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how flood maps and data will be kept current over the 
long term, that is flexible enough to include maintenance 
activities for current and future program needs, and that 
has a consistent policy foundation to support maintenance 
activities.

Before the plenary, during a special Map Mod session 
structured as a town hall meeting, FEMA presented on 
several topics before breaking out into different stations 
set up by topic area.  Separating by topic allowed 
attendees to meet in a small group setting with subject 
matter experts from FEMA and the MOD team and have 
direct and immediate interaction on the topics that 
interested them most.

Topics included levees, coastal mapping, eLOMA, Map 
Maintenance, Mid-Course Adjustment, Floodplain Boundary 
Standard, and floodplain management.  

One of the most 
well attended 
sessions was the 
MIP presentation.  
The session 
started with 
FEMA’s Mike 
Godesky 
presenting 
on eLOMA, 
which had just 
been released 
the Monday 

the conference began.  eLOMA is an interactive, online 
determination tool for LOMA requests.  Available through 
the MIP, eLOMA provides licensed land surveyors and 
professional engineers with a system to submit simple 
LOMA requests to FEMA.  

Following the eLOMA presentation, FEMA and the MOD 
team presented the MIP in a fun and creative way.  After a 
brief overview of the MIP and its functions, the MIP team 
held a game show called “MIPardy” (obviously borrowing 
heavily from another popular game show) that pitted three 
teams against each other.  

Ryan Smith of the MOD team acted as the game 
show host, “Mr. Orlando,” and Vince Brown of FEMA 
headquarters acted as the animated announcer during 
the commercial breaks.  To increase audience interaction, 
Mr. Brown asked questions to the audience based on the 
information presented in the MIP overview, and the first 
person to answer received a “MIPed in Albuquerque”  
t-shirt.  Both entertaining and informative, MIPardy was a 
hit with the audience.  

Because many of the conference attendees are Study 
Contractors who are in the field performing the engineering 
work for the Flood Insurance Studies in support of FEMA, 
the MOD team took this opportunity to meet with them 
and answer their questions regarding the MIP.  FEMA had 

a dedicated room that featured four separate stations and 
was staffed by experts in the following MIP functions:

•	 Dashboard & Reports
•	 Workflow
•	 DFIRM tools
•	 WISE tools

MOD team staff in each of the four areas were on hand 
to help mapping contractors and Cooperating Technical 
Partners use the MIP.  FEMA also had a suggestion 
box in the MIP room, which was a great way to receive 
suggestions.  Having the MIP room was a successful way 
to educate our partners and give them personal time with 
subject matter experts.  

The ASFPM conference also served as an excellent avenue 
for outreach.  To support this, FEMA had multiple exhibit 
booths set up, including:

•	 Map Mod
•	 Floodplain Management
•	 Map Service Center
•	 Mitigation
•	 Flood Insurance (FloodSmart team)
•	 HAZUS
•	 Community Rating System

The booths provided attendees an opportunity to talk 
to a FEMA or MOD team representative, ask questions, 
and learn more about 
the specific area.  The 
booths featured fact 
sheets containing detailed 
information on various 
topics that attendees 
were encouraged to 
take.  The Map Mod 
booth also had a large 
monitor that played videos 
specially produced for the 
conference on the Digital 
Flood Insurance Rate Map 
(DFIRM) tools and eLOMA.  

In support of ASFPM’s important work and the tremendous 
opportunities offered by the annual conference, Michael 
Baker Corporation provided platinum sponsorship and the 
signs used throughout the Albuquerque Convention Center.  
Baker also sponsored the Tuesday night social event, the 
Baker Soirée.  The Soirée was an opportunity to network, 
make industry contacts, and relax with old and new friends. 

Both FEMA and the MOD team had a strong presence at 
the conference, and given the feedback received during and 
after the conference, everyone’s hard work resulted in a 
successful conference.  

Source: Ben Accurti, (703) 960-8800, ext. 5304
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MOD team staff assist users in the MIP room.

Jeff Sparrow, Dwight Beranek, and Ben Accurti 
answer questions at the Baker Booth.
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The safety of America’s dams and levees, which 
went quickly from a concern of FEMA and floodplain 
administrators to an issue that grabbed national headlines 
in the wake of Hurricane Katrina’s effect on New Orleans, 
will require substantial time, effort, and detail.

