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INCREASING FLOOD RESILIENCE IN 
NEW YORK CITY THROUGH SANDBAG 
GIVEAWAY AND EDUCATION PROGRAMS 
By Kimberly Vega 

Thesis
New York City should build on its Rain Barrel Giveaway program by  providing sandbags and flood education 
to vulnerable residents in low-income communities. Doing so would help protect these communities from the 
escalating impacts of climate change. 

Background Analysis
Due to the acceleration of the climate crisis, New York City faces increasing vulnerability to flooding. According 
to one study, the annual rainfall in New York City could increase by as much as 87.2 percent by 2047, making it 
one of the  most at-risk cities in the world for flood damage.1 Flood preparation is especially important given 
that 1.3 million NYC residents  already live in or near flood zones.2 Moreover, not all NYC residents are equally 
vulnerable: As of 2017, 56 percent of the residents within or directly adjacent to the floodplain identified 
as non-white.3 Given the progression of the climate crisis, the actual number of flood zones and vulnerable 
residents within them is likely already higher and will continue to increase.

Flood damage already disproportionately impacts low-income communities and communities of color. For 
example, when Category 1 Hurricane Sandy struck New York City in 2012, the New York City Housing Authority 
(NYCHA) reported that 402 of its buildings and 35,000 of its residential units were damaged by the storm4—
almost 20 percent of its total residential units citywide.5 

The damage wasn’t limited to NYCHA housing. According to the NYC Department of Buildings, over  
60 percent of the homes in Queens were damaged or affected by the storm. 6 Far Rockaway’s peninsula, which 
is home to more than 120,000 people, 7 was particularly vulnerable. There, 84 percent of residential units were 
located in Sandy’s storm surge area, and 22 percent of those residents lived below the poverty line. 8 
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The most recent severe storm, Hurricane Ida9 in the summer of 2021, caused at least 16 deaths in the greater 
New York City metro area—most of them low-income, people of color.10 Many of these deaths were provoked by 
a mix of inadequate flood preparation and illegal or exploitative housing conditions. Thirteen people out of 
the reported 16 deaths died from being trapped in a flooded basement.11 One family had an autistic 14-month-
old baby, who drowned inside the basement of their rental home in Woodside, Queens.12 The storm flooded the 
first floor and the basement of the home, trapping the family inside.13  

Policy Idea
New York City’s Department of Environmental Protection should restart its DEP Rain Barrel Giveaway 
Program and add sandbag distribution to its process. Sandbags would be disposed of through regular 
waste management processes—a different process than recycling. Each eligible household could collect a 
proportionate amount of sandbags, with eligibility defined by (1) classification as a residential complex,  
(2) identified entrances and windows vulnerable to leaking, and (3) the residence’s proximity to vulnerable 
entrances and windows. 

As with the DEP Rain Barrel program, sandbags would be distributed in bulk to New York City Council members’ 
district offices with priority given to offices that serve low-income communities located within a floodplain. In 
practice, each office would be responsible for distributing the bags to eligible district households on a first-
come, first-serve basis during government-run events in the months leading up to hurricane season. 

Instructions for installation and educational pamphlets about flood preparation should be distributed 
alongside the sandbags. This would include information about safety guidelines in flood zone areas, how to 
prevent flooding during hurricane season, dos and don’ts when using the sandbags, and further information 
about post-storm resources.

Policy Analysis
Adding sandbags to the DEP Rain Barrel program would be a cost-efficient and quick way to provide  more 
flood protection for the city’s most vulnerable residents. The DEP Rain Barrel Giveaway Program—which the  
city temporarily paused during COVID-1914—is part of New York City’s Green Infrastructure Plan, which is a  
$2.4 billion investment in green infrastructure projects.15 The cost of sandbags is relatively low, ranging from 
$1.50 to $60,16 but is especially low compared to how much it can cost to repair buildings after flood damage. By 
comparison, it’s estimated that just one inch of flooding can cause $25,000 worth of damage to a home.17 
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Adding this program to an existing distribution process would capitalize on funding already in place, making 
this a low-cost, easy-to-implement source of flood protection. 

Sandbags will not stop flooding or prevent the escalation of the climate crisis, but they are an important, easy 
defense for residents to deploy. They reduce flood damage by diverting water flow and preventing water from 
entering the inside of buildings and residences.18 A low-cost program like this could prevent billions of dollars 
of damage, and even reduce the housing insecurity faced after severe weather.  

While other policies are focused on macro-level solutions, extra flood protection is an immediate action the 
NYC government can take to protect homes and save lives. 

Talking Points
• NYC experiences flooding from severe weather every year. Residents, especially those in vulnerable 

and low-income communities, need a speedy defense against the impacts of severe storms—which are 
becoming stronger and more frequent.19 

• In conjunction with the DEP Rain Barrel program, New York City should distribute sandbags through city 
council offices with a priority of reaching residents in vulnerable areas. Educational pamphlets on how to 
combat flooding damage would be included with the sandbags. 

• Sandbags can reduce the damages caused by flooding, and are a cost-effective method for preventing 
water from entering homes.20 

• NYC’s flood zone areas are increasing in number due to the climate crisis. Residents need a solution to 
protect themselves and their homes during severe weather. 

18 “Flood Fighting: How to Use Sandbags Emergency Management ... - Seattle.” Flood Fighting: How To Use Sandbags, March 22, 
2001. https://www.seattle.gov/Documents/Departments/SPU/Services/DrainageSewer/FloodFightHowtoUseSandbags.pdf.
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