
 Effective Resiliency Planning for Cities 
 
The case study of Guilford, Connecticut, describes a model of community resiliency planning relevant to 
exurban and suburban towns.  Two additional examples enlarge the perspective by pointing to highly 
effective resiliency plans developed by a small city -- Hoboken, New Jersey, with an estimated 
population of 53,000 in 2014 – and a major metropolis  – New York City -- whose population was 
estimated at 8.5 million in 2014. Both cities experienced extensive damage from Superstorm Sandy in 
October 2012. 

Small City: Hoboken, New Jersey  

Once an island, Hoboken is a small but densely built city, surrounded by the Hudson River on the east 
and filled-in tidal lands that stretch to the foot of the New Jersey Palisades on the west. When 
Superstorm Sandy hit, the streets filled up with water “like a bathtub” -- in the words of Hoboken Mayor 
Dawn Zimmer -- and the city sustained more than $100 million worth of property damage.  Hoboken’s 
rapid transit system and major commuter rail station were also severely affected and required hundreds 
of millions of dollars of repairs. 

For a fuller discussion of Sandy’s impact, see The Post-Sandy Resilience of Hoboken, New Jersey: 
Learning from the Past, Rebuilding for the Future (2014) .  

In response to the devastation it experienced, Hoboken has become a model for excellence in resilience 
planning. Here is an outline of the main components of Hoboken’s Community Resilience Plan . 

• The mayor created a  “Resiliency Task Force” to:  
 

o Develop ideas, policies, projects and programs to advance community recovery and 
resiliency and oversee the implementation of projects.  

o Implement a Community Rating System (“CRS”) that will ultimately make the City more 
resilient and reduce homeowners’ flood insurance premiums by as much as 45%.  
 

• To improve building resilience, Hoboken is working with the Federal Emergency Management 
Agency (FEMA) and state agencies to reconcile the city’s zoning code with state and federal 
regulations. City officials say that it is not feasible for owners of Hoboken’s mid- and high-rise 
residential and commercial buildings, and historic brownstones, to raise the structures to 
comply with FEMA and National Flood Insurance Program (NFIP) requirements. City officials 
have proposed  that floodproofing of ground-level floors in vulnerable areas  be used as an 
alternative to physically elevating those buildings. 
 

• To increase energy resilience, Hoboken: 
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o Is working with federal, state and utility partners to design a “microgrid” that will allow 
critical community facilities to deliver uninterrupted electrical service during disaster 
events, blackouts and brownouts; and  

o Will elevate two electricity substations to protect them from future flooding. 
 

• To provide shoreline protection and mitigate flooding, Hoboken: 
  

o Applied to the state for $33 million in Hazard Mitigation funding for the installation of 
seawalls and flood barriers to keep high tides and storm surges from breaching its 
waterfront in the future; and 

o Supported the North Hudson Sewerage Authority’s $20 million Hazard Mitigation grant 
application to construct three new shovel-ready wet weather pump stations. 
 

• To better manage stormwater, Hoboken: 
  

o Applied for Hazard Mitigation funding to purchase three tracts of land in the flood 
hazard area, to be used for the design and building of parks and open space that will 
incorporate stormwater retention facilities to hold excess runoff; and  

o Was awarded up to $500,000 in a national competition for technical assistance in 
building resilient “green infrastructure” such as rain gardens to absorb water and slow 
the flow of heavy rainfall into sewer systems. 
 

• To help inform residents, Hoboken applied for additional funding to: 
  

o Engage in a public awareness campaign to advise residents of natural and man-made 
hazards and recommend the creation of preparedness plans; and  

o Purchase programmable, solar-powered, mobile message boards that can be quickly 
deployed during emergencies to warn residents of impending hazards and provide them 
with instructions.  

