
Community 
Flood Resilience 

in Vinton: 
Engaging 

Residents 
Affected by the 

Floods of 
2008 and 2016

Final Report 
May 2020



This community engagement effort for flood resiliency in Vinton, 

Iowa was completed by Iowa Valley RC&D with funding provided by 

the Iowa Watershed Approach. This effort was successful because 

of support from the residents of Vinton, the Iowa Flood Center, The 

University of Iowa Flood Resilience Program Team, City of Vinton, 

Benton County Emergency Management, Benton County Disaster 

Recovery Coalition, JEO Consulting Group, Inc., Benton County Board 

of Supervisors, Hawkeye Area Community Action Program (HACAP), 

Iowa State University Extension (Benton County), the Vinton-

Shellsburg Community School District, Virginia Gay Hospital, Vinton 

Public Library, Vinton Unlimited, Benton County Mental Health/

Disability Services, Benton County Service Center, Vinton Municipal 

Electric Utility, the Middle Cedar River Watershed Coordinator, and 

local business leaders.

Project completed and report co-authored by:

Iowa Valley RC&D Executive Director Jessica Rilling

University of Iowa Obermann Center for Advanced Studies Humanities for the Public Good 

Flood Resilience Community Engagement Fellow Paul Schmitt, MA

Project and Report Graphic Design by Jessica Reuter

Acknowledgements:

Iowa Watershed Approach

U.S. Department of Housing and Urban Development (HUD)

Rockefeller Foundation

Project Funded by:



Community Flood Resilience in Vinton: Final Report May 2020
1

Iowa’s small community of Vinton (population 5,093) is 
located in Benton County and is within the HUC-8 Middle 
Cedar River Watershed. Vinton has a history of repetitive 
flooding that has created economic and social hardship. 
The flood events Vinton experienced in 2008 and 2016 
were part of Major Disaster Declaration FEMA-1763-DR 
and Major Disaster Declaration FEMA-4289-DR. 

Vinton was selected to be included in the Iowa Watershed Approach’s 
Flood Resilience Program, which recognizes that social resources are 
often absent or minimally evident when it comes to flood resiliency. 
The program strives to improve the use of social resources in 
watersheds by connecting local partners and stakeholders, enhancing 
the presence of social resources in watershed planning efforts, and 
increasing the awareness and communication about established and 
novel flood resilience initiatives. 

Executive
Summary
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The Flood Resilience Program Team collaborated with Iowa 
Valley Resource Conservation & Development (RC&D) to conduct 
community engagement, facilitate public conversations, and 
analyze collected stories and information related to flooding, with 
a focus on low-to-moderate income residents who had been 
impacted by flooding from the Cedar River. This effort was executed 
between October 2018 and October 2019, with the majority of 
engagement taking place in June and July. Iowa Valley RC&D 
conducted community and key informant interviews, doorstep 
interviews, phone interviews, website outreach, and held three in-
person community conversations. 

The community conversations included principles and activities 
adapted from the Institute for Social and Environmental Transition 
(ISET) Climate Resilience Framework Training Materials, an 
internationally recognized and implemented framework funded 
in part by the Rockefeller Foundation. These training materials 
emphasize a “Shared Learning Dialogue”—iterative group 
discussions with community agents. The full ISET framework 
contains three series (Establishing Resilience Principles, 
Understanding Vulnerability and Risk, and Building Resilience) and 
30 activities, and is designed to be carried out over the course of 
10-24 months. Iowa Valley RC&D selected six activities from across 
the three series that were particularly well-suited to the Vinton 
project timeline and demographic of interest. Iowa Valley RC&D also 
hosted a Flood Resilience Scenario Game that entailed participants 
role-playing as a variety of officials and community members in an 
imagined flooding emergency.
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Participants perceived they were not adequately supported by 
local officials during and after flood events but were also generally 
unaware of actions that had been or were currently being taken to 
increase flood resilience for the town

Participants identified Federal Emergency Management Agency 
(FEMA) as an agency that did not offer adequate assistance, 
particularly in regards to understanding and making accessible 
flood insurance policies and the filing of claims. 

Community members often drew comparisons between Vinton’s 
handling of major flood events with that of nearby metros of Cedar 
Rapids and Waterloo. The comparisons resulted in dissatisfaction 
with their own city’s initiatives. 

Participants were proud of their personal resilience and the 
informal support networks to which they belonged before, during, 
and after flood events. 

Perspectives were missing, including the former homeowners 
from the 29 homes that were destroyed in 2008, past tenants from 
several rental properties who relocated immediately following each 
flood event, and young families who moved to Vinton after major 
flood events and were either unaware of or knowingly taking the 
risk of living in the floodplain.

Five themes were identified 
from the community engagement 
with Vinton residents: 

1

2
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How can research consider individuals and families who had 
already been forced by flooding to relocate and were thus unable 
to participate in these efforts?

What considerations should be made for financial and legal 
literacy barriers associated with applying and making claims for 
flood insurance?

What opportunities exist for local and regional governance to 
make flood resilience more equitable?

How can community support increase for local infrastructure 
updates alongside their relationship to past flood events?

What is the role of non-governmental organizations in fostering 
flood resiliency?

Several concerns and 
questions for further 
research were identified:

Community 
Flood Resilience:  

The ability of people living in a common 
watershed to plan and act collectively, using 

local capacities to mitigate, prepare for, 
respond to, and recover from a flood.
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There is a general lack of 
understanding about several issues 
related to flooding, including but not 
limited to the following.

•	 How watershed and subwatershed 
boundaries influence flooding

•	 What stormwater management is 
and how it impacts flooding

•	 The negative or positive impacts 
public and private infrastructure 
policy, planning and zoning can 
have and how those impacts can be 
mitigated

•	 How social and physical 
preparedness can improve 
resiliency.

Role-playing as a different community 
member during the Flood Resilience 
Scenario Game aided in better 
understanding the difficult decisions 
and compromises that sometimes 
need to be made in emergency 
preparedness, response, and recovery.

The information gathered for this 
project should be leveraged and used 
to benefit Vinton and its residents.

The current location of the Vinton 
Municipal Electric Utility, Vinton Fire 
Department, and Benton Emergency 
Management are vulnerable to 
flooding. The electric plant would 
be particularly difficult and costly to 
relocate.

Both residents and community 
leaders would benefit from a better 
understanding of the existing 
community stormwater infrastructure 
and impacts of new developments. 

Additional personnel are needed to 
help residents with paperwork and 
governmental bureaucracy regarding 
flood insurance, infrastructure, and 
recovery efforts.

The 501c3 nonprofit Benton County 
Disaster Recovery Coalition is an entity 
that has value during times of disaster 
and during times of preparedness.

Insights from participating community 
members, agencies, and partners varied based 
on their personal experience. 

The following insights were 
commonly agreed upon by all.
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The community of Vinton, Iowa is located within the Middle Cedar 
Watershed (MCW), which spans 1.5 million acres (2,400 square miles). 
It is located in East Central Iowa and encompasses all or portions of 
10 counties, 48 cities, and 10 Soil and Water Conservation Districts. 
The size of MCW classifies it as a HUC-8 (HUC stands for Hydrologic 
Unit Code). The MCW is composed of 68 smaller subwatersheds that 
are classified as HUC-12 subwatersheds. According to Iowa NRCS’s 
Rapid Watershed Assessment for the Middle Cedar Watershed, the 
land use in the MCW is dominated by agriculture (73%). However, 
urban land use covers 11.6% of the watershed and includes the major 
metro areas of Waterloo and Cedar Rapids, as well as smaller rural 
communities like Grundy Center, Reinbeck, La Porte City, Center 
Point, and Fairfax. Almost 10% of the watershed is in pasture or 
hayland and 4.6% is covered by woodland or natural areas, including 
natural areas near Vinton. Water and wetlands cover 0.8%. 

Watershed
Dynamics

Community
Characteristics
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The Cedar River flows from the northwest meandering in large 
winding curves along the northern edge of the town before exiting 
toward the east. Commercial, business, residential, and governmental 
service areas of Vinton have been developed along the southern side 
of the river; parks and wooded natural areas dominate the land area 
on the northern side of the river. Large sections of the community are 
located in the riverway and/or floodplain during high flow. 

A USGS stream gauge mounted on the Highway 150 bridge serves 
as a crucial data collection point for predicting flooding impacts 
downstream, especially for the community of Cedar Rapids. 

FEMA’s Jim Berg, who followed the crest down the Cedar River, recalls 
searching for the gauge in 2008: “In 1993, Vinton had a gauge that went 
under. It was 20-some feet high. So after ’93, they raised their water 
gauge 10 feet. ‘OK, we’re never going to have that happen again,’ they 
thought.“In 2008 they had firefighters out in boat on river. They were 
going to read the gauge. They couldn’t find it, even after it had been 
raised 10 feet.“Eventually, they hooked a rope on one guy and he hung 
over side of boat. He found the top of the gauge by feeling underwater. 
They had the boat almost wide open trying to stay in place over the 
river gauge. Then he took a yardstick and stuck it down. He said, ‘We’re 
two and a half feet over the top of the gauge!’”

Additionally, the Iowa Flood Center developed and maintains a statewide 
network of stream-stage sensors designed to measure stream height 
and transmit data automatically every 15 minutes to the Iowa Flood 
Information System (IFIS), where users can view the sensor locations 
and data in real time.  This online platform displays data for Iowa Flood 
Center and the USGS. In the spring of 2020, three additional stream 
gauge sensors were installed in the Mud Creek watershed (which outlets 
to the Cedar River at Vinton).  These additional sensors were funded 
through a grant provided by the EPA Gulf of Mexico Program.

The natural resources 
in and around Vinton  
have always been 
desirable.  

The land on which 
Vinton sits was 
inhabited by Meskwaki, 
Očeti Šakówiŋ Sioux, 
and Ioway persons. 
Vinton was settled by 
Euro-Americans on the 
Cedar River in 1846, and 
became an incorporated 
town in 1869, at which 
point its population 
was around 1,010.  Euro-
American settlers were 
particularly drawn to the 
fertile soil for agricultural 
production and the 
shipping route the 
Cedar River provided.

Vinton is located at a halfway point on the Cedar River 
between Waterloo and Cedar Rapids, with Waterloo 
upstream and Cedar Rapids downstream. 
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Hinkle Creek Subwatershed  
This subwatershed encompasses ~19,600 acres and is populated 
by 2,800 residents from both Vinton and the small community 
of Garrison. Hinkle Creek flows predominantly west-to-east into 
Vinton and then empties into the Cedar River. Land use in this 
subwatershed is primarily row crop.

Mud Creek Subwatershed  
This subwatershed encompases ~28,500 acres and 1,700 residents 
live within its boundaries. Mud Creek curves around the southern 
end of Vinton and then empties into the Cedar River. Land use in 
this subwatershed is primarily row crop.

The Barnets Island/Dudgeon Lake State  
Wildlife Management Area Subwatershed  
This subwatershed encompasses ~14,250 acres and 2,000 residents 
live within its boundaries. It lies mostly to the north of Vinton, 
where it encompasses public natural areas. However, it also extends 
into land areas on the southern side of the Cedar River, including 
important portions of the Downtown District and areas of the 
community where government buildings and services are located 
such as Vinton’s City Hall, Fire Station, Municipal Electric Utility. This 
is why FEMA’s estimate for a 100-year flood in this subwatershed is 
over $16 million in damages to public and private infrastructure. 

