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FLOODPLAIN MANAGEMENT UPDATE PROGRAM

Making Portland’s floodplains resilient, healthy and safe for all
Why must we do this work?
•

FEMA is updating requirements for the
National Flood Insurance Program to comply
with the Endangered Species Act, and in
response to litigation. The City will need to
update local floodplain regulations to maintain
access to the federally-backed flood insurance
on which residents and businesses depend.

•

The climate is changing, and so is the character
of storms and floods in Portland. The 1996
flood, which caused significant damage across
the City, is the type of event (a rain-on-snow
event) that experts generally identify as an
increasing risk in Oregon.

Downtown & South Waterfront – 1996 Flood

Portland needs to understand emerging flood
risks posed by climate change to improve
physical, social, and economic resilience to
floods. FEMA’s new guidance is expected to
include a requirement to update maps.
•

Riverfront development provides multiple
benefits for Portland. From port facilities, to
water-dependent businesses, to public docks and beaches, water-oriented development can offer
the living wage jobs, and easy access to nature and recreation that help make this a great place to
live. Ensuring Portland meets job growth targets, and provides recreation opportunities is critical.

Three-Year Funding Request (FY18/19 through FY20/21)
1. Code Development (2-Year-Limited Term,
City Planner II-Environmental) Research and
write regulations for floodplain development.
2. Land Impact Analysis (2-Year Limited Term,
GIS Technician II) Build GIS-based projections
of impacts to flood areas and habitat.
3. Residential and Business Equity Analyses
Analyze effects of regulations on housing and
living wage jobs using a racial equity lens.

4. Climate Science Panel Identify key risks to
consider in new regulations and remapping.
5. Mitigation Banking Operational Models
Evaluate and identify mitigation bank
structures (public, private, nonprofit), startup funding options, and operating principles.
6. Communications and Public Involvement
Host workshops and focus groups; provide
informational materials, translation services;
and mailing of required legal notices.
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About the program

Estimated timeline (funding dependent)

In anticipation of new federal regulations and in
recognition of the severe risks to people,
property and wildlife posed by floods, eight
bureaus came together to create the Floodplain
Management Update Program.

Spring 2018
• National Environmental Policy Act (NEPA)
review of FEMA’s draft guidance begins
• Kick-off planning for off-site mitigation
banking program
• River Plan / South Reach starts

Objectives
1. Consistency with adopted values and plans
Minimize impacts to floodplains, support the
City’s commitment to salmon and steelhead
recovery, provide access to the outdoors, and
meet economic development goals.
2. Providing clear and feasible guidelines
Amend existing, and write new zoning,
building, and site development regulations.
3. Facilitating responsible development
Create off-site mitigation banks to allow
development in high-priority areas, while
preserving, increasing, and improving habitat
and flood storage elsewhere in flood zones.
4. Managing community change
Scope programs, investments, and actions to
help residents, businesses, and the City
equitably and successfully adapt to change.
5. Collaboration with partners
Coordinate and collaborate with other
programs and projects, such as: Lents
Stabilization and Job Creation Collaborative,
River Plan/South Reach and Levee Ready
Columbia; and with the State and adjacent
jurisdictions to meet shared goals.
Team – The team includes staff from the
following bureaus and offices: City Attorney,
Development Services, Environmental Services,
Government Relations, Management and
Finance, Planning and Sustainability, Portland
Parks & Recreation, and Prosper Portland. The
Office of Management and Finance’s Strategic
Projects and Opportunities Team manages the
Floodplain Management Update Program.

Summer/Fall 2018
• Complete existing conditions research
• Document policy and regulatory background
• Analysis of potential equity and development
impacts of FEMA’s draft guidance
Fall/Winter 2018
• Identify issues and opportunities, and best
management practices for floodplain
management
• Start initial community engagement
• Develop initial regulatory and compliance
approaches
Spring 2019
• FEMA’s final guidance released and
compliance period begins
• Identify preferred compliance strategy
• Work with climate experts to understand
future risks in Portland
• Legislative review of draft regulations begins
• Continue community engagement
Summer 2019-Fall/Winter 2020
• Complete regulatory revisions to City Codes,
including potential changes in: Title 24,
Building Regulations; Title 33, Planning and
Zoning; Title 11, Trees; Title 17 Public
Improvements; and Stormwater
Management Manual
• Complete State of Oregon acknowledgement
process
• Submit compliance plan (including newly
adopted regulatory changes) to FEMA
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A Snapshot of Floodplains in Portland
Portland’s floodplains are located along the major
rivers and creeks that run through and along the City:
Columbia and Willamette Rivers, Columbia Slough,
Johnson Creek, and Tryon and Fanno Creeks.

