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 AAbboouutt  TThhiiss  GGuuiiddee   
 

This Quick Guide will help you understand more about why 

and how communities in the State of New Mexico manage 

floodplains to protect people and property. 

Flood-prone communities adopt ordinances that detail the rules 

and requirements. In case of conflict, that ordinance and not 

this publication, must be followed. If you have questions, be 

sure to talk with your local planning, permit, engineering or 

floodplain management office. 

 

Questions and comments on the Quick Guide can be 
directed to the New Mexico Floodplain Managers Association 

(NMFMA) at http://www.nmfma.org. 

     

 This Quick Guide is supported by the New Mexico Office of 

Emergency Management through funding awarded by the 

Federal Emergency Management Agency. The publication does not 

necessarily reflect the views of those agencies. 

Prepared in 2004 by 

 
www.rcquinnconsulting.com 
 
Revised in 2020 by 

 
www.jefuller.com 

http://www.nmfma.org/
http://www.rcquinnconsulting.com/
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  IInnttrroodduuccttiioonn   

 
The New Mexico  Floodplain  Managers  Association  is  pleased  to 

provide this Quick Guide to help our citizens understand what 
floodplain management is and why we regulate floodplain 

development. 

 
Counties and local communities regulate the floodplain to: 

 
 

◼ Ensure that Federal flood insurance and disaster 
assistance are available 

 

◼ Save tax dollars 
 

◼ Reduce future flood losses 

 
Floods have been, and continue to be, a very destructive natural disaster in terms of economic loss to the 

citizens of New Mexico. More than 10% of the state’s land area is subject to flooding. Most flood-prone 

New Mexicans don’t have flood insurance. 
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Not all flood events are declared major disasters. 

Many floods are local, affecting only small areas or a few watersheds. 

  NNeeww  MMeexxiiccoo  FFllooooddppllaaiinn  FFaaccttss   
 

◼ New Mexico’s most significant 
natural hazards are flood, 
wildfire, drought and winter 
storms. 
 

◼ Flood-prone areas have been 
identified in most counties, cities 
and towns, although floodplain 
maps have not been prepared for 
many waterways. 
 

◼ Since 1959, 65 New Mexicans 
have lost their lives in floods. 
 

◼ Thousands of buildings and 
structures are flood-prone. 
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  FFlloooodd  IInnssuurraannccee::  PPrrooppeerrttyy  OOwwnneerr’’ss  BBeesstt  PPrrootteeccttiioonn   

 
Who needs flood insurance? Every homeowner, business owner, and renter in New Mexico 

communities that participate in the National Flood Insurance Program (NFIP) may purchase a flood insurance 

policy — regardless of the location of the building. Federal disaster grants do not cover most losses and 

repayment of a disaster loan can cost many times more than the price of a flood insurance policy.  
 

Unfortunately, it’s often after a flood that 

many people discover that their homeowner 

or business property insurance policies do 

not cover flood damages. Approximately 30% 

of all flood damages occur in low risk 

zones, commonly described as being 

“outside the mapped flood zone.” 

 
The New Mexico Floodplain Managers 

Association urges YOU to protect your 
financial future by getting a flood insurance 
policy. To purchase a policy, call your insurance 
agent. To get the name of an agent in your 
community, call the NFIP’s toll free number, 
1-800-427-4661. 

$400 / Year Flood Insurance

$3,888 / year
Disaster Loan

COMPARE TYPICAL YEARLY COSTS

Call Your Insurance Agent to Learn More
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  TTuurrnn  AArroouunndd  DDoonn''tt  DDrroowwnn™™   

 
Follow these safety rules: 

 

◼ When flooding is expected, stay away from creeks, streams, 
rivers, arroyos, dips, low spots, canyons, washes, etc. 
 

◼ NEVER drive through flooded roads – they may be washed 
out. 

 

◼ Passenger cars may float in only 18-24 inches of water. 
 

◼ Be especially cautious at night when it is harder to recognize 
dangers. 

 

◼ Just six inches of fast-moving water can knock you off your 
feet. 
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  WWhhyy  DDoo  WWee  RReegguullaattee  tthhee  FFllooooddppllaaiinn??   

 
◼ To protect people and property. Floodplain management is about building smart. It makes good sense. If 

we know part of our land will flood from time to time, we should make reasonable decisions to help protect 
our families, homes, and businesses. 
 

◼ To make sure that federal flood insurance and disaster assistance are available. If your 
home or business is in the floodplain, and federal flood insurance isn’t available, then you can’t get some 
types of federal financial assistance. Home mortgages will be hard to find, and you won’t be able to get 
some types of state and federal loans and grants. 

 

◼ To save tax dollars. Every flood disaster affects your community’s budget. If we build smarter, we’ll 
have fewer problems the next time the water rises. Remember, federal disaster assistance isn’t available 
for all floods. And even when the President declares a disaster, your community still has to pay a portion 
of the costs of evacuation, temporary housing, repair, and clean-up. 

 

◼ To avoid liability and lawsuits.  If we know an area is mapped as floodplain and likely to flood, if  we 
know people could be in danger, and if we know that buildings could be damaged, it makes sense to take 
reasonable protective steps when we develop and build. 

 

◼ To reduce future flood losses in New Mexico. State legislation was amended in  2003  to  require  all 
counties and municipalities with designated flood-prone areas to participate in the National Flood Insurance 
Program and to designate a state-certified floodplain manager. 
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  CCoommmmuunniittyy  RReessppoonnssiibbiilliittiieess   
 

To participate in the National Flood Insurance Program, your community agrees to:  
 

◼ Adopt and enforce a flood damage prevention ordinance 
 

◼ Require permits for all types of development in the floodplain (see page 23) 
 

◼ Assure that building sites are reasonably safe from flooding 
 

◼ Estimate flood elevations that were not determined by FEMA  
 

◼ Require new or improved homes and manufactured homes to be 
elevated above the Base Flood Elevation (BFE) 

 

◼ Require other buildings to be elevated or floodproofed 
 

◼ Conduct field inspections and cite violations 
 

◼ Require Elevation Certificates to document compliance (see pages 32 and 33) 
 

◼ Carefully consider requests for variances 
 

◼ Resolve non-compliance and violations 
 

◼ Advise FEMA when updates to flood maps are needed 
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  LLooookkiinngg  ffoorr  FFllooooddppllaaiinn  IInnffoorrmmaattiioonn??   
 

