
COCKREHAM ISLAND BUY-OUT FEASIBILITY STUDY
SKAGIT COUNTY, WASHINGTON

EXECUTIVE SUMMARY

The Cockreham Isla nd site is located roughly bet ween the Towns of Lyman and Hamilton in
Skagit County, Was hington. The site is adjacent to the Skagit River, primari ly composed of low
lying floodpl ain, and has a history of flooding and flood rela ted damages. The Cockreham Island
Levee was first constructed in the mid-nin eteen hundreds by loca l landowners to provide
protection for agricultural lands on the island . While the levee does affect flooding, the island
continues to be flooded by flow moving around the levee , spilling ove r banks to the south, and
backwatering up into local slough channels and creeks. Flooding occurs duri ng frequent
discharge events, and dur ing infrequent large floods the majorit y of the island is inundate d.

A group of present land owners, that collectivel y own a large portion of the island, have requested
that the cou nty investigate the possibility of a buy-out of the isla nd properties. These landowners
have experienced repetitive damages ove r time that have not been cov ered by insurance or other
relief funds . At this time the y desire to relocate from the island .

Cockreham Island is not currentl y an islan d in the literal sense in tha t roads extend onto the island
that are access ible except during floods when flood waters cut off access to the island. The
dominate rive r feature in this area is a set of complementary bends (large S-shape d turn s) that are
being hel d in place by the Cockreham Island Levee and bank protec tion placed along the South
Skagit Highway. These "tra ining" structures limit channel movem ent , force the river to travel up
the valley grade, and lock the river into this un-natur al configura tion. During flooding events the
river will try to straig hten and travel directly down the valley grade. This exerts pressure on the
levee and protection along the South Skagit Highway and perio dic mai ntenance has been requi red
to ma intai n the integrity of these structures.

A benefit cost analysis has established that a buy-out of the Cockreham Island properties is
potentially cost -effective. This analysis comp ared the cos t of buying properties on the island to
the cos t of futu re flood damages and maintenance of infrastructure. The analysis considered
discount rates of both 3.0 percent and 7.0 percent to compute the net present value for future costs
and benefits . A discount rate is a means of present ing future value in present doll ars. Most
Fed eral programs use the 3.0 rates, while FEMA uses the 7.0 rate. A benefits/cost ratio was
calculated using the 3.0 and 7.0 percent rates result ing in benefit to cos t ratios of 4.8 and 2.5
respectively. The larger these ratios, the higher the buy-out will be rated when appl ying for grant
funding through Federal progr ams .

Buy-out of the Cockreham Island parcels will not like ly occur from one funding source or
through one large sca le act ion. It is more likely that a buy-out would occ ur using multiple
funding sources over an undefined peri od of time. This suggests that it would be prudent to
prioritize parcels for buy-out and de velop a plan to acquire parcels over time as funds become
available. We recommend the following spatial buy-out prioriti zati on:

1. All pro perties located sout h of Snider Road, west of Cockreham Island Road, and south
of the Cascade Trai l

2. All properties sou th of Jim ' s Slough

3. All properties south of SR 20 that are inund ated under l Ovyear recurrence flow conditions



4. All rema ining prop erties

Pr ior itizin g buy-out wi th in eac h of these spatial pri oritization levels co uld be done by compar ing
purchase cos ts, parcel level benefit-c ost rati os, gains in ecological benefit , landown er wi llingness ,
flood frequency, or by usin g a combination of criterion. Approximate costs for pu rchase of
propert ies wi thin eac h prioritization area are summarized bel ow.

• Priority Area 1: S5.7 million

• Pr iority Area 2: $2.3 million

• Prior ity Area 3 : $4. 0 million

• Priori ty Area 4 : s1.8 million

Th eproperty cost ~cql!i§ iti.9"p _es t im_a~~ based on the propert y values_pu~ishe_d by the Sk agit
Co unty Assessors ' offi ce plu s demoliti on costs. The Asse ssors ' value is oft en less than market
value. To account for this difference we entered into discussions with Assess ors ' offi ce staff.
Th ey recommended that the assessed value be inc rease d by 30% (multiplied by 1.3).

