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The FEMA Scheme 
 

By David Tunno 

 

At the request of Rancho Calaveras residents Bob and Char Stanton in early January of 

2011, I was asked to look into the actions by the Federal Emergency Management Agency 

(FEMA) in preparation for a meeting with FEMA representative Kathleen Schaefer and others 

on January 26
th
 at the County offices and to represent the Stantonôs in that meeting. 

My investigation of the facts surrounding the Stantonsô example and others in the County 

revealed what appears to be a massive fraud on the part of FEMA, not just on Calaveras 

residents, but on potentially millions across the U.S whose properties have been recently placed 

by FEMA in a flood zone, triggering numerous and costly consequences for those property 

owners. 

 The evidence will show that the chance of a flood, even in a 100 years (the standard for 

flood zone designations), occurring on the Stantonôs property, and those of their neighbors 

likewise affected, is as close to zero as can be imagined.  The question then becomes, how did 

those properties acquire flood status from FEMA? 

 The question of ñhowò quickly changed to a new starting point, ñwhy?ò  The answer, 

which goes to FEMAôs motives, was revealed in that 1/26/11 meeting.  

To begin with, it must be understood that, for many years, flood insurance has not been 

available in the private insurance market.  All flood insurance coverage is underwritten by the 

federal government via the National Flood Insurance Program (NFIP), a division of FEMA. 

 In attendance on 1/26/11 were; Ms. Schaefer, Robert Elhert of Congressman Dan 

Lundgrenôs office, David Pastizzo of the Countyôs Planning Department, District Five 

Supervisor Darren Spellman, the Stantonôs and me.   

By way of providing foundation for FEMAôs new flood maps, Ms. Schaefer revealed, 

possibly inadvertently, FEMAôs motive.  Massive and destructive flooding in the hurricane belt 

(including Katrina) and the drainage areas of the Mississippi, its tributaries and other flood-prone 

regions in past years has hit FEMA hard.  Any reserves it had were wiped out and taxpayers have 

had to foot the bill for those disasters. 

Following up that information with a brief online research effort turned up evidence 

consistent with that disclosure and expanding on it.  One helpful site posted a tutorial slide show 

that provided a history of how we got to where we are.  It was neutral and did not appear to take 

a position on FEMA. 

It showed that the NFIP was formed in 1968.  The objective was to create a flood 

insurance pool that would fund flood disasters previously financed by the taxpayers.  Not a bad 

idea, but there were unintended consequences to some of NFIPôs actions.  One of those was to 

offer low-cost flood insurance in high-risk areas.  The results were predictable as shown in the 

following three slides from that site: 
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More Problems

ÅCoverage is not denied to anyone/ 
anywhere

ÅNo land use controls

ïLand use decisions made by local 
governments

Å2.3 million buildings in the riskiest areas

 

Resulting in

Å1% of NFIP participants are responsible for 25% 
of claims

ÅOf these repeat claims many are part of 27% of 
participants that pay subsidized premiums 
because their structures were built before flood 
insurance requirements

Å10,000 NFIP properties have had 4 or more 
claims in the last 10 years or 2 or more that cost 
more the property itself

 

Example

ÅHouse in Houston valued at $114,000 received 
16 claims totaling $800,000 in 6 years

 
 

Completing the motive picture for FEMA is a simple matter.  As would be the case with 

any insurance underwriter, FEMA had only two choices; 1) begin charging owners of flood-

prone properties a great deal more (the real costs) to cover the risks, or 2) spread the risk over a 

greater number of policy holders.   

Choice #1 would likely have led to astronomical prices for policies and would have, 

therefore, politically untenable.  Choice #2, on the other hand, carried with it one very important 

requirement.  Adding more policy holders in actual flood zones would not solve FEMAôs 

problem.  The new policy holders must represent virtually no risk of a payout. 

FEMA chose plan #2, and in doing so cast a net over potentially millions of American 

property holders who, like the Stantonôs, represent no risk of exposure.  In this way, FEMA 

could build its reserves for the next disaster event, paid for by those millions of new policy 

holders who donôt need a policy and to whom it will never have to pay out a dime in coverage.  

All those new premiums represent free money, subsidies for property owners in high-risk areas 

and a prime example of taxation through regulation on a massive scale.  FEMA has used two 

tools in achieving its goal ï the proverbial carrot and stick.   

Every day one sees on television an ad for flood insurance.  A man, speaking as though 

he is a house, stands under a suspended portion of roof and tries to convince others doing 

likewise to get flood insurance.  In the corner of the screen is a website, floodsmart.gov.  

