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Introduction & Overview
• Insights gathered through the Deal Island Peninsula
Project
• NOAA project, “Engaging Faith Communities for Coastal
Resilience” (2017-2019) (Come see our poster!)

• Our Approach

• Marshes are socio-ecological systems (i.e., equally
cultural as they are ecological)
• Enhancing the resilience of marshes to SLR requires
considering their human dimensions
• Concerns about marsh migration & recommendations
for supporting socio-ecological resilience

Concern 1: Marsh Impacts On Property
●

“Marsh Migration” versus “Marsh
Encroachment”

●

Property is all people have in these
places

●

No recourse for people to protect their
property from marsh migration

●

Growing source of injustice & conflict
○
○

Not economically feasible to relocate
Relocation is a last resort & very political

Concern 2: Environmental Regulations
“Our hands are tied!”
Limited adaptation options for property owners
within the critical area zone
“When we try to find ways to build up our property to protect
against storm surge, we’re told you’re not allowed to do that because
that’s wetland. I hear so much about the marshes, but I don’t hear
anything about how to help property owners whose properties are
being overtaken.”

Impediments to County maintenance needs
(e.g. roadways & ditches)
“From a Public Works standpoint, drainage is critical to prevent loss of
life, loss of property. On the regulatory side, the environment and the
loss of property has gotten flip-flopped, and that’s a real challenge.”

Regulations are not keeping up with environmental changes, leaving
people without many options.

Concern 3: Sense of Being Left Behind By
Funding Structures
• Adaptation funding structures are
leaving rural people out

• Cost/benefit approach favors urban,
wealthy
• Funding channels favor municipalities
• Relief for large, one-time disasters (e.g.,
hurricane) vs. slow and stealthy disasters
(e.g., marsh migration)

Living Shoreline Planting on Elliott’s Island
Photo Credit: Guy W. Willey, UMCES IAN
(ian.umces.edu/imagelibrary/)

• Those who will be impacted by marsh
migration first are often socioeconomically and politically
marginalized
Marsh Encroachment & abandonment on
Deal Island, Deal Island Peninsula

Case Study: New Revived United
Methodist Church
●

Smithville established ~1886

●

Thrived despite hardship

●

Methodist Church has
always been the spiritual
and organizational center

●

Economic changes led to
outmigration

●

Remains an important home
to the dispersed community

“You come back and you take care of it. And we do what we need to do in order to
preserve what our ancestors fought so hard for. It wasn’t easy for them. And if you
have a heart, and a soul, you understand that we cannot just let it go.”
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“Because this cemetery holds for us treasures of memories of those who are very
near and very dear to our hearts.”

Taking Action
●

Working to address for years
○
○
○
○

University studies & workshops
Local erosion group
Funding applications
Reaching out to elected officials,
the Governor’s office, etc.

●

Participating in our current project
with a county staff eager to be of
assistance

●

FINALLY - going forward with plans
to eradicate phragmites and bring
in some fill for low spots

This Shouldn’t Be So
Hard...
●

Community is eager and willing
to engage in climate change
discussions

BUT...
●
●
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Socially & politically marginalized
Located in rural, underfunded
county
● Regulations constrain their
options
● Valued community assets not
easily accommodated by
adaptation programs (e.g.
cemetery)

A Common Situation
●

Members of New
Revived UMC are not
alone in facing this
challenge

●

Much effort dedicated
to promoting marsh
migration

●

Similar effort is needed
to promote resilience
of rural human
communities

Mitchell 2016, Loss of Coastal Marshes to Sea Level Rise, Chesapeake Bay Program

Recommendation 1: Collaboratively
Work with Rural Communities
●

Benefits
○
○
○
○
○

●

Locals understand reality of
environmental changes
Managers and planners understand the
marsh-related challenges locals face
Builds trust and rapport
Creates opportunities to move past
conflict
Develops capacity for holistic planning
for social-ecological resilience
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Step 1: Community liaison in each
County
○ Paid position
○ Trained in working with diverse

stakeholders
○ Skilled at facilitation
○ Lives in and familiar with the County
Photo credit: Corina Paolisso, MD Sea Grant

Recommendation 2: Regulatory Flexibility
●

Regulations to protect water
quality and marshes constrain
actions to protect property

●

These rural properties are a
significant portion of people’s
wealth and have cultural and
spiritual significance

●

Regulatory exemptions may give
adaptive flexibility while still
promoting marsh resilience

Photo Credit: Elizabeth Van Dolah

By working toward
socio-ecological
resilience, we can
find a fair path
forward.
Thank you!

Jane Thomas, IAN UMCES (ian.umces.edu/imagelibrary/)
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