Florida Gov. Scott’s Funding Request to Address Sea Level Rise Is a Turnaround
by Bruce Ritchie
Nov. 20, 2017: Tallahassee – Some longtime critics of Gov. Rick Scott said they saw progress this week on the issue of climate change in his 2018-19 state budget request.
Scott's $87.4 billion request includes $3.6 million for the Department of Environmental Protection to assist local governments in sea level rise planning and coastal "resilience" projects.  How much money is needed statewide in the future to address climate change and sea level rise is far from clear.
But that discussion represents progress for an administration that hasn't wanted to acknowledge the issue in the past, even while providing minimal assistance to local governments.  Less than 3 years ago, national media highlighted a report that the Scott administration had an informal policy banning the phrases "climate change" and "sea level rise."   "The use of the words is a step in the right direction," Florida State University oceanography professor Jeff Chanton said this week.  He was among the scientists who explained climate change science to Scott during a 2014 meeting at the governor's office.
During his re-election campaign in 2014, Scott had responded "I'm not a scientist”, when asked if he accepted the science that pollution caused by humans is causing climate change.  Scott later said, in response to questions, that he is "focused on solutions."  His DEP denied there was a policy against discussing climate change and sea level rise.
Some environmentalists said Scott's request represents progress, even if it is not enough.  "Local governments, not the state, are doing the hard work of addressing climate change," said Thomas Hawkins, policy and planning director at 1000 Friends of Florida.  "The proposed $3.6 million investment is needed, but not sufficient."
Sierra Club Florida lobbyist David Cullen said of Scott's request, "It's about time he at least recognizes the consequences of climate change."  He added,“But the budget does nothing to move Florida from fossil fuels to renewable energy….  That would make a real difference and address the cause, not just the symptoms."
Earlier this year, the Legislature passed and Scott signed FL HB181 (17R), creating a state task force to coordinate state efforts dealing with "natural hazards" including "sea level change."  The task force held its 1st meeting in October and is expected to meet again in December.
A 2010 Florida Oceans and Coastal Council report stated that Florida's coastal counties have buildings and other infrastructure with a 2030 estimated replacement value of $3 billion.  It isn't clear how much of that infrastructure actually is at risk.
"That number, by any measure, is mind-blowing," Frank Bernardino, a local government lobbyist who also is with Florida Water Advocates, told the Senate Appropriations Environment and Natural Resources Subcommittee on Oct. 11.  "How can you put your head around that figure?"
Jennifer Jurado, director of Broward County's Environmental Planning and Community Resilience Division, told the subcommittee that the cost just to upgrade seawalls across Broward County is $4 billion to $6 billion.  She said another $360 million will be needed for stormwater improvements.  Jurado told the panel there is a "dramatic financial need”, as well as a need for planning to establish new construction standards to address sea level rise. 
But on Friday, Jurado also gave Scott credit for making the $3.6 million budget request.  "It's good to see this issue, that of resilience, prioritized in the governor's budget proposal," Jurado told POLITICO.
In addition, a request by the Governor for $50 million, to repair beach erosion caused by hurricanes, allows any leftover funds to be used by grants to communities for coastal projects.
Pepper Uchino, another local government lobbyist who also serves as executive director of the nonprofit group Resiliency Florida, said Scott's 2018-19 budget request was the largest to date to help coastal communities deal with the issue.  "We hope the Legislature will embrace the need to evaluate and adapt our coastal and inland infrastructure to deal with severe weather conditions and rising sea levels," Uchino told POLITICO.
The governor's request for the $3.6 million also allows the money to be spent for the protection of coral reefs, including restoration and monitoring.  "I'm thrilled he has included that in his budget," state Rep. Kristin Diane Jacobs (D-Coconut Creek), sponsor of the task force legislation, said of the overall budget request.
Rep. Holly Merrill Raschein (R-Key Largo) also said she was pleased.  "We're at ground zero when it comes to sea level rise.  I'm all for that [funding]," she said.
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