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National Flood Insurance Program

The U.S. Congress established the National Flood Insurance Program (NFIP) with the passage of
the National Flood Insurance Act of 1968. The NFIP is a Federal program enabling property
owners in participating communities to purchase insurance as a protection against flood losses in
exchange for State and community floodplain management regulations that reduce future flood
damages. Participation in the NFIP is based on an agreement between communities and the
Federal Government. If a community adopts and enforces a floodplain management ordinance to
reduce future flood risk to new construction in floodplains, the Federal Government will make
flood insurance available within the community as a financial protection against flood losses.
This insurance is designed to provide an insurance alternative to disaster assistance to reduce the
escalating costs of repairing damage to buildings and their contents caused by floods.

Purpose of this Document:

The purpose of this document is to provide a comprehensive description of the NFIP intended for
use by FEMA staff and NFIP constituents. It provides an overview and history of the Program
and covers all three aspects of the Program: 1) floodplain identification and mapping; 2)
floodplain management; and 3) flood insurance.

NFIP activities that are described in detail in this document include:

e How flood-prone areas are identified and mapped,;

e FEMA’s map modernization initiative;

e The floodplain management requirements a community must adopt and enforce;

e FEMA’s community assistance and monitoring activities;

e How flood insurance is sold,;

e What structures are eligible for flood insurance coverage and the amount of coverage available;
e How flood insurance policies are rated and claims are paid;

e The Community Rating System; and

e The Flood Mitigation Assistance program.

This document also includes a description of the Mandatory Purchase of Flood Insurance
Requirement and how this requirement relates to the NFIP. Finally, it includes a description of
other FEMA programs and activities that provide mitigation assistance and planning assistance
in reducing the Nation’s flood losses.

A list of acronyms used in this description is provided at the end of the document.



NFIP Description August 1, 2002

Federal Emergency Management Agency’s MISSION..........ccovvevverieeieeiinesnieannens 1
OVErview Of the NFIP ......o.oii e 1
Flood Hazard Identification and Risk ASSESSMENT...........cccvvverieriinieniinnenie e 4
The “100-YEar™ STANUAIT ...........couiiiiiierieieee bbbttt bbb e enes 5
Identifying and Mapping FIO0U-PrONE ATEAS .........couiieieiieie ettt ene e 5
L (oToTo AV o) o g To T o o=t RSP 7
Depiction of Levee Systems and Floodwall Systems on NFIP Maps ........cccccevviieiiii i 8
Changes t0 the FIOOT MAPS .........oiiiiiiiiieee bbbt ane s 9
Mapping the Coastal Barrier Resource System or Otherwise Protected Areas.........ccccoeveveeeviveveesvennnn. 10
Map MOderNiZation PrOgIaM........ciiiiiiciiie ettt sttt st e te e be s e e e e teesaesresbeenbesreeneere e 10
MapPINg FULUIE CONTITIONS .......ciuiiiiiiiiieiet bbbttt 12
Floodplain Management..........ccoeiveiieiieiie e sreesree e 12
Minimum NFIP Floodplain Management REQUIFEMENTS .........ccceeiiieeieieeeee e 13
L@ o [T T o (ot AN (o] o) o] S 16
Monitoring CommuNity COMPIANCE........c.coviiiiieie et sre e sre e e e 17
Actions Against Communities For Failure t0 ENfOrCe .........oooviiiiiiiie e 18
Actions Against Individual Properties For Failure to COMPIY .....cccovvviiiiiii e 19
State Floodplain Management ROIE..........ccoiv oottt 20
POSt-DiSASTEr ASSESSITIENTS . .eeuviiiieeieitesieeiesteeeestesee st e steeseestesteestestesseebesseeseesseaseessesseeseeseeaseessesseaseensenns 20
Providing TeChNICal ASSISTANCE.........ciiieieiiee et seeere e saeene e e e 21
F1000 INSUFANCE........oiieiiiiie ettt neenreas 22
SalE OF FIOOU INSUIANCE ...ttt bttt et steer e ettt et e sbesseesaesbeenbeneeas 22
FI00 INSUFANCE POLICY ...ttt bbbttt 23
[ o] o] L] (0o (NSRS 23
Coastal Barrier RESOUICES SYSIEIM ......ciuiiiiiiiiiieeie et se e see st e re e e e s e e st e st e e ae e ae e teesaeesreesneeanneeeee e 24
RTAY VL] T T =T oo PSSP 25
COVEIAGE AMOUNES ...tttk b s bbbt e bt b e e e e bt e b e e s et e bt e s e nb e e be e bt e b e e e e ab e e b e e nbeabeannenbe s 25
L@ 1 1=] @01 T = To TS 26
1 (=] 00T LT oo OSSP 26
L0 - T 0SSR 27
T ] o PSSR 29

