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Natural disasters are and will continue to change our 
built and natural environments.  However, with change 
come both risks and opportunities.  Bob Freitag will 
discuss how addressing change head-on can better 
enable us to prevent disasters, and even benefit from 
them. 

 
Coastal flooding has happened since there were coasts, 
but coastal damage has only occurred since we’ve 
exposed items of value to coastal processes.  We built 
structures on the shore only see them washed way.  We 
built dikes only to have them overtopped.  We are now 
faced with changes occurring so rapidly that if we do not 
reconstruct wisely we may not be able to recover.  So 
where are the opportunities? 

 
Structures damaged by our changing environment do not have to be rebuilt as 
they were.  Damaged structures rebuilt only to be damaged again will absorb 
needed capital, time, and our strength, causing our communities to slowly die 
from a thousand cuts. 

 
Coasts will do what coasts do.  Waves, wind, storms surges on a raising sea 
and even tsunamis can bring opportunities for building more resilient 
communities capable of surviving ever greater change. 
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Robert	  Freitag	  is	  the	  author	  of	  Floodplain	  Management:	  A	  New	  Approach	  for	  a	  New	  Era.	  In	  his	  book,	  he	  
outlines	  a	  new	  paradigm	  for	  flood	  management,	  one	  that	  emphasizes	  cost-‐effective,	  long-‐term	  success	  
by	  integrating	  physical	  and	  biological	  systems	  with	  our	  societal	  capabilities.	  And	  suggests	  that	  a	  better	  
solution	  is	  to	  work	  with	  the	  natural	  tendencies	  of	  the	  river:	  retreat	  from	  the	  floodplain	  by	  preventing	  
future	  development	  (and	  sometimes	  even	  removing	  existing	  structures);	  accommodate	  the	  effects	  of	  
floodwaters	  with	  building	  practices;	  and	  protect	  assets	  with	  nonstructural	  measures	  if	  possible,	  and	  with	  
large	  structural	  projects	  only	  if	  absolutely	  necessary.	  	  
Robert Freitag is director of the Institute for Hazards Mitigation Planning & Research and senior instructor 
at the University of Washington	  


