
LOCAL WETLANDS ORDINANCE 
LISTENING SESSION:  
SEA LEVEL RISE 
Boston Conservation Commission  
June 5, 2013 



Why do we need a Local Wetlands 
Ordinance? 
• Protect more resource areas 
• Protect existing resource areas to a greater degree 
• Consider how future conditions will affect resource areas 

Presenter
Presentation Notes
Con Com currently implements the Massachusetts Wetlands Protection Act, which was passed in 1972.  

http://www.google.com/url?sa=i&rct=j&q=&esrc=s&frm=1&source=images&cd=&cad=rja&docid=H6c3fr0svRIp5M&tbnid=A_TYCAOsV8qOmM:&ved=0CAUQjRw&url=http://www.bio.umass.edu/biology/conn.river/vernal.html&ei=ZGSmUY0BjI2uB4DLgJgK&bvm=bv.47244034,d.bmk&psig=AFQjCNGa6LBgUoNQmREwFMAd__VIzot07A&ust=1369945549695152


Why do we need a Local Wetlands 
Ordinance? 
• More than half of the 351 cities and towns in MA already 

have a LWO. 

 

• Of the 78 
municipalities 
in the Coastal 
Zone, Boston is 
1 of only 6 that 
does not 
already have a 
LWO. 

Presenter
Presentation Notes
Coastal municipalities in particular can benefit from a Local Wetlands Ordinance that is tailored to specific conditions.



What is happening? 
• Between the last ice age and a few decades ago, the rate of 

sea level rise (SLR) had been on average 10” per century. 
• The rate of SLR has been increasing, and is expected to 

increase globally between 0.2 and 2.0 meters (8” – 80”) per 
century. 

 

NOAA 2012 report 
“Global Sea Level Rise 
Scenarios for the 
United States National 
Climate Assessment” 

Presenter
Presentation Notes
The wetland-related condition that is most pressing in Boston right now is Sea Level Rise.
There is currently no coordinated, interagency effort in the US to identify agreed upon global mean SLR estimates for the purpose of coastal planning, policy and management.
No widely accepted method is currently available for producing probabalistic projections of sea level rise at regional and local scales.
This NOAA model based on four estimates of global SLR by 2100 that reflect different degrees of ocean warming and ice sheet loss.
Lowest: linear extrapolation of current conditions
Intermediate-Low: projection based on only ocean warming and an increase in global temperature of up to 1.8 C by 2100
Intermediate-High: ocean warming and some ice sheet melting
Highest: ocean warming and maximum ice sheet melting
None of these scenarios consider other factors such as changing ocean dynamics, or the release of undersea methane because no one has figured out how to model these yet.  



How do we know what to plan for? 
• We should act on the best scientific consensus about sea 

level rise, as it exists today, knowing that forecasts will 
shift as each decade validates or causes modifications to 
our projections.  
 

Ranges of Projected Sea 
Level Rise by 2100 

NOAA 
(2012) 

Presenter
Presentation Notes
At this stage, the greatest uncertainty surrounding estimates of future global SLR is the rate and magnitude of ice sheet loss, primarily from Greenland and West Antarctica.



How do we know what to plan for? 
• In Boston, SLR may reach 4.5 - 7 feet by 2100,                                                                              

and continue to rise for several hundred more years. 
 

In about 80-90 
years... 

Presenter
Presentation Notes
The rate of sea level rise actually varies by location. Northeastern North America will experience rates of sea level rise that are greater than the global rate due to local factors such as subsidence and ocean dynamics.

Although we can’t make precise predictions of exactly when the sea will rise to a specific level, we know for certain that it will rise, and that we must be prepared.

Pink is “Major Flood Stage”



How will this impact Boston? 
• Daily tidal inundation of low lying areas 

 

High Tide at Long Wharf 
November 2011 

Presenter
Presentation Notes
In armored areas (areas with sea walls or rock revetments), this could affect water quality and cause debris pollution
In natural, unarmored areas, this could disrupt wildlife habitat & fisheries, plant habitat





How will this impact Boston? 
• Significant coastal flooding of inland areas with storm 

events and associated storm surge 
 

UMass Harborwalk & Fort Point Channel during Superstorm Sandy, October 2012 

Presenter
Presentation Notes
These more forceful events can also cause water pollution and damage to wetland resource areas




How will this impact Boston? 
• Significant Erosion 

 
Columbia Point Shoreline Erosion Coastal Beach Erosion at Day Boulevard 

Presenter
Presentation Notes
Increased wave and tidal activity will cause significant erosion.
In these types of conditions Wetland Resource Areas play a role in:
Protection of wildlife habitat
Wetlands provide habitat connections and allow migration. The presence of these corridors prevents small populations from becoming isolated (or…Rising sea levels will destroy habitat connections and impede migration. Small populations may become isolated and die out).
Recreation 
Activities that take place along the water’s edge (hiking, birding, fishing) may be impeded by the loss of land to the sea.