Although the Cedar River is the most 
noticeable body of water associated with 
Vinton, it isn’t the only surface water that 
impacts the town. Vinton is at the bottom of 
three subwatersheds that contribute uniquely 
to flooding problems for the residents:

1

2

3
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Both surface and underground flow have a significant impact 
on rainwater runoff and surface water movement through and 
between the subwatersheds, various sections of the community, 
and the Cedar River. Road and bridge infrastructure also block and 
redirect surface flow during stormwater events, depending on the 
sizes of culverts and the elevation of raised roadways.

One of the most significant examples of ground water hydrology 
impacting the community of Vinton was in 2008 when the Vinton 
Municipal Electric Utility distribution building’s basement floor was 
compromised. The floor swelled with groundwater coming up from 
below, and that water then traveled down the open conduits to 
the generator building and flooded the basement of the generator 
building as well. All of the switchgear was in the basement of the 
distribution building and was flooded as a result. 

According to The Gazette newspaper, “Rick Ohrt, acting manager 
of Vinton Municipal Electric Utility, said the force of the water 
caused the basement floor of the plant to explode.‘Three guys 
were down manning the pumps, and the concrete just folded 
up like a teepee as 260 gallons exploded through the basement 
floor,’ Ohrt said. ‘Nobody was hurt. The pumps just couldn’t keep 
up and it was a losing battle after that.’” (Mehaffey, The Gazette)

Infrastructure 
and stormwater 
systems also 
factor into the 
local watershed 
dynamics. 

Vinton’s Subwatersheds



Community Flood Resilience in Vinton: Final Report May 2020
10

Vinton has a long history of flooding, including major flood 
events in 1929, 1933, 1947, 1961, 1993, 2008, and 2016. In 2008, 
the Cedar River peaked at 24.7 feet on June 12, and inundated 
the Vinton Municipal Electric Utility and the Vinton Fire 
Department. Flood waters damaged or destroyed over 100 
homes and 20 businesses in Vinton and the surrounding areas. 
In 2016, flooding was significant but not as severe as 2008, in 
part because of the use of HESCO barriers.  

Republished with permission  
© 2016 The Gazette, Cedar Rapids, Iowa

History of 
Flooding
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the Benton County Emergency Management Director and the 
Benton County Public Health Director, with support from the 
neighboring Buchanan County Disaster Recovery Coalition, led 
the creation of a local nonprofit. The Benton County Disaster 
Recovery Coalition became a 501c3 in September of 2008 and 
has representatives from a variety of local organizations who 
serve the public during a disaster response including Benton 
County Emergency Management, Benton County Public Health, 
Virginia Gay Hospital, Benton County Social Services, HACAP, 
Abbe Center for Mental Health, area schools, community groups, 
citizen volunteers, and many other agencies serving Benton 
County. The coalition meets quarterly to train, coordinate 
public preparedness education efforts, and maintain a healthy 
communication network. In the event of a disaster, the coalition 
activates a weekly meeting schedule and implements a tailored 
approach to the situation. The Coalition can act as a one-stop 
shop for community members who are trying to navigate a 
variety of recovery programs.

In response to the 
2008 flood event, 

The Middle Cedar Watershed 
Management Authority (MCWMA) 
was formed as a result of a $97 million 
grant awarded to the State of Iowa 
from the US Housing and Urban 
Development under the title, “Iowa 
Watershed Approach.” The MCWMA 
members (cities, counties, and soil and 
water conservation districts within the 
watershed boundary) work collectively 
together to address water quality, 
water quantity, and  environmental 
issues that cross jurisdictional 
boundaries.

The Middle Cedar Watershed 
Management Plan (pp. 11-12) lists 
several factors that influence 
flooding in Vinton:  
• Its location on the Cedar River

• Its location at the bottom of three subwatersheds 

	 (Mud Creek, Hinkle Creek, Barnets Island).

• Changes in upstream land use and drainage

• Changes in rainfall quantities

• Expanding residential areas

• Increased area of impermeable surface

• Aging stormwater infrastructure

• Undersized infrastructure
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Downtown District Experiences  
Direct Flooding from Cedar River 
Sections of downtown closest to the Cedar River are subject 
to direct flooding when Cedar River levels are elevated. The 
Benton County Courthouse, Benton County Jail, Benton County 
Emergency Management, Vinton Fire Department, and Vinton 
Municipal Electric Utility generating plant are all less than one 
mile from the Cedar River. The Vinton Municipal Electric Utility is 
located immediately adjacent to the Cedar River.

Hinkle Creek Subwatershed 
Experiences Backflow from Cedar River 
Hinkle Creek flows into Vinton from the west before curving 
northward to flow into the Cedar River. A large rainfall over the Hinkle 
Creek subwatershed has caused short term flooding. Flooding of 
Hinkle Creek has also resulted from increased flow in the Cedar River 
that backflows into the channel for the creek. Thus, the Cedar River 
has a major influence on flooding in this neighborhood. This area 
includes housing, as well as the North Benton Ambulance Services, 
which is located on the west bank of the creek.

The majority of the flooding events in Vinton 
have the greatest impact on three areas of the 
community as described below.

1

2

Flood mitigation efforts can help Vinton residents 
along Hinkle Creek if a storm is local. Larger, watershed 
events will require solutions at the watershed level.

“It is important to note that for large, watershed-scale flood events, the Cedar River was the 
main contributing factor to flooding at the outlets of Hinkle Creek and Mud Creek. [...] [Best 
Management Practices] located within the city could significantly mitigate localized flooding 
during even large – but local – storm events. The primary distinction between these two types 
of flooding events is largely related to timing, wherein watershed-scale flooding happens 
during long wet periods (e.g. spring snowmelt) while localized flooding happens following 
intense rainfall events.” - City of Vinton Stormwater Management Plan, EOR, p. 9
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“Frog Flats” Neighborhood  
Experiences Storm Sewer Backup  
& Flooding of Unnamed Tributary 
The “frog flats” residential area of Vinton (loosely defined by local 
stakeholders as the block of neighborhood from 4th Avenue to 10th 
Avenue and from East 10th Street to East 15th Street) is so named 
for the populations of frogs who originally called this low lying area 
home. This area faces repeated storm sewer backup issues. This 
neighborhood is also the closest to the wastewater treatment plant 
and when the stormwater infrastructure of Vinton is inundated 
during heavy rains, the treatment plant is unable to process all of 
the water coming in. As a result, residents in Frog Flats are the first 
to suffer basement flooding and drainage backup. The tributary 
which runs along the southern edge of the neighborhood is an 
unnamed, eastward-flowing tributary to Mud Creek. This tributary 
backs up into Frog Flats and open fields due to a low-capacity 
culvert beneath 10th Ave. (Mud Creek flows northward on the east 
side of town before joining the Cedar River.) The Cedar River has not 
been a major contributor to flooding in this neighborhood.

3

“Interestingly, according to the model results, the Cedar River did not contribute 
to flooding along the tributary of Mud Creek. Rather, the North-South road 
network of 10th Ave and 25th Ave Dr. restricted flow that contributed to flooding 
upstream. Several pipes in the upper reaches of the storm sewer networks were 
the primary causes of localized flooding within the City.” 
- City of Vinton Stormwater Management Plan, EOR, p. 7



Community Flood Resilience in Vinton: Final Report May 2020
14

“About six days before the crest, we started sandbagging 
around the fire station and utility plant like we’d always 
done when floods threatened. The first couple days we were 
concerned that we wouldn’t get sandbags in place fast enough. 
But with the help of hundreds of volunteers, we did. In later 
floods, we used HESCO barriers that we can fill and move with 
machines, and the work goes much faster. But in ’08, sandbags 
were what we had. The state has a water guy, and we were on 
the phone with him trying to get him to estimate our crest. He 
said, ‘Well, I think you’re going to see somewhere between 20 
and 24 feet.’ When you’re talking about water, that’s a huge 
range.” 

“I said, ‘You mean we can go to the moon and back, but we 
can’t figure out how much water we’re going to get?’ He said, 
‘Yeah, but going to the moon is easier.’ Our electric utility 
decided that if the water went that high, we might lose some 
generators. So, they ordered three big portable generators 
brought into town. That was a good decision. Meanwhile, the 
National Guard showed up. They were all standing at attention, 
and the lieutenant said, ‘What do you need done first?’ I said, 
‘Well, I need some volunteers to go down on the back side of 
the utility building and sandbag the air ventilation system. But 
it’s dangerous and they have to be able to swim because it’s 
already underwater.’”

(Iowa Economic Development, “Iowa’s 2008 Flood Recovery: Vinton”)

John Watson was Vinton’s mayor in 2008. 
He recalls the flood in a 2018 interview:
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Resilience
Efforts

 
 
Vinton Municipal Electric Utility moved the electrical 

switchgear out of the basement of the electrical plant 

in order to prevent repeated inundation. 

The City of Vinton and the Vinton Municipal Electric 

Utility together purchased 430 HESCO barriers for 

deployment around the electric plant, fire station, and 

county courthouse. These HESCO barriers were used 

in 2013 and again in 2016. 

Buyouts of the 29 flood-affected lots in 2008 allowed 

for the conversion of flood-prone residential lots to 

city green spaces, the large Celebration Park, and 

two community gardens. Along Hinkle Creek at Third 

Street, the city arborist established the Hinkle Creek 

Greenspace & Arboretum where five houses and one 

business formerly stood. The arboretum includes 

educational plaques about more than a dozen tree 

species.

Benton County Public Health updated 

communication and resource lists and added 

response equipment including laptops and to-go kits 

for easy access to information away from the office. 

The Benton County Jail was rebuilt 44 inches above 

the 100-year floodplain. 

Virginia Gay Hospital increased training for Hospital 

Incident Command and in 2019 completed a plant 

generation project that powers the entire campus.

The Wastewater Treatment Plant is currently exploring 

the possibility of a high flow detention basin to help 

manage large wet weather events.

The City of Vinton has partnered with North 

Benton Ambulance, Vinton Police Department, 

and the Vinton Fire Department to establish a new 

Emergency Services Facility out of the floodplain. The 

new structure is planned for a city property on the 

west side of town and is expected to be completed in 

2022. 

The City of Vinton is working with the Middle Cedar 

Watershed Coordinator to identify strategic locations 

within the city limits for possible wetlands to manage 

large rain events. 

Smoke testing was completed by the City of Vinton on 

the sanitary sewer lines to identify problems or breaks 

that may lead to infiltration of the sewer by ground or 

floodwater. 

In 2019 and 2020, Vinton City officials and staff worked 

with graduate students from the Community-

Centered Problem-Solving and Design course at 

the University of Iowa to explore additional flood 

mitigation and nutrient reduction options.

The Vinton-Shellsburg Community School District did 

mitigation north of Vinton-Shellsburg High School’s 

football field including planting a waterway with 

deep-rooted, native plants to help slow water during 

flash flood events. 

