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INTRODUCTION

	 

	Greenville, a mountain village with a population of approximately one thousand residents, nestled in the mountainous wilderness of northeastern California. 

	 

	On August 4, 2021, an enormous wildfire, one of the largest in US history, breached the valley surrounding the town, devastating three-quarters of its buildings within minutes. 

	 

	The catastrophe didn't end when the fire was extinguished; it took months for the federal government to provide emergency trailers for the displaced residents. 

	 

	The summer of the Dixie Fire witnessed a series of climate-related disasters across the US, displacing thousands of people due to storms, fires, and floods. 

	 

	This serves as a warning of what the next century of climate change might bring to the rest of the country, as one in three Americans has already experienced some form of weather-related disaster. 

	 

	This book narrates the stories of individuals affected by climate change, who have lost their homes and histories to a crisis that millions more will soon face. 

	 

	 

	Drawing from extensive interviews and research, it highlights how climate disasters expose flaws in our choices of where and how to build communities and how government policies and the private housing market contribute to the cycle of displacement and relocation. 

	 

	The title of the book alludes to the Great Migration, the largest migration event in American history, which saw over six million Black people leave the South for northern cities like New York and Chicago, leading to cultural movements like the Harlem Renaissance and the civil rights movement. 

	 

	Climate change will displace more people in the US than the Great Migration, reshaping the country's demographic geography, driven by the increasing severity of weather events, government policies, and the private housing market.

	 

	The End of the Earth

	 

	The Big One

	 

	Jen DeMaria traveled to Key West for the Tropical Fruit Fiesta, a celebration of exotic fruit hosted by her friend Patrick Garvey. Both Jen and Patrick lived on Big Pine Key, a rugged island in the Florida Keys. 

	 

	Jen and Patrick had businesses that matched the island's character, and Patrick maintained a tropical fruit grove once owned by a local hermit. 

	However, Patrick had originally moved to the Keys from Prince Edward Island in Canada in search of something, although he wasn't sure what it was. 

	 

	He spent time working as an investigator for the state's Department of Children and Families before discovering the neglected fruit grove on Big Pine. 

	 

	After purchasing the plot and investing his savings to restore it, Hurricane Irma struck in 2017. While Patrick's family went to Brazil, he stayed to tend to the grove. 

	 

	As Irma approached, Patrick, Jen, and her fiancé, Harry, sought refuge in a school cafeteria, but the hurricane caused widespread destruction. 

	 

	When they returned to Big Pine, they found their neighborhood obliterated. Patrick had invested years in rebuilding the grove, but Irma had dealt a devastating blow. 

	 

	The aftermath of the hurricane left Patrick homeless, struggling to comply with government policies requiring elevated homes. As he worked to rebuild, he questioned why he had been drawn to the grove in the first place.

	 

	 


The Last Straw

	 

	The Florida Keys face the challenges of climate change, with sea-level rise threatening their existence. The islands, which formed as an ancient coral reef when ocean levels were higher, have only existed due to a delicate balance that is now disrupted. 

	 

	Over time, development has pushed residents to smaller islands and lower-lying areas. Hurricane Irma caused widespread damage, but government assistance was limited due to the remote nature of the Keys. 

	 

	Some residents, like Lenore Baker, organized volunteer efforts to clean up and rebuild the community. Debby Zutant helped revive Coconuts, a local bar, in an attempt to provide support and solace to the displaced residents. However, as months passed, depression and despair took hold of the community, leading to tragic outcomes for some.

	 

	Never Going Back Again

	 

	Climate migration in the Keys was a mix of voluntary and involuntary relocation. Connie and Glenn Faast, who had lived in the Keys for nearly two decades, evacuated during Irma and later decided to leave the Keys for the mountains of North Carolina. 

	 

	The destruction of a quarter of the housing stock in the Keys led to involuntary displacement due to the shortage of affordable housing. 

	 

	Organizations like St. Columba Episcopal Church tried to provide relief, but the lack of housing options created a sense of limbo for many evacuees. 

	 

	Mike, a church sexton, ended up in Minnesota and could never return. The Keys faced the challenge of preparing for constant flooding from rising sea levels, with Rhonda Haag proposing solutions such as special taxes and ferry services. 