The FEMA Flood Map Service Center (MSC) is the official public source for flood hazard information 
produced in support of the National Flood Insurance Program (NFIP). Use the MSC to find your official 

flood map, access a range of other flood hazard products, and take advantage of tools for better 

understanding flood risk at https://msc.fema.gov.  
 

◼ FEMA prepares Flood Insurance Studies and Flood 

Insurance Rate Maps (FIRMs) for communities in New 
Mexico. 
 

◼ Most FIRMs show Special Flood Hazard Areas and 
floodways. Some FIRMs show floodplains delineated using 
approximation analyses (see page 16). 

 

◼ Not all waterways and arroyos have designated floodplains 
– but all waterways will flood, even though a floodplain 
study may not have been prepared. 

 

 

Need a fast answer? Visit your community’s planning, 

engineering, or permit office where flood maps are 

available for viewing by the public. 

https://msc.fema.gov/
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  FFIIRRMMeettttee::  FFlloooodd  MMaappss    OOnn--LLiinnee   
 

Use FEMA’s on-line tools to view and print clips from 
Flood Insurance Rate Maps for almost any place in the 
country.  The tutorial “How to Print a FIRMette and 
Download a FIRM Panel” available through the FEMA 
website provides additional information on using 
Flood Maps online.  To create a FIRMette from the 
NFHL Viewer, follow these steps: 

Click on the “NFHL Viewer” link,  

Use the search bar on the top left to search for an 

address, place, or navigate to your location on the map. 

In the “NFHL Print Tool” window, click the pin tool and click 

on the map to place the pin.  Choose the map size 

(FIRMette or full FIRM) and file format, then press run. Your 

local planning, engineering, or permit office may be able to tell 

you which map panel covers your area of interest. 

1 

2 

3 

https://www.fema.gov/sites/default/files/2020-07/fema_find-flood-map-make-FIRMette_tutorial.pdf%20Go%20to%20https:/www.fema.gov/flood-maps/tools-resources/flood-map-products/national-flood-hazard-layer
https://www.fema.gov/sites/default/files/2020-07/fema_find-flood-map-make-FIRMette_tutorial.pdf%20Go%20to%20https:/www.fema.gov/flood-maps/tools-resources/flood-map-products/national-flood-hazard-layer
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  UUnnddeerrssttaannddiinngg  tthhee  RRiivveerriinnee  FFllooooddppllaaiinn   
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
 

For floodplains with Base Flood Elevations, check the Flood Insurance Study to find the Flood Profile which 

shows water surface elevations for different frequency floods (see page 15). 

 

 

The Special Flood Hazard 

Area (SFHA) is that portion 
of the floodplain subject to 
inundation by the base flood 
and/or flood-related erosion 
hazards.   SFHAs are shown 
on FHBMs or FIRMs as Zones 
A, AE, A1-A30, AH, AO, and 
AR. 

See page 11 to learn about the 
floodway, the area of the 
floodplain where floodwaters 
usually flow faster and deeper. 
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  UUnnddeerrssttaannddiinngg  tthhee  FFllooooddwwaayy   
 

 

 

The Floodway is the  channel 
of a river or other watercourse 
and the adjacent land areas that 
must be reserved in order to pass 
the base flood discharge without 
increasing flood depths. 

Computer models of the 
floodplain are used to simulate 
“encroachment” or fill in the 
flood fringe in order to predict 
where and how much the base 
flood elevation would increase if 
the floodplain is allowed to be 
filled. 

 

For any proposed floodway development, before a local floodplain permit can be issued, the applicant 

must provide evidence that “no rise” will occur (see page 33). You will need a qualified engineer to 

make sure your proposed project won’t increase flooding on other properties. 
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  NNeeww  FFoorrmmaatt  FFlloooodd  IInnssuurraannccee  RRaattee  MMaapp   

 
Zone X (shaded) shows low risk areas 

affected by the 500-year flood 

(0.2% annual chance). 

 

Cross Section location (see page 14). 

 

The Floodway is the “cross-hatched” area. 

 

Base Flood Elevation (BFE) is the 

water surface elevation of the base flood 

at specific locations. 

 
Zone AE is the 100-year (1% annual 

chance) floodplain (also called Zone A, 

A1- A30). 

Zone X (unshaded) is all other areas 

considered low-risk (formerly Zone C). 
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  TThhee  FFlloooodd  IInnssuurraannccee  RRaattee    MMaapp  ((OOlldd  FFoorrmmaatt))   
 

Zone B (or shaded Zone X) is subject to 

flooding by the 500-year flood (0.2% 

annual chance) and is a moderate risk area. 

 

Zone C (or Zone X) is all other areas, 

considered to be low-risk. 

Base Flood Elevation (BFE). 

Water surface elevation of the base flood 

at specific locations. 

 

Zone A, Zones A1-A30 and Zone AE

are subject to flooding by the base or 

100-year flood (1% annual chance) and 

are considered high-risk areas. 
 

FEMA prepares Flood Insurance Rate Maps (FIRMs) to show areas that are at high risk of flooding after 

intense or major storms. Most FIRMs show the flood elevation (how high the water may rise), 

called the Base Flood Elevation. 
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  TThhee  FFlloooodd  BBoouunnddaarryy  aanndd  FFllooooddwwaayy  MMaapp   
 

 

 

 
 

Floodway maps do not show flood zones or 
BFEs. Check the companion FIRM for that 
information. Page 13 shows the FIRM that 
matches the map clip to the left. 

