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MANAGED RETREAT

WHY & HOW



COASTAL ADAPTATION STRATEGIES

Retreat

Accommodate 

e.g., Doberman et al. 2019; Burby and Nelson, 1991; Deyle et al.,2007; Titus, 1998

Resist Hard 
Soft

@sidersadapts

Avoid



Why managed 
retreat*? 

* Planned retreat, strategic retreat, strategic/planned relocation/resettlement, etc. 
I am a lawyer. Ask me about semantics. Please. 



Why retreat? 
1. People need options



Houston Chronicle



New Orleans
Photo: Bart 

Everson
Flickr, CC2.0



Why retreat? 
2. Unbuild risk



Mike Maciag 2018 Governing

NH building as fast in the 
10-year floodplain as out 
(96% chance flood in 30-
year mortgage) (Climate 
Central 2019) 



Flood Risk 
Disclosure 

Laws

By NRDC & 
Sabin Center 
for Climate 
Change Law

NH Grade: F



People helped 

People still at risk

64,101 NEW repetitive loss 
properties (2009-2018) 

GAO-20-509



Repetitive Loss

• 3,049 National Flood Insurance Policies 
in NH

• Just 393 repetitive loss properties 
account for HALF NH insurance claims  

• 101 properties in coastal counties 
account for half the coastal claims

• 43 properties in Hampton alone account 
for 20% of the state claims

• Nationwide, 81% of mitigation for 
homes used retreat (GAO 2020)

Conway NH; Photo: Cordona, FEMA



Why retreat? 
3. Best solutions use ALL tools



Rijkswaterstaat
1953 Storm

Let’s do what the Dutch do –
use ALL tools, including retreat



Mach & Siders 
(in press 2021)



Why retreat? 
4. Do something exciting - ambitious



“The question of what you do 
about [our coasts] is not a 

rational engineering 
conversation. It's a 

conversation about what we 
want to be as a society, what a 

place means to us as a 
community locally and as a 

country.”

- Ben Zaitchik, JHU in Hersher, 
2019



Change is inevitable. So -

What do we preserve? 

What do we allow to change?

What do we purposefully change?



How managed 
retreat? 



Keys to Retreat

Vision

Equity

Leadership (and Expertise)

Plan



"Retreat, Hell! 
We're just advancing in a 

different direction.”
- USMC General Oliver P. 

Smith



What do you want your state, your 
coast, your economy to look like in 

100 years? 
30 years? 

@sidersadapts



Bart Everson, New Orleans

Dauphin Island, AL, USGS
Photo: Blue 
Square Thing, 
Flickr, CC2.0

SILIVE



Positive Vision > 
Avoiding Fear



Photo: Stu 
Spivak, CC2.0





Keys to Retreat

Vision

Equity

Leadership (and Expertise)

Plan

@sidersadapts



What does equity mean for your 
community? 

• Take race, income, historic injustice into 
account explicitly

• Be skeptical of CBA
• Account for difference in local capacity

@sidersadapts



Ed Schipul, Flickr, Lower 9th Ward 2008



Grand 
Forks, 
North 
Dakota



COST-BENEFIT CHALLENGE

WHERE WILL YOU BUILD THE
FLOODWALL? 

$1 M

$100k
$100k

$100k

$100k $100k

$100k
$100k

$100k

$100k

$100k
$1 M



COST-BENEFIT CHALLENGE

WHERE WILL YOU OFFER
BUYOUTS? 

$1 M

$100k
$100k

$100k

$100k $100k

$100k
$100k

$100k

$100k

$100k
$1 M



Keys to Retreat

Vision

Equity

Leadership (and Expertise)

Plan

@sidersadapts



Dennis Knobloch, Former 
Mayor of Valmeyer, IL



Expertise

Uniform Relocation Act

Real Estate Agents

Engineers to assess damage

Environmental Site Inspectors

Assessors for home value

Cost-Benefit Calculation

Willing to talk to people with prior experience … 

@sidersadapts



Draw on Experience

Draw on Experience 
& Resources



Keys to Retreat

Vision

Equity

Leadership (and Expertise)

Plan

@sidersadapts



ENGAGE – MEET 
PEOPLE WHERE THEY 

ARE



implement retreat in a way that 
matches goals 

@sidersadapts



any of these could the be the “best” option, depending on your goal

@sidersadapts



THEN it is better to …
• buy out people who 

were worst affected, regardless of
where they live 

• acquire small parcels spread through town 
• acquire species-appropriate habitat parcels either spread 

out or in a pattern that creates a habitat bridge 

IF your goal is to … 
• aid disaster victims                     _
• create city parks to address air quality 

or provide green amenities 
• create pocket prairie habitats             _



PLAN DETAILS

• What are you going to do with the land?  
• Who will own it? Maintain it?

• Where do people move TO? 
• Affordable housing 
• Avoid new development  

• What about neighbors who stay? 
• How will you decide who participates? 
• Communication? 

• Have an integrated plan
• Be totally transparent
• Involve community members 
• Get creative!



Jobs Programs
Water Quality Partnerships
Gov Rentals
Life Estates 
Movable Properties
Expiring Permits
Relocate Businesses
Consolidate Towns
Resilience Zones 
Smart Decline

@sidersadapts



Portsmouth, NC Homecoming Party Scotland heritage documentation

TNC Pocket Prairies

Life Estates (TNC MA)Movable Rental cabins (Sand Trust) Memorials



Why consider retreat? 
Give people options; managed > 

abandoned 

Unbuild risk - repetitive losses

Best plans draw on all options

CHOOSE what to preserve and what to 
purposefully change 

How? 
Vision – Advance in a new (positive) direction

Equity – Actively work to undo historic 
injustices

Leadership (and Expertise) – Leverage others’ 
experiences

Plan – Integrated, participatory, transparent, 
creative 

@sidersadapts



Questions?
siders@udel.edu
@sidersadapts

mailto:siders@udel.edu
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