
Our Florida way of life 
wouldn’t be the same 
without healthy coasts 
and beaches.
     Our beaches are the engines that 
drive our tourism-based economy 
and make Florida a great place to 
call home.
     Many Floridians have first-
hand experience with the damage 
caused to our beaches and estuaries 
by overdevelopment, shoreline 
armoring, degraded water quality, 
and increasingly, sea level rise. 
Half of our beaches have been 
designated as “critically eroded,” 
meaning most of the adjacent 
upland development needs 
protection from the encroaching 
surf. Our beaches are being 
squeezed between high-risk 
shoreline development and long-
term coastal erosion. Development 
on the most seaward dunes, 
combined with efforts to protect 
that development from surf, has 
established a line in the sand that 
prevents beaches from moving 
naturally.
     Despite the obvious threat to 
our beaches, and hefty expense 
to taxpayers, Florida continues 

to incentivize reckless coastal 
development with subsidized 
insurance, exemptions to 
development setbacks, and no long-
term consideration for sea level rise 
and storm events.
     Ill-planned and rampant coastal 
development ultimately makes 
us more vulnerable because it 
dramatically reduces our ability 
to withstand storm events, like 
hurricanes Matthew and Hermine 
which just impacted Florida in 
2016. Hurricane Matthew, which 
never made landfall, raked Florida’s 
east coast. Its impacts highlight 
how fragile our beaches are and 
how susceptible they are to erosion. 
Florida has 362 miles of sandy 
barrier island beaches fronting the 
east coast. Matthew caused major 
beach and dune erosion to more 
than 50 percent of those Atlantic 
beaches, stretching 212 miles over 
six counties, from the St. Johns 
River to Vero Beach. According to 
a new draft report by the Florida 
Department of Environmental 

Protection on the storm damage, 
these two hurricanes alone resulted 
in millions of dollars of damage 
to Florida’s beaches and dunes, 
with the bulk of the destruction 
occurring along Florida’s northeast 
coast. The state’s share of these 
costs is estimated to be about $77 
million.¹ This is in addition to $85 
million local governments had 
already requested for repairs and 
restoration prior to the hurricanes.
     As coastal properties become 
threatened by erosion, owners look 
for ways to combat beach erosion 
by building sea walls or through 
expensive and never-ending beach 
nourishment. But hard armoring of 
the beach with steel and concrete 
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Policy Recommendations
Establish a Coastal Commission of scientists and other experts to help guide coastal policy.

Establish a coastal land acquisition program, which includes both direct purchases and conservation 
easements.

Update and implement inlet management plans, so there is no net loss of sand to the coastal system.

Create new policies that incentivize the landward siting of new coastal development.

Implement post-disaster redevelopment policies that restrict rebuilding in the same vulnerable coastal 
locations after storms.

Reform the state’s 25-year-old coastal development laws to reduce development on the frontal dunes of 
critically eroding beaches.

Fund the Florida Healthy Beaches Program, a beach water-quality sampling program, with sustainable, 
recurring state revenue.

Curb plastic and other pollution by returning home rule to local governments so that they can regulate 
pesticides, fertilizers, and single-use plastic bags.

Set resource-based carrying capacities for special coastal areas like beach state parks and wildlife refuges 
to help ensure they remain vital habitats and provide quality user experiences well into the future.
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resiliancy, sea 
walls also damage 
beach habitat that 
is critical to shore 
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seawalls or other coastal structures 
actually intensifies beach erosion. 
Hard armoring vastly increases 
wave energy in front of the 
structures, locking up beach sand 
on their landward side—sand that 
would otherwise be available to 
help beaches recover naturally 
from storm events. While a sea wall 
may temporarily save the structure, 
the public beach is ultimately 
lost unless the sand is constantly 
replenished at great expense to 
taxpayers. In addition to reducing 
shoreline resiliency, which is the 
ability of beaches to migrate and 
recover naturally after storm events, 
sea walls also damage beach 
habitat that is critical to shore bird 
and sea turtle nesting. Therefore, 

we must plan ways for natural 
habitats to migrate upslope ahead 
of sea level rise. Creating migration 
corridors for coastal habitat will be 
key.
     Because of our extensive 
coastline and karst topography, 
Florida is the most at-risk state 
for sea level rise. Yet, there is no 
reference to these vulnerabilities 
in any of the state’s coastal 
development and beach 
management laws, and there is 
no statewide plan to mitigate the 
impacts of climate change and sea 
level rise to our beaches.  
     Our warming coastal waters are 
already harming Florida’s unique 
coral reefs, which are home to 
more than 500 species of fish and 

are the only tropical reefs in the 
continental U.S. Increased ocean 
temperature and acidity further 
threaten corals by making them 
increasingly vulnerable to disease 
and bleaching.
     Many coastal states including 
North Carolina, New Jersey, and 
California are adopting coastal 
management policies that account 
for sea level rise. The Florida 
Legislature should, at a minimum, 
direct the Florida Department of 
Environmental Protection to: 
(1) conduct a study of anticipated 
sea level rise impacts to Florida’s 
coasts and (2) recommend 
monitoring and policies to 
guide local governments and 
state agencies in their coastal 
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management, planning, and land 
use decisions.
     Florida’s beaches are the 
most visited in the world and our 
coastline is world-renowned for 
sugar-sand shores and crystal-
clear waters. We must protect 
these priceless natural assets and 
our economy by taking measures 
to mitigate the effects of climate 
change and sea level rise for our 
families and for future generations.

¹ Draft 2016 Hurricane Recovery Plan: 
Florida's Beaches and Dunes. Florida 
Department of Environmental Protection. 13 
Dec 2016.

² "Power of Florida." 2015 Florida Tourism 
Report. VisitFlorida.org/Visit Florida. Web.

3 Ibid.

The top visited tourist locations in 
Florida are its sugar sand beaches 

and hikable trails.
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