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Perceptions of Local Leaders Regarding Postdisaster
Relocation of Residents in the Face of Rising Seas

Omur Damla Kurua , N. Emel Ganapatia and Matthew Marrb
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bDepartment of Global & Sociocultural Studies, Florida International University, Miami, FL, USA

ABSTRACT
Despite the growing literature on sea level rise (SLR), the current under-
standing of how SLR risks influence postdisaster relocation remains lim-
ited. This paper addresses this knowledge gap by examining how local
leaders (i.e., public officials and community leaders) perceive: (a) resi-
dent relocation decisions in a disaster-affected community that is also
vulnerable to SLR; and (b) the role of SLR in residents’ relocation deci-
sions. Based on the case of Monroe County, Florida, which was affected
by Hurricane Irma in 2017, our findings suggest that local leaders per-
ceive residents’ relocation decisions as being driven by predisaster chal-
lenges that were exacerbated by conditions in the aftermath of the
hurricane—specifically: the lack of affordable housing, low wages, and
high cost of living. Leaders believe that SLR-related risks have little/no
direct influence on relocation decisions; instead, they suggest that the
community’s focus is on the next storm and community members’
short-term needs.
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Climate change produces a range of impacts on the natural and built environment
[Intergovernmental Panel on Climate Change (IPCC), 2007]. One such impact is sea level rise
(SLR), which poses significant risks not only to coastal communities but also to inland settle-
ments, which are likely to be the destination of environmental immigrants (IPCC, 2014; Tacoli,
2009). People migrate not only in response to slow-onset changes (i.e., stresses), such as SLR, but
are also displaced by episodic or rapid-onset hazards (i.e., shocks) such as hurricanes (Romieu
et al., 2010). The Internal Displacement Monitoring Centre (IDMC, 2020) reported that—world-
wide—approximately 287.9 million people were internally displaced due to disaster events
between 2008 and 2019.

We focus on how local leaders perceive that SLR influences resident relocation after a hurri-
cane, a topic that has received little attention in the literature. Some scholars (e.g., Zanocco et al.,
2018) report that the connections between stresses and shocks are acknowledged in communities
with high climate change awareness where governors frame extreme events in the context of cli-
mate change. Therefore, it is important to explore the perceptions of local leaders that have the
potential to draw attention, or influence the lack of attention, to the link between climate change
and episodic events. Our research questions are: (a) How do local leaders (i.e., community leaders
and government officials) perceive resident relocation decisions in a disaster-stricken area
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vulnerable to SLR? and (b) How do local leaders perceive the role of SLR in relocation decisions
within their community? We use a case study of Monroe County (the Florida Keys), which experi-
enced Hurricane Irma in 2017 and is extremely vulnerable to risks associated with SLR and tropical
weather events. We analyze data from semistructured interviews (n¼ 22), a focus group (n¼ 5),
participant observation, and reviews of secondary sources.

Our findings show that local leaders perceive resident relocation to be mainly driven by
chronic economic challenges in the Keys exacerbated by Hurricane Irma. These challenges
include high housing costs and low wages incompatible with a high cost of living. Leaders think
that SLR risks are invisible to—or not well understood by—some residents and that residents’
political views influence their SLR risk perception. Leaders also think that the residents are con-
cerned about the next hurricane (i.e., shock) and meeting their short-term needs (e.g., food, shel-
ter, employment). It is important to note that leaders’ perspectives, usually shaped by short-term
economic and political concerns, play a crucial role in planning processes, raising climate change
awareness, and advocacy efforts towards action. Hence, a shift towards a longer horizon is neces-
sary for policymaking perspectives to address coastal resilience in vulnerable communities.

The study’s significance is threefold. First, postdisaster recovery presents a window of oppor-
tunity for making communities more adaptive and resilient (Berke et al., 1993). Local leaders are
key actors who influence recovery and resilience decisions, shaping the long-term trajectories of
their communities. Second, the Florida Keys are among the first places in the United States to
experience the adverse impacts of SLR. Therefore, our findings will inform local leaders’ advocacy
efforts to increase climate change and SLR awareness initiatives in other coastal communities
vulnerable to SLR, especially those that are driven by tourist economies (e.g., communities in
California and Hawaii). There is much room for enhancing such awareness in the United States,
where only 12% of voters viewed climate change as the most critical issue compared to other
issues such as the economy and coronavirus during the U.S. 2020 presidential election
(Montanaro, 2020). Third, our study sheds light on the challenges of addressing long-term envir-
onmental stress like SLR after a hurricane without first resolving the community’s short-term
needs (e.g., housing-related problems, economic disparities).

Literature Review

Both stresses and shocks can potentially disrupt livelihoods, leading to displacement, environ-
mental migration, or relocations. Stresses such as SLR can lead to voluntary environmental migra-
tion or government-led relocations (Bisaro et al., 2020; Hinkel et al., 2018; Taiban et al., 2020).
Shocks such as hurricanes can lead to the temporary or permanent displacement of residents,
many of whom may not be able to return to their homes (Landry et al. 2007; Levine et al., 2007;
Sastry & Gregory, 2014). Some displaced populations relocate—that is, they rebuild their lives in
another place—on their own (King, 2017) or stay and rebuild (Maldonado, 2014) despite the
potential for problems (e.g., economic challenges and posttraumatic stress) in their disaster-
affected communities (Fussell et al., 2010; Robles & Mazzei, 2017).

Previous studies have investigated motivations to relocate away from, or return to, disaster-
impacted communities in disaster recovery contexts (Clark et al., 1998; Do, 2020; Fussell et al.,
2010; Landry et al., 2007; Morrice, 2013; Myers et al., 2008). Yet, as noted by a recent review of
home buyout programs literature (Greer et al., 2021), the scholarship on relocation processes has
limited application to the climate adaptation context. There is a dearth of research on the impact
of SLR on this process, which could be attributed to two factors. The first factor involves deep
complexities and uncertainties surrounding the SLR problem, as reflected in large differences in
global predictions for SLR [see Oppenheimer (2019) and Bamber et al. (2019) for different projec-
tions]. Although there are many “known unknowns” about SLR—the exact level of increase being
one example—there are also many “unknown unknowns” or “black swan events,” which are
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unpredictable events with potentially severe consequences (Taleb, 2007) that might affect SLR
(Buurman and Babovic, 2016; Kopp et al., 2019). Furthermore, SLR projections are often studied
at the global scale, interact with complex coastal systems including ecological, political, eco-
nomic, social, and physical environments making risk very difficult to predict on a local level
(Catenacci & Giupponi, 2013; Clarke et al., 2016).