 
 

 

1 The Floodway is the “white” area 
around the waterway centerline. 

2 Cross Section location, where ground 
surveys determined the shape of the land 
and how constrictions such as bridges and 
culverts affect the flow of floodwater. 

 

FEMA prepares Floodway maps as companions to many FIRMs. You should check to see if your project 

will be in the Floodway because additional engineering may be required (see page 36). 
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  UUssee  tthhee  RRiivveerriinnee  FFlloooodd  PPrroofifillee  ttoo  DDeetteerrmmiinnee    BBFFEEss   
 

Flood profiles can be used 

to determine the BFE at a 

specific site. Profiles also 

show estimated water 

surface elevations for 

 
100-year flood. 

On the effective flood 

map, locate your site by 

measuring the distance, 

along the center line of 

the stream channel, from 
a road or cross section, 

for example,    or   . 

Scale that distance on 
the Flood Profile and 

read up to the profile of 

interest, then across to 

determine the elevation. 

floods other than the 
1 

2 1 

1 2 
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  AApppprrooxxiimmaattee  FFlloooodd  ZZoonneess  aanndd  UUnnnnuummbbeerreedd  AA  ZZoonneess   
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 

If you need help determining the BFE, check 

with your community’s planning, engineering, 

or permit office. 

 
FEMA publication Managing Floodplain Development 

in Approximate Zone A Areas (FEMA 265) is useful 

for engineers. 

Topographic maps can be used to estimate 

the Base Flood Elevation if the FIRM shows 

approximate or unnumbered A Zones. 
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While BLE Flood 
information does not 
replace data shown on 
your community’s 
current FIRM panels, 
the data complements 
current Zone A areas 
and provides 
additional coverage 
where streams have 
not yet been included 
in the FIRM data 
coverage. 
Communities may 
adopt BLE data for 
local development 
with an update to the 
ordinance language. 

 BBaassee  LLeevveell  EEnnggiinneeeerriinngg  IInnttrroodduuccttiioonn  &&  KKeeyy  BBeenneeffiittss   

What is Base Level Engineering? 
Base Level Engineering (BLE) generates watershed‐wide flood hazard information built from foundation 
level hydrologic and hydraulic engineering models – providing floodplain boundaries, flood depth and 
water surface elevation grids. 
BLE is developed using high resolution ground elevation, using the latest modeling software to create 
modeling in agreement with FEMA’s Standards for Flood Risk Projects. These results agree with a Zone A 
mapping designation. 
While this data does not immediately replace a community’s Flood Insurance Rate Map (FIRM), the 
analysis provides information to support for local communities to determination Base Flood Elevations 
(BFEs) for Zone A and newly identified flood prone areas identified by the BLE analysis. 
Local insights from these datasets can inform decisions of floodplain administrators, emergency 
managers, residents, business owners, insurance agents, and surveyors. 

Key Benefits: 
▪ Comprehensive picture of flood risk across a watershed area. 

▪ Provides modeling to support flood mitigation strategies and projects. 

▪ Information to support local planning and development decisions for multiple community departments. 

▪ Advises local and regional emergency planning and response operations. 

▪ Expand and enhance local flood risk communication initiatives. 

• Determine BFEs for streams shown as a Zone A when the floodplains are similar. 

• Determine flood potential and BFEs for streams not included on the current flood map. 

• In Zone AE areas, BFEs should be taken from the effective flood map (FIRM). 

 
Using BLE to 

Support FIRMs 
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  TThhee  EEssttiimmaatteedd  BBaassee  FFlloooodd  EElleevvaattiioonn  ((eessttBBFFEE))  VViieewweerr    

How can I access BLE data? 

Base Level Engineering (BLE) data is freely available to the public on the interactive 
viewer at: https://webapps.usgs.gov/infrm/EstBFE. Through the viewer, users can: 

• Access all BLE data without GIS software. Connect with the viewer through the 
internet – open your browser and enter the address above. 

• Interact with BLE results – zoom, pan, access data layers and review the floodplains 
where available with ease. Access is free to those with a computer and internet 
access. 

• Determine a base flood elevations and run site specific reports by entering a street 
address. 

• Download engineering models, model inputs (cross‐sections, stream centerlines) 
and results (floodplains, water surface and flood depth grids. 

 
 
 
For more information on using the estBFE viewer, data uses, tools and templates, visit 
https://www.fema.gov/media-collection/base-level-engineering-ble-tools-and-
resources. 

 

To access the Estimated Base Flood Elevation Viewer, 
go to: https://webapps.usgs.gov/infrm/estBFE/. 

The estBFE viewer interactive applications work best on Firefox and Chrome. 

https://webapps.usgs.gov/infrm/EstBFE
https://www.fema.gov/media-collection/base-level-engineering-ble-tools-and-resources
https://www.fema.gov/media-collection/base-level-engineering-ble-tools-and-resources
https://webapps.usgs.gov/infrm/estBFE/
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    UUssiinngg  BBaassee  LLeevveell  EEnnggiinneeeerriinngg  DDaattaa           
BLE datasets can be used to inform a host of planning decisions and activities that can lead to a stronger and more resilient 
community, including: 
 

▪ Hazard Mitigation Planning – At the center of community mitigation planning is the Hazard Mitigation Plan. BLE can be an integral 
dataset for performing a risk assessment, developing a mitigation strategy, and identifying and prioritizing mitigation projects. 
 

▪ Floodplain Management, Development Review, and Permitting – BLE data can be used as best available information in Zone A, and 
guide regulation in areas where no Special Flood Hazard Area was previously mapped. BLE‐generated water surface elevation data 
can guide new building construction, substantial improvements, and repairs to substantially damaged buildings. 

