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Abstract
Purpose – This study aims to combine information about sea level rise (SLR), the probability distribution of
storm surge, a flood damage function and the value of property by elevation along the coast of selected cities
to measure expected flood damage. The selected six cities all have nearby long-term tidal stations that can be
used to estimate the probability distribution of floods. The model is calibrated to each city. The study then
compares the cost of building higher seawalls today along the coast versus the benefit of each wall (the
reduction in expected flood damage).
Design/methodology/approach – The combination of coastal storms and SLR has led to extensive
flood damage across American cities. This study creates a simple generic model that evaluates whether
seawalls would be effective at addressing this flooding problem. The paper develops an approach that readily
measures the expected flood benefits and costs of alternative coastal seawalls. The approach takes account of
near term SLR and the probability distribution of storm surge. The model finds seawalls are effective only in
cities where many buildings are in the 25-year flood plain.
Findings – Cities with many buildings built on land below 2m in elevation (the 25-year flood plain) have
high expected flood damage from storms and SLR. Cities which already have many buildings in this flood
plain would benefit from seawalls. Assuming seawalls are built above the high tide line, the optimal wall
height that maximizes net benefits is between 0.9 to 1.2m. These relatively low seawalls block 70%–83% of
expected flood damage in these cities. Fair flood insurance is the least cost strategy for handling the
remaining damages that overtop the optimal seawalls.
Research limitations/implications – The analysis evaluates whether or not to build a seawall the
length of each city at high tide lines. However, the analysis also finds several long stretches of coast in two
cities where a wall is not warranted because there are few vulnerable buildings. Future analyses should
consider seawalls in more spatially detailed sections of each city. Each section could then be analyzed
independently. Whether or not more complex hydrodynamic models are needed to evaluate coastal resilience
planning should also be explored. Alternative solutions such as planned retreat and nature-based solutions
should be compared with seawalls in future studies as well.
Practical implications – Cities should be careful to avoid development in the 25-year flood plain because
of high expected flood damage. Cities that have low elevation areas subject to frequent flooding should
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consider seawalls to reduce frequent flooding. Because they are very costly and have low expected benefits,
high walls that can stop a one-hundred-year storm are generally not worth building.
Social implications – The analysis reveals that the most important factor determining the vulnerability
of cities along the eastern coastline of the USA is the number of buildings built below 2m in elevation (the 25-
year flood plain). Cities should use zoning to discourage further development in the 25-year flood plain. Cities
which already have many buildings in this flood plain would benefit from city-wide seawalls. Assuming these
walls are built at mean high-high tide, the optimal height of current seawalls should be relatively modest –
averaging about 0.9–1.2 m above ground. Using fair insurance for the remaining risk is less expensive than
building taller walls. In particular, the cost of seawalls that protect against a major hurricane surge are over
three times the expected benefit and should not be built. As decades pass and observed sea level progresses,
seawalls and the boundary of the 25-year flood plain should be reevaluated.
Originality/value – This paper develops a coastal flood model that combines SLR and the probability
distribution of storm surges with the value of property by elevation to estimate the expected damage from
storm surge. The model is relatively easy to calibrate making it a practical tool to guide city flood planning.
The authors illustrate what insights such a model gives about coastal resilience to flooding across six cities
along the Eastern US coastline.

Keywords Storms, Sea level rise, Coastal resilience, Seawalls

Paper type Research paper

1. Introduction
This paper examines whether or not seawalls are effective at reducing the damage from
storm surges along the Eastern coastal cities of the USA. It is well known that the damage
from coastal floods in the USA is quite high. The premiums being charged for federal flood
insurance are often not sufficient to pay for the outlays. After major storms, Congress is
frequently asked to supplement the revenues of the federal flood insurance program to cover
the cost of flood damage. Despite these high costs of annual flood damage, a very small
fraction of the US coastline is protected by any kind of manmade barrier. Climate change is
predicted to increase the rate of sea level rise (SLR) and to increase the intensity of storms
(Intergovernmental Panel on Climate Change [IPCC], 2021). This increases the urgency of
coastal barriers. This paper explores a model, based on available data, that can measure
whether seawalls would effectively reduce storm surge damage. The available data makes it
relatively easy to calibrate the model in different cities. We demonstrate the different results
one gets with these models across six coastal cities spread along the East Coast of the USA
(Dedekorkut-Howes et al., 2020).

