
GLOSSARY OF

FLOOD TERM S

COM PI LED BY 



BACKWATER EFFECT -  The r ise in  water surface elevat ion caused by som e obst ruct ion such as 
a narrow br idge opening, bui ldings or f i ll m ater ial that  lim it s the area through which the 
water m ust  f low. Also referred to as "heading up".

BASE FLOOD -  A term  used in  t he Nat i onal  Flood I nsurance Program  t o indicate the 
m in im um  size f lood to be used by a com m unity as a basis for i t s f loodplain  m anagem ent  
regulat ions; present ly required by regulat ion to be that  f lood which has a one-percent  chance 
of  being equaled or exceeded in  any given year. Also known as a 100-year f lood or 
one-percent  chance f lood.

BASE FLOODPLAI N -  The f loodplain  that  would be inundated by a 10 0 - year (one- percent  
chance) f lood.

BASI N -  The total area f rom  which surface runof f  is carr ied away by a drainage system . Other 
com parable term s are "drainage area", "catchm ent  area?, and " wat ershed" .

C.F.S. -  Cubic feet  per second. Used to descr ibe the am ount  of  f low passing a given poin t  in  a 
st ream  channel. One cubic foot  per second is equivalent  to approxim ately 7.5 gallons per 
second.

CHANNEL -  A natural or art i f icial watercourse with def in ite bed and banks to conf ine and 
conduct  f lowing water.

CHANNEL CAPACI TY -  The m axim um  f low which can pass through a channel w ithout  
overf lowing the banks.

CHANNELI ZATI ON -  The im provem ent  of  the water carrying capacit y or f low character ist ics 
of  a natural or art i f icial channel by clear ing, excavat ion, bank stabilizat ion or other m eans. 
Also referred to as channel alterat ions.

CROSS SECTI ON -  A graph or p lot  of  ground elevat ion across a st ream  valley or a port ion of  
i t , usually along a line perpendicular to the st ream  or direct ion of  f low.

I m age credit : Taranaki Regional Council
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DESI GNATED FLOODWAY -  The channel of  a st ream  and that  port ion of  the adjoin ing 
f loodplain  designated by a regulatory agency to be kept  f ree of  fur ther developm ent  to 
provide for unobst ructed passage of  f lood f lows.

DESI GN FLOOD -  Com m only used to m ean the m agnitude of  f lood used for design and 
operat ion of  f lood cont rol st ructures or other protect ive m easures. I t  is som et im es used to 
denote the m agnitude of  f lood used in  f loodplain  regulat ions. Also referred to as Project  
Design Flood. 

THE EM ERGENCY PROGRAM  -  The in it ial phase of  a com m unity 's part icipat ion in  the 
Nat ional Flood I nsurance Program  (NFI P) i f  no f lood hazard in form at ion is availab le or 
the com m unity has a Flood Hazard Boundary Map (FHBM), but  no Flood I nsurance Rate 
Map (FI RM). A lim ited am ount  of  f lood insurance coverage at  less than actuar ial rates is 
availab le for all residents of  the com m unity. 

EQUAL DEGREE OF ENCROACHM ENT -  A rule, used in  determ in ing perm issib le f loodplain  
encroachm ents, that  the f loodplain  on each side of  a st ream  m ust  be capable of  conveying 
a proport ionate share of  the design f lood f low.

FLASH FLOOD -  A f lood that  reaches it s peak f low in  a short  length of  t im e (hours or 
m inutes) af ter the storm  or other event  causing it . Of ten character ized by high velocit y 
f lows.

FLOOD OR FLOODI NG -  Tem porary inundat ion of  norm ally dry land areas f rom  the 
overf low of  in land and/ or t idal waters, and/ or f rom  the unusual and rapid accum ulat ion or 
runof f  of  surface waters f rom  any source. The r ise in  water m ay be caused by excessive 
rain fall, snowm elt , natural st ream  blockages, wind storm s over a lake or ocean, t sunam is, 
ext rem ely high t ides, or any com binat ion of  such condit ions.

