
MANAGED RETREAT 
  
Over the past months, the Pacifica Tribune printed many misleading 
statements about managed retreat. This article attempts to clarify what is 
meant by managed retreat and why it works for Pacifica. 
 
What Is NOT Managed Retreat? 
   
• It is NOT the taking of private property by eminent domain by the 
city. City Manager Kevin Woodhouse has written: “Where ‘managed 
retreat’ is discussed with regard to private residences, it is suggested as a 
voluntary optional adaptation strategy for private properties to exercise at 
their own volition. And… there will be no discussion or proposals in the 
[Local Coastal Plan, LCP] itself regarding condemnation of houses.” 
  
• It is NOT being used as a “mindful strategy” to stop development along the 
coast. Sea-level rise (SLR) is the culprit. Any new development needs to 
consider California Coastal Commission (CCC) guidelines, e.g., designing 
buildings to accommodate SLR or to be easily relocated. Our city shouldn’t 
be stuck with liabilities associated with any new building. Remember, this 
whole current process is being funded by a CCC grant, and the final Local 
Coastal Plan (LCP) requires CCC approval.  
  
• It is NOT going to lower the value of at-risk property. Again, SLR is the 
culprit. The fact is that as more potential buyers become aware of SLR, the 
number wanting to buy in a flood (or potential erosion) zone will drop and 
that will cause a correction in the property’s true value. That is inevitable 
with or without managed retreat. 
  
What Is Managed Retreat? 
  
• Managed retreat gives the city more options. Alternatives to managed 
retreat such as seawalls, revetments, sand nourishment, etc., not only have a 
limited life but an unlimited cost. They require continued maintenance and 
many fail. (Who will pay?) By including managed-retreat choices such as 
relocating or removing existing development out of hazard areas now, we 
won’t waste time and money by having to repeat this process and 
incorporate these choices later when needed under emergency conditions.  
  



• Managed retreat is one of the possible responses to a sequence of events or 
“triggers” (not a time line) that will cause a reconsideration of adaptive 
measures. It would give the city a much broader set of options when 
seawalls will no longer work. The idea that managed retreat wouldn’t be 
needed for many more years is not true. We do not know when we will need 
it. 
  
• Managed retreat is a reasonable process. Being prepared for the situations 
that develop in the future would save our citizens heartache and money. For 
example, managed retreat has already been used at Linda Mar State Beach, 
where the parking lot was moved back when it was threatened by the sea. 
  
• Managed retreat is the only possible way to save a few of our beaches, 
while continual armoring guarantees their loss. It is clear to us all that 
beaches beautify our city and attract tourists, who boost our economy. 
  
• Managed retreat is essential to reasonable planning efforts to develop 
adaptation strategies for critical wastewater infrastructure when armoring 
fails. We must avoid water quality risks from wastewater. If the sewer pipes 
lining our coast fail, the consequences would be felt everywhere in town.  
  
Pacifica should find funding for a study to plan for the eventual managed 
retreat of our sewer system. Possibly, we could find appropriate funding and 
start preparing for that move (of course, without affecting any properties at 
this time). When we hit the appropriate trigger, the local bond that will be 
needed to pay for the move could be appreciably lessened by this foresight. 
The best chance for Pacifica to get grant money is right now. Dismissing 
managed retreat out of hand at this time could have grave consequences for 
the future of our city. 
  
Stan Zeavin 


