Norfolk, Pushed by Sea-Level Rise, Re-Thinks Its Future
by Dave Mayfield
Oct. 29, 2015: Norfolk, Virginia – Norfolk has earned a dreary distinction of late.  It's become one of the top destinations around the world for journalists seeking a poster-child city for the perils of sea level rise.
But city leaders Wednesday verged on embracing that notoriety, by unveiling a strategy to tackle the problem harder.
One goal of the plan: Build an entire new industry around engineers and other experts who figure out ways to adapt to rising seas right here, then export that expertise worldwide.
That idea is among a slew of initiatives outlined in what's being called Norfolk's "resilience strategy."  The 60-page document was published Wednesday on the city's website and outlined at the Slover Library downtown, at an event that drew some 100 business and community leaders and city officials.
A Rockefeller Foundation program paid for the effort.  Norfolk is one of what eventually will be 100 cities worldwide in a Rockefeller initiative to help communities develop strategies for overcoming major problems.  It's the 3rd, behind New Orleans and New York, to put its strategy into a document.
Nearly 2 years' worth of workshops, surveys and 1-on-1 conversations with neighborhood leaders and other movers and shakers helped shape the Norfolk plan, into which the Rockefeller program estimates it has invested $1.7 million.
In Norfolk's case, sea level rise is problem #1.  But Christine Morris, the city's chief resilience officer, said the strategy goes well beyond that issue: "There's a huge opportunity to rethink the future of Norfolk."
In its document, touted as the 1st stab in what will be a continually developing plan, the city enveloped dozens of initiatives, some under way, some about to launch.  They range from beefing up programs to encourage entrepreneurs to start businesses, to overhauling the zoning code, so neighborhoods can develop more unique personas.
Part of the process of developing the strategy, city leaders said, was fessing up to Norfolk's shortcomings.  In addition to rising seas, the city is plagued by the region's highest level of income inequality: nearly 1 in 5 residents live in poverty.  Norfolk, overly dependent on a shrinking military, is lagging toward the bottom, among cities nationwide, in job growth.
Mayor Paul Fraim and other leaders said Norfolk has an opportunity to take some of the problems and turn them into gains.  In redesigning the city to adapt to surging tides, neighborhoods that have become isolated can be reconnected, Fraim said.  A new industry, whose focus is adapting to sea level rise, could help create jobs to replace those lost, should the military presence continue to shrink, suggested Andrew Salkin, chief operating officer of the Rockefeller Foundation's "100 Resilient Cities" initiative.
Along with the strategy, Norfolk launched a program called "Resilient City Builders" that recognizes agents of positive change.  Among those announced Wednesday was Cheryll Sumner, president of the Chesterfield Heights Civic League.  She worked with representatives of the nonprofits Elizabeth River Project and Wetlands Watch, to develop a plan that aims to reduce persistent street flooding in her neighborhood.  It includes holding rain runoff in planters, barrels and yards and replacing concrete sidewalks with brick pavers, through which more water can percolate.
"Instead of trying to move the water away, they figured out a way that the water and the structures can work together," Sumner told those at Wednesday's event.
Norfolk's acknowledgment of the problems facing it, and the resolve city leaders and others have shown so far to overcome them, has been noticed by other communities in the Rockefeller program, Salkin said.  Cities from Rotterdam to Bangkok have begun regularly including Norfolk in consultations on flooding issues, for example, he said.  "Your influence is going to be and has been felt by others," Salkin said.
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