The second factor relates to the challenge of unpacking the reasons for environmental migra-
tion. No matter the context, migration is “rarely made due to a single reason”; and it is difficult
for researchers to separate environmental factors from other drivers of environmental migration
(Upadhyay et al., 2015, p. 402). According to Lee (1996), migration involves a complex set of fac-
tors associated with the area of origin (i.e., push factors such as hurricanes) and with the area of
destination (i.e., pull factors such as better employment opportunities) in addition to intervening
obstacles (e.g., the distance between the area of origin and the destination), and personal factors
(e.g., parents wanting a better future for their children). Similarly, environmental migration is pro-
voked by a complex set of push and pull factors, including those that relate to economic liveli-
hoods (e.g., poverty) and political or social factors (e.g., ethnic conflicts; Hauer et al., 2020;
Maldonado, 2014; Oliver-Smith & Hoffman, 1999).

Previous studies have found conflicting evidence regarding SLR’s impact on relocation or
rebuilding following shocks. Several studies have suggested that shocks can help raise public
awareness and build support for proactive measures on climate change (McAdam, 2017;
McDonald et al., 2015; Moser, 2010; Renn, 2011). This stream of research echoes the arguments
in the literature that present disasters as “focusing events” (Birkland, 1997) or as “windows of
opportunity” (Berke & Campanella, 2006, p. 193) that can link recovery efforts with mitigation ini-
tiatives (Levine et al., 2007) and enhance the resilience of communities (Esnard, 2003; Wu and
Lindell, 2004). Borrowing the terminology of Olshansky, Hopkins, and Johnson (2012), such
opportunities for change “are not limited to physical infrastructure but also occur in political
institutions and social networks” (p. 174). Therefore, policymakers can expect an increase in
awareness of and/or more support for proactive measures (e.g., infrastructure-related improve-
ments, changes in building codes), which help them tackle climate change impacts in a disaster-
stricken area. In the wake of two consecutive hurricanes, Matthew in 2016 and Florence in 2018,
for instance, voters in North Carolina showed increased awareness of the climate change prob-
lem and called for the government to take proactive action against climate change (Bruggers,
2018; Mandel, 2018).

Other studies have found limited to no link between shocks and SLR awareness in the
affected communities. Zanocco et al. (2018) reported that in areas affected by “extreme weather
events with relatively low scientific attribution to climate change” (p. 350), such as tornado out-
breaks and wildfires (as opposed to hurricanes), residents make connections between these
events and climate change. Zanocco et al. (2018) also noted, however, that these connections
occur particularly in communities with high climate change awareness prior to the shocks and
with reported harm from the event. Additional studies find no impact (Hamilton et al., 2016;
Marquart-Pyatt et al., 2014) or often negligible and short-lived impacts (Konisky et al., 2016; Ray
et al., 2017; Sisco et al., 2017) of shocks on climate change awareness, which the studies often
attribute to factors such as political ideology (Zanocco et al., 2018). The findings of these studies
are perhaps not surprising given the invisibility of the causes of climate change (e.g., greenhouse
gases; Moser, 2010) as well as SLR (Harvatt et al., 2011).

Given competing claims regarding the possible impacts of shocks on SLR stress, it is difficult
to assess how SLR might impact relocation processes following a shock in a given community. A
hurricane, as a focusing event, for instance, might make the rather “invisible” SLR problem
(Harvatt et al., 2011) more apparent to the residents and become a push factor for relocation.
On the other hand, following a shock event, people might focus on their short-term needs
instead of thinking long-term. In their book titled The Ostrich Paradox: Why We Underprepare for
Disasters, Meyer and Kunreuther (2017) referred to this short-term focus (i.e., myopia) as: “a
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tendency to focus on overly short future time horizons when appraising immediate costs and
the potential benefits of protective investments” (p. 12). Burby (2006) highlighted this myopia
among decision makers (although he used the term “local development paradox”): policymakers
attend to more pressing issues in their communities that required their immediate attention
(e.g., crime, lack of housing). When SLR’s invisibility and myopia are combined with people’s
strong attachment to place following disaster events (Ganapati, 2009; Greer et al., 2020; Jamali &
Nejat, 2016; Morrice, 2013), residents might stay and rebuild despite the SLR risks in
the community.

To resolve the competing arguments regarding the possible impacts of SLR in relocation proc-
esses after a shock, the issue must be examined in context. Our study examines how SLR impacts
coastal community residents’ postdisaster relocation processes in the context of the Florida Keys.
Although SLR’s role in these processes cannot easily be distinguished from other motivations, it
is crucial to shed light on how various push factors interact to influence relocation processes
after a disaster event. Our study explores these interactions from the perspectives of local leaders
who are important key informants (Yin, 2017, p. 91). Prior studies have interviewed key inform-
ants to obtain critical data about community displacement or relocation (Hasnat et al., 2022;
Islam, 2018; McNamara & Des Combes, 2015). However, to our knowledge, no previous study has
focused on the perceptions of local leaders regarding the link between SLR and resident reloca-
tion decisions in a vulnerable community that has been affected by a disaster.

Local leaders are typically socially well connected and provide a breadth and depth of know-
ledge about residents and community dynamics (Charmaz, 2014). They reside in the community
and can share their own lived experiences as residents (providing depth of information), as well
as their broader insights about why some decide to stay or leave their community (providing
breadth of information). These leaders are the ones who discuss recovery-related issues with
community members and have first-hand knowledge of residents’ postdisaster needs (e.g., food,
shelter). They play crucial roles in the community through their involvement in recovery planning
processes and climate change awareness and advocacy efforts (towards taking actions).

Research Methodology

Our research utilized a contextualized approach to examine the role of SLR in postdisaster
relocation by focusing on the case study of Monroe County, Florida, in the wake of Hurricane
Irma. The majority of the population in the county—77,000 people (U.S. Census Bureau Official
Website, 2019a)—lives on a chain of islands, the Florida Keys (see Figure 1), that are isolated
from the mainland. Monroe County is particularly vulnerable to tropical storms and to the effects
of SLR due to its low-lying topography (i.e., most of the county has an elevation of less than 2 m
above sea level; Zhang et al., 2011), porous limestone geology, and dense population (Hughes &
White, 2014; Park et al., 2011). The county houses the seventh-largest projected population at
risk in the U.S. that would be impacted by a 0.9m SLR (Hauer et al., 2016).

In addition to being prone to SLR-related risks, Monroe County is also vulnerable to tropical
storms and hurricanes. The most recent catastrophe, Hurricane Irma, struck Monroe County on
September 10, 2017, as a category four storm, significantly damaging the county’s housing stock
(Baumgard, 2017). Out of 55,000 housing units in total, the hurricane destroyed 1,906 homes
(nearly 3.5%) and caused minor or substantial damage to 9,402 homes (more than 17%) in the
county (Monroe County Government, 2017a).