“It’s important to lay a foundation, to help people 
understand just how difficult and involved any kind of 
levee policy can be,” said Ed Thomas, co-presenter 
of a conference workshop that covered levee policy, 
engineering, and legal aspects.  Mr. Thomas is a senior 
policy advisor supporting FEMA’s Flood Map Modernization 
effort.

Right now, levee and dam policy exists only at the local and 
State level.  In addition to the levee failures in New Orleans 
last fall, some eastern U.S. States and localities have 
been tested in recent days by strong rainstorms that have 
threatened to breach or overtop structures.

Even before this, though, Congress has been discussing 
the possibility of a national levee policy – a consideration 
that Thomas said could prove to be very challenging.

“People don’t understand that the deteriorating situation 
of levees is just a part of the deterioration of the country’s 
overall infrastructure – dams, roads, bridges, and the like,” 
Mr. Thomas said.

One of the greatest difficulties the government faces 
is how to make people aware of the potential threat of 
deteriorating levees without overly alarming the public.

There are hundreds, if not thousands, of dams that were 
designed as “low hazard” dams that are now “high hazard” 
dams because of homes and businesses that were built 
after the dam was constructed.

The biggest problem with developing a national policy is 
that dam and levee needs are very much influenced by 
location, design, and past maintenance,” Mr. Thomas said.  

Dam and Levee Challenges Discussed at ASFPM Conference Workshop

If there’s a question about the National Flood Insurance 
Program (NFIP), Ed Thomas probably knows the answer.

And if there’s a call out for someone who exhibits 
“outstanding leadership to reduce disaster impacts through 
mitigation, education, and partnerships,” the Association 
of State Floodplain Managers (ASFPM) says Thomas is the 
answer.

Thomas, a senior policy advisor for Michael Baker Jr, Inc., 
currently supporting FEMA’s Flood Map 
Modernization effort, was named the 
recipient of ASFPM’s highest award, 
the Goddard-White Award, at the 
association’s annual convention this 
month in Albuquerque, NM.

A former senior official with both FEMA 
and the U.S. Department of Housing 
and Urban Development, Thomas has 
traveled the country to discuss the NFIP, 
floodplain management, and disaster 
recovery and response.

He is the author and leader writer of 
more than 30 articles and papers 
published over the past 30 years on the 
NFIP and other floodplain management topics.  

ASFPM presents the Goddard-White award to recognize 
someone who is “highly instrumental in carrying forward 
the goals and objectives of floodplain management 
throughout the Nation,” according to ASFPM.

ASFPM’s official description of the award goes on to 
say that “It is an indication of the level of esteem the 

Association holds for the two namesakes (Jim Goddard 
and Gilbert White, pioneers in the science and art of 
floodplain management) as well as the recipients, and 
is the Association’s highest award.  It is not necessarily 
presented every year.”

“This is really an award to a whole series of teams at FEMA 
and at Michael Baker,” Thomas said of the people with 
whom he has worked during his career.

Of the 17 people have received 
the Goddard-White Award in the 
30-year history of ASFPM, three 
– Thomas, Gerry Galloway, and 
Doug Plasencia – are currently 
supporting FEMA’s Flood Map 
Modernization effort.

The Goddard-White award adds 
to Thomas’s accolades for his 
efforts to advance floodplain 
management.  He is a recipient of 
the American Red Cross Charles 
Woodard Leadership Award, the 

ASFPM award for “Outstanding 
Contribution to the Literature on 

Floodplain Management,” awards from FEMA for exemplary 
performance in support of disaster relief operations and for 
meritorious service, and a plaque from then-governor and 
former presidential candidate Howard Dean of Vermont.

Thomas received his bachelor’s degree from Fordham 
University in New York, and a law degree magna cum laude 
from the New England School of Law in Boston.

ASFPM Selects Thomas for Highest Award

See Dam and Levee Challenges Page 4

Lisa Messano, Ed Thomas, Fernando Pasquel, Andrea Ryon enjoy a 
moment between events.
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“It’s not possible to have a one-size-fits-all solution for 
every levee of every size in every location.”

“We don’t even know where the levees are right now.  We 
don’t have an inventory,” he said.

Legislation currently under consideration would call for the 
development of a levee inventory.  However, Mr. Thomas 
said, this would call into question where the funding would 
come from and whether the inventory should include every 
levee or every levee of a given size – and what that size 
limitation should be.”

