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June 3, 2004 
 
U.S. Commission on Ocean Policy 
1120 20th Street, NW 
Suite 200 North 
Washington, D.C. 20036 
 
Dear Commissioners: 
 
We write to you as members of a science research community engaged in the study of 
coastal sedimentary systems including beaches and dunes, estuaries, barrier islands, reefs, 
and continental and insular shelves. Although only the signatories of this letter are 
responsible for its content, we believe we represent a much larger community of 
university and college professors, private consultants, federal researchers, and natural 
resource scientists at local levels. This larger community has, in the past, endorsed 
similar sentiments as contained herein in several federally-sponsored planning documents 
and conference reports as authored by ourselves and others (see references).  
 
In general, the goal of our community is to improve the understanding of sediment 
movement and storage within coastal environments. This knowledge is essential to 
reducing exposure to coastal hazards along U.S. shorelines as well as enhancing natural 
resource conservation efforts at all agency levels. 
 
We commend the Commission for its strong recognition of the natural connections 
between watersheds, coastal environments, and oceans and the need to address these 
linked environments as a system. Too often coastal management policies fail to recognize 
these linkages largely because lines of jurisdiction run parallel to shorelines, while 
natural processes run perpendicular. Lines of jurisdiction need to be made transparent to 
natural pathways of energy and material exchange such as those embodied in watersheds, 
estuaries, and wave-dominated environments. 
 
We have carefully reviewed the content and recommendations of the commission report 
and strongly agree with your interest in supporting system-based science within the 
coastal zone. However, as a community with a long history of research experience 
ranging from fundamental to applied investigations, we recognize several areas of 
weakness in the existing national research scene that, lacking remedy, will prevent the 
achievement of your desired goals. Further, a review of your recommendations reveals a 
lack of adequate solutions to repair these weaknesses. That is, we endorse your interest in 
integrating coastal research across natural systems, but our experience tells us that your 
recommendations will fall short of achieving these ends. 
 
The following list offers a brief description of each problem and a generalized 
recommendation for your consideration. 
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1) Affirm Geological Framework of Coastal Systems  Coastal environments are the 

product of natural changes that have accumulated over decades, centuries, and 
millennia. These changes are recorded in the sedimentary record preserved on 
submerged shelves, and in reefs, beaches, barriers islands, wetlands, and other coastal 
environments. These sedimentary records constitute part of the geological framework 
of the coastal zone [1]. Indeed, coastal change is a product of several processes 
including, global sea-level change, localized land-level change, excesses or 
deficiencies in sediment, and changes in waves and currents. These processes are 
often governed by, and their history recorded within, the geological framework of the 
coast. Modern coastal environments cannot be understood solely on the basis of 
modern processes. Without geological framework studies, important knowledge 
regarding how environments change through time will fail to be considered when 
designing optimal coastal and watershed management (Chapter 9), hazard 
management (Chapter 10), sediment management (Chapter 12), and reef management 
(Chapter 21) programs. In truth, many conservation programs and management 
policies do not provide adequate solutions, often because they lack a scientific basis 
derived from geological framework studies. We recommend that geological 
framework studies be included as a necessary component of science investigations in 
these areas. 

 
2) Emphasize Sea-Level Rise  We feel that the importance of global sea-level rise as a 

driver of coastal change, has not been adequately emphasized in the commission 
report. Although the issue of climate change remains politically contentious, 
numerous scientific reports indicate that sea level will continue to rise in the future 
[2]. The impacts of continued, possibly accelerated sea-level rise will be far reaching, 
first increasing the susceptibility of low-lying coastal communities to damage during 
coastal storms, increasing the local vulnerability of coasts presently dominated by 
tectonic uplift, and eventually causing rapid landward migration and/or submergence 
of barrier islands and other low-lying coastal environments. 
 
Given that the last evaluation of U.S. ocean policy was undertaken 30 years ago, the 
current evaluation and the changes stemming from it need to prepare us to move into 
the next three decades and beyond. Under global scenarios of sea-level rise, this 
means not only preventing unwise development in hazard-prone zones, but also 
working to anticipate the effects of sea level rise on coastal communities and 
developing flexible coastal policies that will allow us to prepare for the future 
expansion of hazard-prone areas under rising sea levels. For these reasons, we 
recommend that sea-level rise and its impacts figure more prominently in the 
discussions and recommendations of the report, especially with respect to managing 
coasts (Chapter 9), protecting people and property from coastal hazards (Chapter 10), 
and advancing ocean and coastal research (Chapter 25).

