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T H E  W A T E R  P R I M E R

What “100-Year Flood” really means

Grand Forks 1997 flood.

The Phrase “100-year flood” still
seems to cause some confusion
among the public, lenders, and
insurers. Many continue to believe it
is a description of a flood that occurs
once every 100
years. In fact, “100-
year flood” is an
abbreviated way of
describing the
magnitude of a
rainfall and subse-
quent flood event
that has a 1-percent
chance of occur-
ring. It is important
to note that the
same statistical
chances apply at
any time in any
year.

Floods are
classified according
to their frequency
and depth. For
instance, there are
10-year, 25-year,
50-year, 100-year,
and 500-year (or 10
percent, 4 percent,
2 percent, 1 per-
cent, and 0.2
percent) floods. A
100-year flood occurs less frequently
than a 10-year flood, but because it
has larger volume and greater depth
of water, is far more destructive and
damaging, and is a more serious
threat to human safety and infra-
structure.

The National Flood Insurance
Program adopted as a national
standard a “100-year floodplain” to
describe flood hazard areas. Due to

the confusion it created, use of the
term “100-year floodplain” has been
replaced with the newer designation
of “base flood.” Base Flood Eleva-
tions (BFE) are listed on Flood

Insurance Rate Maps (FIRMS) and
are used to indicate the expected
depth of water should a flood occur.
New buildings constructed below the
BFE are required to have their lowest
floors at or above the BFE listed for
that location on the current FIRM.
The chart in this article shows the
statistical chances of various flood
events occurring in one of these
higher risk areas over different
periods of time.

Buildings located in 100-year
flood areas are required to have
flood insurance as a condition of
receiving a federally-backed
mortgage loan or home equity loan.

Given that many
mortgages have a
repayment period
of 30 years,
buildings in areas
subject to a 100-
year flood have a
26 percent chance
of experiencing
that type of flood
during the life of
the loan. It is
interesting to note,
that during that
same period of
time, there is only
a 4 percent chance
of a fire, yet no
homeowner goes
without fire
insurance.

So, the next
time someone who
lives in a 100-year
floodplain tells
you “we just had a
100-year flood
four years ago, so

we don’t have to worry about
another one for 96 years.” Remind
them they have a 1 percent chance
of experiencing that type of flood
any given year and refer them to
this information to explain the real
meaning of a 100-year flood.  ■

Information taken from Water Talk,
Summer 1999 - Original source:
FEMA National Flood Insurance
Program newsletter, WATERMARK.

FLOOD EVENT PROBABILITIES OVER TIME

PERIOD 10-YEAR 25-YEAR 50-YEAR 100-YEAR
OF TIME FLOOD FLOOD FLOOD FLOOD

1 year 10% 4% 2% 1%
10 years 65% 34% 18% 10%
20 years 88% 56% 33% 18%
30 years 96% 71% 45% 26%
50 years 99% 87% 64% 39%


