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Frequently Asked Questions (FAQ) on
Sea Level Rise and the California Coastal Commission

Why are we concerned about sea level rise in California?

Sea level rise will affect natural processes along California’s coastline, intensifying hazards such as
erosion and flooding. The potential impacts are not only environmental but also social and economic,
threatening homes, beaches, public access, roads, and other public infrastructure. Environmental
justice communities are particularly vulnerable, often lacking the resources to adapt to climate change
and sea level rise.

How fast are seas rising in California?

There is uncertainty when it comes to predicting exactly how much sea level will rise in the future.
However, experts agree that sea level rise is accelerating and that sea levels in California are likely to
rise by at least a foot and a half by 2100. That’s enough to significantly exacerbate flooding along
beaches and coasts and in low-lying areas such as Eureka, San Francisco Bay, and Huntington
Beach, and to increase shoreline and bluff erosion throughout the State. However, the situation could
be much worse if we collectively fail to curb greenhouse gas emissions. The State’s high-end forecast
exceeds six feet of sea level rise by 2100. Under this scenario, entire coastal areas could be
permanently submerged.

What is the Coastal Commission doing about sea level rise in California?

The Commission supports a coordinated effort to adapt to rising seas, working with a variety of
stakeholders to support research and guidance to complete adaptation planning efforts, and to
ensure that projects are designed with sea level rise in mind. Notably, the agency has provided over
$24 million in grants to local governments since 2013 to help assess vulnerabilities and develop
adaptation strategies, with an emphasis on addressing the needs of environmental justice
communities. To help guide these efforts, as well as inform future decisions around new development
along the coast, the agency continues to update its statewide Sea Level Rise Policy Guidance and
provide other resources for sea level rise planning.

What are our options for dealing with sea level rise in California?

Adaptation strategies generally fall into three main categories: accommodate, protect, and retreat.
Choosing to “do nothing” or following a policy of “non-intervention” may be considered an adaptive
response, but is likely to put people and property in harm’s way, resulting in significant costs. In most
cases, strategies for addressing sea level rise hazards will require proactive planning.
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The type of strategy best suited for any location will vary based on a wide variety of factors, and in
practice, communities will need to use multiple strategies from each of these categories throughout
coastal areas and over time.

Accommodate: These strategies focus on modifying existing or designing new developments to
decrease risks associated with sea level rise. Actions include everything from elevating homes, to
using materials less susceptible to wave impacts and flooding, to building temporary structures that
can be easily relocated.

Protect: These strategies often use physical barriers, such as sea walls, revetments, bulkheads, or
nature-based alternatives to prevent ocean waters from damaging structures or areas behind them.
While the use of boulders and concrete walls can protect coastal structures, such “hard armoring”
stops shorelines from naturally eroding, which means that public beaches will be squeezed out and
eventually lost as rising tides swallow the coastline. Nature-based alternatives include using natural
elements such as beach replenishment, dune restoration, or wetland enhancement to provide
protection, as well as other co-benefits like enhanced habitat value or public access opportunities.

Retreat: Perhaps the most long-term strategy is to relocate or remove existing development in
hazardous seaside areas. Government acquisition and buy-out programs can help facilitate orderly
retreat, while proactive land use planning can discourage building in these dangerous locations
altogether.

What does sea level rise have to do with environmental justice?

Vulnerable communities experience heightened risk and increased sensitivity to climate change
impacts and have less capacity and fewer resources to cope, adapt, and recover from climate change
impacts. For example, low-income residents who reside in low-lying communities in the coastal zone
have fewer financial resources to protect against and recover from flood damage, property loss,
and/or exposure to contaminants as sea levels rise.

Similarly, the impacts of sea level rise on beaches, wetlands, and public accessways — areas often
available to the public for little or no cost — will disproportionately impact environmental justice
communities who cannot afford to live near the coast and/or were forcibly restricted from living in
coastal areas due to historic discriminatory public policies and land use practices.

Tribal communities are also particularly vulnerable to sea level rise. Many tribes hold a historical and
cultural connection to specific regions and locations and, therefore, cannot easily relocate. The loss of
coastal habitats like beaches, dunes, and wetlands deprives them of cultural and ancestral lands,
eroding ties to heritage and traditional practices essential to their way of life.
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What are the latest updates to the Sea Level Rise Policy Guidance?

Recent updates to the Commission’s Sea Level Rise Policy Guidance address three main topic
areas: 1) evolving best available science, consistent with the Ocean Protection Council’s State Sea
Level Rise Guidance update (2024); 2) integration of environmental justice principles and planning
considerations related to sea level rise; and 3) guidelines related to Senate Bill 272 (Laird, 2023),
which requires local governments to incorporate sea level rise plans as part of new or updated Local
Coastal Programs. The Update was introduced at the August Commission meeting (focusing on
science and SB 272 updates) and the September Commission meeting (focusing on the
environmental justice updates). It was unanimously adopted by the Commission at the November

meeting.

What is the California Coastal Commission?

The Coastal Commission is a state government agency that protects and enhances California’s coast
and ocean for present and future generations. The Commission does this through careful planning
and regulation of development to protect the environment and public coastal access. Agency staff
makes recommendations to the Commissioners, who take a final vote. To learn more about the
Commission, visit the website.

How can | participate or learn more?

= The Commission’s Sea Level Rise website and Environmental Justice website include more
information and resources on these topics.

= Review the Commission’s staff report on the 2024 updates to the Sea Level Rise Policy Guidance.

= Comments or questions about the Update can be emailed to StatewidePlanning@coastal.ca.gov.

= Public comments are welcomed at Commission hearings. See the schedule here. For more
information on how to give public comment, see the Commission’s Public Participation Procedures
in English or Spanish.

= For general questions, contact Joshua Smith, Public Information Officer at
Joshua.Smith@-coastal.ca.gov.
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