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Aerial view of the Donal C. O’Brien, Jr. Sanctuary and Audubon Center at-Pine Island in Corolla, North Carolina.




The number of disasters costing a billion dollars or more has
risen sharply. From 1980 to 2019, the U.S. averaged nine billion-
dollar disasters per year (adjusted for inflation). From 2020 to
2024, that average jumped to 23.: More than statistics, these
numbers represent a significant toll—loss of life, home, habitats,
security, and economic stability. Congress and the administration
have important decisions to make to reduce risk to communities
and nature in the face of increasing hazards that threaten our
economy and security.

Just like roads and bridges, our natural infrastructure—
habitats like wetlands, beaches, and barrier islands—provide
critical services to our communities. They serve as safe
recreational spaces, enhance our resilience to threats like
increasing flooding and drought, and improve habitats for birds
and other wildlife. Our elected leaders have an opportunity
to harness the U.S.’s immense natural wealth in efforts to
support the economy while also addressing both the causes and
consequences of changing environmental conditions.

Mallard at Richardson Bay
Audubon Center and Sanctuary
near San Francisco, California.
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Hurricane Sandy damaged beach dunes
in Holgate, New Jerysgyj{n 2012.

.

he Challenge

Rising seas, more intense and frequent storms, heavier rainfall,
and more extreme droughts are increasingly impacting people,
property, and habitats. More than 41 million Americans face
rising flood risks, and $1 trillion in properties are threatened by
sea-level rise alone.
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Audubon staff walk along a
flooded road during high tide at
Blackwater National Wildlife
Refuge in Cambridge, Maryland.

These threats along with more intense storms are
increasing risks for the nearly 40 percent of people in

the U.S. who live along our coasts. Coastal communities
produce 40 percent of total jobs and contribute more than
46 percent to the U.S. gross domestic product.?

Increased hazards associated with flooding, drought,
and wildfires also threaten habitats that are vital to the
survival of birds, fish, and other wildlife. With human
development and changing environmental conditions
shrinking bird habitats, the U.S. has lost 3 billion birds
since the 1970s, with a 70-percent decline in sea- and
shorebird populations over the last 50 years.>+

Disasters don’t affect everyone equally. They can hit
hardest in communities that are already under stress like
low-income neighborhoods, coastal and rural populations,
and those living without access to safe housing or basic
services. In communities all across the U.S., people can’t
afford to evacuate, don’t have the means to rebuild, and
take decades to fully recover from disasters.

The way communities choose to adapt to these threats
could further exacerbate these harms. If we choose to
“wall in” our communities in an effort to keep flood waters

at bay, this can erode and drown the coastal and riverine
ecosystems that provide natural flood protections and
other ecological services that are essential to the well-being
of both people and wildlife.

Hard structures like sea walls and levees can be
beneficial to some communities in the short term and
will continue to be necessary in some places to protect
critical infrastructure and already built-out communities.
However, these “gray infrastructure” solutions will also
become less protective over time as sea levels rise and
rainfall patterns change.

Gray infrastructure also pushes flood risk downstream,
and may not be financially feasible options for all
communities. Harnessing the power of nature provides an
alternative for implementing resilience solutions that will
grow and build over time, while delivering countless other
benefits for both communities as well as birds and other
wildlife.
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White Ibises roosting in a
mangrove forest in Everglades
National Park, Florida.

rastructure

Natural infrastructure is engineering with nature—protecting,
restoring, and mimicking natural landscapes and features like
wetlands, living shorelines, oyster reefs, and barrier islands—to
enhance the ability of communities to withstand the impacts

of changing environmental conditions. It recognizes that
nature—just like roads and bridges—provides critical services to
communities.
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ENHANCE RESILIENCE

Restoring coastal wetlands and natural floodplains buffers
communities against storms and reduces stormwater
flooding from heavy rainfall events. During Hurricane
Sandy, coastal wetlands prevented more than $625 million
in damages by providing natural storm surge buffers.s
Wetlands and floodplains also help naturally store water
and recharge groundwater aquifers, reducing drought
risks in more arid states. These types of solutions are
more adaptable and durable than gray infrastructure,
because they naturally adapt to changing environmental
conditions.

IMPROVE THE ENVIRONMENT

Natural infrastructure provides habitats that birds, fish,
and other wildlife depend on for feeding, nesting, and
breeding. Habitats like wetlands and seagrasses naturally
capture and store carbon pollution. Salt marshes and reefs
serve as nurseries for economically important fisheries.
Natural landscapes also filter pollutants from the air and
water and reduce risks of heat waves in urbanized areas.

