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BACKGROUND AND PROPOSAL 

 

Proposal Summary 

 

Seattleôs floodplain regulations have been in place for several decades and vary by specific flood 

zone designations and the type of development proposed. Generally, the regulations require 

raising the first floor of a new building above the anticipated flood levels and require buildings to 

be engineered to withstand storm winds and excessive flooding.  

  

In 2020, the Federal Emergency Management Agency (FEMA) issued new Flood Insurance Rate 

Maps (FIRM) and a Flood Insurance Study (FIS) for the City and also audited Seattleôs 

floodplain regulations. Through the audit, FEMA identified several places in Seattleôs code that 

needed to be amended in order to comply with the minimum standards in the Code of Federal 

Regulations (CFR) including NFIP regulations in Title 44 of the Code of Federal Regulations 

(CFR) 60.3 and to meet the state standards in RCW 86.16 and WAC 173-158. 

 

In response, the City Council adopted interim Floodplain Development Regulations on July 20, 

2020 as Ordinance 1261131 and extended interim regulations six times through the following 

Ordinances: 1) Ordinance 126271 in January 2021,2 effective February 22, 2021 through 

February 22, 2022; 2) Ordinance 126536 in February 2022,3 effective February 18, 2022, 

through August 18, 2022; 3) Ordinance 126651 in August 2022,4 which included amendments to 

Section 25.06.110 of the Seattle Municipal Code and effective August 17, 2022 through 

February 17, 2023; 4) Ordinance 126763 in February 2023,5 effective February 15, 2023 through 

August 15, 2023; 5) Ordinance 126885 in August 2023,6 effective August 15, 2023 through 

February 15, 2024; 6) Ordinance 126994 in February 2024,7 effective February 13, 2024 through 

August 13, 2024. The seventh extension of the interim regulations is expected in August 2024 

and has been introduced to the Seattle City Council as Council Bill 120808.  

 

 
1 http://clerk.seattle.gov/search/ordinances/126113. 
2 http://clerk.seattle.gov/search/ordinances/126271. 
3 http://clerk.seattle.gov/search/ordinances/126536. 
4 http://clerk.seattle.gov/search/ordinances/126651. 
5 http://clerk.seattle.gov/search/ordinances/126763. 
6 http://clerk.seattle.gov/search/ordinances/126885. 
7 http://clerk.seattle.gov/search/ordinances/126994. 
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 The interim regulations and extensions were to provide additional time for SDCI to develop 

permanent regulations. The City adopted the interim regulations because there was not sufficient 

time to adopt permanent regulations before FEMAôs deadline of August 2020. This legislative 

proposal encompasses the Cityôs proposed permanent floodplain regulations.  

 

For the purposes of this SEPA Checklist, the proposal includes the regulatory changes contained 

in the Interim Floodplain Development Regulations adopted in July 2020 (Seattle Municipal 

Code 25.06) and also additional development standards that require increased elevation of 

construction to 3-feet (compared to 2 feet under the interim regulations) to better account for sea 

level rise, and new standards for the storage of materials and equipment and standards for 

accessory structures in flood-prone areas.   See draft legislation and see also Appendix C (FEMA 

Appendix Table).  

 

Background 

 

The federal government through the Federal Emergency Management Agency (FEMA) identifies 

and maps areas at risk of flooding, establishes development standards, and oversees 

implementation of the NFIP. Additionally, the federal government provides affordable insurance 

coverage and provides disaster response and recovery.  

  

The state through the Department of Ecology (Ecology) is contracted by FEMA to help 

document floodplain management activities and establish state development codes. Ecology also 

provides technical assistance, provides disaster and mitigation assistance; and manages the 

hazard mitigation grant programs.  

  

The local government through Seattle Department of Construction and Inspections (SDCI) is 

responsible for developing and implementing floodplain regulations including the review of 

permit applications and determining compliance of the regulations through issuing or denying 

permits. Additionally, SDCI is required to conduct inspections, take enforcement actions for 

noncompliance, coordinate map appeals and revisions, maintain floodplain maps and flood data, 

and disseminate floodplain management information.  

 

FEMA Flood Zones 

 

FEMA flood zones are geographic areas defined according to varying levels of flood risk. Each 

zone reflects the severity of type of flooding expected in an area. Each flood zone designation, 

represented by a letter, letters, or letters & numbers, indicates the risk of flooding anticipated 

over a period of time. Special Flood Hazard Areas (SFHAs) are considered the areas that are at 

the greatest risk of flooding; Non-Special Flood hazard Areas are the areas with the least risk of 

flooding. See below for an illustration of the range of FEMA flood zones. 
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ClimateCheck, 2024 

 
 

General descriptions of Flood Zone, X, AE, AO and VE are provided below. 

 

Flood Zone X is an area with a moderate or low risk of flooding, with a 1% or less chance 

of experiencing a flood in a given year. (Further details: ñshaded Xò areas have a flood risk 

between 0.2% and 1% chance in a given year, and ñunshaded Xò areas are lower than the 

0.2% chance level).   

 

Flood Zone AE is an SFHA designated as a high-risk flood zone because of its proximity to 

floodplains, rivers, lakes, and other bodies of water. Flood Zone AE areas have a 1% risk of 

flooding annually. 

 

Flood Zone AO is an SFHA designated as a high-risk flood zone with a 1% risk of flooding 

annually. Flooding risk is associated with sheet-flow with average depth of one to three feet. 

 

Flood Zone VE is a high-risk coastal SFHA with a 1% or greater chance of annual 

flooding, and an additional hazard associated with storm waves (where wave action and 

fast-moving water can cause damage during a base flood event). 

