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The 2002 flood
altered the course
of the river and
brought five-foot
thick, automobilesize chunks of ice
to their house.
“Had we not built
as strong, we would
have lost the
structure to the ice
collisions.”

Family home during elevation project
Salcha, Alaska – In 1979 Al and Sheran
Benerth built their dream home next to a
side channel of the Tanana River. Their
children enjoyed playing in the calm,
shallow water at this peaceful location.
Suddenly everything changed in 2002
when an enormous flood altered the course
of the river. Over four feet of water entered
the house while five-foot thick, automobile
-size chunks of ice crashed against the
exterior walls.
Their earlier decision to build an extremely
sturdy house made a big difference. As
Sheran states, “Had we not built as strong,
we would have lost the structure to the ice

collisions.” Fortunately, the massive
concrete foundation, solid log construction
and very sturdy connections throughout the
building were able to withstand the
battering.
The lower floor includes a recreation room,
bathroom, furnace, washer, dryer, and
various possessions. “The water came up so
quickly that we had no time to save
anything or to evacuate,” Sheran
remembered. Muddy water caused a lot of
damage and also damaged their vehicles. A
professional flood restoration contractor
was hired to help clean up, dry out and
minimize the long-term effects.
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New foundation and gravel fill
The Benerths love their home and its
remote setting. Planning for the long
term, they had invested in high-quality,
durable materials and the extra insulation
appropriate for frigid winters in the
Alaska interior. But Al and Sheran
needed to find a solution to the threat of
future floods. While they were looking for
a way to elevate the house they
experienced several reminders from the
Tanana River. As Sheran recounted, “One
of these floods brought two feet of water
inside and several others were just enough
to get the floor wet.”

Disaster Mitigation Working in Alaska
In 2011, an experienced local contractor
used a crane to move the attached and
detached garages, lifted the house with
hydraulic jacks and blocking, then
constructed a new concrete foundation.
Additional work included relocating wires
and pipes, repairing damaged logs at the
base of the building and re-attaching the
garage. In a final stage, many truckloads of
gravel were placed under and around the
house. This fill material is well protected
from future erosion by an extremely heavy
concrete block perimeter wall. Fortunately,
Sheran and Al were able to pay for
additional construction costs, such as the
perimeter wall, that were not covered by
the home elevation grant. “Those extra
expenses cost us exactly $39,829.34,” said
Sheran.

For more information:
Alaska Department of Commerce,
Community, & Economic
Development (DCCED), Division of
Community and Regional Affairs
(DCRA)
550 West 7th Avenue, Suite 164
Anchorage, AK 99501
Phone: 907.269.4583
FAX: 907.269.4066
e-mail: taunnie.boothby@alaska.gov
Website:
http:www.commerce.state.ak.us/dca/
planning/nfip/nfip.htm

Free Publication:
FEMA P-347, Above the Flood:

The Tanana River now runs fast and deep
Elevating Your Floodprone
past their property but the Benerths have
House, May 2000
much more confidence that they’ll stay
safe and dry. The first floor of their home
To obtain a printed copy call
is now 1.3’ above the Base Flood
FEMA Publications,
Elevation (BFE), the estimated maximum
1-800-480-2520
height of a 1% annual chance flood event.
or visit the FEMA Library,
Homeowners faced with this situation are While nothing is certain in Alaska or
http://www.fema.go/library
anywhere else, Al and Sheran Benerth
sometimes eligible for some form of
to download this book and other
are convinced that taking action to
mitigation assistance. Removing,
useful FEMA publications.
lower their risk was the right decision
relocating or elevating homes that have
and an excellent investment.
been repeatedly damaged can reduce
losses to the National Flood Insurance
Fund, improve community resilience, and
sometimes save lives. The Benerths
received help from the State of Alaska for
some of their disaster damage, but
initially they were unable to find a
program to help with the high cost of
lifting their home. Finally, with assistance
from the Alaska Department of
Commerce, Community & Economic
Development (DCCED) Division of
Community and Regional Affairs
(DCRA) they discovered that they might
be eligible for the federal Repetitive
Flood Claims Grant Program. The result
of eight years of careful planning,
persistence and close cooperation with
DCCED and the Fairbanks North Star
Borough was a successful grant
Elevated home and fill protected by concrete block wall
application and building permit.
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