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Abstract

A tale of two cities: Annapolis and St. Augustine balancing
preservation and community values in an era of rising seas

Annapolis, Maryland, and St. Augustine, Florida, are colonial cities on the East Coast of the United States with
national historic landmark designations recognizing the strong blends of natural and cultural resources that make
each community unique. Annapolis faces nuisance flooding that is challenging the above-ground resources and
the natural settings and cultural frameworks that support and enhance them. St. Augustine has witnessed dozens
of hurricanes and frequent coastal flooding, impacting the delicate balance of natural and cultural resources in a
fast-growing population with significant vulnerabilities.

The Federal Emergency Management Agency provides a model for determining “community value” in cultural
resource hazard mitigation planning. These communities can prioritize the protection of historic places threatened
by natural disasters by comparing that model against the United States Secretary of the Interior’s factors for deter-
mining historic integrity. This framework can serve as a model approach for evaluating public sentiment for the pro-
tection and preservation of historic places within the larger context of disaster preparedness and recovery. This can
enable communities to evaluate and prioritize places that matter to prepare for and recover from rising waters.

Keywords: sea-level rise, disaster preparedness, nuisance flooding, cultural resources, hazard mitigation, community

values

On the Atlantic coast of the United States, Annapolis
and St. Augustine share a heritage that dates back hun-
dreds of years, and each city hosts more than 6 million
visitors annually who appreciate that heritage. Both
communities are early examples of planned cities, and
each is a designated national historic landmark. Today,
Annapolis and St. Augustine are witnessing sea-level
rise and flooding that are affecting the futures of each
historic city. They are two of the most vulnerable cities
in the United States.

In 1695, Annapolis was platted as part of England’s col-
ony Maryland, with the highest ground chosen for the
State House and St. Anne’s Church.’ That same year,
nearly 800 miles to the south, the Spanish completed
a 23-year project: construction of the Castillo de San
Marcos, the military fortification providing protection
for the city of St. Augustine, Florida, founded in 1565.

Two colonial and contemporary coastal cities

English colonial Governor Francis Nicholson designed
Annapolis in the baroque style. A public circle sur-
rounded the State House and a smaller circle framed
the Anglican church with a system of radial streets
extending outward toward the harbor and the edges

of the city.* With few changes, Annapolis developed in
harmony with this original plan. Main Street, Maryland
Avenue, and the City Dock served as the economic
heart of the city by the early 1700s.3

Annapolis’ location as an historic colonial port and a
major governmental and institutional center reflects a
city of 33,000 residents that, today, is the state capital,
the commercial center for Anne Arundel County, the
home of St. John’s College and the US Naval Acade-
my (USNA), and the regional boating center for the
Chesapeake Bay. The location enables access to major
cities and Washington, DC, yet the community retains
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FIGURE 1. The Maryland Statehouse overlooks downtown Annapolis with its working waterfront, a critical component of the city’s history, culture, economy, recreation, and

future. Photo courtesy Michael J. Dowling, Michael J. Dowling Architects.

its small-town ambience. The combination of a historic
city with an active recreational waterfront ensures that
Annapolis remains as a city with a high quality of life.*

From 1950-2011, Anne Arundel County experienced
60 floods, two hurricanes, three tropical storms, 19
tornadoes, 41 thunderstorm and high-wind events,

41 lightning events, and 56 hailstorms. Many of these
events caused property damage, injuries, and deaths.
Between 1957-1963, Annapolis saw 3.8 days on aver-
age per year of nuisance flooding, a term defined as
occasional minor coastal flooding experienced during
high tide. Fifty years later, between 2007-2013, Annap-
olis had on average 39.3 days of nuisance flooding per
year, or a tenfold increase.’ In a report by the Union of
Concerned Scientists, by 2065 Annapolis is forecast to
experience daily tidal flooding, almost another tenfold
increase.

Geographically, the downtown flood risk area rises
rapidly from the shoreline toward the hills occupied
by the State House and St. Anne’s Church, leaving a
narrow coastal plain. The waterfront incorporates the
original harbor as shown on early plans of the city, an
area modified over decades through fill and bulkhead
construction. Many people living in Annapolis have
vivid memories of this area from Hurricane Isabel in

2003 when floodwaters rose to 6.4 feet. At that level, 60

out of 140 properties with verified elevations flood. If
an Isabel-equivalent storm surge happens in 2050, 84%

of the historic properties will be flooded.