Mandatory Flood Insurance Purchase Requirement..........cccoccvvveiiiieniinninnnn, 29



NFIP Description August 1, 2002

Other NFIP ACHVITIES .....cccuiiiiiiiie ettt 31
ComMMUNILY RALING SYSTEM ...ttt bbbttt bbb 31
Flood Mitigation ASSIStANCE PrOGIAM ........ciiiiiiiiiiie et se sttt see e eneeseesneeneesaeeneeee e 33

Other FEMA PrOgramsS.......couoiiiiieiieeieesiee e see e asie st sies e see e essesssesssessneeas 34
Hazard Mitigation Grant PrOQIaM ........c.ceeieeieiiee s ece e ste s e stee e esteeteeste e e sneeaeeente e steesneesneesneas 34
Disaster Mitigation ACt 0F 2000 ..........coiiieiiiece e 35
PIanNing INILIATIVES ..ottt sttt et seeseesaeenaeseeeneeneesaeeneeee e 36

A Key To The Acronyms Used In This Document ..........c..cccoceeveeeieecieccieeenne, 37



NFIP Description August 1, 2002

Federal Emergency Management Agency’s Mission

The Federal Emergency Management Agency (FEMA) is an independent Federal agency
reporting to the President. Founded in 1979, FEMA’S mission is to:

Lead America to prepare for, prevent, respond to, and recover from disaster.

FEMA is responsible for coordinating the Federal response to floods, earthquakes, hurricanes,
and other natural or man-made disasters and providing disaster assistance to States, communities
and individuals. Disasters are declared by the President at the request of the Governor of the
impacted State if the impacts of the disaster exceed the ability of the State and the affected
communities to respond. For declared disasters, FEMA activates the Federal Response Plan with
27 signatory agencies. The Federal Response Plan provides a framework for the coordination of
assistance to States, communities, and individuals by Federal agencies.

The Federal Insurance and Mitigation Administration (FIMA) within FEMA is responsible for
administering the National Flood Insurance Program (NFIP) and administering programs that
provide assistance for mitigating future damages from natural hazards.

FEMA also provides training and technical assistance to governmental and non-governmental
entities in preparing for and responding to disasters and for protecting against future disasters
through mitigation. In addition to a headquarters office in Washington, D.C., FEMA has 10
regional offices.

Overview of the NFIP

Up until 1968, Federal actions related to flooding were primarily responses to significant events
that resulted in using structural measures to control flooding. Major riverine flood disasters of
the 1920’s and 1930’s led to considerable Federal involvement in protecting life and property
from flooding through the use of structural flood-control projects, such as dams and levees, with
the passage of the Flood Control Act of 1936. Generally, the only available financial recourse to
assist flood victims was in the form of disaster assistance. Despite the billions of dollars in
Federal investments in structural flood-control projects, the losses to life and property and the
amount of assistance to disaster victims from floods continued to increase.

As early as the 1950’s, when the feasibility of providing flood insurance was first proposed, it
became clear that private insurance companies could not profitably provide such coverage at an
affordable price, primarily because of the catastrophic nature of flooding and the inability to
develop an actuarial rate structure which could adequately reflect the risk to which flood-prone
properties are exposed. Congress proposed an experimental program designed to demonstrate
the feasibility of the private sector providing flood insurance by enacting the Federal Insurance
Act of 1956, but this Act was never implemented.