Monroe County presents a unique case (Yin 2017), which is important to study for several rea-
sons. First, Monroe County allows us to document the link between SLR—stress—and relocation
decisions after Hurricane Irma—a shock. Second, Monroe County is likely to provide insights into
the SLR-related challenges that may also be experienced in other coastal and tourism-based
communities (e.g., island states) in coming years. Third, the study is of interest in the impact of
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SLR on housing due to the unique characteristics of the housing market in Monroe County: lim-
ited land available for housing, strict regulatory barriers to new housing construction, and infor-
mal housing units. Fourth, as suggested by Flyvbjerg (2006), extreme cases “often reveal more
information than representative cases because they activate more actors and more basic mecha-
nisms in the situation studied” (p. 229). A closer look at the Keys might reveal important insights
into different stakeholders’ responses to SLR’s adverse impacts.

We conducted the case study between July 24 and August 12, 2018, nearly a year after
Hurricane Irma made landfall. Interviews were the primary data collection method, and the inter-
view data were triangulated with participant observation and a review of secondary sources. The
study sample was purposive and included local leaders (n¼ 27) from two main groups: (a) com-
munity leaders (e.g., heads of church groups; n¼ 15); and (b) government officials, which
included both elected officials (e.g., county commissioners; n¼ 3) and appointed officials (e.g.,
emergency management and urban planning officials; n¼ 9).

As noted by Glickman (2018, para. 2), “in the absence of leadership from the state and the
President, local leaders in Florida are picking up the slack” in fighting climate change. Hence, the
local leaders included in our study—especially the local government officials—had a substantial
influence on long-term policy decisions related to SLR adaptation and mitigation or were familiar
with the SLR initiatives (e.g., public awareness campaigns). Furthermore, they were knowledge-
able about residents’ needs and different aspects of disaster recovery (e.g., housing and business
recovery). Hence, they familiarized our research team with the decision-making processes of resi-
dents, including themselves, who were, at the time of fieldwork, contemplating whether to stay

Figure 1. Location of the Florida Keys. Adapted from: Florida County Maps (2012).
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or to leave the area. We identified the initial set of interviewees through a review of secondary
sources (e.g., newspapers, government websites) on displacement, relocation, and hurricane
impacts. This review revealed some nongovernmental organizations (e.g., Big Pine Key United
Methodist Church), coalitions (e.g., the Long Term Recovery Group of Monroe County), and pub-
lic officials (e.g., emergency management officials) that were actively involved in postdisaster
recovery efforts after Hurricane Irma. We then expanded this sample using snowball sampling
techniques and concluded participant recruitment upon reaching theoretical saturation. For con-
fidentiality purposes, we assigned a pseudonym to each participant.

We conducted the interviews in person (n¼ 17) or via telephone (n¼ 10). The interview
instrument included open- and closed-ended questions that provided qualitative and quantita-
tive data (see the Supplemental material). It had subsections on various topics ranging from
Hurricane Irma’s impact on the community to the factors affecting residents’ relocation or
rebuilding decisions and the integration of SLR adaptation (or lack thereof) into the recovery pro-
cess. The duration of the interviews varied from 45min to 3.5 hr. We audiorecorded the inter-
views with the permission of the interviewee and transcribed interviews verbatim to use in
the analysis.

We supplemented the data collected through interviews with participant observation, which
allowed us to develop a more comprehensive, holistic, and intimate understanding of the con-
text. Assuming the role of observer as participant (Gold, 1958), one of the researchers fully
immersed herself as a participant at two public events: the Board of Monroe County
Commissioners meeting on July 31, 2018 (see Figure 2 for the meeting venue), and the First
Baptist Church of Islamorada weekly meeting on August 8, 2018. We also visited the most

Figure 2. Board of County Commissioners meeting, July 31, 2018. Credit: Omur Damla Kuru.
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impacted neighborhoods in the county, including Big Pine Key (see Figure 3), No Name Key, and
the City of Marathon to understand the extent of the hurricane damage. We recorded observa-
tions using photographs and jottings—brief notes taken in the field (Emerson et al., 2001). The
jottings were then converted to field notes (Delamont, 1975) by expanding the descriptions of
observations and interpreting them—following established research norms (Emerson et al., 2001,
2011; Mulhall, 2003; Phillippi & Lauderdale, 2018).

Additionally, we relied on a review of secondary sources, including U.S. Census Bureau sta-
tistics, local-level plans (e.g., the Monroe County Comprehensive Emergency Management
Plan), damage assessments, emergency management and planning laws and regulations, and
news articles from regional (e.g., Miami Herald) and local (e.g., Key West Citizen) newspapers.
We also watched public meetings online (n¼ 9). Eight of the nine meetings were held by
the Board of County Commissioners between September 27, 2017, and March 21, 2018 (avail-
able via Monroe County Government [2021]), and the last meeting was the Long-Term
Recovery Group meeting held on July 31, 2017. The secondary sources provided us with a
more in-depth understanding of the research context in addition to helping us identify the
initial set of interviewees and triangulate primary data from interviews and observations.

For data analysis, we imported the transcriptions of interviews (i.e., open-ended questions)
and observation field notes into the NVivo 12 software program, and coded them. We derived
the initial set of codes from the research questions (i.e., the factors that affected residents’
relocation decisions, and the influence of SLR on relocations). Our emergent subcodes derived
from the interview data (e.g., economic, disaster-related, and housing-related challenges), the
field notes (e.g., damage to buildings), and secondary sources such as the public meeting
data (e.g., government funding for infrastructure repairs). The responses to the closed-ended

Figure 3. Hurricane damage in Big Pine Key, August 2018. Credit: Omur Damla Kuru.
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questions nested into the interview instrument were entered into and analyzed in
Microsoft Excel.

Findings

Those Who Stayed and Those Who Left

Our interviewees explained that most Florida Keys residents stayed in the area or returned to
rebuild their houses after Hurricane Irma, although many residents relocated to other areas. Our
interview data highlighted the importance of attachment to place (Ganapati 2009; Greer et al.,
2020) in residents’ decisions to stay in the Keys. The origins of residents’ enduring sense of place
identity date back to 1982, when the Mayor of Key West, Dennis Wardlow, announced that the
Keys was seceding from the United States and would henceforth be referred to as the “Conch
Republic” (Conch Republic, n.d., para. 4). This decision was a response to the U.S. Border Patrol’s
roadblock and inspection, on the roads connecting the Keys and the mainland, to allegedly stop
undocumented immigrants and drug smugglers from entering the mainland. The Conch
Republic residents united against the inspection, which further cemented ties within the commu-
nity and the residents’ attachment to the place (Steinberg & Chapman, 2009).

