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AGENDA TOPIC 10.F 
 

TO:  Mayor & City Council  
 
FROM: Wayne Marshall, City Planner 
 
DATE:  May 15, 2015 
 
RE:  Amendments to Chapter 78, Floods - Adoption of New Flood Maps 

 

REQUESTED ACTIONS 

 

1) The Council should conduct the First Reading of proposed amendments to the City Code of 
Ordinances, Chapter Floods.  The most significant amendment is the adoption of new  Flood 
Maps for Belfast that have been prepared by the Federal Emergency Management Agency 
(FEMA) and which are to take effect on July 6, 2015.  The new maps will replace the current 
FEMA maps identified in the City Ordinance that were prepared in 1990. 

 
2) The Council should schedule the Second Reading and public hearing regarding the proposed 

amendments for the Council meeting of June 16, 2015.  I am recommending this date so the 
Department can publish the required public notices of the amendment.   

 
BACKGROUND INFORMATION  

 
The Federal Emergency Management Agency (FEMA) has produced new flood plain maps for 
Waldo County.  These are the first new maps for our area since 1990.  The City uses the current 
maps (1990) to identify areas subject to the City Flood Ordinance (Chapter 78 of City 
Ordinances).  The City is required to adopt the new maps by July 6, 2015 as an amendment to 
our current Ordinance (the new 2015 maps will replace the 1990 maps) to allow the City to 
continue its participation in the national Flood Insurance program.  If the City does not 
participate in the national Flood Insurance program, Belfast property owners will be unable to 
obtain flood insurance.  If a property is in the flood zone, and you have or are seeking a 
mortgage on your property, a bank will not issue a mortgage  unless you have flood insurance.     
 
The Code and Planning Department met with the Council in a Work Session on February 17, 
2015 to discuss the pending changes to the Flood Maps, the City Flood Ordinance and the Flood 
insurance program.  As noted at the Work Session, in many areas of Belfast, the amount of area 
subject to the flood zone is decreasing, this is particularly true for properties located adjacent to 
the coast.  In some areas, however, the amount of area subject to the flood zone is increasing. All 
areas on the new maps which are identified as having a greater amount of area in the flood zone 
are located in what is known as an unnumbered A zone.  An unnumbered A zone means that the 
area is in the flood zone, however, FEMA has not identified the specific elevation subject to the 
100 year flood.  These areas typically occur along streams.   
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In addition to the adoption of the new FEMA maps, the City must make several minor 
amendments to the adopted City Ordinance.  The amendments address new FEMA requirements 
regarding the  establishment of the Coastal AE zone, and identification of the Limit of Moderate 
Wave Action (LiMWA) areas.  As implied by the definition above, the Coastal AE zone only 
affects areas located adjacent to Belfast Bay or the Passagassawakeag River.  Further, only 
limited areas along Belfast's coast are identified as being in the Coastal AE zone.  The Coastal 
AE zone and LiMWA areas essentially are areas in which flooding can occur from storm surges 
and astronomical high tides and in which additional standards apply for any new construction.  I 
have enclosed an aerial photo of the area near City Landing which identifies the amount of area 
subject to the Coastal AE zone and LiMWA.    
 
The City participates in the national (federal) flood zone program for several reasons. 
 First, knowing which areas in Belfast are more susceptible to flooding enables the City to 

require standards for new construction, including the renovation of existing buildings, that 
recognize the susceptibility of the property to flooding and which are designed to both lessen 
the likelihood of property damage and to protect the public.  For example, new construction 
generally is not allowed in the VE (velocity) zone, and new construction in the AE zone must 
have the base habitable floor elevated one foot above the identified flood level.  The City 
enforces the FEMA standards for  new construction in the flood zone.    

 Secondly, knowing which areas are more likely to flood allows the City to consider this 
constraint in City planning and the adoption and enforcement of land use regulations.  For 
example, when a subdivision application is submitted, the City typically strives to have all 
habitable  buildings located outside of the flood zone, and to identify how concerns regarding 
flooding can be addressed.       

 Continuing, the private insurance industry generally will not insure a property against flood 
damage.  The only insurance available is through a FEMA backed policy.  FEMA will not 
allow the issuance of a flood policy in a community that does not participate in the flood 
insurance program.  And, mortgage lenders generally will not issue a mortgage to a property 
that is in the flood zone if the property owner does not have a flood insurance policy.  In 
short, City participation in this FEMA program allows private property owners to obtain a 
mortgage to purchase a home or business in the flood zone by purchasing a flood insurance 
policy.  If the City did not participate in the program, they likely could not sell their property 
to someone who requires a mortgage.      

