
FEMA issues federal flood risk management standard 
 
The Federal Emergency Management Agency in October issued some guidance on 
implementation of President Obama’s January 2015 executive order establishing a Federal 
Flood Risk Management Standard. 
  
 

 

Though the president’s order affects federally funded projects and substantially expands the original 
1977 standards, it leaves three key areas of the multifamily industry unchanged, according to what 
FEMA has released so far. The National Flood Insurance Program, as it relates to the commercial 
residential industry, remains the same, and the cost and availability of federal flood insurance should 
not experience any impact. Additionally, the new standard will not change compliance regulations for 
projects financed through Fannie Mae or Freddie Mac, nor will Clean Water Act Section 404 wetland 
permitting through the Army Corps of Engineers by affected for multifamily housing projects. 
  
Federal agencies like HUD that use federal money, such as multifamily properties under the Federal 
Housing Administration, must meet one the three following standards: (1) use the best available 
climate-informed science; (2) use the free-board approach, which means adding two or three feet of 
clearance above the base flood elevation of the 100-year floodplain, the National Multifamily Housing 
Council explains; or (3) use the 500-year floodplain. Those standards are all substantially stricter than 
the ones currently employed, and some locales have adopted standards that exceed those federally 
directed ones. 
  
As it stands now, there are many construction issues for the apartment and condominium industry for 
which clear, detailed guidance has not yet been produced. Issues broadly covered by the standard 
ultimately come down to nitty-gritty details in development, rebuilding and remodeling projects in the 
commercial residential housing sector. Many of those details are not addressed in a granular fashion in 
the president’s order, the new standard or FEMA’s October 2015 guidance documents. 
  
It is possible the standards will affect Home Investment Partnerships Program (HOME) buildings or 
projects, so if you are in the process of buying or contracting to rehabilitate an affordable housing 
project, you need to fully understand FEMA’s new guidance. Even state Community Development 
Block Grant programs could be affected. 
  
Key to flood risk management for apartment buildings and condo associations is keeping high-quality 
flood insurance current. Though private insurers are breaking into the market in some regions and for 
some properties, NFIP is the traditional route at this point. Your agent should be able to review your 
current policy and your upcoming plans for property acquisition, rehabilitation, remodeling or disaster 
recovery to ensure your flood coverage can respond to potential, stricter standards. Already in New 
Jersey and New York, in the wake of Hurricane Sandy, higher flood standards have been adopted. 
Right now, however, FEMA does not have any further guidance on implementing the January 2015 
executive order nationwide, so the industry needs to stay tuned.  
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