Keys residents, referred to as Conchs, continued to be tightly connected to each other and to
value their environmental surroundings and warm climate. As noted by Audrey, a female church
representative who had worked and lived in the area for more than a decade, leaving the Keys
was never an option for some: “We have a good friend… . You know multigenerational Conch
and her mom is 93–94. Has never left! They [Conchs] never leave!”

Our interview data also suggest that the disaster strengthened residents’ ties to each other
and to the place, and that such attachment helped residents cope with the physical and psycho-
logical challenges they faced after the hurricane. Kelly, a middle-aged female representative, had
been working for a recovery-focused nonprofit agency for nearly 10 years and had been deliver-
ing food and clothing donations in the post-Irma period. When asked about where people were
staying one year after the hurricane, Kelly expressed her concerns about the people who had
been sharing their stories about where they had to stay.

A lot of them are on the streets. They’re living in the woods. They’re living in their homes that are not fit to
live in … . They’re living in their houses that don’t have floors or dry wall or ceilings or the roof repaired. If
they can live in their homes, they’re living there no matter what shape they’re in. They’re living in their cars,
and they’re living with friends. Anywhere they can find a place to lay their head. Many people! And these
are not normally homeless people.

Although the majority of residents stayed to rebuild, according to local leaders, some Keys
residents left the area after Hurricane Irma or never returned from areas to which they evac-
uated. News outlets reported that nearly 3,000 people (approximately 4%) moved out of the
Keys following Hurricane Irma (Goodhue, 2018; O’Hara, 2018), a report that is supported by U.S.
Census data (U.S. Census Bureau Official Website, 2019a). The county’s estimated population
decreased by 2,785 (3.6%) from 2017 to 2018. There was a slightly increasing trend in population
prior to 2017, with an exceptional decline in 2010 (U.S. Census Bureau Official Website, 2019a).

Why Have They Left? Factors That Affected Residents’ Relocation

Our interviewees noted several factors that affected residents’ relocation after the hurricane.
When they were asked Why do you think some of the residents have not returned after the hurri-
cane? nearly 80% reported challenging living conditions (e.g., high housing prices, low wages,
and high cost of living) which predated Hurricane Irma as the primary driver of relocations. The
interviewees stated that these preexisting living conditions were worsened by the effect of the
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hurricane. This finding aligns with findings from previous studies (i.e., Cernea, 1997; Levine et al.,
2007; Mayer et al., 2020) that highlight the importance of preexisting conditions in influencing
relocation. The top drivers for relocation that our interviewees identified were high housing pri-
ces (44% of the interviewees), disaster impacts (37%), high cost of living (30%), and low wages
(22%). Some interviewees (11%) noted the importance of a lack of access to social services (e.g.,
hospitals and schools) or challenges related to transportation (e.g., traffic congestion, infrequent
bus service) as well as the disaster and its impacts. Each of these drivers is discussed below.

A Lack of Affordable Housing in Snowbirds’ Paradise
Promoting neoliberal interests (e.g., prioritizing economic development and wealthier house-
holds) adversely impacted the recovery of low-income homeowners, renters, and public housing
residents in the Mississippi Gulf coast in the post-Hurricane Katrina period (Lowe, 2012). In the
Keys, low-income households had already been economically burdened by the tourism-
dependent housing market before Hurricane Irma. With its year-round sunny weather and
beautiful beaches, the Keys attracts not only tourists but also migrants from other parts of the
country and beyond, especially from the northern parts of the country—the so-called
“snowbirds.” Proximity to amenities such as open and naturally attractive places may increase
the appeal of a particular area and lead to higher housing values, even if the labor market offers
low wages (Iz�on et al., 2016). In Monroe County, approximately 70% of the population earns less
than $100,000 per year (see Table 1). Yet the median value of owner-occupied housing units is
$494,100, nearly 2.3 times higher than both the national and the state average and 1.7 times
higher than the median value in nearby urban Miami-Dade County. The median rental rate of a
2-bedroom housing unit in Monroe County is $2,268 (Monroe County Government, 2020). Most
residents in the Keys experience a rent burden, defined as spending 30% (or more) of household
income on rent (Meltzer & Schwartz, 2016), which further illustrates the housing affordability
problem in the Keys; 58.1% of households pay more than 30% of their income on gross rent
(gross rent as a percentage of household income—GRAPHI), compared with 48.5% in the
United States.

Table 1. Population, income, and housing characteristics of Monroe County, Florida.

Monroe County, FL Miami-Dade County, FL Florida United States

Population
Population estimates (July 1, 2019) 74,228 2,716,940 21,477,737 328,239,523
Persons under 18 years (%) 14.2 20.2 19.7 22.2
Persons 18 to 24 years (%) 7.2 8.3 8.2 9.3
Persons 25 to 39 years (%) 18.1 20.7 19.1 20.5
Persons 40 to 64 years (%) 36.8 34.2 32.0 31.4
Persons 65 years and over (%) 23.7 16.7 20.9 16.5

Income and employment
Median household income (in 2019 dollars) 70,033 51,347 55,660 62,843
Persons in poverty 9.9 15.7 12.7 10.5
Median household income level—

$100 K or more (2019 - %)
30.26 23.5 24.4 27.9

Unemployment rate (2019 - %) 2.9 5.3 5.6 5.3
Housing
Median housing value (2019; dollars) 494,100 289,600 215,300 217,500
Vacant housing units (2019; %) 40.1 13.7 18.1 12.1
Renter-occupied units (2019; %) 43.2 49.6 33.8 35.9
Gross rent as a percentage of household income

(GRAPHI)—occupied units paying rent 30% or
more (2019; %)

58.1 62.3 55.9 48.5

Data sources: Housing Characteristics 5 Year Estimates 2015-2019 (Table DP04), U.S. Census Bureau Official Website, 2019b;
Population by Age and Sex, 2019 estimates (Table S0101), U.S. Census Bureau Official Website, 2019c; Income in the past
12 months, 5 Year Estimates (Table S1901). U.S. Census Bureau Official Website, 2019d; Economic Characteristics, U.S.
Census Bureau Official Website, 2019e.
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Low-income households are particularly rent-burdened in the Keys because of the shortage of
affordable housing there. Although some nonprofit organizations offer subsidized housing or
land solutions (e.g., Land Trust; Habitat for Humanity) in areas like Big Pine Key, the number of
available subsidized units does not sufficiently meet the demand for such units. Besides, these
units serve a limited area. The South Florida Comprehensive Economic Development Strategy
report (South Florida Regional Planning Council, 2017), emphasizes fostering tourism in the Keys
without enough attention paid to housing the workforce.