 

Table 1 provides a general summary of the general characteristics of the primary FEMA zones in 

the city of Seattle. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
 

 

 

https://www.bing.com/ck/a?!&&p=e1a85fcc3750e549JmltdHM9MTcxNjQyMjQwMCZpZ3VpZD0xOGVmMWM3MC0wMTlmLTZmYjUtM2VhMC0xNWE1MDA0YzZlY2EmaW5zaWQ9NTc0Mw&ptn=3&ver=2&hsh=3&fclid=18ef1c70-019f-6fb5-3ea0-15a5004c6eca&psq=fema+flood+zone+ve+definition&u=a1aHR0cHM6Ly93d3cuZmVtYS5nb3YvZ2xvc3Nhcnkvem9uZS12ZS1hbmQtdjEtMzA&ntb=1
https://www.bing.com/ck/a?!&&p=e1a85fcc3750e549JmltdHM9MTcxNjQyMjQwMCZpZ3VpZD0xOGVmMWM3MC0wMTlmLTZmYjUtM2VhMC0xNWE1MDA0YzZlY2EmaW5zaWQ9NTc0Mw&ptn=3&ver=2&hsh=3&fclid=18ef1c70-019f-6fb5-3ea0-15a5004c6eca&psq=fema+flood+zone+ve+definition&u=a1aHR0cHM6Ly93d3cuZmVtYS5nb3YvZ2xvc3Nhcnkvem9uZS12ZS1hbmQtdjEtMzA&ntb=1
https://www.bing.com/ck/a?!&&p=16f3b9915416a524JmltdHM9MTcxNjQyMjQwMCZpZ3VpZD0xOGVmMWM3MC0wMTlmLTZmYjUtM2VhMC0xNWE1MDA0YzZlY2EmaW5zaWQ9NTc0Ng&ptn=3&ver=2&hsh=3&fclid=18ef1c70-019f-6fb5-3ea0-15a5004c6eca&psq=fema+flood+zone+ve+definition&u=a1aHR0cHM6Ly93d3cuZmVtYS5nb3YvZmxvb2QtbWFwcy9jb2FzdGFsL2luc3VyYW5jZS1yYXRlLW1hcHM&ntb=1
https://www.bing.com/ck/a?!&&p=16f3b9915416a524JmltdHM9MTcxNjQyMjQwMCZpZ3VpZD0xOGVmMWM3MC0wMTlmLTZmYjUtM2VhMC0xNWE1MDA0YzZlY2EmaW5zaWQ9NTc0Ng&ptn=3&ver=2&hsh=3&fclid=18ef1c70-019f-6fb5-3ea0-15a5004c6eca&psq=fema+flood+zone+ve+definition&u=a1aHR0cHM6Ly93d3cuZmVtYS5nb3YvZmxvb2QtbWFwcy9jb2FzdGFsL2luc3VyYW5jZS1yYXRlLW1hcHM&ntb=1
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Table 1 

FEMA Z one Characteristics 
 

 A and AE zones 
 

VE zones AO zones 

Source of 
flooding 

Riverine Large, open bodies 
of water 

Riverine sheet flow with 
depth 1ô-3ô 
 

Relative hazard High ï waves greater 
than 3 feet in height 

Highest hazard ï 
high velocity waves 
3 feet in height or 
greater 
 

High, but waves and 
speed of water flow 
generally not an issue 
 

Primary form of 
regulatory 
protection 

Elevate lowest floor, 
allow floodwaters in 
flood damage resistant 
space below lowest 
floor (wet floodproofing) 
or construct watertight 
(dry floodproofing, non-
residential only) 

Elevate on pilings, 
allow high-velocity 
waves to flow 
unobstructed below 
structure 
 
Generally, prohibit 
new construction 
waterward of the 
reach of mean high 
tide* 

Elevate lowest floor, 
allow floodwaters in 
flood damage resistant 
space below lowest 
floor (wet floodproofing) 
or construct watertight 
(dry floodproofing, non-
residential only) 
 

Floodway Yes, development 
generally prohibited 
within floodway 
 

no no 

Use of space 
below lowest 
floor 

May only be used for 
storage, parking and 
building access 

May only be used 
for storage, parking 
and building access; 
may be enclosed 
with lattice or 
breakaway walls 

May only be used for 
storage, parking and 
building access 

* Unless a variance is obtained. See discussion below related to variances.   

Source: City of Seattle, 2024. 

Not included in the table are flash flood areas, mudslides or similar areas not present within Seattle. 

 

Regulatory Context 

 

The National Flood Insurance Program (NFIP) is intended to: reduce the emphasis on flood 

control; increase emphasis on floodplain management; reduce federal disaster costs; shift burden 

from general taxpayers to floodplain occupants; provide insurance coverage not generally 

available on the private market; and promote sound floodplain management practices. 

 

A local jurisdiction can participate in the NFIP if they adopt and enforce a floodplain 

management ordinance that meets or exceeds federal standards in Title 44 of the Code of Federal 

Standards (CFS) 60.3 and complies with State standards. The City of Seattle Department of 

Construction and Inspections (SDCI) is responsible for developing and implementing floodplain 

regulations including regulations to protect environmentally critical areas (ECAs), including 

flood-prone areas. 
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The Washington State Growth Management Act (GMA) requires local governments to manage 

growth by designating urban growth areas, preparing comprehensive plans, and adopting 

development regulations, including regulations to protect environmentally critical areas (ECA). 

One of these defined critical areas is ñfrequently flooded areasò also referred to as ñflood-prone 

areas.ò Flood-prone areas are required to be identified and FEMAôs minimum standards for 

SFHAs are also the minimum standards required for protection of flood-prone areas. Seattleôs 

flood-prone areas designation includes the FEMA mapped areas and areas identified by Seattle 

Public Utilities as having risk of flooding. 

 

In general, SDCIôs Floodplain Development Regulations apply to any development on public or 

private property containing a FEMA SFHA zone designation or ECA flood-prone area. 

Development is any man-made changes to real property including but is not limited to buildings 

or other structures, dredging, filling, grading, excavation, paving and storage of equipment or 

materials. 