Spanish St. Augustine, founded in 1565, is the oldest
continuous European and African-American city in the
United States, with archaeological resources dating
back 14,000 years. St. Augustine is the first city de-
signed on Spanish King Phillip II’s 1573 Laws of the
Indies.® The plaza was the center of the city geograph-
ically, symbolically, and socially and continues in that

FIGURE 2. United States Naval Academy sunny day flooding: Ramsey Road on
September 20, 2017, during high tide. The road frequently floods and has to be closed
by security. This impacts memorial ceremonies and internments at the Columbarium,
as well as impeding traffic to and from the faculty parking lots on Hospital Point.
Historic Hubbard Hall is in the background. Photo courtesy Dr. Angela Schedel, USNA
alumnus.
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role. The nation’s only 17th-century fortification, the
Castillo de San Marcos, anchors the north boundary.
The nation’s oldest Catholic mission and the site of the
first muster of citizen-soldiers troops add significance
to the city.’

Downtown, Flagler College is one of the city’s major
cultural assets and largest employers. In 2017, the cam-
pus that includes 19 historic buildings earned a ranking
as one of the most beautiful campuses in the world.
The centerpiece of the college is the former Hotel
Ponce de Leon, an elaborate Gilded Age hotel designed
by New York architects Carrere & Hastings, with the
world’s largest collection of Tiffany stained glass win-
dows, electricity by Thomas Edison, and murals repro-
duced a decade later in the Library of Congress.®

As noted in the New York Times, “St. Augustine has be-
come an idyllic city of colleges, museums and tourism.
The small coastal city of 15,000 residents is one of the
nation’s most popular cities in
which to retire, as well.?

»

Among St. Augustine’s memo-
rable hurricanes were three the
city experienced in the summer
of 1886 while the Hotel Ponce de
Leon was under construction. In
1944, during World War II, when
the Coast Guard Reserve occupied
the Hotel, sailors rescued strand-
ed residents and shared the hotel
with evacuees. Three weeks after
Flagler College opened in 1968,
Hurricane Gladys passed through
the city, dropped five inches of
rain in a short time, and assisted
in motivating the withdrawal of
15% of the new student body."*

St. Augustine experiences brushes with hurricanes on
an average of every 2.2 years. Most recently, two in

11 months, Matthew on October 7, 2016, and Irma on
Patriot Day, September 11, 2017, drew international at-
tention. City streets flooded, and hundreds of residents
experienced displacement. In the year since Hurricane
Irma, the city’s historic African-American commu-
nity of Lincolnville has witnessed the demolition of
more than 100 buildings. Storm surges, increased tidal
flooding, and an estimated one foot of sea-level rise by
2050 jeopardize the future of the city’s urban core and
surrounding historic districts.”

Establishing community value

through civic engagement

Building a more resilient and sustainable city requires
a variety of activities, one of which is establishing
community value for historic properties and cultural
resources. A ranking process is created that responds
to many variables, i.e., historic designation status, level
of significance, degree of integrity, public sentiment,
and economic importance. Planners and preserva-
tionists must engage the community to understand
the “public sentiment” for historic places as a critical
component of hazard mitigation planning. Guidance
for developing this framework is provided through

the Federal Emergency Management Agency (FEMA)
publication Integrating Historic Property and Cultural
Resource Considerations into Hazard Mitigation Planning:
State and Local Mitigation Planning How-To Guide.

In preparing a Cultural Resource Hazard Mitigation
Plan (CRHMP), FEMA considers the special status

FIGURE 3. Idyllic downtown St. Augustine, Florida, and its Spanish Colonial National Historic Landmark District along the
Matanzas River/Atlantic Intracoastal Waterway face sunny day flooding and have witnessed 5 inches of sea-level rise in the
past 25 years. Photo courtesy Stacey Sather, SGS Design & Art, Inc., “Downtown St. Augustine waterfront and seawall,”

August 2019.

of designated landmarks and defines how they “may
complicate recovery efforts.” More importantly, FEMA
addresses how these historic places serve as assets and
their protection creates multiple benefits for “citizens
who love their communities and want to protect their
historic and cultural assets.””

