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1) Project Summary / Community Vulnerability 
 

The City of Key West sits an average of 4.7” above sea level.  Home to ~24,600 people, it entertains over 3 

million visitors a year, and enjoys international acclaim as a tourist destination.  Progressive and pragmatic, the 

City has already started to address the causes and symptoms of climate change and is ready for the next step. 
 

The City is poised to do a super-overhaul of its ordinances.  Having recently updated its Comprehensive Plan 

(May 2013) to include 56 items of climate change mitigation and adaptation, it is ready to translate those goals 

and objectives into actual on-the-ground policy.  This includes not only resource conservation, but also changes 

in the way we build and allocate capital improvement projects. 
 

Of particular interest are policies that help us mitigate 

present-day storm surge threats and stormwater flooding.  

Approximately 80% of the City is a Special Flood Hazard 

Area and 42% of Key West policyholders will be affected 

by changes to the National Flood Insurance Program.  We 

already have 11 intersections that inundate monthly during 

full moon high tides, and are easily exacerbated with less 

than one inch of rain.   These issues are further 

compounded by the fact that we are surrounded by the 

Florida Keys National Marine Sanctuary and derive much 

of our tourism income from the health of our marine waters.   
 

For all of these reasons, our Mayor, City Manager and City Commission fully support a strong suite of policies 

to help our community adapt.  The City also has a strong team of partners who are willing to join us on these 

endeavors in order to craft a better future. 

 

2) Project Details 
 

With the help of Sea Grant, we propose to deliver the following: 

 Adaptation amendments throughout the City’s Land Development Regulations and other ordinances 

 Outline for an FY15 Post Disaster Redevelopment Plan 

 List of proposed amendments to the City’s Comprehensive Plan 

 Active vetting of all of the above via the Keyswide Planners Forum consisting of the other local 

governments within Monroe County, with probable inclusion of our plan language into their plans. 

 Active vetting of all of the above via the Monroe County Climate Change Advisory Committee. 

 Sharing of our products and process at the 2014 Southeast Florida Regional Climate Compact Summit 
 

The Keyswide Planners Forum started as a singular issue group, dedicated to better water conservation policy 

via vetted language that could be shared across jurisdictions.  As a whole, the six local governments that make 

up the Keys (Monroe County, City of Key West, City of Marathon, Village of Islamorada, City of Key Colony 

Beach and City of Layton) agreed that shared language regarding this shared resource made it easier and 

cheaper for our businesses and residents to comply.  The City of Key West instigated and led this process 

specifically because we are updating our ordinances and saw the value of working on it together.  The Florida 

Department of Economic Opportunities has attended our water conservation policy team meetings and urged the 

group to take on other Keyswide subjects. 
 

As the only region of the Southeast Florida Regional Climate Compact eligible for funding under this grant, the 

City and Monroe County are excited that the award of this grant would allow us to help fulfill 15 action items in 

the Compacts’ Regional Climate Implementation Plan.  As a founding member of the Compact, Keyswide 

Planners Forum and the Monroe County Climate Change Advisory Committee, our P.I. Alison Higgins also has 

a long history of working regionally while acting locally.  Lessons learned through this Sea Grant opportunity 

will have these venues and many others for dissemination and discussion.   



Ordinances: The City is already committed to a “superoverhaul” of our Land Development Regulations, 

having committed $65,000 in this year’s budget to procure a consultant to help write the final language.  The 

RFP for these basic services is expected to go out in January of 2014.  This grant partnership with Sea Grant 

will help us procure an adaptation and hazard mitigation specialist to advise on best management practices so 

that we don’t miss out on this rare opportunity to pepper our ordinances with model adaptation language.  This 

includes, but is not limited to stormwater and water quality implications, storm surge, increased precipitation 

and sea level rise scenarios, green infrastructure, hazard mitigation, floodplain management, FEMA’s 

Community Rating System (CRS), Adaptation Action Areas, PACE and other creative financing to make 

community more resilient.   
 

Post Disaster Redevelopment Plan: Our City Manager was involved in recovery efforts in Louisiana after 

Hurricanes Katrina and Rita.  He is committed to developing a Post Disaster Redevelopment Plan for the City in 

FY15, which will start on October 1, 2014.  As the Planners Forum reviews climate change BMPs, the group 

will also begin compiling specific actions that we wish to include in the Post Disaster Redevelopment Plan. 
 

Comprehensive Plan: Lastly, even though we were successful in including many climate change adaptation 

measures into our Comprehensive Plan, we recognize that new information and model language is continuously 

being created as other local governments grapple with climate change.  Because the City has $36,000 budgeted 

in FY14 for additional Comprehensive Plan updates, the Planners Forum will also review recently adopted 

Climate Change Elements from other local government Comprehensive Plans.   
 

It is expected that Sea Grant support in covering these three interrelated subjects will result in the best products 

possible for our Keyswide efforts.  The City is also a strong believer in “peppering” climate change language 

across all of our plans, and intend to take this opportunity to get these BMP’s into our upcoming Parks and 

Recreation Master Plan, South Roosevelt Beaches Plan, Capital Improvement Plan, and Urban Design Master 

Plan. 

