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Catastrophic flooding is occurring with greater 

frequency in Kentucky. The last few years have seen 

floods which severely impacted hundreds of farms in 

central and eastern Kentucky. In response to 

concerns expressed by applicants for farm relief aid 

from the Central Appalachian Family Farm Fund, this 

guide was developed to assist farmers with 

recommendations for recovery, restoration, 

increasing resilience and mitigating future flood 

damages. 

Once livestock have been secured, the damage assessed and debris removal has begun, what are the next steps for 

restoring your farm’s productivity? 

Reconsidering use of floodplain lands 

If portions of your farm are particularly flood-prone, you may want to reconsider your use of that land. Other potential 

uses include wildlife/pollinator habitat and alternative crops that are adapted to periodic flooding, including elderberries 

and hazelnuts as well as producing locust for fence posts. 

smallfarms.cornell.edu/2013/06/elderberry-and-beyond-new-options-for-

river-lands-in-the-northeast/  Consider moving infrastructure such as 

sheds, barns, equipment, working facilities, greenhouses, etc. to higher 

ground. You can access FEMA’s National Flood Hazard Layer maps 

msc.fema.gov/portal/home to evaluate areas of more or less risk on your 

land. 

Restore portions of wetlands. Wetlands provide a variety of benefits 

including improved water quality in waterways by filtering out sediments 

and chemicals, reduced soil erosion and flooding, recharged groundwater, 

and increased biodiversity. There are several programs which assist 

landowners in restoring wetlands by helping to mitigate the costs of 

restoration and loss of agricultural income: 

• The Farmable Wetlands Program, an FSA program, provides rental 

payments to landowners for agricultural land restored to wetlands or 

wetland buffer areas in 10-15 year contracts and offers cost assistance 

with the restoration process.  

fsa.usda.gov/programs-and-services/conservation-programs/farmable-

wetlands/index 

• The Wetland Reserve Easements program offered through NRCS assists 

landowners in protecting wetlands through an easement made to the land’s deed. NRCS pays the landowner a 

percentage of the easement value as well as a percentage of the restoration costs. 

https://www.nrcs.usda.gov/programs-initiatives/wre-wetland-reserve-easements/kentucky/wetland-reserve-

easements 

• The Habitat Improvement Program offered through the Kentucky Department of Fish and Wildlife provides 

technical assistance and links to funding opportunities to landowners who want to make changes to their 

property which will benefit wildlife, including wetlands restoration. fw.ky.gov/Wildlife/Pages/Improve-Your-

Land-for-Wildlife.aspx 

High tunnel flood damage at Among the Oaks 

Farm near Beattyville 
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Streambank management and erosion control 

Making alterations to streambanks and creeks affects the entire downstream watershed. Such changes are highly 

regulated and, in many circumstances, alterations to creeks and streams may require a permit and engineering plans. 

Some treatment of creeks/streams can result in worsening flood conditions in future rain events. Straightening or 

dredging a creek can increase the speed of water flow. A creek’s natural bends help to slow the move of water. Faster 

flow of water in a channelized or straightened stream results in greater erosion damage. Without a very secure 

anchoring system, adding rock to a stream bank may contribute to further damage in the next extreme rain event, when 

the rock is picked up and carried downstream.  

When is excavation helpful? A stable creek’s banks should 

slope gradually and have a floodplain to both sides. Steep or 

undercut banks are susceptible to severe erosion. Excavation 

may be helpful to reshape the creek’s banks to a gradual 

slope, ideally a grade of 3:1; for every one foot of depth, the 

slope should extend 3 feet from the water’s edge. A freshly 

graded bank needs protection from erosion, either by 

establishing vegetation or using an erosion control blanket. 

