Sea Level Rise Could Cost Virginia Beach Billions of Dollars
by Peter Coutu
Jan. 24, 2019: Virginia Beach – Faced with the threat of more rainfall, increased flooding and sea levels rising at twice the global rate, a consultant's study warned that climate change's future impacts on Virginia's largest city could cost billions of dollars.
A new policy document lays out various adaptation options for Virginia Beach to consider, including a voluntary program to buy frequently flooded properties and a change in building codes and development standards.  Initial estimates for citywide infrastructure plans range from $1.7 billion to $3.8 billion.  "It was an eye-opener," said Mayor Bobby Dyer.  "And it shows a clear direction that we have to take."
The city hired Dewberry, an engineering consultant, in 2015 to conduct the $3.8 million study, which is still in progress.  The 1st piece was rolled out last week.  The firm uses 2 sea level rise estimates — 1½ feet in the short term (between 2035 and 2055) and 3 feet farther in the future (between 2065 and 2085).
According to its projections, the cost of doing nothing to combat the problem would be sky high.  If Virginia Beach takes no action, then a foot and a half of sea level rise would cost the city $50 million in yearly losses, the study projects.  With 3 feet, that figure jumps to more than 1/4 of a billion dollars — a year.  The impending danger doesn't impact the entire city.  Several areas — including Sandbridge, Pungo, the Oceanfront and around the Lynnhaven Inlet — face most of the future risk associated with sea level rise.  Because of this, there is a need for both long- and short-term plans, Dyer said.
"The genesis of the study was both in recognition of increased flooding and the need for a strategic plan to protect the city," read the executive summary of the city's working policy document.  "The goal was to produce the needed information and strategies to enable the city to establish long-term resilience to sea level rise and associated recurrent flooding."
Councilwoman Barbara Henley, who for years has represented the rural, southern portion that includes some of the most vulnerable areas, said it was key to have solid data about the specific impacts throughout the city, to help make decisions moving forward.
"The policies are something we can start right away," Henley said. "We don't have to wait until we have millions and billions of dollars."
She also said she was supportive of a voluntary buy-back program for frequently flooded homes, similar to how Open Space and Agriculture Preservation Programs have been run.  And, she said, the city needs to protect vulnerable areas from more development, while respecting property rights.  "The 1st thing we have to do is stop the bleeding," she said.  "We have to stop building things where we know it's not a good idea."
Possible infrastructure-related projects that could help mitigate sea level rise citywide will cost billions of dollars and unfold over decades, according to current study estimates.  Those figures are still being refined.  "It's going to be a huge cost," Dyer said.
He said the city will have to figure out how to strike a balance between its "overwhelming obligation" to get stormwater management under control, which he called his #1 priority, and limiting the burden on taxpayers.  He said Virginia Beach will need to look for innovate ways to raise more money for some of those costly flooding fixes. 
Another problem is that new infrastructure in Virginia Beach could adversely impact surrounding areas, both in Hampton Roads and across state lines — making collaboration crucial, officials said. 
One component of an infrastructure plan — raising Muddy Creek Road and the bridge on it — could increase flooding in nearby Pungo, for example.  This would all be weighed by city officials as the study continues. 
Dyer said he's not sure when the next piece of the Dewberry study will be revealed or when it will wrap up.  He said he's looking forward to an upcoming City Council retreat, when all members will be able to hammer out a more specific strategy.
Resident Tim Worst, who ran for Henley's seat in November, said he welcomed the results of the study, especially after seeing the impacts of extreme weather, like Hurricane Matthew in 2016, and 2 major floods in the southern part of the city last summer.
"We've been waiting for that (study) like you've been waiting for Jesus' resurrection," he said.  "I couldn't wait for that to finally come."
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