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Department of Planning, Urban Design and Watershed 

210 20th Street North, Birmingham, Alabama 35203  

Room 500 of City Hall 

 

(205) 254-2479 
 

Under the authority vested in me as Director of Planning, Urban Design and 

Watershed, the Construction Certificate Management Procedures Manual is 

hereby approved. 

 

This manual is designed to clearly define the procedures necessary for submittal 

of Elevation, Floodproofing and Engineered Flood opening certificates.  Every effort 

has been made to ensure that this plan is compatible to the recent updates 

required by the National Flood Insurance Community Rating System Program. 

 

All modifications (recommended changes, corrections, additions and deletions 

must be reviewed and approved by the Director of Planning, Urban Design and 

Watershed. 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Katrina R. Thomas 

Director of Planning, Urban Design and Watershed 
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CITY OF BIRMINGHAM 

Construction Certificate Management Procedures  

 

September 1, 2021 

 

 

The Department of Planning, Urban Design and Watershed is responsible for the 

administration of all development issues within the City of Birmingham including 

permitting, inspection, and review of all construction, along with the creation of and 

maintenance of all building permit files and administrative documents (ordinances, 

building guides, applications, forms, outreach materials, etc.) related to building 

and development. All inspections and permit/plan reviews are conducted by the 

staff members of the Department of Planning, Urban Design and Watershed as 

well as all permit approvals. 

 

The purpose of this document is to explain our management procedures for review 

of Elevation Certificates and all other required floodplain-related construction 

certificates including, but not limited to, Floodproofing Certificates, and engineered 

flood opening certificates. These procedures outline the types of certificates 

required, the collection and review of all certificates, how corrections should be 

made, where the certificates are stored/archived, and how we make these 

certificates available to the public. 

 

DEFINITIONS: 

The following words, terms and phrases shall have the meanings ascribed to 

them in this document. The terms and phrases can be found in the City of 

Birmingham Zoning Ordinance Title 1, Chapter 8, Article II, Floodplain Zone 

Overlay.   
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Addition (to an existing building). Any walled and roofed expansion to the 

perimeter of a building in which the addition is connected by a common 

loadbearing wall other than a fire wall. Any walled and roofed addition which is 

connected by a fire wall or is separated by independent perimeter load-bearing 

walls is new construction.  

 

Administrative Officer. The person(s) appointed to administer, interpret and 

implement the provisions of this document. 

 

Area of special flood hazard. The land in the floodplain within a community 

subject to a one percent or greater chance of flooding in any given year.  

 

Base Flood Elevation (BFE). The elevation of surface water resulting from a flood 

that has a 1 percent chance of equaling or exceeding that level in any given year. 

The BFE is shown on the Flood Insurance Rate Map (FIRM) for zones AE, AH, A1– 

A30, AR, AR/A, AR/AE, AR/A1– A30, AR/AH, AR/AO, V1–V30, and VE. 11. Base 

flood. Means the flood having a one percent chance of being equaled or 

exceeded in any given year.  

 

Basement. Any area of a building having its floor subgrade (below ground level) 

on all sides.  

 

Breakaway wall. A wall that is not part of the structural support of the building 

and is intended through its design and construction to collapse under specific 

lateral loading forces without causing damage to the elevated portion of the 

building or the supporting foundation system.  

 

Building. A structure with two or more outside rigid walls and a fully secured roof, 

that is affixed to a permanent site; or A manufactured home (a "manufactured 

home," also known as a mobile home, is a structure built on a permanent 

chassis, transported to its site in one or more sections, and affixed to a 
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permanent foundation); or a travel trailer without wheels built on a chassis and 

affixed to a permanent foundation, that is regulated under the community's 

floodplain management and building ordinances or laws.  

 

Building Official. The Building Official shall be appointed by the Mayor of the City 

of Birmingham and shall have all of the authority and carry out all of the duties of 

the Building Official pursuant to the City of Birmingham Technical Code 2010, as 

amended.  

 

Cumulative Substantial Improvement. Occurs when cumulative improvements to 

a structure triggers substantial improvements. See Substantial Improvements 

 

Development. Any man-made change to improved or unimproved real estate, 

including, but not limited to, buildings or other structures, mining, dredging, filling, 

grading, paving, excavating or drilling operations, or storage of materials or 

equipment. 

