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Sims Bayou Projects Remove Floodplain Designation from 4,400-plus Properties in South Houston/Harris County
Revisions to Flood Insurance Rate Map Will Mean Rate Reductions for Many Homes

Following recent completion of federal and regional flood damage reduction projects, the Federal Emergency Management Agency (FEMA) has approved a major floodplain remapping effort that that will remove the floodplain designation from approximately 4,400 homes and businesses in the Sims Bayou watershed within the City of Houston. Effective May 18, this change will lead to significant flood insurance rate reductions for many property owners in this area. 

Changes to the effective Flood Insurance Rate Map (FIRM or floodplain map) affect areas adjacent to Sims Bayou from just downstream of Martin Luther King Junior Boulevard to just downstream of Carlsbad Street.

Completed in late 2015, the $395 million Sims Bayou Federal Flood Risk Management Project is a partnership project between the U.S. Army Corps of Engineers (Corps) and the Harris County Flood Control District. The Corps was the lead agency on this 25-year project, which officially began in 1990. The project included widening and deepening 19.3 miles of Sims Bayou and adding environmental enhancements from the Houston Ship Channel to Croquet Lane, just west of South Post Oak Road. The project also included the replacement or modification of 22 roadway bridges, and the acquisition of 925 acres of right-of-way along Sims Bayou. (Please refer to the map below for the project location.)

In addition, the Flood Control District constructed three stormwater detention basins in the 1990s and 2000s, providing temporary storage for millions of gallons of stormwater during periods of heavy rain.

Following completion of the federal and regional projects, FEMA approved an official Letter of Map Revision (LOMR) that shrinks floodplain boundaries on the effective floodplain map for Harris County. (Current effective floodplain maps for Harris County already reflected revisions resulting from earlier completed components of the Sims project from the Houston Ship Channel to downstream of Martin Luther King Junior Boulevard.)

Property owners can contact the floodplain administrator for their area to determine how their property is affected by the newly revised floodplain maps. Houston residents can contact the City of Houston Floodplain Management Office at 832.394.8854 or fmo@houstontx.gov for map information. Please visit FEMA's Map Service Center at www.msc.fema.gov to view the effective FIRM for Harris County. For an official floodplain determination, please contact an insurance agent or mortgage lender.

The City of Houston’s interactive mapping system at www.gims.houstontx.gov has now been updated to include this map change. The Flood Control District is also in the process of updating its Flood Education Mapping Tool at www.harriscountyfemt.org, which allows homeowners to enter their address to learn their flood risk. 

A FIRM is a floodplain map produced by FEMA and adopted by a city or a county. It is used to determine flood insurance rates and to assist in floodplain management and the regulation of land development. Its purpose is to identify areas at risk for flooding from a bayou, creek or other waterway overflowing during 1 percent (100-year) and 0.2 percent (500-year) floods, and from coastal flooding related to storm surge during a tropical storm or hurricane.

Map revisions typically are issued after the completion of major flood damage reduction projects and can result in the reduction of flood insurance rates. A LOMR typically involves one or two panels of the FIRM. In the case of the Sims Bayou LOMR, five panels of the 144 for Harris County were involved. Capital projects may reduce the size of floodplains by increasing the capacity of bayous and creeks and by excavating stormwater detention basins to temporarily store excess stormwater.

More About the Sims Bayou Federal Flood Risk Management Project
The Flood Control District straightened and widened most of Sims Bayou in the late 1960s. While this effort was effective in reducing flooding risks, heavy rainfall events in the 1970s caused further flooding. In 1982, the Corps’ Galveston District published "The Interim Report on Sims Bayou," which identified a plan to further widen and deepen the bayou from the Houston Ship Channel to Croquet Street. The U.S. Congress authorized the Corps to begin construction on this plan with passage of the Water Resources Development Act of 1986.

In 1990, the Flood Control District and Corps signed a Local Cooperation Agreement officially launching the project partnership, although the Flood Control District had already started work on the federal channel from State Highway 225 to I-45 in the 1980s. Construction of other channel segments got underway in 1994. Vehicular bridge modifications – most recently at Buffalo Speedway, White Heather, Hiram Clarke, South Post Oak, Heatherbrook and Croquet streets – were other major project components.

With a push from community groups like the Sims Bayou Coalition, the Sims project also saw some of the first moves in Harris County toward more aesthetically pleasing flood control projects. The use of articulated concrete blocks in the bottom of the channel – through which grass now grows – with grass-lined slopes above, gave a more natural appearance than previously planned concrete slope paving. Room for trees and recreational features began to turn purely functional infrastructure into community assets.

Project design features included:
· Channel bottom lined with articulated concrete blocks to prevent erosion. These blocks allow for aquatic habitat under water and for vegetation to grow through above water.
· Terraced or benched channel slopes that provide additional slope stability as well as opportunities for tree planting and trail construction.
· More than 18,000 trees planted along the slopes and top of bank.
· Restoration of wetlands in an oxbow, or remnant meander, of the Sims channel near Bellfort Street across from Robert C. Stuart Park, which provides aquatic and riparian habitat enhancement.
· Deeper in-channel ponds for fish habitat.

Of the total project cost, the federal government funded $270 million and the Flood Control District contributed $125 million. The Flood Control District’s responsibilities for the federal project included bridge construction, utility relocation, right-of-way acquisition, and all future maintenance, repairs and rehabilitation.

More About Sims Bayou Regional Projects
To complement the federal project, the Flood Control District funded and constructed three major stormwater detention basins along Sims Bayou, on sites totaling 700 acres. The Blue Ridge, South Post Oak and Hill at Sims basins supplemented the federal channel conveyance improvement project and provided additional flood damage reduction benefits for residents. Since 1995, a total of more than 3.6 million cubic yards have been excavated from those basins. The basin sites also provide opportunities for recreational amenities such as trails, sports fields and greenspace.

The Corps has estimated that the total Sims Bayou federal project – by roughly doubling the capacity of the bayou to convey stormwater – would significantly reduce flood levels for approximately 35,000 houses and 2,000 commercial structures in south Harris County. Looking at May and October 2015 rain events alone, the Flood Control District estimates about 1,200 homes in the Sims Bayou watershed avoided flooding because of the Sims Bayou federal project and regional basins.
	
For more information about the project, or if you have questions or comments, please call the Flood Control District's Project and Study Information Line, which is monitored daily, at 713-684-4040 or email ProjectCommunications@hcfcd.org.

ABOUT THE HARRIS COUNTY FLOOD CONTROL DISTRICT
The Harris County Flood Control District provides flood damage reduction projects that work, with appropriate regard for community and natural values. With more than 1,500 bayous and creeks totaling approximately 2,500 miles in length, the Flood Control District accomplishes its mission by devising flood damage reduction plans, implementing the plans and maintaining the infrastructure. To learn more about the Flood Control District, visit www.hcfcd.org.

# # #

Remember to follow us on Twitter @HCFCD for all the latest #HCFCDnews.

Map Caption: Sims Bayou federal and regional project map.pdf
Construction on the Sims Bayou Federal Flood Risk Management Project is now complete, and has removed the 1 percent (100-year) floodplain designation and reduced the depth of street and house flooding from thousands of homes and businesses in south Harris County.

Photo Caption: Sims Bayou at Mykawa Road.jpg
An estimated 1,200-plus homes and businesses in the Sims Bayou watershed avoided flooding during May and October 2015 rain events because of the Sims Bayou federal project and regional stormwater detention basins.
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