In recognition of increasing flood losses and disaster relief costs, major steps were taken in the
1960’s to redefine Federal policy and approaches to flood control. In 1965, Congress passed the
Southeast Hurricane Disaster Relief Act. The Act was as a result of the extensive damage
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caused by Hurricane Betsy in the Gulf States. The Act provided financial relief for the flooding
victims and authorized a feasibility study of a national flood insurance program. The resulting
report was entitled, “Insurance and Other Programs for Financial Assistance to Flood Victims”.
Shortly thereafter, the Bureau of the Budget Task Force on Federal Flood Control in 1966
advocated a broader perspective on flood control within the context of floodplain development in
House Document 465, “A Unified National Program for Managing Flood Losses”. House
Document 465 included five major goals:

e Improve basic knowledge about flood hazards;

Coordinate and plan new developments in the floodplain;

Provide technical services;

Move toward a practical national program of flood insurance; and
Adjust Federal flood control policy to sound criteria and changing needs.

House Document 465 and the prior feasibility study provided the basis for the National Flood
Insurance Act of 1968. The primary purposes of the 1968 Act creating the NFIP are to:

e Better indemnify individuals for flood losses through insurance;

e Reduce future flood damages through State and community floodplain management
regulations; and

e Reduce Federal expenditures for disaster assistance and flood control.

Section 1315 of the 1968 Act is a key provision that prohibits FEMA from providing flood
insurance unless the community adopts and enforces floodplain management regulations that
meet or exceed the floodplain management criteria established in accordance with Section
1361(c) of the Act. These floodplain management criteria are contained in 44 Code of Federal
Regulations (CFR) Part 60, Criteria for Land Management and Use. The emphasis of the NFIP
floodplain management requirements is directed toward reducing threats to lives and the potential
for damages to property in flood-prone areas. Over 19,700 communities presently participate in
the NFIP. These include nearly all communities with significant flood hazards.

In addition to providing flood insurance and reducing flood damages through floodplain
management regulations, the NFIP identifies and maps the Nation’s floodplains. Mapping flood
hazards creates broad-based awareness of the flood hazards and provides the data needed for
floodplain management programs and to actuarially rate new construction for flood insurance.

When the NFIP was created, the U.S. Congress recognized that insurance for “existing
buildings” constructed before a community joined the Program would be prohibitively expensive
if the premiums were not subsidized by the Federal Government. Congress also recognized that
most of these flood-prone buildings were built by individuals who did not have sufficient
knowledge of the flood hazard to make informed decisions. Under the NFIP, “existing buildings”
are generally referred to as Pre-FIRM (Flood Insurance Rate Map) buildings. These buildings were
built before the flood risk was known and identified on the community’s FIRM. Currently about
26 percent of the 4.3 million NFIP policies in force are Pre-FIRM subsidized compared to 70
percent of the policies being subsidized in 1978.
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In exchange for the availability of subsidized insurance for existing buildings, communities are
required to protect new construction and substantially improved structures through adoption and
enforcement of community floodplain management ordinances. The 1968 Act requires that full
actuarial rates reflecting the complete flood risk be charged on all buildings constructed or
substantially improved on or after the effective date of the initial FIRM for the community or after
December 31, 1974, whichever is later. These buildings are generally referred to as “Post-FIRM”
buildings.

Early in the Program’s history, the Federal Government found that providing subsidized flood
insurance for existing buildings was not a sufficient incentive for communities to voluntarily join
the NFIP nor for individuals to purchase flood insurance. Tropical Storm Agnes in 1972, which
caused extensive riverine flooding along the east coast, proved that few property owners in
identified floodplains were insured. This storm cost the Nation more in disaster assistance than
any previous disaster. For the Nation as a whole, only a few thousand communities participated
in the NFIP and only 95,000 policies were in force.

As a result, Congress passed the Flood Disaster Protection Act of 1973. The 1973 Act prohibits
Federal agencies from providing financial assistance for acquisition or construction of buildings
and certain disaster assistance in the floodplains in any community that did not participate in the
NFIP by July 1,1975, or within 1 year of being identified as flood-prone.

Additionally, the 1973 Act required that Federal agencies and federally insured or regulated
lenders had to require flood insurance on all grants and loans for acquisition or construction of
buildings in designated Special Flood Hazard Areas (SFHAS) in communities that participate in
the NFIP. This requirement is referred to as the Mandatory Flood Insurance Purchase
Requirement. The SFHA is that land within the floodplain of a community subject to a 1 percent
or greater chance of flooding in any given year, commonly referred to as the 100-year flood.