Developing a Hazard Mitigation Plan (HMP) is a way
for communities “to identify risks and vulnerabilities
associated with natural disasters, and develop long-
term strategies for protecting people and property
from future hazard events.” This is a four-step process:
(1) organize the planning process and resources, (2)
assess risks, (3) develop a mitigation strategy, and (4)
adopt and implement the plan. Each governmental
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FIGURE 4. The Castillo de San Marcos is the oldest fortification in the United States, constructed between 1672 and 1695. Now under the management of the National Park Service
as a national monument, it hosts about 850,000 visitors annually. The native coquina stone structure is vulnerable to sea-level rise, and the porous ground in Florida exacerbates
threats. Photo courtesy Gary LeVeille, “Castillo de San Marcos National Monument flooding during Hurricane Matthew,” October 2016.

jurisdiction must have an HMP to qualify for FEMA
post-disaster assistance.”

This FEMA process provides specific guidance for in-
corporating historic properties into hazard mitigation
planning, determining properties at risk, prioritizing
those most important to the community, evaluating
hazard mitigation actions through benefit-cost analysis
and other decision-making tools, and developing and
implementing a CRHMP. Retaining elements of cultur-
al value “reinforce connections with neighbors and the
larger community.”

Annapolis: Weather It Together

Under the brand Weather It Together, Annapolis stake-
holder team members developed a plan to further
resilience and sustainability for the downtown. The
following statement drove the plan’s goals, objectives,
and actions: “By implementing Weather It Together: A
Cultural Resource Hazard Mitigation Plan for the City
of Annapolis, the historic Chesapeake Bay community

will survive and thrive by building resilience, embrac-
ing sustainable development and adapting to hazards
and natural disasters that threaten the Capital City’s
cultural and natural heritage.”s

Beginning in November 2013, Weather It Together host-
ed nearly monthly core team stakeholder meetings,

a town hall (attended by 250 people), a community
forum (125 people), special lectures, and large public
events such as the John Englander lecture and book
signing at St. John’s College, funded through an Urban
Land Institute-Baltimore Chapter grant, which drew
a crowd of more than 600. Members of the planning
team spoke at local and state government meetings,
civic and nonprofit events, and state and national con-
ferences.

In working with stakeholder agencies, residents,
business owners, property owners, and the greater
community, the Weather It Together initiative focused
on those downtown historic places that mattered most
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FIGURE 5. Following a four-year planning effort, Annapolis stakeholders succeeded in developing a national model, the first cultural resource hazard mitigation plan to be
approved by FEMA. Image courtesy Jim Nuttle, Jim Nuttle, Inc. “Weather It Together” Planning Charette, April 30, 2016.

to the larger community. The Annapolis plan envisions
protection of the natural heritage of the Chesapeake
Bay, prioritizes preservation of historic properties with
significant community value, demonstrates the impor-
tance of partnerships with public agencies and private
stakeholders to reduce the costs and impacts associ-
ated with flood protection and flooding hazards, and
promotes both short-term and long-term strategies for
flood protection.

In November 2017, the effort culminated in the sec-
ond annual Keeping History Above Water conference,
co-hosted by the city of Annapolis and the Newport
Restoration Foundation (NRF), with sponsorship from
the Urban Land Institute, National League of Cities,
and other key Weather It Together stakeholders. This
conference drew 280 attendees from 24 states and 3
countries to share case studies and best practices in the
adaptation of historic coastal cities.

To further this international dialogue on sea-level rise,
communities were invited to host the next Keeping
History Above Water convening. Building on the suc-
cesses from Newport and Annapolis, St. Augustine was
selected to host Keeping History Above Water in 2019.

St. Augustine: Heritage at risk

St. Augustine’s founding took place in the midst of a
hurricane on September 8, 1565. That event was the
first of many disasters and influenced the development
of the city over the next five centuries. In 2014, the year
before St. Augustine commemorated its 450th anni-
versary, the Union of Concerned Scientists published
National Landmarks at Risk: How Rising Seas, Floods, and
Wildfires are Threatening the United States’ Most Cher-
ished Historic Sites. The cover image is a photograph

of St. Augustine’s Castillo de San Marcos. The report
noted:

Few cities in the United States boast as many
historic distinctions as St. Augustine, FL, but its
illustrious past and coastal location come at a price.
The low-lying city is prone to flooding, storm surg-
es, and erosion. And its aging infrastructure takes

a beating even in light rainstorms, with nuisance
flooding regularly closing streets in the historic
districts.

