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Introduction 
 

Natural hazards characterize the world’s coastal zones.  These extreme or rare 
events may be episodic (hurricanes, precipitation, and river floods) or chronic 
(shoreline erosion, subsidence, and wetlands loss).  However, no matter where 
or when they occur, property damage is extensive, and personal tragedies are all 
too common.  For along the shores are ports and marinas, infrastructure and 
refineries, and sprawling developments.  Ignoring coastal hazards in a setting of 
uncontrolled growth results in accelerated losses and increased public and 
private expenditures for shore protection, emergency response, and recovery. 
 
The physical landscape and social and economic systems are intertwined and 
inseparable.  The challenge to government is mitigating the consequences of 
natural hazards through effective actions.  The National Flood Insurance 
Program, the Coastal Zone Management Act, and similar federal, state and local 
initiatives are available tools.  To supplement these programs, a philosophy of 
being a responsible neighbor is becoming integral to living along the coast.  The 
Association of State Floodplain Managers is promoting No Adverse Impact 
(NAI).  It means one person should not cause problems for adjacent property 
owners, whether along their common boundary or within the watershed.  This 
discussion introduces No Adverse Impact and explores the application of the 
NAI concepts to mitigating one of these natural hazards – coastal flooding.  
 

Background 
 
Flood damages in the United States continue to escalate.  From the early 1900s 
to the year 2000, flood damages have increased six-fold, approaching US$6 
billion annually in spite of billions of dollars for structural flood control and 
other mitigation measures.  Communities continue to intensify development 
within watersheds and on floodplains bordering the oceans.  Growth occurs 
where flood-prone or marginally protected activities are suddenly more 
susceptible to the actions of others.  
 
National floodplain management standards allow for diversion of floodwaters 
onto others; reduction of channel and overbank conveyances; filling of essential 
watershed storage areas; or modifying runoff velocities and volumes with little 
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or no regard as to how these changes impact others nearest the shore and in the 
watershed.  The net results intensify actions that damage development and, as 
such, are not equitable to those whose property is impacted.   
 
To achieve greater stability, communities need to consider methods for reducing 
costs and suffering from flooding, which are more effective then approaches 
used in national programs.  Future actions must move from "how to build in the 
floodplain" to "what are the cumulative impacts of current and future 
development on other properties," thereby avoiding transferring flood problems 
from one property to another. 
 
NAI is a national policy initiative that calls for development and planning 
practices that protect the resiliency of floodplains as natural hazards buffers.  
The results are actions one property owner can accomplish to not increase the 
flood risks to other property owners.  NAI assumes that the harm caused by 
construction on neighboring properties and communities can no longer be 
ignored.  The NAI approach promotes fairness, responsibility, community 
involvement, pre-flood planning, sustainability, and local land use management.  
Local government must accept the responsibility to manage long-term 
floodplain risks. 
 
While the NAI approach will result in reduced damages from the one percent 
chance flood event, its true strength is that it virtually ensures that future 
development actions that impact floodplains must be part of a locally adopted 
plan.  This removes the mentality that floodplain management is something 
imposed by the Federal Emergency Management Agency (FEMA) by promoting 
local accountability for developing and implementing a comprehensive strategy 
and plan for the floodplain.  Local authorities gain the flexibility to adopt 
comprehensive local management plans that would be recognized by FEMA and 
other federal programs as the acceptable management approach within their 
jurisdiction.  Communities with control can now support innovative approaches. 
 
NAI is an approach that makes sense and is the right thing to do.  Too often, 
discussions on development approaches evolve into arguments over the range of 
application and the impact these approaches might have on those who are 
choosing to encroach into the floodplain.  It is time to change and begin 
managing from the perspective of not inducing additional flood impacts on other 
properties by realistic planning. 
 
This central message – reducing flood damages – has not been communicated 
effectively, in part due to the floodplain management community as a whole 
spending too much time debating issues of individual standards, while not 
stepping back and evaluating the broad impact of the range of management 
approaches throughout the watershed.  Current management systems to reduce 
flood losses are costly and often allow development that fails to evaluate or 
mitigate adverse impacts on other properties, both now and in the future.  NAI is 
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an approach that will lead to reduced flood losses throughout the nation, while 
promoting and rewarding strong management and mitigation actions at the local 
level. 
 

No Adverse Impact on the Coastal Landscape 
 
Due to the varied nature of coastal flood hazards, floodplain managers are faced 
with a myriad of challenges in coastal areas.  In addition to precipitation and 
associated stormwater runoff flooding, coastal flood hazards also include tidal 
flooding, storm surge, wave attack, shoreline erosion, sea level rise, and land 
subsidence.  Many coastal areas are low-lying and fringed by wetlands or barrier 
beaches composed of unconsolidated sand, silt, and clay. Geologically, these 
barriers are young, extremely mobile, and easily modified by natural processes. 
Other coastal shorelines are steeply sloped sand and gravel bluffs, which are 
susceptible to instability from groundwater seepage, wave attack, undercutting, 
and slumping. Changes to these dynamic landforms require continued 
identification and updating of hazard area maps, as physical conditions change 
over time. For these reasons, flood hazard mitigation through NAI is a critical 
component of any local hazard mitigation planning initiative. 
 