Some of our interviewees reported that due to high housing costs, working-class residents
sometimes shared single-family houses with others or lived in ground-level homes or mobile
homes that did not meet the building code standards and/or that were located in flood zones.
Others traveled daily from more affordable areas in south Miami-Dade County (e.g., Homestead
and Redland) to their workplace—typically the Upper Keys. A substantial proportion (38%) of
firefighters working in the Keys, for instance, were reported to live on the U.S. mainland (Axford,
2016). This is not an option for those who work in the Lower Keys—Key West and the Big Pine
Key area—however, because the commute from south Miami-Dade County could take up to 5 hr
each way—depending on traffic and the mode of transportation.

The housing affordability problem in the Keys is closely associated with growth management
restrictions. Zoning regulations restrict construction in many areas through the Rate of Growth
Ordinance (ROGO; passed in 1992). ROGO is a growth management tool that establishes a com-
petitive point-based system for allocating new residential or commercial building permits. Within
this system, a limited number of permits are issued each year based on Monroe County’s pro-
gress in achieving its state-set goals. Each applicant competes against other applicants located
within the Keys’ subareas: the Upper Keys, the Lower Keys, and the Big Pine and No Name
Key area.

ROGO was introduced to protect the Keys’ fragile environments (e.g., wildlife and environmen-
tal areas housing mangroves and Key deer species) and to ensure timely evacuation of residents
in the event of a hurricane (Monroe County Government, 2019). Sean, a church representative,
explained the rationale behind the regulations in the Keys:

There is a lot of land that you can’t build on because of environmental regulations. This is a very unique
habitat. We have like 17 endangered species down here… . You can’t just throw up a whole bunch of
houses here… . For one thing, you got to realize we’re surrounded by water. We don’t get hit every single
hurricane season but… the Keys are unique geographically. Like the ROGO units are tied to our evacuation
because we have one road in and out. That’s it!

ROGO allows some exceptions to those who apply for affordable housing permits. Although
these applicants compete with others as well, their competition is not limited to the subarea.
They compete against other affordable housing applicants across the Keys. However, according
to the same interviewee, the county government might be reluctant to provide other exceptions
to affordable housing projects. Referring to a case when the county declined to provide permits
for approximately 400 affordable housing units, Sean suggested that the county was
“afraid,” because

There are people who are waiting to sue the county because they have ROGO units that they’re never
going to be able to…build on, and they know it! All those people… are going to sue them when they [the
county] run[s] out of ROGO units… they [the people] would use this as evidence. [They would say] You
could have given those [ROGO units] to me. Instead, you let those poor people use it for housing… . You
know, kind of a weird political-legal thing.

The Keys’ low elevation and limited habitable land affect land values and insurance rates
negatively. Keys residents, especially those who had a mortgage, must pay expensive flood and
wind insurance that can exceed their mortgage payments (Botkin-Kowacki, 2019), and these
insurance premiums were rising annually due to higher and more frequent tides (South Florida
Sun Sentinel, 2019).
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Vacant housing units also contribute to the housing affordability problem. As Table 1
shows, the percentage of vacant housing units in Monroe County (40.1%) is approximately 3
times that of state and Miami-Dade estimates and 4 times the national estimate. This is
largely due to the prevalence of expensive vacation homes and investment properties of
high-income households, a stock that is not accessible to working-class families. The owners
of these vacation homes and working-class individuals are highly interdependent on one
another in the Keys. Sean, adding that he had been working three jobs to earn a living,
explained this interdependence:

all these rich people come down here. So who’s going to serve… their food in the restaurants? Who’s
going to clean their houses? Who’s going to teach the children? Who’s going to patrol the streets? We have
a saying here ’the Keys are rich man’s paradise and poor man’s hell’. All of the people who take care of
them [rich people], all the people who have to survive when the tourism drops off… . They have a hard
time making it.

Wages Not Compatible With the Cost of Living

High housing prices are accompanied by low wages—which are incompatible with the high cost
of living in the Keys. Our interviewees reported that the wages could not keep up with the high
cost of living in the Keys where many people had to work at multiple jobs to meet their needs.
Like many other coastal developments in Florida, the Keys’ economy is dependent on tourism.
The tourism industry is supported by accommodation and food services, where 7,823 people
work (more than 10% of the population), followed by retail trade (4,719 people or 6% of the
population; Data USA, 2018). These industries mainly include small businesses with low-wage
jobs. Whereas vacation homeowners have their second or third homes in the area, working-class
families have to spend a substantial portion of their income to meet their housing needs. Mary,
a high-level government official, explained the situation:

So there’s limited housing stock which drives the price of housing very high… and the wages do not keep
up with that cost of living based on housing. So most people in the Keys are spending at least fifty percent
of their income on housing. Nationally, we know that that’s not a good percentage. It should be maybe
thirty [percent] or less and… . And many, many folks are spending up to seventy percent of their wages
on housing.

In 2019, the County had a very low unemployment rate of 2.9% (U.S. Census Bureau Official
Website, 2019e), lower than the pre-Irma unemployment rate of 3.3% (Florida Trend, 2016). This
rate is much lower than the rate for the State of Florida in 2019 (5.6%) and the national rate in
2019 (5.3%; U.S. Census Bureau Official Website, 2019e). Matthis (2020, para. 2) suggested that
the unemployment rate was low “because the unemployed cannot afford to live in the most
expensive county in the state.” The county has the most expensive survival threshold budget in
the State of Florida; and more than half of its families with children fall into the Asset Limited,
Income Constrained, Employed (ALICE) category or remain below the federal poverty line (United
Way of Florida, 2017). More than 40% of the Keys’ residents cannot afford even basic living
expenses (e.g., food, healthcare, housing, transportation, child care; Filosa & Goodhue, 2019).

To cope with the low wages and the high cost of living, many working-class residents either
move to places that are more affordable to live or work in multiple jobs. This is true even for
those with white-collar jobs, according to Tom, a young Keys resident:

Before the hurricane, Marathon High School hired a new principal from out of state. He came down here
for [the] weekend… [and] looked around to try to find a place. And he’s a principal so he should get paid
more than anybody. And at the end of the weekend, he resigned—never having actually taken the job—
because he couldn’t find an affordable place for him and his family. That’s how bad it is!

Tom also noted, for instance, that to eke out a living, he held three jobs, two of which were
at a church whereas the third was at a government institution. Between his three jobs and his

HOUSING POLICY DEBATE 11



wife’s job, they were “not rich,” but they could afford a decent life in the Keys. Sean, who had
two grandchildren, drew attention to the challenges of parents who needed to work multiple
jobs: “You need to be… in four jobs just to make a living. You know if you have young child-
ren… . There’s no life! You’re working all the time and never see your kids.”