The Mandatory Flood Insurance Purchase Requirement, in particular, resulted in a dramatic
increase in the number of communities that joined the NFIP in subsequent years. In 1973, just
over 2,200 communities participated in the NFIP. Within 4 years, approximately 15,000
communities had joined the Program. It also resulted in a dramatic increase in the number of
flood insurance policies in force. In 1977, approximately 1.2 million flood insurance policies
were in force, an increase of almost 900,000 over the number policies in force in December of
1973.

The authors of the original study of the NFIP thought that the passage of time, natural forces, and
more stringent floodplain management requirements and building codes would gradually
eliminate the number of Pre-FIRM structures. Nevertheless, modern construction techniques
have extended the useful life of these Pre-FIRM buildings beyond what was originally expected.
However, their numbers overall continue to decrease. The decrease in the number of Pre-FIRM
buildings has been attributed to a number of factors such as, severe floods in which buildings
were destroyed or substantially damaged, redevelopment, natural attrition, acquisition of flood
damaged structures, as well as flood control projects.
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In 1994, Congress amended the 1968 Act and the 1973 Act with the National Flood Insurance
Reform Act (NFIRA). The 1994 Act included measures, among others, to:

e Increase compliance by mortgage lenders with the mandatory purchase requirement and
improve coverage;

e Increase the amount of flood insurance coverage that can be purchased,;

e Provide flood insurance coverage for the cost of complying with floodplain management
regulations by individual property owners (Increased Cost of Compliance coverage);

e Establish a Flood Mitigation Assistance grant program to assist States and communities to
develop mitigation plans and implement measures to reduce future flood damages to
structures;

e Codify the NFIP’s Community Rating System; and

e Require FEMA to assess its flood hazard map inventory at least once every 5 years.

Funding for the NFIP is through the National Flood Insurance Fund, which was established in
the Treasury by the 1968 Act. Premiums collected are deposited into the fund, and losses, and
operating and administrative costs are paid out of the fund. In addition, the Program has the
authority to borrow up to $1.5 billion from the Treasury, which must be repaid along with
interest. Until 1986, Federal salaries and program expenses, as well as the costs associated with
flood hazard mapping and floodplain management were paid by an annual appropriation from
Congress. From 1987 to 1990, Congress required the Program to pay these expenses out of
premium dollars. When expressed in current dollars, $485 million of policyholder premiums
were transferred to pay salary and other expenses of the Program. Beginning in 1991, a Federal
policy fee of $25 dollars, which was increased to $30 in 1995, is applied to most policies in order
to generate the funds for salaries, expenses, and mitigation costs.

The three basic components of the Program — identifying and mapping flood-prone communities,
the requirement that communities adopt and enforce floodplain management regulations, and the
provision of flood insurance — are described in detail below. Other aspects and components of
the Program, including the Mandatory Purchase Requirement, the Community Rating System
and the Flood Mitigation Assistance program, are also described.

Flood Hazard ldentification and Risk Assessment

The Director of FEMA is required by statute to identify and map the Nation’s flood-prone areas
and to establish flood-risk zones in such areas. Flood hazard maps have been issued for over
19,200 communities at a cost of over $1.5 billion (actual dollars) [$2.8 billion in 2001 dollars].
To date, approximately 100,000 flood map panels have been produced depicting approximately
150,000 square miles of floodplain areas.

The FEMA flood hazard maps are used an estimated 15 million times annually for State and
community floodplain management regulations, for calculating flood insurance premiums, and
for determining whether property owners are required by law to obtain flood insurance as a
condition of obtaining mortgage loans or other Federal or federally related financial assistance.
FEMA’s flood hazard maps are also used by States and communities for emergency management
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and for land use and water resources planning and by Federal agencies implementing Executive
Order 11988, Floodplain Management for Federal actions proposed in or affecting floodplains.

The “100-year” Standard

The NFIP would not be able to offer insurance at affordable rates without the existence of risk
management (floodplain management) to reduce flood losses. In order to assess and manage the
flood risk, a national standard was needed. The U.S. Department of Housing and Urban
Development, which initially administered the NFIP before FEMA was created, began its
administration of the NFIP by calling on a group of experts to advise the agency as to the best
standard to be used as the basis for risk assessment, insurance rating, and floodplain management
for the Program. After extensive study and coordination with Federal and State agencies, this
group recommended the 1-percent-annual-chance flood (also referred to as the 100-year or “Base
Flood”) be used as the standard for the NFIP.