BUILD ECONOMIC OPPORTUNITIES

Restoring natural lands and waters increases recreational
opportunities and access to green space, improves public
health, supports fisheries, creates jobs, and increases
property values—all delivering significant economic
returns. Ocean-based tourism and recreation alone
contribute approximately $143 billion to the U.S. economy
each year and employ almost 2.5 million Americans.®
Natural infrastructure can also be more cost-effective than
gray infrastructure—for every dollar invested, $7 or more in
flood-reduction benefits are returned.”

A Great Blue Heron carrying
nest material.
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37 acres of prime
bird nesting habitat for Brown Pelicans
and other coastal birds in Louisiana.

How Congress

Can Advance
Nature-pased Solutions
0 Reduce Risk

Lawmakers have the opportunity to drive much-needed funding
to programs that support efforts to preserve and restore vital
landscapes and watersheds, remove federal barriers that hinder
the use of nature-based solutions, and create incentives that
promote sound land-use practices that preserve and protect our

natural assets.
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As Congress develops strategies to
address inefficiencies in disaster
response and drive economic growth
while reducing risk to communities,
built infrastructure, and habitat,
investments in infrastructure—
including natural infrastructure—
present a unique opportunity to
make much-needed upgrades to

our infrastructure systems while
also creating high-paying jobs. The
National Oceanic and Atmospheric
Administration (NOAA) estimates
that for every $1 million spent on
habitat restoration, 15 to 30 high-
paying jobs are created.®

Restoration and
Conservation Programs

By directing conservation funding
to federal agencies and increasing
funding for ecosystem restoration,
through programs like the National

Coastal Resilience Fund and Wetland

Reserve Easement, Congress can
support efforts to build natural
flood buffers for communities while
enhancing recreational amenities
and creating jobs in communities.

Transportation Planning

Congress should ensure that funding
for transportation programs and
projects promote nature-based
approaches for enhancing resilience.
Competitive grants such as the U.S.
Department of Transportation’s
Promoting Resilient Operations

for Transformative, Efficient,

and Cost-saving Transportation
(PROTECT) Program and Better
Utilizing Investments to Leverage
Development (BUILD) Grant
Program (previously known

as the Rebuilding American
Infrastructure with Sustainability
and Equity [RAISE] grants) have
demonstrated successful outcomes.®
Supporting those and funding new
discretionary grant programs to

Sora in wetlands in
the Colorado River
Delta region.

support resilience investments in the
transportation sector will continue
to yield benefits into the future.
Congress should pass legislation
reauthorizing surface transportation
programs and authorize funding

for and prioritization of natural
infrastructure in the Surface
Transportation Block Grant program.
Discretionary grant programs are
critical to incentivizing innovative
practices and projects, including
more sustainable and resilient
nature-based solutions, for rural and
lower-population areas that are often
overlooked and underfunded through
basic formula programs. In addition
to the aforementioned inclusions,
any surface transportation
reauthorization legislation should
consider disasters like increased
frequency of flooding and wildfires,
as well as sea-level rise and storm
surge, that impact transportation
systems and their long-term
resilience. Congress should also
reauthorize the National Culvert
Program. Modernized culverts
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create local jobs and keep our
transportation corridors safe,
our rivers clean and flowing, and
our communities protected from
flooding.

Disaster Recovery and
Hazard Mitigation

Congress should also promote

and set aside funds specifically

to support natural infrastructure
through disaster recovery and hazard
mitigation programs, including
programs administered by the
Federal Emergency Management
Agency (FEMA) and the U.S.
Department of Housing and Urban
Development (HUD). The FEMA
Building Resilient Infrastructure
and Communities (BRIC) pre-
disaster mitigation program
presents a prime opportunity to
prioritize natural infrastructure.
Not only should a competitive grant
program be retained for BRIC, but
project selection criteria that favor
natural infrastructure projects
should be added. Private nonprofit
organizations should be more
broadly eligible to participate as

subapplicants in BRIC and other
disaster recovery and mitigation
programs, such as the Hazard
Mitigation Grant Program. Further,
the benefit-cost analysis templates
for natural infrastructure projects
should account for the wide

array of ecosystem service values
provided. Additionally, Congress
should permanently authorize the
Community Development Block
Grant Disaster Recovery program
administered by HUD. This would
not only streamline delivery

of disaster aid to low-income
communities but will also encourage
resilient rebuilding after disasters.
Congress should encourage natural
infrastructure approaches for
addressing future risks and enable
HUD to set aside a portion of its funds
to support pre-disaster mitigation in
lower-income communities, similar
to what was done after Hurricane
Florence in 2018.