In some cases the assessed value did not include the va lue of land. Th is exclusion occurs when a
propert y ow ner has an exe mption fro m payin g taxes (e.g. exemptions are categori zed for open
space, agricul tura l, disab ility or seniors) . In the se cases, an adjustment was made to include the
land market value in the acquisitio n cos ts .

Adj usti ng the accessed value for eac h parcel as described abov e resulted in a total acquisi tion cos t
of approxi mately S12.5 million . In addition to the property acquisition cost of $ 12.5 million,
demolit ion cos ts for removing residences and outbuildings was estimated to be approximately
S 1.3 millio n for Co ckreham Island . Th erefore, total property acquisiti on and demoliti on costs
were estimated to be approxima te ly $ 13.8 million.

Onc e sufficie nt properti es have been secured, we rec ommend that the lower portion of the
Cockreham Island Levee be removed. Th is wo uld allo w the river to create a new main stem
channe l through the island redu cing present risk of leve e failure , flood backwatering, and
maintenance costs. The levee wi ll need to be removed in phases to allow for the river to adjust
incremen tally . Determining the ex tent and tim ing of feasible levee removal requires further
study. It is possib le that mu ch of the levee can be removed through time as the river adjusts.
However, the levee currentl y provides valued protection for SR 20 and the To wn of Lym an . The
river wo uld like ly -rn igrate toward-and- thre aten these locations -i f the-levee were .rernoved .or _
failed. Hence, co nt inued protection of SR 20 and the Lym an are a wi ll be a requirement of future
rive r managem ent activities for this area . In the meantime, the upp er portion of the levee should
be closely monitored and maintained to stave off a levee failure event.

Purchasin g these propert ies and se quentially removing the Cockreham Island Levee would result
in immediate hab itat benefit as well as vast opportunities for future habitat restoration. In
additi on, the transfer into public land s (co upled wi th similar public acquisi tions upstream and
downstream) wo uld pro vid e a large open space for various recreation opportunities rel ated to the
river , local fish , fowl, and wildl ife , and the Cas cade Trail.

Mo ving forward with a bu y-out will requi re a number of action items to ga in additional
information, clarify outstanding issues, and establi sh a formal pathwa y for landowners. Some
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action items may be best co mple ted by Skagit Co unty Publi c Works, while othe r tasks will likely
require landowner and/o r additiona l stake ho lder involvemen t. Below is a list of poten tial next
steps that could be taken to move the buy-out process forward. Th is list is presented in no
particular orde r of se quence or impo rtance.

• Invest igate curren t zoning and possible re-zon ing to accommoda te future land uses,
including possible act ions to restrict deve lopme nt/new construction

• Adopt the recomme nded act ion in this report as Skagit Co unty's vision for future
man agement and discontinue ma inta ining the lower portion of the levee

• Present Skagit Co unty's vis ion for future land use on the island to potenti al funding
so urces

• Ma ke a forma l presentation to those entities contro lling miti gation funds for FE RC re
licensin g of the local dam s in hopes that they may ge t involved in buy-ou t of Cock reh am
Island parcels

• Develop buyou t pr ior ity zones based upon prop osed future lan d use

• Develop a buyout pr ior ity list by parcel, based upon the parcel ' s benefi t/cost ratio and
location wi thin the buyout priority zones

• Negotiate a mi tigation plan with the tri bes and other resource managers that will allow
some or all of Skagit Co unty 's (or other entities) future mit igation to occ ur in the form of
bu y-ou t on the island (T his wo uld suggest that the Skagi t Co unty purchase the property
ranked highest on the priori ty list. If the mitigation requ irem ent is not enoug h to
purchase that property, those funds would be placed into an acco unt and added to wi th
future mitigation monies unti l the purc hase amo unt was acc rued). This may or may not
include deed ing these properties to a local non-profit or dir ectly to the tribes

• Establis h a formal process for landowners to vo luntar ily ex press an intere st in being
bou ght out and develop a list of those interested

• Ass ist individua l land own ers in develop ing FEMA gra nt applicat ions to acquire mon ies
for purchase of their properti es

• Establish a floodplain buy-ou t fund with in the cou nty to be used for future purchases on
Co ckre ham Island
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