Coastal management regulations, in conjunction with other local land use 
requirements and building codes, are intended to minimize damage resulting 
from floods and coastal storm events. However, merely meeting these minimum 
requirements does not guarantee protection from storm damages, nor does it 
prevent unsustainable development from occurring. Therefore, application of 
NAI principles in the coastal zone can help address impacts that are not 
adequately addressed by conformance with minimum regulatory standards of 
federal, state and local construction standards.  
 
NAI is accomplished through seven building blocks:  hazard identification and 
floodplain mapping; education and outreach; planning; regulations and 
development standards; mitigation; infrastructure; and emergency services.  
Building blocks may be achieved through three levels of effort.  The “Basic” 
level is what is usually done to meet the minimum requirements of the National 
Flood Insurance Program and other federal and state rules.  The “Better” level of 
floodplain management includes actions for preventing or minimizing adverse 
impacts on other properties.  Finally, the “NAI” level identifies the most 
effective ways under each building block to protect everyone’s property and 
prevent increased flood problems.   
 

NAI in a Post-Disaster Environment 
 

Immediately after a disaster, communities and victims are focused on response.  
As the community achieves a more stable environment, thoughts and actions 
turn to the recovery phase.  Even under the pressure to immediately rebuild, 
farsighted leaders think about next year and the years ahead when proposing 
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projects and programs that will create the foundation for a less vulnerable place 
to live, work, and prosper.  It is within this arena of making a better future that 
the NAI concepts can contribute to overall community wellbeing.  In reality, 
consideration of the NAI “building blocks” should start before the disaster, so 
decision makers are prepared to take decisive actions to mitigate flood damages 
as recovery occurs.  Regardless of when it starts, each community can adjust the 
elements within the seven building blocks to fit the local style, capabilities, 
needs, and setting.  It is this flexibility that makes the NAI approach so 
attractive, practical, and powerful.  The community should keep using its 
established planning process, but now reach to incorporate new strategies as 
demonstrated below.   
 

NAI at the Local Level 
 
NAI is a difficult process to practice at the local level.  However, through the 
use of NAI, floodplain management concepts may be adopted into practice for 
development and construction review processes. Practices would include 
insuring that an action of one property owner does not adversely impact flooding 
risk of another, which may also incorporate minimizing impacts to the natural 
environment that, when used in conjunction with respective building and 
development standards, will maximize the protection of a community from flood 
events.  Thus, NAI also may be considered at the local level as a component in 
building sustainable communities that are more resistant to disasters.  Practice 
also may cover smart growth, which is a term used to identify that with science, 
local leaders may develop a constituency in which regulations may be developed 
that would support less adverse impacts to coastal areas.  Unfortunately, many 
times community participation in support of mitigating development in coastal 
communities come following a flood or devastating storm and loss of 
environmental systems – learning from lessons and greatest failures and costing 
the public in recovery and redevelopment.   
 
The NAI initiative is not new.  In fact, Winston Churchill, in speaking before the 
House of Commons before World War II, illustrated “want of foresight, 
unwillingness to act when action would be simple and effective, lack of clear 
thinking, confusion of counsel until the emergency comes, until self-
preservation strikes its jarring gong – these are the features which constituted the 
endless repetition of history.”  This is applicable to floodplain management, 
whereby NAI may be used to institute simple and effective building and 
development controls that are used in combination with protection of natural 
systems to minimize flooding to structures and maximize flood protection to 
property and lives. 
 
These techniques, when undertaken before the next flood or hurricane strikes, 
will lessen the likelihood that potential hazards will become disasters. 
Techniques include the use of stormwater technical standards, building and 
development codes, permitting techniques, and field inspection.  There is an 
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upfront cost associated with the implementation of NAI techniques.  For 
example, greater level of competency associated with floodplain management is 
required in planning and review processes, as well as having educated personnel 
(e.g., building intake, plans examiners, and inspectors).  Enforcement must 
accompany any program that emphasizes NAI.  However, this level of 
competency will cost communities in the beginning, but it enables them to 
lessen vulnerability to flood hazards that in turn better supports economic and 
social development goals.  Through the use of NAI techniques, there will be less 
business disruption and less government financial outlay required in assisting 
businesses and citizens recover, repair public facilities, and return the 
community to normal after a catastrophic event – a large cost savings following 
disastrous flooding events. 
 

Conclusion 
 
Disasters happen along all the world’s coasts, and recovery will just as 
inevitably follow.  However, communities can work to improve the ways in 
which they mitigate the consequences of floods and hurricanes by expanding 
their approaches to addressing problems to include the NAI philosophy.  
However, one should recognize that NAI is not an end-all, but a combination of 
techniques to re-establish “smart growth” and deal with issues associated with 
building and living in a coastal landscape.  Science shows problems brought 
about by humans; however, it also shows there are avenues to begin minimizing 
adverse impacts created by unwise decisions.   
 
The occurrence of natural catastrophes raises public awareness of hazards, the 
costs they exact, and actions needed to reduce their impact.  Just as inevitably, 
attention shifts rapidly to other concerns.  The press of day-to-day issues 
dissipates time for and interest in dealing with strategic planning and actions to 
mitigate potential future threats – use of NAI.  The magnitude of the deficit in 
natural hazard public awareness and information requires a nationally based 
awareness effort such as NAI, supplemented by state and local programs, and 
designed around flood risks faced by an affected individual community.  
 
For additional information on NAI, visit the Association of State Floodplain 
Managers’ website (www.floods.org). 
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