For more about managing streams, see 

www2.ca.uky.edu/agcomm/pubs/ID/ID242/ID242.pdf 

Restore riparian buffer. The best way to stabilize creek banks is to establish vegetation that will hold the soil in place. 

www2.ca.uky.edu/agcomm/pubs/id/id185/id185.pdf The Kentucky Soil Erosion and Water Quality Cost Share program 

and the Kentucky Soil Stewardship program provide technical assistance and funding to address establishment of 

riparian forest buffers and riparian vegetative 

cover: eec.ky.gov/Natural-

Resources/Conservation/Pages/State-Cost-

Share.aspx 

 Possible other runoff control measures  

Some water management strategies can slow the 

movement of water across the land and keep 

heavy rains in place on the land (avoiding swelling 

the creeks), including establishment of bioswales. 

Composed of two parts, a ditch or channel uphill 

and a berm downhill, bioswales follow the contour 

of the land. As stormwater moves down a slope, it is captured in the swale, forming a sort of long, skinny retention pond 

that allows the water to soak into the ground. modernfarmer.com/2015/11/how-to-build-bio-swale/ 

Pasture and hayfield recovery and dealing with severe siltation 

Pasture may be able to recover with minimal aid if the flood deposits are less than an inch and water was standing on 

the field for less than 3 days. Otherwise, it may be necessary to remove or incorporate flood deposits and reseed the 

pasture. Incorporation (through tillage) of flood deposits is risky, as the material may by contaminated with chemicals, 

oil, weed seeds, etc. and these materials may also unfavorably change the composition of your soil structure. For 

example, reseeding into sand can make the soil susceptible to drying out on the surface. If removal of the flood 

deposited material is required, consider appropriate disposal options. Pushing the material back into the river/stream 

may require a permit through the Army Corps of Engineers. In some cases, contaminated material may require disposal 

at a solid waste landfill.   www2.ca.uky.edu/agcomm/pubs/agr/agr26/agr26.pdf  

http://www2.ca.uky.edu/agcomm/pubs/AGR/AGR18/AGR18.pdf  
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Fencing for flood resilience 

If flood-prone areas must be used to graze livestock, it is 

important to consider fencing practices that will minimize 

cost and repair time should the field encounter flooding. 

Best practice is to isolate flood-prone areas from larger 

fields so that area can be closed off to livestock when 

flooding occurs. If the fence may be flooded, there are 

two strategies that may be used in selecting fencing 

materials 

1. Strong, well-set posts with breakaway high-

tensile or electrified wire 

This strategy assumes that the posts will stay intact and 

crimp sleave attachment points can break away at 

designated points when flood damage occurs. If it is likely 

that the section of fence will encounter strong floods with heavy debris that may dislodge the posts, you will want to 

consider a different tactic. With breakaway fencing, it is less likely that 

debris will catch on the wire and pull down the posts. Also, with the 

breakaway feature, the wire can easily be repaired with additional 

crimping sleeves.   

2. Cost-effective minimalist fencing with sacrificial materials  

This strategy assumes that when heavy floods occur, posts and fencing 

will be compromised.  Therefore, it is best to choose low-cost fencing 

that is easily reinstalled. Examples might be strands of electric fencing 

mounted on a steel or fiberglass rod as the post, using insulators 

between the wire and the post. This type of fencing is not appropriate 

as a permanent perimeter fence, so it is best utilized as cross-fencing 

inside the farm’s perimeter fence. Electric fencing for floodplains is 

described on pages 29 and 30 of this fencing guide: 

https://kerrcenter.com/wp-

content/uploads/2014/04/MO_NRCS_Electric_Fencing_low.pdf  

Flooded Specialty Crops 

If growing fruits and vegetables, no edible portion of the 

plant should be harvested/consumed if it came into 

contact with flood waters or debris. Best practice is to 

remove flooded crops and re-plant to avoid any kind of 

chemical or biological contamination. Another best 

practice is to establish cover crops in fields where there 

is the potential for flooding and have those cover crops 

in place during the early spring when flooding is likely. Weed seeds and silt/sand may be introduced to fields by flood 

waters, in which case the ground will likely need to be reworked for future crops. Using a stale seedbed method 

(multiple cultivations, tarping, flame weeding) can help control new flushes of weeds if time allows before the next crop.   