The 1-percent-annual-chance flood was chosen on the basis that it provides a higher level of
protection while not imposing overly stringent requirements or the burden of excessive costs on
property owners. The 1-percent-annual-chance flood (or 100-year flood) represents a magnitude
and frequency that has a statistical probability of being equaled or exceeded in any given year,
or, stated alternatively, the 100-year flood has a 26 percent (or 1 in 4) chance of occurring over
the life of a 30-year mortgage.

In 1973, the Senate Committee on Banking, Housing and Urban Affairs, which had oversight
responsibility for the NFIP, heard arguments on both sides on the appropriateness of the 100-
year base flood standard. The Committee concluded that the 1-percent-annual-chance flood was
reasonable and consistent with national objectives in reducing flood losses. In 1981, the Office
of Management and Budget (OMB) directed FEMA to review the use of the 1-percent-annual-
chance flood as part of the President’s 1981 Task Force on Regulatory Relief. In its report to
OMB, FEMA reaffirmed the overwhelming support for the Base Flood standard in responses
from the public and private sector.

The 1-percent-annual-chance flood is a regulatory standard used by Federal agencies, and most
States, to administer floodplain management programs. The 1-percent-annual-chance flood
standard has been used since the inception of the NFIP and is used for floodplain management
purposes in all of the 19,200 participating communities that have been issued flood hazard maps.

Identifying and Mapping Flood-Prone Areas

To meet the objective that studies be conducted to accurately assess the flood risk within each
flood-prone community, the 1968 Act called for: 1) the identification and publication of
information within five years for all floodplain areas that have special flood hazards; and 2) the
establishment of flood-risk zones in all such areas to be completed over a 15-year period
following passage of the Act.

When the NFIP was initially established, communities had to have been mapped and have flood-
risk zones established before they could participate in the Program. Within the first year of
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NFIP’s operation, it became evident that the time required to complete the detailed flood
insurance studies would markedly delay implementation of the Program in many flood-prone
communities. As a result, an interim means for more rapid community participation in the NFIP
had to be provided. The Housing and Urban Development Act of 1969 expanded participation
by authorizing an Emergency Program under which insurance coverage could be provided at
non-actuarial, federally subsidized rates in limited amounts during the period prior to completion
of a community’s Flood Insurance Study (FIS).

Until an FIS could be conducted, Flood Hazard Boundary Maps, which delineated the
boundaries of the community’s SFHAS, were prepared using approximate methods. These
methods identified on an approximate basis a 1-percent-annual-chance floodplain, but did not
include the determination of Base Flood Elevations (BFESs) (100-year flood elevations), flood
depths, or floodways. The Flood Hazard Boundary Map was intended to assist communities in
managing floodplain development, and to assist insurance agents and property owners in
identifying those areas where the purchase of flood insurance was advisable.

FISs that use detailed hydrologic and hydraulic analyses to develop BFEs and designate
floodways and risk zones for developed areas of the floodplain were subsequently produced for
most NFIP communities. Once more detailed risk data were provided to communities, the
community could enter the Regular Program whereby the community is required to adopt more
comprehensive floodplain management requirements and owners of structures could purchase
higher amounts of insurance.

In producing and updating FISs, FEMA typically uses a combination of two study approaches
(approximate and detailed) in identifying a community’s flood hazards. Detailed study methods
typically employ the use of engineering models and, at a minimum, result in the determination of
BFEs or flood depths and floodways that will be displayed on the FIRM. In general, the decision
whether to use the approximate method or detailed method is based on existing and anticipated
development in and near the floodplain. Flood hazard information for flooding sources that
affect developed or developing areas are based on detailed studies whenever possible;
approximate study methods, which are less rigorous than detailed methods and do not determine
BFEs or floodways, may be used for undeveloped or sparsely developed areas.