Efforts to make the community of Vinton 
more flood resilient are ongoing, with 
waves of dedicated effort following both 
the 2008 and 2016 flood events. 
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The Iowa Flood Center led the successful proposal development 
for the IWA that brought $96,887,177 to the state of Iowa from the 
U.S. Department of Housing and Urban Development (HUD). The 
IWA is working in nine watersheds across the state to help reduce 
flood impacts, improve water quality, and increase community flood 
resilience. The program represents a vision for Iowa’s future that 
voluntarily engages stakeholders throughout the watershed to achieve 
the common goals that lead to increased resiliency to natural disasters 
and to the overall improvement of public health in Iowa. The IWA builds 
on the success of IFC’s original HUD-funded Iowa Watersheds Project 
(2010–16) that worked with local stakeholders in five watersheds to 
strategically implement best management practices.

Vinton is one of nine Iowa communities selected to be included in the 
University of Iowa Flood Resilience Program. It was selected because 
of a history of repetitive flood losses. From October 2018 to December 
2019, Iowa Valley RC&D worked with the Iowa Watershed Approach 
(IWA) Flood Resilience Team toward objectives of the University of Iowa 
Flood Resilience Program. 

Project
Background

To learn more about the Iowa 
Watershed Approach, please visit www.

iowawatershedapproach.org.



Community Flood Resilience in Vinton: Final Report May 2020
17

The goals of the Flood Resilience Program are to: 1) Measure, 
visualize, and communicate flood resilience resources; 2) Enhance 
flood resilience content in formal watershed plans; and 3) Improve 
social resources of flood resilience.

Iowa Valley RC&D, together with the Flood Resiliency Team 
established an approach and timeline for the effort in Vinton. 

Iowa Valley RC&D was tasked with conducting community 
engagement, facilitating public conversations, and processing 
and analyzing collected stories and information in order to better 
understand the flood experiences of Low-to-Moderate Income 
(LMI) residents in Vinton and to improve flood resiliency in the 
community. As the Middle Cedar Watershed Management 
Plan states, “Low-income, marginalized, and socially vulnerable 
populations are as resilient as the social resources available in the 
community allow [them to be]” and that “a community’s flood 
resilience is only as strong as its most vulnerable populations” (p. 
11). Iowa Valley RC&D specifically targeted engagement with LMI 
residents of Vinton impacted by flooding, as well as LMI residents in 
the rural areas surrounding Vinton. 

OCT - DEC 2018
Flood Resilience Team 
Meetings, Project Planning

JAN - MARCH 2019
Meetings with Vinton 
Community Leaders to 
Gather Information

JULY 11, 2019
Attended Benton 
County Disaster 
Recovery Coalition 
Meeting

MAY - JUNE 2019
Vinton Community 
Engagement

JULY 31, 2019
Community Flood 
Resiliency Scenario

JULY 18, 2019
Community 
Conversation 1

JULY 25, 2019
Community 
Conversation 2

MAY 2020
Conclusion, 
Report Publicly 
Available Online
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Project Goals
and Objectives

The three goals for the project were 1) Meaningful Community 
Engagement 2) Continuity of Flood Resiliency Efforts at the 
Community Level 3) Effective Documentation and Analysis 
that Allows the Project Effort to be Revised/Replicated. The 
Objectives associated with each of these goals are listed 
below. 

Meaningful Community Engagement 
Community stakeholders, area partners, organizations, and 
local government are informed of the effort and able to provide 
support.

Residents who have experienced flooding and have limited 
resources are comfortable sharing their experiences, adaptations, 
and opinions regarding flood resiliency.

Events hosted by Iowa Valley RC&D are physically and financially 
accessible and include vulnerable residents.

The team uses a bottom-up approach in understanding the 
situation of flood preparedness, response, recovery, and resilience 
at the personal and interpersonal level.

Participants in the effort feel valued and their feedback is shared 
in a way that can result in positive changes for the benefit of the 
community. 

Facilitation throughout the project acknowledges residents’ 
emotional responses to flooding, not just the impact to their 
finances or property, and how those emotional responses impact 
flood resilience over time.

1
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Continuity of Flood Resiliency  
Efforts at the Community Level 
This project is incorporated into the local narrative regarding flood 
resiliency instead of standing alone.

The project is understood and valued by community leaders, 
nonprofits like the Benton County Disaster Recovery Coalition, 
city staff, and those who are changemakers regarding resources, 
infrastructure, and policy. 

Assembled deliverables such as the Flood Resilient Vinton website 
and story maps can be used by local entities for future education 
and communication efforts.

The project has value when local or regional entities pursue 
funding for preparedness and resiliency.

The project empowers residents, community leaders, and area 
organizations to sustain awareness of flood resilience.

Effective Documentation and Analysis that  
Allows the Project Effort to be Revised/Replicated 
Project report provides contributions of community members that 
can be compared with peer communities for macro-level studies.

Project report provides all materials used during community 
engagement process, along with discussion of strengths and 
weaknesses of the resilience framework used.

Project report provides questions for further research beyond the 
scope of the Flood Resilient Vinton project.

Project report documents successes, challenges, and methods in 
a way that can inform similar efforts in Iowa regarding community 
flood resiliency.

2

3
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Flooding events in Vinton have the greatest impact on three 
areas of the community: the Downtown District, the Hinkle Creek 
Subwatershed, and what locals call “Frog Flats.” Each of those areas 
has a significant population of Low-to-Moderate Income (LMI) 
residents. The outreach methods and strategies implemented 
through this project were conducted in two of the three areas, the 
Downtown District and Hinkle Creek areas, the areas recognized as 
being the most impacted by direct flooding from the Cedar River. 
The City of Vinton Stormwater Management Plan recognizes the 
flooding impact of the Cedar River noting, “It is important to note 
that for large, watershed-scale flood events, the Cedar River was 
the main contributing factor to flooding.” 

Target
Neighborhoods

Methods/Engagement
Strategies

LMI community members may be particularly 
vulnerable to flooding due to the financial 
challenges of affording flood insurance and in 
flood recovery. Additionally, LMI community 
members may be more likely to be renters 
rather than land- or homeowners, and thus 
more likely to quickly relocate out of the area 
after a major flood event. 
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Stakeholder Group Meetings 

Iowa Valley RC&D facilitated a large stakeholder group meeting to 
gather input from leaders representing Benton County Disaster 
Recovery Coalition, Benton County Emergency Management, the 
Vinton-Shellsburg Community School District, Virginia Gay Hospital, 
Vinton Unlimited (Vinton’s Chamber of Commerce and Economic 
Development Group), Hawkeye Area Community Action Program 
(HACAP), the City of Vinton Public Works, Benton County Mental 
Health/Disability Services, the Middle Cedar River Watershed 
Coordinator, and the Iowa State University Benton County Extension 
Office. Iowa Valley RC&D project staff also attended several Benton 
County Disaster Recovery Coalition meetings to keep these same 
stakeholder groups informed about the project. 

Engagement
Strategies

Iowa Valley RC&D implemented several 
strategies/methods to engage community 
members in the target neighborhoods:
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One-on-One Meetings

Iowa Valley conducted one-on-one meetings with community 
leaders and elected officials, and recruited individual participants 
via snowball sampling. A contact at Benton County HACAP 
recommended communication with a relative living just outside 
city limits, leading us to recruit three community members who 
were rural landowners suffering repeated effects of flooding from 
the Cedar River. Of those three individuals contacted via snowball 
sampling, one allowed us to conduct interviews in person both at the 
Vinton HACAP office and on the individual’s farm. Another permitted 
a brief interview over the phone. Both are considered within this 
report to be key informant interviews. Other key informant interviews 
include those with community leaders, including the Benton County 
Emergency Management Director and the Vinton City Manager 
and anonymous doorstep interviews, which were conducted during 
neighborhood canvassing efforts with three individuals who wished 
to remain anonymous and did not wish to attend the community 
engagement events hosted by Iowa Valley RC&D. 

Strive for face-to-face communication in order 
to build trust and authentic rapport with 
participants. Consistent and familiar people 
conducting canvassing, facilitation, and 
follow-up aids in developing meaningful and 
trusting relationships.

Snowball sampling is when research participants recruit 
other participants for a test or study. It is used where potential 
participants are hard to find. It’s called snowball sampling 
because (in theory) once you have the ball rolling, it picks up 
more “snow” along the way and becomes larger and larger.
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Door-to-Door Canvassing in Target Neighborhoods

Iowa Valley RC&D canvassed 70 homes in flood-affected 
neighborhoods along Hinkle Creek and within the Cedar River 
floodplain [ include “Vinton Flood neighborhood Reference Map” 
here]. Canvassing was divided equally between neighborhoods 
along Hinkle Creek and the low-lying neighborhoods near the Cedar 
River, and was conducted over the course of a Saturday morning and 
weekday afternoon. Half-sheet fliers were distributed to residents 
or were left at each door if there was no response. Of the 70 homes 
canvassed, Iowa Valley staff met and talked with 15 individuals, some 
of whom wished to remain anonymous and did not provide contact 
information. Door-to-door canvassing was used so direct input 
could be gathered from residents and the value of their input could 
be recognized. Residents were also assured that their input would 
affect future work. The door-to-door canvassing also provided an 
opportunity for Iowa Valley RC&D to create a common language and 
shared understanding with and between community members.

There are pros and cons to flier distribution in person versus 
having fliers enclosed with city or county government 
mailings. Be thoughtful of the role and relationship of these 
governmental organizations to the general public. Also 
recognize the time commitment of door-to-door canvassing.
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Phone Interviews with Citizens who Experienced Flooding

Iowa Valley conducted 16 phone interviews with Vinton residents, 
half being an initial inquiry and half being follow-up calls after 
a community conversation. The initial inquiry calls included an 
introduction to the project and discussions about how flooding had 
impacted the resident. These calls varied in length from 10 minutes 
to 30 minutes. The followup calls sought additional information from 
participants that may not have been shared due to time constraints 
or the public group dynamic. 

Several residents shared at the beginning of the calls 
that they thought it might be a spam call because of the 
unfamiliar area code. Rural residents with landlines and 
answering machines will often let the caller go to voicemail 
and then pickup when the person has identified themselves 
and their reason for calling.

Outreach at Established Events

Iowa Valley RC&D staff conducted targeted outreach at relevant, 
established community events that were previously known to 
positively engage low-to-moderate income residents, including 
two Hawkeye Area Community Action Program (HACAP) food 
distributions at the Saturday mobile food pantry (75+ attendees), 
the Benton County Community Health and Wellness Fair in Vinton 
(60 exhibitors, 450 attendees), and the Benton County Iowa State 
Extension Open House (250 attendees). Flood Resilience Team joined 
the effort at the Benton County Community Health and Wellness 
Fair and had high engagement with the water table display. At 
these events 22 individuals shared contact information. Fliers used in 
canvassing efforts can be found in Appendix A. 
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Website

In order to provide the community of Vinton and peer communities 
throughout Iowa and the Midwest with a publicly accessible resource 
to better understand the project taking place in Vinton, the unique 
characteristics of the community and actions already taken for flood 
resilience, Iowa Valley RC&D created a Flood Resilient Vinton website: 
www.floodresilientvinton.com.
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The website includes details about the Iowa Flood Center and the 
Iowa Watershed Approach, links to relevant local institutions and 
organizations who can help with flood preparedness and recovery, 
and information about flood preparedness, including instructions on 
creating a disaster kit and maintaining an emergency water supply. 
Links to Iowa Flood Information Service (IFIS) interactive maps offer a 
more in-depth technical understanding of floodwater dynamics and 
Vinton’s geography, water flow, and stream and rainfall gauges. Also, 
included on the website are two Arc GIS Story Maps. One is about 
the history of flooding in Vinton—including firsthand testimonials 
from public engagement events—and the second shows Vinton’s 
vulnerabilities and resiliencies to flooding. The website encouraged 
participation in the community conversations by providing dates, 
times, and locations. All printed materials distributed for the project 
included the website address. 

