Delaware Faces Sea Level Rise
by Jeff Kaufmann
Feb. 17, 2013: Lewes, Delaware - For coastal residents, the reality of Delaware’s sea level rising is a top concern, as the impending threat of water damage may reign true to many over the course of the next few decades.  According to Delaware Coastal Management programs of the Department of Natural Resources and Environmental Control, 13 inches of sea level rise has been recorded over the past 100 years.
It may not seem like much, considering it’s a century of recorded information, but as years continue to pass, the future remains uncertain as to how the communities will cope with these ever-constant factors.  “We’re looking ahead to 2100 and it seems like a long time and you may be saying ‘Why are we working on this now’ and that’s because it’s happening slowly over time and we’re already seeing communities flooding,” said Delaware Coastal Programs resource planner Susan Love.  The risk isn’t only in Sussex County.  Kent and New Castle counties have also seen increased flooding situations every year.
In order to address this issue, Secretary Collin O’Mara spurred the Delaware Sea Level Rise Advisory Committee in 2009.  “The main goal of the committee was to assess the vulnerability of the state, find out what’s at risk, what’s not at risk and then come up with some kind of plan what we can do about it statewide,” said Love.  For the last 3 years, the committee has compiled information in order to come up with options for preparing Delaware for sea level rise.  61 options were drafted that target 16 vulnerable resources that were considered a high or moderate concern in the 2012 Sea Level Rise Vulnerability Assessment.  They are focused on adaptation options that can help Delaware prepare for sea level rise.
According to the advisory committee, it’s estimated anywhere from 8 to 11% of Delaware could be underwater by 2100.  Industrial areas, dams and dikes, future development areas and roads are of the main concerns for future flooding.  Tourism could also see the effects.  “Sea level rise affects Delaware in its entirety,” said Love.  “It affects all 3 counties and 31 of our 57 municipalities directly.”  They’ve estimated as many as 17,000 residential units within the state could be inundated by sea level rise, primarily in Sussex County.
The question now is what can the state do to minimize the effect.  “There are 4 primary ways we can cope with sea level rise,” said Love.  “We can protect things, we can accommodate, we can retreat and we can avoid.”  Protection would come down to building walls, cutting dikes and creating beach nourishment projects to keep the water away from the area.  Accommodation would result in dealing with the flooding and meeting the rising water level head on.  Early evacuations, raising homes and flood proofing are several options listed.
Planned and unplanned retreats are two other likely options.  “Unplanned retreat is the likely outcome if we fail to act,” said Love.  “We may retreat anyway if we fail to plan, making it at a higher cost at what we would expect if we anticipated it beforehand.”  Finally, avoidance is probably the most likely outcome down the road.  With the knowledge that the committee and the community has, building in safe areas is the most reasonable way to deal with the rising sea level.
With the list of options available, DNREC is asking for community feedback as to what they believe should be drafted into the Adaptation Plan.  Dependent on the amount of grant funds received, DNREC will be able to factor in as many options as possible within the budget following the completion of the plan.  The initial draft of the Sea Level Rise Adaptation Plan is scheduled for completion by summer of 2013.
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