Today, St. Augustine is making strategic decisions

as part of a comprehensive approach to maintain its
irreplaceable historic resources, retain its unique
character, and sustain its quality of life. The city of St.
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Augustine, in partnership with FEMA through a miti-
gation assistance grant, completed an award-winning
#7 million infrastructure project in 2013. The 1830s
coquina stone seawall that forms the eastern boundary
of the historic downtown was preserved and reinforced
within a 21st-century concrete framework."”

In 2016, the city participated in a Community Resilien-
cy Initiative Pilot Project through the Florida Depart-
ment of Economic Opportunity (DEO) with funding
provided through the National Ocean and Atmospheric
Administration (NOAA). The project evaluated how
increases in coastal flooding could affect vulnerability
and determined approaches that could be “integrated
into existing local planning strategies” to improve resil-
ience. Nuisance flooding is anticipated to be the city’s
greatest challenge in the next two decades.”

Flagler College took a lead in public engagement
programs to address sea-level rise locally. During the
2015-2016 academic year, the college launched Heritage
at Risk, co-sponsored with a dozen local, state, and na-
tional partners. The free, public program series brought
to the community international speakers in climate sci-
ence, public policy, planning, law, marine science, and
archaeology. The program series and an international
conference sponsored with the Smithsonian Environ-
mental Research Center drew more than 3,000 people.

Concurrently, the regional office of the Florida Public
Archeology Network (FPAN) hosted at Flagler College
furthered the statewide focus through a new initiative,
Tidally United. A major component of the program,
“Heritage Monitoring Scouts” or “HMS Florida,” trains
volunteers in each Florida county to monitor cultural
resources. Now, two years later, the program has joined
with international partners to foster a global project.

In 2016-2017, Flagler College enlisted two dozen local,
state, and national partners to implement a statewide
public engagement workshop program. After beginning
in St. Augustine, the series traveled to Sarasota, Pen-
sacola, and Tallahassee. The November-May timeframe
paralleled the annual winter resident and visitor sea-
son, when Florida’s population increases exponentially.
The workshops emphasized the critical link between
the area’s heritage and its economic base, addressing
resiliency through geographic, cultural, socioeconomic,
and political lenses. Hurricane Matthew’s arrival in Oc-
tober 2016 increased timeliness of and public participa-
tion in these workshops.

Sponsorship from the National Trust for Historic Pres-

ervation and from the National Park Service’s South
Florida and Caribbean CESU (Cooperative Ecosystem
Studies Unit) brought a focus to properties on public
lands in Florida. These included the NPS-administered
Castillo de San Marcos (1672-1695) and Fort Matanzas
(1740) national monuments (both designated in 1924)
at St. Augustine.”

From May 5-8, 2019, Flagler College, with more than

a dozen organizations, including principal partners

the University of Florida, the city of St. Augustine,

and the Newport Restoration Foundation, hosted the
international Keeping History Above Water conference in
St. Augustine. Experts in urban planning, economic de-
velopment, finance, communication, national security,
technology, historic preservation, cultural heritage, and
climate science participated.

In preparation for the conference, and with assistance
from the National Trust for Historic Preservation,
Flagler College hosted a workshop for the St. Augustine
community. The program employed a public engage-
ment strategy to foster decisions about resource integ-
rity, adaptation strategies, and future actions to assist
in hazard mitigation planning for cultural resources.
Particularly in light of changes to FEMA regulations
and requirements released in the past several months,
timing is of the essence to address cultural resources.*

Conclusion

Annapolis and St. Augustine are making strategic
decisions in building resiliency. Working with key
community stakeholders, they are leading efforts to
engage smaller historic communities in planning for a
future of rising seas. Each city’s efforts are focused on
a 30-year timeframe for adoption of significant policy
changes and implementation of direct action steps.
Now, historic preservationists from both cities are
working together to share best practices and lessons
learned in resilience planning at conferences, work-
shops, and community-based trainings.

Ed. note: This article originated as a presentation at
the US/ICOMOS (US Committee of the Internation-
al Council on Monuments and Sites) International
Symposium “Forward Together: A Culture-Nature
Journey Toward More Effective Conservation in a
Changing World,” held in November 2018 at The Pre-
sidio, San Francisco, California, USA. The symposium
explored the understanding that cultural and natural
heritage are dynamic and inextricably linked in many
landscapes and waterscapes, and that effective and
long-lasting conservation of these places depends on
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better integration of the “entangled dimensions” of
culture and nature. The article is republished with per-
mission from US/ICOMOS and the author.

The complete symposium proceedings are available at:
https:/[www.usicomos.org/past-symposia/
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