After the conclusion of the project, ownership for the website will be 
offered to the Benton County Disaster Recovery Coalition as a way to 
keep the project’s research available and provide an online platform for 
other efforts related to flood resiliency. Iowa Valley RC&D will offer pro 
bono support for website updates/changes. 

Successful Online Community Engagement 
1. Identify the specific people working on the effort. If possible, include 
photographs and direct contact information. Give a face to the project.
2. Write for the audience with clear and simple language so that they feel 
empowered and are more likely to remember takeaways. Avoid complicated 
jargon if possible.
3. Create simple graphics that can quickly convey important information.
4. Remember that the average website user has a short attention span, less 
than 15 seconds.
5. Connect readers with already existing resources that aid in preparing and 
recovering from flood events.
6. Recognize that an online hub can be an opportunity to boost the efforts 
of local organizations and residents.
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Print Materials

Iowa Valley RC&D developed two promotional fliers that were 
distributed during door-to-door canvassing (70 fliers) and handed 
out at events (approx 50) to residents or attendees that expressed 
interest. These fliers encouraged attendance at events, provided 
contact information, and directed residents to the website. Digital 
versions of the fliers distributed to managers of local social media 
accounts did not advertise the incentive for attendance at events.

Community Conversations 

Iowa Valley RC&D hosted three Community Conversations in 
July 2019. Iowa Valley staff facilitated large group discussions for 
conversations one and two. The third conversation included a “Flood 
Resilience Scenario Game.” 

Each conversation was approximately one week apart and all were 
held at the same location: the conference room of the Benton 
County Service Center (1705 West D St., Vinton, IA) which was 
desirable because of its central location in town, free parking, and 
accessibility (Americans with Disabilities Act compliance). The center 
is familiar with many residents because it houses several critical 
social programs and organizations, including Benton County Social 
Services, the Vinton Food Pantry and South Benton County Food 
Pantry, General Assistance (emergency assistance for low income 
and indigent residents of Benton County), Mental Health/Disability 
Services of the East Central Region, and the Benton Development 
Group (an economic development organization). Old School 
Produce, a non-profit urban farm that donates produce to local 
hunger relief efforts, shares the parking lot. 
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Table 1: 
Attendance at Community Engagement Events

Community Conversation 1 (7/18/19)� 7

Community Conversation 2 (7/25/19)� 8

Flood Resilience Scenario Game (7/31/19)� 17

To encourage regular attendance at the three events, they were 
held at the same time of day  (6:00-8:00 p.m.) after first shift 
working hours. The first two Community Conversations were held 
on Thursdays one week apart, while the Flood Resilience Scenario 
Game was held the following Wednesday. The potential exclusion 
of individuals working late or irregular shifts was considered. 
However, the compact scheduling and frequency of these events 
kept the project at the forefront of participants’ minds and 
maintained momentum. It also allowed for a progression in the 
conversations that may not have been possible had the times and/
or days been staggered. 
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During Community Conversations one and two, Iowa Valley RC&D 
staff joined participants at a small table in a circle formation that 
facilitated face-to-face discussion between participants and staff 
alike. The small group model fostered “conversations” as well as 
equitable and candid dialogue with participants. Inclusion of the 
Iowa Valley RC&D staff fostered equity within the group dynamic 
rather than an adversarial or authoritative relationship between 
Iowa Valley staff and participants. In recounting their own lived 
experiences during the 2008 and 2016 floods, participants 
recognized their individual and shared resilience.

Each event included principles and activities adapted from the 
Institute for Social and Environmental Transition (ISET) Climate 
Resilience Framework Training Materials, an internationally 
recognized and implemented framework funded in part by the 
Rockefeller Foundation (MacClune). The emphasis on “Shared 
Learning Dialogue”—iterative group discussions with community 
agents—within the ISET framework was the impetus behind 
engaging with the Vinton community in a group setting rather 
than on an individual basis. While the full ISET framework contains 
three series (Establishing Resilience Principles, Understanding 
Vulnerability and Risk, and Building Resilience) and 30 activities, 
and was designed to be carried out over the course of 10-24 
months, Iowa Valley RC&D selected six activities from across the 
three series particularly well-suited to engaging with average 
community members including the LMI demographic. The 
activities for each event are listed in Table 2. Materials provided 
and used during each event can be found in Appendix A.
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Table 2: 
Flood Resilient Vinton Events 
and Corresponding ISET Activities

Community Conversation 1 

July 18, 2019

FRV Event				   ISET Activity		      Description

Activity 1.0.1: 
Understanding Resilience

Participants share personal 
narratives and explanations of 
how they are personally resilient.

Activity 1.0.2: 
Envisioning Your 
City’s Resilience

Participants share their views of 
how the community in Vinton 
is resilient, and describe the 
individuals and organizations 
with whom they worked during 
the flood recovery process.

Community Conversation 2 

July 25, 2019

Activity 2.3.1: 
Development Trends

Participants describe the 
changes (population, business/
jobs, infrastructure, land use, 
and natural events) they have 
witnessed in Vinton over the past 
four decades.

Activity 2.3.2: 
Future Trends, Future Vision

Participants describe and discuss 
what the ideal future of Vinton 
looks like.

Activity 1.4.2: 
Developing Resilience 
Principles & Criteria

Building on their descriptions of 
Vinton’s resilience, the historical 
trends they have described in 
Activity 2.3.1, and the future they 
envision for Vinton in Activity 
2.3.2, participants discuss what 
principles and efforts should 
guide the community’s work to 
further increase resilience.

Flood Resilience 
Scenario Game

July 31, 2019

Activity 3.2: 
Scenario Development

Participants role-play as a 
member of a fictional county-
wide community. In mixed 
groups, participants make 
decisions about planning in 
advance of a flood, including 
resource allocation. When a 
flood scenario begins, groups 
coordinate to reallocate resources 
to different towns throughout 
the county in order to respond 
to the particular challenges each 
community faces.



Community Flood Resilience in Vinton: Final Report May 2020
31

For the final July 2019 community engagement event in Vinton, 
Iowa Valley RC&D worked with Omaha-based JEO Consulting 
to conduct a Flood Resilience Scenario Game. JEO Consulting 
adapted their version from a National Academy of Sciences 
game to better suit rural communities rather than metropolitan 
areas; this event was the first time they facilitated the game with 
participants who were not already specialists in the emergency 
management field. Although the original National Academy of 
Sciences version is called a “tournament,” Iowa Valley RC&D used 
the language of a “game” to lessen the focus on competition and 
encourage collaborative play.

The game is set in a fictional county containing a number of 
towns. The directions ask participants to take on the role of a 
community member, such as homeowner, business owner, 
emergency responder, or government official. Grouped according 
to these “sectors,” participants work together to allocate limited 
“resource cards” in preparation for coming emergencies. For 
instance, the group of first responders decides how many 
ambulances, two-way radios, sandbags, fire trucks, emergency 
personnel, etc., to have on hand. 

OR

RIVERSIDE
Your area is likely to flood in 12-24 hours. Many of your neighbors are
low-income and have limited English proficiency. What will you do? 

75 Cars 10 Buses

20 Two-Way 
Radios

OR

Depot 
Emergency Supply 

First-Aid Kit
Food, Water, 

and Food
Pet Carriers

OR

OR

OR

20 Rescue Boats Life Vests

OR

20 Citizen 
Volunteers

10 Fire/Rescue
Personnel

3 Helicopters

OR

INFORMATION

TRANSPORTATION

ROUTE

SHELTER

SUPPLIES

FLOOD PROTECTION

ASSISTANCE

SUPPLIES

COMMUNICATION

EMERGENCY RESPONSE CAPACITY

Option A

Evacuate the community and help residents 
find temporary shelter. You need:

Option B

Bolster the community’s flood protections 
and ensure residents’ safety.  You need:

Knowledge of
Disadvantaged in

Community

County-wide 
Alert System

OR OR

Hazard-Reducing 
Building Codes

1,000 Sandbags Detailed Flood
Maps

Strong
Interpersonal

Networks

Knowledge of
Disadvantaged in

Community

Emergency
Contact

Information

Coordinated
Traffic

Management

Emergency
Evacuation Route

Shelter &
Basic Supplies

Emergency Supply
Depot

Courtesy of JEO Consulting Group Inc.
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After each sector chooses their resources, participants are 
rearranged into groups based on what fictional “town” they 
live in. At this point, the flood scenario begins and participants 
must work with their fellow town citizens to address threats 
to their community’s assets. Each town is faced with two 
possible responses to the flood, each of which represents a 
particular decision about the shared values of the community. 
For instance, one town is faced with a decision of whether to 
protect its historic downtown district or its scientific research 
lab. Regardless of which choice participants would prefer to 
choose, each town’s ability to carry out a given plan of action is 
constrained by the resource cards they have on hand (allocated 
before the scenarios were known) or those traded with other 
towns. (Saving the research laboratory at the expense of the 
downtown district requires the resources of an emergency 
command center, emergency evacuation route, county-wide alert 
system, floodproofing of vulnerable facilities, detailed flood maps, 
and a disaster recovery plan, for example.) The ability to trade or 
request resources with other towns reflects the real-life situation 
of resource distribution on a county-wide level before, during, and 
after flood events.

After a period of time in which towns trade resources and attempt 
to complete one of their emergency management scenarios, play 
is halted and all participants regroup to count the total points 
accumulated by each town and across the entire county. “Success” 
is thus determined at both the community and county-wide level, 
stressing the collective effort in flood resilience.

“Looking at the big picture, just 
because maybe something isn’t 

important to you, it might be very 
important to someone else.” 

- Vinton Resident
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Iowa Valley RC&D sponsored the game as the last community 
engagement event due to the value it added to the three-week-
long experience of participants who invested their time and 
energy in previous Flood Resilient Vinton events. In addition to 
the more playful format of a game versus conversation, JEO’s 
facilitation provided an opportunity for experiential education 
about flood planning and response due to the new roles and 
dilemmas taken on by participants. The team- and community-
based game mechanic functioned to solidify the bonds that 
had started to form between flood-affected individuals who 
had previously shared their stories with one another. This 
collaborative element, alongside the less serious and immediate 
atmosphere provided by the overtly fictional and role-playing 
nature of the game, allowed participants a renewed sense of 
understanding the difficulties of flood resiliency and the choices 
made by emergency response and public officials in advance of, 
during, and after flood events. 