Society has three choices of how it could react to SLR and increased flood risk: protect,
retreat or accommodate (Dedekorkut-Howes et al., 2020). This study does not examine
accommodation – such as raising buildings on stilts or building mangroves along
shorelines. However, prior economic studies have carefully examined whether to protect or
retreat (Yohe, 1991; Yohe et al., 1995,1996; Yohe and Schlesinger, 1998; Bosello et al., 2007;
Anthoff et al., 2010; Neumann et al., 2010; Tebaldi et al., 2012). These early studies assumed
SLR is a steady increase of mean sea level that gradually but permanently inundates coastal
properties forcing the coastline inward. These studies consistently found society should
protect urban coasts and retreat along rural coasts.

More recent studies have begun to take account of storms and SLR together in their
analysis of urban coastlines. These studies also revealed one should retreat in undeveloped
areas but protect urban coastlines. But most of these recent studies have simplified the risk
from storms by looking only at the one-hundred-year storm (Nicholls et al., 2008; Neumann
et al., 2015; Diaz, 2016). This effectively is a worst-case scenario analysis that takes a rare
event and simply asks what happens when that event occurs. This approach does not
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measure the expected benefit of flood protection, and so it is a poor tool for choosing what
surge protection to undertake.

Following the original suggestion by van Dantzig (1956), more recent economic studies
have begun to take into account of the probability distribution of storm surge and SLR
together (Mendelsohn et al., 2020a; Mendelsohn et al., 2020b). These examples use the entire
probability distribution of storm surges. The studies also use spatially detailed descriptions
of the coast that include the location, elevation and value of each vulnerable building. These
studies also find that retreat is the best option when there are few low-lying buildings to
protect. However, if there are sufficient vulnerable buildings per length of coastline,
protection becomes the best choice. Although accurate, house-by-house analyses are
expensive because they require extensive detailed data. They are consequently difficult to
deploy across a national, much less international coastline.

This paper explores using a more generic description of what is in harm’s way to develop a
tool that is easier to deploy everywhere. The model measures the vulnerability of cities using the
slope of the land near the coast, the elevation of the lowest lying buildings, the average density of
the city and the average building value. All of these measurements are relatively easy to acquire.
One feature of each city that themodel measures carefully is the length of the coastline. Coastlines
get longer, the more spatially refined the measurement (Mandelbrot, 1967). The length of the
coastline is critical because the cost of the wall is proportional to the length of the coast. Modern
geographic information system data sets make this measurement relatively easy to determine.
We rely on Google Earth Pro to capture the actual peninsulas, points, inlets, riverways and
wetlands of the coastline.

The most difficult task, however, is estimating the expected flood damage in each location.
This studymeasures the relative SLR and the probability distribution of flood surge from long-
standing tidal stations (National Oceanic and Atmospheric Administration [NOAA], 2021).
The elevation of the lowest buildings and the slope of the vulnerable land that may be flooded
are measured using satellite data from Google Earth Pro. Combined with the density and
average housing values of each city, this information provides an estimate of the vulnerable
building assets by elevation. Finally, a flood depth damage function is used to predict the
percent of building value damaged given the depth of flooding at each building. Combining all
of this information leads to an expected flood damage each year for each city depending on the
height of the potential wall (including having nowall at all).

Note that the flooding algorithm is a simplistic hydrological simulator based solely on
the height of the surge and elevation. It is important for future research to examine whether
more complicated hydrodynamic models would lead to substantially different economic
results. Note also that we are not considering whether to build walls in each segment of the
coastline of each city. We are hoping to address this more spatially detailed question in the
next version of this model.

2. Methodology
The study combines information about SLR, the probability distribution of storm surge, a
flood damage function and the value of property by elevation along the coast of selected
cities to measure expected flood damage. The model is then calibrated for six cities. The
study then compares the cost of building higher seawalls along the coast versus the benefit
of each wall (the reduction in expected flood damage).