 

Seattleôs floodplain regulations have been in place for several decades and vary by specific flood 

zone designation and type of development proposal. See Figure 1 for a map illustrating the area 

affected by the Seattle floodplain regulations effective as of August 2020 to present (the ñinterim 

standardsò) and Figure 2 illustrating the FEMA mapping designation prior to the 2020 FEMA 

updates, also referred to as the 1995 FEMA maps. Generally, the pre-2020 regulations required 

raising the first floor of a new building above the anticipated flood levels and required buildings 

to be engineered to withstand excessive flooding. Since 1989, the Seattle floodplain regulation 

standard has required new construction to be elevated to be at least 2-feet above base-flood 

elevation (BFE).   

 

As indicated in Table 2, within the city of Seattle, in the 1995 FEMA mapping there were 

approximately 1,927 parcels and 3,304 acres containing floodplains, and in the 2020 FEMA 

mapping there were approximately 2,207 parcels and 3,385 acres containing floodplains. This 

indicates that there has been an increase of 280 parcels and 351 acres of land and water included 

in the updated 2020 FEMA mapping. 

  

Table 2 

Area and Number of Parcels in the 1995 and in the 2020 FEMA Maps 

 

 1995 2020 Difference between 1995 and 2020 
Parcels #  1,927 2,207  280 

Area acres 3,304 3,385 351 
City of Seattle, 2024 
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2020 FEMA Updates/Interim Seattle Floodplain Development Regulations 

 

In February 2020, FEMA required an update to Seattleôs Floodplain Development Regulations to 

reflect FEMAôs new Flood Insurance Rate Map (FIRM) and new Flood Insurance Study (FIS). 

The updated FIRM map includes approximately 280 additional parcels. These new parcel 

designations are A Zone type or VE Zone8, about half of which are industrial properties along 

the Duwamish Waterway and River that were not previously mapped by FEMA.  Areas that were 

mapped to the FEMA Zone AE designation also include: Thornton Creek-North Branch, 

Thornton Creek-South Branch, Thornton Creek, Little Brook and Victory Creek (all in the 

Northgate and Magnuson Park area); Longfellow Creek in West Seattle; Pipers Creek in Carkeek 

Park; and the Shilshole Bay and Smith Cove marinas on Puget Sound.  

 

The newly mapped FEMA VE Zone is the coastal high hazard flood zone and there is a 

requirement for corresponding regulations for this zone; FEMA zoned areas previously with X 

and AE designations were changed to VE. This new VE zone occurs in and adjacent to Elliott 

Bay and Puget Sound, both of which have a variety of port, maritime, industrial uses and 

residential uses. The VE zone also encompasses other parcels along Harbor Island in or near the 

Greater Duwamish Manufacturing and Industrial Center (MIC) that may be subject to future 

flooding events; see Figures 3, 3a and 3b for maps illustrating the updated 2020 FEMA mapping 

by parcel, Figures 4, 4a, and 4b for maps illustrating the area changed by FEMA from Zone X to 

A, Figures 5, 5a, 5b, 5c, and 5d for the area changed by FEMA from Zone X to VE, and Figures 

6 and 6a for the area changed by FEMA from Zone A to VE. 

 

In summary, the new FEMA FIRMs include: 

 

¶ Mapping of floodplains on certain parcels not previously mapped as floodplains; 

Á Changing the floodplain zone on certain parcels from X to an A zone; 

Á Changing the floodplain zone on certain parcels from X to VE and, 

Á Changing the floodplain zone on certain parcels from an A zone to VE. 

 

As indicated in Table 3, the updated FIRM 2020 maps identify approximately 238 acres that 

have changed from X to an A Zone, 286 acres that have changed from X to VE, and 

approximately 1,839 acres that have changed from Zone A to VE. Additionally, Table 3 shows 

parcels numbers that have changed and include 1,084 parcels that have changed from X to As, 

870 parcels that have changed from X to VE, and approximately 879 parcels that have changed 

from Zone A to VE. Table 4 shows the area and parcel number changes between 1995 and 2020 

and separates the numbers further into area and parcels on land and in the water. 

  

 
8 AE is a newer version of flood zone A that takes into consideration the base flood elevation (BFE). 
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Table 3 

Change in Floodplain FEMA Floodplain Designation for Areas and Parcels between 

1995 and 2020  

 Areas Acres All 
Number of Parcels  

All 
X 1995 to As 2020 238.48 1,084 
X 1995 to VE 2020   286.31       870 
As 1995 to X 2020   55.74      718 
As 1995 to VE 2020 1,839.77      879 

City of Seattle 2024 

 

Table 4 

Change in Floodplain FEMA Floodplain Designation for Areas and Parcels between 

1995 and 2020 on land and in the water 

 
Areas Acres   

On Land 

Number of 
Parcels  
On Land 

Areas Acres   
In-Water 

Number of 
Parcels  
In-Water 

X 1995 to As 2020  137.87 988  100.61  96 
X 1995 to VE 

2020  86.97 692  199.34 178 
As 1995 to X 2020   46.20  676        9.54   42 

As 1995 to VE 
2020         .04      1         1,839.73 878 

City of Seattle, 2024 

 
FEMAôs adoption of the new map and study also included an audit of Seattleôs Floodplain 

Development Regulations, specifically Seattle Municipal Code (SMC) Chapter 25.06 ï Flood 

Development. Through the audit, FEMA identified several places in the code that need to be 

amended in order to comply with minimum FEMA standards. The FEMA audit identified those 

updates to the floodplain development regulations required to be made to remain in compliance 

with the NFIP; without the updates, property owners in identified floodplains cannot purchase 

new flood insurance or renew an existing policy.  