RIVER COUNTY

LOOKOUT
POINT

RIVER QUEEN
HOTEL

ACADEMY LAKE

LEVEE

RIVER QUEEN

NATURAL
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HISTORIC DISTRICT

HOSPITAL

UNIVERSITY

INDUSTRIAL AREA
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PLANT

FARMLAND

1 MILE N

ZOO

RAILYARD

BUSINESS DISTRICT

CLEARWATER

WATERVIEW

SPRINGFIELD

LAKESHORE

MEADOWLAND

RIVERSIDE

300’
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300’

320’

320’

320’

340’

340’
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Courtesy of JEO Consulting Group Inc.
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Following the completion of the game, JEO consultants 
facilitated a reflective discussion in which participants shared 
their main takeaways from the game and their suggestions for 
its improvement. Feedback was largely positive, and included 
local media coverage. Many participants noted their increased 
understanding of the difficulties in planning for the flood event 
and adequately allocating their resource cards accordingly 
during the first stage of the game. The game also sparked 
recognition of the larger scales of flood preparedness and 
resilience, from the county-wide to the federal level. Participants 
who were actual rural landowners and farmers noted the 
potential for the game to include agricultural elements and 
rural populations in order to better represent the realities of 
flooding in non-metropolitan areas. Participants who were actual 
homeowners during the 2008 and 2016 floods and role-played 
as homeowners in the flood scenario game shared that their 
experiences in 2008 and 2016 prepared them for the game by 
allowing them to more effectively discern appropriate resource 
cards during the planning stage of the game.

Weeks after the public engagement events concluded at the end 
of July 2019, Iowa Valley RC&D staff followed up with participants, 
both to confirm appropriate use of their stories in online Story 
Maps and to advertise the development of the Flood Resilient 
Vinton website. Beyond this pragmatic rationale, follow-up also 
re-established the commitment of project partners to increasing 
flood resilience in Vinton. 
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Results
Five themes were identified from 
the community engagement. 

Participants perceived they were not adequately supported by 
local officials during and after flood events. 

Participants identified FEMA as an agency that did not offer 
adequate assistance, particularly in regards to understanding and 
making accessible flood insurance policies and the filing of claims. 

Community members often drew comparisons between Vinton’s 
handling of major flood events with that of nearby metros of Cedar 
Rapids and Waterloo. The comparisons resulted in dissatisfaction 
with their own city’s initiatives. 

Participants were proud of their personal resilience and the 
informal support networks to which they belonged before, during, 
and after flood events. 

Perspectives were missing, including the 29 residents whose 
homes were bought out after 2008, past tenants from several 
rental properties who relocated immediately following each flood 
event, and young families who moved to Vinton after major flood 
events and were either unaware of or were knowingly taking the 
risk of living in the floodplain.

1
2

3

4

5
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Among residents at community engagement events, trust in local 
officials was low. Community members viewed officials as separate 
or disconnected from their constituents, or otherwise not always 
representing their best interests. As one community member said:

“Hopefully I don’t step on anybody’s toes, but with our past, 
current, whatever, our local government officials--I don’t want 
to call it a boy’s club, but I get the impression that a lot of 
people are set in the old ways--or their ways--and they don’t 
interpret new ideas until it’s too late, and say ‘Oh, we should do 
something.’”

One resident of the “Frog Flats” neighborhood expressed 
frustration with repeated basement flooding and the perceived 
lack of appropriate action taken by the city government. 
Development and construction on the south side of town near 
Frog Flats has resulted in the perception that the city is adding to 
the problem. The resident said:

“The city knew they had a problem before; they knew they didn’t 
have a sewer system that could maintain what they had before, 
so they exacerbated the problem by doing that [...] it’s something 
that they know has happened for years and years and years, but yet 
they’re making it worse every day.”

Each of these themes is discussed 
further in this section. Specific quotes 
from participants are provided to 
support each theme. 

1	 Perceived Lack of Support 
	 from Local Government:
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Discontent with local officials extended also to the county level and 
the perceived inequities between city and country residents. One 
participant said:

“I found that the rules were different for out in the county than 
they were in the city. And that’s something you need to know 
about and work on because it isn’t fair. I felt the folks out in the 
country are really getting a bad deal. There were some older 
ladies that I knew of that were flooded out and you just couldn’t 
get any help.”

Another participant, frustrated with county response to flooded 
roads, said:

“I’m going to say it right now, our supervisor [redacted] does not 
care about people sitting outside of town in the country. The 
road washed out north of us, like [redacted] said, and we went 
proactively to supervisors last fall, [redacted] and I did, and we 
went again this spring when we had a little issue. And then we 
went back the third time and we’re getting run around because 
they were feeling people who wanted their old roads oiled were 
more important, and frost boils fixed were more important than 
repairing our impassable road. And the county road supervisor 
said, ‘well, you either have to wait for the water to go down or drive 
through it.’ Well to me, if you say something like that to someone 
you get fired.”

Community members in Vinton (both rural and urban) feel a lack 
of communication and thus representation in how flood response 
and recovery takes place at the governmental level. This perceived 
lack of communication exacerbates feelings of inequity and 
helplessness in the wake of major flood events.
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Facing repeated basement flooding, one community member 
noted that their insurance company encouraged them to pursue 
compensation from the city government:

“The first year it happened, shortly after we bought [the house], 
we went down into the basement and there’s water just flying 
out of the basement drain. Took care of the furnace, the water 
heater; ruined everything in the basement. So we called our 
insurance company because we own the property. The insurance 
company came out and they thought it was just on account of 
the rain or something. But when they found out it was the city’s 
storm sewer system--was not the capacity it needed--they said 
go after the city for the damages.”

2	 Issues with Flood Insurance, 
	 FEMA, and the Federal Government

The identities of homeowners paid through 
federal buyouts are kept confidential. 

None of the participants in the Community Conversations 
mentioned being part of the 2008 FEMA Buyout. 
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Several community members expressed their frustration with the 
increasing prices of flood insurance without adequate explanation 
or perceived equity. For instance, one resident explained their 
experience in 2008:

“We did not have flood insurance and that. When FEMA came 
in, they gave us money to clean up the house, but they told 
us that if you just get FEMA, you would have to pay that back. 
Well, we got a loan from the government to put our house back 
on the property there, you know. But we didn’t have no flood 
insurance at all. Nothing. But we do have now. But when we 
got flood insurance it was--it started out at $295--which, that 
was great. But every year it went up. Now it’s like $387 a year. 
But every time that somebody has problems in another state 
it’s all in government there, so everybody raises. It raises on 
everybody. And like I said, I don’t think it’s fair because when 
you start out at $295 it should stay there. But it keeps raising. 
But you don’t know how much.”

That community member continued, expressing dissatisfaction 
with what an affordable flood insurance policy covered:

“Well they told me every year, they always ask me if I want to 
put insurance on my garage and stuff. And I say no. I’m not 
paying for that. I’m paying for my house. But, it only covers the 
top half. The bottom they do not cover. The furnace, the hot 
water heater, anything down below, which I think they should. 
But they said if it’s going to be flooded, you have to take the 
furnace out, and take it out of the house, and the hot water 
heater, because it’s not included. And I don’t think it’s right 
because when you have flood insurance, well, everything gets 
flooded in your basement and that’s where most of the stuff is 
and they won’t cover it. So, it’s your loss.”
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The issues around flood insurance for rural community members 
differ due to the distinct category of crop insurance. Considering 
the flooding of cropland by the Army Corps of Engineers in order 
to protect residential (sub)urban areas, one farmer said:

“But my question is if we’re going to be flooding more farm 
ground more often, what are they going to do to help subsidize 
or help out or even change in the farm insurance farm bill 
program? I see some heads nodding. [...] You don’t want to live 
off your crop insurance; it’s just like unemployment. It’s not the 
best, but you get by. You know, you’d rather just haul bushels 
to town or store or feed them out. It’s going to flood more, and 
we’re going to have to get stuff for floods.”

Another rural landowner spoke of their long-term difficulty 
navigating the bureaucracies of flood insurance and 
understanding how their land fit into larger federal flood plans:

“Back in ‘93, first flood we had, FEMA was no help. You gotta 
have FEMA insurance. You get your insurance. So, okay, we 
went up there, got our insurance, got our proof of insurance. 
About a week later the insurance guy comes and says ‘you 
don’t have flood insurance.’ I said ‘why?’ He said, ‘because your 
county doesn’t belong to the federal flood plan. But you’re 
going to get your deposit.’ So I called the supervisor, [...] I said, 
‘we can’t get insurance but people in town could. I’m one mile 
out of the city limits.’ [...] I said ‘are you doing flood insurance?’ 
He said nope. I said ‘why not?’ I said ‘I understand it doesn’t 
cost you anything.’ He said ‘oh yes it does, it costs us paperwork 
and we’re not going to do it.’ 15 years later we’re sitting up 
there, [my neighbor] doesn’t have a house, had to be replaced. 
We had 60-70 thousand dollars worth of damage, credit cards 
maxed out, you know what I mean. And yeah, couldn’t get 
flood insurance. Back in ‘93 I think it was only $260, now mine’s 
$2100.”
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Completing necessary paperwork to collect on flood insurance 
also poses a challenge to landowners and renters in town and 
country alike. One farmer explained his difficulty in correctly 
completing crop insurance paperwork:

“So, there is no FEMA for farmers. And I carry crop insurance on 
the ground I rent. And went to the FSA, you know, they’ll help 
you out, declare it a disaster. We finally got the government to 
declare it a disaster and go to the USDA, FSA office, whatever, 
and get some help. Well I got their help papers--about this 
many of them [holds up a stack of papers]. Fill this section 
out, this and that, and this one has to go to there and there. I 
filled the papers out wrong. My feedlot sat empty forty-six days 
because I had to wait for another group to get brought in. And 
also, I lost three ton of feed, six thousand pounds, and that’s not 
very much fun. It’s like digging sand out of the cattle feeder. It 
cost me about $2,500 sitting empty because you can’t get in 
and out because of it.”

Another Community Conversation participant responded to that 
farmer in affirmation, stating:

“The government, if you don’t fill out your papers right and you 
turn it in and something is wrong they’ll put you on the back 
burner and you don’t get help. And I don’t think that’s right, 
because when you need help to fill out the papers, but they 
make it difficult to get this money to you if you have money 
coming to you, you know. The government, they’ll just--they 
don’t care. They just say if you don’t fill the papers out they’ll 
put you on the backburner and say ‘I’m sorry, I didn’t get your 
papers.’”
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Following the Flood Resilience Scenario Game, one participant said:

“[The game] highlighted something I’m very much aware of that 
probably some of you folks might not be as well aware of. That’s 
the need for central coordination and a chain of command. 
During the flood of ‘08, [...] our EMS coordinator, did a great job. 
The problem came later when FEMA got involved. They wanted 
to come along after the fact and second-guess everybody and 
they held money out over here and didn’t quite get that right. [...] 
This whole scenario pointed that out to me and made me aware 
it’s a political situation with FEMA, and the only way I think 
to resolve it would be through our federal legislature but I’m 
not sure it can be. But it is a problem here, it’s a problem other 
places, and you can tell I’m not a fan of FEMA.”

To many of the participants in the Flood Resilient Vinton project, 
the federal government and FEMA represent an impersonal 
and antagonistic entity that makes more difficult their ability to 
prepare for flooding (by attaining the proper flood insurance in 
an affordable manner) and to recover from flood events (due to 
bureaucratic navigation and difficult paperwork).
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The feeling of a lack of support from city government also arose 
when considering measures taken by nearby metropolitan areas 
such as Waterloo and Cedar Rapids. Two community members had 
the following exchange:

Participant A: It makes me so mad. Cedar Rapids is trying to 
improve theirselves. 

Participant B: And what is Vinton doing? 