The siting of the seawall is important for several reasons. A seawall exposed to active
waves tends to deteriorate quickly and requires more frequent maintenance. However, a
seawall built far into the interior leaves some buildings unprotected. We assume that the
seawall will be built at high tide (more precisely Mean-Higher-High Water [MHHW]). By

American
cities adapt to

coastal
flooding

481



building above normal wave action, the maintenance cost associated with maintaining these
walls is much lower. Building only above high tide lines also prevents seawalls from
isolating salt marshes from ocean access. The white line shown in Figure 1 shows where
each wall will be built. We also measure the nearest buildings to the coast. We use these
nearby building measurements to determine the elevation of these lowest buildings in each
city. The damage from coastal surges is very sensitive to the elevation of the lowest
buildings (Mendelsohn et al., 2020a; Mendelsohn et al., 2020b). Flood damage increases
nonlinearly as building elevation approaches MHHW because low elevation buildings are
flooded by more cumulative storms and because the flood damage at each building
increases proportionally with flood depth.

The analysis assumes walls should not be built in front of coastal wetlands, destroying the
wetlands by blocking needed tidal flows. The potential walls analyzed in this paper do not go
straight down the coast but rather weave inland around coastal wetlands and rivers. Even though
the analysis does not explicitly measure environmental costs, by siting the walls carefully, the
analysis hasminimized one of themost serious environmental consequences of historic seawalls.

For each case study, we use Google Earth Pro to measure the coastal perimeter. Figure 1
displays the map for Wilmington, North Carolina. The maps of the remaining cities are
shown in the Supplementary Materials. There are two continuous seawalls for Wilmington.
On the western edge of the city is the Cape Fear River and on the eastern edge of the city is
the Inland Waterway. Note the intricate pattern of the coast along the eastern edge of the
city. This detail increases the length of the wall because the coast is a fractal set
(Mandelbrot, 1967). For example, a straight-line distance along the water’s edge suggests the
coast inWilmington is 25 km long, but themeasured distance along the seawall is 49.4 km.

Figure 1.
Map of east andwest
potential seawalls in
Wilmington, NC
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2.1 Cost
The computation of the cost of hardened structures (which we will call “walls”) follows the
literature (Yohe et al., 1995). The cost of constructing the wall rises with the volume of
the wall. Coastal walls tend to have a triangular shape because the base must get wider as
the wall gets taller to prevent it from falling over. The cost of walls, therefore, rise with the
square of the height (H) times the length (L) of the wall. Following Yohe et al. (1995) but
using updated estimates of Aerts (2018), the construction cost is estimated to be:

Construction Cost ¼ 5200 H2L (1)

A coastal wall is expected to last 30 years after which it will have to be replaced (Aerts,
2018). The maintenance cost over the lifetime of the wall is the present value of annual
maintenance for 30 years. Annual maintenance is expected to be 0.5% of construction cost
per year (Aerts, 2018). The interest rate used in this analysis is the current municipal bond
rate, 2.5% (United States Treasury Department, 2019), which reflects the long-term interest
rate that local towns and counties would face to finance these projects. Given these
assumptions, the present value of maintenance is equal to 11% of construction costs. The
present value of total cost (TC) of each wall (H) is, therefore:

TC H : Lð Þ ¼ 1:11 � 5200 H2L (2)

2.2 Expected flood damage
We examine the area of land in each city that is protected by a wall of length, L, along
coastal waterways. We assume that the wall is built at MHHW so that it lies just above
normal tides. We want to explore the cost and benefit of walls of different heights, H.
Because the wall is built atMHHW, the elevation of the top of the wall is H þ MHHW. We
assume the wall will prevent all floods below the elevation of the top of the wall.

We calculate the ground elevation of the closest buildings to the water, emin, in each city.
These lowest buildings are the first to be damaged. We also measure the slope, a, of the land
near the shore. Given that the wall is built at MHHW, the elevation, e, of the land at each
distance, d, from the wall is e(d) = adþMHHW.