FLOOD CONTROL -  Keeping f lood waters away f rom  specif ic developm ents and/ or 
populated areas by the const ruct ion of  f lood storage reservoirs, channel alterat ions, dikes 
and levees, bypass channels, or other engineer ing work

FLOOD CONTROL 

Hum an-m ade levee on the Mississippi

I m age credit : HABS
Flood storage reservoir  on Willow Creek
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FLOOD CREST -  The m axim um  stage or elevat ion reached or expected to be reached by the 
waters of  a specif ic f lood at  a given locat ion.

FLOOD DURATI ON -  The length of  t im e a st ream  is above f lood stage or overf lowing it s banks.

FLOOD FI GHTI NG -  Act ions taken im m ediately before or dur ing a f lood to protect  hum an li f e 
and to reduce f lood dam ages such as evacuat ion, em ergency sandbagging and diking, and 
provision of  assistance to f lood vict im s.

FLOOD FORECASTI NG -  The process of  predict ing the occurrence, m agnitude and durat ion of  
an im m inent  f lood through m eteorological and hydrological observat ions and analysis.

FLOOD FREQUENCY -  A stat ist ical expression of  the average t im e per iod between f loods 
equaling or exceeding a given m agnitude. For exam ple, a 100-year f lood has a m agnitude 
expected to be equaled or exceeded on the average of  once every hundred years; such a f lood 
has a one-percent  chance of  being equaled or exceeded in  any given year. Of ten used 
in terchangeably with "recurrence in terval?.

FLOOD FRI NGE -  The port ion of  the f loodplain  outside of  the f loodway or coastal high hazard 
area but  st i ll subject  to f looding. Som et im es referred to as ?f loodway f r inge?.  Also used to refer 
to areas subject  to f looding by water with li t t le or no velocit y.

FLOOD HAZARD BOUNDARY M AP -  An of f icial m ap of  a com m unity issued by the Federal  
I nsurance Admin i st rat i on  on which the boundaries of  the f loodplain  ( i . e. ,subject  to the 
100-year f lood), m udslide and/ or f lood- related erosion areas having special hazards have been 
drawn.

FLOOD HAZARD BOUNDARY M APPI NG PROGRAM  -  Federal  Emergency M anagement  
Agency (FEM A) program  that  ident if ies f lood hazards, assesses f lood r isks and partners with 
states and com m unit ies to provide accurate f lood hazard and r isk data to guide them  to 
m it igat ion act ions. 

FLOOD FI GHTI NG

I m age credit : FEMA

FLOOD HAZARD M AP

Flood Fight ing in  Davenport , I owa. in  2007. 
Photo by Brad Walker.
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FLOOD HYDROGRAPH -  A graph  showing, for  a given poin t  on a st ream , the discharge, height  
or other character ist ic of  a f lood with respect  to t im e.

FLOOD I NSURANCE -  I nsurance on st ructures and/ or their  contents for their  restorat ion or 
replacem ent  i f  dam aged by f loodwater. 

FLOOD I NSURANCE RATE M AP -  An of f icial m ap of  a com m unity on which the Federal 
I nsurance Adm in ist rat ion has delineated the area in  which the purchase of  f lood insurance is 
required under the Flood I nsurance Regular Program .

FLOOD I NSURANCE REGULAR PROGRAM  -  The phase of  the Nat ional Flood I nsurance 
Program  under which actuar ial rates have been determ ined.

FLOOD PROFI LE -  A graph or p lot  of  the water surface elevat ion against  distance along a 
channel drawn for a specif ic f lood or level of  f looding.

FLOOD OF RECORD -  The greatest  f lood recorded for a locat ion. Usually referred to as the 
"m axim um  f lood of  record?. The term  is also som et im es used to m ean any f lood for which 
there is a m easurem ent  of  height  or other system at ic or reliab le record useful for  techn ical 
analysis.

FLOODPLAI N -  The low lands adjoin ing the channel of  a r iver, st ream  or watercourse, or 
ocean, lake, or other body of  standing water, which have been or m ay be inundated by f lood 
water. The channel of  a st ream  or watercourse is a part  of  the f loodplain .