A: What is Vinton trying to do? 

B: Nothing!

A: They’re making things worse for theirselves. 

B: Actually, we need some city employees at these meetings 
right now to hear us talk.

Another community member referenced the levees in Cedar 
Rapids as a model for what Vinton should do:

“I feel that Cedar Rapids is doing so much more. Barriers, 
infrastructure. Trying to keep people in town from getting 
flooded.”

3	 Comparisons to Nearby Metros
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However, the potential failure of such metropolitan 
infrastructure is also seen as a threat to Vinton’s flood resilience. 
One resident, possibly referring to the bladder dam in Waterloo 
completed in 2012, said:

“Well, they said the dam in Waterloo busted, and all that water 
came down to Vinton and Cedar Rapids and that was where all 
that water came. It’s like I said, it all comes down to the city not 
doing their job and taking care of the dam. That dam busted and 
that’s where all the water came, right down on us.”

Regardless of the accuracy of these statements, perceptions 
of large metropolitan initiatives to increase flood resilience in 
their communities affects the way in which Vinton community 
members perceive the efforts of their own local officials and town. 
In some cases the disparity in what is financially and materially 
possible for Vinton to accomplish compared to Cedar Rapids or 
Waterloo results in discontent with their local government. In 
other instances, the initiatives of metro areas are seen as potential 
threats to the safety and flood resilience of Vinton and its residents.

Republished with permission © 2016 The Gazette, Cedar Rapids, Iowa
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Vinton community members repeatedly stated the importance 
of social ties and informal support networks in responding to and 
recovering from flood events. Residents turned to one another for 
help when anticipating encroaching flood water, especially when 
considering the physical demands of mitigating flood damages for 
an entire home and property. One resident said:

“One of my friends lived here in town, and she called me and 
said ‘[Redacted], I’m coming over and we’re opening up your 
garage. I’m going to be flooded in a matter of hours and we’re 
moving a bunch of furniture into your garage.’ She didn’t think 
we’d get water in the garage. She said ‘I know we’re going to lose 
the house. We can’t get it sandbagged fast enough.’ Because 
she lived down there on third street, not too far away from the 
jail. I said, ‘Okay, I’m down to one child.’ And she did daycare also, 
and she said ‘I’m down to one, you’re down to one, we’re gonna 
either make ‘em mind or else.’”

4	 Informal Support and 
	 Personal Resilience

Republished with permission  
© 2008 The Gazette, Cedar Rapids, Iowa
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A resident from a farm on the Cedar River just outside of town 
shared the story of saving her family’s cattle by herding them onto 
their house’s deck.

As she tells it, “Cows will swim, but they won’t lay down in water. 
Anyway, the cows went up on the porch. 38 head went up, 38 
came down, including a bull. We weren’t going to put the feeder 
calves there because they were on a little higher ground, but 
there was a low spot in the fence and water had gone over it, 
and they saw it and swam out and went up. The calves were just 
newborns.” Her family ended up boating into Vinton with the son 
of a neighbor because the floodwaters had covered the road to 
their farm. Boating back and forth, they would continue to feed the 
cattle from hay stored in the house’s kitchen for 7 days and 6 nights.

As another local cattle farmer said, “you can’t do anything about 
it and the mental stress just about flips you out.” When the 
floodwaters threaten his feedlot near the Cedar River, he has to 
relocate the herd. “We moved them out. When you’re loading 
cattle and you have four semis out there to load, your anxiety 
about goes through the roof from this mental stress. And when 
they’re leaving loaded and they’re pushing water with their 
bumper, it’s not a good deal.” 

cow photo
Photo Courtesy of Vinton Resident
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Due to the shutdown of the Vinton Municipal Electric Utility during 
the 2008 flood, many Vinton residents were without power. Some 
residents formed micro-grids using personal generators. As one 
community member recalled:

“We were in the country at that time and our daughter got the 
generator because she lived in town, and four houses around her 
got power from the generator.”

In addition to materially supporting one another during flood events, 
community members also provided social and emotional support. 
The common experience of facing a flood event motivated many 
community members to respond to the flood. One resident said:

“I didn’t sleep because I had to worry what was I gonna do 
with mom. I didn’t sleep because I was fighting water just like 
everybody else.”

These emotional bonds were evoked even during community 
conversations. An exchange between two participants was as follows:

Participant A: What I’m mostly proud of was at the time, in 2008, I 
was out there filling sandbags. But on top of the whole mess, I lost 
my aunt’s husband, too. You know, dealing with the flood, dealing 
with this and that. I made it through. But it was hard. It wasn’t my 
home, it was my ex-boyfriend’s mom’s house, that belonged to his 
grandparents before they passed. And you know, he didn’t have no 
respect for me and his mom. But in my book, his mom was more 
important than anything else.

Participant B: [She] will look out for anyone else before she worries 
about herself, I don’t care who it is. You’re going to make me cry. 
But it’s the truth.

Participant A: I need to start taking care of myself.

Participant B: I know you do but you’re like me, you’re stubborn.
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Isolated from the Vinton flood preparedness efforts happening 
in town, rural residents relied on one another prepare and 
recover their property as well as to spread the word about the 
stage of the flood:

“[A neighbor’s] son came out to check his mother’s property and 
we were there Wednesday morning about 10, and he knocked 
on the door and he said “Come on, get out, you gotta leave, you 
gotta leave.” I had hay in my kitchen for the cows.”

Another rural farm owner explained how neighbors helped by 
tying down a propane tank that was floating away on floodwater, 
and by allowing their horses to pasture on their land further from 
the Cedar River. They added:

“The fuses were all in the basement so we had to shut off the 
electricity. We took some stuff from the freezer to our daughter’s 
house and she had an extra freezer so it all worked out really 
well, and we’re very thankful that we had family that helped us 
and neighbors that helped us.”

“Bob would get his 
tape measure out 
and stretch it up to 
represent what he 
thought was their 
predictions for the 
river at our home 
about 5 miles north 
of Vinton. He would 
shake his head in 
disbelief.” 
- Vinton Resident
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Yet the isolation rural residents experience during flood events 
also resulted in a feeling of helplessness and lack of community 
during flood recovery efforts. Reflecting on the desire to help fellow 
community members clean up after a flood, one participant said:

“I’m thankful for the fact that I feel other people’s pain and I can 
pray for each one of you. It’s tiring too. It’s not physically hard but 
it is emotionally draining. It is something that I think I’m called to 
do. The road was out so we had to go many miles to go to town, so 
we couldn’t come in and help the people here because we were 
so busy cleaning up our mess.”

These same social ties that aid in post-flood recovery also prevent 
some community members from taking action that they feel would 
otherwise benefit themselves and the community at large. For 
instance, one community member of the Frog Flats neighborhood 
states:

“I don’t want to hurt my people. I don’t want to sue this town. 
But something’s going to have to be done, because these people 
down there are losing their homes. These people down there have 
put up with it, and put up with it a lot longer than I have, and as 
bad as I have. Take care of your people, don’t be buying all of this 
stuff, rebuilding a park up on the hill and everything. Spend the 
money to take care of the people.”

Informal social networks provided Vinton community members 
material support for flood preparedness, response, and recovery 
efforts. While these networks also provided crucial socioemotional 
connection and support in the wake of flood events, the same 
feeling of connection acted as a barrier for those who wished to 
instigate systemic change in the community but feared harming 
the material or social well-being of neighbors in the process.
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Because the cross-section of Vinton’s population our team worked 
with was predominantly elderly and retired, not to mention life-
long residents of the area, there remains the opportunity to hear 
the perspective of young families and new community members. 

In particular, one missing perspective was that of tenants who 
were displaced during historic flood events. While landowners have 
an incentive to retain and repair their property and are thus easy to 
locate within the floodplain, renters may be displaced to housing in 
another area of town or to another town altogether, thus making 
it difficult to locate and engage with them. Although the Benton 
County Disaster Recovery Coalition has files for all residents to 
whom it has offered aid after natural disasters, that information 
is confidential. As Vinton grows due to its status as a bedroom or 
commuter town for Cedar Rapids--as many of its current residents 
perceive to be the case--ensuring new residents’ awareness of and 
resilience to flooding should be of utmost importance.

5	 Missing Perspectives
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Insights

Questions for 
Further Research

These questions address topics of concern that community 
members expressed but which Iowa Valley RC&D was not 
able to fully pursue in the scope of this project or which lie 
outside of Iowa Valley RC&D’s expertise.

In conversations with community members 
and leaders, and in consideration of the 
emergent themes described above, questions 
for further research arose. 
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How might research consider those individuals who 
experienced severe flooding but were forced by circumstance 
to relocate or move out of town? What aid, if any, did they 
receive while relocating? 

Beyond the affordability of flood insurance, what barriers 
of f inancial and legal literacy exist that prevent individuals 
and households to apply for and make claims on their flood 
insurance?

How might local and regional governance better lend 
themselves to equitable flood resiliency?

How are efforts to update local infrastructure supported (or 
not) by community members, and how is that level of support 
affected by perceptions of local government resulting from 
past flood events?

What is the role of local non-governmental organizations in 
fostering flood resiliency? How can local non-governmental 
organizations (like the Benton County Disaster Recovery 
Coalition) foster flood resiliency in ways infeasible to 
government off icials?
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Lessons Learned
There were several insights that were 
commonly provided and agreed upon by 
participants, partners, and community 
leaders, including the following:

There is a general lack of understanding about several issues 
related to flooding, including but not limited to the following:

•	 How watershed and subwatershed boundaries influence 
flooding

•	 What stormwater management is and how it impacts flooding

•	 The negative or positive impacts public and private 
infrastructure policy, planning, and zoning can have and how 
those impacts can be mitigated

•	 How social and physical preparedness can improve resiliency.
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Role-playing as a different community member during the 
Flood Resilience Scenario Game aided in better understanding 
the diff icult decisions and compromises that sometimes 
need to be made in emergency preparedness, response, and 
recovery.

The case study work completed through this project should be 
leveraged and used to benefit Vinton and its residents.

The current location of the Vinton Municipal Electric Utility, 
Vinton Fire Department, and Benton County Emergency 
Management are vulnerable to flooding.The electric plant is 
particularly diff icult and costly to relocate.

Both residents and community leaders would benefit from a 
better understanding of the existing community stormwater 
infrastructure and impacts of new developments. 

Residents need help with paperwork and governmental 
bureaucracy regarding flood insurance, infrastructure, and 
recovery efforts.

The 501c3 nonprof it Benton County Disaster Recovery Coalition 
is an entity that has value both during times of disaster and 
during times of preparedness. Ensuring its ongoing operation 
experience of local flood resiliency through changes in local 
government off icial positions.
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Opportunities to 
Increase Resiliency
Additional opportunities to increase flood resilience 
were observed by individual partners and experts such 
as the City of Vinton, the Middle Cedar WMA Board 
and Coordinator, classes from the University of Iowa, 
engineer consultants and others. 

These opportunities are infrastructural, educational, institutional, 
and interpersonal, and provide paths forward to improving the 
quality of life, health, and safety of Vinton community members.

Arc GIS Story Map 2
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As possible, leverage the Flood Resilient Vinton project and 
Iowa Watershed Approach research toward funding for further 
community resiliency efforts. 

