
Community Resilience and Protecting 
Vital Wetlands and Floodplains

It seems as if recent years 
have brought either too 

much or too little water to the 
Midwest. � is year, it’s severe 
drought. But for many years in 
the recent past, the region has 
experienced signi� cant � ood-
ing, displacing thousands and 
causing billions of dollars of 
damage. 

With climate change, these 
kinds of weather extremes are 
the new normal. To be resilient 
to these changes, communities 
must not only implement cli-
mate mitigation strategies, but 
also adaptation strategies.

Structural approaches—o en 
relied upon for � ood control—
may be appropriate, but levees 
and other man-made barriers 
can encourage development 
in high-risk areas and may 
not protect communities from 
� ooding. Instead, the restora-
tion of wetlands and natural 
� oodplains may actually pro-
vide more e� ective, and less 
expensive, protection against 
� ood damage.

In 2009, ELI and the 

University of North Carolina 
Institute for the Environment 
conducted a study to identify 
ways to build community resil-
ience by preserving vital wet-
lands and natural habitats in 
areas prone to natural hazards. 
We found extensive overlap 
between priority wetland and 
wildlife habitats and hazard-
prone areas in the Rock River 
Basin in Wisconsin; the Sno-
homish River Basin in Wash-
ington; and Osceola and Polk 
counties in Florida. But we 
also found that the agencies 
and organizations that protect 
habitat, the wetland and wild-
life conservation managers, and 
those that protect people and 
property from natural disasters, 
the hazard mitigation plan-
ners and emergency managers, 
were not collaborating. We re-
alized that there were tremen-
dous untapped opportunities 
to improve wetland and habitat 
protection and � ood hazard 
mitigation. So we went to work.

In May 2011, we returned to 
the Rock River Basin in Wis-
consin to convene a workshop 
in partnership with the Wis-
consin Wetlands Association 
designed to bring together 
hazard and emergency manag-
ers, water quality and wetland 
managers, and conservation 
organizations to � nd ways to 
work e� ectively together to 
improve community resilience 
while conserving natural habi-
tats. � e 50 participants identi-
� ed creative opportunities and 
concrete next steps to increase 

interagency collaboration in 
the basin—which ranged from 
improving data-sharing among 
agencies to establishing a struc-
ture for continued communica-
tion.

In May 2012, we held a sec-
ond workshop with the Iowa 
Natural Heritage Foundation in 
Iowa’s Cedar River Basin, where 
the 2008 � oods caused more 
than $6 billion in damages. � e 
basin used to be dominated by 
wetlands and intact � oodplains 
but is now primarily dedicated 
to agriculture and, increasingly, 
urban development. 

� e workshops con� rmed 
the potential bene� ts of inter-
agency collaboration. We all 
learned that improved com-
munication, promotion of local 
initiatives, more long-range 
planning to target priority 
areas, and development of es-
tablished structures for contin-
ued communication can lead 
to projects that yield multiple 
bene� ts.

Last summer, we created a 
guidebook, Protecting Wetlands 
and Wildlife Habitat While Re-
ducing Flood Losses, based on 
the lessons learned in our � rst 
workshop. � e report illustrates 
opportunities for wetland and 
wildlife managers and hazard 
and emergency managers to 
work together to protect natu-
ral habitats and strengthen re-
silience to � ooding throughout 
the entire Upper Mississippi 
River Basin. It illustrates how 
to create maps that show where 
� ood hazard areas and wetland 

and wildlife habitat areas over-
lap and includes case studies of 
successful interagency collabo-
ration. 

� is summer and fall, we are 
partnering with the Wisconsin 
Wetlands Association to host a 
four part webinar to promote 
such collaboration in the Rock 
River Basin. � e webinars will 
o� er participants the opportu-
nity to pursue new ways to im-
prove the e� ectiveness of their 
plans, policies, and projects; 
opportunities for establishing 
new collaborations with other 
disciplines and agencies; and 
new sources of state and federal 
funding that could be leveraged 
for wetland and wildlife habitat 
conservation and � ood hazard 
mitigation.

To build community resil-
ience in the face of climate 
change, organizations and 
agencies will have to look for 
ways to stretch increasingly 
scarce funding. By combining 
resources, organizations can 
sometimes achieve together 
what neither could accomplish 
alone. Collaborative projects 
that both help to conserve 
wetlands and wildlife habitats 
while also protecting people 
and property from food dam-
age will not only help commu-
nities to adapt to the expected 
impacts of climate change, but 
will also help to ensure the pro-
tection of vital ecosystems and 
the natural services they pro-
vide.
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