 

In order to meet FEMAôs requirement, interim Floodplain Development Regulations (SMC 

25.06) were adopted by the Seattle City Council on July 20, 2020 and took effect August 20, 

2020. The interim Flood Development Regulations include amendments related to: new 

definitions and updates to existing definitions to meet minimum standards, updates to regulatory 

floodway development standards, and the inclusion of the newly mapped coastal high hazard 

flood zone (VE) and regulations for this zone. 

 

The interim Floodplain Development Regulations will have been extended seven times so that 

Seattle remains in compliance with FEMA. Seattle is required to have permanent Floodplain 

Development regulations prior to the expiration of the 7th extension of the interim regulations; 

without permanent regulations, property owners in identified floodplains cannot purchase new 
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flood insurance or renew an existing policy. The interim regulations have been extended to allow 

for the drafting and adoption of the proposed permanent floodplain development regulations. 

 

The Proposed Permanent Seattle Floodplain Development Regulations 

 

As indicated, Seattle is required to have permanent Floodplain Development regulations prior to 

the expiration of the 7th extension of the interim regulations. In addition to incorporating the 

interim regulations, Seattle is considering additional requirements to account for sea level rise, 

including a one-foot increase in the elevation for construction above the base flood elevation 

than currently established under the pre-2020 regulations and the interim regulations in both the 

A and VE zones with an exception for substantial improvement on existing piers, which must be 

elevated to BFE. 

 

The proposed permanent floodplain regulations would primarily be reflected in amendments to 

SMC 25.06 ï Floodplain Development. The proposed permanent floodplain development 

regulations proposed by the Executive and analyzed in the SEPA checklist, is hereafter referred 

to as Alternative 2. Alternative 2 includes the standards contained in the interim Floodplain 

Development Regulations, referred to as Alternative 1, plus additional regulations. The 

additional regulations proposed under the Alternative 2 include: 

 

- An increase in the elevation of construction to 3-feet above BFE (compared to 2 feet under 

Alt. 1/the interim regulations and the pre-2020 regulations) for new development to better 

account for sea level rise except for existing piers (substantial improvements on existing 

piers must only meet BFE); and 

 

- New sections that include standards for the storage of materials and equipment in both the 

VE and A zone categories, and standards for accessory structures in the SFHAs, including A 

and V zones.  

 

- Both Alternative 1 and 2 adopt the "The Flood Insurance Study (FIS) for King County, 

Washington and Incorporated Areas," dated August 19, 2020, and any revisions thereto, and   

the accompanying Flood Insurance Rate Maps (FIRMs), dated August 19, 2020, and any 

revisions thereto, that are hereby adopted by reference and declared to be a part of this 

Chapter 25.06.  

As has been the case since 1989, the City of Seattle is responsible for reviewing permit 

applications and determining compliance with floodplain development regulations; this will 

continue under either alternative 1 or 2 (proposed permanent regulations). Where no other permit 

or authorization from the City is necessary, the approval is documented by issuance of a 

floodplain development permit. For proposed development where some other permit or 

authorization is required (i.e., Master Use Permit, Building Permit, etc.) the floodplain 

development approval is incorporated into the other permit or authorization.   

 

In general, an application for development on a site within an identified SFHA that is considered 

new or a substantial improvement (which is an improvement with a cost that equals or exceeds 

50 percent of the value of the structure ï including the cost of a pier structure if the improvement 

is on a pier) is required to adhere to floodplain development regulations, including elevation and 

location standards. 
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Both Alternative 1 (interim regulations) and Alternative 2 (proposed permanent regulations) 

include a permit process to allow applicants to seek a variance from the regulations, including a 

variance from meeting the required elevation standards. The variance provision comes from 44 

CFR 60.6. The proposed permanent regulations indicate that the long-term goal of preventing 

and reducing flood loss and damage can only be met if floodplain variances are strictly limited. 

Therefore, the floodplain variance guidelines are detailed and contain multiple provisions that 

must be met before a floodplain variance can be granted. The criteria are designed to screen out 

those situations in which alternatives other than a floodplain variance are more appropriate. 

 

An example of the types of variances that may be issued include: 

 

1. Historic Structures ï Variances could be issued for the repair, rehabilitation or restoration of 

historic structures, and the floodplain variance is the minimum necessary to preserve the 

historic character: and, 

 

2. Functionally Dependent Uses ï Floodplain variances may be issued for new and substantial 

improvement and other development for the conduct of a functionally dependent use (i.e. a 

use that cannot perform its intended purpose unless it is located or carried out in close 

proximity to water). 

 

General requirements for floodplain variances include: 

 

1. Floodplain variances shall not be issued within any floodway if any increase in flood levels 

during the base flood would result; 

 

2. Variances shall only be issued upon a determination that the floodplain variance is the 

minimum necessary, considering the flood hazard, to afford relief; and, 

 

3. Variances shall only be issued upon a showing of: good and sufficient cause; determination 

that failure to grant the floodplain variance would result in exceptional hardship to the 

applicant; and, the variance will not result in an increased flood height, additional threats to 

public safety, extraordinary public expense, or conflict with existing laws. 

 

Alternatives Evaluated 

 

This SEPA Checklist evaluates two floodplain regulation action alternatives to allow comparison 

of amendments to City of Seattle floodplain development regulations, including: Alternative 1 

which reflects the minimum changes to the pre-August 2020 floodplain development regulations 

needed to meet the new FEMA mapping, and development standards required by FEMA located 

in 44 CFR 60.3 (i.e., the existing Interim Regulations); and, Alternative 2 which largely 

includes the actions under Alternative 1 plus amendments to provide further flood hazard 

protection and to conform to the Cityôs obligations under the Growth Management Act. Flood-

prone areas are required to be identified under the GMA and have the minimum standards that 

FEMA requires for special flood hazard areas. The regulations to protect flood-prone areas can 

and are encouraged to include impacts from sea-level rise, impacts of tsunamis, wave-run up, 

surface run-off, and future flow conditions. Seattleôs flood-prone areas include the FEMA 
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mapped areas and other areas identified by Seattle Public Utilities as having a risk of flooding 

based on known flooding in these identified areas. Both Alternative 1 and 2 would involve 

adoption of the updated FEMA maps. 

