Developing Base Flood Elevations (BFEs)
In Approximate A Zones

Specific Guidance on Interpreting

44 CFR 60.3(b) (3) and (4)

The following policy guidance is based on these references:

1. 44 CFR 60.3(a)(3)

2. 44 CFR 60.3(b)(3) and (4)

3. “Managing Floodplain Development in Approximate A Zone Areas”, FEMA      265, July 1995

Paragraph “(b)” of 44 CFR 60.3 provides regulatory provisions for the development of Base Flood Elevations (BFEs) in Approximate A Zones.  These are zones that have floodplain contour delineations but have never been studied by detailed engineering methods.  There are no BFEs or any other more descriptive information.

BFEs are the primary measurement for determining flood risk.  Floodplain regulations, national and local, usually require that a structure must be elevated to a certain level above the BFE to be considered compliant.  This is also the method used to determine flood insurance policy premium rates.

With no BFEs, only the outer contours of the regulatory floodplain are delineated.  These are only approximations that are roughly based on topography and rainfall history.  The true flood risk remains largely unknown.  Accurate determinations of flood risk can only be obtained through a hydrologic and hydraulic engineering study.  The National Flood Insurance Program regulations require builders or developers to develop BFEs when none exist in certain situations.  This is especially important when structures are involved.

The provisions of 44 CFR 60.3(b)(3) and (4) state:
    
(3) Require that all new subdivision proposals and other proposed developments (including proposals for manufactured home parks and subdivisions) greater than 50 lots or 5 acres, whichever is the lesser, include within such proposals base flood elevation data;

    
(4) Obtain, review and reasonably utilize any base flood elevation and floodway data available from a Federal, State, or other source, including data developed pursuant to paragraph (b)(3) of this section, as criteria for requiring that new construction, substantial improvements, or other development in Zone A on the community's FHBM or FIRM meet the standards in paragraphs (c)(2), (c)(3), (c)(5), (c)(6), (c)(12), (c)(14), (d)(2) and (d)(3) of this section;

Paragraph (b)(3) establishes a threshold that, if exceeded, would require the development of BFEs.  The question arises as to the definition of “. . . base flood elevation data.”  Many have asserted that less costly, simplified methods of determining BFEs would be appropriate because of the word “data”.  However, this is not the case.  The intent of this provision is that if development (not just a subdivision) occurs within an area of 5 acres or more, or is subdivided into 50 lots or more, detailed BFEs must be developed where structures will be constructed.  It should be noted that not all of the 5 acres or 50 lots must be in the regulatory floodplain for this provision to be required.  If any portion of the development is in the floodplain, then detailed BFEs are required for the structures’ location.
The justification for requiring detailed BFEs comes from the document “Managing Floodplain Development in Approximate Zone A areas”, FEMA 265, dated July 1995.

For developments that exceed the thresholds identified in NFIP regulations Subparagraph 60.3(b)(3), BFEs must be either obtained from other sources or developed using detailed methodologies comparable to those contained in a Flood Insurance Study
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If the development falls below the 5 acre/50 lot threshold, and structures will be part of the development, then simplified methods described in FEMA 265 may be used to determine BFEs.  However, it is important to remember that this is a minimum standard.  Communities are encouraged to require the use of detailed methods for development proposals that fall below the threshold.  

Paragraph (b)(4) requires that the community make an earnest effort to “. . . obtain, review, and reasonably utilize any base flood elevation and floodway data available from a Federal, State, or other source, including data developed pursuant to paragraph (b)(3). .”  
The BFE data referred to here must also be developed by detailed methods.  In other words, if detailed BFE data exist, they must be used.  It is important for the community to actively look for the information, record it, and use it.  Sources for detailed BFE data can include, but are certainly not limited to:
1. Federal:  USDA/NRCS, DoT, USGS, USACE, FHWA
2. State:  State Dept of Transportation, Natural Resources
3. Private:  railroads, engineering firms, developers, construction firms

The data from the above sources should be used as long as they reasonably reflect flooding conditions expected during the Base Flood (100-year flood) event, are not known to be scientifically or technically incorrect, and represent the best data available.

If such data do not exist, it becomes the responsibility of the community to determine whether simplified methods may be used or if detailed BFEs are more appropriate. Though detailed BFEs are more expensive than a simplified method, development of BFEs using detailed methods represent the most accurate way of determining flood risk.  The extra cost could be overcome by lower flood insurance rates plus the time and expense it requires to repair a flood damaged home.

If the size of the new subdivision or other development is less than the threshold in paragraph (b)(3) and no BFE data are available from another source as defined in paragraph (b)(4), paragraph 60.3(a)(3) mandates that the community shall, “. . . determine whether proposed building sites will be reasonably safe from flooding”, and “ . . . be constructed by methods and practices that minimize flood damages . . .”.  This means that the community should do what it can to protect development, especially structures, from the effects of flooding.  
Detailed BFEs are required to support any type of Letter of Map change (LOMC).  Detailed BFEs are also required for flood insurance premium determinations on post FIRM structures.  Although it is possible to obtain flood insurance on a structure located in an Approximate A Zone, an elevation certificate reflecting detailed BFEs could result in a lower premium. 
NOTE:  The policies described in this document have been coordinated with the FEMA Headquarters Office.  They represent the policy of the FEMA Region VI Mitigation Directorate.
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