 

▪ Community Planning, Land Use, and Zoning – BLE can help identify and enact stricter land‐use regulations and ordinances to 
prevent development in floodprone areas. It can be used for transportation planning and critical and emergency facility siting, as 
well as access planning. 

 

▪ Emergency Management – BLE can help inform emergency response/ recovery planning, such as: evacuation route mapping, 
signage, and locating emergency shelters. 

 

▪ Flood Insurance Rating – Using estimated BFEs from the EstBFE Viewer, a flood insurance policy in Zone A can result in lower 
premiums. 

 

▪ Letter of Map Change (LOMC) – The BFE generated from EstBFE Viewer can be used when applying for a 
Letter of Map Amendment (LOMA), Letter of Map Revision Based on Fill (LOMR‐F) in Zone A. 
Engineering models may be used to develop required modeling for Letters of Map Revision (LOMR) 
and Conditional Letters of Map Revision (CLOMR) for development projects that add crossings 
(bridges/culverts) or alter a flood source location. 

 

▪ Risk Communications – BLE data enables better communication by making flood hazards more 
relatable to the public through production of flood depth grids and by making the data publicly 
available on a web viewer platform. View BLE data at: (https://webapps.usgs.gov/infrm/estBFE/). 

https://webapps.usgs.gov/infrm/estBFE/
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  TThhee  eessttBBFFEE  RReeppoorrtt               
 
When a site specific report is produced by the estBFE Viewer a 
new page opens for the user. This screen has a few tools, to 
include: 

Each report screen is locked to a Latitude and Longitude, this 
URL can be copied and sent via email to others, they will get 
the same report. 

Reports can be printed with Print button. 

Users can zoom into a property with the (+) and (‐) in the 
upper left hand side of the results window on the left side of 
the report. 

The report presented has a few special features, described below: 
Left window shows estimated flood extents for the 1% and 
0.2% annual chance event 
 

Right window shows 1% annual chance flood depth grid 
 

Estimated Base Flood Elevations and flood depths for the 1% 
and 0.2% annual chance events are tabulated for user 
 

Red home indicates location is inside the estimated 1% annual 
chance floodplain, Yellow home indicates location is inside the 
0.2% annual chance floodplain. Flood depths are also provided 

Page 2 provides instruction on how to use the report to 
support a LOMA submittal 
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3. 

3. 

 FFlloooodd  MMaapp  RReevviissiioonnss  IIssssuueedd  bbyy  FFEEMMAA         
 

  1. 

 

 
 

  2. 

 

 
 

  3. 

 

 
 

  4. 

Letter of Map Amendment (LOMA) is an official amendment to an effective 
FIRM that may be issued when a property owner provides additional technical 
information from an engineer, such as ground elevation relative to the BFE, SFHA, 
and the building. Lenders may waive the flood insurance requirement if the LOMA 
documents indicate that a building is on ground above the mapped floodplain. 

Letter of Map Revision (LOMR) is an official revision to an effective FIRM 
that may be issued to change flood insurance risk zones, floodplain and floodway 
boundary delineations, BFEs and/or other map features. Lenders may waive the 
insurance requirement if the approved map revision shows buildings to be outside 
of the SFHA.  

Letter of Map Revision Based on Fill (LOMR-F) is an official revision to an 
effective FIRM that is issued to document FEMA’s determination that a structure or 
parcel of land has been elevated by fill above the BFE, and therefore is no longer 
in the SFHA. Lenders may waive the insurance requirement if the LOMR-F shows 
that a building on fill is above the BFE. 

Physical Map Revision (LOMR PMR) may be issued for major floodplain 
changes that require engineering analyses, such as bridges, culverts, channel changes, 
flood control measures, and large fills that change the BFE or Floodway. Physical 
map revisions are also issued when a new study updates or improves the FIRM. 

 

  Requests for map revisions must be coordinated through your community.  
 

Check FEMA’s Flood 
Map Service Center 
Web Site for more 
information about map 
revisions concerning 
Homeowners 

and Engineers/ 
Surveyors. 

www.msc.fema.gov

/ 

http://www.msc.fema.gov/
http://www.msc.fema.gov/
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  OOnnlliinnee  LLeetttteerr  ooff  MMaapp  CChhaannggee                                                                                                  
 

Property owners will be able to use Online LOMC as an alternative to filling out the ME-EZ, MT-1 or MT-2 
paper forms.  Applicants can use Online LOMC to submit and check the status of several LOMC applications 

online at https://hazards.fema.gov/femaportal/onlinelomc/signin. 
 
Types of LOMCs include:  
 

◼ Letter of Map Amendment (LOMA) 
 

◼ Conditional Letter of Map Amendment 
(CLOMA) 

 

◼ Letter of Map Revision (LOMR) 
 

◼ Conditional Letter of Map Revision (CLOMR) 
 

◼ Letter of Map Revision – based on Fill (LOMR-F) 
 

◼ Conditional Letter of Map Revision – based on 
Fill (CLOMR-F) 

 

https://hazards.fema.gov/femaportal/onlinelomc/
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  AAccttiivviittiieess  RReeqquuiirriinngg  PPeerrmmiittss  IInncclluuddee::   
 

◼ Constructing new buildings or additions to 
existing buildings 
 

◼ Substantially improving existing buildings  
 

◼ Placing manufactured (mobile) homes 
  

◼ Subdivision of land 
 

◼ Temporary buildings and accessory structures.  
 

