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March 28, 2024

House Committee on Environment & Energy
Vermont State House

115 State Street

Montpelier, VT 05633

Re: Flood Recovery Assistance Program, H.723
Dear Committee Members,

The Environmental Justice Clinic (EJC) at Vermont Law and Graduate School (VLGS)
respectfully submits this letter in support of the Flood Recovery Assistance Program (FRAP,
H.723). Last year, the EJC partnered with VLGS’s Entrepreneurial Legal Laboratory to host
several flood relief clinics across the state, providing support to residents and small business
owners applying for flood recovery assistance. Flood recovery is an important environmental
justice issue for the communities of Vermont, and this bill is necessary to ensure that recovery is
equitable. Despite the importance of FRAP, it was read on the House floor on January 10, 2024,
and assigned to the Environment & Energy Committee where it has remained since. We urge you
to pass FRAP out of committee.

As you know, FRAP directs the Agency of Commerce and Community Development to
provide financial assistance to nonprofits and for-profit businesses who suffered damage from
the 2023 floods.! This aid would be directed at flood-related losses such as loss of revenue, lost

1 H.723 §4(a), 2023-2024 Vt. Gen. Assemb., (Vt. 2024).
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wages of employees, lost inventory and new supplies, damaged equipment, and other
administrative or operating expenses.? Importantly, FRAP helps nonprofits and for-profit
businesses with a priority for businesses owned by persons of color, Indigenous peoples, and
new Americans.® This is imperative, as these demographics are often the most at-risk to the
impacts of climate change, such as extreme flooding, and generally receive less funding and
support to recover from natural disasters.

Flood recovery is an environmental justice issue because disparities in recovery funding
increase the wealth gap and overburden people of color in Vermont. The Congressional Budget
Office recognized the increased risk of flooding as the impacts of climate change become greater
and more tangible. A 2050 projection found 10% of properties in the United States have a 1-in-4
chance of flooding at a depth of 1ft or more in the next 30 years.* At least one study has proven
that FEMA provides more aid to white applicants than to people of color, even where the amount
of damage is the same.® This disparity is critical because homes and businesses owned by people
of color are already undervalued, leading to disaster recovery payouts that are smaller, even
where damages are equivalent.® Across the United States, in counties hit by disasters, Black
survivors saw a wealth decrease of $27,000 on average while white survivors saw an increase of
$126,000 on average.” Additionally, there is a history of undervalued Black homes being more
likely to be bought out than reinvested in.®

Communities of color in Vermont have been at a disadvantage for flood recovery from
the get-go. As of 2020, the average income of Black Vermonters was $41,553, as compared to
their white counterparts whose average income was $58,244.° In addition, 57% of Black
households and 51% of Asian households earn less than 80% of their area’s median income,
compared to 43% of their white counterparts.’® As of 2022, only 28% of Black Vermonters
owned their homes, compared to 74% of White Vermonters.!! Low-income Vermonters were hit
hardest by the July flooding, leaving low-income populations in Vermont, who are
disproportionately communities of color, in worse economic positions.!?

Vermont, too, is susceptible to the impending climate crisis. Inland flooding is expected

2 H.723 84(a)(1-6), 2023-2024 Vt. Gen. Assemb., (Vt. 2024).
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to increase, making last year’s “100-year Flood” more of a norm than an exception.!® The winter
flooding in December of 2023 will likely become a more frequent scene.** There are no mapped
projections depicting changes due to the overall increase in water deposition caused by climate
change.®® What we do know is that more than 4,000 people’s homes and more than 800
businesses were damaged in the July Flood.*® Only 1% of the properties had flood insurance
through the National Flood Insurance Program.!” Further, 20% of the businesses are owned by
people of color.'® Of these businesses visited by The Vermont Professionals of Color Network,
none of them were insured.®® In addition, businesses owned by people of color more commonly
suffered from language barriers that slowed flood resources from reaching them.?° Businesses
owned by people without citizenship status were denied FEMA aid to restart or rebuild their
businesses after the flood, even if they lost inventory or equipment necessary to keep their
businesses going.?!

FRAP has the potential to help address these injustices. FRAP has the capacity to give aid
to those businesses who were denied FEMA aid due to citizenship status, because FRAP does
not require citizenship to receive aid.?> FRAP has the capacity to assist businesses owned by
people of color that were uninsured to rebuild and to invest in communities of color in
Vermont.?® FRAP is key to providing relief to businesses that may have started at a disadvantage
but make Vermont what it is today.

We urge the House Environment & Energy Committee to pass this bill out of committee
and move forward toward a more equitable flood recovery plan.
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Sincerely,

V%W

Mia Montoya Hammersley, Director
Fredrick Ole Ikayo, Legal Fellow
Hadley Chance, Student Attorney
Savannah Collins, Student Attorney
Environmental Justice Clinic
Vermont Law & Graduate School
164 Chelsea St

PO BOX 96

South Royalton, VT 05068

CC: Rep. Jonathan Williams, jwilliams@Ieg.state.vt.us
Rep. Kate McCann, kmccann@leg.state.vt.us
Rep. Conor Casey, ccasey@leg.state.vt.us
Rep. Peter Anthony, panthony@leg.state.vt.us
William Marlier, wmarlier@Ieg.state.vt.us
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