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Rhode Island: 
the fun-sized state 
• With over 400 miles of coastline 

and more than 100 beaches, 

Rhode Island’s shores and coastal 

waters are central to the state’s 

cultural, environmental, and 

economic interests. 

• Narragansett Bay is an estuary of 

“national significance” and a focus 

of water quality restoration and 

climate change resilience projects.

• Tourism is one of Rhode Island’s 

most important economic sectors 

and the state is increasingly a 

foodie destination.



Westerly inundated with 

flood waters in 2010



Formally established in 2014 to 

advise the governor, the General 

Assembly, and the public on 

strategies to address the challenge 

of global climate change.

• RI Coastal Resources Management Council

• RI Commerce Corporation

• RI Department of Administration

• RI Department of Environmental Management

• RI Department of Health

• RI Department of Transportation

• RI Division of Planning

• RI Emergency Management Agency

• RI Infrastructure Bank

• RI Office of Energy Resources

• RI Public Utilities Commission 

A coalition of 11-State Agencies:



Timeline of natural disasters and 

select state agency reports and tools



In September 2017, Governor 

Gina M. Raimondo signed an 

Executive Order appointing a 

Chief Resilience Officer to drive 

climate resilience efforts across 

the state with the mission to 

develop a statewide action 

strategy by July 2018. 



Resilient Rhody framework



• Resilient Rhody outlines the 

benefits and vulnerabilities of 

coastal wetlands, beaches 

and barriers, forests, and water 

resources. 

• Actions for protecting the 

state’s natural systems focus 

on monitoring and preserving 

the state’s natural resources 

and considering the 

ecological services of the 

land when planning for

future development.

RESILIENCE THEME: 

Natural Systems
Stepstone Falls, Arcadia Wildlife Management Area



RIDEM staff maintaining waterways in the Sapowet Salt Marsh

Natural Systems Recommended Action:

Preserve the dynamic nature of beaches and 

barriers in future management of these critical 

natural systems.

• The coastal portion of 

Sapowet Marsh Management 

Area in Tiverton has 

experienced more than 

90 feet of shoreline erosion 

in the last 75 years and 

continued erosion threatens 

the existing infrastructure. 

• The restoration project 

provides a strategic redesign 

of the coastal point-of-access 

off Seapowet Avenue to 

increase shoreline resilience 

and ensure public access 

well into the future. 



RESILIENCE THEME: 

Community Health

& Resilience

• Climate change does not 

impact all Rhode Islanders 

equally, and climate change 

and disasters exacerbate 

existing social vulnerabilities. 

• Actions include supporting 

existing community groups 

and increasing outreach on 

climate risks and solutions to 

homeowners and renters. 

Upgrading school infrastructure 

and improving environmental 

literacy curricula is also 

recommended.

Brenton Point State Park in Newport



Community Health & Resilience Recommended Action:

Develop technical assistance and statewide support 
for bottom-up, community-led groups to carry out 

planning and action to make their communities 

more climate resilient.

• Rhode Island’s Health Equity 

Zone initiative that brings 

communities together to build 

the infrastructure needed to 

achieve healthy, systemic 

changes at the local level. 

• Expansion of the Low Income 

Home Assistance Program to 

include cooling assistance to 

eligible residents and incentive 

retrofits and weatherization for 

property owners.

• City of Providence’s Equity in 

Sustainability Initiative and the 

Racial and Environmental Justice 

Committee helps residents 

prepare for a changing climate.



RESILIENCE THEME: 

Emergency Preparedness
• Resilient Rhody emphasizes 

the importance of evacuation 

shelters and routes, building 

design and construction, and 

emergency services.

• Actions include preparing 

municipal-owned sites to be 

used as emergency 

information hubs and shelters, 

continuing development of 

guidelines and trainings for 

both local and statewide 

emergency responders, 

securing food and fuel, and 

increasing public outreach.

The effects of Hurricane Sandy on coastal Rhode Island



StormReady ceremony at the Rhode Island State House

Emergency Preparedness Recommended Action:

Develop more realistic storm preparedness training 

for facility managers and emergency managers. 

• Rhode Island is the first state 

in the country to have all 

municipalities recognized as 

“StormReady” by the National 

Weather Service. 

• StormReady encourages 

communities to take a 

proactive approach to 

improving local hazardous 

weather operations by 

providing emergency 

managers with clear-cut 

guidelines on how to improve 

their hazardous weather 

operations. 



RESILIENCE THEME: 

Critical Infrastructure

& Utilities

• Resilient Rhody divides critical 

infrastructure into nine priority 

asset types: drinking water 

systems; wastewater 

treatment facilities; dams; 

stormwater infrastructure; 

ports; electric grid; fuel supply; 

roads, bridges, and culverts; 

and public transportation.

• Actions call for addressing 

at-risk structures, as well as 

increased coordination and 

data sharing between state 

and local agencies.

A flooded street in West Warwick during the Great Floods of 2010



The Port of Galilee with 5ft sea level rise. (Rendering courtesy of Austin Becker (URI) 

2015 and his students at URI)

Natural Systems Recommended Action:

Strengthen storm resilience and post-storm 

recovery at the ports through strategic 

partnerships and planning.