◼ Agricultural buildings 
 

◼ Parking or storage of recreational vehicles  
 

◼ Storing materials, including gas/liquid tanks  
 

◼ Roads, bridges, and culverts 
 

◼ Fill, grading, excavation, mining, and dredging  
 

◼ Altering stream channels 
 

  YOU NEED PERMITS FOR ALL OF THESE ACTIVITIES.  
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RECOMMENDED 

Let the floodplain do its job – if possible, keep it natural open space. Other low damage uses: recreational 

areas, playgrounds, reforestation, parking, gardens, pasture, accessory structures, created wetlands. 

  SSaaffee  UUsseess  ooff  tthhee  FFllooooddppllaaiinn   

 
All land subdivided into lots, some lots 

partially in the floodplain, setbacks 
modified to keep homesites on 

high ground. 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 

All land subdivided into lots, some 
homesites and lots partially or 

entirely in the floodplain. 

NOT RECOMMENDED 

 

 

Floodplain land put into public/ 
common open space, net density 

remains, lot sizes reduced and 
setbacks modified to keep 
homesites on high ground. 

RECOMMENDED 
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  IIss  YYoouurr  BBuuiillddiinngg  SSiittee  HHiigghheerr  tthhaann  tthhee  BBFFEE??       
 

If your land is shown on the map as “in” the floodplain, but your building site is higher than the 

Base Flood Elevation (BFE)… get a surveyor or engineer to complete a FEMA Elevation Certificate (EC). 

Submit the EC with an application to FEMA and a Letter of Map Amendment may be issued (page 21). 

This is the ONLY way to remove the requirement to buy flood insurance. 
Keep the certificate with your deed, it will help future buyers. 
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  WWhhaatt  iiss  MMeeaanntt  bbyy  PPrree--FFIIRRMM  aanndd  PPoosstt--FFIIRRMM??       
 
 

 

 

A building is Pre-FIRM if it was built before the date of your community’s first FIRM. 

If built after that date, a building is Post-FIRM. 

Improvements or repairs to Pre-FIRM buildings may require permits (see pages 47 and 48). 
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  NNaattuurree  DDooeessnn’’tt  RReeaadd  MMaappss             
 

 

 

 

 
Many people don’t 
understand just how 
risky the floodplain 
can be. There is a 
26% chance that a 
non-elevated home in 
the floodplain will be 
damaged during a 30-
year mortgage period. 
The chance that a 
major fire will occur 
during the same 
period is only 1%! 

 
 

CAUTION!  Nature doesn’t read the flood map!   Major storms and flash floods can cause flooding 
that rises higher than the Base Flood Elevation. Consider safety – protect your home or business by 

building higher. See page 31 to see how this will save you money on insurance. 
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  TThhiinnkk  CCaarreeffuullllyy  BBeeffoorree  YYoouu  SSeeeekk  AA  VVaarriiaannccee   
 

Very specific conditions must be satisfied to justify a 

variance: 

 

◼ Good and sufficient cause 
 

◼  Unique site conditions 
 

◼ Individual non-economic hardship 
 

◼ If in the floodway, no increase in flood level  
 

A variance that allows construction below the 

   BFE does not waive your lender’s flood insurance 
requirement. Flood insurance will be very expensive 
– perhaps more than $2,000 per year (see page 31)! 

 

Think carefully about seeking a variance to build below the Base Flood Elevation. 

Not only will your property be more likely to get damaged, but insurance will be very costly. 

If your community has a pattern of inconsistent variances, sanctions can be imposed – costing you even more! 
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  SSoommee  KKeeyy  PPeerrmmiitt  RReevviieeww  SStteeppss   
 

The Permit Reviewer has to Check Many Things. Some of the Key Questions are: 

 

◼  Is the site in the mapped floodway?  

◼ Have other state and federal permits been 
obtained?  

◼ Is the site reasonably safe from flooding? 

◼ Does the site plan show the Base Flood 
Elevation? 

◼ Is substantial improvement of an older building 
proposed?  

◼ Is an addition proposed? 

◼ Will new buildings and utilities be elevated 
properly? 

◼ Will manufactured homes be properly elevated 
and anchored?  

◼ Do the plans show an appropriate and safe 
foundation? 

◼ Has the owner submitted an Elevation 
Certificate? 
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  CCaarreeffuullllyy  CCoommpplleettee  tthhee  PPeerrmmiitt  AApppplliiccaattiioonn   
 

 

 
David & Sally Jones 
781 Reed Street 

 
X X 

X 

 
You must get a 

permit before 

you do work in a 

floodplain. 

 
 

 

Dry river  

 
5903 

 
X 

5902 

Rebecca Reviewer, CFM 4/2/2003 

 
 
 

Good information will lead to better construction 

and less exposure to future flood damage. 
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  FFrreeeebbooaarrdd::  GGoo  tthhee  EExxttrraa  FFoooott!!   

 
Want to save some money and have peace of mind at the same time? 

Then add Freeboard to build higher than the minimum elevation requirement! 
Freeboard is a factor of safety, usually one or two feet above the BFE. NOTE: Flood insurance 

rates and various fees 
House A on compacted fill 

 
 

         +2                    

                                                                                                                                                           House B on vented crawlspace 

Post-FIRM in A Zone with BFE 
                                                                                                                                                                                             $100,000 insurance on the building 

change from time to time. 
Rather than specific costs for 
insurance, this figure gives a 
feel for how much difference 
just a foot or two can make. 

Building owners will save 
+1     $40,000 insurance on contents 

House C MH on reinforced pilings 

Post-FIRM in A Zone with BFE 
$40,000 insurance on unit 

insurance money if they 
elevate above the BFE. But 
more impressive is how the 

-1 

 
 

-2 

$20,000 insurance on contents 

SUBMIT  TO FEMA 

IF 2 OR MORE FEET 

BELOW BFE 

cost of insurance can more 
than double if the building is 
only one foot below the BFE. 

Remember! 
The community may be able 
to grant a variance, but the 
owner will probably still be 
required to buy insurance. 
Imagine trying to sell a house 
if the bank requires 
insurance that costs over 
$2,000 a year!

