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FEMA Flood Hazard Maps - FAQ 
 
How are flood maps created? 
FEMA Flood Insurance Rate Maps (FIRMs) are developed using the best available science and prepared 
by specifically qualified engineers in the field of hydrology and hydraulics. Map ‘Guidelines & 
Specifications’ are published, peer reviewed, and periodically revised to incorporate best practices and 
technologies. These standards require actual historic data from the highest quality sources using the 
latest technologies to produce the most accurate and defensible flood hazard maps possible. 
 
What does 1% Annual Chance mean? 
A flood that has a one percent chance of happening in any given year and is the national standard used 
by the National Flood Insurance Program; NFIP.  This is also referred to as the Base Flood or 100-year 
flood, although it is extremely important to remember that a one percent chance flood can happen in 
any given year, not just every 100 years. 
 
What is a Base Flood Elevation? 
The elevation of flood water during a 1% annual chance flood event is the Base Flood Elevation or BFE.  
The BFE is height of flood waters meeting or exceeding the 1% Annual Chance, is expressed in feet at 
designated riverine cross sections, coastal transects, and referenced to a vertical datum, see below. 
 
Do the maps incorporate climate change/sea level rise? 
NO. Only data up to the end of the appeal period can be used. Data is not interpolated from future 
trends or predictions. 
 
Who is responsible for administering the maps and regulations? 
Floodplain management regulations are enforced by the community as a participant in the NFIP. 
 
Who can appeal? What is the appeal process? 
Any owner or lessee of real property, within a participating NFIP community where a proposed flood 
elevation determination has been made or amended, who believes this determination to be 
inaccurate, and can submit the correct information, may file an appeal within the ninety day appeal 
period. 
 
Can I appeal? 
If you believe your property was incorrectly included in a National Flood Insurance Program - 
identified Special Flood Hazard Area (SFHA), you may submit an application to FEMA for a formal 
determination of the property’s location and/or elevation relative to the SFHA. For more information, 
please see the following page: Change a Flood Zone Designation. If you know you would like to request 
a Letter of Map Change (LOMC) through the Online LOMC application, you may do so through the 
following portal: Online Letter of Map Change. 
 
What is a datum? 
A vertical datum is a surveyor’s reference point.  The current vertical datum is NAVD88. However, some 
older FIRMs used NGVD29 as the vertical datum. Conversion from NVGD29 to NAVD88 varies from 
place to place.  In WA, the difference between the two is roughly plus 3.6 feet. This does not mean the 
BFE is higher on the newer maps, but rather is using a different O point. Community officials, surveyors, 
and developers should clearly understand and be able to communicate this map conversion to their 
stakeholders. More information can be found here https://www.fema.gov/media-library-
data/20130726-1755-25045-0634/ngvd_navd.pdf . 
 

 

http://www.fema.gov/national-flood-insurance-program
https://www.fema.gov/change-flood-zone-designation-online-letter
https://hazards.fema.gov/femaportal/onlinelomc/signin
https://www.fema.gov/media-library-data/20130726-1755-25045-0634/ngvd_navd.pdf
https://www.fema.gov/media-library-data/20130726-1755-25045-0634/ngvd_navd.pdf
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Vertical Datums 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Can you explain my ‘vertical relationship to the floodplain? 
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What do the different flood hazard zones mean? 

Flood Hazard Zones are geographic areas FEMA has defined according to varying levels of flood 
risk. Each zone reflects the severity or type of flooding in the area and are depicted on Flood 
Insurance Rate Maps or FIRMs. FEMA FIRMs are the official regulatory floodplain maps.  Flood 
zones and the severity of risk in each flood zone is designated by a specific letter (see description 
below). In Washington, the vast majority of FIRMs delineate flood hazard areas using the historic 
records of precipitation, tides, winds, discharge, and actual events of the flooding source and do 
not incorporate future projections, trends, or interpolations. However, RiskMAP is producing non-
regulatory products such as multi-hazards and Base Flood Elevations Plus an additional 1’, 2’, and 
3’ increments used to examine areas sensitive to Sea Level Rise. 

 
Moderate to Low Flood Risk Areas 

B and X (shaded) - area with a 0.2% (or 1 in 500) annual chance of flooding. This zone is also used 
to designate floodplains of lesser hazards, such as areas protected by levees from 100-year flood, 
or shallow flooding areas with average depths of less than one foot or drainage areas less than 1 
sq. mi.  
C and X (unshaded) - 0.2% AC (or 1 in 500-year Floodplain), area of minimal flood hazard.  
 

High Flood Risk Areas 
A - areas with a 1% annual chance of flooding (1 in 100 year) using approximate methods. No 
depths or base flood elevations are calculated in these zones.  
 
AE – areas with a 1% annual chance of flooding (1 in 100 year) using detailed methods. Base flood 
elevations are calculated in these zones. 
 
AH - areas with a 1% annual chance of shallow flooding, usually in the form of ponding, with an 
average depth ranging from 1 to 3 feet.  
 
AO - areas with a 1% or greater chance of shallow flooding each year, usually in the form of sheet 
flow, with an average depth ranging from 1 to 3 feet. 
 
D - areas with possible but undetermined flood hazards. No flood hazard analysis has been 
conducted. 
 
X – areas determined to be outside the 1% AC floodplain. 
 

Floodways and Density Floodways 
F and DF - a Regulatory Floodway is the channel of a river and the adjacent land areas that must 
be reserved in order to convey the base flood without increasing the water surface elevation more 
than a designated height, commonly 1 foot. Communities must regulate development in these 
areas to ensure there are no increases in upstream flood elevations.  
 
Washington State has adopted a prohibition on new and substantially improved development in 
Floodways. 
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If you would like assistance in better understanding your flood risk and regulatory responsibilities, 
please feel free to contact your Regional Floodplain Specialist here at Ecology. 

 
Contact information 
Scott McKinney 
Statewide Policy Lead, Floodplain Management 
scott.mckinney@ecy.wa.gov 
360-407-6131 
 
Jerry Franklin 
Statewide RiskMAP Coordinator, floodplain mapping, GIS analysis. 
jerry.franklin@ecy.wa.gov 
360-407-7470 
 
David Radabaugh 
State National Flood Insurance Program coordinator, regulations 
Northwest regional floodplain management specialist 
Serving Island, King, Kitsap, San Juan, Skagit, Snohomish, and Whatcom Counties. 
david.radabaugh@ecy.wa.gov 
425-649-4260 
 
Lynn Schmidt 
Eastern regional floodplain management specialist, channel migration zones, engineering 
Serving Adams, Asotin, Columbia, Ferry, Franklin, Garfield, Grant, Lincoln, Pend Oreille, Spokane, 
Stevens, Walla Walla, and Whitman Counties. 
lynn.schmidt@ecy.wa.gov 
509-329-3413 
 
Matt Gerlach 
Central regional floodplain management specialist 
Serving Benton, Chelan, Douglas, Kittitas, Klickitat, Okanogan, and Yakima Counties. 
matthew.gerlach@ecy.wa.gov 
425-649-7244 
 
Southwest Regional Office 
Currently Vacant: Contact david.radabaugh@ecy.wa.gov. 425-649-4260 
Serving Clallam, Clark, Cowlitz, Grays Harbor, Jefferson, Mason, Lewis, Pacific, Pierce, Skamania, 
Thurston, and Wahkiakum Counties. 
 
for technical questions in western Washington, please contact Amelia Petersen. 
 
Amelia Petersen 
amelia.petersen@ecy.wa.gov 
425-649-7244 
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