We rely on a flood damage function, Di(h, d: a, V) per building that assumes the fraction
of damage to a building of value, V, rises proportionally with flood depth (Federal Insurance
Administration, 1974). The flood damage to each building, Di, is proportional to the flood
depth: (h�ad) and the value of that building,V:

Di h; d;a;Vð Þ ¼ h� ad þ 1ð Þ=8 � V (3)

The damage function assumes damage begins when the flood reaches 1m below ground
and is equal to 100% of the building value when the flood depth reaches 7m. At 7m, the
building is assumed to be destroyed, and there is no additional damage to the building from
additional flooding. We double this building damage to take account of the remaining
damage from flooding (de Moel et al., 2013). These other damages are roughly proportional
to building damage and include damage to infrastructure, emergency services and cleanup.

The number of buildings at each slice of distance, Dd, depends on the area DdL times the
density of buildings, h. The damageD(h,d) from a surge of h at each distance d is:
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D h; d : a;V ;L; hð Þ ¼ h� ad þ 1
8

V

� �
hLDd (4)

The total damage,AD(h), from each surge of height h is the summation from emin/a to (hþ 1)/a:

AD hð Þ ¼
ð hþ1ð Þ=a

emin=a

h� ad þ 1
8

V

� �
hLDd (5)

AD hð Þ ¼ hLV
16a

hþ 1� eminð Þ2 (6)

To assess expected outcomes, we need to measure the probability of surges of different
heights. We estimate the probability distribution of surges at each city using the maximum
annual tidal data from each station and a generalized extreme value function:

F h : m; s; kð Þ ¼ exp � 1þ k
h� mð Þ
s

� ��1
k

( )
(7)

where m is the location parameter (mean height), s is the scale parameter and k is the shape
parameter. Figure 2 displays the probability distribution of surges in each city. Bridgeport
has the highest surges of all the cities because of the narrowing effects of Long Island
Sound, whereas Norfolk andWilmington have the lowest surges because they are somewhat
protected from surges by their locations.

Figure 2.
Probability
distribution of surges
by city
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Given the probability distribution of surges, Pr(h), the expected annual damage of flooding
with no protection is:

E AD hð Þ½ � ¼
ð1
emin

Pr hð ÞAD hð Þdh (8)

2.3 Benefits of walls
The benefit of walls is that they block surges below the elevation of the top of the wall. The
elevation of the top of a wall of height H built on land of elevationMHHW isMHHW þ H.
The total expected benefit E[B(H)] of a wall of height H is the sum of the flood damages
eliminated from all surges belowHþMHHW.

E B Hð Þ½ � ¼
ðHþMHHW

emin

Pr hð ÞAD hð Þdh (9)

There remains a flood risk from surges that go over the top of the wall. The expected value
of this residual damage, E[RD(H)], with the wall is:

E RD Hð Þ½ � ¼
ð1
HþMHHW

Pr hð ÞAD hð Þdh (10)

Because the wall will last for 30 years, we must calculate the flood benefits for the lifetime of
the wall. We take account of SLR by increasing the height of every surge by the amount
relative sea level increases each year. A surge of initial height h would, therefore, have a
height of h þ SLR the next year and h þ tSLR in year t. We rely on National Oceanic and
Atmospheric Administration (NOAA) (2022) estimates of the relative SLR at all six sites,
which are also reported in Table 1. Relative SLR varies slightly from place to place from 2–
5mm/year as the ocean rises but also as land subsides. Figure 3 shows the observed rate of
SLR in Bridgeport over time. However, projections of SLR into the far future suggest that
SLR rates will likely increase (IPCC, 2021). The corresponding SLR figures for the remaining
sites are in the SupplementaryMaterials.

We calculate the present value of the benefits, TB(H), over the lifetime of the wall, which
we assume is 30 years using a discount rate of r equal to the current municipal bond rating
of 2.5% (United States Treasury Department, 2019).