 

3) Success in Implementing Hazard Mitigation Practices 
 

Because of our topography, geography and geology, the City of Key West has a long history of hazard 

mitigation and adaptation.   Situated in the middle of the Florida Keys National Marine Sanctuary, protecting 

water quality is very important for our Keyswide economy.  In 1989, our municipality was the first in the Keys 

to incorporate central sewer, and did so via pump technologies because gravity fed systems were not 

appropriate.  Our Wastewater Plant now treats to advanced wastewater standards, has reduced 80% of its 

pollutants and has won many awards for its efforts.   

 

Our recently adopted Building Permit Allocation System only gives 

new residential unit permits to homes that build 1.5’ above flood, 

obtain green certification and install 1,000-gallon cisterns.  Five 

years ago, the City strongly lobbied FDOT to incorporate sea level 

rise into the restructuring of North Roosevelt Boulevard, which was 

slated to actually lower the roadbed. Our 2012 Stormwater Master 

Plan utilized LIDAR data to better address our flooding issues, 

committing $5M of the next few years of Capital Improvement 

Funding for the installation of pump assist injection wells, 

elimination and/or retrofit of outfalls, installation of injection wells 

and retrofit of existing injection wells.  Lastly, the City has committed $40,000 towards a mitigation specialist 

to help us regain our CRS rating by addressing our 12 Severe Repetitive Loss properties and 218 Repetitive 

Loss properties. 
 

The City of Key West is also very successful in courting media interest in our plight and our solutions.  In the 

past six months alone we have interviewed with National Public Radio and the Associated Press.  For other 

issues, our P.I has also made appearances on CNN, FoxNews Live, MSNBC and The Daily Show. 



4) Staff / Partner Qualifications 
 

 

Core Team  

 Alison Higgins, Sustainability Coordinator, City of Key West: Founding member of Climate Compact.   

Past Adaptation mapping project leader with The Nature Conservancy.   

Past participant at GoM Communities of Practice meetings, National Adaptation Forum, etc.  

Awarded “Planting Adaptation” grant from Audubon.  USFWS Power of Partnerships Individual 

Award, US Dept of Interior Cooperative Conservation Award. 

 Bogdan Vitas, City Manager, City of Key West: Post Disaster Recovery efforts in Louisiana  

 Craig Cates, City Mayor, City of Key West: Active participant in SE FL Climate Compact presentations. 

 Don Craig, Director of Development Services, City of Key West:  Keys Planner for over 20 years. 

 Scott Fraser, FEMA Liaison, City of Key West:  Increasing Key Wests’ CRS rating via mitigation. 

 Barbara Powell, Planning Analyst, Department of Economic Opportunity: Reviews Keys plans/ordinances. 

 Alicia Betancourt, Family and Consumer Sciences Agent, Monroe County Extension Service:   

Staff support for Monroe County Climate Change Advisory Council 

 Rhonda Haag, Sustainability Programs, Monroe County.  Staff support for Monroe County Climate  

Change Advisory Council, Climate Change Element 

 Thomas Ruppert, Coastal Planning Specialist,  Sea Grant Florida:  Hazard mitigation, Post-disaster  

redevelopment planning, environmental protection, water quality. 

 

Keyswide Planners Forum 

 Mike Roberts, Senior Administrator, Monroe County Growth Management 

 George Garrett, Planning Director, City of Marathon 

 Ed Kokonis, Planning Director, Village of Islamorada 

 Marie Flood, Planning Committee Chair, City of Key Colony Beach 

 Skip Haring, Administrative Support to the Mayor, City of Layton 

 

Other Vetting Partners 

 Ed Barham, Environmental Programs, Naval Air Station - Key West 

 Sean Morton, Superintendent, Florida Keys National Marine Sanctuary 

 Jon Rizzo, Warning Coordination Meteorologist, National Weather Service 

 Michael Larson, Flood Insurance Reform Chair, Key West Association of Realtors  

 Mel Montagne, Flood Insurance Subcommittee, Fair Insurance Rates for Monroe

 Jackie Weidman, Climate and Energy Outreach Specialist, Union of Concerned Scientists 

 Kara Reeve, Community-Based Climate Adaptation Man ager, National Wildlife Federation 

 Chris Bergh, Director of Coastal and Marine Resilience, The Nature Conservancy 

 Monroe County Climate Change Advisory Committee 

o Sylvia Murphy, Board of County Commissioners, Monroe County 
 

 

5) Summary 
 

In summary, the City of Key West will make a great Sea Grant pilot site because it is a microcosm of the larger 

coastal cities Gulfwide.   We have a long history of adapting and the community cohesiveness to succeed.  We 

have reached build-out and are poised to address our climate change issues head on, reaching backward to 

preserve our historic places and forward to new building policies.  Lastly, the City of Key West is an 

international destination, in position geographically and topographically to showcase Sea Grants successes to 

the world. 

  



  



 


