Miami’s $4 Billion Plan to Combat Sea Level Rise Has Radical Urban Ideas
by Niall Patrick Walsh
June 1, 2021 – The City of Miami has published a draft of its Stormwater Master Plan.  The $3.8 billion plan is to be enacted over the next 40 years.  It seeks to mitigate the impact of rising sea levels on the city.  The plan sets out a wide portfolio of measures, from stormwater pumps and sea walls, to more novel approaches such as floating neighborhoods and streets converted into canals.
The report sets out both short and long-term strategies for the city’s defense from rising sea levels.  Near-term resiliency measures, with a 20-to-50-year planning horizon, include both structural and non-structural actions.  They encompass everything from infrastructure construction to reformed insurance models.  The plan proposes an upgrade to building code strategies, including minimum structure finish-floor levels informed by predicted water surface levels, and a requirement for piled or stilted structures, both buildings and roadways, to consider future sea level rise.
Along with stricter standards on new infrastructure, the plan calls for raising existing critical infrastructure to appropriate resiliency heights.  This would be achieved though building new containment walls and stairs at entrances, adding new stories, and relocating from ground floor levels.  City public works infrastructure would be heightened by adding new concrete pads and slabs, watertight hatches, and raising electrical equipment.  The plan also states it may be appropriate to consider the purchase, removal, and relocation of vulnerable structures of infrastructure.
Other short-term measures include building traditional “grey infrastructure” such as seawalls and breakwaters, with a focus on areas that lack existing infrastructure, have fallen into disrepair, or are too low for predicted sea levels.  Alongside grey infrastructure, the plan calls for creating, protecting, and strengthening natural infrastructure such as coral reefs, oyster reefs, and marshes that play an important role in dissipating wave energy and blocking surge flow.
In addition to these short-term measures, the plan sets out a range of long-term resiliency measures, to be enacted by the end of the century.  The report describes these measures as “conceptual in nature” which could “significantly affect the entire South Florida population, way of life, and local economy.”  These include raising the lowest-lying elevations of Miami city, in a phased reconstruction of most structures and roadways, and excavation of the lowest-lying areas to create large, dedicated stormwater storage capacity. 
Other long-term measures call for “co-existing with water”, which would modify the basic design of the city.  These could include elevated pile roadway networks, elevated houses, floating neighborhoods and platform communities in low-lying areas, and conversion of low-lying streets to an interconnected canal system for transportation and flood control.
“The most common question I get asked is whether Miami is going to be here in 50 years, whether it’s going to be here in 100 years,” said Miami Mayor Frances Suarez while announcing the plan.  “This is the beginning of having a comprehensive plan to answer that question in the affirmative.”
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