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Rhode Island and the Hurricane of ’38

“On the afternoon of September 21, 1938, a hurricane of subtropical origin
whirled out of the Atlantic Ocean and struck the northeast shore of the United
States at Long Island. It advanced with ever-increasing speed and wind
velocities. . . Before night fell, 312 men, women, and children were dead’

and missing in [Rhode Island] and on the immediately adjacent shores of

Massachusetts summer resorts ...

“Never in history had such a disaster visited these shores . ... It was so alien
a thing: an anachronism, that did not belong here in a northern latitude.”

Mistakes of the Past

Repeated three times in the
sentence above is the idea that
the hurricane was out of place in
every way—without precedent,
happening at the wrong time and
in the wrong place. But a devas-
tating storm had struck Rhode
Island less than half a century
earlier, and would happen again,
twice, just a few years later.

The Hurricane of ‘38 drowned
the streets of Providence under
nearly 14 feet of water that surged
up Narragansett Bay from the
coast. The storm destroyed
boats, homes, and other prap-
erty throughout Rhode Island at
an estimated cost of $100 mil-
lion.? Shortly afterwards, the
Providence Journal Company
published a reflection on the
damage, which ended with the
assurance that “with proper pet-
meable jetty construction...and
by a proper location of hotels
and summer residences back
from the shore...Rhode Island
can not only repair the damage,
but build to an even greater

Leff: Hanging out to dry. Courtesy fhe
Rhode fsiand Historical Sociely. RHI (x3)
6319: Anonymous. Water damage in Arcade
after 1954 hurricane. Providence, R.J. 1354
Sitver print. PHOTOGRAPH. Lot 259,

beauty as a recreation cen-
tre...with security to life and
property as well.* Just afew vears
later, Rhode Island was hit by
another hurricane, and in 1954,
Providence was again flooded by
a hurricane, which killed i9
Rhode Islanders. It was not until
1961 that construction began on
a hurricane barrier to safeguard
Rhode Island’s capital city from
the storm surge that devastated
the coast.

“In the wake of a hurricane,
there is a brief political opportu-
nity to implement new stan-
dards, because public memory is
very short. After a storm is the
only time that John Q. Public
says, ‘I don't want this kind of
destruction to happen again,’”
says Jeff Robinson, shutter man-
ufacturer, in Joha Tibbets’
“Racing to Catch up: South Flor-
ida’s hurricane threat and build-
ing codes.”* He adds that the
period shortly after a disaster is
the best time to toughen hazard
mitigation measures.

Compounded with this com-
placency is the problem that
mere and more homes and
businesses are being constructed
in high-hazard areas, although
there is controversy as to why.
According to one argument, the
accessibility of low-cost insur-
ance for building in flood-prone

areas, available since 1968
through the Federal Emergency
Management Agency’s [FEMA}
National Flood Insurance Pro-
gram (NFIP), encourages people
to build in areas previousty un-
insurable, In the 10 years follow-
ing the inception of the NFIP,
deaths and damages from floods
maore than doubled.® FEMA's
argument, however, counters
that the escalating costs of spon-
soring engineering solutions to
flooding [dams, levees, hydro-
electric powerandirrigation)and
of paying out disaster relief
assistance prompted the gavern-
ment tacreate NFIP, which com-
bines the protection of insuranee
with the preventative strategy
of hazard mitigation. In return

for adopting stringent flood
plain management measures and
retrofitting existing structures,
communities qualify for insur.
ance through NFIP.

Availability of flood insur-
ance is not the only reason that
people are building in high-
hazard areas. Graham Giesy,
recently retired Woods Hole
Oceanographic Institution Seca
Grant coastal processes and
hazards specialist, notes that
people simply Tike living along
the water’s edge. One study that
Giese supervised used anthro-
pology as well as geology to look
at coastal erosion prablems as a
community problem. This work
challenged the usual perceptiun
that people in high hazard arcas
simply need information and
education. “There’s something
deeper than that ... We have a
cultural commitment to coastal
living,” Giese says. He empha-
sizes that hazard studies should
include anthropologists to ex-
amine cultural motivations for
living along the coast and what
can be done from a cultural
perspective to mitigate hazards.
Giese notes that some Cape Cod
residents, whom he calls “the
cliff dwellers of Truro,” are
intelligent, wealthy people who
choose to live in a high-hazard
area along the coast. “Maybe the
hazard is part of the fun,” he
speculates.

