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SECTION 12: PROTECTING NEW BUILDINGS
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Buildings must be protected from flood damage for three reasons:

1. They are the most important, most valuable, and most common man-made
structures subject to flood damage.

2. They are usually occupied or used by people. Protecting them protects human
life and health and reduces human suffering.

3. Buildings and their contents are the only things covered by an NFIP flood in-
surance policy. Protecting them reduces flood insurance claims that are
subsidized by the taxpayer.

Therefore, protecting buildings from flood damage is the cornerstone of a local flood-
plain management program.
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12.1. TERMINOLOGY

Basic Rule #4:
New buildings must be protected from damage by the base flood.

12.1.1. “Building” and “structure”

One objective of a local floodplain ordinance is to protect new buildings. In this desk reference,
the term “building” is the same as the term “structure” in the NFIP regulations. Other ordinances
may use either term.

44 CFR 59.1 Definitions: “Structure” means, for flood plain management purposes, a walled and
roofed building, including a gas or liquid storage tank, that is principally above ground, as well as
a manufactured home.

The term “building” or “structure” does not include open pavilions, bleachers, carports, and
similar structures that do not have at least two rigid walls and a roof.

How to determine if a building is substantially improved or substantially damaged is discussed in
Section 16. In this Section, consider the term “building” as an all-encompassing term that
includes substantial improvements and repairs of substantial damage to a building.

Residential and nonresidential buildings are treated differently. A residential building must have
a higher level of protection — if it is to be built in the floodplain, it must be elevated above the
flood protection elevation. Nonresidential buildings, on the other hand, may be elevated or
floodproofed (made watertight below the BFE).

Exemptions: Small additions and inexpensive buildings (less than $1000.00) may be exempted
from the building protection standards. They will still have to meet other requirements of the
local ordinance. Before an ordinance is changed, IDNR/OWR and/or the FEMA Regional Office
must be contacted to clarify what is exempt.

12.1.2. Freeboard

Freeboard is an additional height requirement above the base flood elevation (BFE) that provides
a margin of safety against extraordinary or unknown risks. This reduces the risk of flooding and
makes the building eligible for a lower flood insurance rate. See Section 13.3.2. for more infor-
mation on freeboard.

12.1.3. Flood protection elevation (FPE)

The FPE or flood protection elevation is the base flood elevation plus freeboard. The FPE must
be defined in the local floodplain ordinance. It sets the minimum protection level for new build-
ings in the floodplain.
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Remember: the BFE identifies the area affected by the base flood. The FPE sets the protection
level for new and substantially improved buildings.

The NFIP does not require freeboard for regulatory purposes so, if a community chooses, the
FPE could be the same as the BFE. However, IDNR/OWR strongly recommends that a commu-
nity adopt a freeboard appropriate to the local flood hazard. In ponding areas, it could be 1 foot.
On rivers it could be up to 2 feet because of waves. The model ordinances use a 1 foot freeboard
which most communities have adopted.

12.2. ELEVATION

Elevating a building above the FPE is the most common and secure way to protect a building
from flood damage. It is the only way allowed for residential buildings.

44 CFR 60.3(c)(2) [Communities must] Require that all new construction and substantial im-
provements of residential structures within Zones A1-30, AE and AH zones on the community’s
FIRM have the lowest floor (including basement) elevated to or above the base flood level…

In Zones A1-A30, AE, AO, and AH, all new construction and substantial improvements of
residential structures must be elevated so that the lowest floor (including the basement) is
elevated to or above the FPE. This can be done in one of three ways:

1. Elevation on fill (see Figure 12.1).

2. Elevation on piles, posts, or columns.

3. Elevation on walls or a crawlspace (see Figure 12.1).

Figure 12-1: How to Elevate Your Floodplain Building
Source: IDNR’s The Floodplain Management Quick Guide