 

Elevated Building. A non-basement building (1) built to have the top of the 

elevated floor elevated above the ground level by means of pilings, columns 

(posts and piers), or shear walls parallel to the flow of the water and (2) 

adequately anchored so as not to impair the structural integrity of the building 

during a flood of up to the magnitude of the base flood. "Elevated building" also 

includes a building elevated by means of fill or solid foundation perimeter walls 

with openings sufficient to facilitate the unimpeded movement of flood waters.  

 

Elevation Certificate. A FEMA form used as a certified statement that verifies a 

building’s elevation information. 

 

Enclosure. That portion of an elevated building below the lowest elevated floor 

that is either partially or fully shut-in by rigid walls.  

Finished Floor. A floor that can be inhabited, not a storage area like a garage. 
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Flood Disaster Protection Act (FDPA) of 1973. A Federal Act that made the 

purchase of flood insurance mandatory for the protection of property located in 

Special Flood Hazard Areas.  

 

Flood Insurance Rate Map (FIRM). Official map of a community on which FEMA 

has delineated the Special Flood Hazard Areas (SFHAs), the Base Flood 

Elevations (BFEs), and the risk premium zones applicable to the community. 

 

Flood Insurance Study (FIS). The document which provides an examination, 

evaluation and determination of flood hazards and, if appropriate, corresponding 

water surface elevations, or an examination, evaluation and determination of 

mudslide and/or flood-related erosion hazards.  

 

Floodplain. Any land area susceptible to being inundated by water from any 

source.  

 

Floodplain Administrator. The Floodplain Administrator for the City of Birmingham, 

or his designee, who is designated by the Director, approves all floodplain permits 

and maintains all official records regarding development within the floodplain 

overlay zone.  

 

Floodplain Management. The operation of an overall program of corrective and 

preventive measures for reducing flood damage, including but not limited to 

emergency preparedness plans, flood-control works, and floodplain management 

regulations.  

 

Flood proofing. Any combination of structural and non-structural additions, 

changes, or adjustments to structures which reduce or eliminate flood damage to 

real estate or improved real property, water and sanitary facilities, structures and 

their contents.  
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Floodway (Regulatory). The channel of a river or other watercourse and the 

adjacent land areas that must be reserved in order to discharge the base flood 

without cumulatively increasing the water surface elevation more than one foot.  

 

Flood Protection Elevation (FPE). Is equal to the elevation that is one foot higher 

than the Base Flood Elevation.  

 

Freeboard. A factor of safety usually expressed in feet above a flood level for 

purposes of floodplain management. “Freeboard” tends to compensate for the 

many unknown factors that could contribute to flood heights greater than the 

height calculated for a selected size flood and floodway conditions, such as wave 

action, bridge openings, and the hydrological effect of urbanization of the 

watershed.  

 

Improvement Cost. A method used to determine "substantial improvement” that 

includes the value of all costs for improvements and/or repairs to a structure. 

Cost shall include all structural costs for labor and materials, as well as all finish 

materials, built-in appliances, hardware, profit and overhead but excluding plans, 

surveys, permit fees, debris removal and clean-up, items not considered real 

property, and accessory structures. The improvement cost shall be determined by 

the latest edition of "Building Valuation Data" of current average construction 

value per square foot published by the International Code Council or a written 

estimate of labor and materials prepared and certified by the contractor. 

 

Lowest Adjacent Grade (LAG). The elevation of the sidewalk, patio, deck support, 

or basement entryway immediately next to the structure and after the completion 

of construction. It does not include earth that is placed for aesthetic or landscape 

reasons around a foundation wall. It does include natural ground or properly 

compacted fill that comprises a component of a building’s foundation system. 

Lowest Floor Elevation (LFE). The measured distance of a building's lowest floor 

above the National Geodetic Vertical Datum (NGVD) or other datum specified on 

the FIRM for that location.  
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Lowest Floor. The lowest floor of the lowest enclosed area (including basement). 

An unfinished or flood resistant enclosure, usable solely for parking of vehicles, 

building access or storage in an area other than a basement area is not 

considered a building's lowest floor; provided, that such enclosure is not built so 

as to render the structure in violation of the applicable non-elevation design 

requirements found in the City of Birmingham Zoning Ordinance Title 1, Chapter 

8, Article II, Floodplain Zone Overlay Section 10. 

 

Manufactured Home. A structure, transportable in one or more sections, which 

is built on a permanent chassis and designed to be used with or without a 

permanent foundation when connected to the required utilities. The term also 

includes park trailers, travel trailers and similar transportable structures placed 

on a site for 180 consecutive days or longer and intended to be improved 

property. 

 

Manufactured Home Park or Subdivision. A parcel (or contiguous parcels) of land 

divided into two or more manufactured home lots for rent or sale. 

