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Submit your own items or suggestions for future topics to column editor Rebecca Quinn, CFM, at 
rcquinn@earthlink.net.  Comments welcomed! 
 

A few ASFPM members contacted me about two of the topics I covered in my last column 
(Minus-Rated National Flood Insurance Policies and Ground Below Base Flood Elevation but not in 
Special Flood Hazard Area), and another member and loyal reader gave me a lot to think about in terms 
of what floodplain managers do every day to reduce flood hazards and risk.  I think you’ll find the added 
information useful.   
 
NFIP Minus-Rated Flood Insurance Policies.  As a reminder, minus-rated properties are those that are 
rated with the lowest floor one foot or more below the base flood elevation.  FEMA instituted this policy in 
part to ensure that only buildings that are compliant with the NFIP construction criteria receive the policy 
discounts available in Community Rating System communities.  Last March, it was reported that more 
than 45,000 properties in 938 of the 1,192 CRS communities were minus-rated and affected by this 
policy. 
 

In my last column I wrote that communities can request their minus-rated policy list by emailing 
NFIPCRS@iso.com (include the Community Identification Number).  I also shared my experience where 
I saw some properties were likely minus-rated because of relatively minor compliance issues that should 
be easy to correct (e.g., heat pump lower than the lowest floor, noncompliant flood openings).   
 
 Cristina Martinez, a CRS Flood Technical Coordinator with ISO, and former state and local 
floodplain manager, got in touch and shared information from previous CRS newsletters1.  While 
noncompliance may indeed cause minus-rating, it’s not the only cause and may not even be the primary 
cause.  A large number of properties are minus-rated because of “disconnects” in the information used to 
rate the policies.   
 

In 2008, after receiving their list of minus-rated properties, a number of CRS Coordinators took 
the initiative to help property owners understand the implications and options available to them.  Martinez 
told me that her hands-on experience working with communities in Colorado and the experience of 
others reveled a lot about disconnects that result in minus-ratings.     
 
After talking to Martinez, here’s what I understand are some other the common causes of minus-rating, 
other than the obvious ones I saw myself: 

1. Some pre-FIRM buildings were incorrectly rated as post-FIRM buildings even though they’d not 
been substantially improved or substantially damaged. 

2. Buildings that were built in compliance with the effective flood map at the time of construction, but 
rated based on a more recent map that shows higher BFEs.  These policies should be 
“grandfathered” because they were compliant when constructed. Many people, including agents, 
may not know how to access what FEMA calls “historic” FIRMs.  Some (but probably not all) 
historic FIRMs are accessible through the FEMA Map Service Center (www.msc.fema.gov and 
click on “Product Catalog”).  

3. Some floodproofed non-residential buildings were rated using elevation certificates instead of 
floodproofing design certification (indeed, insurance agents may not even be aware that a 
building is floodproofed if the proper documentation isn’t provided). 

                                                           
1
 http://www.fema.gov/national-flood-insurance-program/community-rating-system (see especially March 2012) 
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4. Buildings with “below-grade” crawlspaces generally are rated as having basements even if the 
floor above is properly elevated.  But if it can be shown that a building with a below-grade 
crawlspace complies with the limitations and requirements in Technical Bulletin 11, Crawlspace 
Construction for Buildings Located in Special Flood Hazard Areas, insurance companies can re-
rate these buildings.  As a reminder, TB 11 does not permit use of below-grade crawlspaces 
everywhere – it has some very specific limitations:  the depth below grade shall be no more than 
2 ft measured from the lowest adjacent grade to the top of the footing and the perimeter wall shall 
be no more than 4 ft high measured from the top of the footing to the top of the wall.  Work 
through the numbers and you’ll see this means below-grade crawlspaces can be used only in 
relatively shallow SFHAs, especially if freeboard is required.    

  
There’s no way the average property owner could figure out these compliance and rating 

problems.  But once they realize their buildings are minus-rated, they can talk to their insurance agents 
to find out what’s causing that rating.  What they learn may lead to corrections of noncompliance or 
corrections of problems with ratings that can sometimes result in lower premiums.  This can add up to 
real savings, especially in CRS communities because these policyholders will also regain the CRS 
discount!  Plus, in some cases, insurance companies may be able to issue refunds of excess premiums 
paid in the current year.   

 
Your role?  Local officials should get the list of minus-rated properties in their communities and 

take some time to figure out how best to help their citizens identify and resolve what factors cause 
minus-ratings. 

   
Topo Shows Ground Below BFE, But Site is Outside of SFHA.  Last month I noted that some states 
and communities include specific “elevation prevails” language in their floodplain management 
regulations to clearly provide authority to regulate these areas not shown on FIRMs.  I also expressed 
my opinion that the public purpose of protecting public safety and minimizing future flood damage is 
sufficient basis on which communities can regulate areas that clearly are subject to flooding under the 
base flood conditions, even if not shown as SFHA on FIRMs.   
 