 
3) Establish NSF Coastal Science Program  Coastal scientific research has not been 

strongly supported through the National Science Foundation. Despite 
recommendations in planning documents [3], conference reports [4], and special 
research symposia [5], coastal research within the NSF struggles without a clear 



Page 3 of 9 
June 3, 2004 
 

home. For instance, beach and estuarine studies are often criticized as either localized 
problems lacking relevance to global issues or considered to be applied science that 
does not warrant NSF funding. In either case it is not apparent whether researchers 
should submit to Ocean- or Earth-based research directorates. Most NSF program 
managers believe coastal studies belong in the National Oceanic and Atmospheric 
Administration, the U.S. Geological Survey, or the U.S. Army Corps of Engineers. It 
remains unclear to us why coastal systems are less deserving of NSF support than, 
say, the deep ocean, or volcanic systems. Because of the enormous value of coastal 
environments to the American public, we recommend that the NSF establish a clear 
program in coastal science studies and that a stated goal of such a program should be 
the improved understanding of geological, biological, physical, and chemical aspects 
of coastal environments as a basis for enhancing management programs. 

 
4) Enhance NOAA Partnerships With Local Researchers  NOAA sponsors hundreds 

of millions of dollars of coastal research annually. Yet, aside from Coastal Zone 
Management support to state programs, the agency is widely known for not involving 
the local research community including academic and local government workers. 
This springs primarily from a complicated system of grants-making offices and 
programs that are poorly coordinated and poorly advertised externally, and a history 
of internal program building and marketing at the expense of genuine involvement of 
external partners. NOAA has recently streamlined its announcements of grants 
opportunities. This is an important step, yet the level of external funding falls 
woefully short of community needs, and, importantly, does not incorporate any 
external peer review system. For instance, NASA strongly profits from a science 
board made of external researchers that guide the agency mission. NOAA has no such 
body. We recommend the re-alignment of funding mechanisms within NOAA to 
more strongly foster research partnerships specifically through the direct involvement 
of academic and local scientists so that important research dollars are shared among 
the scientific community to produce results that are regionally and locally relevant. 

 
5) Advance Forecasting of Coastal Change  An understanding of regional sedimentary 

systems will provide the scientific basis for improving societal responses to coastal 
change, including land-use and resource management, mitigation planning, 
vulnerability assessment, and hazard reduction. Long-term (decadal and longer) 
coastal planning requires long-term prediction of coastal change and the incorporation 
of future sea-level rise in planning scenarios. However, our ability to forecast coastal 
changes remains imprecise and until scientists are able to forecast coastal change with 
some level of confidence, there is little hope that serious long-term coastal planning 
and management will occur [5]. We recommend that the commission highlight the 
need for improved coastal forecasting as a fundamental tool for managing the future 
of global change and sea-level rise that will impact our shorelines. 

 
6) Improve USGS, FEMA, USACE Coordination – Increase USGS Regional 

Studies  We note the importance of coordination among the Federal Emergency 
Management Agency, the USACE, and the USGS. For example, Chapter 10 indicates 
that FEMA requires accurate and consistent coastal hazard information. With the 
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participation of academic and local scientists, FEMA has completed a study to 
incorporate coastal erosion rate information into the National Flood Insurance 
Program, which led to generation of the Heinz Report ([6] The Hidden Cost of 
Coastal Hazards). We also note that Chapter 12 highlights a planned USACE study 
that will examine “why, where, and to what extent U.S. shorelines erode or accrete” 
(p. 143) (as far as we know this project remains in its infancy). A third effort, 
undertaken by the USGS, has already made significant headway on the task of 
determining where and why U.S. shorelines are eroding and accreting, yet their effort, 
The National Assessment of Coastal Hazards, and recent online product, The 
National Assessment of Shoreline Change: Part I, Historical Shoreline Changes and 
Associated Land Loss along the U.S. Gulf of Mexico 
(http://pubs.usgs.gov/of/2004/1043/), are not mentioned in the Commission Report.   
 
Based on these observations we make three suggestions:  
• Discuss the needs of FEMA, present the USACE project, and present the USGS 

study in Chapter 10 of the report since all three of these government agencies 
will be conducting, or are conducting, similar studies.   

• Given that the USGS project is not only funded, but underway and producing 
excellent results, highlight this project and the resulting products, in the report. 

• We recommend a significant increase in funding to the Coastal and Marine 
Geology Program of the USGS specifically to expand on their cooperative 
programs for regional coastal sedimentary systems studies. Funding increases 
are needed not only to support existing and future studies, but also to synthesize 
the results of regional studies to advance the knowledge, modeling tools, and 
predictive capacities for coastal evolution on the decadal to century scale. 

 
Importantly, the report should include a recommendation to prevent the duplication of 
effort and expense that will occur if the FEMA, the USACE, and the USGS projects 
are undertaken independently. This is not simply a short-term issue since coastal 
hazard studies will likely continue into the future. We contend that FEMA and 
USACE should work with scientists at the USGS to facilitate the generation of hazard 
products that will serve multiple governmental purposes and that USGS data form the 
basis for these products. 
 