As crucial as it is to develop a plan for dealing with the 
Nation’s levees and dams, Mr. Thomas said it is equally 
important to ensure that Americans have an accurate 
understanding of the risk.  From the standpoint of Flood 
Map Modernization, this means developing maps that are 
as accurate as possible.

“It’s like Mark Twain once said, ‘There are two kinds of 
levees—those that have failed and those that will fail,’” he 
said.  “At the same time, we need maps that will neither 
underestimate the risk nor alarm the public.”

As part of the workshop, Mr. Thomas discussed the legal 
ramifications of levees.  Legislation exempts the U.S. 
government from liability related to levee failure, although 
some have questioned whether that would violate the 

constitutional rights of individuals who are seeking redress.  
State and local governments, as well as private parties, are 
subject to lawsuit.

“Many people don’t understand exactly how legally serious 
ownership and maintenance of a levee is,” Mr. Thomas 
said.  The effects of a breach levee are far more serious 
and hazardous than a damaged roadway.

Courts in almost every state – 48 of 50 – have adopted a 
policy of strict liability for dam and levee failure, meaning 
that the owner can be held legally responsible even if 
there is no evidence of negligence unless the situation 
involves an Act of God, fault on the part of the plaintiff, and 
unforeseeable act of a third party.

In one recent case, a California appellate court ruled in 
2003 that the State was responsible under strict liability 
for $464 million worth of damages to hundreds of plaintiffs 
resulting from the 1986 collapse of the Linda Levee on 
northern California’s Yuba River and the resulting flood 
inundating thousands of acres of land.

That case was initially heard in 1991 and proceeded 
through numerous appeals and retrials leading up to 
the 2003 decision.  In 2004, the State Supreme Court 
declined to review the decision.

Source: Ed Thomas, (703) 960-8800, ext. 3157

Dam and Levee Challenges 

When FEMA released version 1.0 of the Multi-Year Flood 
Hazard Identification Plan in November 2004, much of 
the initial intention went to section 7 of that report; at the 
time called Level of Study and Level of Risk, that section 
discussed FEMA mapping products and the data collection 
and analysis techniques used to develop flood hazard data.

Two years into Flood Map Modernization, “section 7” has 
been replaced with the Floodplain Boundary Standard, the 
standard by which FEMA plans to measure studies to affirm 
veracity of their mapped floodplain boundaries.

FEMA’s Rick Sacbibit provided ASFPM attendees a current 
update on the development of the Floodplain Boundary 
Standard audit procedures, designed to standardize the 
methods by which Digital Flood Insurance Rate Maps 
(DFIRMs) are checked against the standard.

FEMA issued Procedure Memorandum No. 38 on 
September 2, 2005, to provide guidance for implementing 
the Floodplain Boundary Standard, which will apply to 
all flood maps produced using Flood Map Modernization 
funding.  It calls for floodplain boundary delineations to be 
checked by comparing the computed flood elevation to the 
ground elevation at the mapped floodplain boundary.

The mapped area’s flood risk class – a function of 
population, population density, and/or anticipated growth 
in floodplain areas – will determine just how closely the 

mapped flood elevation in DFIRMs must match the ground 
elevation.

FEMA is currently considering a draft Floodplain Boundary 
Standard Audit Procedures document that would outline 
criteria and methods for consistently auditing mapping 
products to determine how well they meet the new 
standard.  This document offers an overview of the audit 
process, outlines the process for selecting projects to be 
audited, explains how to determine the appropriate risk 
class, provides an overview of data compilation needs, 
describes the proposed audit procedures, and summarizes 
results of pilot application to a flood map project.

FEMA plans to upload the Floodplain Boundary Standards 
Audit Procedures document to its Flood Hazard Mapping 
Web site in the very near future for public review and 
comment.  Comments currently are due by August 30, 
2006.

Mapping partners must submit output results based on 
GIS-based procedures or a specific quality assurance 
report for their DFIRM projects along with a signed 
statement affirming that the DFIRM complies with the 
Floodplain Boundary Standard.  This would serve to ensure 
that each mapping partner is verifying compliance with the 
standard even if an audit is not performed.

Source: Turgay Dabak, (703) 960-8800, ext. 6286

FEMA Provides Floodplain Boundary Standard Update at ASFPM
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