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By Rebecca Quinn, CFM   

A couple of questions have come up a few times in the past several months, which I take as a signal of 

some sort – at least it makes it easier for me to figure out what to write about! As usual, let me know 

your take on these topics. 

Citing Technical Bulletins and other Guidance Documents in Regulations. This issue is usually raised by 

local officials who have “done battle” with applicants pushing back on interpretations of floodplain 

management requirements, whether those requirements are in locally-adopted regulations or in build-

ing codes. 

Regulatory authorities such as building officials and floodplain administrators have the authority – and 

responsibility – to administer and enforce their floodplain management regulations and building codes. 

They also have the authority to interpret the requirements because no regulation can cover every possi-

ble situation. When it comes to interpreting floodplain management requirements, local officials should 

consult FEMA guidance documents and their NFIP state coordinator. Those who enforce the flood provi-

sions of building codes based on the International Code Series may also want to check out the commen-

taries that are separately published by the International Code Council. 

What’s your thinking in terms of whether local floodplain management regulations can, or should, spe-

cifically adopt or cite guidance documents such as the FEMA Technical Bulletins or Substantial Improve-

ment / Substantial Damage Desk Reference (FEMA P-758)?  

Here’s my take. On the one hand, FEMA’s guidance documents are chock full of terrific information that 

I think can make it easier for applicants to comply and local officials to enforce their floodplain manage-

ment regulations and building codes. I’m a great fan of doing the research on sticky issues before I tell 

someone my opinion, and those guidance documents are my primary source. On the other hand, if guid-

ance documents aren’t written in mandatory language and because some of them offer options for 

achieving compliance, how can they be enforced? Suppose a guidance document describes a higher 

standard – would it be enforceable? That leads me to be cautious. 

One caution for local floodplain managers considering making any changes to their regulations is to first 

check with their NFIP State Coordinators. Among the many things state coordinators do is help commu-

nities keep their regulations compliant with the NFIP. Another caution is to check with the community’s 

attorney to get an option regarding enforceability. And lastly, if the decision is to cite guidance docu-

ments, avoid citing a specific date (or maybe specify the “most recent edition”). What happens if a 

community cites the 1993 edition of Technical Bulletin #1 (flood openings), but the latest edition is dat-

ed 2008? Would it be stuck using the out-of-date version? 

If a community decides to cite FEMA guidance documents in its regulations, I think there are several op-

tions: 

http://www.iccsafe.org/
http://www.fema.gov/plan/prevent/floodplain/techbul.shtm
http://www.fema.gov/library/viewRecord.do?id=4160
http://www.fema.gov/library/viewRecord.do?id=4160
http://www.floods.org/index.asp?menuID=274&firstlevelmenuID=185&siteID=1
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LiMWA on FIRMs 

FEMA started putting LiMWAs 

on FIRMs produced by studies 

started after December 2009.  

Two line styles have been 

used: 

 The style now used 
“points” toward the shore-

line:  

 The style previous used:  

 

1. Cite the documents in the section that lists the duties and responsibilities of the floodplain ad-
ministrator – making it clear FEMA guidance documents will be relied on when interpreting the 
requirements. One way to do this is refer to “FEMA Technical Bulletins,” and define that term, ra-
ther than list specific ones. 

2. Cite the documents in the regulation section that’s pertinent to a specific topic, but do it in a 
manner that is advisory in nature. For example, after the rule that specifies use of flood damage-
resistant materials, the following notation could be inserted: “See FEMA Technical Bulletin #2 – 
Flood Damage-Resistant Materials Requirements and FEMA Technical Bulletin #8 – Corrosion 
Protection for Metal Connectors in Coastal Areas.”  

3. Cite the documents in the section of floodplain management regulations that specifies general 
requirements that apply to all buildings. This is the section where local regulations should have 
language similar to the NFIP broad performance statement that requires all new construction 
(including SI/SD) to be “designed (or modified) and adequately anchored to prevent flotation, 
collapse, or lateral movement of the structure resulting from hydrodynamic and hydrostatic 
loads, including the effects of buoyancy.”   

4. Cite guidance documents by modifying the building codes, perhaps by adding the following to IBC 
Section 1612.4 and IRC Section R322.1.3: “…and, as applicable, NFIP Technical Bulletins issued by 
FEMA.” 

Elevation Certificates – and Coastal A Zones. As FEMA works its way around the coast updating coastal 

flood studies, more and more communities will see a Limit of Moderate Wave Action (LiMWA) line on 

the map. The LiMWA delineates the inland extent of the 1.5 foot wave. 

For many years FEMA and others have recognized that waves less than 3 

feet high (the limit for delineation of Zone V) cause considerable dam-

age, especially to conventional light-frame construction. The area be-

tween the LiMWA and the Zone V boundary (or the shoreline if there is 

no Zone V) is called the Coastal A Zone (CAZ). 

For just as many years FEMA has encouraged communities to recognize 

these “moderate” waves by applying Zone V requirements in Coastal A 

Zones. The NFIP rules do not address CAZ. The good news is that the 

2015 International Residential Code will – requiring one- and two-family 

dwellings and townhomes in CAZ (if designated) to be designed and con-

structed in accordance with the requirements for coastal high hazard 

areas (Zone V). Another change we’ll see in the 2015 I-Codes is that the 

walls of all enclosures will require openings, even breakaway walls. All editions of the International 

Building Code already, by reference to ASCE 24, require buildings in CAZ to meet the Zone V require-

ments. 