TB Hð Þ ¼
ð30
0

ðHþMHHW

emin

Pr hð ÞAD h;SLRð Þdh
( )

e�rtdt (11)

2.4 Cost-benefit analysis
The cost-benefit analysis examines the present value of cost [equation (2)] and the present
value of expected benefits [equation (11)]. The net benefit of the wall is the difference
between the present value of benefits minus costs, TB(H) � TC(H). The wall height, H,
that maximizes net benefits is the preferred choice, but the model calculates the net
benefits for all relevant wall heights. When the preferred choice of wall height is 0,
the model is suggesting no wall be built. That is, the cost of all walls is higher than the
benefit.
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Physical flood
parameters by city

IJCCSM
15,4

486



2.5 Study area
The six cities studied were chosen because they are proximate to a long-standing NOAA
tidal station. The nearby tidal station is helpful because it allows an accurate measurement
of both local relative SLR and the probability distribution of surge heights. Bridgeport,
Norfolk and Wilmington were modeled using the formal city limits. Only the historic island
is modeled for Charleston. For Middletown Township and Jacksonville, we added coastal
towns between the city limits and the Atlantic Ocean.

There are a few long sections in Middletown and Jacksonville where a wall is likely not
needed because there are almost no buildings in these sections. We consequently explore
including and excluding these large sections in the analysis. The potential excluded
segments in Middletown include a long thin barrier island (Sandy Hook) with few buildings
and a high elevation section along the Navesink River’s edge. The excluded section in
Jacksonville is the western edge of the Intracoastal Waterway from Palm Valley Road to
Pablo Creek. We evaluate both cities with andwithout these additional walls.

3. Results
3.1 Flooding parameters of each city
Table 1 presents some basic physical facts related to coastal flooding in each city. The
length of the coastline of each city is quite different. Jacksonville is much larger than the
other cities in the sample and Jacksonville has more coastal rivers running through it, giving
it a much longer coastline. Provided there is constant density, both the benefit and the cost
of the wall is proportional to length. However, Middletown and Jacksonville have long
sections of coast which would be costly to protect with virtually no buildings at risk. We
present two cases for these cities, with andwithout these extra coastlines being considered.

Table 1 also presents the density of housing and the average value of housing. We
assume that the damage to buildings is about one-half of all flood damage (de Moel et al.,
2013). The remaining damage is likely proportional to density and includes damage to
infrastructure, emergency services and cleanup. As the value of what is in harm’s way rises,
the benefit of protection rises proportionally. Table 1 also presents the ground elevation of
the lowest buildings in each city. Note that Wilmington, Jacksonville and Middletown have
more low elevation buildings. Damage rises more than proportionally at lower elevations, so
cities with many low-lying buildings have higher expected flood damage.

Figure 3.
Relative sea level

trend at Bridgeport,
CT
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Table 1 also presents an important initial result, the calculation of expected damage if no
walls are built. The present value of expected flood damage is larger the longer the length of
the vulnerable coastline. So, Jacksonville has the largest expected damage because of its
exceptional coastal length.

However, the key factor that determines whether or not to build seawalls depends on the
expected flood damage per unit of length. If the expected flood damage per unit of length is
high (low), it generally does (does not) make sense to build seawalls. However, expected
damage per unit of length is larger for cities with many buildings at low elevations. The
expected damage per length for Wilmington, Jacksonville and Middletown are relatively
high, between $10 and $14m per km, because they have many buildings at lower than 2m in
elevation. In contrast, buildings in Bridgeport, Norfolk and Charleston are mostly built at
elevations well above 2m, and so these cities have low expected damages of $0.3 to $1.4m
per km. The fact that Middletown, Wilmington and Jacksonville all allowed buildings to be
built at low elevations along the coast has led them to be more vulnerable to coastal
flooding. Coastal flood damage to buildings occurs on ground below 4m (12 feet) in
elevation, but the damage per building really escalates for buildings on ground lower than
2m (seven feet) in elevation. This is the 25-year floodplain. Buildings in the 25-year flood
plain are highly vulnerable to flooding.

3.2 Optimal seawall height
The focus of this analysis is upon building seawalls to protect against flood damage. The
value of the seawalls depends upon the benefit of the wall, TB(H) minus the cost, TC(H).
With three of the cities, the optimal height of the wall is zero. For Bridgeport, Norfolk and
Charleston, the cost of the city-wide wall exceeds the benefit of the wall for every possible
height. City-wide seawalls do not make sense in these cities because they have few, if any
buildings, in the 25-year flood plain.