FLOODPLAI N DELI NEATI ON -  The process of  showing in  a graphical form , usually on a m ap or 
photo m osaic, areas which have been inundated by a specif ic f lood or which can be expected 
to be inundated by a predicted f lood of  specif ic m agnitude.

FLOOD HYDROGRAPH SHOWI NG FLOOD CRESTFLOOD I NSURANCE RATE M AP
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FLOODPLAI N M ANAGEM ENT -  The operat ion of  a program  in tended to lessen the dam aging 
ef fects of  f loods, m ain tain  and enhance natural values, and m ake ef fect ive use of  related water 
and land resources within  the f loodplain . I t  is an at tem pt  to balance values obtainable f rom  
use of  f loodplains with potent ial losses ar ising f rom  such use. Floodplain  m anagem ent  st resses 
considerat ion of  the full range of  m easures potent ially useful in  achieving it s ob ject ives.

FLOODPLAI N REGULATI ONS -  A general term  for the full range of  codes, ordinances, and 
other regulat ions relat ing to the use of  land and const ruct ion within  st ream  channels and 
f loodplain  areas. The term  encom passes zon ing ordinances, subdivision regulat ions, bui lding 
and housing codes, encroachm ent  line statutes, open-space regulat ions, and other sim ilar 
m ethods of  cont rol af fect ing the use and developm ent  of  these areas.

FLOOD PROBABI LI TY -  A stat ist ical expression of  the chance (usually as a percentage) that  a 
f lood of  given m agnitude has of  being equaled or exceeded in  any one year (see f lood 
f requency).

FLOODPROOFI NG -  A com binat ion of  st ructural changes and adjustm ents to exist ing 
st ructures and faci li t ies, their  contents and/ or their  sites purpose of  reducing or elim inat ing 
f lood dam ages by protect ing against  st ructural fai lure, keeping water out , or  reducing the 
ef fect  of  water ent ry.

FLOOD WARNI NG -  The issuance and dissem inat ion of  in form at ion about  an im m inent  or 
current  f lood.

FLOODWAY -  The channel of  a watercourse and those port ions of  the adjoin ing f loodplain  
required to provide for the passage of  the selected f lood (norm ally the 100-year f lood) with an 
insign if icant  increase in  the f lood levels above that  of  natural condit ions. As used in  the 
Nat ional Flood I nsurance Program , f loodways m ust  be large enough to pass the 100-year f lood 
without  causing an increase in  elevat ion of  m ore than a specif ied am ount  (one foot  in  m ost  
areas).

GROUNDWATER RECHARGE -  The in f i lt rat ion of  water in to the earth. I t  m ay increase the total 
am ount  of  water stored underground or on ly replen ish supplies depleted through pum ping or 
natural discharge.

I m age credit :  San Diego State Universit y

FLOODWAY



HYDRODYNAM I C LOADS -  Forces im posed on st ructures by f loodwaters due to the im pact  of  
m oving water on the upst ream  side of  the st ructure, drag along it s sides, and eddies or negat ive 
pressures on it s downst ream  side.

HYDROSTATI C LOADS -  Forces im posed on a f looded st ructure due to the weight  of  the water.

LEVEL (DEGREE) OF PROTECTI ON -  The greatest  f lood level against  which a protect ive 
m easure is designed to be fully ef fect ive; of ten expressed as a recurrence in terval (e.g. , 
100-year level of  protect ion) or as an exceedance f requency (e.g., one-percent  chance of  
exceedance).

NATURAL VALUES OF FLOODPLAI NS -  The desirab le quali t ies of  or funct ions served by 
f loodplains including but  not  lim ited to water resources values (e.g., m oderat ion of  f loods, 
water quali t y m ain tenance and groundwater recharge), living resources values (e.g., f ish, 
w ildli f e and plant  resources and habitat ), cultural resources values (e.g., open space, natural 
beauty, scient if ic study, outdoor educat ion, and recreat ion), and cult ivated resource values 
(e.g., agr iculture, aquaculture and forest ry). Also referred to as Ecosystem  Services. 

NONSTRUCTURAL M EASURES -  All f loodplain  m anagem ent  m easures except ing st ructural 
f lood cont rol works. Exam ples of  nonst ructural m easures are f lood warn ing/ preparedness 
system s, relocat ion, f loodproof ing, regulat ion, land acquisit ion, and public investm ent  policy.