7) Expand Coastal Systems Research and Local Partnerships  We highly commend 
the Commission for recognizing a need for doubling federal ocean and coastal 
research over the next five years. We agree with the Commission that regional-scale 
interdisciplinary research programs need more emphasis. Without restructuring the 
way in which coastal science is funded, coastal research will continue to be 
fragmented by existing jurisdictional lines and programmatic constraints of the 
federal agencies. We encourage the Commission to more strongly endorse system-
based research so that the science can better support the need for improved 
understanding and management of the land-ocean interface. We restate the need for 
realignment of external grants-making programs within federal agencies to take 
advantage of valuable knowledge and skills in the academic and local research 
community. 

http://pubs.usgs.gov/of/2004/1043/
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8) Recognize Scientific Basis for Regional Sediment Management  We recommend 

that the content of Chapter 12 be expanded to include a broader view of coastal 
sedimentary systems. The report presently refers to sediment and shoreline 
management only from an operational and engineering perspective. We believe this 
perspective is too limiting and does not adequately identify the scientific basis needed 
to support long-term coastal planning and management. Similarly, this perspective 
does not adequately consider the appropriate temporal and spatial scales over which 
sediment flux occurs, nor does it consider an adequate range of natural and human-
induced influences that affect sediment flux throughout a coastal system.   

 
We suggest that Recommendation 12-1 acknowledge that a scientific understanding 
of coastal sedimentary systems should form the basis for regional sediment 
management.  

 
In Chapter 12, the section on “Moving Toward Regional Sediment Management at 
USACE” there is a statement that “coastal processes operate at regional scales with 
time frames of up to 250 years and geographic extents of dozens of miles from a 
project location.” Coastal processes are not at all limited by these time and space 
scales. Although it is commendable that the USACE is beginning to recognize a 
larger framework in which they need to manage their projects, this in no way should 
confine the scope at which coastal sedimentary systems are researched, understood, 
and managed.   

 
We support Recommendation 12-4 that specifically encourages the relevant federal 
agencies to co-develop a strategy for improved assessment, monitoring, research, and 
technology to enhance sediment management. However, it is not clear that the 
USACE should be exclusively charged with evaluating the cumulative, regional 
impacts of their projects. We agree that the monitoring and studies should be 
performed but we see a role for independent science teams to perform these 
evaluations.   
 
We agree with the report that “scientific, technological, and institutional hurdles 
remain to implementing truly regional sediment management”. As we have stated 
throughout this letter, we believe that a fundamental hurdle includes our ability to 
obtain funding for the kind of coastal sedimentary systems science that is required to 
support regional coastal management. In turn, effective regional sediment 
management is hindered through lack of understanding and prediction of the long-
term evolution of coastal sedimentary systems. These fundamental hurdles are among 
the reasons that we advocate for adjusting the programmatic area of NSF to include 
coastal research, increasing funding for the USGS for regional coastal system studies, 
and improving NOAA external grants opportunities. We also support increased 
funding to the USACE Coastal Hydraulics Laboratory specifically for the integration 
of research with geological framework studies to more completely address regional 
and long-term effects of coastal structures, facilities and projects on coastal 
sedimentary systems. 
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We sincerely congratulate the Commission on this far-reaching report. We hope that you 
will consider and incorporate our comments in a spirit of cooperation. We believe that 
our recommendations are in complete alignment with the guiding principals and vision of 
the Commission for a new national ocean policy. Thank you for providing this 
opportunity to comment. 
 

Signatories 
 
 
(Principal Contact Person) 
Dr. Charles H. Fletcher 
Professor and Chair 
Department of Geology and Geophysics 
School of Ocean and Earth Science and 
Technology (SOEST) 
POST 721 
University of Hawaii at Manoa 
1680 East-West Road 
Honolulu, HI  96822 
Ph. 808-956-2582 
fletcher@soest.hawaii.edu
 
 
Dr. Laura J. Moore 
Assistant Professor 
Geology Department 
Oberlin College 
52 West Lorain Street 
Oberlin, OH  44074 
Ph. 440-775-8351 
Laura.Moore@oberlin.edu
 
 
Mr. George M. Kaminsky 
Director 
Coastal Monitoring & Analysis Program 
Washington Department of Ecology 
P.O. Box 47600 
Olympia, WA  98504-7600 
Ph. 360-407-6797 
gkam461@ecy.wa.gov
 
 

 
 
 
 
Dr. Marie A. Ferland 
Assistant Professor 
Department of Geological Sciences 
Central Washington University 
400 E. University Way 
Ellensburg, WA  98926-7418 
Ph. 509-963-2829 
ferlandm@cwu.edu
 