However, the net benefit is positive for city-wide walls in Wilmington and Jacksonville.
Both have enough vulnerable low-lying buildings that the benefit of a seawall exceeds the
cost. Table 2 presents the effects of a wall of optimal height that maximizes net benefits. One
interesting result is that the optimal height of city-wide seawalls is relatively low, ranging
from 0.9 to 1.2m above ground. Nonetheless, the wall blocks a high fraction of expected
damage. The optimal-height seawall blocks 70% of the damage in Middletown, 83% of the
damage inWilmington and 79% of the expected damage in Jacksonville.

3.3 Optimal seawall length
Another experiment conducted in Middletown and Jacksonville was to identify whether a
coastal wall was needed for the entire city. Middletown has two sections with relatively few

Table 2.
Net benefit of optimal
height walls

City Height (m) Cost (Million $) Benefit (Million $) Net benefit (Million $) Benefit/cost

Middletown* 1.20 336 403 67 1.2
Middletown all 1.00 507 246 �261 0.5
Wilmington 0.92 240 480 240 2.0
Jacksonville* 0.89 1,946 3,470 1,524 1.8
Jacksonville all 0.87 2,116 3,379 1,263 1.6

Notes: All costs and benefits are present values for the lifetime (30 years) of the wall. *These estimates
assume walls were not built along extensive sections of the city where there were few vulnerable buildings
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vulnerable buildings. The barrier island (Sandy Hook) has few buildings, and a long stretch
of the Navesink River has steep embankments. Dropping these two sections reveals that the
rest of Middletown, the entire mainland coastline along the Atlantic Ocean, should be
protected by a seawall. In Jacksonville, the western edge of the Intercoastal Waterway has
virtually no buildings nearby. No wall should be built along this section. When this wall
is removed from the analysis, the remaining city-wide wall is more effective. The cost goes
down because the length is shortened and yet the benefits hardly change. The net benefits
are higher with the shorter length wall, and the benefit/cost ratios improve as well. The
results suggest one can improve over a uniform city-wide wall by dropping walls in sections
with few buildings at risk.

3.4 Future sea level rise
The analysis assumes that historic rates of SLR continue for the next 30 years, but it does
not take account of forecasts of faster future rates of SLR. But climate change may well
increase near term SLR from 3 to 4mm/year (IPCC, 2021). We conduct a sensitivity analysis
by increasing the relative rate of SLR by 1mm/year above the historic relative rate for each
city. With the higher SLR and the ineffective walls removed, we reexamine the economics of
the seawall for all six cities. Bridgeport, Norwalk and Charleston still do not currently need
seawalls even with the faster SLR. The seawall is slightly more beneficial in Middletown,
Wilmington and Jacksonville. The optimal height of the seawall increases 1 cm and the net
benefit of the seawall increases by $11m in Middletown, $48m in Wilmington and $5m in
Jacksonville. The optimal height and the net benefits of a seawall increase as future rates of
SLR rise, but the near-term change is relatively small. In the long run, however, these
changes can become quite large.

3.5 Hurricane seawalls
Of course, it is physically possible to build seawalls that are higher than the optimal-height
wall. The US Corps of Engineers, US Department of Homeland Security (FEMA) and the
National Flood Insurance Program all encourage the top of seawalls to be 12 ft in elevation
(3.66m) which is enough to stop the surge of most hurricanes. Table 3 presents the cost and
benefit of this much higher wall. The TC of these tall walls far outweighs the expected flood
benefit. The tall walls make the flooding problem worse, not better. None of these tall walls
should be built. One needs several billions of dollars of vulnerable buildings for each km of
wall to justify tall walls. Given how rare major hurricanes are, the expected additional flood
damage avoided by these taller walls is not worth the additional cost. The additional cost of
these tall walls is between 9 to 25 times the expected additional damage avoided. In other
words, the taller walls cost 9 to 25 times the cost of simply relying on fair insurance. It is far
cheaper to build an optimal height wall and rely on fair insurance to cover the residual
damage than to build these massive 12-foot seawalls.