The Disaster and the Lack of Affordable Housing Problem
Prior studies have noted that disasters are likely to uncover and exacerbate existing, chronic
issues in affected communities (Levine et al., 2007; Mayer et al., 2020). The existing challenges
were exacerbated in the aftermath of Hurricane Irma, in part due to damages to the affordable
housing stock and loss of jobs. Around 65% of the local leaders mentioned that disaster-related
factors influenced residents’ decisions to leave after the hurricane, specifically the disaster’s
impact on housing, businesses, and the overall well-being of the community; the financial and
emotional cost of the rebuilding process; and the anxieties related to the next storm. Mary, who
was involved in damage assessments and recovery activities, explained how the hurricane’s
impact on housing and the jobs forced people to move out of the Keys:

The… tourism folks…were out of work. So, if you were a… charter boat captain and the boat was
damaged, you might not work for months! And that’s just enough for people to say, “you know, if I don’t
have an income, I can’t live here.”

Hurricane Irma indeed had a disproportionate impact on the most vulnerable populations.
The most impacted areas within the county were the Middle and Lower Keys, especially Big Pine
Key, Marathon, and Cudjoe Key (Monroe County Government, 2017a). The hardest-hit homes
were mobile homes, manufactured homes, and recreational vehicles (RVs), which provide afford-
able housing to many low-income residents (Monroe County Government, 2018). When asked
about the most important challenge after the hurricane, Sean explained how the hurricane made
the crisis of a lack of affordable housing worse, especially for disadvantaged groups:

Jobs went away because businesses were destroyed. Affordable housing was destroyed. So, in other words,
our affordable housing crisis went into overdrive. It became much, much worse… . Let’s face it! If you’re
rich, you’re able to build better and higher and stuff like that. If you’re living in a trailer, you can’t! And you
can’t really improve your thing. And if you’re living on a rickety old boat which can float, that’s about it!
You’re just permanently anchored. Same thing!

Interviewees reported that in the aftermath of Hurricane Irma, even some homeowners relo-
cated, in part, due to their frustrations regarding obtaining insurance payments and government
assistance or with the bureaucratic red tape involved in rebuilding. Those who were trying to
rebuild their houses through their insurance coverage expressed dissatisfaction with the process
of communicating and negotiating with their insurance companies. Many suggested that they
did not receive their full coverage or the amount needed to pay for a new home, despite the
damage to their homes, or mentioned that the process to obtain their insurance claims was
lengthy. Similar rebuilding challenges were prevalent among those who did not have insurance,
those who applied for government assistance (e.g., from Federal Emergency Management
Agency—FEMA), and those who sought help from nongovernmental organizations (e.g., Florida
Keys Outreach Coalition, Salvation Army, Keys Strong).

John described the rebuilding challenges from both residents’ and government’s viewpoints:

There was some help. It was minimal. It was FEMA coming in and maybe rebuilding a room or two of your
house where you can roughly live in while you rebuilt the rest of it back…One of the great issues is that
the need is immediate. When you lose fifteen hundred homes, the next day you need the programs. You
need money to help those people… . Eighteen months later, the people who needed it worst, they’re gone.
They can’t wait eighteen months! I chose to go ahead and rebuild the place that I lost. But I am able to do
that because I’m an old guy who’s been rather frugal and I’ve got a couple of bucks.
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Alex, a church representative, added that homeowners were “giving up and selling off their
property and moving away,” because they could not deal with not only “the battle with insur-
ance companies” and “with banks” but also battles with “the county” that was involved in the
permitting process. Many struggled with the bureaucratic challenges to meet the county’s build-
ing codes, which they found necessary but demanding. Those who had lived in mobile homes
or ground-level homes before were required to replace their homes with resilient structures (e.g.,
elevated homes), which meant an additional financial burden for the residents. There were also
long waiting times involved in the reconstruction process due to the limited number of govern-
ment employees and contractors who were licensed to work in the area. An independent con-
sultant, Tara, who worked with Monroe County, shared her insights on bureaucratic challenges,
and on operational and insurance-related problems:

There’s always bureaucracy, you know, being able to get the right permits at the right time… so many
people who have contacted the contractors and are just waiting for them to show up… . The people who
can and do [do] the work have so much work to do that they can’t get to everybody. So it’s a matter of
resources and… not everybody can afford it. They didn’t get anything from FEMA or their insurance. So
many people I know are still waiting for their insurance companies… . People didn’t receive the kind of
coverage [they expected to receive].

Interviewees also reported that many Keys residents relocated after the hurricane because
they did not qualify for government assistance programs. These residents were typically not
homeowners and had unique (and sometimes illegal) housing arrangements. Kelly explained the
particular challenges faced by these residents:

You’ve got a big house. And then whoever owns that house rents out four different places… , which is
illegal… those four people that have been paying you money and live there, they have no lease. So they
get no government help. They get no reimbursement. They have no insurance. So now all those people are
homeless and that’s kind of one of those things…people should know better—which is true! But that’s
what’s popular here.

Any Role of the Rising Seas in Residents’ Relocation?

Our findings show that local leaders were aware of risks associated with SLR. Making a connec-
tion to SLR, Sean likened the future of the Keys, in the absence of adequate government fund-
ing, to Stiltsville in Miami, the historical site of a collection of stilt houses on the edge of
Biscayne Bay (see Miller, 2021, for details and pictures of Stiltsville):

Keys are going to be under water in twenty, thirty, forty years. You know, there won’t be any Keys. We’re
going to be Stiltsville. Have you heard of Stiltsville? The place off of… Key Biscayne… . There’s a bunch of
houses on pillars, and they’re in the middle of water.

Also, according to a recent news report (South Florida Sun Sentinel, 2019), SLR awareness
among Keys residents was increasing as the community experienced higher and longer king
tides as well as rising flood insurance premiums.

The Comprehensive Plan (Monroe County Government, 2017b) mentions both SLR-related risks
(Conservation and Coastal Management Action 1.3.3) and adaptation (Monroe County Government,
2017b, goal 101). At the same time, the plan states that the county may postpone actions related
to climate change: “the science examining the impacts of climate change and sea level rise is still
evolving and the County may want to consider postponing the acquisition priorities on this issue
until a future date” (Monroe County Government, 2017b, Policy 102.4.2). Also, the Monroe County
Comprehensive Emergency Management Plan does not mention climate-related risks in the Keys
(Monroe County Government Emergency Management Department, 2017c).