These images and maps show areas that are included
in the mapped 100-year floodplain (blue) and the 500year (orange) floodplain. Portland’s floodplains are
diverse. There are more than 6,200 acres of land within
the floodplain in Portland’s Urban Service Boundary.

North Industrial

Defining Floodplains
Floodplains are dynamic spaces that challenge
simple definition. They are parts of rivers and
streams, and lands that people use everyday,
but they also provide important storage of
floodwaters when rivers rise beyond their
banks, and are critical habitat for salmon and
steelhead. They include wetlands, ports,
homes, businesses, and beaches; natural
areas and open spaces, and constructed and
managed places.

There are more than 3,684 land parcels that are at
least partially located in the floodplain. About half of
those parcels are residentially zoned, about 34-percent
are employment or industrial zone, and the remainder
are a mix of uses.

Columbia Corridor and Slough

Central City

Floodplains are typically defined by the
percentage chance of being flooded in a year.
•

100-Year Floodplain which is also known as
the Special Flood Hazard Area (SFHA), is
most commonly discussed because it is
where FEMA requires flood insurance. This
area has a 1 in 100, or a one-percent,
chance of flooding each year.

•

1996 Inundation Area (not shown) is a
Portland-specific delineation based on
where there was flooding in 1996. In most
of these areas, the City requires buildings to
be constructed to the 100-year floodplain
standards. FEMA does not require insurance
in the 1996 flood area. The 1996 flood was
larger than an estimated 100-year flood.

•

500-Year Floodplain is the area that has a
0.2-percent chance of flooding each year,
based on historic floods. FEMA insurance is
not required. This flood risk area is often
used as a proxy for the effects of climate
change.

LEGEND
100-Yr Floodplain
500-Yr Floodplain
Urban Service
Boundary

Lents-Powellhurst Gilbert
NORTH
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About FEMA’s National Flood Insurance
Program & the Endangered Species Act
In 1968, Congress created the National Flood Insurance
Program (NFIP) to help provide a means for property
owners to financially protect themselves from floods.
The NFIP offers flood insurance to homeowners,
renters, and business owners if their community
participates in the NFIP.
Portland participates in the NFIP, which means that
Portland implements FEMA-required building code and
site development standards. The City also participates
in FEMA’s voluntary Community Rating System
program. This program incentivizes communities to take
extra steps to reduce flooding in exchange for insurance
premium discounts. On a scale of 1 to 10, (one being
best) Portland has a 6 rating, which results in a 20%
premium discount for property owners in Portland.
Following a legal settlement, FEMA is developing new
floodplain development guidelines for Oregon that
specifically address Endangered Species Act compliance
for floodplain development, and protects the critical
floodplain habitat of protected salmon and steelhead.

Portland is at the confluence of the two largest rivers
in Oregon: the Columbia River and Willamette River,
has over 300 miles of mapped streams, of which 175
miles are home to federally protected salmon and
steelhead. Portland has 13 Endangered Species Act
protected salmon and steelhead populations, more
than any other city on the entire west coast.
Portland adopted Ordinances 35715 and 35894
committing Portland to help recover listed salmon
and steelhead in the city.
FEMA took input from the State of Oregon before
working on draft guidelines. FEMA is scheduled to
release their draft plan for public review this spring. It
is expected to be much like the implementation plan
developed for Puget Sound, where guidelines were
also updated to protect salmon, steelhead, and orca
in Washington.
The City will review and comment on FEMA’s
proposals throughout the federal environmental
review process, and develop an implementation
approach that meets federal requirements, and local
goals, and enables the City to grow in a manner
consistent with the 2035 Comprehensive Plan, and
other adopted plans.

Portland needs to improve floodplain management to meet ecological, safety, and
economic needs, reduce risk exposure, and support our ability to recover quickly from
hazardous flooding events.
FLOODING ON SE FOSTER ROAD

Photo courtesy of Adam Simmons

Left: SE Foster Rd, looking southeast at 106th Ave. Right: SE Foster Rd at approximately SE 111th Ave.

Salmon and Steelhead in Portland
Salmon have been a crucial part of the Pacific Northwest ecosystem for 1000s of years, but loss of habitat, decreased
water quality, and impassible culverts led to declines in salmon populations. Environmental Services is playing a
leading role in regional efforts to improve conditions for salmon, and they are now returning to Portland.

