
Uncharted Waters: Facilitating a 
Regional Sea-Level Rise Planning 
Process   

In January 2014, University of Florida/Institute of Food 
and Agricultural Sciences (UF/IFAS) Extension, Florida 
Sea Grant conducted an inventory of existing sea-level 
rise research projects underway in the Tampa Bay region 
to cohesively connect the individuals and agencies 
conducting research.  The region includes Pinellas, 
Hillsborough, Manatee, Pasco counties, and associated 
cities. Sea-level rise can adversely affect the natural and 
built environments in coastal and estuarine zones, causing 
increased shoreline erosion, inundation of low-lying 
coastal areas and infrastructure, increased susceptibility 
to damage from tidal and freshwater flooding, shifts in 
the extent and distribution of wetlands and other coastal 
habitats, changes to groundwater levels, salinity and 
quality, and altered salinity regimes in surface waters such 
as rivers and estuaries.  These risks require thoughtful 
action to ensure that the Tampa Bay region is resilient 
to such climate-related hazards and continues to attract 
residents and industry alike.

To this end, the Florida Sea Grant Agent facilitated a  
workshop, disseminated an associated electronic survey 
to inventory sea-level rise research projects, and collated 
the results to determine planning needs of coastal 
communities. The general response from the workshop 
was that local agencies, academia, and governments 
should be coordinating at a regional level. The survey 
responses identified needs including: (1) development 
of a regional leadership framework, (2) creation of a 
centralized web-portal for regionally-relevant research 
and tools, and (3) regionally-downscaled climate models. 

In response to the needs assessment, the Florida Sea 
Grant Agent invited key research scientists to serve 
on a scientific advisory group, self-named the Tampa 
Bay Climate Science Advisory Panel (CSAP), with the 
overarching goal to support local governments to plan for 
a changing planet. Objectives of the group include: (1) 
convene inter-agency partners working both within their 
own agency and in cooperation with other agencies on 
research and/or community adaptation projects related to 
a changing climate, (2) inventory existing projects including 

project objectives, partners, time scales, and needs, 
and (3) identify existing reports and data sets that can 
be utilized by local governments in their comprehensive 
planning efforts for a changing climate. The agent utilizes 
facilitation skills, gained through the Florida Natural 
Resources Leadership Institute, to guide discussion and 
consensus building for key recommendations for local 
governments. The group reviewed scientifically-relevant 
literature and hosted expert speakers. In cooperation 
with this effort, the Tampa Bay Regional Planning Council 
(TBRPC) is convening a network of planners, developers, 
emergency managers and policy makers through the One 
Bay: Resilient Communities Working Group to improve 
the regional capacity of the area to withstand uncertainty 
and adverse impacts associated with sea level rise and 
other coastal hazards. The CSAP informs the TBRPC 
One Bay of the relevant science, and the TBRPC One 
Bay requests specific scientific recommendation from the 
CSAP.

The CSAP will present the Recommended Methodology 
to Project Future Sea-Level Rise in the Tampa Bay 
Region in May 2015 to the TBRPC’s One Bay: Resilient 
Communities Working Group.  The recommendation is a 
tool available to the planning community to inform future 
decision support systems and adaptation planning efforts.
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