 

These alternatives are intended to be ñbookendsò covering the range of possible approaches that 

could be embodied in Seattleôs adopted revisions. A No Action alternative that reflects the pre-

August 2020 Floodplain Regulations is also a basis of comparison.   

 

It should be noted that meeting the elevation standard above Base Flood Elevation (BFE) would 

be triggered when proposed new construction or an improvement to an existing development 

would meet the definition of substantial improvement (unless a variance is granted for an 

improvement project). Substantial improvement is defined as ñreconstruction, rehabilitation, 

addition, or other improvement of a structure, the cost of which equals or exceeds 50 percent of 

the value of the structure before the start of construction.ò9  

 

The alternatives evaluated in this SEPA Checklist are detailed as follows: 

¶ Alternative 1 ï Minimum Amendments to the pre-August 2020 Floodplain Regulations 

(Interim Regulations) ï Alternative 1 reflects the minimum amendments required to meet 

FEMA 2020 FIRM and 44 CFR 60.3 and includes the mapping of floodplains on certain 

parcels not previously mapped as floodplains; X to A and X to VE, and the changing of the 

floodplain zone designation on certain parcels from A to VE. The interim regulations 

provided in SMC Chapter 25.06 also include amendments related to new definitions and 

updates to previous definitions to meet minimum standards, updates to regulatory floodway 

development standards, and inclusion of the newly mapped coastal high hazard flood zone 

(VE) and regulations for this zone. They also include a BFE + 2 ft requirement in the Special 

Flood Hazard Areas (SFHA), as was present in the floodplain regulations prior to August 

2020. 

 

¶ Alternative 2 ïAlternative 1 Amendments with Additional Recommended and FEMA-

Optional Regulations ï Alternative 2 includes all the updates and amendments associated 

with Alternative 1 along with additional regulations to better account for sea level rise, and 

additional standards for storage and accessory structures. 

 

¶ No Action Alternative ï Floodplain Regulations prior to the August 2020 Interim 

regulations ï These included a BFE + 2 ft requirement in the Special Flood Hazard Areas 

(SFHA). 

 

See Table 5 for a comparison between the no action alternative and Alternatives 1 and 2 for the 

changes in flood zone categories. 

 

 
9 The term substantial improvement does not include either: improvement of a structure to correct previously 

identified existing violations of state or local health or safety code, or alteration of the historic structure that does not 

preclude the structures continued designation as an historic structure. 
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Table 5  

Description of the No Action, Alternative 1 and Alternative 2 requirements for flood zone 

category changes per location 

Locations No Action Alternative = 
requirements from the pre-
August 2020 Floodplain 
Regulations 

Alternative 1 = 
requirements from the 
interim Floodplain 
Regulations 

Alternative 2 = 
requirements from the 
interim Floodplain 
Regulations with 
additional flood 
protection requirements 

Duwamish River 
South end of the 
East and West 
Duwamish 
Waterways and 
the Duwamish 
River  
Changed from X 
to AE Flood Zone 

No requirements because 
this area was not a Special 
Flood Hazard Area 

A/AE floodplain 
regulation standards 
apply to this area. 
A Zone  
New development, 
expansion of existing 
development and SI 
BFE +2 = FFE 
requirement 

A/AE floodplain 
regulation standards appl 
to this area. 
A Zone  
New development, 
expansion of existing 
development BFE +3 = 
FFE requirement  
SI 
BFE = FFE requirement 
 

Duwamish River 
north end of the 
East and West 
Duwamish 
Waterway 
Changed from X 
to VE Flood Zone  

No requirements because 
this area was not a Special 
Flood Hazard Area 
 
 

VE Zone 
New development and/or 
expansion of existing 
development overwater 
not allowed. If proposed 
the following applies 
Elevation = BFE +2 
measured from LHSM  
Location overwater 
would need a variance 
 
SI on existing overwater 
pier Elevation = BFE +2 
measured from LHSM  
Location overwater 
would need a variance 

VE Zone 
New development and/or 
expansion of existing 
development overwater 
not allowed. If proposed 
the following applies  
Elevation = BFE +3 
measured from LHSM  
Location overwater 
would need a variance 
 
SI on existing overwater 
pier Elevation = BFE 
measured from LHSM  
Location overwater 
would need a variance 

Elliott Bay, 
Shilshole Bay 
and Puget Sound 
Change from A to 
VE 

A standards apply 
including 
Elevation = BFE +2 
measured from the FFE 
Location = no restrictions 
 

VE Zone 
New development and/or 
expansion of existing 
development overwater 
not allowed. If proposed 
the following applies 
Elevation = BFE +2 
measured from LHSM  
Location overwater 
would need a variance  
 

VE Zone 
New development and/or 
expansion of existing 
development overwater 
not allowed. If proposed 
the following applies 
Elevation = BFE +3 
measured from LHSM  
Location overwater 
would need a variance 
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Locations No Action Alternative = 
requirements from the pre-
August 2020 Floodplain 
Regulations 

Alternative 1 = 
requirements from the 
interim Floodplain 
Regulations 

Alternative 2 = 
requirements from the 
interim Floodplain 
Regulations with 
additional flood 
protection requirements 

SI on existing overwater 
pier Elevation = BFE +2 
measured from LHSM  
Location overwater 
would need a variance 

SI on existing overwater 
pier Elevation = BFE 
measured from LHSM  
Location overwater 
would need a variance 

Elliott Bay 
Terminal 91 to 
Terminal 46 
Change from X 
Zone to VE Zone 
for pier areas on 
overwater piers 
to VE Zone 

Piers overwater = No 
requirements because this 
area was not a Special Flood 
Hazard Area 
 

VE Zone 
New development and/or 
expansion of existing 
development overwater 
not allowed. If proposed 
the following applies 
Elevation = BFE +2 
measured from LHSM  
Location overwater 
would need a variance  
 
SI on existing overwater 
pier Elevation = BFE +2 
measured from LHSM  
Location overwater 
would need a variance 

VE Zone 
New development and/or 
expansion of existing 
development overwater 
not allowed. If proposed 
the following applies 
Elevation = BFE +3 
measured from LHSM  
Location overwater 
would need a variance  
 
SI on existing overwater 
pier Elevation = BFE 
measured from LHSM  
Location overwater 
would need a variance 

Streams and 
Floodways 

A Zone 
New development, 
expansion of existing 
development and SI 
Elevation = BFE +2 
measured from the FFE 
Location = no development 
in floodways.  