Some, however, do not
know—or choose not to know —
about the dangers of living along
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the coast. Or, they are unaware
of some of the other conse-
quences of building in a hazard
area, such as restrictions on the
use of their property. Heather
Crawford, Connecticut Sea
Grant Extension associate edu-
cator, says that there are few
areas along Connecticut’s coast
that are vulnerable to natural
hazards, since much of the coast-
line is protected by Long Island.
“There are only four or five areas
where you get winter storm
erosion,” Crawford says, and
those areas are well documented.
Most of the people living
in them know the potential
hazards, but “new people
who come in and build don't
know.” And the coastal popula-
tion is expanding. Driving along
highly developed coastal areas,
Crawford often wonders “how
they're still managing to slide
houses in between” the ones
already there,

Hazard mitigation regula-
tions in such areas can come as a
surprise L0 new property owners.
Connecticut Sea Grant's goal is
to work with municipal officials
and real estate agents to educate
them and, in turn, home buyers.

According to Crawford, trou-
ble starts when someone spends
a lot of money for coastal
property and then can't get a
permit to cut down vegetation
and build a dock. Such property
owners often blame their real
estate agents for having misled
them. And Crawford notes that
“Realtors ... can get sued if they
give misinformation at the point
of purchase.” Title searchers who
omit telling property owners that
half of their land lies in a hazard
area can also face homeowners’
ire. That detail means that if
more than 50 percent of their
property is destroyed, the home-
owner can’t rebuild, “With the
amount of money people spend
ta buy coastal property, misin-
formation is really starting to
have an impact [for real estate
agents and those who do title
searches),” Crawford says.

Hidden Costs:
Long-Term Business Loss

Immediate damage to personal
property, though one of the
most visible effects of natural
disaster, is not the most severe.
Businesses suffer from natural
disasters, and those economic
effects can threaten entire com-
munities. Just how well busi-
nesses recover after a disaster
has an enormous impact on how
well communities recover. The
Rhede Island Hazard Mitigation
Project, a partnership of Rhade
Island Sea Grant, Coastal Re-
sources Center (CRC), and vari-
ous industry groups and federal
and state agencies, is trying to
address this problem.

Stephen B. Baruch, Stephen
B. Baruch & Associates presi-
dent, peints out that “recovery
is a different critter” from pre-
disaster mitigation efforts.
Baruch, whose firm is a Rhode
Island Hazard Mitigation Project
partner, expiains that commu-
nities must contend both with
actual damage and the percep-
tion of damage—even after
recovery has taken place. Far
instance, tourisis routinely steer
clear of hurricane-devastaced
resorts long after the areas have
been repaired. Another problem
confronted by recovering towns
was evident in Charléston, 5.C.,
after Hurricane Hugo in 1989.
The town saw a boom for busi-
nesses in charge of cleaning up
and rebuilding, with carpenters,
clectricians, and plumbers in
high demand in the 18 months
following the hurricane. How-
ever, after the rebuilding was
completed, construction fellinto
a lengthy bust.

Damage from natural disas-
ters also frequently results in an
interruption in business. Busi-
nesses that are forced to close
temporarily after a disaster face
costs beyond cleanup and repair.

“Most large businesses don’t
keep inventory,” Baruch says.
Consequently, suppliers whose
business is interrupted by a
disaster have a very short time
to resume supplying companies

with merchandise to keep their
shelves stocked. And, since
contracts tend to be annual, once
a custQmer turns to a new sup-
plier, the old one must wait to
find new customers.

“The status quo is very hard
to find,” after a disaster, Baruch
explains, “A high percentage of
companies fail within two years
of a disaster.”