Frontline Communities

In allocating any funding to support
resilience, Congress should ensure
that federal programs and agencies

prioritize investments in and
stakeholder input from frontline
communities that have been hardest
hit by natural disasters and that

face increasing risk from natural
hazards. Waivers of non-federal
match requirements for economically
distressed communities are another
avenue to ensure that resourced
communities have access to the
funding they need to reduce risk from
natural hazards.

ENCOURAGE AND REWARD
SMART LAND-USE
PRACTICES

Congress should also create
incentives to encourage state and
local governments to update land-
use practices to reduce threats from
natural disasters.

National Flood Insurance Program

As mounting flood losses continue

to threaten the solvency of the
National Flood Insurance Program
(NFIP), Congress has an opportunity
to enact important reforms to
encourage smart land-use practices
in communities. Congress should
adopt NFIP reform legislation calling
on FEMA to update floodplain maps
to account for increasing flood risks
due to changing environmental
conditions, update land-use standards
to discourage building in flood-prone
areas and to preserve natural flood
buffers, prioritize nature-based
flood mitigation measures, ensure
insurance affordability for low-income
homeowners, and streamline buyout
funding for homeowners who want
to relocate out of harm’s way, while
allowing for beneficial floodplain
restoration on bought out lands.

Building an oyster reef with bagged
oyster shells and reef balls at Shellbed
Island in the Lower Cape Fear River,
North Carolina.
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DIRECT FEDERAL
AGENCIES TO INVEST
IN CLIMATE RESILIENCE

Water Resources
Development Act (WRDA)

For the past 10 years, Congress has
maintained a successful, biennial,
and bipartisan reauthorization of
the Water Resources Development
Act (WRDA). WRDA authorizes
projects and programs for the

U.S. Army Corps of Engineers,
including important provisions
that direct the Corps to use nature-
based approaches or to beneficially
use dredged materials to support
environmental restoration projects.
The administration should ensure
that the Corps uses existing
authorities to consider and advance
natural infrastructure solutions
when planning and constructing
new projects, repairing damaged
infrastructure, and operating and
maintaining existing projects.
Congress should direct the Corps
to ensure that all clean dredged
sediments are deployed to beneficial
restoration projects.

Two species of saltmarsh grasses

(Spartina patens and Spartina
.a/terniflora) are compared at Black-

water National Wildlife Refuge in

Cambridge, Maryland.
[

RECOGNIZE THE BENEFITS
OF CARBON STORAGE

Congress can also support efforts

to protect, restore, and enhance
important coastal ecosystems—

like marshes, mangroves, and
seagrasses—as a strategy for reducing
the carbon pollution that is causing
the planet to warm. One hundred
acres of coastal marsh can store
carbon pollution equivalent to taking

488 cars off the road for a year, and
coastal ecosystems capture and store
carbon pollution at up to four times
the rate of forests.°Incentivizing
projects with natural resource,
community, and carbon storage
benefits delivers results with benefits
now and into the future.

Black-bellied Plover,
Lea-Hutaff Island,
North Carolina.
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This critically P
threatened bird
relies on healthy
high marsh
habitat. NATURE’S
OWN DEFENSE
Healthy marshes
buffer coastal
communities from
storm impacts.
80% up to 48% $23.2B
decline lost in storm protection
Over the last 15 years, Across the Long Island Sound The National Oceanic and Atmospheric
Saltmarsh Sparrow populations area, nearly half of tidal wetlands Administration estimates that marshes
have declined by an estimated have been lost to human activity. provide $23.2B in storm protection
80%. If we don’t act, they Sea level rise poses a new threat. annually. Healthy ecosystems are the
face extinction. first and best line of defense.
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Conclusion

We need new solutions that harness nature to build healthy, sustainable,
and resilient communities. The federal government must support
investments in natural infrastructure and encourage smart land-use
policies that will protect and restore vital landscapes and watersheds.
Nature-based solutions will reduce risks to people and property,
save taxpayer dollars, improve habitats for birds and other wildlife, and
support economically important industries like fishing and recreational
tourism. With these investments, Congress and the administration will
not only help the country recover economically from recording-breaking
disasters, it will also pay countless social and environmental dividends.

Black.Skimmers'in
#Panacea, Florida.
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