• The Port of Galilee is an 

economic hub for Rhode 

Island, especially in its role

as the state’s largest 

commercial fishing port. The 

Port supports thousands of 

jobs and a diverse fleet. 

• Recent upgrades ensure that 

new docks will be raised to 

the highest possible grade to 

accommodate sea level rise. 

Future planned resilience 

projects include raising the 

bulkhead to a higher grade in 

one of the lowest areas in the 

Port to prevent water from 

breaching.



RESILIENCE THEME: 

Financing Climate 

Resilience Projects

• Communities across 

Rhode Island face an urgent 

need to build climate resilient 

infrastructure that will survive 

extreme weather events.

• There are several existing 

loan, bond, and grant 

programs for addressing 

climate resilience, and many 

new financing mechanisms 

currently under development 

by state and local agencies 

based on successful programs 

around the country.

Groundbreaking of the Warren Wastewater Treatment Facility



Existing climate financing mechanisms



Focusing on Actions



Collaboration Driving 

Resilience Projects • Strategic partnerships 

between state agencies, 

academic institutions, and 

organizations drive climate 

resilience projects

• From projected sea level 

mapping tools to upgrades to 

wastewater treatment 

facilities, Rhode Island is 

working collaboratively to 

address the impacts of 

climate change now.

Groundbreaking of the Warren Wastewater Treatment Facility



Bradford Dam removal. Photo: The Nature Conservancy

Critical Infrastructure Action:

Prioritize remediation actions and investments 

identified in RIDEM’s 2017 dam hazard study to 

ensure compliance and downstream safety.

• Rhode Island has 

668 inventoried dams. 

Each is classified by hazard 

based on its current condition 

or the likelihood of failure. 

• 96 are classified as high hazard

• In 2017, RIDEM studied the 

capacity of high hazard 

and significant hazard 

dams to safely withstand 

a 500-year storm.

• Six dam removals and river 

restoration projects have 

already been completed on 

the Pawcatuck River.



Natural Systems Action:
Identify opportunities for retreat and 
infrastructure removal on state-owned 
properties, which can serve as demonstration 

sites for shoreline adaptation.

August 2017 ribbon cutting ceremony

• Resilience planning and 

design was incorporated into 

the Sail Newport Mid-Park 

Marine Education and 

Recreation Center at Fort 

Adams State Park.

• The building incorporates 

flood protection measures by 

elevating the first floor and all 

sensitive mechanical and 

electrical equipment.

• Restrooms contain a back 

flow preventor to use during 

flood events to prevent waters 

from entering sewers and 

the discharge of wastewater 

into local waters.



Damage to shoreline businesses in Westerly from Hurricane Sandy

Natural Systems Action:

Statewide models should be updated to identify 

opportunities for restoration and assist in planning 

for future marsh migration.

• Sea Level Affecting Marshes 

Model (SLAMM) predicts 

impacts of future sea level rise 

to coastal wetlands and 

low-lying upland areas. 

• RI’s Shoreline Change Special 

Area Management Plan 

(Beach SAMP) provides 

customized guidelines and 

regulations for addressing the 

specific needs of areas.

• STORMTOOLS shows storm 

surge and sea level rise, for a 

multitude of scenarios, for the 

entire coastline.



Emergency Preparedness Action:

Assist facilities in preparedness efforts to eliminate 

the cascading effects to other facilities and services, 

resulting in a more resilient community. 

• DEM is currently evaluating 

Aboveground Storage Tanks 

(ASTs) for Pollution Prevention 

and Risk Preparedness within 

high risk, flood-prone coastal 

communities subject to storm 

surge and sea level rise.

• Project identifies the 

locations of above-ground 

storage tanks, calculates 

the risk associated with 

facilities, and contacts and 

conducts voluntary audits 

at high-risk facilities. 

• DEM will advise facilities 

on risk-reduction measures.
ArcGIS rendering of the Port of Providence with 7-foot sea level rise. 



Critical Infrastructure & Utilities Recommended Action:

Accelerate treatment system and pumping station 

hardening projects identified in Implications of 

Climate Change for RI Wastewater Collection & 

Treatment Infrastructure.

• In 2017, DEM released the 

study Implications of Climate 

Change for RI Wastewater 

Collection and Treatment 

Infrastructure.

• Communities documented 

concerns which helped 

decision-makers appreciate 

the need for resilience 

upgrades. 

• Small-and-large-scale 

improvements have been 

enacted at wastewater 

treatment facilities in Westerly, 

Narragansett, Smithfield, 

Warren, and Warwick.
Above: Operators at West Warwick Regional Wastewater Treatment Facility use a boat 

to assess plant damage after historic flooding in 2010. 

Far Above left: The Warwick Wastewater Treatment Facility with an inundated pumping 

station in 2010. Far Above Right: A newly elevated station in 2013.



This bond invests in water 
quality, land cleanup, 
farmland, recreational 
facilities, and open space to 
ensure Rhode Island remains 
a wonderful place to live, 
visit, and raise a family.

Rhode Island’s vibrant green economy 

accounts for more than 15,000 jobs and 

adds $2.5 billion to the economy each year.
- 2016 URI study