A Zone 
New development, 
expansion of existing 
development and SI 
Elevation = BFE +2 
measured from the FFE 
Location = no 
development in 
floodways. 

A Zone 
New development, 
expansion of existing 
development and SI 
Elevation = BFE +3 
measured from the FFE 
Location = development 
in floodways may be 
allowed if Ecology 
reviews the application 
and determines the 
replacement to be safe. 

BFE - Base flood elevation 

FFE ï First floor elevation 

LHSM ï Lowest horizontal structural member 

SI ï Substantial improvement 

  

If the City takes no action to adopt the new FEMA maps and development standards, the City 

will no longer be eligible to participate in the National Flood Insurance Program and property 

owners in the City of Seattle would not be eligible to purchase flood insurance or obtain 
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federally backed mortgages. There would also be an increased risk of flood damage in the VE 

and A zones without more stringent standards for development in these flood-prone areas.  

 

It should be noted that until the interim regulations took effect in August 2020, the prior mapping 

and designations only defined an A zone to the edges of the piers along Elliott Bay (among other 

places), while locations within the area of the piers were in unregulated ñXò zones. The 1995 

FIRM map panels 320F and 630F, included below, show this relationship for the pier from T91 

(north edge of Elliott Bay) around to T5 (West Seattle edge of Elliott Bay near Harbor Avenue 

SW). This means that the more recent FEMA designation changes brought more regulatory 

restrictions with intended greater levels of protection against damage from flood hazards to the 

Port of Seattleôs and othersô piers in this part of Elliott Bay. 
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The overall assumptions under the Alternatives are summarized in Table 6 and include: 1) 

approximate number of over-water parcels (on-piers); 2) VE standard for elevation above BFE; 

3) A/AE elevation above BFE and, 4) allowance for residential structure replacement. 
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Table 6 

Comparison of SEPA Alternatives 

  ŸН ĦƣŔŸŰа 
ÂƖĲрΞΜΞΜН
ÅĲŊƨũċƣŔŸŰƚН 
ÂƖĲрΞΜΞΜН
[E~ Н~ċƓƚ 

ũƣĲƖŰċƣŔƻĲНΝа 
fŰƣĲƖŔůНÅĲŊƚНċŰĬН
ΞΜΞΜН[E~ Н
~ċƓƚ 

ũƣĲƖŰċƣŔƻĲНΞа 
fŰƣĲƖŔůНÅĲŊƚНҼН ĬĬќũН

ƚƣċŰĬċƖĬƚНċŰĬНΞΜΞΜН[E~ Н
~ċƓƚН 

 ƨůĤĲƖНŸŉНċǭĲĦƣĲĬНŸƻĲƖрƽċƣĲƖНƓċƖĦĲũƚНыĲЮŊЮЯН
ƣőŸƚĲНƣőċƣНőċƻĲНĲǂŔƚƣŔŰŊНƓŔĲƖƚНƽŔƣőНĤƨŔũĬŔŰŊƚН
ŸŰНƣőĲůьН 
 

ΡΟ ΡΟ ΡΟ 

éEН üŸŰĲН 7ŸƣƣŸůН ŸŉН xŸƽĲƚƣН cŸƖŔǍŸŰƣċũН
ÉƣƖƨĦƣƨƖċũН ~ĲůĤĲƖНEũĲƻċƣŔŸŰН ċĤŸƻĲН 7ċƚĲН
[ũŸŸĬНEũĲƻċƣŔŸŰНы7[Eь 
 

ΞНŉĲĲƣ ΞНŉĲĲƣ ΟНŉĲĲƣ 

о EН üŸŰĲН [ŔŰŔƚőĲĬН [ũŸŸƖН EũĲƻċƣŔŸŰН ċĤŸƻĲН
7ċƚĲН[ũŸŸĬНEũĲƻċƣŔŸŰНы7[Eь 
 

ΞНŉĲĲƣ ΞНŉĲĲƣ ΟНŉĲĲƣ 

ũũŸƽċŰĦĲН ŉŸƖН ÅĲƚŔĬĲŰƣŔċũН ÉƣƖƨĦƣƨƖĲН
ÅĲƓũċĦĲůĲŰƣНыŸŰũǃНƽŔƣőНEĦŸũŸŊǃН ƓƓƖŸƻċũь 

òĲƚ òĲƚ òĲƚ 

Source: KPFF, 2024 

 

Three hypothetical sites are studied to examine distinctions between Alt. 1 and 2: 

In order to better understand the possible environmental and built environment impacts of the 

proposed legislation, the City prepared and analyzed how the legislative proposal may play out 

for future development/redevelopment on three example sites.   

 

These illustrate how hypothetical future development scenarios could be affected under the 

SEPA Alternatives; including a programmatic-level interpretation of the potential environmental 

impacts that might occur due to the proposed code amendments. The three example sites are Pier 

90/91, Pier 67, and Pier 56 (see Figure 7 for a map illustrating the locations of the three example 

sites). 
 