The insurance industry offers
policies that covernot only struc-
tural and content losses [build-
ings and merchandise] but also
businessinterruptioninsurance,
which covers income lost while
businesses are down, says Diana
McClure, Institute for Business
and Home Safety (IBHS) director
of showcase communities and
special projects, The IBHS is an
insurance agency initiative
whose mission is to “reduce
deaths, injuries, property dam-
age, economic losses and human
suffering caused by natural
disaster.” Business interruption
can represent a large loss for
insurance companies but is an
even bigger loss for businesses,
which may lose market share.
McClure points out that smali
businesses and communities feel
the biggest losses. “Large com-
panies can transfer work to
another plant. If they close up
shop there and move somewhere
else...that affects property taxes
in the area, sales tax revenues,
[and] employment.”

To help combat losses from
natural disaster, IBHS initiated
its Showcase Communities pro-
gram, which funds community
pilot hazard mitigation efforts,
such as retrofitting existing
structures to better withstand
hurricane winds and flooding.
One community from each state
is chosen as a model for other
communities in that state.
Rhode Island, due to its size and
pioneering efforts in mitigation,
has been chosen as the only
Showcase State in the nation and
is a national model for hazard
mitigation,

The Rhode Istand Hazard
Mitigation Partnership, consist-
ing of Rhede Island Sea Grant,

the Coastal Resources Center,
Rhode 1Island Emergency
Management Agency {RIEMA],
FEMA, IBHS, and Rhode Island
FAIR Plan [another insurance
industry group) has developed a
partnership with industry called
the Disaster Recovery Business
Alliance. The idea is to get
businesses involved in hazard
mitigation and recovery efforts.

In the past, businesses were
largely unaware of the resources
available for mitigation and
recovery. This may be changing,
haowever. In October 1998, Rhode
Island Sea Grant cosponsored a
business needs assessment work-
shop to help determine how the
Rhode Island Hazard Mitigation
Project could help businesses
recover more quickly from
disaster. In February 1999, FEMA
sponsored an interactive flood
mitigation and recovery exercise
in Warwick, R.1., one of the orig-
inal FEMA Project Impact com-
munities [Project Impact is a
hazard mitigation initiative).
Local government officials and
business representatives exam-
ined recovery options such as
rebuilding {or not} in flooded
areas, elevating buildings, and
tapping resources{i.e. low-inter-
estrebuild loans). Pamela Pogue,
CRC/Rhade Island Sea Grant
hazard mitigation project man-
ager, says the flood exercise was
one of three in the nation (the
others were hurricane and earth-
guake exercises) designed to
be models of mitigation and re-
covery techniques. Accordingto
Pogue, businesses, which already
have pre-disaster contingency
plans, wanted to focus on recov-
ery. “That’s where they have the
most at stake,” she notes.

In other Northeastern states,
coastal processes such as ero-
sion are the natural hazards of
primary concern. Joseph T.
Kelley of the Maine Geological
Survey has studied erosion,
with Sea Grant support, along
the two elements of Maine’s
“soft” coast—beaches and bluffs,
both of which pose regulatory
and mitigation problems. “Bluffs
ate an unregulated environment
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in Maine. They're upland...your
homeowner’s insurance doesn’t
cover you if you experience a
landslide,” says Kelley. In the
mid-1980s, Kelley and Stephen
M. Dickson, also of the Mainc
Geological Survey, tried to get
a more accurate picture of the
coastal processes taking place
in Maine, and, based on their
work, produced erosion maps
that are available{rom the Maine
Geological Survey, “Every topo-
graphical quadrant of Maine's
coast will be donc cventually,”
he says.

Maine “is moving toward
local beach management plans,”
Kelley says, with assistance
from local and state officials,
the state planning office, and
homeowners. Kelley received
Sea Grant funding to monitor
beaches using data from an off-
shore buay and the observations
ofhomeowners’ groups. Through
these efforts, Kelley hopes to
“broaden our understanding of
what is a beach.” He adds that
with all the development in
coastal areas, people don’t real-
ize they’re on sand dunes, but
“nature hasn’t forgotten.”