An FIS usually generates the following flood hazard information:

e BFEs are presented as either water-surface elevations or average depths of flow above the
ground surface. These elevations and depths are usually referenced to either the National
Geodetic Vertical Datum of 1929 (NGVD29) or the North American Vertical Datum of 1988
(NAVDSS).

e Water-surface elevations for the 10-year (10-percent-annual-chance), 50-year (2-percent-
annual-chance), 100-year (1-percent-annual-chance), and 500-year (0.2-percent-annual-
chance) floods.

e Boundaries of the regulatory 100-year floodway. The regulatory floodway is defined as the
channel of a stream plus any adjacent floodplain areas that must be kept free of
encroachment so that the entire Base Flood (100-year flood) discharge can be conveyed with
no greater than a 1.0-foot increase in the BFE.
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e The boundaries of the 100- and 500-year floodplains. The 100-year floodplain is referred to
as the Special Flood Hazard Area (SFHA).

The results of the FIS are presented on a map, referred to as a Flood Insurance Rate Map
(FIRM), and presented in the FIS report in a narrative and graphically as flood profiles attached
to the narrative. FEMA determines the 1-percent-annual-chance flood, shown on the FIRMs as
A Zones or V Zones, from information that obtained through consultation with the community,
and from floodplain topographic surveys, detailed hydrologic and hydraulic analyses, and
historic records. FEMA uses commonly accepted computer models and engineering methods
that estimate hydrologic and hydraulic conditions to determine the 1-percent-annual-chance
flood, to determine BFEs, and to designate flood-risk zones.

FEMA defines technical requirements, product specifications for Flood Hazard Maps and related
NFIP products, and associated coordination and documentation activities in Guidelines and
Specifications for Flood Hazard Mapping Partners, dated February 2002. The Guidelines,
which are used to prepare FISs and restudies, provide information for the evaluation of riverine
and alluvial fan flood hazards, coastal flooding and flood-related erosion, and flood hazards
along the Great Lakes. The Guidelines also include procedures for conducting hydrologic and
hydraulic analyses of a flooding source or sources in order to establish BFEs. Also, included in
the Guidelines is information on process and products associated with the Cooperative Technical
Partners initiative, digital Flood Insurance Rate Map (DFIRM) specifications, and the option of
including a flood hazard zone reflecting future conditions on the FIRM when requested by the
community.

Along rivers, streams, and lakes within the United States, FEMA computes flood elevations
using computer models, statistical techniques, or both. These elevations are a function of the
amount of water expected to enter a particular system by means of precipitation and runoff. The
SFHASs in riverine areas are primarily identified as “A Zones” on the FIRM.

Along the coast, FEMA determines SFHAS by an analysis of storm surge, wind direction and
speed, wave heights, and other factors. FEMA designates these areas along the coast as both V
Zones and A Zones on the FIRM. V Zones are the more hazardous coastal flood zones because
they are subject to high velocity wave action. FEMA applies the VV-Zone designation to those
areas along the coast where water depth and other conditions would support at least a 3-foot
wave height. FEMA also considers other factors in identifying VV Zones, such as wave run-up.
FEMA usually designates A Zones in coastal areas landward of the V Zone. Coastal flood
hazards areas mapped as A Zones can be subject to storm surge and damaging waves; however,
the waves are less than 3 feet in height.

Flood Mapping Process

Over 10,000 communities have been provided detailed FISs and have been issued FIRMs that
include BFEs for Zones AE, A1-30, AH, AO, AR/AE, AR/A1-30, AR/AO, AR/AH, VE, and
V1-30. Most of these NFIP communities will have FIRMs that include a combination of SFHAS
that have been studied in detail with BFEs and floodway data and SFHASs that have been studied
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using approximate methods which have been designated Zone A without BFEs or floodway
designations.

A draft FIS can be prepared by a study contractor to FEMA under the NFIP Regulations at 44
CFR Part 66 or by appellants under 44 CFR Part 65 for the purpose of establishing or revising
BFE and floodway data. FEMA reviews and modifies, as appropriate, the draft FIS to ensure it
complies with established NFIP criteria. Once FEMA has received and approved the draft FIS,
FEMA releases the information to the public as a Preliminary FIS and FIRM for review and
comment during a statutory 90-day appeal period before proposed elevations become effective.

During the appeal period, any owner or lessee of real property within the community where the
proposed elevation determination has been made may file a written appeal. The appeal must be
based on a demonstration that the elevations proposed by FEMA are scientifically and/or
technically incorrect. Until such time as the 90-day appeal period is completed and the
community is provided with a notice of final flood elevation determination, the BFE and
floodway data in the FIS are considered preliminary and subject to change. During the
preparation and review of the FIS and the appeals, FEMA coordinates closely with State and
local officials and presents its findings at public meetings.