“High-tensile fence suffers much less 

damage than woven wire or barbed wire. 

The high-tensile perimeter fences – all of 

which were much closer to the river and 

were taking more flood pressure – 

required some cleanup and repair, but it 

was pretty minimal. It took about 10 labor 

hours to get 3,600 linear feet of fence 

back into full working order after having 

been completely flooded.” – Will Bowling, 

Old Homeplace Farm, Clay County 

Cattle in a temporary paddock in Estill County flood of March 2021 

-Horn Holler Homestead 

“Roots are good. The areas of the vegetable field 

without cover crops or overwintered crops washed 

much worse than the areas with living cover.” – 

Maggie Bowling, Old Homeplace Farm, Clay County 
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Insurance & Risk Management 

Damages from flooding are not usually covered by standard insurance policies. A special rider or risk endorsement for 

flood damage may be added to a farm insurance policy, but will likely increase the premium by 20%-40%. In areas that 

are zoned by FEMA, flood insurance may be available through the National Flood Insurance Program (NFIP), but covers 

only home, garage and personal property damage, not farm buildings or property. If you receive disaster assistance 

through a federal program, you may be required to purchase crop insurance.  

Consulting with professionals 

The Natural Resources Conservation Service (NRCS) is a program of the United States Department of Agriculture. You 
can find your local NRCS Service Center by visiting  
  https://www.nrcs.usda.gov/contact/find-a-service-center 
NRCS Programs include:  

o Conservation Practice Standards – These practices have technical assistance available. Financial assistance may 
or may not be available. Technical assistance from NRCS may be used to develop a plan that can be cost shared 
through the State Cost Share, if financial assistance is not available from NRCS. 

▪ Channel Bed Stabilization – CPS 584 
▪ Clearing and Snagging – CPS 326 
▪ Streambank and Shoreline 

Protection – CPS 80 

▪ Riparian Herbaceous Cover - CPS 390 
▪ Riparian Forest Buffer – CPS 391 

o Conservation Easement Program – available to individual farms 
▪ Option for taking larger tracts of land out of production with financial compensation 

 

Farm Service Agency (FSA) is a program of the USDA. You can find your local FSA Service Center by visiting: 

https://offices.sc.egov.usda.gov/locator/app?state=ky&agency=fsa 

Programs of FSA include: 

▪ Noninsured Crop Disaster Assistance Program (NAP) - NAP provides financial assistance to 

producers of non-insurable crops when low yields, loss of inventory, or prevented planting 

occur due to natural disasters 

▪ Conservation Reserve Program 

(CRP) - Offers rental payment to 

convert crop and pasture land to 

long-term conservation activities  

  

Cooperative Extension – Ag and horticulture 

agents can consult on soil conditions, fertilizer 

needs, disease prevention and management 

and other production concerns for livestock and 

crops. Find your local agent or a specialist here: directory.ca.uky.edu/ 

 

The bigger picture – Ultimately, a farmer can only exert so much control over the water that moves along or 

over the farm. Many larger scale solutions require a watershed approach to flood mitigation. Consult with local 

leaders and conservation program staff to initiate watershed level projects. 

Disclaimer: Each farm and the waterways which run through and along it are unique. The above best practices 

are meant to be a basic guide on the steps a farmer can take to mitigate flood damage. For further technical 

assistance and resource guidance, please contact the professionals listed above. 

 

Contributors to this guide: Laurie White & Jennifer Weeber, Community Farm Alliance; Chris McKenzie & Mark 

Walden, Grow Appalachia; Reed and Heather Graham, Maggie and Will Bowling 

“One implement that has been really helpful for us 

with frequent flooding is a landscape rake. This 

makes clean-up in the hay field much easier, as the 

rake packs the sticks, leaves and other debris without 

damaging the hay like a blade would.” – Reed and 

Heather Graham, Holly Creek Farms, Wolfe County 
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