¶ Pier 90/91- The Pier 90/91 site is owned and operated by the Port of Seattle, is located along 

the northern shoreline of Elliott Bay, and represents the majority of the waterfront portion of 

Terminal 91 (see Figure 8). The example site is a U-shaped wharf with Pier 91 on the west 

and Pier 90 on the east. This site structure consists of both older timber wharf and pre-cast 

concrete wharf; a portion of this site is over-water, although an appreciable area is located 

over upland fill material rather than water (see Figure 13, approximate locations of fill 

shown, hatched pattern). Mapping included with a ñletter of map revisionò [LOMR] dated 

12-1-2023 shows surveyed areas relevant to the LOMR that are over fill area at Pier 90 and 

91. This LOMR documents a determination from FEMA that removes this area over fill from 

the SFHA/VE Zone. The Pier 90/91 site contains berths, maritime industrial uses, and cruise 

ship terminal (seasonal); see Figure 8 for the Pier 90/91 site. 
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As illustrated on Figures 5 and 5a, the FEMA 2020 FIRM changed the flood zone of Piers 90 

and 91 from X to VE and the LOMR changed the portion of the area that was identified by 

the associated survey as underlain by fill from VE back to X.  

 

¶ Pier 67 ï This site is located on the Elliott Bay shoreline in downtown Seattle and consists of 

overwater pier area (see Figure 9). Pier 67, renamed from Galbraith-Bacon Pier, Wall Street 

Pier, or Vine Street Pier in World War II, is the site of The Edgewater Hotel. Early in 1962, 

the 530-foot-long Galbraith Bacon dock and its neighbor to the north, the 200-foot Booth 

Fisheries pier (Pier 68), were demolished for the construction of the inn on the newly 

reconstructed Pier 67, which opened in the spirit of, if not in time for, the opening of 

Seattleôs Century 21 World's Fair. The Edgewater Hotel has occupied Pier 67 since 1962. 

Currently, in addition to the four-story, 223-room Edgewater Hotel, the Six Seven Restaurant 

and The Brim Coffee House are all located on Pier 67. The hotel has hosted numerous 

celebrities over the years, most famously the Beatles who came to Seattle in 1964 during the 

height of Beatlemania. 

 

As illustrated in the Figure 5 series maps, specifically Figure 5c, the updated FEMA mapping 

designation for Pier 67 changed from X to VE (note all the overwater piers that existed in 

1995 were designated as an X Zone).    
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¶ Pier 55-56 ï This site is located on the Elliott Bay shoreline in downtown Seattle and 

consists of overwater pier area (see Figure 10). Pier 56 was built in 1910 with a major 

renovation in 2000. Uses on the Pier 56 site primarily included shipping terminal uses until 

1960 when retail uses catering to tourists predominated. The Pier 56 site currently contains a 

commercial building with retail uses including Elliottôs Oyster House. The primary structure 

on the site is a designated historic structure.  

 

As illustrated in the Figure 5 series of maps, specifically Figure 5c,  the updated FEMA 

mapping designation for Pier 56 changed from X to VE (note all the overwater piers that 

existed in 1995 were designated as an X Zone). 

 

Description of Future Hypothetical Development Projects Analyzed in Section B  

The proposed amendments to floodplain development regulations are legislative in nature and 

thus considered a SEPA ñnon-projectò action, and there are no specific development projects or 

plans associated with the proposed amendments.  

 

However, based on the proposed legislation, the following SEPA analysis evaluates a range of 

possible indirect impacts that could arise from future new development, development that is 

considered substantial improvement and/or development that is not considered substantial 

improvement using hypothetical future development projects at example sites. The subsequent 

sections that discuss elements of the environment in Section B of this checklist provide 

additional description of development scenarios that help illustrate and disclose potential 

environmental impacts from future development, as well as physical implications such as the 

relationships between new development and adjacent uses.  

 

For example, if a new structure or an expansion of an existing structure were to be proposed on 

an over-water existing pile-supported pier affected by the proposed amendments, the following 

actions could be necessary: 

 

Alternative 1 

Elevation requirements 

 
A. If the Lowest Horizontal Structural Member (LHSM) of a property on the waterfront (i.e., 

underside of pier) is below the Base Flood Elevation (BFE), the LHSM could need to be 

raised above the BFE which could require the following: 

- Demolition or removal10 of structures; 

- Temporary support of existing pier/wharf structures; 

- Disconnection of existing piles from existing pier/wharf 

- Install new taller piles; 

- Replace wharf/pier structure; 

- Return or construct structure(s) on the improved pier to the required elevation above 

BFE;  

- Reestablish pedestrian access, including required ADA access; and, 

 
10 Possibly including relocation to an off-site area for temporary storage. 
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Reconnect utilities. 

Or request a variance from the elevation standards and meet the requirements in Section 

25.06.136. 

 

B. If the LHSM of a property on the waterfront (i.e., underside of pier) is above the BFE, the 

following could be required: 

- Demolition or removal of structures; 

- Return or construct structure(s) on the improved pier to the required elevation above 

BFE;  

- Reestablish pedestrian access, including required ADA access; and, 

- Reconnect utilities. 

Or request a variance from the elevation standards and meet the requirements in 

Section 25.06.136 

 

Location Requirements 

- Overwater in the VE zone, no new construction is allowed waterward of the reach of 

mean high water; therefore, a variance for location would be required and the standards 

in Section 25.06.136 would need to be met. 

 

Alternative 2 

Elevation Requirements 

A. If the LHSM of a property on the waterfront (i.e., underside of pier) is below the BFE, 

the LHSM could need to be raised above the BFE which could require the following the 

same as for Alternative 1. 

Or request a variance from the elevation standards and meet the requirements in 25.06.136. 

 

B. If the LHSM of a property on the waterfront (i.e., underside of pier) is above the BFE, 

there would be no requirements. 

 

Location Requirements 

- Same as for Alternative 1. 

