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Accelerating Sea Level Rise
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US seaboard

Estimate range 

shifting higher



Coastal Habitats

Build Up, Migrate or Drown 



complete habitat loss where 

shoreline is hardened

habitat migration potential where 

there is vacant land
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Dahl et al 2017 PLOS1 Flooding & Defense



‘We can’t spend an infinite 

amount of money defending 

the coast. And the concept 

of retreat, which is sort of 

un-American, has to be 

normalized. It has to 

become part of the culture.’

-Michael Oppenheimer 

(Princeton University)UNDERWATER

A Long Term Systemic Risk



MANAGED RETREAT

Buy-Outs

Hurricane Sandy

NY-NJ-CT: ~$750M 



MANAGED RETREAT

Buy-Outs

Isle de Jean Charles, LA

$48M 



MANAGED RETREAT

Buy-Outs

Shishmaref, AK

~$180M 



Generally, properties 

acquired with FEMA and 

CDBG funding must be 

preserved as open space. 

“subrecipients must apply 

deed-restriction language to all 

acquired properties to 

ensure that the property is 

maintained in perpetuity as 

open space, consistent with 

natural floodplain functions”

.
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Buy-In for Buyouts 
The Case for Managed Retreat  from Flood Zones

Between August 2011 and October 2012, Hurricanes Irene and Sandy killed 83 residents and caused $80 billion of 

damage in New York, New Jersey, and Connect icut . The storms prompted a regional dialogue about how to prepare 

for and respond to extreme weather events. Yet nearly five years later—after recovery efforts have been completed 

and appropriate programs implemented—many communit ies in the region st ill could not  withstand the surge levels 

of another Sandy or the riverine fl ooding of another Irene. And the number of residents vulnerable to fl ooding in  

this region and across the country will increase exponent ially due to rising sea levels, increasing frequency and  

magnitude of storms, and steady populat ion growth.

 

Rebuilding and restoring are the most popular adaptat ion tools to strengthen community protect ion and resilience  

in the face of climate change. But the strategy that  most effect ively eliminates risk is managed retreat  through the 

use of buyout programs. Yet governments and communit ies across the United States have largely dismissed man-

aged retreat  as an adaptat ion strategy because it  is laden with social and polit ical c hallenges. In order for buyouts  

to be implemented more often, we must rethink the strategies, goals, and t ime frames of these programs; improve 

the administrat ion of funding; reform the planning process; and design minimall y disrupt ive programs.

 

This report  presents an in-depth study of buyouts in and outside the New York metropolitan region. It  considers 

fl ooding risk, quant itat ive analyses that  organize the region into place types, and five case studies of  the fiscal  

impact of buyouts. The authors offer policy recommendat ions to improve the effect iveness of and part icipat ion  

in buyout programs. The lessons learned from analyzing buyout programs in New York area provide insight  and  

guidance for the ent ire nat ion.

Federal emergency Management 

Agency

• Hazard Mitigation Grant Program

• Pre-disaster Mitigation Grant 

Program 

• Flood Mitigation Assistance 

Program

Housing and Urban Development

• Community Development Block 

Grants

US Department of Agriculture

• Emergency Watershed Protection-

Floodplain Easement Program

Buy-Out Programs

Financing for Coastal Restoration

Eligibility

State agencies, tribal 

agencies, federally 

recognized tribes, local 

governments, and 

private nonprofits 

Matching

Typically 25% cost share



THE PITCH

Align Buy-Outs with Coastal Conservation

$1-10 Billion Annually for 

Coastal Conservation



THE PITCH

Align Buy-Outs with Coastal Conservation

• Coastal Habitat Adaptation Priorities

• Proactive Retreat Projects

• Innovative Buy-Out Financing



Coastal Habitat Adaptation Priorities

Habitat Migration Models

Restoration Potential

Open Space Use Values



Proactive Retreat Projects

Pre-Disaster

Risk/Costs/Benefits

Sustained Engagement



Restrictions on protective 

structures, hydrology 

manipulations

Conveyance of ownership 

at pre-determined sea 

level trigger

New Approaches to Buy-Outs

Sea Level Rise Estate

Provides for near-term 

usage by fee owner

Buy-out at reduced present 

cost

Eventual transformation 

/restoration to coastal 

habitat



Developers provide 

funding for buy-out match

Rights transfer to 

receiving areas within 

municipality

New Approaches to Buy-Outs

Transfer of Development Rights

Attracts private capital

Transfer of rights within a 

municipality maintains tax 

base
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