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Table 3.11.50: National Weather Service Flood Categories

Category Description

Minor

•• Minimal or no property 
damage

•• Possibly some public incon-
venience

Moderate

•• Inundation of secondary 
roads

•• Transfer to higher elevation 
necessary to save property

•• Some evacuation may be 
required

Major

•• Extensive inundation and 
property damage

•• Often involves the evac-
uation of people and the 
closure of both primary and 
secondary roads

 iii. Probability
Determining the likelihood of a flood occurring in any 
given year is a critical first step in developing flood 
mitigation practices. The foundation for flood prob-
ability analysis is an examination of the frequency 
of past flood events of different intensities and their 
recurrence intervals. The relationship between the 
probability of a flood and its impact on an area is 
complex and can range from low probability, high 
impact (as illustrated by Hurricane Sandy in 2012) 
to high probability, low impact (as demonstrated by 
monthly high-tide flooding).

Coastal and Riverine Flooding

The coastal and river flood risk probability is de-
termined by a number of factors, including severe 
weather events, like hurricanes, and regular high tide. 
New York City relies on the Federal Emergency Man-
agement Agency (FEMA) Flood Insurance Rate Maps 
(FIRMs) for information on flood risk probability for 
coastal and riverine flooding. These maps represent 
the federal government’s official assessment of flood 
risk in an area. 

FIRMs are used to determine flood insurance rates 
and identify flood risk. The flood zones shown on the 
FIRMs are geographic areas classified according to lev-

els of flood risk, with each zone reflecting the severity 
and/or type of flooding (see Table 3.11.51).  The 100-
year floodplain, also referred to as the Special Flood 
Hazard Area (SFHA), is the area with a 1% or greater 
chance of experiencing coastal or riverine flooding 
in any given year; the 100-year floodplain is further 
broken down into subzones of various risk (see Table 
3.11.51). Mandatory flood insurance purchase and 
floodplain management standards apply  to structures 
with certain circumstances (if a structure has a mort-
gage with a federally backed loan) within the 100-year 
floodplain. The maps also show the 500-year flood-
plain, the area with a 0.2% or greater annual chance 
of flooding. The expected heights of flooding are 
shown on the maps as well. Floodplain management 
standards apply  within the 100-year floodplain as 
long as they are in the SFHA and participating in the 
NFIP. 

However, the terms “100-year” and “500-year” can 
be misleading and perhaps even provide a false sense 
of security. A 100-year flood is not the flood that 
happens once every 100 years. Rather, as defined 
above, it is the flood that has a 1% or greater chance 
of occurring in any given year. Experiencing a 100-year 
flood does not decrease the chance of a second 100-
year flood occurring that same year or any year that 
follows. Even the 1% concept can be misleading—be-
cause when the years add up so does the probability. 
For example, a 100-year flood today, without con-
sidering future impacts from sea level rise or climate 
change, has a 26% chance of occurring at least once 
over the life of a 30-year mortgage. Similarly, a 100-
year flood today has a 45% chance of occurring over 
the 60-year life of a power substation.
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v. Historic Occurrences
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 B. Vulnerability Assessment

 i. Social Environment
Of the over 8.2 million people that reside in New York 
City, just under 5 percent, or approximately 400,000, 
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