Virginia Beach Wants to Require Developers to Factor in Sea Level Rise for New Projects
by Peter Coutu
May 26, 2019: Virginia Beach – For city staff to approve upcoming projects, developers might soon have to plan for 3 feet of sea level rise, more intense rainfall, and higher groundwater levels. 
The more stringent standards would be an effort to protect new properties from the increasing risk of flooding in Virginia's largest city, as sea level rise is set to accelerate in the coming decades.  The changes are part of the city's proposed guidelines for future development, which have not been approved.
"Our goal, as engineers, is to prevent flooding," said Phil Pullen, the city engineer who is leading the effort.  "We're treading new waters here — no pun intended."
More, and better, information on a proposed development's stormwater management plan could help prevent costly mistakes that were made in the past, he said.  The often-cited example is Ashville Park, the Princess Anne subdivision that flooded badly during Hurricane Matthew in 2016 and will cost the city millions to fix. 
Now, officials want developers to provide more details before the city approves a plan.  Projects containing critical infrastructure — like hospitals — would need to plan for 3 feet of sea level rise, while other developments would be required to account for 1.5 feet, according to city documents.
A recent study showed 3 feet of sea level rise could happen between 2065 and 2085, costing Virginia Beach more than $300 million a year if no action is taken. 
Planning for rising waters would be a requirement for projects throughout the city, except for those in the 2nd drainage basin — a small sliver of land in northwest Virginia Beach that is adjacent to Norfolk and is not tidally influenced.  It drains west to Lake Taylor, Broad Creek and the Elizabeth River.
If the draft plan is passed, developers would also have to prepare for 20% more rainfall than the current National Oceanic and Atmospheric Administration data, the current benchmark that some argue is outdated.  "That's one of the things we're going to mandate," Pullen said. 
In addition, the standards would require developers to use the Environmental Protection Agency's software, instead of relying on their own tools. The EPA's technology can more accurately model where runoff would flow and the seasonal high groundwater — which Pullen cited as a reason Ashville Park flooded.
Pullen said he thought his office was on the cutting edge for these proposals.  Skip Stiles, the executive director of the local environmental group Wetlands Watch, largely agreed.  "The Virginia Beach stormwater folks, ever since the surprise we all experienced in (Hurricane) Matthew, have been doing some pretty cool stuff to get ahead of future flooding," he said.  "I think it's a pretty cool plan."
In some ways, the new requirements are formalizing standards that are already in practice.  Because they weren't codified, Pullen said it was more of a "negotiated thing" with developers.  Sometimes, the city faced pushback.  That was the case when the City Council in April 2018 denied Argos Properties' proposal to build 32 new homes on flood-prone land near the Municipal Center.  The company later sued the city, arguing the project was judged on standards that were inconsistent with existing regulations. The case was dismissed when a judge ruled the council could factor in sea level rise even if regulations were not codified.
The draft of the city's Public Works Design Standards Manual was published on May 1, kicking off a 60-day public comment phase.  So far, Pullen said he hasn't received any feedback.  But a public meeting will be held on June 13 to gather comments from the design and development community.
While Stiles doesn't believe any of the new requirements are unreasonable, he expects there will be some strong pushback, because construction costs could rise. 
Pullen said he doesn't know if all of the new stormwater requirements will ultimately pass, calling the process a negotiation with other city leaders and developers.  "We've set the bar pretty high.  Before it's all said and done, the council has to approve this, and there are a lot of politics that weigh into it," he said.  "The development community has a very strong word."
pilotonline.com/news/local/environment/article_77b5f87c-71ec-11e9-976c-0b4e867353bd.html