 

Market Value of the Building. A method used to determine "substantial 

improvement", and includes the market value of the building only, excluding land. 

Market value shall be determined by the most recent appraisal by the County tax 

assessor or by a certified appraisal report using the comparable sales method, 

whichever is the greater value. The amount a buyer not subject to coercion is 

willing to pay for a given item or property.  

 

Mean Sea Level. The average height of the sea for all stages of the tide. It is used 

as a reference for establishing various elevations within the flood plain. For 

purposes of this Article, the term is synonymous with National Geodetic Vertical 

Datum (NGVD). For purposes of the National Flood Insurance Program, the 

National Geodetic Vertical Datum (NGVD) of 1929 or other datum, to which base 
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flood elevations shown on a community’s Flood Insurance Rate Map are 

referenced.  

 

National Geodetic Vertical Datum (NGVD). As corrected in 1929, is a vertical 

control used as a reference for establishing various elevations within the 

floodplain.  

 

Natural Grade. The grade unaffected by construction techniques such as fill, 

landscaping, or berming.  

 

New Construction. For the purposes of determining insurance rates, structures for 

which the “start of construction” commenced on or after the effective date of an 

initial FIRM or after December 31, 1974, whichever is later, and includes any 

subsequent improvements to such structures. For floodplain management 

purposes, new construction: structures for which the start of construction 

commenced on or after May 5, 1981, the effective date of the initial flood plain 

management ordinance adopted by the City and includes any subsequent 

improvements to such structures.  

 

North American Vertical Datum (NAVD) of 1988. The vertical control datum 

established for vertical control surveying in the Unites States of America based 

upon the General Adjustment of the North American Datum of 1988. It replaces 

the National Geodetic Vertical Datum (NGVD) of 1929.  

 

Replacement Cost Value (RCV). The cost to replace property with the same kind of 

material and construction without deduction for depreciation. 

 

Special Flood Hazard Area (SFHA). An area having special flood, mudflow, or flood-

related erosion hazards, and shown on a Flood Hazard Boundary Map or a Flood 

Insurance Rate Map as Zone A, AO, A1-A30, AE, A99, AH, AR, AR/A, AR/AE, AR/AH, 

AR/AO, AR/A1-A30, V1-V30, VE, or V. For the purpose of determining Community 

Rating System premium discounts, all AR and A99 zones are treated as non-SFHAs.  
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Structure. For floodplain management purposes, is a walled and roofed building, 

including a gas or liquid storage tank that is principally above ground, as well as a 

recreational vehicle, a parked trailer, manufactured home or some similar vehicle. 

 

Substantial Damage. Damage of any origin sustained by a structure whereby the 

cost of restoring the structure to it’s before damaged condition would equal or 

exceed 50 percent of the market value of the structure before the damage 

occurred. Substantial damage also means flood-related damages sustained by a 

structure on two separate occasions during a 10-year period for which the cost of 

repairs at the time of each flood event, on the average, equals or exceeds 25 

percent of the market value of the structure before the damage occurred.  

 

Substantial Improvement. Any combination of addition, expansion, enlargement, 

or modification of a structure taking place over a designated 10-year period in 

which the cumulative percentage of improvement equals or exceeds 50 percent of 

the current market value of the structure before the “start of construction” of the 

improvement to the structure. The costs for determining substantial improvement 

include the costs of additions. This term includes structures which have incurred 

repetitive loss or substantial damage, regardless of the actual repair work 

performed. The term does not apply to:  

 

A. Any project for improvement of a building required to comply with existing 

health, sanitary, or safety code specifications which have been identified by 

the Code Enforcement Official and which are solely necessary to assure safe 

living conditions, provided that said code deficiencies were not caused by 

neglect or lack of maintenance on the part of the current or previous owners 

or;  

B. Any alteration of a “historic structure” provided that the alteration will not 

preclude the structure’s continued designation as a “historic structure.” 

Substantially improved existing manufactured home parks or subdivisions. Means 

where the repair, reconstruction, rehabilitation or improvement of the streets, 
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utilities and pads equals or exceeds 50 percent of the value of the streets, utilities 

and pads before the repair, reconstruction or improvement commenced. 

 

A.  TYPES OF CERTIFICATES REQUIRED 

When any new construction, substantial improvement or repair for a substantially 

damaged building is conducted in the Special Flood Hazard Area (SFHA), the 

Hazard Mitigation Services Watershed Division shall require an Elevation 

Certificate (EC) and any other floodplain-related certificate(s) that are appropriate 

such as a Floodproofing Certificate for Non-Residential Structures, and certification 

of engineered flood openings should be attached with the EC for the development. 

