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The 1990 flood used to be the big Whatcom County flood - until 2021 and 2025. Floodwaters overtopped 

the banks of the Nooksack River and spread through Everson, neighboring small cities, and up into 

Abbotsford, British Columbia. John Perry talked about “How we prepare before a flood, how we respond 

during a flood, how we recover from a flood” at the Bellingham City Club this spring. “I’ve been the 

Mayor of Everson for 17 years,” he said; “twelve of them were pretty good, the last five not so much.”[1]  

 

In 2021, the mayor was awakened by an early morning call about water in City Hall. “About the same 

time, we started getting calls from people we knew stuck in their homes, stuck in their cars, so we started 

going out and rescuing. My public works director, police chief, fire chief, local contractors - everybody 

became first responders and nobody took command, really.” The close to 300 swift water rescues were 

identified as a failing, because these are dangerous for both the rescuers and the people getting rescued. 

 

Four years later, another 100-year flood struck.[2] This time, Everson had emergency plans in place and 

fire, police, and public works services were ready. Preparation in 2025 was better; response was better. 

“Rather than being out as a first responder, now I am at city hall and can push information out to the 

community and to our teams,” Mayor Perry said. Swift water rescues dropped 90%.  

 
Emerson made inundation maps to prepare for a variety of flood scenarios 

“Recovery is really locally led.” In 2021, local mayors thought that the Federal Emergency Management 

Agency (FEMA) would take charge,[3] but its role is to support state, local, tribal and territorial (SLTT) 

governments.[4] It was BP (British Petroleum) and Philip 66, with their incident management teams 

trained in disaster response, that helped coordinate recovery efforts, and came back out in 2025. Other 

key community partners included local hardware, door, and building businesses, service clubs, and  

churches. A donation center helped people replace household items. Help came from all ages; from local 

farmers, contractors, students.  



Recovery is the hard part, according to the mayor; a much longer phase. The 2021 flood cost Whatcom 

County $150 million in damage, with over 900 homes affected. Flooding in 2025 damaged over 800 

homes, 95% in Everson. Many people in downtown Everson were not in a mapped floodplain and so did 

not have flood insurance in 2021. More had flood policies in 2025 because of their 2021 experience.[5] 

Typical homeowner insurance does not cover floods. Nationally, almost every county experiences 

flooding but only 4% of homes have flood insurance;[6] 29% of flood claims come from outside high-risk 

areas.[7] The mayor says, “State and Federal aid is slow and not enough and insurance rarely covers all 

costs to rebuild. It takes three to four years or more to rebuild a community.” The Whatcom Long Term 

Recovery Group[8] arose after 2021 to coordinate flood relief and rebuilding.[9] Skagit County is now 

pulling together multiple organizations and resources to form a similar collaborative.[10] 

 

Mitigation has to be part of emergency management, to prevent the disaster from happening in the future 

or to lessen the negative effects.[11] This includes buyouts and elevations in Emerson. Giving the 

Nooksack River more room in the floodplain means working with farmers to minimize loss of viable 

farmland. Because channel excavation transfers risk down river, sediment management must start not in 

Everson but downstream.[12] Mayor Perry says, “The river is changing faster than we can adapt, with 

100-year level flood impacts at 5 to 10 year intervals. Solutions take years to implement and can cause 

impacts elsewhere. It’s really tough to do anything quickly, bring solutions to our community.” 

 

Flooding and the local response get media attention. (Could that dramatic 

rescue have been avoided?) Mayor Perry fills in the rest of the disaster cycle: 

preparation, recovery, and mitigation too. My takeaways: Think Local – this 

is where the disaster’s impacts are felt; who responds first; how the 

community will recover. Don’t rely on FEMA.[13] We know that the next 

disaster is coming even if we don’t know when; it’s time to get ready. Floods, 

fires, and other hazards are inevitable, but disaster is not.  

 

WHAT YOU CAN DO 

 

1. What is your flood risk? Here are three ways to check, but anywhere can flood.[14]  

• FEMA maps show Special Hazard flood zones, but are outdated. 

• Enter your zip code for coastal, inland, and hurricane flood risk ratings, but no map.  

• The realtor Redfin lists climate risk ratings for flood, fire, heat, wind, and air. For a handy map, 

click the thumbnail of the property’s location to make it full-screen and select a climate risk. 

FEMA and proprietary maps may not agree. 

Looking at the map of projected flooding, what roads, water and wastewater plants, and other critical 

infrastructure might be impacted? Could you evacuate, obtain supplies, reach medical care?  

 

2. Where has it flooded nearby? Did this affect you? How quickly and how well did your city respond?  

In my town of Bellingham WA, winter floods caused several road closures, which were manageable using 

short or long detours. The City Council declared an emergency to speed up infrastructure repair.  

 

3. Support your local emergency management department or team. Find its website and sign up for alerts. 

(Also sign up for county and state alerts.) Attend an event on how to prepare for disasters. September is 

National Preparedness month!  
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