$1,000 $2,000 $3,000 $4,000 
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.” 

 

  WWhhaatt  iiss  tthhee  EElleevvaattiioonn  CCeerrttiifificcaattee  aanndd  HHooww  iiss  iitt  UUsseedd??   
 

◼  The Elevation Certificate (EC) is a FEMA form. To access the latest 

form, go to https://www.fema.gov/multimedia-library?id=1383 
and search “Elevation Certificate.” 
 

◼ The EC must be completed and sealed by a registered surveyor or 
engineer when the floodplain has BFEs. 

 

◼ A community official may complete the EC for sites in approximate flood 
zones. 

 

◼ It can be used to show that sites are natural ground above the Base Flood 
Elevation (see page 25). 

 

◼ It is used to verify that buildings are elevated properly (see page 34).  
 

◼ Insurance agents use the EC to write flood insurance policies.  

 
 

By itself, the EC cannot be used to waive the requirement to get 

flood insurance. See page 21 to learn about 

Letters of Map Amendment. 

https://www.fema.gov/multimedia-library?id=1383
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 CCoommpplleettiinngg  tthhee  EElleevvaattiioonn  CCeerrttiifificcaattee   

 
Elevation Certificate (partial) 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

In this example, the BFE is 2865. 

The slab-on-grade house was elevated on 

fill 1’ above the BFE, and the vented 

garage is 2.5’ below the BFE. 

 

You will get a blank Elevation Certificate form when you get your permit. You must have a surveyor or 

engineer fill it out and seal it. The Elevation Certificate includes diagrams for eight building types. 

Several points must be surveyed. 

 
 
 

RM166 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

i,280 

 
 
 

2866 0 
n/a 

n/a 
2862 5 

2866 0 
2862 5 
2866 0 

TWELVE 

 

 
X 
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  PPaappeerrwwoorrkk  iiss  IImmppoorrttaanntt  ––  ffoorr  YYoouu  aanndd  YYoouurr  CCoommmmuunniittyy   
 

 

 

Lowest Floor means the lowest floor of the lowest enclosed area 
(including basement). An unfinished or flood resistant enclosure (that  is 
not a basement) is not the lowest floor if the enclosure is built as required 
in the local ordinance (see page 38), which includes limited uses. 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 

If you get a permit to build in the floodplain, you will be given an Elevation Certificate form.        
As soon as your lowest floor is set, get the form filled out and sealed by a surveyor or engineer. 

This form is important! 

It proves that you built correctly, and it can be used to get the lowest cost flood insurance. 
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 FFllooooddppllaaiinn  FFiillll  CCaann  MMaakkee  TThhiinnggss  WWoorrssee   

 
Floodplains are supposed to store floodwater. If storage space is filled with dirt and 

other fill, future flooding may be worsened. Your community may require an engineering 

analysis (“no rise” certificate) to show how floodplain fill will alter flooding. Floodplain fill can 

alter valuable floodplain functions, including wildlife habitat and wetlands. 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 

Make sure your floodplain fill project won’t harm your neighbors. Floodway fill is allowed only if 

an engineering evaluation demonstrates that “no-rise” in flood level will occur (see page 36). 
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 RReeqquuiirreedd  FFllooooddwwaayy  ““NNoo  RRiissee””  CCeerrttiifificcaattiioonn   
 
 

 

◼  Floodways can be dangerous because 
water may flow very fast 
 

◼ Development is not allowed unless “no 
rise” in flood levels is certified 

 

◼ An engineer must evaluate the hydraulic 
impact of proposed development 

 

◼ A “no rise” certification is required and 
must be signed, sealed, and dated by a 
registered professional engineer 

 

◼ Check with your community for guidance before you decide to work in a floodway 
 
 
 

 

The engineering analysis must be based on technical data obtained from FEMA. 

Save time and money – don’t build in the floodway! 
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 HHooww  ttoo  EElleevvaattee  YYoouurr  FFllooooddppllaaiinn  BBuuiillddiinngg   
 

 
 

 

CAUTION! Enclosures (including crawlspaces) have some special requirements, see pages 41 and 42. 

Note: When the walking surface of the lowest floor is at the minimum elevation, under-floor utilities 

are not allowed. Fill used to elevate buildings must be placed properly (see page 38). 
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  CCoommppaaccttiioonn  ooff  FFllooooddppllaaiinn  FFiillll           

 

Earthen fill used to raise the ground above the flood elevation must be placed properly so that it does not 

erode or slump when water rises. For safety and to meet floodplain requirements, floodplain fill should: 

 

 

◼ Be good clean soil, free of large rocks, construction 
debris, and woody material (stumps, roots). 

 

◼ Be machine compacted to 95 percent of the maximum 
density (determined by design professional). 

 

◼ Have recommended graded side slopes that are not 
steeper than 1:3 (one foot vertical rise for every 3 feet 
horizontal extent). 

 

◼ Have slopes protected against erosion (vegetation for 
“low” velocities, durable materials for “high” velocities 
– determined by design professional). 

 

Your community may ask for certification of the elevation, compaction, slope, and slope protection materials. 

Your engineer or design professional can find more information in FEMA’s technical guidance (MT-1). 

3 
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  BBaasseemmeennttss  AArree  UUnnssaaffee   
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

A basement is any 
portion of a building 
that has its floor sub- 
grade (below ground 
level) on all sides. 

 
Basements below the BFE are not allowed in new development and flood insurance 

coverage is very limited in existing basements for a very good reason. It only takes an inch 

of water over the sill and the entire basement fills up! Excavating a basement into fill 

doesn’t always make it safe because saturated groundwater can damage the walls. 
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                          MMaannuuffaaccttuurreedd  HHoommeess  RReeqquuiirree  SSppeecciiaall    AAtttteennttiioonn                                            
Experience shows that 

manufactured homes are easily 
damaged. As little as one foot 
of water can cause substantial 

damage. 