 

B.  WHEN CERTIFICATES ARE REQUIRED 

All new construction and renovations resulting in substantially improved properties, 

and substantially damaged properties require an Elevation Certificate.  In new 

construction, after the foundation is built and the elevation of the lowest floor is 

determined, an Elevation Certificate shall be submitted that is marked “building 

under construction.” This will document the elevation of surrounding grades and 

the lowest floor to ensure they comply with the approved plans before further 

construction is allowed. Once construction on the building is finished and all 

adjacent grading is finalized, a complete and correct “finished-construction” 

Elevation Certificate must be submitted by the applicant to show the “as-built” 

characteristics of the building. A “finished-construction” Elevation Certificate must 

be received, reviewed and corrected (if necessary) before a Certificate of 

Occupancy or Final Approval of the permit is issued. At this point, all other required 

certificates must also be submitted and reviewed. 

 

1. If a Floodproofing Certificate for Non-Residential Structures is required for a 

floodproofed non-residential building, an Elevation Certificate is not required 

for purposes of the National Flood Insurance Program (NFIP), but we will 

require one to help verify compliance with the City of Birmingham Zoning 

Ordinance Title 1, Chapter, Article II, Floodplain Zone Overlay.  A complete 

and correct Floodproofing Certificate is required to be submitted to the 
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Hazard Mitigation Services Watershed Management Division once 

construction is finished on the building but before issuing a certificate of 

occupancy. A flood safety evacuation plan should also be submitted with a 

floodproofing certificate for non-residential structures. 

2. When engineered flood openings are installed in the foundation of a building, 

and the Elevation Certificate indicates that they were installed (Sections A8d 

and A9d on the Elevation Certificate), an engineered opening certification is 

required to be submitted with the Elevation Certificate to help verify 

compliance and the insurance rate. Be sure the developer submits either the 

International Code Council® Evaluation Service (ICC-ES) form for the 

engineered opening or an individual certification. Individual certifications 

must cover the following, at a minimum: 

i)  An identification of the building (address) that has the engineered 

openings installed; 

ii) The design professional’s name, title, address, type of license, the 

state issuing the license, signature, and seal; 

iii) A statement certifying the design of the openings will automatically 

equalize hydrostatic flood loads on exterior walls by allowing for the 

automatic entry and exit of floodwaters; and 

iv) A description of the range of flood characteristics tested or 

computed for which the certification is valid, such as rates of rise 

and fall of floodwaters. 

 

C. WHAT DEPARTMENT/OFFICE COLLECTS/REVIEWS CONSTRUCTION   

    CERTIFICATES 

The Hazard Mitigation Services Watershed Management Division reviews 

construction certificates for Elevation Certificates and all other required floodplain-

related construction certificates including, but not limited to, Floodproofing 

Certificates, and engineered flood opening certificates.  Hazard Mitigation Services 

is located on the 5th floor of City Hall, 710 North 20th Street, Birmingham Alabama, 

in the Department of Planning, Urban Design and Watershed.  The following staff 
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below are included in the floodplain permit review. Staff members listed below are 

subject to change.   

 

George Putman, PE, Chief Civil Engineer, Watershed Management Division Leader, 

(205) 254-2822 

Tracey Hayes, Floodplain Administrator/ Natural Hazards Administrator, Hazard 

Mitigation Services Team Leader, Watershed Management Division (205) 254-

2544, 

Paige Ishmael, Senior Planner, Hazard Mitigation Services, Watershed Division, 

205-254-2279 

Senior Planner, Vacant, Hazard Mitigation Services, Watershed Division 

Kimberly Speorl, Zoning Administrator, Zoning Division (205) 254-7712  

Aakre Sims, Planner, Zoning Division. (205) 254-2334 

Angelica Moton, Planner, Zoning Division, (205) 279-8917 

Colin Alexander, Planner, Zoning Division, (205) 254-2334 

Roderick Lowe, Planner, Zoning Division, (205) 254-2003 

 

Additional requirements are required when reviewing building and utilities permits 

on properties that are located in a Special Flood Hazard Area.   The Permitting 

review process begins on the 2nd floor of City Hall in Room 210:  Once an applicant 

applies for a building and/or utilities permit and the property is located in and/or 

touches a Special Flood Hazard area it triggers an over counter review by the 2nd 

floor Planners.   The second floor Planners conduct over-the-counter regulatory 

reviews including floodplain permit review.  Planners only review permits on 

properties that are located in 100-year Special Flood Hazard areas.   