 
The Flood Insurance program is a Federal program which is coordinated through State programs, 
but the day-to-day enforcement of the program occurs at the local level through the issuance of 
flood permits by local code enforcement officers.     
 
So --- what happens if the City chooses not to adopt the new maps by July 6?  Short answer, the 
City is suspended from the Flood Insurance program until it adopts the new maps, which means 
that no one in Belfast can obtain a flood insurance policy.   
 
Also, can Belfast change the Flood Maps?  Belfast has no authority to change the FEMA maps 
on its own.  Any change to the maps must be approved by FEMA using the FEMA policy for 
requesting what is known as a Letter of Map Revision (LOMR) or a Letter of Map Adjustment 
(LOMA).  A LOMA often can be requested by an individual property owner using the services 
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of a surveyor, however, a LOMR, is a much more extensive process because it typically affects a 
larger area.  If the Council believes that areas on the new flood maps should be investigated to be 
changed, it can do so at any time after the new maps are adopted.  The LOMR process takes up 
to 180 days for FEMA to review, and can be costly.     
 
I have included some initial information to give you a sense of areas currently identified as being 
in the flood zone, and illustrations of how both the current and future maps will look.  This 
information includes: 
 Map #1.  A map that generally depicts the areas that are now in the flood zone; 1990 map. 
 Map #2.  A portion of the current 1990 map for the area near the Front Street Shipyard.  This 

is how the official FEMA maps look for Belfast.  
 Map #3.  One of the panels from the new preliminary 2015 maps for the area near the Front 

Street Shipyard. 
 Map #4.  An enlargement of the panel for the new preliminary 2015 map for the area near the 

Shipyard. 
 Map #5.  An illustration of how the City will be able to depict the flood zone information on 

our current aerial photography in the near future; likely around mid-September when FEMA 
provides us 'shapefile' information for the flood zone areas.   This map shows the LiMWA 
lines required by the new Ordinance.      

 Map #6.  Another panel of the new flood maps.  I note that at present, the City cannot 
produce a singular map that shows all areas subject to the flood zone.  
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ADDITIONAL BACKGROUND INFORMATION on FLOOD INSURANCE PROGRAM 

and CITY ORDINANCE  

 

This information is repeated for the workshop memorandum that 

 I provided to the Council in February 

 

While several City Ordinances are the direct result of State requirements (for example, 
Shoreland, Building Code, and Subdivision), the City Flood Ordinance (Chapter 78) is the direct  
result of a specific federal program.  The federal Flood Insurance Program is the equivalent of a 
compact between the federal, state and local government. In this compact, however, the federal 
government, with state involvement, establishes the rules - the maps which identify the areas 
subject to the 100 year flood, and the building standards which must be met - and the local 
government role is to adopt these requirements and to enforce such on all new building 
construction in the flood zone.  The local government has little opportunity or flexibility to 
amend the building standards or the maps.  The direct value of the program to property owners 
and local governments is that FEMA is essentially the only way for a property owner to obtain 
flood insurance, as the private insurance industry has generally abandoned providing flood 
insurance because of the risk.   
 
Continuing, FEMA offers flood insurance to property owners who are at risk of flooding, and 
FEMA seeks to control their risk (insurance losses) by using local governments to enforce 
building standards that are designed to decrease the likelihood of flood damage.  Overtime, as 
new buildings are constructed to applicable flood standards, and existing buildings are modified 
to incorporate flood standards, the amount of risk should decrease.  The reduction in risk should 
result in lesser property damage and lesser likelihood of loss of life due to flooding.  
 
Belfast has participated in the Flood Insurance program since the late 1970's.  The current maps 
we enforce are the 1990 Flood maps prepared by FEMA (reference Maps #1 and #2 in your 
packet).   We last revised the building standards in our Ordinance in 2009, and our current 
Chapter 78 Ordinance standards are fully consistent with most federal and state requirements.   
 
Flood maps are based on the anticipated amount of area which could be flooded during a 100 
year flood event.  The Belfast maps identify three major flood zones: 
 VE - velocity zone with an identified flood elevation (for example, VE - 17).  VE zones are 

most prone to strong wave action during a storm event; 
 AE - zone which signifies areas subject to the inundation of flood water with an identified 

elevation (for example, AE - 15).  These are areas in which there would be an increase in 
water levels (flooding) during a storm event. 

 A zone which signifies areas subject to the inundation of flood waters, however, the federal 
government has not identified an elevation for such flooding. 