How will this impact Boston? 

Developing tidal marsh at Bayswater Street 
Urban Wild 

• Landward migration of wetland resource areas  
 

Wood Island Bay Marsh  

Presenter
Presentation Notes
Wetlands like these are important for:
Flood control
Wetlands attenuate flooding by slowing & storing floodwaters
Storm damage prevention
Wetlands provide buffers against damage from offshore storms & excessively high tide. If they are inundated they can’t do their job.
Wetland Plant Habitat
These areas will be permanently affected by inundation, again, especially if they are prevented from migrating upland due to armoring.
Salt marshes in particular are important because they provide a primary food source in the marine food web. They are spawning and nursery grounds for many pecies of fish. They are habitat for crustaceans, mollusks & worms. They are feeding grounds for birds and mammals. The roots of many marsh plants absorb nitrogen, phosphorus, pollutants, heavy metals and hydrocarbons, and this function is essential to water quality.  
Aesthetics
Salt marsh, beach, and riverfront landscapes may be permanently altered by SLR, especially if they are prevented from migrating upland due to armoring.
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How will this impact Boston? 
• Permanent loss of land 

 

      

Presenter
Presentation Notes
In addition to the economic and habitat impacts of land loss, the interest of Historic and Cultural Values is also affected.
Land lost to SLR, especially land on the Harbor Islands, will no longer be available for research & education purposes.




Planning ahead… 
• Technology will allow us to more and more accurately 

predict the areas at risk of flooding and storm surge 
resulting from SLR years before they are actually impacted.  

• This means we have some time to plan, prepare and adapt. 

• We do not need to panic, but we do need to act now. 
 



How can we protect resources as sea 
level rises? 
• Delineate 

future “Land 
Subject to 
Coastal Storm 
Flowage” 
instead of 
relying solely 
on maps of 
past storms. 
 

FEMA Special Flood Hazard Zone, aka LSCSF 

Current FEMA Floodplain Potential future storm flooding with SLR 

Presenter
Presentation Notes
This map shows an additional 5 feet of water (current 100 year storm at spring tide w/ 5 ft of storm surge) and 7.5 feet of water (100 year storm at spring tide w/ 5 ft storm surge + 2.5’ SLR)




How can we protect resources as sea 
level rises? 
• Create Performance Standards for Projects in LSCSF 

• Require buildings & structures to demonstrate an ability to function 
in an environment with higher sea levels without causing damage 
to wetland resource areas 

 

Flood vents allow water to flow 
through buildings, reducing 
waterborne debris. 

Sanitary sewer backflow devices 
prevents contaminated water 
from flowing back into 
basements, protecting water 
quality. 

The Spaulding Rehab Hospital was built high 
above the floodplain with the mechanical suite on 
the roof. This reduces pollution and contamination 
caused by storm surges. 

Presenter
Presentation Notes
In un-armored areas: 
Reduce shoreline & coastal zone riparian development to allow migration of habitats landward in response to climate change.
Maintain migration corridors for various animal species.
Discourage or prohibit the erection of new engineered structures

In armored areas:  
Condition projects in areas that are not currently resource areas, but will become so as a result of SLR, in order to protect the interests of the WPA & Local Wetlands Ordinance.
Ensure that proposed projects will not contribute to water contamination (fuel, chemicals, sewage) or debris pollution when inundated, and will not damage wetland resource areas (e.g. causing scour & erosion, causing floodwaters to migrate to other sensitive land) 
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Next Steps 
• Additional Listening Sessions: 

• June 19th 
• July 10th 

• Steering Committee will submit Guiding Principles for the 
Local Wetlands Ordinance to the Conservation 
Commission 

• The Commission will endorse them and submit them to 
Mayor Menino 

• The Mayor will direct staff to draft the ordinance 
• The Mayor will submit the ordinance to City Council 
• City Council will hold a public hearing 

Presenter
Presentation Notes
At upcoming meetings we’ll discuss more details about how we can protect resources.



Questions & Concerns… 

http://www.cityofboston.gov/environment/Conservation/wetlands.asp 
 

stephanie.kruel@cityofboston.gov 

http://www.cityofboston.gov/environment/Conservation/wetlands.asp
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