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Sea Rise and Coastal Flooding

Coastal flooding from high tides is getting more common in most parts of the United States, as 
climate change causes sea levels to rise.

Millions of people are affected by so-called sunny day flooding each year,  according to a new 
report by the National Oceanic and Atmospheric Administration (NOAA). On average, the U.S. 
now experiences five extra days of high-tide flooding each year compared to the year 2000.

“Over the past year we’ve seen record coastal flooding,” says Nicole LeBoeuf, the director of the 
NOAA National Ocean Service.

In the last year, St. Petersburg, Fla., Atlantic City, N.J., Charleston, S.C. and more than 30 other 
places tied or broke their records for the number of high-tide flood days. Galveston, Texas, which 
consistently sees some of the most severe and frequent high-tide flooding of any city in the U.S., 
experienced 23 days of high-tide flooding last year.

The  costs  of  high-tide  flooding  are  enormous.  Even  a  few  inches  of  water  can  make 
neighborhoods inaccessible to some residents,  including those who use wheelchairs or rely on 
strollers  to  transport  young  children.  And  standing  water  can  also  snarl  commutes,  block 
emergency vehicles and cause secondary flooding if sewers back up into buildings or overflow into 
natural bodies of water.

Sea levels don’t rise at the same rate everywhere, and the effects of high-tide flooding are even 
more pronounced in places where sea levels are rising most rapidly, the report notes. In the last 25 
years or so, the number of days with high-tide flooding has increased by a whopping 250%  or 
more in many regions, including along the Gulf of Mexico, and in the Mid-Atlantic and the Pacific 
Islands.

“Decades of sea level rise are catching up,” says William Sweet, an oceanographer at NOAA.

The map on the next page shows the average number of days per year in which coastal waters rose above a local threshold 
for flooding at 42 sites along U.S. coasts. Each small bar graph compares the first decade of widespread measurements 
(1950–1959 in orange) with the most recent decade (2014–2023 in purple).

Data source: NOAA, 20244,5 
Web update: September 2024

http://ANJEC.org
http://EPA.gov
https://tidesandcurrents.noaa.gov/high-tide-flooding/
https://tidesandcurrents.noaa.gov/high-tide-flooding/
https://apps.npr.org/arctic-ice-melting-climate-change/texas-galveston-sea-level-rise.html
https://www.npr.org/transcripts/758199411
https://www.npr.org/transcripts/758199411
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How does this affect Hopewell Township?
Have you noticed how many coastal flooding alerts Hopewell has gotten lately from your weather app? And it’s not 
always from heavy rains that are forecasted. Flooding along the Cohansey affects the township agricultural sites, home 
sites and protected wildlife management areas within the township.

The Cohansey is a tidal river entering directly into the Delaware Bay which enters the Atlantic Ocean. A portion of 
Hopewell Township lies on the Cohansey.  Changing sea levels can affect human activities in coastal areas. Higher sea 
level also makes coastal infrastructure more vulnerable to damage from storms. Rising sea level tends to make headlines 
during extreme events, like the storm surge that caused billions of dollars in damage during Hurricane Sandy in 2012. Yet 
rising sea level can also cause permanent changes in the landscape when it inundates (submerges) low-lying land. The 
Atlantic coast is particularly vulnerable because of low elevations and sinking shorelines. Rising sea level inundates low-
lying wetlands and dry land, erodes shorelines, contributes to coastal flooding, and increases the flow of salt water into 
estuaries and nearby groundwater aquifers.

The loss of coastal land can affect a large number of people, as nearly 10 million Americans live in a coastal floodplain. 
Coastal ecosystems are also at risk. These environments provide habitat for many kinds of plants and animals, as well as 
services that ensure people’s well-being, ranging from food production to recreation. Coastal wetlands provide valuable 
nursery, feeding, breeding, staging, and resting areas for many fish, shellfish, mammals, and birds, and they can buffer 
coastal areas against storm and wave damage. As sea level rises, dry land can turn into wetland or open water. Existing 
wetlands can be threatened, too, as salt marshes, and other coastal wetlands are at risk of being converted to open water.
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The importance of the Cohansey Watershed
Part of the Delaware Bay Watershed, the Cohansey River runs 30 miles from its headwaters at Cool Run and Bostwick 
Lake in Salem County, through Cumberland County and into Cohansey Cove on Delaware Bay.

The 111-square-mile watershed encompasses one of the largest expanses of quality wetlands in the state. It is home to 
eight towns and maritime villages, including one of the Bayshore’s largest urban centers, Bridgeton, and two National 
Register historic districts. In 1774, the small port village of Greenwich near the mouth of the river was the scene of an 
incident similar to the more famous Boston Tea Party, in which imported tea was burned as a protest against taxation.

North and west of Bridgeton, the watershed is rural, dominated by farms growing vegetable crops. Below Bridgeton, 
moving south and west, the Cohansey River supports sizable non-forested wetland complexes. Marshlands along both 
sides of the river extend inland for several miles.

Riparian forest can be found along the upper Cohansey, north of Bridgeton. A contiguous forest patch envelops the 
southeastern corner of the watershed, in Fairfield. It is home to Clarks Pond Wildlife Management Area, the Richard 
Buhlman Preserve and Rattlesnake Gut. This area also supports an unusual plant community of water plantain and 
quillwort and the threatened swamp pink.

New Jersey Conservation Foundation has helped preserve over 2,700 acres around the Cohansey River. In 2010, the 
Foundation initiated a farmland preservation partnership with Cumberland County, which has already resulted in the 
preservation of several area farms.

For more information about preserving land in the Cohansey River project area, contact info@njconservation.org
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