Depiction of Levee Systems and Floodwall Systems on NFIP Maps

FEMA does not design, construct, fund, or approve levee systems or floodwall systems.
However, FEMA has developed stringent criteria that must be met before any system can be
depicted as providing protection from the 1-percent-annual-chance flood on a FIRM. Once the
criteria in the NFIP regulations have been met, FEMA will remove the property behind the levee
or floodwall from the 1-percent-annual-chance floodplain. FEMA’s review of a levee or
floodwall system is for the sole purpose of establishing appropriate risk-zone determinations for
NFIP maps and does not constitute a determination or warranty by FEMA as to how a structure
or system will perform in a flood event. Because of the potentially devastating effects to life and
property should a levee or floodwall fail or be overtopped, FEMA takes special care in
considering the impacts of such structures on flood hazards.

FEMA recognizes only a levee system or floodwall system that meets, and continues to meet,
minimum design standards that provide protection from the 1-percent-annual-chance flood.
Specifically, the criteria established in 44 CFR 865.10 must be satisfied before a levee may be
credited and mapped as providing protection from the 1-percent-annual-chance flood event. The
criteria include:

e Design criteria, which address minimum freeboard above flood height, closure devices for
any openings, embankment protection, embankment and foundation stability, settlement, and
interior drainage. All data submitted to demonstrate compliance with these structural
requirements must be certified by a registered professional engineer. In lieu of submitting
these data, a Federal agency with responsibility for levee design may certify that the levee
and/or levee system provides adequate protection against the 1-percent-annual-chance flood.
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e Operations plan and criteria, which address operation of closures and interior drainage
systems during a flood event. Operations for a levee system must be under the jurisdiction
of a Federal or State agency, an agency created by Federal or State law, or an agency
established by a community participating in the NFIP.

e Maintenance plans and criteria require an officially adopted maintenance plan. Ata
minimum, the plan must specify the maintenance activities to be performed, the frequency of
their performance, and the person responsible for their performance. All maintenance
activities must be performed under the jurisdiction of a Federal or State agency, an agency
created by a Federal or State law, or an agency of a community participating in the NFIP.

Changes to the Flood Maps

The flood risk information presented on the FIRM and in the FIS report forms the technical basis
for the administration of the NFIP. FEMA exercises great care to ensure that the analytical
methods employed in the FISs are scientifically and technically correct, that the engineering
standards followed meet professional standards, and, ultimately, that the results of the FIS are
accurate. Although the NFIP maps and FIS reports are prepared according to rigorous technical
standards, FEMA recognizes that changes to the maps and reports may be necessary. Some
reasons for the changes are due to improvements in the techniques used in assessing flood risks,
changes in physical conditions in the floodplains or watersheds, and the availability of new
scientific or technical data.

In addition, the limitations imposed by the scales at which the maps are prepared may result in
individual properties being inadvertently included in SFHAs. FEMA has developed a process,
referred to as a Letter of Map Amendment (LOMA), to correct these inadvertent inclusions. A
LOMA results from an administrative procedure that involves the review of technical data
submitted by the owner or lessee of property who believes the property has incorrectly been
included in a designated SFHA. A LOMA amends the currently effective FEMA map and
establishes that a specific property is not located in an SFHA, thereby removing the Mandatory
Flood Insurance Purchase Requirement.

FEMA has similarly established administrative procedures for changing effective maps based on
new or revised scientific or technical data that reflect other changes to the floodplain including
projects such as fill and flood control measures. The map actions are referred to as Letter of
Map Revision based on Fill (LOMR-F) and Letter of Map Revision (LOMR) respectively.

The NFIP regulations allow FEMA to revise and amend maps and FIS reports, as warranted, or
after it receives requests from community officials and individual property owners. To help
FEMA ensure that the maps and reports present information that accurately reflects existing
flood risks, the NFIP regulations require that each NFIP community inform FEMA of any
physical changes that affect BFEs in the community and, within 6 months of the date that such
data are available, submit those data that show the effects of the changes.

