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Interactive Inundation Maps: Ottawa and Freeport, Illinois 

Chicago, IL -- The National Weather Service, in partnership with the Illinois State Water Survey and FEMA, 
has issued new flood inundation maps for major rivers in the cities of Ottawa and Freeport, Ill. 

For the City of Ottawa, these maps became available 
on the National Weather Service (NWS) website March 
15, 2016, and for the City of Freeport, February 2, 
2014. The maps indicate the potential inundation within 
portions of Ottawa and Freeport. Flooding in Ottawa 
has been an ongoing problem and is a result of the 
combination of Illinois River flooding and high flows on 
the Fox River. The new inundation maps provide map 
layers that represent these combined conditions. In 
Freeport, the flooding source is the Pecatonica River.  

In Ottawa, the inundation mapping extends about 3 
miles upstream and 2.5 miles downstream of the gage 
at Ottawa High School on the Illinois River, and 4 miles 
upstream on the Lower Fox River. The maps indicate 
the potential inundation in areas of Ottawa. In both 
Ottawa and Freeport, the inundation maps graphically 
display the flooding expected for a specific river level, starting from the National Weather Service’s established 
flood stage for a given location and incrementally for increasing river levels up to just beyond the highest 
recorded level. 

Flooding in the City of Freeport has significant impacts on the City’s East Side—an older, diverse 
neighborhood east of the river—as well as businesses in the “Arcade” area west of the river and in the 
Lancaster and Van Buren Road areas to the north. The inundation maps allow the city to predict when flooding 
will result in road and bridge closures and washouts, as well as street, yard, and basement flooding. The 
inundation maps will help the city determine if and when people might have to be evacuated and emergency 
housing provided. 

The new inundation maps show how high water will rise and the area it will cover during specific flooding 
events. Users will be able to display flood inundation maps for various levels ranging from minor flooding 
through major flooding. Flood inundation maps, combined with river observations and NWS forecasts, enhance 
the communication of flood risk and provide users additional information to better mitigate the impacts of 
flooding. 

NWS flood inundation information is provided as a series of maps. Each map graphically displays how flooding 
will impact specific areas. The set of all maps is referred to as a “map library.” The website is dynamic, allowing 
the user to view inundated areas for a range of river stage conditions and flood conditions that have specific 
expected frequencies (i.e., 10, 4, 2, 1, and 0.2 percent chance of occurrence events). The maps enable 
government agencies, private institutions, and individuals to make more informed decisions about risk based 
on policies and actions to mitigate dangers posed by floods. 

Chicago, IL - The National Weather Service, in partnership with the 
Illinois State Water Survey and FEMA, has issued new flood inundation 
maps for major rivers in the cities of Ottawa and Freeport, Ill. 
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Community officials can use these maps in addition to regulatory flood maps to make decisions on where and 
what type of development should occur and how structures should be built to withstand a flooding event. 

The Illinois Water Survey has determined that the regulatory floodplain studies can provide a strong basis for 
the mapping need for emergency preparedness and response. With minimal additional effort and resources, 
the studies can be leveraged to better assist emergency managers, first responders, and the public during 
flood events. In addition floodplain studies can aid stakeholders in mitigation planning by enhancing community 
understanding of flood risk through flood forecast inundation mapping. 

The products developed for Ottawa and Freeport have received excellent reviews from both community 
floodplain managers and in the press.  In regard to the tool going live, the City of Ottawa’s Floodplain Manager 
Mike Sutfin noted, “We are now forming our strategy on how to use this for mitigation planning.”  “This will be 
the future for Ottawa’s floodplain management – perhaps the best tool in the box,” Sutfin added. 

Resources: 

• The Pecatonica River at Freeport mapping can be found at 
http://water.weather.gov/ahps2/inundation/index.php?gage=feei2.  

• The Illinois River at Ottawa at http://water.weather.gov/ahps2/inundation/index.php?gage=OTWI2.  
• For examples of flood inundation mapping near you, check out 

http://water.weather.gov/ahps/inundation.php.  
• For information on ISWS’s experiences enhancing FEMA regulatory models for flood forecast 

inundation mapping, please contact Greg Byard (byard@illinois.edu).  
• To discuss potential collaborations with NOAA-AHPS, contact Kris Lander (Kris.Lander@noaa.gov).   
• To discuss use of the product within the community, please contact Michael Sutfin, City of Ottawa 

Floodplain Manager (msutfin@cityofottawa.org). 
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