 
Dr. Maurice L. Schwartz 
Professor Emeritus 
Department of Geology 
Western Washington University 
516 High Street 
Bellingham, WA  98225-9080 
Ph. 360-650-3586 
coastal@cc.wwu.edu
 
 
Dr. Robert S. Young 
Associate Professor 
Department of Geosciences and  
Natural Resources Management 
Western Carolina University 
Cullowhee, NC  28723 
Ph. 828-227-3822 
ryoung@wcu.edu
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Dr. Joseph F. Donoghue 
Associate Professor 
Department of Geological Sciences 
Florida State University 
108 Carraway Building 
Tallahassee FL  32306-4100 
Ph. 850-644-2703 
donoghue@gly.fsu.edu
 
 
Dr. Joseph T. Kelley 
Professor 
Department of Earth Sciences 
University of Maine 
78 Hill Street 
Orono, ME  04469-5790 
Ph. 207-581-2162 
jtkelley@maine.edu
 
 
Dr. Stanley R. Riggs 
Distinguished Research Professor 
Department of Geology 
East Carolina University 
Greenville, NC  27858 
Ph. 252-328-6379 
riggss@mail.ecu.edu
 
 
Dr. Stephen J. Culver 
Professor and Chair 
Department of Geology 
East Carolina University 
Greenville, NC  27858 
Ph. 252-328-6010 
culvers@mail.ecu.edu
 
 
Dr. David J. Mallinson 
Assistant Professor 
Department of Geology 
East Carolina University 
Greenville, NC  27858 
Ph. 252-328-1344 
mallinsond@mail.ecu.edu

 
Dr. D. Reide Corbett 
Assistant Professor 
Department of Geology 
Coastal Resources Management 
East Carolina University 
Greenville, NC  27858 
Ph. 252-328-1367 
corbettd@mail.ecu.edu
 
 
Dr. Duncan M. FitzGerald 
Associate Professor 
Department of Earth Sciences 
Boston University 
685 Commonwealth Avenue 
Boston, MA  02215 
Ph. 617-353-2530 
dunc@bu.edu
 
 
Dr. Harry M. Jol 
Associate Professor 
Department of Geography  
University of Wisconsin-Eau Claire 
105 Garfield Avenue 
Eau Claire, WI  54703-4004 
Ph. 715-836-3472 
jolhm@uwec.edu
 
 
Dr. John F. Wehmiller 
Professor 
Department of Geology and College of 
Marine Studies 
University of Delaware 
Newark, DE  19716 
Ph. 302-831-2926 
jwehm@udel.edu
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Dr. Donald Swift 
Professor 
Department of Ocean, Earth, and 
Atmospheric Sciences 
Old Dominion University 
Norfolk, VA  23529 
Ph. 757-683-4937 
dswift@odu.edu
 
 
Dr. David Bush 
Associate Professor 
Department of Geosciences 
State University of West Georgia 
Carrollton, GA  30118 
Ph. 770-836-4597 
dbush@westga.edu
 
 
Dr. Antonio B. Rodriguez 
Assistant Professor 
Geological Sciences 
University of Alabama 
Tuscaloosa, AL  35487-0338 
Ph. 205-348-1884 
arodrigu@bama.ua.edu
 
 
Dr. Gary Griggs 
Professor 
Department of Earth Sciences 
University of California at Santa Cruz 
Santa Cruz, CA  95064 
Ph: 831-459-5006 
ggriggs@es.ucsc.edu
 
 
Dr. Christopher K. Sommerfield 
Assistant Professor 
College of Marine Studies 
University of Delaware 
Lewes, DE  19958-1298 
Ph. 302-645-4255 
cs@udel.edu
 

 
Dr. Jonathan Allan 
Coastal Geomorphologist 
Oregon Department of Geology and 
Mineral Industries 
Coastal Field Office 
P.O. Box 1033 
Newport, OR  97365 
Ph. 541-574-6658 
jonathan.allan@dogami.state.or.us
 
 
Dr. Maria G. Honeycutt 
Senior Coastal Scientist 
PBS&J  
12101 Indian Creek Court 
Beltsville, MD  20705 
Ph. 301-210-6800 x 459 
mhoneycutt@pbsj.com
 
 
Dr. John Anderson 
Professor 
Department of Earth Sciences 
Rice University 
MS126, 6100 South Main 
P.O. Box 1892 
Houston, TX  77005 
Ph. 713-348-4880 
johna@rice.edu
 
 
Dr. William J. Neal 
Professor 
Department of Geology 
Grand Valley State University 
125 Padnos Hall
Allendale, MI  49401 
Ph. 616-331-3381
nealw@gvsu.edu
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