ONE- HUNDRED YEAR FLOOD -  A f lood having a one-percent  chance of  occurr ing in  any given 
year and which, over a very long per iod of  t im e, can be expected to be equaled or exceeded on 
the average of  once every hundred years. Alternate def in it ions that  quest ion the term s of  this 
established def in it ion.

OVERLAND RUNOFF -  That  port ion of  precip itat ion which is not  in tercepted by vegetat ion, 
absorbed by the land surface or evaporated, and thus f lows over land in to a depression, st ream , 
lake or ocean (runof f  called "im m ediate subsurface runof f " also takes p lace in  the upper layers 
of  the soi l) .

I m age credit :  San Diego State Universit y
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PROBABLE M AXI M UM  FLOOD -  The m ost  severe f lood that  m ay be expected f rom  a 
com binat ion of  the m ost  cr i t ical m eteorological and hydrological condit ions that  are 
reasonably possib le in  the drainage basin . I t  is used in  design ing high- r isk f lood protect ion 
works and sit ing of  st ructures and faci li t ies that  m ust  be subject  to alm ost  no r isk of  f looding. 
The probable m axim um  f lood is usually m uch larger than the 100-year f lood.

RECURRENCE I NTERVAL -  A stat ist ical expression of  the average t im e between f loods equaling 
or exceeding a given m agnitude (see f lood f requency).

REGULATORY FLOODPLAI N -  That  port ion of  the f loodplain  subject  to f loodplain  regulat ions 
(usually the f loodplain  inundated by the one-percent  chance f lood).

REGULATORY FLOODWAY -  The channel and that  port ion of  the adjacent  land area that  is 
required through regulat ions to pass f lood f lows without  increasing the water surface elevat ion 
m ore than a designated height .

RESERVOI R -  A natural or art i f icially created pond, lake or other space used for storage, 
regulat ion or cont rol of  water. May be either perm anent  or tem porary.

STANDARD PROJECT FLOOD -  A term  used by the U.S. Army Corps of  Engineers t o designate 
a f lood that  m ay be expected f rom  the m ost  severe com binat ion of  m eteorological and 
hydrological condit ions that  is considered reasonably character ist ic of  the geographical area in  
which the drainage basin  is located, excluding ext rem ely rare com binat ions. The peak f low for a 
standard project  f lood is generally 40 to 60 percent  of  the probable m axim um  f lood for the 
sam e locat ion.

STREAM  -  A body of  water f lowing in  a natural surface channel. Flow m ay be cont inuous or 
on ly dur ing wet  per iods. St ream s which f low on ly dur ing wet  per iods are term ed "in term it tent  
st ream s".

STRUCTURAL M EASURES -  Flood cont rol works such as dam s and reservoirs, levees and 
f loodwalls, channel alterat ions, seawalls, and diversion channels which are designed to keep 
water away f rom  specif ic developm ents and/ or populated areas or to reduce f looding in  such 
areas.

SUBSI DENCE -  Sinking of  the land surface, usually due to withdrawals of  underground water, 
oi l, or  coal.

WATERCOURSE -  A natural or art i f icial channel in  which a f low of  water occurs either 
cont inuously or in term it tent ly.

WATER SURFACE ELEVATI ON -  The heights, usually in  relat ion to m ean sea level, reached by 
f lows of  var ious m agnitudes and f requencies at  pert inent  poin ts in  the f loodplain .

WETLANDS -  Areas that  are inundated or saturated at  a f requency and for a durat ion suf f icient  
to support  a prevalence of  vegetat ive or aquat ic li f e requir ing saturated or seasonally saturated 
soil condit ions for growth and reproduct ion.
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M EANDERI NG WATERCOURSE 

This glossary was com piled by Missour i Coali t ion for the Environm ent  to serve as a 
public resource for understanding f looding in  response to the win ter 2016 f looding that  

occured on the Mississippi River. 

REGULATORY FLOODPLAI N 

WETLANDS CROSS SECTI ON WI TH SOI LS  
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I m age credit :   New England Wet lands Plants