Dry stacked blocks are not 
acceptable — they will NOT 

withstand a flood. 

  

Manufactured homes must be anchored to resist flotation, collapse, 

or lateral movement by being tied down in accordance with your 

community’s ordinance or the manufacturers’ installation specifications. 
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  EEnncclloossuurreess  BBeellooww  tthhee  BBFFEE   

 

 

Solid perimeter wall foundations can enclose flood-prone space. A crawlspace is a good way to 

elevate just a couple of feet. In all cases, the following are required: openings/vents, 

elevated utilities, flood resistant materials, and limitations on use. 



42 NEW MEXICO QUICK GUIDE  

  CCrraawwllssppaaccee  DDeettaaiillss               

 
 

◼ The Lowest Floor Elevation must be at or 
above the BFE. 

 

◼ The bottom of flood openings must be no 
more than 1 foot above grade. 

 

◼ Total area of flood openings is 1 square inch 
for every square foot of enclosed area. 

 

◼ A 25’ x 45’ building needs 1,125 sq. in. of 
opening. 

 

◼ A standard ventilation unit, with screen, 
provides 42 sq. in. of opening. 

 

◼ Standard ventilation units must be disabled in 
the “open” position to allow water to flow in 
and out. 

 

◼ Interior and exterior grades should be equal on 
at least two sides. 



43 NEW MEXICO QUICK GUIDE  

  UUttiilliittyy  SSeerrvviiccee  OOuuttssiiddee  BBuuiillddiinnggss   

 

Heat Pump or A/C 
on Platform 

Fuel or Propane Tank 
Anchored on Platform 

 

 
Fuel and propane tanks may cause 
explosion and pollution risks during 
flood conditions! Even shallow water 
can create large buoyant forces on 
tanks, so extra care must be taken to 
ensure that all tanks are anchored. 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 

Fuel or Propane Tank 
Anchored to Prevent Flotation 

 

Whether inside an attached garage or outside the building, all utilities, appliances and equipment 

must be elevated above the BFE or protected against flood damage. Utilities include plumbing, 

electrical, gas lines, fuel tanks, and heating and air conditioning equipment. 
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  UUttiilliittyy  SSeerrvviiccee  IInnssiiddee  EEnncclloossuurreess           
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

All utilities, appliances, and 

equipment must be elevated 

above the BFE or protected. 

Utilities include plumbing, 

electrical, gas lines, heating, 

and air conditioning. 
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  AAcccceessssoorryy  ((AAppppuurrtteennaanntt))  SSttrruuccttuurreess   
 

Not habitable 
 

Anchored to resist floating 

Flood openings/vents 

Built of flood resistant materials 

Elevated utilities 

Used only for storage 

or parking 

Cannot be modified for 

different use in the future 

Document floor elevation 

 
Even small buildings are “development” and permits or variances with noted conditions 

are required. They must be elevated or anchored and built to withstand flood damage. 

Caution! Remember, everything inside is likely to get wet when flooding occurs. 

 

 
Accessory 
(Appurtenant) 
Structure means 
a structure that is 
located on the same 
parcel of land as a 
principle structure 
and whose use is 
incidental to the use of 
the principle structure. 
Accessory structures 
should be no more 
than a minimal initial 
investment, may not 
be used for human 
habitation, and 
must be designed 
to minimize flood 
damage. Examples: 
detached garages, 
carports, storage 
sheds, pole barns, 
and hay sheds. 
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  RReeccrreeaattiioonnaall  VVeehhiicclleess   

 

In a flood hazard area, an RV must: 

◼ Be licensed and titled as an RV or park model (not 
as a permanent residence) 
 

◼ Be built on a single chassis 
 

◼ Have inflated wheels and be self-propelled or 
towable by light truck 

 

◼ Have no attached deck, porch, shed 
 

◼ Be used for temporary recreational, camping, 
travel, or seasonal use (no more than 180 days) 

 

◼ Be less than 400 sq. ft. in area (measured at largest 
horizontal projection) Have quick-disconnect  

 

◼ sewage, water, and electrical connectors 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
Camping near the water? 

Ask the campground or RV park operator 
about flood warnings and plans for safe evacuations. 

RVs that do not meet these conditions must be installed and elevated like Manufactured Homes, 

including permanent foundations and tie-downs (see page 40). 
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historic structure. 

 

  PPllaannnniinngg  ttoo  IImmpprroovvee  YYoouurr  FFllooooddppllaaiinn  BBuuiillddiinngg??   

Floodplain buildings can 
be improved or altered, 
but special rules may 
apply! 

If the cost of an addition 
to a Pre-FIRM  structure 
is less than 50% of its 
market value, only the 
addition is  required  to 
be built above the BFE. 
Check with your local 
permit office. 

The cost to correct 
previously cited 
violations of state or 
local health, sanitary, or 
safety code to provide 
safe living conditions 
can be excluded. 

Alteration of a registered 
historic structure is 
allowed, as long  as  it 
will continue to meet the 
criteria for listing as a 

 

 
Substantial improvement means any reconstruction, rehabilitation, addition, or 

other improvement of a structure, the cost of which equals or exceeds 50 percent 

of the market value of the structure before the start of construction of 

the improvement. This term includes structures which have incurred substantial 
damage, regardless of the actual repair work performed (see page 48). 
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  WWhhaatt  AAbboouutt  AAfftteerr  DDaammaaggeess??   

 

 
 

$60,500 

A permit is required to repair substantial damage from any cause — fire, flood, wind, or even 

a truck running into a building. Check with your community permit office to be sure. 

You will be asked to provide a detailed cost estimate for repairs. 

See page 50 for more information about elevating an existing building above a crawlspace. 