Floodsmart.gov is the FEMA/NFIP site.  Googling ñFEMA flood mapò will produce that site at 
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the top of the page where websites pay for top exposure and where they can include messages to 

drive traffic to their sites.  FEMAôs message, as shown below, is quite extraordinary: 

 

1. Flood Information & Facts 
Everyone is at Risk - Find Out How to Protect Your Home & Your Family!  
www.floodsmart.gov 

 

ñEveryone is at Risk,ò really?  Not just people in flood-prone areas, but ñeveryone?ò  

As it turns out, thatôs one of the ñcarrots,ò encouraging (a generous interpretation) people to 

voluntarily buy flood insurance.  The ñstickò is something else again.  It forces property owners 

to buy insurance. 

Each of the property owners affected in Calaveras County was to have been sent a notice 

by the County, which also included notices of public meetings featuring Ms. Schaefer of FEMA.  

The Stantons attended one of those meeting on October 26 of 2010.  

At that meeting, Ms. Schaefer told those gathered that ñbest engineering practicesò were 

used to identify those properties that were added to the flood map.   The map is available on the 

Countyôs website.  To get the full impact, one must zoom in and scroll around to see all the red 

lines that represent new flood zones FEMA has added to the county map.   

 

 
 

The above portion is a close-up view of the area that includes the Stanton property in 

Rancho Calaveras.  There are red lines everywhere, and they are all new. 

One piece of information the Stantonôs did not hear at that meeting was the answer to the 

question, ñFor a property owner whose house is nowhere near a source of flooding, what can be 

done about this?ò  The Stantons had to find out from their own research that the answer is to get 

a Letter of Map Amendment (LOMA).  The bottom line is this, if FEMA has put any part of your 

property in a flood zone, no matter how far the predicted water problem is from your house, it is 

Stanton home 

http://www.google.com/aclk?sa=L&ai=CC_ItRw5KTdmWEoyCsAPXmLzwDrS_jv0BpLfFhBzA_rqPAggAEAEgjpbQBlDF2NPaBmDJ9oGHyKP8GsgBAaoEGk_QqvgvD0wGyQESmJQMNO-s5X5pBH2aRQRtgAWQTroFEwjlvMOC9OqmAhUGX2wKHW9NJ6_KBQA&ei=Rg5KTeWBFYa-sQPvmp35Cg&sig=AGiWqtz_CxCVKtGKNcWdWLM546Ow5tLv1g&adurl=http://n339.asp-cc.com/link/click%3Flid%3D43000000014451578%26ds_s_kwgid%3D58000000000295256%26ds_e_adid%3D7429413908%26ds_e_matchtype%3Dsearch%26ds_e_placement%3D%26ds_url_v%3D2%26sadid%3D44000000002840221
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up to the property owner to prove the flood zone doesnôt include the house.  Your property is 

guilty until proven innocent.  Thatôs where the LOMA comes in. 

The Stantonôs research also revealed that there was a do-it-yourself LOMA application 

procedure that was only available until Dec. 31, 2010, a scant few weeks following the public 

meetings.  After that date, a LOMA requires the services of certified engineer or surveyor at a 

cost of up to $2,000.  Indeed, a cottage industry has sprung up to sell engineering services to 

property owners who need a LOMA but missed the do-it-yourself deadline. 

Notwithstanding the LOMA procedure,  the Stantonôs, and everyone who received notice 

that their property was now in a flood zone, were ñencouragedò to buy flood insurance and, 

again, FEMA used a carrot-and-stick approach.   

The ñcarrotò was an insurance policy with a relatively low price for a limited period - a 

sort of ñBuy-It-Nowò price.  In the Stantonôs case the buy-it-now price was $495 a year.  That 

price was to be good until December 17, 2010, just a couple months after the public meeting.  

For those who missed that deadline, they were told the price would be $2,000 (A.K.A. the 

ñstickò).  The $495 price itself was to be good for only three years.  After that, there was no 

indication of what the rate would be. 

According to the Stantons, Ms. Schaefer admitted that FEMAôs flood map was a work in 

progress, but warned those present that if they didnôt get insurance now, they could be hit with 

the higher premiums later. 

Some, who undoubtedly did not want to gamble, took the bait and bought the insurance.  

Mission accomplished for FEMA.  Others, like the Stantonôs, did their homework and got their 

LOMA.  That two-page document now shows their house is not in the flood zone, but it goes a 

bit farther and, in doing so, reveals the quality of FEMAôs ñbest engineering practicesò that went 

into their flood zone designation in the first place. 

The Stantonsô LOMA revealed FEMAôs reasoning regarding their property and prompted 

them to prove the property never should have been included. 

 

 
 

Flooding Source:  Calaveras River 
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The portion of the Stantonsô LOMA shown above includes what FEMA considered to be 

the source of flooding on their property, the Calaveras River.  For that 1/26/11 meeting, Bob 

Stanton, using a topographical map of the area showing elevations, drew the diagram below. 

