
IntroductIon:
Georgia’s coast stretches for only 100 hundred miles, but it includes fourteen 
unique and fragile barrier islands and one-third of all remaining tidal 
marshlands on the eastern coast. The place is so special that in the 1970s, 
the Georgia General Assembly enacted legislation that limits and regulates 
development along Georgia’s coast. While most other coastal states have 
experienced unbridled development resulting in widespread destruction 
of tidal marshlands and beaches – with devastating consequences as best 
evidenced by Hurricane Sandy - Georgia has bucked that trend. Now, however, 
the state agency responsible for protecting our coastal treasures is seeking 
to pass legislation that could weaken these laws. At the state-owned Jekyll 
Island, the changes would open up the last remaining section of pristine beach 
to development  

the coASt:
From Tybee in the north to Cumberland in the south, Georgia’s barrier islands 
are one of the state’s natural treasures. Behind them is a vast network of 
marshlands covering more than 400,000 acres. Together the barrier islands 
filled with beaches and dunes and the waving marsh grasses serve as a first 
line of defense to protect the Georgia shore and coastal communities from 
the damaging effects of floods, winds, tides, and erosion. What’s more, these 
natural features serve as the Coast’s economic engines: $6 billion in economic 
benefits are linked to Georgia’s salt marshes, with 70 percent of commercially 
harvested fish and shellfish depending on the salt marshes, while the barrier 
islands keep the tourists coming to the coast. For all the services they provide, 
these unique ecosystems are also very difficult and costly to replace once lost.   
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the dIrt:
Georgia’s Shore Protection Act (SPA) and Coastal Marshlands Protection Act (CMPA) 
are under attack. Georgia’s Coastal Resources Division of the Department of Natural 
Resources (CRD) wants to roll back 30-year-old protections for Georgia’s coast that in 
many cases will permit development closer to the very beaches and sand dunes that 
protect our property. 

Rather than basing setbacks limiting development on the natural features and the 
dynamic nature of the ever-changing and shifting sands of the coast, CRD has instead 
proposed an arbitrary setback of 50 feet. Along a coast where natural erosion can 
take three to four feet of the shoreline each year, structures built within 50 feet of the 
shore could be obliterated in little more than a decade. 

These proposed changes would dramatically impact what land can be developed along Georgia’s coast and barrier 
islands. For instance, on Jekyll Island, the change would open up the last remaining pristine section of beach to a 
shopping center, hotel or line of condominiums. 

While in the wake of east coast super storms and hurricanes, the U.S. Army 
Corps of Engineers and states agencies from South Carolina to Maine are now 
discouraging armoring shorelines with rock and metal. Georgia, however, is 
proposing an exemption in the CMPA that would make it easier to construct 
walls and other barriers along the shoreline, including some that are up to  
two–feet thick, 13-feet tall and 500-feet long. 

Add to this the looming threat of rising seas, and the proposed changes 
could ultimately lead to coastal disasters. During the past century, sea levels have risen a foot and within the next 90 
years, scientists predict ocean levels will rise another two feet.  

WhAt MuSt Be done:
Georgia’s legislators should say “NO” to these proposed changes to the SPA and CMPA and uphold more than 30 years 
of protecting Georgia’s coast from the kind of unbridled development that has destroyed beaches and marshes in 
other states and contributed to millions of dollars in property damage from hurricanes and other storms. 

Any changes to shoreline protections should take into account the dynamic nature of the changing coastline and 
predicted changes in sea levels. These considerations should determine where structures are built, not an arbitrary  
50-foot setback. Additionally, provisions in this legislation that make it easier to construct seawalls should be 
eliminated. With so many alternative approaches to shoreline stabilization now available, Georgia shouldn’t encourage 
the most expensive, least effective, and most damaging form of shoreline stabilization.
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