But the question that prompts me to write about CAZ isn’t about how it’s regulated – it’s about Eleva-

tion Certificates.  

First, let’s take a look at the FEMA Elevation Certificate (see graphic below). You’ll notice that when fill-

ing out an EC, the surveyor is expected to survey points on a building – it does not ask the surveyor to 
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determine the elevation of the Lowest Floor. Why? Take a look at the definition of Lowest Floor and 

you’ll see it depends on whether an enclosure (if present) is compliant. It’s not the surveyor’s job to de-

termine compliance. The surveyor just shoots elevations. The local official is supposed to determine 

compliance – and having a completed, as-built EC in hand before the final inspection can make that job a 

lot easier, which is why the IRC and IBC require permittees to submit elevation documentation before 

the final inspection and issuance of a certificate of occupancy.  

That was a slight digression, albeit pertinent digression. Why? When buildings in CAZ are required to 

meet Zone V requirements, it means the bottom of the lowest horizontal structural member of the low-

est floor must be at or above a specific elevation. But remember, the FIRM still labels the CAZ as Zone 

AE. What does the surveyor do when completing an EC for a CAZ building? No surprise – the EC qualifies 

the line for the bottom of lowest horizontal structural member as “for V Zones only” (see graphic, line 

C2.c). Remember, the primary purpose for the FEMA EC is to obtain NFIP flood insurance policies, and 

policies on CAZ building are still written using Zone A rates. 

Recently I’ve had several local officials in communities that regulate the CAZ like Zone V ask what they 

should do if the EC doesn’t give them the actual, surveyed elevation of the lowest horizontal structural 

member.  If you have a completed EC in-hand, the easiest thing to do is to measure or estimate the 

depth of the floor system (top of floor down to bottom of joist or beam). 

Next time? Attach a copy of the first page of the EC – marked to clearly indicate the surveyor is to fill in 

line C2.c by surveying the elevation of the bottom of the lowest horizontal structural member. Perhaps 

also add a note in the comments field on the second page, noting that the building is landward of the 

LiMWA. 

Long term? Let’s ask FEMA to modify the next edition of the EC. In a few years when 2015 I-Codes start 

being adopted, there will be many more communities requiring buildings in CAZ to meet Zone V re-

quirements – and there’ll be a much greater need to have the EC formatted to require survey of the bot-

tom of lowest horizontal structural members.  
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A Geodetic Datum is not the same as Mean Sea Level. Recently I’ve seen a few local floodplain man-

agement ordinances that have a community-wide requirement that all buildings must be elevated to the 

higher of a specific elevation or the base flood elevation. Several times I’ve seen it written this way: “the 

lowest floor shall be at or above the BFE or 9.0 feet above Mean Sea Level, NGVD 29, whichever is high-

er.”  

As those of you who have had map revisions in the past decade or so know, FEMA almost always uses 

the NAVD 88 (North American Vertical Datum of 1988) instead of NGVD 29 (National Geodetic Vertical 

Datum of 1929). The complexities of the conversion are not at issue (learn just a little bit in FEMA’s de-

scription “NGVD  NAVD?”).  

What’s at issue is why it is incorrect to phrase a specific elevation as “9.0 feet above MSL, NGVD 29.” 

When I saw it recently, I knew it was wrong, but couldn’t figure out why. So I turned to Chris Jones, a 

colleague who is expert in all things related to coastal flooding. Chris confirmed that referring to both a 

geodetic datum and MSL is not only confusing, it’s outdated. 

 “It’s true that most people casually – incorrectly – refer to NAVD or NGVD as MSL. But it’s wrong, and 

definitely should not be cited that way in regulation,” he advised. He referred me to a NOAA webpage 

that clearly states that NAVD 88 and NGVD 29 “should not be used as Mean Sea Level.” Another NOAA 

webpage describes the terms:  

 MSL is a “tidal datum” determined by NOAA based on data collected over a 19-year period at a 
specific tide-measuring station – it changes from tide station to tide station. NOAA states the Lo-
cal MSL at a specific tide station “should not be confused with any other vertical datum, including 
LMSL at other tide stations.” 

 NAVD and NGVD are “geodetic datums” and elevations are referenced to a datum origin point 
that serves as “the absolute level of the vertical datum.”  Chris advises that the geodetic datum 
“will be some distance above or below MSL, and that distance varies by location since MSL varies 
by location.” 
 

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

Job Corner  

Visit ASFPM Job Corner for more information and the most up-to-date job listings. 

Member News… Dewberry, a privately held professional services firm, announced May 12 that it hired 
Scott Yi as a water resources engineer at the firm’s office in Raleigh, N.C. Yi, a member of ASFPM and 
North Carolina Association of Floodplain Managers, will be tasked with managing water resources pro-
jects in North Carolina and helping to expand the office’s water resources services in the region. 

Have a job announcement you’d like to share with ASFPM membership? Email editor@floods.org. 
 

http://www.fema.gov/media-library-data/20130726-1755-25045-0634/ngvd_navd.pdf
http://tidesandcurrents.noaa.gov/datum_options.html
http://geodesy.noaa.gov/datums/vertical/VerticalDatums.shtml
http://geodesy.noaa.gov/datums/vertical/VerticalDatums.shtml
mailto:rcquinn@earthlink.net
http://floods.org/n-jobpost/index.asp
mailto:editor@floods.org