 

All new construction, new additions, substantially improved and/or substantially 

damaged properties require a more extensive review and will require the applicant 

to provide staff with an elevation certificate certifying that the structure is in 

compliance.  If new construction, new additions, substantial improved/ substantial 

damaged is received by the 2nd floor Planners they will forward those cases to the 

Hazard Mitigation Services staff for a more detailed flood permit review.  
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Substantial improvement is determined through our permitting system. The 

calculation is determined by the cumulative permit costs within a 10 year and the 

Jefferson County Tax Assessor value of the structure.   If that amount exceeds 50% 

of the value of the structure then the structure is deemed substantially improved. 

 

All finished-construction Elevation Certificates shall be submitted initially to the 

Hazard Mitigation Services Watershed Management Division for tracking and initial 

review. A Hazard Mitigation Services Team Member logs the Elevation Certificate 

in our tracking system, it is then forwarded to the Floodplain Administrator/Natural 

Hazards Administrator, Tracey Hayes for review of the Elevation Certificate and 

supporting documentation, along with all other required certificates, to ensure all 

applicable building and development ordinances and standards are met. It is then 

forwarded to the Chief Civil Engineer for final approval for all parts of the building 

permit. The Certificate of Occupancy or Final Permit Approval will not be issued 

until all problems with an Elevation Certificate and supporting documentation are 

resolved. 

 

E. HOW CERTIFICATES ARE CORRECTED 

The Floodplain Manager/Natural Hazards Administrator or his/her designee 

should consult the CRS’s Elevation Certificate Checklist when reviewing an 

Elevation Certificate to ensure all required fields are completed correctly. When an 

error is noticed on an Elevation Certificate, there are three ways to correct it: 

(1) For any inaccurate or incomplete information in Section C2, the 

Floodplain Administrator/ Natural Hazards Administrator should 

request a new certificate from the applicant or his/her representative 

(surveyor/engineer/architect) who certified the form.  

 

(2) If incomplete or inaccurate information is found in the other sections, 

the Natural Hazards Administrator (Floodplain Manager) can do the 

following:  
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a) The forms may be returned to the applicant (or representative) 

with instructions on what needs to be changed or corrected; 

 

b) The Natural Hazards Administrator/Floodplain Administrator can 

prepare a separate memo with the correct information and 

attach a “memo of correction.” When the certificate is provided 

to an inquirer, the memo must be included with it; or  

 

c) The Floodplain Manager can note the changes or corrections in 

Section G. 

 

All finished-construction Elevation Certificates that had errors on them should be 

returned to the applicant within 10 business days for immediate correction. In no 

case shall we accept a finished-construction Elevation Certificate until all 

corrections deemed appropriate by the Natural Hazards Administrator (Floodplain 

Manager) are addressed.  

 

F. HOW AND WHERE THE CERTIFICATES ARE MAINTAINED 

All Elevation Certificates and all required construction certificates, as well as all 

other permit application documentation, shall be stored 710 North 20th Street, City 

Hall, 5th Floor, Birmingham Alabama 35203. They also shall be scanned at the 

usual time building files are scanned for storage/archival. Copies of the finished-

construction Elevation Certificates, along with the other required construction 

certificates (if applicable), shall also be placed in a separate folder containing all 

Elevation Certificate information for CRS purposes, labeled “Activity 310,” 

organized by CRS recertification date. All other state and local records retention 

policies shall be observed. Elevation Certificates and other required certificates for 

buildings located outside the Special Flood Hazard Area are to be filed with the 

address file in the 710 North 20th Street, Room 210, Permitting Office, just like all 

building permit documents, but copies should also be made and placed in a 

separate CRS folder, labeled “Activity 310.” 
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G. HOW CERTIFICATES ARE MADE AVAILABLE TO INQUIRERS 

When a member of the public requests a copy of an aforementioned construction 

certificate, the request shall be initiated with a Hazards Mitigation Services Team 

Member. The Hazards Mitigation Services Team Member shall act on the request 

immediately, if time allows, but shall have a maximum of 5-7 business days to 

make a copy of the requested information and make the documentation available 

to the inquirer. There is no financial charge for this service.   

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
 

PREPARED BY: EDWIN REVELL, CFM 
FLOODPLAIN MANAGER / NATURAL 
HAZARDS ADMINISTRATOR 
 
 
 