Table 3.
Net benefit when the
top of the wall is 12

feet in elevation

City Cost (Million $) Benefit (Million $) Net benefit (Million $)

Middletown* 1,987 578 �1,410
Wilmington 2,590 571 �2,019
Jacksonville* 19,797 4,287 �15,510

Note: Height relative to ground (MHHW). *These estimates assume walls were not built along extensive
sections of the city where there were few vulnerable buildings
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4. Discussion
This analysis examines whether coastal cities should protect their coastlines with walls,
how these walls should be sited and how high these walls should be. The analysis reveals
that there are undeveloped shorelines even within cities. These coastlines should not be
protected with walls. But how exactly should these unprotected coasts be managed? Should
cities simply retreat from these coasts as the ocean rises or should they try to accommodate
the changes? Accommodation and retreat options within urban areas should be studied
further.

A major drawback of this generic analysis is that it examines a city-wide wall. A simple
experiment identified some walls in Middletown and Jacksonville that protected only a few
buildings. Dropping these sections of wall improved the economics of the city-wide walls.
Previous studies suggest that analysis of more spatially detailed segments of walls is
worthwhile (Mendelsohn et al., 2020a; Mendelsohn et al., 2020b). An important extension of
this research involves asking more spatially detailed questions. What walls make the most
sense for each neighborhood?

There are also some natural science issues that the study raises. Would the results
change if one used more complicated dynamic hydrological models to model flooding?
How carefully do we need to measure the precise elevation and location of buildings?
What are the flood damages associated with floods of various depths and buildings of
various types?

Finally, how should coastal defense develop as climate change proceeds. This study
examines the immediate question of whether or not to defend coastlines right now. But as
sea level progresses and storms possibly evolve, how does that change future decisions to
protect? How should coastal resilience change as climate change progresses?

5. Conclusion
The analysis reveals how to calculate the expected cost and benefit of seawalls using
available data. The model is calibrated to six cities along the US coastline to illustrate its
flexibility and insights. One innovation of the study is to site walls so that they circle coastal
streams, rivers and wetlands, rather than abruptly cutting them off from the ocean. This
protects wetlands and allows rivers to remain unimpeded, but it also makes the length of the
coastline and, therefore, the length of the seawall considerably longer.

Another innovation of the analysis is that expected flooding is a function of the entire
probability distribution of surges. This reveals that a large fraction of the expected storm
damage in highly vulnerable cities comes from frequent storms and not the more
catastrophic but rare major hurricane. This implies that relatively low walls (0.9–1.2 m
above ground) that eliminate the effect of common surges are highly effective in these
vulnerable cities. These low walls eliminated 70%–83% of the expected flood damage in
each city.

In none of the six cities studied, did it make any sense to build a seawall high enough to
prevent surge damage from a major hurricane. Twelve-foot seawalls, promoted by the Corps
of Engineers, Homeland Security and the National Flood Insurance Program, are a
maladaptation. The tall walls eliminate a relatively small amount of expected damage by
spending 10 to 20 times more on a tall wall.

The study also revealed that the cities (Middletown, NJ; Wilmington, NC; and
Jacksonville, FL) that allowed buildings at low elevation, all had very high expected damage
per unit of coastline length. The low elevation buildings have very high expected annual
flood damage because even common surges cause damage. The results suggest that cities
should be more careful about allowing development in the 25-year flood plain.
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The purpose of this paper is to illustrate a model that could be applied to study seawalls
in urban settings along the East Coast of the USA. We show the model works for six cities
spread along that coastline. The model could readily be adopted along the West Coast as
well. A more challenging question involves calibrating the model for cities around the world.
The geographic data required to calibrate the model is available for most coastal cities.
Economic data about housing density and value should also be available for coastal cities,
but the spatial detail of this data is likely limited. Long-standing tidal stations may not be
available everywhere, so future research is needed to determine the probability distribution
of surges across all coastal cities. Cities need to understand where to site seawalls and how
tall they should be to get the most benefit from this particular coastal resilience tool.
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