
 

Managed retreat: A must in the war against
climate change
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University of Delaware disaster researcher A.R. Siders said it's time to
put all the options on the table when it comes to discussing climate
change adaptation.

Managed retreat—the purposeful movement of people, buildings and
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other assets from areas vulnerable to hazards—has often been
considered a last resort. But Siders said it can be a powerful tool for
expanding the range of possible solutions to cope with rising sea levels,
flooding and other climate change effects when used proactively or in
combination with other measures.

Siders, a core faculty member in UD's Disaster Research Center, and
Katharine J. Mach, associate professor at the University of Miami
Rosenstiel School of Marine and Atmospheric Science, provide a
prospective roadmap for reconceptualizing the future using managed
retreat in a new paper published online in Science on June 17, 2021.

"Climate change is affecting people all over the world, and everyone is
trying to figure out what to do about it. One potential strategy, moving
away from hazards, could be very effective, but it often gets
overlooked," said Siders, assistant professor in the Joseph R. Biden, Jr.
School of Public Policy and Administration and the Department of
Geography and Spatial Sciences. "We are looking at the different ways
society can dream bigger when planning for climate change and how
community values and priorities play a role in that."
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Managed retreat is the purposeful movement of people, buildings and
infrastructure away from areas vulnerable to flooding, sea level rise or other
climate change hazards. Used strategically, it can open the door to new
possibilities. Credit: Mach, Siders.

Retreat does not mean defeat

Managed retreat has been happening for decades all over the United
States at a very small scale with state and/or federal support. Siders
pointed to Hurricanes Harvey and Florence as weather events that caused
homeowners near the Gulf of Mexico to seek government support for
relocation. Locally, towns such as Bowers Beach, near the Delaware
coast, have used buyouts to remove homes and families from flood-
prone areas, an idea that Southbridge in Wilmington is also exploring.

People often oppose the idea of leaving their homes, but Siders said

3/6



 

thinking seriously about managed retreat sooner and in context with
other available tools can reinforce decisions by prompting difficult
conversations. Even if communities decide to stay in place, identifying
the things community members value can help them decide what they
want to maintain and what they purposely want to change.

"If the only tools you think about are beach nourishment and building
walls, you're limiting what you can do, but if you start adding in the
whole toolkit and combining the options in different ways, you can
create a much wider range of futures," she said.

In the paper, Siders and Mach argue that long-term adaptation will
involve retreat. Even traditionally accepted visions of the future, like
building flood walls and elevating threatened structures, will involve
small-scale retreat to make space for levees and drainage. Larger-scale
retreat may be needed for more ambitious transformations, such as
building floating neighborhoods or cities, turning roads into canals in an
effort to live with the water, or building more dense, more compact
cities on higher ground.

Some, but not all these futures currently exist.

In the Netherlands, the municipality of Rotterdam has installed floating
homes in Nassau harbor that move with the tides, providing a sustainable
waterfront view for homeowners while making room for public-friendly
green space along the water. In New York City, one idea under
consideration is building into the East River to accommodate a
floodwall. Both cities are using combination strategies that leverage
more than one adaptation tool.

Adaptation decisions don't have to be either/or decisions. However, it is
important to remember that these efforts take time, so planning should
begin now.
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"Communities, towns, and cities are making decisions now that affect
the future," said Siders. "Locally, Delaware is building faster inside the
floodplain than outside of it. We are making plans for beach
nourishment and where to build seawalls. We're making these decisions
now, so we should be considering all the options on the table now, not
just the ones that keep people in place."

According to Siders, the paper is a conversation starter for researchers,
policymakers, communities and residents that are invested in helping
communities thrive amid changing climate. These discussions, she said,
shouldn't focus solely on where we need to move from, but also where
we should avoid building, where new building should be encouraged, and
how we should build differently.

"Managed retreat can be more effective in reducing risk, in ways that are
socially equitable and economically efficient, if it is a proactive
component of climate-driven transformations," said Mach. "It can be
used to address climate risks, along with other types of responses like
building seawalls or limiting new development in hazard-prone regions."

Globally, Siders said the U.S. is in a privileged position, in terms of the
available space, money and resources, relative to other countries facing
more complicated futures. The Republic of Kiribati, a chain of islands in
the central Pacific Ocean, for example, is expected to be under water in
the future. Some of its islands already are uninhabitable.

The Kiribati government has bought land in Fiji for relocation and is
developing programs with Australia and New Zealand to provide skilled
workforce training so the Kiribati people can migrate with dignity when
the time comes. Challenges remain, though, since not everyone is on
board with moving.

In a recent special issue of the Journal of Environmental Studies and
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Sciences, edited and introduced by Siders and Idowu (Jola) Ajibade at
Portland State University, researchers examined the social justice
implications of managed retreat in examples from several countries,
including the U.S., Marshall Islands, New Zealand, Peru, Sweden,
Taiwan, Austria and England. The scientists explored how retreat affects
groups of people and, in the U.S., specifically considered how retreat
affects marginalized populations.

So, how can society do better? According to Siders, it starts with longer-
term thinking.

"It's hard to make good decisions about climate change if we are
thinking 5-10 years out," said Siders. "We are building infrastructure
that lasts 50-100 years; our planning scale should be equally long."

Siders will give a keynote address and research presentation on the topic
at a virtual managed retreat conference at Columbia University, June
22-25, 2021.

  More information: Katharine J. Mach et al, Reframing strategic,
managed retreat for transformative climate adaptation, Science (2021). 
DOI: 10.1126/science.abh1894
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