 
 

 

It shows their property (marked with an ñXò) in relationship to the Calaveras River.  The 

diagram shows the Stantonôs property is about 40 feet below the crest of a hill that separates it 

from the river.  For all practical purposes, as relates to the Stantonôs property, the hill represents 

a continuous barrier to the river.  It shows that in order for the Calaveras River to be the source 

of flooding on their property the depth of the river would have to rise over 240 feet.  This is a 

portion of the river downstream from the New Hogan dam, built to prevent floods. 

It should be noted that from the Stantonôs property, let alone the top of the hill a bit 

further up the street, one can see all the way across the San Joaquin valley to Mt. Diablo.  The 

mountain can be seen almost to the San Joaquin Valley floor nearly 70 miles away.  It should 

also be understood that there are no land masses between their property and the valley that would 

halt the flow of water.  The water has a relatively clear path down the hill and it is a relatively 

steep downhill run all the way to the eastern edge of the valley.   

One neednôt be an engineer to know that water seeks its own level and runs downhill.  

So, in order for the Stantonôs property to be flooded by the Calaveras River, the San Joaquin 

valley would also have to be under water by a few hundred feet, which, in turn, would require a 

massive land mass to move into place preventing the water from flowing into the San Francisco 

Bay and out to sea.  After considerable prodding, Ms. Schaefer admitted that the source of 

flooding in the Stantonôs LOMA could not be the Calaveras River. 

Given the evidence above, that admission came as no surprise.  Despite the verbal claim 

of ñbest engineering practices,ò the LOMA itself includes the following language on page two: 
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The National Flood Insurance Program map affecting this property depicts a 
Special Flood Hazard Area that was determined using the best flood hazard data 
available to FEMA, but without performing a detailed engineering analysis.  The 
flood elevation used to make this determination is based on approximate 
methods and has not been formalized through the standard process for 
establishing base flood elevations published in the Flood Insurance Study.  This 
flood elevation is subject to change. 
 
That language is stark contrast and directly contradicts a claim of ñbest engineering 

practices.ò   Nevertheless, the Stantonôs had to prove FEMAôs information was incorrect and 

everyone who also received their notice was pushed to get flood insurance. 

Having been shown the Calaveras River could not be a source of flooding on their 

property, or any of the properties similarly situated, FEMA resorted to a new rationale.  The 

source of flooding was now the drainage gully itself, that is, the slopes of the watershed along 

which the Stantonsô home was built, are predicted by FEMA, in a 100-year period, to produce 

enough water from rainfall to flood the gully.  This is not a basin, but a gully that is completely 

open on the west end, the end toward the San Joaquin Valley. 

 

 
 

The above satellite image shows the Stantonôs property and the neighboring properties 

with a large blue zone, drawn by FEMA, depicting the expected water level it predicts would be 

realized in such a flood event.  Using this graphic, Bob Stanton identified a tree on his property 

that marks the upper limit of FEMAôs flood outline.  By his measurement, the water at that point 

would be approximately 12 feet deep.  Google Earth shows that point at about 430 feet above sea 

level. 

12 foot 

water level 

Stanton 

home 
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Bob also took photos of the gully on and near the Stantonôs property on December 19-22, 

2010 during what The Weather Channel reported was a ñPineapple Expressò storm ï record-

breaking rains - the worst in a decade.   

 

 
 

 
 

The photos show a shallow stream of water resulting from that record storm.  That is all 

the slopes produced. 

The first photo shows a four-foot diameter culvert that runs under Baldwin Street about a 

quarter mile down slope from the Stantonsô property.  Baldwin, at that point is 355 feet above 

sea level (source:  Google Earth).  The entire drainage gully picks up after Baldwin and 

continues down slope to a relatively flat zone in the Jenny Lind area, not quite a mile away and 

about 240 feet below the elevation of the Stantonôs property.  That is the ñclear pathò mentioned 

earlier ï steeply sloping land with no barriers to the flow of water all the way to the eastern edge 

of the San Joaquin Valley floor.   

As before, in order for the Stantonôs property to see the water level depicted in the 

satellite photo/graphic, Baldwin Street itself would have to be 75 feet under water, which means 

homes down slope from the Stantonsô would be under water well over their roof tops.  Indeed, 

homes down slope, even if they were nowhere near a creek or drainage ditch of any kind, and 

which are currently not designated by FEMA to be in a flood zone, would be deep under water, 

as would the San Joaquin Valley. 

Conceptually, the graphic below (not to scale) depicts a cross-sectional view of the 

results of FEMAôs engineering regarding the Stantonsô property flood status.  The photo in the 

graphic that follows it was taken at Baldwin Street.  The graphic representation is also not to 

scale. 
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 Clearly, no FEMA representative ever set foot on the Stantonsô property prior to placing 

it in a flood zone, for even a casual drive by would have proven to anyone, competent engineer 

or not, the falsity of that designation. 