In Belfast, most of the VE and AE zones are located adjacent to the coast, and the unnumbered A 
zones apply to nearly all areas subject to flooding located outside of the immediate coast.      
 
The above zones, however, are not used to regulate the type of use that can occur (house, store or 
industry) on a property, but to regulate the building standards that would apply to how a building 
in constructed in the respective zone.  For example, new construction is generally prohibited in 
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the VE zone, areas subject to strong wave action and the attendant property damage, and in the 
AE and A zone, new construction must have the base floor elevated above the flood level by 1 
foot.  Although such are not common in Belfast, I am sure that most have seen areas in which 
houses have been constructed on pilings with no basement.   
  
Also, unlike any other 'zoning' program which the City enforces, the Flood Ordinance, considers 
the cost of improvements as an issue, particularly the cost of improvements to existing structures.  
This occurs because we are helping to implement an insurance oriented program.  In Belfast, if 
there are substantial improvements (greater than 50% of value of the structure) to a structure 
located in a flood zone, the building must be renovated to comply with flood standards. I can 
explain exceptions to this provision at the workshop if Councilors are interested.  I simply note 
that this can be a difficult provision to implement.          
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First Reading of Proposed Ordinance Amendments 

Chapter 78, Floods 

 
Definitions that will added to or changed in the revised Code are identified below.   
   
Coastal AE Zone – The portion of the Coastal High Hazard Area with wave heights between 1.5 
feet and 3.0 feet and bounded by a line labeled the “Limit of Moderate Wave Action (LiMWA) 
on a Flood Insurance Rate Map (FIRM).  VE Zone floodplain construction standards are applied 
to development, new construction and substantial improvements in the Coastal AE Zone. 
 
Coastal High Hazard Area - An area of special flood hazard extending from offshore to the 
inland limit of a primary frontal dune along an open coast and any other area subject to high 
velocity wave action from storms or seismic sources. Coastal High Hazard Areas are designated 
as Zone VE and Zone AE bounded by a line labeled “Limit of Moderate Wave Action 
(LiMWA)” on a Flood Insurance Rate Map (FIRM).   
 

In the case of Zones AE or A, Elevated Building also includes a building elevated by means of 
fill or solid foundation perimeter walls with hydraulic openings sufficient to facilitate the 
unimpeded movement of flood waters, as required in Article VI.L.  In the case of Zone VE and 
Coastal AE Zone, Elevated Building also includes a building otherwise meeting the definition 
of elevated building, even though the lower area is enclosed by means of breakaway walls, if the 
breakaway walls meet the standards of Article VI.P.2.b.(3). 
 

Limit of Moderate Wave Action (LiMWA) – The landward limit of the 1.5 foot breaking wave 
within a Coastal AE Zone.  These areas are bounded by a line labeled “Limit of Moderate Wave 
Action” (LiMWA) on a Flood Insurance Rate Map (FIRM).  The LiMWA line delineates that 
portion of the Special Flood Hazard Area (SFHA) landward of a VE zone in which the principal 
sources of flooding are astronomical high tides, storm surges, or tsunamis, not riverine sources.  
These areas may be subject to wave effects, velocity flows, erosion, scour, or combinations of 
these forces.  The floodplain development and construction standards for VE Zones will be 
applied in the Coastal AE Zone. 
 

 
The only other significant change is to reference adoption of the July 6, 2015 maps, and that all 
references to the 1990 maps will be eliminated and replaced by the 2015 maps.  
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Flood Zones

Zone VE: Areas along coasts subject to inundation by the 1-percent-annual-chance flood event 
with additional hazards due to storm-induced velocity wave action. BFEs derived from detailed 
hydraulic analyses are shown within these zones. Mandatory flood insurance purchase 
requirements apply.  
Zone A: Areas subject to inundation by the 1-percent-annual-chance flood event. Because 
detailed hydraulic analyses have not been performed, no BFEs or flood depths are shown. 
Mandatory flood insurance purchase requirements apply. 
Zone AE: Areas subject to inundation by the 1-percent-annual-chance flood event determined by 
detailed methods. BFEs are shown within these zones. Mandatory flood insurance purchase 
requirements apply.  
Zone AO: Areas subject to inundation by 1-percent-annual-chance shallow flooding (usually 
sheet flow on sloping terrain) where average depths are between 1 and 3 feet. Average flood 
depths derived from detailed hydraulic analyses are shown within this zone. Mandatory flood 
insurance purchase requirements apply. 
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Flood areas identified on this map reflect the 1990 Flood Zone Maps prepared for the
 City of Belfast by the Federal Emergency Management Agency (FEMA).
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