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Risk Communication 
for Dams in Risk MAP 

Risk communication can help increase knowledge, understanding, and awareness of dams and the risks they pose. 
While dams can serve many purposes, such as food risk reduction, hydropower generation, water supply, and 
recreation, many people in communities near dams are unprepared to deal with the impacts of a dam failure or dam-
related fooding. Dams are manmade structures built across a stream or river that impound water and may reduce fow 
downstream. Due to the nature of water storage, dams can pose a food risk to nearby and downstream communities. 
Dam hazards include dam failure, a breach (an opening resulting in partial or total failure), inundation upstream of the 
dam in events greater than the design event, or a release from the spillway (a structure over or through which fow is 
discharged from a reservoir). It is important to be aware that risk can come from many modes of failure, or even from 
conditions in which the dam has not failed at all. 
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RISK ASSOCIATED WITH DAMS: Even if a dam is designed
for food control, no dam can eliminate all food risk. Design 
faws, age, poor maintenance, and a host of other issues can 
increase the risk from a dam. 

Dam failure, such as a breach, is not the only risk posed by a 
dam. Failure can also occur at the spillway. In February 2017, 
damage to the principal/service and auxiliary spillways at Oroville 
Dam in California prompted evacuations of nearly 190,000 
people downstream due to concerns the damaged spillway may 
deteriorate, causing a dam failure.1 Also in 2017, foodwater 
was released from the storage of the Addicks and Barker 
reservoirs in Houston due to rapidly rising water elevations as 
a result of Hurricane Harvey.2 Although the dams performed as 
designed, the releases revealed the residual risks faced by the 
communities downstream. It is important for dam operators to 

communicate probable or scheduled spillway release scenarios 
to the community in at-risk areas, so that they may better 
prepare themselves in the event of an emergency. Whether 
the risk is posed by normal operation, large reservoir releases 
or a dam failure, effective and consistent communication 

between local offcials and the public is essential. 

1 Independent Forensic Team Report Oroville Dam Spillway Incident 
2 Corps releases at Addicks and Barker Dams to begin 
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https://damsafety.org/sites/default/files/files/Independent%20Forensic%20Team%20Report%20Final%2001-05-18.pdf
https://www.swg.usace.army.mil/media/news-releases/article/1291369/corps-releases-at-addicks-and-barker-dams-to-begin/
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TIPS FOR COMMUNICATING DAM RISK: Local
offcials can employ key strategies around the Risk Mapping, 
Assessment, and Planning (Risk MAP) program to foster an 
informed and engaged community. The frst is to engage 
communities early and often. It is important to let communities 
know as soon as possible about upcoming Risk MAP projects, 
and to hold meetings with a wide range of members of the 
community, as well as Federal and State partners. The topic 
of dam safety should be specifcally placed on the agenda. 

Coordinating with other programs within the community is 
another effective way to spread awareness about Risk MAP 
and dam safety. Many communities have existing improvement 
programs, and adding dam and food safety awareness as a 
topic of discussion and action is an effective way to increase 
awareness. Ask community leaders about existing groups 
focused on emergency management or hazard planning. Inviting 
dam owners or operators to meetings is an effective way to 
ensure that dam safety topics are addressed. Proactive media 
outreach, another crucial step in informing the public about Risk 
MAP, can also generate wide awareness of dam safety. 

WHO TO CONTACT: Dam safety is a shared responsibility.
While dam maintenance and operation are the responsibility of 
the owner, awareness and preparedness are the responsibility 
of local offcials and the public. An Emergency Action Plan (EAP) 
identifes potential emergency conditions at a dam and specifes 
preplanned actions for the dam owner to follow to reduce property 
damage and loss of life. The EAP should be integrated into the 

State and local Emergency Operations Plans (EOP). Generally, the 
EAP and inundation maps are the responsibility of the dam owner, 
while the EOP and evacuation maps are the responsibility of State 
and local emergency managers. Contact the local emergency 
management agency or foodplain administrator for more 
information regarding EAPs, EOPs, and how to be better prepared. 

