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Abstract: Wetlands Watch is a non-profit environmental organization based in Norfolk, Virginia, 

and working statewide on the conservation and protection of wetlands. In 2006 we concluded 

that Virginia, with the highest rate of sea level rise on the Atlantic Coast, stood to lose 50-80% 

of its tidal wetlands this century due to inundation. This began our major push on sea level rise 

adaptation at the local government level, where nearly all private property land use and other 

coastal development issues are decided. Our first effort was to work with local government staff 

on the 2008 comprehensive plan update in Mathews County and it continues today through a 

range of local government planning activities. 

 

We work throughout the Tidewater region speaking with local government staff, planning district 

commissions, emergency managers, and a range of involved stakeholders to learn directly 

about the issues, information needs, and barriers that inhibit adaptation efforts. Using this 

information, we have developed a portfolio of practical, applied, community-based adaptation 

strategies and tools for Virginia localities to use in planning for sea level rise and increased 

flooding. Our experience working closely with local government staff has shown us that there is 

no singular approach to planning for sea level rise. Adaptation solutions must be tailored for 

individual communities, taking into consideration both local environmental and political 

conditions. This poses a unique challenge, and one where innovative planning solutions are 

required for successful implementation.  

 

We sought to assemble this information into a local government adaptation guide. We began 

with confidential interviews with nearly 70 local government staff throughout Tidewater to 

determine what information was most useful for staff members. Unlike broader national reports 

(which we found to be largely ineffective), our guide contains specific information tailored to 

Virginia’s localities and is not presented in a traditional report format. This has resulted in the 

creation of web-based adaptation resource guide pages that contain pertinent information 

displayed clearly and concisely, including enabling legislation from the Code of Virginia, funding 

availability, implementation guidance, and exceptional case studies from within the 

Commonwealth.  

 

The Adaptation Guide supports many of the goals of the Virginia APA Chapter, including 

highlighting best practices that Virginia’s planners are using to create more resilient cities, 

counties, and towns. The inclusion of case studies, sample ordinance language, and anecdotal 

comments from those working on the ground will help localities replicate innovative solutions. 

Our guide is hosted online, allowing it to act as a living document, evolving based on emerging 

trends, funding availability, and the political climate. We have continued our outreach efforts, 

with plans to share the guide at the Environmental Virginia symposium, as well as through 

online webinars with the Virginia Tech Land Use Education Program, targeting local elected and 

appointed officials, many of whom (we have learned) have received no formal information on 

sea level rise impacts and solutions. It is our hope that by continuing to disseminate knowledge 

about innovative planning efforts to combat sea level rise, we will help to inform the community 

of practice within Virginia.  



Contact Information: 

  Ross Weaver, Program Assistant Director, Wetlands Watch  

 ross.weaver@wetlandswatch.org (804) 787-3533 

 

 Included on the award recognition… 

- Skip Stiles, Director, Wetlands Watch, skip.stiles@wetlandswatch.org 

- Shereen Hughes, Assistant Director, Wetlands Watch, 

shereen.hughes@wetlandswatch.org 

- Mary-Carson Stiff, Policy Director, mc.stiff@wetlandswatch.org 

 

Supporting Material: 

- Sea Level Rise Adaptation Guide: http://wetlandswatch.org/sea-level-rise-adaptation-

guide 
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