
15 November 2021

Ashleigh Fountain
Project Manager, USACE
701 San Marco Blvd
Jacksonville, FL 32207

Re: SACS Draft Report Comment Letter

Dear Ms. Fountain,

Thank you for the opportunity to comment on the draft South Atlantic Coastal Study
(SACS) report, as well as to the U.S. Army Corps of Engineers (Corps) for engaging
stakeholders in efforts to provide a common understanding of the risks that our coastal
communities and ecosystems face from storms and sea-level rise (SLR).

Based on the draft report issued to the public on 15 October 2021, there are over 370
high-risk locations found in Florida, with 19 out of 20 of the highest-risk locations
occurring in Southeast Florida. Highly-populated, low-lying urban areas in our region, and
Miami in particular, are regarded as “ground zero” for SLR and climate change.
Accordingly, our community requires major investments to improve resilience to storm
damage compounded with SLR. As such, Miami Waterkeeper has reviewed the draft SACS
report and makes the following comments for inclusion into the Corps’ final
recommendation to Congress:

Miami-Dade Back Bay Study

USACE secured funds from Congress to study storm surge solutions for Miami, called The
Back Bay Study (“Study”). The proposed solutions in the Study include erecting a giant wall
— 30 feet in some areas — in Biscayne Bay and the middle of neighborhoods. The plan
exacerbates community equity issues, continuing institutionalized discrimination against
historically discriminated populations, and would negatively affect the existing
stormwater system and the daily impact of SLR on the community. Moreover, the plan fails
to adequately consider nature and nature-based features (NNBF)  for flood control. The



sole focus on grey infrastructure diminishes the ecological, recreation, and real estate
values associated with Biscayne Bay. This floodwall is also contrary to the goals of the
current County, State, and Federally protected species and habitat restoration goals and
did not include costs for mitigation to account for the large-scale environmental impacts
to seagrasses, corals, and other species in the Bay. The community overwhelmingly voiced
a preference for NNBF over floodwalls. Citizens from the community quickly mobilized
and contacted their Miami-Dade County officials to urge USACE to consider the
community and the environment in their plans.

In August of this year, the County committed to developing a locally-preferred plan,
involving stakeholder input on a new solution that benefits the community, the
environment, and resiliency. We are thrilled to work with the Army Corps and the local
sponsors to develop a forward-thinking and innovative solution to storm surge that
enhances our community.

We welcome, encourage, and support urgent investments in our community to address
resiliency, and we agree that the Back Bay Study should occupy a high rank in SACS’ list of
priorities. However, the currently-proposed plan is too harmful to the environment,
creates equity problems, exposes certain areas to increased flood risk, and does not
address – and perhaps worsens – chronic flooding from SLR. Moreover, SACS Main
Report, Section 3, states that “Overuse of vertical hard structures that involve relatively
minimal use of NNBFs to combat risk increases can create unintended impacts on back
bay shorelines” (Finding #7). As such:

● It is pre-emptive to recommend the Miami-Dade Back Bay CSRM Feasibility
Study Recommended Plan proceed to design/construction in its current
form. SACS should note that the County and its partners are developing a
locally-preferred plan.

Beach Nourishment

Priority recommendations in Table ES-2 include: recommending the Miami-Dade
(beaches) CSRM Feasibility Study advance to design and construction; prioritizing funding
for renourishment of existing federal CSRM beach nourishment projects; prioritizing



extension of Federal periods of participation in existing CSRM beach nourishment
projects. Beach nourishment is not without its downside. Section 4.4.1.2.2 recommends
calculating beach renourishment environmental benefits, though this alone does not
illustrate a complete picture of environmental impacts, for better and for worse.
Engineered beach nourishment degrades adjacent coral reefs (Tetra Tech EC Inc., 2006);
these reefs also serve as recreational opportunities and provide habitat for threatened
and endangered species, as well as essential fish habitat and storm surge barriers. Many
areas of the Florida Reef Tract are also designated as critical habitat for acroporid corals
protected by the Endangered Species Act.

In Section 5.1.2.1, SACS recommends further study for the role coral reefs play with
regard to ecosystem and coastal storm hazard reduction. For instance, a study published
in September (Rhode-Barbarigos et. al, 2021) found that—depending on conditions—coral
skeletons can significantly enhance the wave-reducing capabilities of a reef.

Accordingly,

● The recommendation in 4.4.1.2.2 should be modified: Direct and indirect
environmental costs, along with environmental benefits, should be calculated for
any project, including existing and future beach nourishment projects. The
ecological costs of increased turbidity and sedimentation from a nourished beach
should be considered.

● The SACS recommendation to further evaluate the role of reefs with respect to
ecosystem and coastal storm hazard reduction should be carried out.

Tropical Cyclones and Resilience

To fulfill the SACS’ first goal — provide a common operating picture of coastal risk — the
analysis should incorporate timely findings to improve understanding and application of
compound flooding effects on existing and future coastal storm risk. The Corps would be
remiss to exclude considering the impacts of more severe tropical cyclones (TC’s) as the
climate changes. In contrast, SACS maintains that the Corps is not obliged to do this
because of ER 1100-2-8162 (15 June 2019). Despite any engineer circular prescribing
“guidance” and referencing a single 11-year-old study (Knutson et. al 2010), SACS should
acknowledge the increasingly likely scenario of wetter, stronger TC’s exhibiting slower



translational speed that will compound with SLR. The best available science should be
incorporated into the SACS’ common operating picture of coastal risk.

In the article “Climate Change is probably increasing the intensity of tropical cyclones”
(Knutson et., al 2021), the authors indicate that the rainfall rate of TC’s is projected to
increase with human-caused global warming, and expected to exacerbate TC flood risk,
with general consistency among models. In the North Atlantic basin, an +8 to +17%
increase in rainfall rate is projected for U.S. landfalling tropical cyclones under a medium
future emissions scenario and a +24% increase using a high future emissions scenario.

We are heartened that SACS has recommended in Section 4.3.2.3 of the main report to
“advance ongoing interagency work [independent of SACS] to improve understanding and
application of compound flooding effects on existing and future coastal storm risk.” We
believe that the work of the Engineer Research and Development Center (ERDC) and its
partners are crucial to providing a rational, science-based operating picture of coastal risk.

● With respect to TC’s, the SACS recommendation in 4.3.2.3 should be carried out
irrespective of any Engineer Regulation referencing a single 2010 study. ERDC’s
findings should be incorporated into the SACS’ common operating picture of
coastal risk; this will assist in achieving SACS’ Goal #4 pertaining to resilience.

In conclusion, Miami Waterkeeper appreciates the opportunity to comment on the draft
SACS report. We look forward to Jacksonville District working collaboratively with the
local community--and its firsthand knowledge of site conditions and community needs—to
plan and carry out what will be some of the most important infrastructure projects of our
lifetimes. Thank you for your leadership and for endeavoring to gather stakeholders to
identify actions for developing coastal resilience across our communities. Our comments
incorporated into your final report will advance the shared vision necessary for the
comprehensive framework to move forward effectively.

Very respectfully,

Rachel Silverstein, Ph.D.
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