 

Related Press -- Resiliency Awards 
 
Feds Award $400 Million for Storm Resiliency Projects in Hoboken, Meadowlands (NJ Spotlight June 3, 
2014 and Rebuild by Design) 

Sponsored by the U.S. Department of Housing and Urban Development (HUD), with funding support 
from the Rockefeller Foundation, the Rebuild by Design competition solicited proposals for innovative 
and comprehensive strategies that would offer protection against sea-level rise and flooding in coastal 
areas and cities hit hard by Superstorm Sandy.  

One of the winning proposals, submitted by a team of Dutch and U.S. architects and urban designers, 
focused on the City of Hoboken, creating a comprehensive strategy that: 

http://www.njspotlight.com/stories/14/06/03/feds-award-400-million-for-storm-resiliency-projects-in-hoboken-meadowlands/
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• Deploys both hard infrastructure and soft landscape for coastal defense; 
• Enables the urban fabric to slow down water;  
• Creates a green circuit to trap water; and  
• Uses water pumps to support drainage.  

UN & Dutch Delegation to Present Mayor Zimmer with Role Model City Recognition (City of Hoboken 
Website April 23, 2015) 

Representatives from the United Nations International Strategy for Disaster Reduction and the Kingdom 
of the Netherlands presented Mayor Dawn Zimmer with a Role Model City certificate, recognizing the 
powerful and transformative effects of Hoboken’s comprehensive resiliency strategy, including the 
award-winning Rebuild by Design (Resist, Delay, Store, Discharge) project.  

For more on the Rebuild by Design Project and Hoboken’s Community Resilience Plan, see the slide 
presentation “Hoboken Resiliency & Readiness Plan: Layers of Protection.” 

 

Major Urban Area:  New York City 
 
With its 520 miles of coastline and considerable amount of fill land, New York City experienced massive 
amounts of destruction from Sandy’s arrival at a time when the tide was high. The storm flooded 
subway tunnels and train lines, knocked out electrical substations and power lines, , destroyed smaller 
wood-frame buildings, and ruined the mechanical and electrical systems located in the basements of 
high-rise buildings. The storm surge hit a record 9.4 feet in some locations and tides rose 14 feet above 
average low-water levels.  Fifty square miles of the city experienced inundation, affecting an estimated 
70,000 to 90,000 buildings.  

More than two years after Sandy, thousands of homeowners in the Greater New York area still awaited 
assistance for rebuilding homes, some amid charges that private contractors working for FEMA’s 
National Flood Insurance Program had altered, and low-balled, original damage estimates. In New 
Jersey, fewer than five percent of residents said to be eligible for the state’s largest aid program had 
received grants to complete their home rebuilding within the two-year time period.  And new damage 
continues to be uncovered in New York City parks and neighborhoods, where thousands of dead and 
dying trees  are identified every year, injured by the stress and excessive salt levels associated with 
Sandy’s flooding. 

For a full report on Sandy’s impact New York City, see the retrospective analysis from the 2014 update 
of the city’s hazard mitigation plan. 
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A Stronger More Resilient New York (2013) 
 
Faced with more than $19 billion in damage and lost economic activity, New York City has devoted 
considerable resources to compile lessons learned and develop policies that will better protect the 
urban environment against future storms and rising sea levels and address the communities devastated 
by Sandy.  The recommendations assembled by teams of experts who took part in this Special Initiative 
for Rebuilding and Resiliency are available online in the 2013 report entitled  A Stronger More Resilient 
New York. 

The report tried to answer three key questions: 

• What happened during and after Sandy and why? 
• What is the likely risk to New York City as the climate changes and the threat of future storms 

and severe weather increases? 
• What do we do with citywide infrastructure and buildings and in Sandy-impacted 

neighborhoods? 

While the answers to the first two questions may not be broadly applicable, the method used in 
undertaking the analyses provides a model that is potentially useful for other urban areas. 

Chapters addressing the third question offer widely relevant recommendations for strengthening 
coastal infrastructure and buildings and approaching the task of rebuilding damaged and vulnerable 
communities. Individual sections discuss measures for increasing the resilience of critical 
components of an urban environment such as energy resources, telecommunications systems, 
transportation networks, drinking water and wastewater systems, solid waste management and 
public health needs.  
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