SHARING RESPONSIBILITY: The State is typically responsible
for regulating and overseeing inspections of dams within their 
authority. Per the Association of State Dam Safety Offcials 
(ASDSO), State governments have regulatory responsibility for 
70 percent of the dams within the National Inventory of Dams 
(NID). Of the 90,000+ dams in the NID, about 27,000 are located 
where a failure could result in signifcant damage to property, 
utilities, businesses, and homes. More than 15,000 of those 
dams would likely result in fatalities in the event of a failure. 
State and local Emergency Managers should understand the risk 
and implications of dam failures and incorporate dam risk into 
their hazard mitigation plan, EOP, or similar documents, even if 
a dam is outside their community but would impact them during 
a failure. The Percy Quinn dam incident in 2012 involved a dam 
in Mississippi that would have potentially impacted communities 
in Louisiana if it had catastrophically failed, requiring the two 
States to work together to implement the EAP and EOP.3 In 
general, State and local offcials, including emergency managers, 
planners, and executives, share the responsibility for conveying 
this information to the public through outreach, training, and 
education appropriate and applicable to their jurisdictions. 
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FEMA Technical Advisory 2: Risk Exposure and Residual Risk Related to Dams - North and South Carolina; Hurricane 
Matthew DR-4285 and DR-4286 
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3 Hurricane Isaac And Percy Quin Dam: An Almost Tragedy 
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This Dam Safety Fact Sheet was developed by FEMA Region IV.

http://www.floods.org/Files/Conf2013_ppts/E6/E6_Benoit.pdf
https://www.fema.gov/media-library-data/1496950342814-10d3605d60db3cdf97f1ca8b4d353603/FEMAP1090.pdf
https://www.fema.gov/media-library-data/1486735320675-8b0597aca8b23c7e2df293310e248bee/NDSPFlashFactSheet2015.pdf
https://www.fema.gov/media-library-data/1423661058965-58dfcecc8d8d18b7e9b2a79ce1e83c96/FEMAP-1025.pdf
https://www.fema.gov/media-library-data/5b20db599c212f77fd5e85d256f471a3/EAP_Federal_Guidelines_FEMA_P-64.pdf
https://www.fema.gov/pdf/plan/slg101.pdf
https://www.fema.gov/media-library-data/1450272827214-fb60879c33e180f3541a5cfb133e54b2/DR-SC-4241-FinalWhitePaper.pdf
https://www.fema.gov/media-library-data/1485871092404-7a14db27056f2f5bb7bb75cfcbe017d1/damsafety_factsheet_2016.pdf
https://www.fema.gov/media-library-data/20130726-1800-25045-2028/risk_map_community_engagement.pdf
https://www.fema.gov/media-library-data/20130726-1550-20490-1795/ot_fis.pdf
https://www.usbr.gov/ssle/damsafety/risk/BestPractices/Chapters/I-0-20150612.pdf
https://www.fema.gov/media-library/assets/documents/164575
https://www.fema.gov/media-library-data/1517855134487-c8c522cf93c1ccbce7e6f68abdc38253/TA1-RiskReductionMeasuresforDams_508.pdf
https://www.fema.gov/media-library-data/1517855134487-c8c522cf93c1ccbce7e6f68abdc38253/TA1-RiskReductionMeasuresforDams_508.pdf
https://www.fema.gov/media-library-data/1517855742689-c13cb1c88427b29425d18a9b05d6f5dc/TA2-RiskExposureandResidualRiskRelatedtoDams_508.pdf
https://www.fema.gov/media-library-data/1517855742689-c13cb1c88427b29425d18a9b05d6f5dc/TA2-RiskExposureandResidualRiskRelatedtoDams_508.pdf
https://www.fema.gov/media-library-data/1517855792708-0a26da0cbbecec10cc96afb4bc63f8c2/TA3-DamAwareness_FINAL_508.pdf



