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To Adapt to Climate Change, Retreat is Necessary 
Alexandra Tempus 
The Nation 
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One of many houses in Staten Island, N.Y. destroyed by Hurricane Sandy. 
Photo by Cpl. Bryan Nygaard 
 
Told through the lens of a father and son who decided to relocate from their home in 
Staten Island post-Sandy, this article explores many of the difficult topics related to 
coastal retreat and highlights the need for consensus on a way forward for vulnerable 
communities. It follows research conducted by Sherri Brokopp Binder and Alex Greer in 
working-class neighborhoods hit hard by Sandy, analyzing residents’ emotional 
responses to relocation, New York’s immense spending on rebuilding efforts, the need to 
evaluate relocation practices to determine the outcomes for those who choose to retreat, 
and the necessity of more support for those who are going through the confusing 
relocation process. 
 
Both state and government officials were quoted in the article, expressing a need for 
forward-thinking: 
 
“‘That the bulk of money is being spent on rebuilding belies the fact that experts and 
government officials acknowledge that relocation from the riskiest areas will be 
necessary. “Managed retreat is the strategy that most effectively mitigates the risk of 
catastrophic flooding,” a spokesperson for the Governor’s Office of Storm Recovery told 



The Nation. “By removing manmade impediments and restoring the wetlands, we are 
recreating the best coastal buffer that nature can offer. This is all the more important in 
the face of imminent sea level rise and the new reality of increasingly frequent storms.’ 
 
This acceptance of relocation reaches up to the federal level, says Brian Sullivan, a 
spokesman for the US Department of Housing and Urban Development. 
 
‘We have a lot of our built communities increasingly in harm’s way,’ says Sullivan. 
‘With the frequency and the severity of these events, with storm surge and sea-level rise, 
we can’t afford to rebuild in the way that we’ve always intended to rebuild. The model a 
generation ago was to rebuild to what things were. And we can’t do that.’” 
 
Wrenching Resettlement in China, With More Likely to Come 
Edward Wong 
New York Times 
October 25, 2016 
http://www.nytimes.com/interactive/2016/10/25/world/asia/china-climate-change-
resettlement.html  
 

 
As the climate warms, issues of ecological displacement in China and around the world are likely to get much worse.  
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Part of a series called “Carbon’s Casualties,” this is the latest installment that focuses on 
climate-related resettlement in China. According the article, the Chinese government has 
moved 329,000 people termed “ecological migrants,” from climate-distressed locations to 
161 “hastily built villages.” Unfortunately, those moving to these new villages are not 
necessarily better off, at least in the short-term. Homes have been downsized and living 
conditions have been worsened, many cannot find work, and traditional farming practices 



have been replaced with a reliance on industry. Some think this is a way for the 
government to control ethnic minority populations and have called these relocation 
efforts displacement and human rights violations. 
 
The article also touches on the emotional toll of relocation and its effects on families: 
 
“‘For Ma Shixiong, the memory of his four brothers’ departure in November 2013 was as 
clear as the sky overhead. The families had loaded their furniture onto trucks. They had 
boarded a bus the next morning. 
 
“We all cried,” Mr. Ma said. “They cried, I cried. We were a family, and now we’re 
separated. I hope they will move back, but it’s impossible.’” 
 
After Sandy, Overpromising and Underdelivering 
The Editorial Board 
New York Times 
October 21, 2016 
http://www.nytimes.com/2016/10/22/opinion/after-sandy-overpromising-and-
underdelivering.html?mabReward=CTM&moduleDetail=recommendations-
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A home is rebuilt 16 months after Hurricane Sandy, this one in New Jersey. 
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This editorial focuses on the fourth anniversary of Hurricane Sandy, detailing New York 
City’s slow and over-budget rebuilding program. It concludes with the suggestion that the 



City should be focusing its efforts on moving homes away from the coast rather than 
continually repairing them after flood events.  
 
“One likely answer is going to be very hard for homeowners to accept: In a rapidly 
changing climate, their windblown condos and bungalows are in harm’s way, and what 
government really should be rebuilding is storm-absorbing wetlands and parks. 
 
Everybody wants to live on the beach. But when the storms blow and the waters rise, 
overmatched bureaucrats and frustrated homeowners will end up caught in the undertow, 
for years to come. In this sense, the very words “Build It Back” miss the point — unless 
by “back” you mean back, way back, from the water’s edge.” 
 
Can a Town that has Defied History Survive Climate Change? 
Erika Bolstad 
ClimateWire 
October 28, 2016 
http://www.eenews.net/stories/1060044963 
 

 
A Princeville, NC highway post Hurricane Matthew.  
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Princeville, North Carolina, considered to be the oldest U.S. city to be officially chartered 
by African-Americans, has both lots of history and lots of problems. Nearly destroyed by 
Hurricane Floyd in 1999, this is a story of town pride and how it makes the concept of 
relocation hard to bear. 



 
In the words of the author: 
 
“What if this time around, though, it's not up to Princeville? What if the prospects of 
more flooding from climate change, the politics and economics of a second federally 
funded cleanup, and, not least, the fatigue of Princeville's own residents swamp the 
town's pride, history and best intentions, and leave it little more than a historical marker 
on the side of the highway?” 
 
 
 
 
  