 

 

  

 

Water  level 

75ô over 

Baldwin St. 

Stanton home 

High water mark 

on FEMA map 

Culvert 

75ô of water over 

Baldwin St. 
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 Looking back at the same map graphic shown earlier, and with apologies for the low 

resolution, the source of water on the Stantonsô property was shown as a ñriver.ò  The water 

flow, shown at its zenith in 2010 in a previous set of photos was labeled ñriver.ò  Protesting that 

designation, Bob Stanton visited the Planning Department offices once or twice a week for over 

two months before the department agreed to change the designation to ñseasonal drainage.ò   

That is some seasonal drainage; nevertheless, it is consistent with the phrase used by 

Kathleen Schaefer of FEMA in answer to the repeated question by Bob Stanton, ñWhere is the 

water coming from?ò  Her answer?  ñRunoff.ò 

 The ability of the County Planning Department to change designations on a FEMA map 

raises a question.  To what extent is the department, with its local knowledge; providing 

objective oversight to FEMAôs work; partnering with FEMA to advance FEMAôs agenda; or to 

what extent does it simply find itself forced to cooperate with FEMA?  More on that later, but 

first another example of a FEMA flood zone parcel. 

 

 
 

Dashed blue line 

indicates ñRiverò 

ñRiverò 
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 The Copperopolis home above belongs to the Farnsworths, Nick and Renee.  It is situated 

on a loop of road with houses on both sides, as shown in the FEMA flood maps below. 

 
 

 According to FEMA, a flood zone cuts through the neighborhood, but there are no 

drainage ditches, gullies or creeks associated with that red flood zone designation, which, again, 

even a drive by look see would have confirmed. 

 Nick and Renee claim not to have received notification from the County as to their new 

flood status, but did get a notice from their bank, Wells Fargo, requiring them to purchase flood 

insurance.  Their efforts led them to a FEMA contact in Colorado, Mr. Tom Birney, who 

punched up their parcel on his computer.  The conversation with Mr. Birney, according to the 

Farnsworths, concluded with him telling them that FEMA had apparently used an older 

topographical map of the area, showing a stream bed flowing through that area (long before the 

neighborhood existed), and an admission that something may be wrong with FEMAôs 

conclusions.   

 In a follow-up call to Mr. Birney, he informed me that he is not a FEMA employee, but 

works for Michael Baker Engineering, a contractor for FEMA.  His company, along with two 

others nationwide, is hired to rule on the LOMA applications.  In this rare instance, however, and 

at the request of the Calaveras County Planning Department, his company would be looking into 

the Farnsworthôs situation, a message he had previously relayed to the Farnsworths.  That has 

given them some hope that they will not have to spend thousands of dollars to correct FEMAôs 

flood map, not just for themselves, but for their entire neighborhood.  In the meantime, Wells 

Fargo is requiring them to get insurance and wonôt halt that process without say so from FEMA. 

 The use by FEMA of a private contractor in that role raises yet more issues and 

questions.  How is it that a private contractor has the power to rule on the flood zone status of a 

property, and therefore any government regulations (including mandatory insurance) that inure 

from that ruling, not to mention the de-valuing of that property, and all from many hundreds of 

miles away, without ever setting foot thereon?  Further, what incentive, if any, does that 

contractor have in making rulings that run contrary to the financial interests of its employer, 

FEMA?  

 Returning to the Stantonsô ñrunoffò problem, an apparent inconsistency surfaces 

regarding FEMAôs flood designations. 

 

Farnsworth 

home 
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 The photo above was taken on March 12, 2010 along the east side of Highway 26 in 

Rancho Calaveras.  It is the drainage ditch right next to the road.  It had rained recently, but not 

heavily and the water in the above photo is about six inches deep. 

 

 
 

 The photo above was taken on the same day.  It is the culvert running under Baldwin 

Street, near the Stantonsô residence shown previously.  The water was about four inches deep, 

but the watershed that drains to the ditch along Highway 26 is magnitudes greater than the slopes 

of the gully where the Stantons live.  Consequently, one could assume the potential for water in 

the road-side ditch is greater than in the Stantonsô ñseasonal drainageò gully.  That said, neither 

the property shown on Highway 26 photo above, nor any properties along that east side of the 

highway in Rancho Calaveras are FEMAôs flood zone.  Indeed, I cannot find anywhere on 

FEMAôs Calaveras County flood map where roadside drainage ditches like the one above caused 

the property to be placed in a flood zone. 

There must be hundreds of miles of such examples, perhaps many of them with far 

greater drainage surfaces than the above example.  As potential flood zone properties, that would 

affect many hundreds more properties in Calaveras County. 

If FEMAôs definition of flood (revealed later) is followed to the letter, and if one would 

apply the same science/engineering as was used to include the Stantonsô property, why havenôt 