	 

	Road abandonments became a possibility, and the fate of the Keys rested on whether they could adapt to the changing climate.

	 

	Time and the Tide

	 

	The Keys' survival is threatened by rapid sea-level rise. The islands, which emerged when ocean levels were lower, face an uncertain future due to global warming and melting ice caps. 

	 

	Federal law doesn't recognize slow sea-level rise as an emergency, forcing local governments to address the issue themselves. 

	 

	 

	A study estimated that protecting county-owned roads from flooding through 2025 would cost $75 million, while protecting all roads would require $1.8 billion. 

	 

	The Keys face tough decisions about which areas to save and which to abandon. Some residents, like Patrick Garvey, are already considering selling their properties. The fate of the Keys ultimately depends on the rising tides.

	 


CHAPTER 1: TWO AFTER THE FLOOD

	 

	Abandoned Town

	 

	Lincoln City, situated in Kinston, North Carolina, is a historic Black neighborhood. On this street, more than half the houses have been deemed uninhabitable, and half of the lots remain vacant. 

	 

	The abandoned homes have been overrun by mottled beech trees, and dead wood now covers what used to be asphalt streets, with dead leaves clogging storm drains. 

	 

	In this forsaken neighborhood, nature reigns supreme, and a group of wild orange dogs freely roams one end. Lincoln City once boasted its own elementary school, community college, auto repair shop, and two stone yards. 

	 

	Residents cultivated herbs and vegetables in their backyards, enjoying them on lazy Sunday roasts. The houses in Lincoln City included shotgun houses and brick cottages, a source of pride for their owners. 

	 

	Childhood memories were created on Lincoln Street, where kids played basketball, softball, and spent leisurely evenings burning tires. 

	 

	 

	During the summer, children could buy candy from convenience stores and enjoy freeze-ice treats from a nearby housing project. 

	 

	Surrounded by housing projects, a white-dominated downtown, and the Neuse River, Lincoln City had nowhere else to go, but its residents had no desire to leave. 

	 

	The story of climate displacement is complex and multifaceted, and Lincoln City serves as a poignant starting point. In 1999, the federal government purchased this riverside neighborhood, offering each homeowner compensation for their homes provided they vacate the floodplain and relocate elsewhere. 

	 

	All the homes were subsequently demolished to prevent future damage and save government expenditure. The overgrown maze that now surrounds Lincoln Street stands as a testament to the federal government's experiments in coordinated climate-induced migration, underscoring the sacrifices some communities make for the safety of others.

	 

	The River Gives, the River Takes

	 

	Lincoln City's first residents were Civil War refugees who had to adapt to a local economy reliant on their unpaid labor. Lincoln Barnett, a Black preacher's son, acquired a piece of land near Kinston, providing a haven for freedmen who had migrated to work on the docks. 

	The moist soil was ideal for growing crops, leading William Lawson's parents to build a home on University Street, which was little more than a dirt road. 

	 

	Early residents of Lincoln City and other "bottom" neighborhoods learned to tolerate occasional flooding after heavy rainfall. 

	 

	Despite the peaceful seclusion of the bottomlands, generations of Lincoln City residents endured the shadow of white supremacy and systemic racism. 

	 

	Jobs were scarce for Black people, even though Kinston was a hub for North Carolina's tobacco industry in the early 20th century. 

	 

	Discriminatory housing practices pushed the most vulnerable land near the Neuse River, home to much of Kinston's Black population. 

	 

	In the 1960s, the US Army Corps of Engineers planned to construct dams along the Neuse River to protect cities like Raleigh. 

	 

	However, due to the racist housing practices, this vulnerable land was predominantly occupied by Black residents. The burden of relocation fell upon those with the least ability to resist it. 

	In 1996, Hurricane Fran caused major flooding in Kinston and other cities, prompting a federal program that allowed counties to seek funding for flood protection projects. 

	 

	The rapid development pace was driven by the "growth machine" dynamic, benefiting developers, increasing waterfront town populations, and boosting local tax revenue. 

	 

	The federal government played a pivotal role in safeguarding this growth machine through the US Army Corps of Engineers and FEMA.

