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In 2004, the Federal Emergency Man-
agement Agency (FEMA) took action 
to help remedy the need for new map-
ping by initiating a nationwide Flood 
Map Modernization Program, with the 
goal of upgrading the FIRMs by creat-
ing a digital product, adding an aerial 
photograph background, changing 
from community-wide maps to coun-
ty-wide maps, and restudying a limited 
number of special flood hazard areas. 
In New Hampshire, between 2005 and 
2013, nine of the state’s ten counties 
(other than Belknap) were “modern-
ized” and issued new digital FIRMs. 

Currently, FEMA’s main focus is on 
mapping the country’s entire coastal 
shorelines. New Hampshire’s coastal 
mapping project, which includes 17 
communities in the coastal and Great 
Bay watersheds, is currently underway. 
Preliminary copies of the maps are 
expected in 2014 and the final maps 
are expected in 2015. As part of this 
mapping project, more detailed topo-
graphic data and the use of current en-
gineering methods will likely change 
the special flood hazard areas. 

At a time when the country is expe-
riencing frequent, extreme weather 
events, the need for updated floodplain 

mapping is important in guiding de-
velopment and ensuring that property 
owners are paying for their structure’s 
appropriate flood risk. However, Con-
gress continues to cut FEMA’s mapping 
budget, which has limited the ability of 
the agency to conduct the needed stud-
ies to produce new maps. Flood map-
ping funds have been reduced from 
$220 million in fiscal year 2010 to $89 
million in fiscal year 2013. 

Floodplain Regulations
It is unclear when New Hampshire 
communities began managing de-
velopment in their floodplain areas. 
By the end of the 1980s, 62 percent 
of the state’s communities had joined 
the NFIP and adopted the minimum 
floodplain regulations. Today, 214 
communities (91 percent) in the state 
participate in the NFIP with three ad-
ditional communities currently com-
pleting the enrollment process. 

Many of the state’s participating 
communities today only enforce the 
minimum requirements, which in-
clude requiring the lowest floor of the 
structure (including a basement) to 
be elevated at least as high as the base 
flood elevation. The base flood eleva-
tion is the height the flood waters are 
expected to rise to during a 1-percent-
annual-chance flood event. 

However, it is important for municipal 
officials to consider regulations that go 
beyond the minimum NFIP require-
ments, as the minimum requirements 
are not sufficient to reduce flood 
damage. As noted previously, most 
floodplain maps don’t reflect today’s 
conditions. Therefore, a community 
floodplain ordinance should include 
regulations that help compensate for 
the limited updates to the commu-
nity’s maps. 

One of the most common and sim-
plest requirements for a community to 
enforce is “freeboard.” Communities 


