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WHAT IS NWF’S NATIONAL STRATEGY TO SOLVE THE IMPACT OF CLIMATE 
CHANGE ON OUR COASTAL COMMUNITIES AND ECOSYSTEMS?
NWF has a dual approach to addressing the challenge of climate change including both climate mitigation and 
adaptation. Given the still growing concentrations of carbon in the atmosphere, it is imperative that as a 
society we reduce emissions of greenhouse gases and help capture and store carbon already in the 
atmosphere. NWF works extensively on policies to promote mitigation solutions, including focusing on the 
role natural ecosystems like forests, marshes, and sea grasses play in sequestering and storing carbon. NWF 
has also been a leader in the field of climate adaptation and has been in developing and advocating for the 
use of use of “climate-smart conservation” planning approaches, which are now in wide use by federal and state 
natural resource agencies. Additionally, the Federation has been active in promoting the use of natural 
infrastructure for climate resilience, including by working nature-based approaches onto a level playing field 
in federal, state, and local policies and funding decisions.



WHAT IS THE LATEST SCIENCE TELLING 
US ABOUT HOW TO PROTECT AND 
RESTORE OUR COASTAL COMMUNITIES 
AND ECOSYSTEMS?
Rising sea levels, stronger storms, and other climate-related 
changes are putting additional strains on coastal communities 
and ecosystems. . Historically, coastal communities have relied 
on hard infrastructure, like seawalls and breakwaters, for 
protection but there is now strong scientific evidence for the 
use of “nature-based solutions”. This includes protecting intact 
natunatural systems, which already provide protective benefits, as 
well as restoring the natural function of degraded systems. 
Nature-based approaches can often be more effective, and 
cost-effective, than traditional hard infrastructure, and with 
proper stewardship can often self-adjust and keep pace with 
changing climatic conditions.

AS A CHIEF SCIENTIST YOU HAVE SEEN 
DIFFERENT APPROACHES TO COASTAL 
WORK, WHY ARE NATUREBASED 
SOLUTIONS SO CRITICAL TO LONGTERM 
SUCCESS?
Coastal protection efforts historically have relied on hard 
infrastructure like sea walls, levees, and rock jetties. 
Although this may protect specific areas or parcels, these 
approaches often have had unintended consequences, 
such as increasing shoreline erosion in adjacent areas 
and eliminating or degrading important fish and wildlife 
habihabitat. The use of nature-based solutions like “living 
shorelines” or restored dunes and marshes, offers a 
“win-win” for enhancing the value of coastal areas for 
fish and wildlife while at the same time offering 
protective benefits for coastal communities. These 
approaches also help coastal systems adapt and 
respond to changing climatic conditions in ways that 
engineeengineered systems often cannot.

WHAT IS THE DIFFERENCE BETWEEN 
CLIMATE ADAPTATION AND 
MITIGATION?
Addressing the challenge of climate change will require 
action on two fronts: climate mitigation and climate 
adaptation. Climate mitigation efforts are designed to 
address the underlying problem by slowing—and 
ultimately reversing—accumulation of greenhouse gases in 
the atmosphere driving global warming. Climate 
adaptation, in contrast, is about addressing the impacts of 
climaclimate change, now and into the future, by taking actions 
that reduce climate risks to people and wildlife.

IS IT TOO LATE TO SAVE OUR COASTS?
Coastlines are naturally dynamic. Rising sea levels and 
more severe storms will almost certainly cause changes 
in the boundary between sea and land and in many places 
lead to shifts from one habitat type to another. 

For example, in some areas we already are seeing salt 
marsh moving landward and replacing coastal forests. 
UnUnfortunately, development along much of the coast 
has led to a hardening of much of our shoreline, in an 
often-futile effort to stabilize a naturally dynamic system. 
Working to soften our shorelines through restoring 
natural systems offers one of the best opportunities for 
meeting the needs of both people and wildlife. As the 
climate impacts on our coasts accelerate, communities 
and and coastal zone planners will be facing many hard 
decisions about where and how to manage for an 
increasingly dynamic and changing coast.