Public-sector initiatives to address SLR-related risks (e.g., capital and infrastructure improve-
ments in the form of elevation of public buildings or roads) also fell short in Monroe County.
The interviewees reported that many of the roads, specifically those that remain at or below
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sea level, can be inaccessible due to sunny-day flooding—temporary inundation that occa-
sionally occurs in low-lying areas. Although the interviewed public officials recognized the
limited nature of their SLR-related actions, they attributed this mainly to limited funding
opportunities from upper levels of government and lack of enabling institutions—factors that
were also highlighted by Flugman et al. (2012) and Mozumder et al. (2011).

The local leaders in the area were also in agreement with respect to a potential tug of war
for land between the rich and the poor in the face of rising seas. These concerns represent a
warning of the potential increase in existing inequalities (e.g., housing-related inequalities). When
asked about the group of residents that would be impacted the most by SLR, Brendon, an eld-
erly elected official, mentioned the likely unequal burden of SLR on the most disadvan-
taged residents:

Certainly, [the] low-income group would be the most impacted because they tend to be the folks who live
in properties that are of lesser value, and those lesser value properties tend to be in vulnerable places… .
They’re probably less likely to be elevated… .

Despite the acknowledgment of SLR as a long-term stress that will unequally burden some
groups, community stakeholders perceived SLR to have little to no direct influence on residents’
relocation decisions after Hurricane Irma—a shock. Among the interviewees, 75% disagreed or
strongly disagreed that residents’ decisions to relocate after Hurricane Irma were motivated by
risks associated with SLR—a stress.

The Dread of Another Storm
In general, the post-Hurricane Irma period was not perceived as a window of opportunity that
drew attention to SLR. More than SLR, the local leaders underlined the fear of experiencing
another storm that contributed to relocations from the area. Interviewees stated that dealing
with hurricane-related challenges (e.g., the financial and psychological stress of rebuilding) sur-
passed SLR-related concerns during relocation decision-making. Nearly 40% of the interviewees
stated that residents relocated because they did not want to confront the challenges of future
hurricanes. Compared to hurricanes, SLR was seen as a problem so far into the future that it was
not necessary to consider immediately. Claire, a community leader who was working for a charit-
able organization during the recovery process, summarized the general perspective of the com-
munity: “I have not heard… one person say ‘I’m afraid of sea level rise, so I’m leaving’… . But
I’ve heard a lot of people say, ‘if another storm comes, I’m out of here.’”

As mentioned above, some residents had already experienced a psychologically stressful
rebuilding process after Hurricane Irma. They simply were unwilling to undertake similar chal-
lenges again in the future. James, who had assisted people whose homes were damaged by the
hurricane, shared his thoughts about residents’ perspectives along with his own perspective:

For some people it’s like…”I have to move because I lost everything” or “oh my God! I never want to go
through that again!” I… know some of the older people; they would go and say “I can’t do this again.” My
wife and I, we actually had that discussion. If we have another hurricane like this in another ten years, I
don’t think we could handle it.

The Myopia: Emphasis on Short-Term Needs
We found myopia—a tendency to focus on the short term—in perceptions of future SLR risks in
the Keys. Our interviewees viewed SLR as a fuzzy concept or a future concern rather than a con-
crete problem that needed to be addressed at present. The immediate concerns of people
affected by disasters were their family members’ short-term needs (e.g., food, shelter, and jobs)
following a disaster, so SLR-related risks were perceived as playing a minor role in relocation
decisions. Sean characterized myopia as follows:

14 O. D. KURU ET AL.



Nobody said, “oh well, you know, there’s all this sea level rise”… the hurricane just kind of took over it… .
You know, my hand is smaller than this room but if I… close… your eyes, you can’t see anything else.
Hurricane Irma was doing this… . You can’t see the big picture because this thing is just right in your face.

Residents’ focus on the short term is understandable, given the conditions people were expe-
riencing at the time of our fieldwork, more than one year after the hurricane. Kelly, who had
helped numerous disaster-impacted residents meet recovery needs (e.g., food, clothing, logistics),
similarly noted the dire situations of some residents:

I just had a lady in here a while ago who said… . She had a job. In the place where she had a job [they] let
her go there and take a shower. They [people like her] go to Winn Dixie [a local supermarket]; they go to
the gas stations for a bathroom. I mean, this is just like more information than I want to hear… . How do
you live in your car? I can’t even wrap my brain around that.

An Invisible and Distant Problem
Some of the local leaders noted that it was difficult to ignore SLR in the Keys. People who lived
near the water, especially, could observe SLR and its impact on their properties firsthand. Some
also mentioned neighborhoods that experience regular floods. Colin provided an example of one
such neighborhood:

When we get a bad rain [there are roads in that neighborhood] that are inundated. So we also don’t have
good drainage. All they need is a really good afternoon rain, and it’s flooded. I don’t know if you’ve seen
pictures [referring to a recent newspaper report]… . People are on boats. People are walking. It is up to
their knees. The sewer system does not work well there.

However, when asked about the influence of SLR on people’s relocation decisions, the major-
ity of the interviewees (75%) disagreed or strongly disagreed that SLR was a factor. Benjamin, a
public official involved in long-term recovery activities, attributed this to the invisible and slowly-
occurring nature of the problem, confirming the findings of previous studies (Harvatt
et al., 2011):

They’re not seeing the impacts of SLR… . [They] won’t see those effects for twenty years… I don’t believe
that SLR is affecting people’s decisions right now. Hurricane Irma wasn’t because of SLR. Hurricane Irma was
because it was a hurricane…people aren’t seeing the effects of SLR every day.

Surprisingly, our interviews revealed a certain degree of hesitance among public officials to
educate the public on SLR through awareness campaigns. They underlined that educating the
public could succeed only to a certain degree. According to the leaders, there will always be a
subset of the population who are not motivated to learn. John explained his hesitance on
this issue:

I’m pretty cynical about how you get information to the public… . So you’re talking to an old guy who has
tried and tried and tried to educate the public and realized that there is a difference between providing an
opportunity for education and educating. Providing the opportunity is the things you and I do. Becoming
educated requires motivation on the part of the members of the public. There’s a difference! It’s kind of like
the difference between the old saying “you can lead a horse to water but you can’t make him drink.”

The invisibility of the problem was related to the belief among residents that they might not
be impacted in their lifetimes. Bethany expressed this perspective:

I think most people remain in denial, and I believe that individuals do not feel it [SLR] will personally affect
them. I believe people may feel it is beyond their lifetime. It’s something that’s going to happen far [in]to
the future and not affect them today.