49 NEW MEXICO QUICK GUIDE  

  PPaayyiinngg  ffoorr  PPoosstt--FFlloooodd  CCoommpplliiaannccee           
 

You may be eligible for up to $30,000 to help pay to protect your building from future flood damage – to 

bring it into compliance with your community’s floodplain requirements – if: 

 
You have NFIP flood insurance – it includes Increased Cost 

of Compliance (ICC), coverage. 

 
Your building is in the mapped Special Flood Hazard Area. 

 
Your community has made an official determination that 

the building was substantially damaged by flooding. 

 
You act quickly to process all the required paperwork. 

 
 
 
 

Owners whose buildings are substantially damaged 

are required to “bring the building into compliance.” 

Substantial damage is a special case of substantial 

improvement (see pages 47 and 48). 
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  EElleevvaattiinngg  aa  PPrree--FFIIRRMM  BBuuiillddiinngg   

 

 

This is one way to elevate an existing building to comply with floodplain regulations. If your insured building 

is damaged by flood, you may be eligible for an Increased Cost of Compliance payment 

(see page 49). The state and FEMA can help with more information and options. 



51 NEW MEXICO QUICK GUIDE  

  SSoommee  FFlloooodd  PPrrootteeccttiioonn  ffoorr  OOllddeerr  HHoommeess  iiss  EEaassyy  aanndd  LLooww  CCoosstt   
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Move your hot water heater and furnace out of the basement or build small platforms for them. 

If the flood depth is less than 2 feet, build floodwalls or anchor the tanks. 
Do not store valuables in a flood-prone basement. 

Use water-resistant materials when you repair. 
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  SSmmaallll  LLeevveeeess  aanndd  FFllooooddwwaallllss  CCaann  PPrrootteecctt  SSoommee  OOllddeerr  HHoommeess   
 

 

 

 

 

 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 
 

In areas where floodwaters aren’t expected to be deep, sometimes existing buildings can be protected   

by earthen levees or concrete floodwalls. You must get a permit for those protection measures, and   

extra care must be taken if the site is in a floodway (see pages 11, 35 and 36). Individual buildings 

protected by a small, local levee or floodwall cannot be “removed” from the floodplain 

and will continue to be subject to floodplain regulations. 
Important! These protective measures will not reduce your flood insurance premium! 
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  SSoommee  FFlloooodd  MMiittiiggaattiioonn  PPrroojjeeccttss  aarree  MMoorree  CCoossttllyy   

But Give You More Protection 

 
 

 

 

 

    

        

 
 

       

       

 

 

 

After floods, some communities buy out and demolish homes that were severely damaged. 

The acquired land is dedicated to open space and can be used for recreation or to help restore 

wildlife habitat and wetlands. Homes have been raised up on higher foundations, 

and others have been moved to safer high ground. 
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  UUsseeffuull  RReessoouurrcceess  aanndd  CCoommmmoonn  AAccrroonnyymmss   
 

Useful Resources 

◼ For information on disaster safety, being prepared, and 
repairing homes, click on Disaster Services when you visit the 

American Red Cross webpage at http://www.redcross.org. 
 

◼ FEMA has developed materials to help families and businesses 
learn more about preparing for floods and recovering from 

disasters at http://www.fema.gov/media-library. 
 

◼ New Mexico Floodplain Managers Association: 

http://www.nmfma.org. 
 

◼ New Mexico Department of Homeland Security 

and Emergency Management: 

http://www.nmdhsem.org/preparedness-

bureau/mitigation/floodplain/. 
 

◼ New Mexico State Land Office: 

http://www.nmstatelands.org. 

Common Acronyms 

◼ BFE = Base Flood Elevation  

◼ EC = Elevation Certificate 

◼ FEMA = Federal Emergency 
Management Agency 

◼ FIRM = Flood Insurance Rate Map  

◼ ICC = Increased Cost of Compliance  

◼ MHU = Manufactured Housing Unit 

◼ NFIP = National Flood Insurance 
Program 

◼ NMFMA = New Mexico Floodplain 
Managers Association 

◼ SFHA = Special Flood Hazard Area 

http://www.redcross.org/
http://www.fema.gov/media-library
http://www.nmfma.org/
http://www.nmdhsem.org/preparedness-bureau/mitigation/floodplain/
http://www.nmdhsem.org/preparedness-bureau/mitigation/floodplain/
http://www.nmstatelands.org/
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  WWaanntt  ttoo  LLeeaarrnn  MMoorree??   
 

◼ For advice on flood information and permits, call your community’s building permit office or planning 
department. 
 

◼ To order flood maps, call FEMA’s Map Service Center – 1(877) 336-2627 or enter the FEMA Map Service Center 

to download digital copies on-line at http://www.msc.fema.gov. 
 

◼ To learn more about flood maps, click on “Floods and Maps” at http://www.fema.gov. 
 

◼ To check the status of a map change request, visit FEMA’s Online LOMC website at 

https://hazards.fema.gov/femaportal/onlinelomc/signin. 
 

◼ FEMA’s on-line publications can be found in the FEMA Virtual Library. Many are posted in the Portable 

Document Format (PDF). Go to http://www.fema.gov for more information. You can order printed 

copies of FEMA publications from the FEMA Distribution Center, at 1(800) 480-2520. 
 

◼ To learn about flood insurance, call your insurance agent. Most insurance companies can write an NFIP policy 
for you. If you need more help, call the National Flood Insurance Program's toll free number to get the name 

of an agent in your area who does write flood insurance. The number is 1(800) 427-4661. 
 

◼ To get the best rates for flood insurance, call a local surveyor to complete an Elevation Certificate. 
 

◼ Find out about on-line Elevation Certificate training for surveyors by going to http://www.fema.gov 
and searching on “Elevation Certificate.” 

http://www.msc.fema.gov/
http://www.fema.gov/
http://www.fema.gov/