 

Note that it is possible that other methods for achieving adherence with the proposed floodplain 

development regulation amendments could be implemented. For SEPA analysis purposes, the 

construction assumptions are considered adequate to identify the types of environmental impacts 

that could be associated with requirements to meet VE Zone standards. 

 

For each example site, the new regulations would result in a Top of Deck / Finished Floor 

elevation above the elevation of the adjacent uplands. See the diagrammatic conceptual 

portrayals in Figure 11 (Pier 90/91 Elevation) and Figure 12 (Pier 67 and 56 Elevation). To make 

up this elevation difference, it is likely that new ramps complying with the Americans with 

Disabilities Act (ADA) would be required. The regulations would also require the bottom of the 

lowest horizontal structural member of the supporting pier to be elevated 2-ft above BFE for 

Alternative 1 and 3-ft above BFE for Alternative 2. 
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Elevating a structure would also likely drive the need to modify utility connections at each 

example site. The anticipated types of improvements to comply with the proposed amendments 

are summarized in Table 7. Note that the FEMA VE Zone BFE varies within Elliott Bay, from 

an elevation of 13 feet at Terminal 90/91 to an elevation of 15 feet at western (offshore) end of 

Pier 56. 

 

Table 7 

Example Site Conditions Under SEPA Alternatives 

 
?ĲƚĦƖŔƓƣŔŸŰ ÂŔĲƖНΡΣ ÂŔĲƖНΣΤ ÂŔĲƖНΦΝ 

  ũƣНΝ ũƣНΞ ũƣНΝ ũƣНΞ ũƣНΝ ũƣНΞ 
~ĲċŰНcŔŊőĲƖНcŔŊőНìċƣĲƖ ΦЮΜΞќ 

ÖƓũċŰĬНŊƖŸƨŰĬ ΝΡќ 

[E~ НéEНüŸŰĲН7ċƚĲН[ũŸŸĬНEũĲƻċƣŔŸŰНы7[Eь ΝΡќ ΝΡќ ΝΟќ 

7ŸƣƣŸůНŸŉНxŸƽĲƚƣНcŸƖŔǍŸŰƣċũНÉƣƖƨĦƣƨƖċũН
~ĲůĤĲƖНEũĲƻċƣŔŸŰНŸŉНEǂŔƚƣŔŰŊНÂŔĲƖƚ 

ΝΣќ ΝΥќ ΝΦќоΝΣќ ΞΝќоΝΥќ ΝΠќ ΝΣќ 

ƓƓƖŸǂЮН[ŔŰŔƚőĲĬН[ũŸŸƖНEũĲƻċƣŔŸŰНŸŉН
EǂŔƚƣŔŰŊНÂŔĲƖƚ 

ΞΜќ ΞΝќ ΞΜќ ΞΝќ ΝΤќ ΝΦќ 

[ŔŰŔƚőĲĬН[ũŸŸƖНEũĲƻċƣŔŸŰН ĤŸƻĲНÖƓũċŰĬН
]ƖŸƨŰĬ 

Ρќ Σќ Ρќ Σќ Ξќ Πќ 

ΞΜаΝНƓĲĬНÅċůƓНxĲŰŊƣőНыŰŸНũċŰĬŔŰŊƚь ΝΜΜќ ΝΞΜќ ΝΜΜќ ΝΞΜќ ΠΜќ ΥΜќ 

ΝΞаΝНÂĲĬНÅċůƓНxĲŰŊƣőНыũċŰĬŔŰŊНĲƻĲƖǃНΟΜѣь ΤΜќ ΥΞќ ΤΜќ ΥΞќ ΞΠќ ΡΟќ 

Source: KPFF, 2024 

 

Typical Access Issues 

As indicated above, to make up the anticipated difference in elevation between the adjacent 

upland and the estimated Finished Floor elevation at each hypothetical site, ADA-compliant 

access ramps would likely be required. These ramps should be at least six feet wide to allow 2-

way pedestrian traffic and would need to be wider in areas with substantial foot traffic (i.e., Pier 

67 and 56 example sites).  

 

Because the elevated portion of the pier would extend to the seawall, the ADA access ramps 

would likely need to be built within the adjacent right-of-way. Vehicle ramps onto the elevated 

pier can have a steeper slope but they would also need to start upland from the pier edge. Under 

SEPA Alternative 2, the elevation difference between the Top of Deck/Finished Floor and the 

adjacent upland would be one foot larger than under SEPA Alternative 1 and would intrude 

further into the right-of-way. See Figure 13 for Pier 90 access ramps, Figures 14 and 14a for Pier 

67 access ramps and Figures 15 and 15a for Pier 56 access ramps. 
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http://web6.seattle.gov/dpd/maps/dpdgis.aspx.ring




























































https://www.seattle.gov/documents/Departments/SDCI/Codes/SeattleBuildingCode/2018SBCChapter2.pdf






















































https://app.leg.wa.gov/WAC/default.aspx?cite=365-190-110
http://app.leg.wa.gov/RCW/default.aspx?cite=36.70A.110
https://ecology.wa.gov/Air-Climate/Climate-change/About-climate-change/Sea-level-rise


https://www.seattle.gov/utilities/protecting-our-environment/community-programs/climate-change/projections-and-maps
https://cig.uw.edu/projects/washington-coastal-resilience-project/
https://cig.uw.edu/projects/washington-coastal-resilience-project/
http://www.wacoastalnetwork.com/wp-content/uploads/2020/02/SLR-Report-Miller-et-al-2018.pdf
https://www.ipcc.ch/site/assets/uploads/2018/02/WG1AR5_Chapter13_FINAL.pdf
https://www.ipcc.ch/site/assets/uploads/2018/02/WG1AR5_Chapter13_FINAL.pdf
https://cig.uw.edu/resources/special-reports/sea-level-rise-in-washington-state-a-2018-assessment/
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