
FLOOD TERMS 
 
Flood Categories  

Terms defined for each forecast point which describe or categorize the severity of flood impacts in the 
corresponding river/stream reach. Each flood category is bounded by an upper and lower stage (see 
Example 1). The severity of flooding at a given stage is not necessarily the same at all locations along a 
river reach due to varying channel/bank characteristics or presence of levees on portions of the reach. 
Therefore, the upper and lower stages for a given flood category are usually associated with water levels 
corresponding to the most significant flood impacts somewhere in the reach. The flood categories used in 
the NWS are:  
 
*Minor Flooding* - minimal or no property damage, but possibly some public threat. 
 
*Moderate Flooding* - some inundation of structures and roads near stream. Some evacuations of people 
and/or transfer of property to higher elevations.  
 
*Major Flooding* - extensive inundation of structures and roads. Significant evacuations of people and/or 
transfer of property to higher elevations.  
 
*Record Flooding* - flooding which equals or exceeds the highest stage or discharge at a given site during 
the period of record keeping. 
 
Note: all three of the lower flood categories (minor, moderate, major) do not necessarily exist for a given 
forecast point. For example, at the level where a river reaches flood stage, it may be considered moderate 
flooding. However, at least one of these three flood categories must start at flood stage 
 

Flash Flood  
A rapid and extreme flow of high water into a normally dry area, or a rapid water level rise in a stream or 
creek above a predetermined flood level, beginning within six hours of the causative event (e.g., intense 
rainfall, dam failure, ice jam). However, the actual time threshold may vary in different parts of the country. 
Ongoing flooding can intensify to flash flooding in cases where intense rainfall results in a rapid surge of 
rising flood waters.  
 

Flash Flood Warning  
Issued to inform the public, emergency management, and other cooperating agencies that flash flooding is 
in progress, imminent, or highly likely.  
 

Flash Flood Watch  
Issued to indicate current or developing hydrologic conditions that are favorable for flash flooding in and 
close to the watch area, but the occurrence is neither certain or imminent. 
 

Flood Warning  
(FLW) In hydrologic terms, a release by the NWS to inform the public of flooding along larger streams in 
which there is a serious threat to life or property. A flood warning will usually contain river stage (level) 
forecasts. 
 

Areal Flood Warning  
is normally issued for flooding that develops more gradually, usually from prolonged and persistent 
moderate to heavy rainfall.  This results in a gradual ponding or buildup of water in low-lying, flood prone 
areas, as well as small creeks and streams. The flooding normally occurs more than six hours after the 
rainfall begins, and may cover a large area.  However, even though this type of flooding develops more 
slowly than flash flooding, it can still be a threat to life and property. 

 
Flood Watch  

Issued to inform the public and cooperating agencies that current and developing hydrometeorological 
conditions are such that there is a threat of flooding, but the occurrence is neither certain nor imminent. 

 


