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January 24, 2005

Mr. David I. Maurstad
Director, Mitigation Directorate
Federal Emergency Management Agency
500 C. Street S.W.
Washington, DC 20472

Dear Mr. Maurstad:

Thank you for the opportunity to comment on the Multi-Year Flood Hazard Identification Plan
(MHIP), which establishes the outline for FEMA’s ambitious Map Modernization Program.  As one of
FEMA’s first state-wide Cooperating Technical Partners (CTP), we are strongly committed to
supporting and undertaking the most advanced flood mapping in history.  We have enjoyed a long and
fruitful relationship with FEMA in the areas of floodplain management and map modernization, and look
forward to continuing that relationship.

While we support the overall concept of Map Modernization, and are proud to have contributed to the
development of digital mapping standards, we are concerned about some directions taken by FEMA,
as outlined in the MHIP.   In March, 2004, we produced a Flood Mapping Program Business Plan, as
directed by FEMA.  In that plan, we carefully reviewed flood mapping needs in New York State with a
goal of updating flood mapping state-wide to provide communities with new maps that are completely
digital and GIS compatible and that also provide accurate flood hazard information.  We estimated that
it would cost $106 million to reach the goal of up to date accurate mapping throughout New York
State.  We recognize that this is far more money than we could expect from the Map Modernization
funding.  We are committed to obtaining state and local contributions of funding and products sufficient
to reduce the federal mapping cost to below $70 million.  We have already committed to contributing
non-FEMA funds for state-wide high quality digital ortho-photo base maps, elevation models, detailed
topography in flood hazard areas, and other related product and data needs.

We recognize that even $70 million is more funding than we can expect.  We are working hard to refine
the costs with better information about our mapping needs and improved project cost data.  We also
fully recognize that funding is limited and are using our project scoping efforts to identify the areas most
in need of new mapping data.  Some older studies remain valid and can be redelineated onto digital
maps, but such decisions must be based on careful analysis of existing Flood Insurance Studies.  Our
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revised mapping need will come closer to available dollars but will still not map the entire state to the
required level of detail.  We understand, from the MHIP, that the total available funding based on the
five year Map Modernization budget will meet approximately half of our need.  We are not debating the
total dollars as we understand budget realities.  However, we strongly question how those dollars are to
be used.

FEMA has made a decision, as documented in the MHIP, that we feel is misguided and counter-
productive to our common goal of providing accurate flood maps throughout the nation.  Our
philosophy has been to provide high quality mapping for as far as the money will go and advocate for
mapping dollars for the remainder of the state later.  This would result in outstanding maps for most of
the developed and developing areas of the state, covering over 85% of the state's population, even
though this will involve fewer than half of the state’s counties.  We feel strongly that the only way to
produce quality DFIRM’s in the remaining counties would be to extend Map Modernization funding
beyond the five year period.  The current MHIP proposal would result in substandard work in all
counties within the five year period.  A five year extension of the Map Modernization commitment will
get the job done right even with a reduction in the annual budget, as the remaining mostly rural counties
will require significantly fewer miles of detailed stream and shoreline studies.

Until recently, FEMA Region II supported our point of view.  However, they have received their
marching orders.  This month, we were told in no uncertain terms that the task at hand is to produce
digital flood maps nation-wide.  This means that in much of New York, and I imagine in most of the rest
of the nation, there will be sufficient funding to do little more than digitize existing maps with perhaps
better quality approximate studies.  This is insufficient and will result in poor quality, but really good
looking maps that fail to provide the data needed to adequately manage development in floodplains. 
Many errors on existing maps will continue to appear on the new maps.  Funds will not be available to
connect disconnected studies at community boundaries, to correct inaccurate hydrology, or to update
out of date hydraulic studies where needed.  Out of date studies will continue to appear on newly
issued maps.  This will lead to higher than necessary flood damages and more expenses placed on
individuals and on FEMA for LOMAs and LOMRs.  It will also create public and political opposition
to the Map Modernization Program.

While we are told that the needed detailed mapping will follow later, I fear that in ten years, floodplain
managers will look back at this in much the way we now look back at the 1970's and 1980's
approximate zip-a-tone maps, many of which are still with us.  

Map Modernization is at a crossroad and FEMA has three choices.  It can advocate for more funding
to complete the task within the five year period based on the more realistic data in the state business
plans.  It can admit that the current five year plan is insufficient to complete the necessary task of quality
flood mapping nation-wide and advocate for a lengthier funding period.  Or it can continue on the
current path and produce high-tech DFIRMs that contain out of date and incorrect data.  The latter
option will certainly result in a backlash from the states, communities, and parties concerned about
accurate floodplain mapping. 



Our position remains that we should use available dollars to produce high quality DFIRMs in areas with
the greatest need.  Only the states and their communities can determine where that need is.  We feel
that rather than argue for more funding on an annual basis at a time when the Map Mod community is
still gearing up, we should argue for additional years at the end of the current five-year period.  We will
continue work with you so that all counties can be mapped to the quality needed.  

Please feel free to contact me at any time should you have any questions or comments.  We look
forward to continuing to work with FEMA to produce quality DFIRMs throughout New York.

Sincerely,

William S. Nechamen
Chief, Floodplain Management Section

cc: Mike Howard, FEMA
Mary Colvin, FEMA Region 2, New York City
Paul Weberg, FEMA Region 2, New York City
Larry Larson, Executive Director, ASFPM


