.aspx. 
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Figure 1:  Extracted from FEMA’s flood plain maps 
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2. Tool/Source #3 
 

Source Name: Fire Risk 

Source Owner/Developer: FEMA and US Forest Service 

Source Location: FEMA: https://www.fema.gov/data-visualization-fire-incidents-states-counties; US Forest 

Service: https://www.arcgis.com/home/item.html?id=fc0ccb504be142b59eb16a7ef44669a3  

FEMA also offers interactive maps 

showing historical fire damage for 

each state. While these maps are 

not specifically oriented around 

natural fire risk they do provide 

property owners and buyers with a 

general idea of fire risk in a county. 

Other similar maps are available 

and in using the various maps 

together, one can properly assess 

the risk to the home. After 

determining this risk, homeowners 

can work with insurance 

companies to determine the 

appropriate level of protection.  

 

  

Figure 2: Extracted from US Forest Service site. The map is built as a 
layer in ArcGIS and can be exported for further analysis 
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1. Tool/Source #4 
 

Source Name: Examine Fault Lines 

Source Owner/Developer: FEMA and United States Geographic Services (USGS) 

Source Location: USGS: https://earthquake.usgs.gov/research/hazrisk/; FEMA: 

https://www.fema.gov/earthquake-hazard-maps 
 

The United States Geographic Services and FEMA each produce maps for assessing earthquake risk. 

Additionally, more specific maps for certain areas8 are produced by local groups such as the California 

Earthquake Authority.9 Groups like the California Earthquake Authority can offer much more specific 

assessments of risk given their localized knowledge. In contrast, national organizations such as FEMA 

offer maps that may be difficult to interpret. In the case of USGS, some of the maps are helpfully 

granular and homebuyers can use them to think carefully about how much risk they are willing to take 

on and exact nature of the risks.10 

 

  

                                                
8
 An article describing various earthquake risk assessments. 

https://www.curbed.com/2017/11/20/16679894/earthquake-risk-zones 
9
 https://www.earthquakeauthority.com/ 

10
 https://earthquake.usgs.gov/hazards/urban/sfbay/liquefaction/ 
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Figure 3: An example of the various maps available from USGS 
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1. Other Tools/Resources 
 

Using these resources and tools homeowners and buyers can better assess risks to a home and 
determine the full needs for insurance. These tools are a starting point for understanding risk in a given 
area, but should likely be supplemented by research specific to the area, such as by simply looking 
through old local newspapers online or googling for ‘town x flood.’ It is also important to recognize that 
natural disaster risk can arise from a combination of factors. For example: 

A. Snowmelt - While your prospective new house might not be near a river, if it is on a flood plain 
and there is often snow then there is a risk for flooding. 

B. Mudslides - Dry, hilly environments are prone to devastating mudslides if there is an unusual 
amount of rain. This risk can also arise in river-prone areas as seen in large portions of California. 

C. Drought - While this may seem the concern of farmers, sustained drought near metropolitan 
areas can lead to issues with housing foundations or, when combined with high winds, drive 
pollutants into a more distant area. 

A house is likely to be the most significant purchase of most people’s lives. As such, homeowners should 
gather as much information as possible before buying and understand risks to the property from the 
surrounding area. By considering these risks, homebuyers can make more informed decisions about 
what insurance is appropriate and at what level for their purchase. 

 

 

 

 

Resilience Design seeks to continually educate residents on the aspects of disaster management in 

hopes of building a more resilient community. Sometimes this education means teaching new facts 

while at other times it may include dispelling myths and incorrect assumptions. Be sure to look for 

future writings from us and visit us on LinkedIn or ResilienceDesign.org! 
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