Palm Beach Must Act on Rising Sea Levels
by William Kelly
February 21, 2013: Palm Beach, Florida - Climate change — specifically the threat that a rising Atlantic Ocean poses for barriers islands — is emerging as a planning issue in Palm Beach.
On Tuesday, sea level rise figured prominently during a discussion of issues the Planning and Zoning Commission plans to tackle.  “Global change is here, I don’t care what your politics are,” Commissioner Lew Crampton said.  The town should be thinking about how a rising sea level will affect its drainage infrastructure and coastal management, and the damage it could do to private property, Crampton said.
Warming global temperatures contribute to sea level rise by expanding ocean water, melting glaciers and ice caps, and causing portions of the Greenland and Antarctic ice sheets to melt or flow into the ocean.  Since 1960, the sea level along the U.S. mid-Atlantic and Gulf of Mexico coasts has risen by about 8 inches, according to the EPA.  Estimates vary, but the level during the next century is expected to rise at a greater rate than in the past 50 years.
Crampton said the commission owes it to the Town Council, and to future generations, to incorporate climate change and sea level rise into its planning.  Crampton is liaison to West Palm Beach regarding that city’s 2008 Sustainability Action Plan, which contains climate, environmental and conservation initiatives.  Zoning Commissioner Bobbie Lindsay-Buck is liaison to the Southeast Florida Regional Climate Change Compact, a 4-county organization formed in 2009 to respond to climate and sea level change on a regional scale.  The counties are Palm Beach, Broward, Miami-Dade and Monroe.  “There is a lot of information out there,” said Commission Chairman Tanner Rose.  “Let’s find out what’s applicable to us.”
The gradual rise in the water level will affect more than the town’s beaches, said Rose, who noted that it already has been noticed along the Lake Trail, during high tides.  The town response to climate issues will be slow and incremental, and should begin with public awareness and education, Rose said.  Forecasts call for a 2-foot rise in the ocean level by 2060, Crampton and Lindsay-Buck pointed out.  3/4 of Palm Beach island is within the flood plain, she said.
“Coastal damage from the rising sea level will cost millions to repair,” Lindsay-Buck said.  “We need an action plan for our island.”  Lindsay-Buck said the town needs to re-tool building regulations to encourage energy and water conversation, and to account for sea level rise.  She cited personal experience.  In 2010, when she and husband Doug built a new home in town, they were frustrated by a flurry of town building regulations.  Height restrictions made it impractical to build a cistern under the new house to contain rainwater.  “It’s impossible under our code,” she said.  “It raises the house too high.”
Buck wanted to build the ground floor at 8 feet above sea level, a half-foot higher than town and federal law require.  But she said that, with a two-story house, had she started at 8 feet in elevation and remained within the town’s height limit, her ceilings would have appeared so low it would have hurt the resale value.
Buck said the town also needs to look at ways to reduce its carbon footprint, including offering incentives for residents and businesses to install solar panels and smart windows, which tint based on building light and temperature.  Florida lags behind other states in planning, she said.  The U.S. West Coast, where Buck used to live, and Europe are more advanced in energy conservation, she said.  “With my new home, I went way beyond our energy code,” she said.  “Insulation is cheap, and our requirement is very low.”
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