A former state coordinator shared his reasoning, based on NFIP regulations, that helps local 
officials deal with this situation.  He reminded me that the NFIP has a high level expectation that 
communities will “review subdivision proposals and other proposed new development to determine 
whether such proposals will be reasonably safe from flooding” (44 CFR 60.3(a)(4)).  Every local 
floodplain management ordinance I’ve ever seen includes the phrase “reasonably safe from flooding” – 
but I’ll bet few of us pay that much attention to how it can be used in day-to-day enforcement.  I think 
most of us can agree that laying aside good topo data that indicates an area is vulnerable to flooding 
under base flood conditions doesn’t meet that objective.  
 
Outreach:  An Important Part of Flood Damage (and Risk) Reduction 
 

“The only 100% effective form of floodplain outreach is a major flood” is how Warren Campbell, a 
long-time ASFPM member and civil engineering professor at Western Kentucky University, prefaced a 
recent email to me.  His views are informed by his experience working for local government and serving 
his community in other capacities.  After a flood, elected officials often are criticized for failure to prepare 
(sometimes unfairly, sometimes not).  In many cases, had they proposed remedies that cost public 
money before a flood, they might have been laughed out of office.  This leads to what Campbell calls the 
“hydro-illogic” cycle:  failure to act followed by flooding, which leads to blame and recrimination often 
insufficient to prompt action which often means further failure to act and amnesia, and then – sure 
enough – another flood.   
 

While none of us would want to order up a major flood just to generate political support for our 
programs, Campbell offered a few other ideas that don’t require a triggering event.   
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1. Public safety.  Most people killed by floods die in their cars.  The National Weather Service 
prepared a video “Low Water Crossings: The Hidden Danger,” an adjunct to the “Turn Around, 
Don’t Drown” campaign.  Campbell reported that his community made copies to give to every 
public and private high school for their driver’s education programs and to the local traffic court’s 
driving school. 

2. Keep trying to work with the media.  We’re all familiar with how the media seems to view the 
world – “if it bleeds, it leads.”  Campbell advises that we shouldn’t let that deter us from trying to 
help reporters understand the big picture and why we manage flood hazards the way we do.  The 
challenge is to provide information in advance of the next flood.  

3. Some local weather stations promote safety with an ingenious promotion – a weather dog.  
There’s Radar the Weather Dog, Storm the Weather Dog, BJ the Weather Dog, Schmitty the 
Weather Dog (http://www.facebook.com/schmittytheweatherdog), and so on.  In Campbell’s 
community, Radar the Weather Dog was more than just a gimmick, he was a border collie mix 
rescued from the pound and voted the top local TV personality several years running!  “I’ve often 
thought my next dog will be Freeboard, the Flood Hound,” said Campbell, suggesting a pooch 
might be an effective advocate for flood safety and floodplain management.  [RCQ:  Anyone else 
think the Greyhound would be the perfect breed to illustrate the benefits of elevation?]  

 
It doesn’t take more than a simple Internet search to find even more ideas for improving public 

awareness of flood hazards and risk.  Check with your NFIP State Coordinator or State Emergency 
Management Agency.  FEMA has plenty of material, including “CRS Credit for Outreach Projects” 
(http://training.fema.gov/EMIWeb/CRS/).    

 
I’m pleased with my own contribution, having worked with more than 20 states to develop “Quick 

Guides for Floodplain Management” over the last 12 or so years.  Actually, Leigh Morgan Chapman, my 
friend and colleague for more than 20 years, had the original idea.  Thanks also go to George Riedel 
(former ASFPM chair and deputy director) who, many years ago as Missouri’s brand-new NFIP State 
Coordinator was open to a new approach to help local officials, elected officials, appointed planning 
commissioners and variance board members, and property owners understand floodplain management.   
 
Links to the three most recent Quick Guides:  

Florida (2012) www.floridadisaster.org/Mitigation/SFMP/Documents/FLQG_web.pdf  
Georgia (2009) www.gaepd.org/Files_PDF/techguide/wpb/GAQG2009_ScreenView.pdf  
California (2009) www.water.ca.gov/floodmgmt/lrafmo/fmb/docs/CAQG-screen.pdf  
 

[RCQ] 
 

 

 

American Planning Association’s 2013 National Planning Conference April 13–17 

There will be two events of particular interest to state floodplain managers: 

 A three-day symposium called Water: Too Much, Too Little. This series of 13 
sessions on April 15- 17 will focus on water issues in the Great Lakes region. 

 The “Resilient Communities” track is a conference-long series of 11 sessions fo-
cused on hazards and climate change. 

You can find details about APA’s 2013 National Planning Conference at 
www.planning.org/conference/ 
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