Consult with and educate the general public about 
effects of further urban development on flood risks, as per 
Recommendation 1 of the EOR City of Vinton Stormwater 
Management Plan: 

•	 New development without effective stormwater 
management will worsen current flooding by increasing the 
amount of runoff that the city’s existing infrastructure must 
convey. In addition, building in flood prone areas increases 
the risk of the new structures as well as downstream areas. 
A strictly enforced floodplain ordinance is needed to prevent 
improper floodplain development that unfairly impacts 
existing property owners. Potential new development areas 
in the city were identif ied by GIS analysis. [...] many of these 
areas are located upstream of existing problem flooding 
areas. To prevent making existing flooding worse, the 
city should incorporate stormwater management into its 
development ordinances.

Establish/improve awareness of existing personnel and 
resources to aid residents in navigating paperwork and 
governmental bureaucracy regarding flood insurance, 
infrastructure, and recovery efforts.

Support the local collaborative effort and future projects of 
Benton County Disaster Recovery Coalition. 

2

3

4

1
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The ISET Framework’s expansive three-series format allowed our 
team to select activities particularly well-suited for engaging 
with the Vinton community and the LMI demographic, given 
that some activities throughout the full framework presume 
existing knowledge and experience working with issues of climate 
change, urban planning, or risk assessment. However, we felt we 
were still able to retain the core progressive scaffolding in skills 
and understanding provided by the ISET Framework, even as we 
reduced the number of activities required from it, and even as 
we altered the typical ordering in which some of the activities 
would be held. (Community Conversation 2, for example, featured 
activities from ISET Series 2, but ended with an activity from Series 
1 that allowed discussion to focus on the future of Vinton. See 
Appendix A for full Community Conversation agendas and their 
connection to ISET activities.)

The ISET Framework emphasizes “Shared Learning Dialogue,” 
which it defines as “iterative, transparent group discussions with 
agents such as—local community actors, government agencies, 
and non-governmental organizations, community groups or 
universities—designed to bring together outside perspectives 
and local knowledge on climate and the development challenges 
your city faces” (ISET 1.3.0 p. 1). Our team aimed to maintain the 
transparency of these group discussions while focusing primarily 
on bringing together perspectives outside of the traditional roles of 
emergency management professionals and city officials.

Appendices

Appendix A: 
Discussion of ISET Framework
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Shared Learning Dialogues formed around the activities from 
the ISET framework fostered participation of attendees and 
contributed to a sense of shared experience and community 
amongst those individuals who had suffered the effects of 
severe flooding in 2008 and 2016. In the context of Community 
Conversations with peers, participants were able to offer organic 
contributions to discussion that evolved out of dialogue with 
others, noting similarities and differences in experience during and 
after flood events. Because Iowa Valley RC&D held all community 
engagements one week apart, returning participants were able to 
build on their contributions from the previous conversation while 
welcoming new participants and hearing their stories.

The format of Shared Learning Dialogues can lend itself to some 
individuals dominating the conversation at the expense of equal 
speaking time for all participants. There is no singular reason for 
this; rather, combinations of individual personality, knowledge and 
expertise in certain areas, and level of detail in personal accounts 
all contribute to variation in speaking time. Iowa Valley RC&D 
facilitators needed to negotiate between active listening and 
respect for individual narratives on the one hand, and the goal of 
hearing a wide array of perspectives on the other. An additional 
challenge was the looseness in discussion implied by the term 
Community “Conversation,” which was occasionally at odds 
with the more formal structure required by the ISET Framework 
activities. Lastly, in addition to the positive capacity Shared 
Learning Dialogue has for creating interpersonal and community 
bonds around shared experience and trauma, it also holds the 
potential for compounding dissent as frustration and anger are 
expressed in turn by individuals recounting personal experiences 
and subsequently by fellow community members who empathize 
with them due to similar experiences. While illuminating insofar 
as such moments of collective expressed frustration demonstrate 
possibly systemic inequities and areas in dire need of change, they 
may also preclude contributions from other community members 
who have alternative viewpoints or experiences.
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Appendix B: 
Online Engagement

Website
www.floodresilientvinton.com
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Appendix C: 
Fliers

 
Sewage backup? Water in basement?  

Closed roads? Power outage? Flash floods? 
We all experience life uniquely. The same is true in times of disaster.

We want to hear from you.
Please share with us your memories, worries, ideas, 

and hopes for a future, flood resilient Vinton.

Join us at our community conversations:

Benton County Service Center at 811 D Ave in Vinton, Iowa

Thurs, July 18 • 6-8 pm

Thurs, July 25 • 6-8 pm

Wed, July 31 • 6-8 pm
(Wednesday will be a flood scenario game.)

Meals provided at each meeting.

Learn more at floodresilientvinton.com

 
Sewage backup? Water in basement?  

Closed roads? Power outage? Flash floods? 
We all experience life uniquely. The same is true in times of disaster.

We want to hear from you.
Please share with us your memories, worries, ideas, 

and hopes for a future, flood resilient Vinton.

Join us at our community conversations:

Benton County Service Center at 811 D Ave in Vinton, Iowa

Thurs, July 18 • 6-8 pm

Thurs, July 25 • 6-8 pm

Wed, July 31 • 6-8 pm
(Wednesday will be a flood scenario game.)

Meals provided at each meeting.

Learn more at floodresilientvinton.com

Flier for Social Media and Partner Sharing
(Incentive Not Listed)
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Sewage backup? Water in basement?  
Closed roads? Power outage? Flash floods? 

We all experience life uniquely. The same is true in times of disaster.

We want to hear from you.
Please share with us your memories, worries, ideas, 

and hopes for a future, flood resilient Vinton.

Join us at our community conversations:
Benton County Service Center at 811 D Ave in Vinton, Iowa

Thurs, July 18 • 6-8 pm

Thurs, July 25 • 6-8 pm

Wed, July 31 • 6-8 pm
(Wednesday will be a flood scenario game.)

Meals provided at each meeting.

The first 10 people to arrive and participate in each 
meeting will receive a $100 Fareway gift card!

Learn more at floodresilientvinton.com

Sewage backup? Water in basement?  
Closed roads? Power outage? Flash floods? 

We all experience life uniquely. The same is true in times of disaster.

We want to hear from you.
Please share with us your memories, worries, ideas, 

and hopes for a future, flood resilient Vinton.

Join us at our community conversations:
Benton County Service Center at 811 D Ave in Vinton, Iowa

Thurs, July 18 • 6-8 pm

Thurs, July 25 • 6-8 pm

Wed, July 31 • 6-8 pm
(Wednesday will be a flood scenario game.)

Meals provided at each meeting.

The first 10 people to arrive and participate in each 
meeting will receive a $100 Fareway gift card!

Learn more at floodresilientvinton.com

Flier for Neighborhood Canvassing and Event Outreach 
(Incentive Listed)
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Appendix D: 
Community Conversation Materials

Community Conversation 1 - Facilitator Agenda

      

Vinton Community Conversation One: Facilitator Guide 
(Thursday, July 18th) 
 
From ISET Manual: 
For the purposes of this introductory set of training sets, we find both of these 
definitions useful for establishing as a broad conceptual foundation, but unnecessarily 
complex at the beginning stages of resilience building. Consequently, the definition of 
vulnerability we use here is essentially the same as the CRF definition:  

Who and What (AGENTS and SYSTEMS) might suffer harm, because of 
What (EXPOSURE TO HAZARDS), and Why (INSTITUTIONS, 
INTERACTIONS WITH OTHER AGENTS AND SYSTEMS).  

 
We find that, structured this way, it becomes quite easy to identify vulnerable groups, 
what they are vulnerable to, and to begin exploring why those vulnerabilities exist and 
what actions to take to reduce them. This is explored more systematically in Series 2.  
 
RESILIENCE VS. ADAPTATION  
The Climate Resilience Framework is designed to emphasize resilience rather than 
adaptation. Adaptation actions are often described as discrete actions, such as building 
flood-protection systems or mangrove restoration, with discrete beginnings and ends 
developed to address specific vulnerabilities or problems. Resilience, on the other 
hand, is an ongoing process. Resilience recognizes that vulnerability and climate risk 
are constantly evolving, as our cities—the systems, agents and institutions within—
evolve and interact. Because our cities are dynamic, we require a process that can 
include discrete adaptation actions, but also that allows us to re-evaluate, anticipate and 
evolve with changing vulnerabilities and risks, and builds our cities’ capacities to 
absorb disturbances while retaining the same basic structures and services.  
 
A resilience approach not only addresses the vulnerability of systems and agents to 
specific projected climate conditions (e.g., more frequent heat waves, more intense 
rainfall), it also builds the capacity of cities to respond to surprise and to unexpected 
outcomes. In addition, it encourages the establishment of institutions that support the 
development and maintenance of resilient systems and enable the growth of agent 
capacity. However, though the CRF emphasizes resilience rather than adaptation, it is 
important to recognize that the two are interlinked. Resilient systems are the stable, yet 
flexible foundations that people require in order to shift strategies and adapt as 
conditions change. 
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1) Introductions and Definitions (One large group)
- What is Resilience? 
- After Vinton’s two historic floods, What Happens Next? 
 Do we want to brief participants on what the city is already doing? 
- What Does Their Contribution Mean? 
 Your voices are important on a few different levels: 

1. Personally: it is important that you are able to express your experience in a 
way you feel comfortable with 

2. Locally: your voices can help Vinton best address flooding issues for all of 
its residents, because your experiences can help us learn about gaps in our 
resilience or ways to better serve you 

3. Statewide: Your voices will help researchers and officials at the state-level 
understand the personal impacts of flooding, and can spur action to increase 
attention to flood-vulnerable communities 

 
2) Personal Response to Floods ‐ Your Flood Story  
(If necessary, two groups of five, each facilitated by staff. Then, large group to 
discuss patterns.) 
 
(ISET Activity 1.0.1 Understanding Resilience and ISET Activity 1.0.2 Envisioning 
Your City's Resilience) 

- What Does Resiliency Mean to You? 
 
ISET Prompt: PROMPT 1: In what ways are you personally resilient? When 
dealing with major changes in your life, how do you exercise resilient and adaptive 
behaviors? What mechanisms do you use to best maintain your capacity to learn, 
develop new strategies to evolving challenges, and remain adaptive, flexible, 
resourceful, responsive and committed? 
 
6. Can you tell us about your experiences with the floods of 2008 and 2016? What 
was your story? 
Follow-up prompts: 

● What did you do when you realized the flood was happening? 
● Did you experience power outages in 2008 after the flood? 
 - How did the power outage affect you/your family? 
● Have you experienced septic back-up? What happened? 
● How did the flood affect your daily activities and for how long? 

- Work? 

Community Conversation 1 - Facilitator Agenda
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- Childcare? 
- Other? 

● How long did it take for you/your family to recover from the flood effects? 
- What kind of clean-up and construction did you have to do on your 
home? 
- How did this recovery compare to any past floods you have 
experienced? 

● Did the flood affect your personal relationships with others? 
- If yes, how so? 

3) Community Response to Floods 

(ISET Activity 1.0.2 Envisioning Your City's Resilience) 
ISET Prompt: PROMPT 2: How is your community resilient?  

- Describe the existing strengths of your city that you can build upon for a more 
resilient future. 

- What three keywords would you use to describe the community in Vinton? 
● Were there particular organizations/individuals along the way that were most 
helpful in your flood recovery process? 