	 

	This policy allowed flood-prone area residents to avoid bearing the risk burden they were incurring. As time went on, maintaining this status quo became costly for the federal government, and home developers began encroaching further into flood zones. 

	 

	The National Flood Insurance Program was introduced in the 1960s to create a stable risk pool and make flood insurance mandatory for most homes built in flood-prone areas. 

	 

	However, it failed to protect homeowners from financial ruin and did not encourage low-income households to participate. This resulted in a rise in the number of "repetitive loss properties" making multiple insurance claims within a given period. 

	 

	In 1993, Congress changed the rules to allow FEMA to allocate a portion of its budget for mitigating future disaster losses, enabling local governments to pursue flood protection projects and property buyouts for perennially at-risk properties. 

	 

	When Hurricane Fran struck in 1996, Lincoln City had remained relatively flood-free for decades, and the only way to prevent flooding was to demolish it. 

	 

	While FEMA's grant program mandated that buyouts must be voluntary, residents were initially reluctant to leave. Many believed the FEMA funds were insufficient, especially for those who still had significant mortgage debts, making it challenging to both pay off their mortgages and provide a down payment for another home. 

	 

	The buyout process took nearly sixteen months to complete, and during this time, many who had considered leaving changed their minds and chose to stay.

	 

	Three years later, meteorologists began tracking Hurricane Floyd, which posed a severe threat due to already saturated soil from a previous hurricane that month. 

	 

	Floyd unleashed havoc, causing the Neuse River to overflow, bringing up waste and debris from hog farms, soybean fields, industrial sites, and sewage systems. 

	 

	The toxic mixture stagnated over the eastern part of the state, flooding thousands of homes and infiltrating drainage pipes and sewage lines. 

	 

	At this point, an elderly couple from Lincoln City contacted Roger Dail, the emergency management director for Lenoir County, expressing their interest in a buyout. 

	 

	In the following weeks, many other families changed their minds about leaving Lincoln City, fearing the risks of staying outweighed the pain of leaving their homes. 

	 

	Dail had to personally visit residents and encourage them to sign up for the buyout, even though there was no imminent flood threat. 

	 

	The city and county hosted meetings to present the buyout idea to Lincoln City residents, but many were resigned to their situation, nostalgic for the homes they hadn't left behind. 

	 

	The buyout process took years to execute, and residents knew that their neighborhood was not being rescued but phased out.

	 

	The Bargain

	 

	The critical details in this text revolve around the buyout program that occurred in Lincoln City, North Carolina, following Hurricane Floyd. 

	City council restrictions halted construction, FEMA allocated a substantial sum to the state for purchasing flooded homes, and the state legislature provided extra funds to assist buyout participants in relocating to new homes within the same area. 

	 

	Former residents recall that while the city offered them a choice regarding the buyout, they ultimately had no option as sheriffs ordered them to vacate. 

	 

	The truth lies somewhere between these accounts. The city and county were legally obligated to offer residents a choice regarding the buyouts. 

	 

	However, many homes were beyond repair, and the city didn't provide funds for rebuilding. Over time, a snowball effect occurred among displaced households, with those living closest to the water opting for the buyout, and their less-damaged neighbors following suit. 

	 

	Another factor loomed over Lincoln City homeowners, making leaving both necessary and unbearable: most residents were elderly and lacked the income to cover repair costs. 

	 

	For some, the FEMA buyout represented salvation, but for others, like Elwanda Ingram, Hurricane Floyd brought immense pain. Elwanda was just two years old when Floyd struck in 1999 and grew up in Lincoln City. 

	 

	After evacuating during the storm, Elwanda's parents returned to find their home uninhabitable due to mold and water damage. They moved to a relative's house temporarily but were soon forced to leave when the city cut off power. 

	 

	Elwanda and her sister, Geraldine, had to make the difficult decision to accept the FEMA buyout. Elwanda believes the destruction of the neighborhood was a result of human decisions, not just natural forces. 

	 

	She blames the Army Corps of Engineers for building a dam upstream while neglecting one downstream. The buyout also had a racist element, as it disproportionately affected low-income communities with higher Black populations. 
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