In making revisions and amendments, FEMA must adhere to the same engineering standards
applied in the preparation of the original NFIP maps and FIS reports. Therefore, when
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requesting changes to NFIP maps and reports, community officials and property owners are
required to submit adequate supporting data. Those data enable FEMA to review and evaluate
the requests and to carry out its responsibility of ensuring that the flood-risk information
presented is scientifically and technically correct.

Because LOMASs, LOMR-Fs, and LOMRs officially amend or revise the flood maps, they must
reflect existing conditions, such as an “as-built” project. Communities, developers, and property
owners also frequently submit requests for proposed projects in floodplain areas to FEMA for
review and comment. Such requests typically include data and analyses of the pre- and post-
project conditions so that FEMA can ascertain the impact on flood hazards of the proposed
project. FEMA reviews such requests using the same data and engineering standards that are
used for “as-built” requests. FEMA’s response is provided in the form of a “conditional”
LOMA, LOMR-F, or LOMR, which state whether the proposed project, if built as proposed,
would justify a map revision. A conditional LOMA, LOMR-F, or LOMR does not constitute a
building permit; the authority to approve projects and issue building permits lies with the local
community and, in some instances, State agencies.

Mapping the Coastal Barrier Resource System or Otherwise Protected Areas

Congress passed the Coastal Barrier Resources Act in 1982 and the Coastal Barrier Improvement
Act in 1990, defining and establishing a system of protected coastal areas (including the Great
Lakes) and Otherwise Protected Areas (OPAs) known as the Coastal Barrier Resources System
(CBRS). The Acts provide protection to CBRS areas by prohibiting most expenditures of
Federal funds in CBRS areas, including the sale of flood insurance for buildings constructed or
substantially improved after the effective date of the CBRS area. These prohibitions refer to
"any form of loan, grant, guarantee, insurance, payment, rebate, subsidy or any other form of
direct or indirect Federal assistance,” with specific and limited exceptions.

Congress designated the initial CBRS areas in 1982 and is the only entity that may authorize a
revision to CBRS boundaries. Revisions to CBRSs are typically authorized by Congress based
on State and local requests as well as recommendations made by the U.S. Fish and Wildlife
Service. Because of the prohibition on the sale of flood insurance for buildings constructed or
substantially improved after the CBRS effective date, it is critical to depict these areas on
FIRMs. Thus, FEMA, in cooperation with the U.S. Fish and Wildlife Service, transfers the
boundaries from Congressionally-adopted source maps, titled “Coastal Barrier Resource
System,” to FIRMs so that insurance agents will not inadvertently sell flood insurance policies
for buildings not eligible for the purchase of flood insurance.

Map Modernization Program

Nationwide, approximately 75 percent of the FEMA flood maps are more than 10 years old.
Because flood hazards are dynamic and usually increase over time as development occurs, old
maps tend to understate actual, existing flood hazards. Additionally, most of the maps were
produced using now antiquated manual cartographic techniques. The primary reason for the
existing backlog of outdated maps has been inadequate program funding over the past 20 years.
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As aresult, in 1997, FEMA designed a plan to modernize the FEMA flood-mapping program.
With implementation of the modernization plan, the flood hazard information provided to
communities would be more accurate and extensive, resulting in safer communities. The plan
proposes a 7-year upgrade to the flood map inventory and an enhancement of products, services,
and process that entails:

e Converting Level-1 Flood Map Upgrades that entail converting the maps to a digital format
for approximately 11,140 communities (55,700 map panels)—this includes resolving
community-identified map maintenance needs for 16,500 map panels; upgrading existing
digitally produced 20,700 map panels to the new digital FIRM specifications; and when
feasible, cost-effectively enhancing the flood theme (e.g., redelineation of floodplain
boundaries on updated topography or limited detailed studies to update approximate flood
Zones).

e Conducting Level-2 Flood Map Upgrades that entail all of the features of Level 1 Flood Map
Upgrades plus incorporating updated detailed flood data through studies and restudies for
approximately 4,700 communities with inadequate floodplain mapping (23,540 map panels);

e Flood map creations for approximately 2,700 flood-prone communities without flood maps
(13,700 map panels);

e Integrating communities, States, and regional agencies into the mapping process through the
Cooperating Technical Partners (CTP) initiative;

e Converting the maps to metric