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Protecting people and economies

• $267 BILLION in 
U.S. storm damage 
is prevented by 
coastal wetlands 
every single year

• nearly 75% of 
commercially 
harvested fish and 
shellfish depend 
on tidal wetlands 
during key stages 
of their life cycles



An opportunity: coastal wetland migration

Coastal wetland migration 
pathway: area of upland 

habitat where coastal 
wetlands are projected to 
migrate under a given sea 

level rise scenario

Coastal wetland pathway 
protection: protecting 

wetland migration 
pathways through land 

acquisition, conservation 
easements, planning or 

zoning changes, or 
regulatory measures 



Translates real, on-the-ground project experiences from six 
Reserves along the East coast (NH, RI, NJ, NC, SC, FL)



The term tidal wetlands 
encompasses salt, brackish, and 
fresh-tidal wetlands, mangroves, 

and vegetated shallows



• Sea level rise and 
storm events

• Slope of adjacent 
upland

• Type of adjacent 
upland (physical 
barriers/land use, land 
type)

• Physical, chemical, 
biological properties of 
adjacent upland soil

Drivers of wetland migration



Landward migration

Erosion & loss

Seaward gain 

Sea level rise

Figure adapted from Mitchell et al., 2017

Vertical elevation



Migration into lawn (Portsmouth, RI)

Migration into coastal forest (Madison, CT)
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As sea levels rise and 
storms grow stronger, 
tidal wetlands must 
move inland to persist- 
or disappear altogether.

Ensuring space for this 
migration, while 
balancing the needs of 
nearby communities, is a 
growing challenge along 
the East coast and 
around the United States.



Assess

• Who works with marsh 
migration in your region? 

• Is migration corridor 
protection a good fit for 
your organization? 

• What are your goals?
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Plan

• Given your goals, 
who will you work 
with? 

• Where will you 
focus your work? 

• What information 
do you need to 
make progress 
toward your goals? 

• How will you 
engage partners 
and stakeholders?



Design

• What opportunities 
exist for marsh 
migration in your 
focus area?

• How will you 
evaluate them? 

• Which projects rise 
to the top, and why?



Implement

• Which of your priority 
projects are ready to 
move forward? 

• What’s needed to 
take action? 

• How can you prepare 
to act quickly when 
opportunities arise?



Coastal wetland migration in context:
Sapowet Marsh, Tiverton RI

• Agricultural field adjacent to 
salt marsh; leased by DEM for 
agriculture until 2017

• Signs of degraded marsh: 
impounded water, vegetation 
die off, changing to open water

• Secured funding for marsh 
migration facilitation and tidal 
hydrology restoration from 
2018-2019

Wenley Ferguson, Save The Bay



Action: seeded field with a mix 
of native grasses and forbes
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Action: removed artificial berms



While there are management techniques that 
may help some existing wetlands…



… there is a vital need to protect pathways for 
wetlands to migrate upslope...



… by engaging those who make land protection 
and regulatory decisions



Making way for wetlands

• Proactive planning today directly reduces future disaster costs and 
protects critical ecosystems

• Learn more at www.nerra.org/wetland-toolkit/wetland-migration-
guide/ 

Thank you! Questions?
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