- In what ways were they helpful? What kind of support did they provide? 
- Were there organizations/individuals you expected support from that you didn’t 

receive? 
● Were there particular people or organizations that you immediately made contact 
with? 
● Did you have any organizations or emergency response reach out to you? 
 
Wrap‐Up: 

Distribute post-it notes/notecards and markers. 
Participants fill out post-its with the ending of these sentences, and the post-its are 
added to the wall under the respective signs: 

I am resilient because…. 
I could be even more resilient if… 
Our community is resilient because… 

 Our community could be even more resilient if… 

Community Conversation 1 - Facilitator Agenda
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Community Conversation 1 - Participant Agenda

      

Community Conversation 1 Agenda 
1) Dinner and Questionnaire 

Welcome! After you have signed in on the clipboard, help yourself to a sandwich, cookie, chips, and 
drink. Get settled in!  
As you eat, please fill out the brief questionnaire so that we can better understand your personal history 
with flooding in Vinton. 

2) Introductions and Definitions 
Jessica Rilling – Iowa Valley Resource Conservation & Development 
Paul Schmitt – University of Iowa, Iowa Valley RC&D 
Craig Just – University of Iowa, Iowa Flood Center 
 
Resilience: ability to withstand or recover quickly from difficult conditions 

 
3) Personal Response to Floods - Your Flood Story  
 What have your experiences with flooding been like?  

How did you respond and what actions did you take? 
What do you wish you had done differently? 

4) Community Response to Floods 
How did the community respond to flooding?  
What did different organizations do to recover?  
What could have been handled differently? 

5) Wrap-Up: I am…, We are… 
 On your post-it notes, finish these sentences: 
 I am resilient because… 
 I could be more resilient if… 
 Our community is resilient because… 
 Our community could be more resilient if… 
 
Thank you!  
We hope you found this community conversation meaningful. Please consider returning to this location in the 
coming weeks for our other events! Visit www.floodresilientvinton.com or call 319-290-5537 for more info! 
 
Thursday, July 25; 6-8 pm: Community Conversation 2 

- Vinton is no stranger to flooding. Vinton has changed over the years to address the challenges of 
flooding, and has plans to keep evolving in the future. Come and discuss these changes. Your voice 
matters as Vinton adapts. Meal provided. 

Wednesday, July 31; 6-8 pm: Flood Scenario Game 
- Team up with your fellow community members to play out what might happen in the event of a flood! 

Participants will be put into roles following a staged “flood event,” and will work together to address the 
disaster. Meal provided. 
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Community Conversation 1 - Questionnaire

      

Questionnaire 

Your Name: 
 
 
How long have you lived in Vinton? 
 
 
How many people are in your household? Do you have any dependents that live other places? 
 
 
What years have you experienced flooding or flood-related problems? (mark with an “X”) 

o 1961 
o 1993 
o 2008 
o 2016 
o Others (please specify) 

 
What flood-related problems have you experienced? 
 
 
 
 
 
What three things do you wish you had known before the flood events you experienced? 
1.) 
 
 
 
 
 
2.) 
 
 
 
 
 
3.) 
 
 



Community Flood Resilience in Vinton: Final Report May 2020
67

Post-it Activity
Our Community is Resilient 
Because

Community Could be 
More Resilient If

I am Resilient Because I could be more 
Resilient if

personal networks help the citizens more There was no help If I would have more help 
to do toting from the 
basement

friends, family, neighbors "I'm thankful for faith in 
God! Romans 8:28

my career

in investment in change 
for infrastructure

There are many caring helpful They invested in old 
infrastructure and used 
God's wisdom before 
they built more cement 
areas.

I put my faith in the lord 
& my husband is very 
gifted. We also pray for 
wisdom

I were younger & didn't 
have physical limits

Community Conversation 1 - Written Data from Participants

1990-2000 2000-2010 2010-2019
Population increased since Carl was 

little
more mobile population; lost the 
braille school; lost many shops

Business/Jobs Bedroom town lost 
many 

Infrastructure 380; Hwy 151

Land Use water gets in and sits

Natural Events

Other Cedar rapids is doing something 
(levee)

Vinton History Worksheet
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River has more capacity
Roads are maintained
Surfaces are different
More manufacturing
More residents
Police, sheriff, hospital, services stay great
Water doesn't sit in town
River more capacity
Road paving
more residents due to positive
Great police chief and need to continue with safety
Top medical services

Ideal Vinton

How long have you lived in 
Vinton

How many people are in 
your household? Do 

you have any 
dependents that live in 

What years have you 
experienced flooding or 
flood-related problems?

What flood-related 
problems have you 
experienced

What three things do you wish you 
had known before the flood events 
you experienced?

Louise Lazenby over 30 years 3 93, 08, 16 lost everything including house 
08

Donna Lough 1965 - 54 years 1 93, 08, 16, 18, 19 4 feet in houes; main floor; 
FEMA

how high it had to get to get into our 
house

Carl 70 years 2 08, 16 house damage flood insurance

Darren Stein 15 bough farm, renting since 
2006

4 93, 08, 16, minor ag flooding 10' 
plus

cattle stress, cashflow, feedlot 
sitting empty

different farmstead location; river level 
flood projection aerial map

Mary 30 years 2 93, 08 water, food; clother, family to help; there 
to sleep

Robert & Phyllis 
Simnacher

(country location) 60 years 2 93, 08, 16 Relocating because our 
electrical box is in our 
basement. Fortunately we 
were able to live at our son-in-
law & daughter's house near 
Brandon. Her horses got in 
George Ollinger's pastures and 
barn. Two mares foaled at 
their farm.

We would have worried more if we had 
known the Cedar River would fill our 
basement & ruin our furnace, water tank, 
water heater & water conditioner. We 
learned a few things; We wouldn't have 
had used oil in an open container under 
the workbench; We never expected the 
Cedar to rise higher than it ever had. Bob 
was raised at the farm 1/4 mile north of 
us. Their house never had water in the 
living quarters. 2008 the houes main 
living quarters water was as high as the 
card table.

Gary Rocarek, 
Sr. & Julia 
Rocarek

10 years in Vinton; 40 years in 
area

2 08, 16 storm sewer backup & flood 
roads; water in basement; put 
water heater upstairs; replace 
water heater 3 times

storm sewer and flooded roads; I would 
never move to town

Survey 1
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Community Conversation 2 - Facilitator Agenda

Leader Agenda: Vinton Community Conversation #2
(Thursday, July 25th)
How has Vinton Changed? (One large group)

(ISET Activity 2.3.1 Development Trends)

• How has your city evolved to look as it does today? How quickly has the city changed? 
What are key trends? In this activity, you will explore why your city looks the way it 
does.

• Based on the overview of your city’s history, and taking into consideration the issues of 
concern in your city, discuss and select several points in the past, for example 30 years 
ago, 20 years ago, 10 years ago, and now, and 4 or 5 key categories that you will examine 
at each of those points in time. Categories could include population, water resources, 
waste management, transportation, natural resources, economy, urban infrastructure, land 
use, or social issues.

4) Vinton’s Future with Flooding (One large group)
(ISET Activity 1.4.2 Developing Resilience Principles & Criteria and ISET Activity 2.3.2 
Future Trends, Future Vision)

Step 1: Imagine the best possible future for your city.

Begin by closing your eyes and imagining, or writing or sketching on paper, your vision 
of the best possible future for your city. How would this future be different than that 
future? Imagine that your children and grandchildren are living in this ideal future city. 
How do they make a living? What do they do in their free time? Where do they live, and 
what do they eat? How do they get around? What does their city look like—is it 
skyscrapers and bumper-to-bumper cars on the roads or are there trains and buses, space 
for pedestrians and parks?

Step 2: After everyone has taken a few minutes to develop their future vision, briefly 
share your vision, or aspects of your vision that are new or different from other shared 
visions, with the full group. How does flooding factor into this vision?

Step 3: Finally, briefly discuss what could be done to begin moving from where current 
trends are leading to the best possible future you have envisioned.

Guiding Principles:
What principles should guide the city as it works toward the best possible future you have 
envisioned?

What criteria could be used to make sure we are working with those principles?



Community Flood Resilience in Vinton: Final Report May 2020
70

Community Conversation 2 - Participant Agenda

Community Conversation 2 Agenda 
1) Dinner and Questionnaire 

Welcome! After you have signed in on the clipboard, help yourself to some food. Get 
settled in! 

As you eat, please fill out the brief questionnaire so that we can better understand you and 
your history in Vinton.

2) Introductions and Definitions 
Jessica Rilling – Iowa Valley Resource Conservation & Development
Paul Schmitt – University of Iowa, Iowa Valley RC&D
Craig Just – University of Iowa, Iowa Flood Center

Resilience: ability to withstand or recover quickly from difficult conditions

3) How has Vinton Changed? 
• How has your city evolved to look as it does today? How quickly has the city changed?
• Using the provided worksheet, list the ways you have seen your town change over the 

past few decades.

4) Vinton’s Future with Flooding 
1. Imagine the best possible future for Vinton. 

a. (Use the worksheet to draw, list, or write about this future.)
2. Share your vision of Vinton’s future with the group

a. How does flooding factor into this future?
3. Discuss what could be done to achieve that best possible future.

Thank you!
We hope you found this community conversation meaningful. Please consider returning to this 
location next Wednesday at 6:00 for a flood scenario game! Visit www.floodresilientvinton.com
or call 319-290-5537 for more info!

Wednesday, July 31; 6-8 pm: Flood Scenario Game
- Team up with your fellow community members to play out what might happen in the 

event of a flood! Participants will be put into roles following a staged “flood event,” and 
will work together to address the disaster. Meal provided.
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Community Conversation 2 - Questionnaire

Questionnaire #2
Your Name: 
 
Where do you usually seek information about the possibility of flooding? 
 
 
 
 
 
After experiencing flooding events in the past, where did you look for information about how to recover? 
 
 
 
 
 
If you were to go to an online website for information about flooding or recovering from floods, what information would 
you want to find there? 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Questionnaire #2
Your Name: 
 
Where do you usually seek information about the possibility of flooding? 
 
 
 
 
 
After experiencing flooding events in the past, where did you look for information about how to recover? 
 
 
 
 
 
If you were to go to an online website for information about flooding or recovering from floods, what information would 
you want to find there? 
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Community Conversation 2 - Written Data from Participants

Where do you usually 
seek information about 
the possibility of 
flooding?

After experiencing flooding 
events in the past, where did 
you look for information 
about how to recover?

If you were to go to an online website 
for information about flooding or 
recovering from floods, what 
information would you want to find 
there?

Channel 7, emergency, USGS Channel 7, Scott Hansen, 
Emergency Manager, Superisors 
Directly, USDA/FSA

Television, online, weather 
radios

Television, Benton Emergency 
Service

River levels; predicted rainfall; what areas 
are affected at the present time, how will I 
be affected; USDA offices

TV from what we did during past 
flooding

FEMA, USGS, Private 
Engineering

East Central Iowa Council of 
Governments; city; FEMA; USDA

Flood plane

River flood gage site, USGS USDA/FSA

Survey 2
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Appendix E: 
Media and Press Coverage

Vinton Today Article:
Entertainment and Education Really Can Happen at the Same Time
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