SLR is perceived as a time-sensitive problem that is invisible today but appears on the hori-
zon, impacting communities in the far future.
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The Nature of SLR is Not Well Understood
Compared to the hurricanes, long-term stresses and their impacts on residents (e.g., through
higher home and flood insurance rates) were less well understood by residents. Keys residents
know how to prepare for hurricanes every year. Yet they are not well equipped when it comes
to SLR. In response to a question about why SLR had little to no effect on people’s relocation
decisions, Kelly explained the differences between hurricanes and SLR:

I don’t think as many people are educated on SLR. I think they’re more educated on hurricanes. So, for
example, we prepare for hurricanes, right? I mean this year they [the state] even offered like a tax-free week
so that you [could] go get your hurricane supplies. And there’s advertisements about hurricanes. And the
media is talking about it. The public’s talking about it… . You know, city forums talk about it. But nobody
ever ties those things to SLR! Nobody ever talks about SLR! It’s more of a hurricane and the effects of
a hurricane.

The Political Divide
Some interviewees claimed that part of the community did not believe in SLR due to their polit-
ically conservative views and critical stance toward climate change science. Sean shared his
insights on the controversial situation that emerges from typical conservative views of SLR:

The wealthier people tend… to sit in the Republican Party which is the party that is denying climate
change. They are all the people who have the money and are building seawall in front of their homes.
They’re very well aware that it’s happening but again they are taking care of their own.

Discussion and Conclusion

As the findings revealed, local leaders stated that the majority of the Keys residents returned to
rebuild their houses after Hurricane Irma due to a strong attachment to place. Their decisions to
rebuild were affected by their unique attachment to their community, as observed in previous
studies (Jamali & Nejat, 2016; Morrice, 2013). Similar to other studies, we found that predisaster
challenges, such as a lack of affordable housing (Levine et al., 2007; Mayer et al., 2020) and other
economic problems (e.g., job-related problems; Cernea, 1997), were highly influential on reloca-
tion decisions in the eyes of local leaders. The risks associated with potential storms—shocks—
played a large role in relocations as well.

Our findings showed that local leaders were aware of the potential future impacts of SLR, a
stress. However, they perceived the risks associated with SLR to be largely absent in resident
relocation decision-making. According to the local leaders, the fear of experiencing another
storm and the focus on short-term needs (i.e., myopia; Meyer & Kunreuther, 2017) surpassed
SLR-related risks in resident relocation decision-making. Furthermore, the leaders thought that
the SLR problem is almost invisible to the residents, due to its gradual nature, as highlighted by
the previous research (Harvatt et al., 2011). To local leaders, the residents perceived SLR as a dis-
tant problem—the impacts of which are uncertain. Some residents were less educated about
and less well prepared for SLR in comparison to the hurricanes that threaten the islands every
year. Others had politically conservative views of SLR due to their critical stance toward climate
change science.

Based on the study’s key findings on myopia, we argue that local leaders should work on rais-
ing SLR awareness in coastal communities prior to a disaster event, as they need public support
to address this challenging problem. Studies (e.g., Zanocco et al. 2018) argue that stronger con-
nections between stresses and shocks are established in the communities where climate change
awareness is high in predisaster periods. These stronger connections are also attributed to polit-
ical leaders who frame extreme events in the context of climate change. This underlines the crit-
ical role of leaders in drawing attention to long-term stresses.
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It is important to note that acquiring a proactive perspective to address long-term stresses is
constrained by the short-term focus of political decision-making processes. Policy actions typic-
ally have a short-term focus informed by economic development goals and re-election concerns.
Even some comprehensive federal efforts (e.g., the Hazard Mitigation Grant Program; the
Community Development Block Grant Program Disaster Recovery Fund) fail to ensure long-term
resilience because they lack policy learning across housing recovery programs implemented in
various locations (Greer & Brokopp Binder, 2017). They also fall short in addressing needs in rural
communities (Seong et al., 2021). Addressing long-term environmental problems requires a major
shift in policy focus toward a longer horizon, overarching current and future risks associated
with these problems. This shift can be led by planning efforts that have the potential to address
SLR-related risks in the long run. Even though this potential can be overlooked in a postshock
environment, as we found in the review of local plans, long-term planning can be utilized as a
tool to analyze climate change projections and incorporate them into regular actions.

We acknowledge that interviewing local leaders as key informants has limitations; such inter-
views do not capture the perspectives of residents themselves (i.e., those who decided to
relocate or stay after Hurricane Irma (see Lokot [2020] for a critique of key informant interviews).
The present study is the first step in examining the link between postdisaster relocation deci-
sions and longer-term risks associated with SLR from local leaders’ perspectives. We do not sug-
gest that local leader perspectives fully represent the perspectives of Keys’ residents or that the
leaders’ perspectives should be prioritized due to their status in the community. We acknow-
ledge that local leaders might have biases surrounding the disaster and SLR. To address these
potential biases, we triangulated findings from interviews with findings from other data collec-
tion methods (i.e., participant observation and reviews of secondary sources). We also acknow-
ledge that the findings on rental properties and the needs of tenants in the disaster recovery
process can be expanded by future studies. Hence, future research should collect data directly
from the residents of disaster-affected communities (e.g., through surveys or interviews with
both homeowners and tenants) to capture their lived experiences on the impact of SLR in their
decision-making processes related to relocation and repopulation. There is also a need for longi-
tudinal studies that examine the role of SLR risks associated with relocation/rebuilding decisions
of residents of disaster-stricken communities over time.

A shock like a hurricane carries the potential to make the rather invisible impacts of long-
term stresses like SLR more visible (Harvatt et al., 2011), offering “a window of opportunity” to
make changes in these communities. Therefore, we suggest that local leaders find a delicate bal-
ance between addressing the short-term post-disaster needs of their communities and the long-
term adverse SLR risks. Some strategies local leaders could use to convince the residents that
SLR is real and might affect the coastal communities include: (a) making SLR more visible to resi-
dents on a continuing basis rather than only after shock events (e.g., through visual signs or
environmentally engaged art; see Nedd [2019] for an example relating to South Florida); and (b)
helping residents connect SLR to disasters (e.g., higher insurance rates). We suggest that the
best time window in which to undertake these strategies is soon after addressing the immediate
needs in the community, but while the collective memory of the disaster is still present.

Designing and implementing strategies to tackle SLR also need to account for the deeply
rooted socioeconomic patterns (e.g., economic inequalities, racial disparities) that exist in U.S.
communities. For example, failing to address the existing social dynamics of housing in climate
change adaptation, as documented in another case study (Loughran & Elliott, 2022), will result in
disproportionate benefits and risks experienced among different racial groups. Federal and state
governments could play important roles in providing help to build more resilient coastal com-
munities with a focus on social equity in environmental policymaking. They could enhance
access to funding opportunities for SLR adaptation and mitigation and address the entrenched
inequalities in income and housing, especially in economically fragile areas that are dependent
on tourism.
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