One tactic for fighting beach

erosion that Maine plans to use
is taking 200,000 cubic yards of
sand from a planned dredge to
add to bcaches. According to
Kelley, however, this added
sand will not last long. Never-
theless, he notes, “For people
dying of thirst, even salt water
looks pretey good.”

Whai’s at Stake

As with most other North-
castern states, New York's
threats from coastal processes
are exacerbated by development.
On Long Island’s South Shore, a
densely populated 135-mile strip
ol coastline, erosion or flooding
threatens $3 billion to $10 bil-
lion worth of property and
infrastructure. However, a col-
laborative study by New York
Sca Grant, the Long Island
Regional Planning Board, and the
New York Coastal Management
Program [ound that the absence
of a consistent source of infor-
mation hampered sound hazard
management decisions. The col-
laborative provided technical
background material to improve
management of the South Shore
of Long Island.

Left Time {o save the doughnuts. Couresy the fhoda Fsiarnd
Historical Saciely. AHi (x3) 8087: Ananymous. 1954 Hurricang
flooding: Angerson's Luncheonette. Providence, ff 1954
PHOTOGRAPH. Lot 258,

Befow feft: Clearance. This swimsuit stand found itself at irast
temporarity out of business atter a recent hurricane. Phata courtesy
of University of Rhode island

Befow: Dune grass has been planted on Bhode Island beachos
pievent erosion. Fhoig courtesy of University of Rhode fsiand

This idea of a “clean slate” 1s

a problem hazard mitigation
cfforts everywhere seem to
face—people are aware that they
arc at risk, but, despite recurrent
hurricanes, floods, or other
cvents, do not know the magni-
tude of their risk. The town of
Freeport, N.Y., experiences
flooding, says Jay Tanski, New
York Sea Grant Extension coastal
erosion specialist, but the exact
extent or frequency of flooding
is uncertain. The town recently
received $1.1 million from
FEMA'’s Project Impact to raise
structures and roads in the busi-
ness district, and New York Sea
Grant is working with the South
Shore community to assess vul-
nerahility to natural hazards.

History Lessons

To give hazard mitigation
ctforts a historical base from
which to move furward, New
York Sca Grant tcamed up with
the U. §. Army Corps of Engi-
neers and the New York Coastal
Management Program to create
ageographicinformation system
database of historical and cur-
rent coastal events. The team

monitors such things as the
configuration of the coastline
and wave activity. New York
Sca Grant will disseminate
information from this data-
base, providing town planners
with area profiles, cnabling
them to plan better for hazard
mitigation,

In creating effective hazard
mitigation plans, there arc
difficultics that go beyond a
lack of knowledge. Tanski warns
that “each of these systems is
different ... it's hard to developa
coastwide approach because of
the way the shoreline responds.”
He rccommends that hazard
mitigation efforts be tailored on
a site-by-site basis.

And what about the people?
Long Island, Tanski notes, is
highly developed, making social
impacts difficult to mitigate {or:
“Therce’s no place to retreat, and
there’s a lot of people.”

And peoplec themselves con-
tribute to variables that affect
planning for crosion and hazards.
Land forms sustain themsclves
as part of a system. Sand eroded
from barrier beaches accretes on
other barrier beaches, salt
marshes, and dunes. Each of
these has a role in storm damage
and flood protection. Building
sca walls, dredging channels,
building homcs an barrier
beaches, and adding nourish-
ment all affect this seif-sustain-
ing system. “Huuman activity is
a major coastal process today,”
says Glese. “In many places,
it's the most important coastal
process.”

As we increasingly affect and
arc affected by coastal processes,
planning {or hazards becomes
ever more difficult, and crucial,
As much as we rely on new in-
formation to predict the cffects
of hazards, we raust not ignore
the copious information we
alreadyhave: Hurricanes, coastal
storms, crosion, and floods are
not alien things or anachronisms.
As elsewhere, they are a part of
life in our northern latitude.

B Monica Allard is o Conumuni-
cator for Rhode Island Sea Grani



