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Summary

 It is known and accepted that rising sea levels are an inevitable 
part of our future.  To plan for these issues, we need to examine what 
our communities might look like 20, 50, and even 100 years from to-
day.  In San Diego these effects will be felt in some of our most eco-
nomically active neighborhoods, the low lying beach communties from 
which the city derives its main character.  Of these neighborhoods 
Mission Beach will be the hardest hit- losing the majority of its existing 
land over the next century.

 We propose a way to counteract the loss of this vital area, rei-
maging the nature of these impacts as the basis for the development 
of a unique and attractive new community.  To maintain development 
in this area we alter the nature of city infrastructure to coexist with 
these new conditions by creating a raised walkway that provides the 
structure for cantelievered privately owned structures.  To maintain the 
attractive nature of the area, we propose the management of other ar-
eas in the bay to reintroduce natural habitat areas and provide space 
for salwater agriculture.

 This plan addresses many of the issues raised in the recently 
released draft Climate Action Plan while remaining fiscally responsible 
and providing opportunity in the local community (1).  It is recom-
mended that this plan be studied further as part of the comprehensive 
strategies outlined in the “Sea Level Rise Adaptation Strategy for San 
Diego Bay” (2).
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There are three basic strategies used to address rising sea levels: reinforcement, adaptation, and managed 
retreat (5).  Reinforcement is generally futile due to the unrelenting forces of weathering and astronomical cost 
of projects- which often produce few positive results.  Managed retreat is prudent and necessary but the as-
sociated costs exceed what most will consider acceptable losses, especially when considering property costs 
in the area.  Adaptation is necessary to maintain some use of the area and to provide as much time as possible 
for communities to adapt and evolve to the inevitable changes they are faced with.
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Sea Level Rise

Protection

-Seawalls and beach nourishment
-Financially and Ecologically unstable

-Relocation friendly construction,
 short term uses, inundation uses

-Could create similar financial and 
 ecological costs

-Abandonment, relocation, avoidance
-Financially sustainable and ecologically

  sustainable
-Issue: Property loss, tourism and tax   

      based impacts, in-migration 
land use conflicts

Managed Retreat Accommodation

Mission Bay 2100 is a long-range infra-
structure and regulatory plan that aims 
to address the rising sea level that will 
be effecting much of the Mission Bay 
area over the following century.  Projec-
tions estimate between 2’ and 6’ of rise 
over the next century (3) which, even in 
the best case scenario, will result in the 
loss of thousands of homes and busi-
nesses with extreme economic costs.  
The diagram to the left shows the land 
that will be lost due to rising water lev-
els, with the red topography lines rep-
resenting possible locations of the new 
shoreline.  This proposal represents an 
important step in the implementation of 
long range planning that will be neces-
sary to address climate change while 
remaining resilient, productive, and 
prosperous in the coming years.  

Sea Level Rise + Possible Interventions



Infrastructure Transitions

Supporting Structure Started

Utilites Extended Above within Structure

New Raised Infrastructure Installed; Cars 
Not Allowed; Transportation Transition 
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Current conditions show the majority of current devel-
opment in Mission Bay occupay low lying areas that 
will be flooded by rising sea levels over the coming 
century.  Our proposal calls for the gradual construc-
tion of infrastructure which will support future develop-
ment which will occupy the same areas but take a new 
form, more appropriate for future conditions.
This approach will require the construction of infra-
structure while the area is still above water and the 
managed retreat and adaptation of existing structures.  
This process will also need to ensure that the area 
remains attractive and useful at all stages.
The first step in the creation of this new system is the 
installation of pilings in identified areas, creating a col-
lonade and canopy structure to beautify main streets.

The second stage of development will call for infra-
structure such as power, water, and sewer lines to be 
moved from current positions into enclosed horizontal 
runs that connect the pilings and will eventually provide 
structural support to further construction.  
To reduce costs this transition should be made as the 
existing systems require maintenance over the next 
several decades.

By the year 2050 it is projected that water levels will 
have risen by nearly a foot (4).  Although this will not 
completely cover existing development at high tide wa-
ter will regularly wash across the most low lying areas, 
including most of Mission Boulevard.
By this point houses that remain should have been ret-
rofitted by private owners to resist water damage to the 
foundation and structure.  A two-tiered raised walkway 
will be constructed on the piling system that allows 
light-duty traffic (bicycles, mopeds, etc) along the main 
artery and a secondary network above this for pedes-
trian traffic to allow access to remaining homes.
At this point foot traffic will still be possible on the 
ground level during low tide.



4

Colonnades will be created by 
the pylons placed in preparation 
for the larger infrastructure. This 
will increase the seperation be-
tween car and pedestrian traffic, 
improving the current feel of the 

community.  String lights will add a colorful splash 
to the street while reducing light pollution from om-
ni-directional streetlights.

Once the sea level reaches a point of consistently 
innundating the area cars will not be allowed and a 
two-tier walkway will be installed.  The ground level 
will be able to be used periodi-
cally for foot traffic and outdoor 
activies when the water is low.  
The middle level will be used for 
faster paced traffic as in bicy-
clists, bike taxis, mopeds, and 
other light-duty transportation.  
The top level will be reserved for 
pedestrian traffic and be utilized 
as the  arterial walkways to the 
remaining residential properties.

Transformation Visuals
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Year 2050 Section
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Ecological Benefits

When the area is fully innundated, all of 
the land area along Mission Boulevard 
will be gone.  This development will pro-
vide a connection between the remain-
ing land in the Ocean Beach and Pacific 
Beach neighborhoods.  
The project will help to calm wave en-
ergy coming into the bay to prevent 
erosion, allowing for a variety of natural 
habitat restoration, recreation, and agri-
cultral activities to take place.  Although 
the development aspect of this has 
been our main focus, the environmental 
changes from our master plan will have 
just as large of an effect.  In the image to 
the right we have mapped out the new 
uses of each area.
The planning and construction of such 
a novel project could serve as a case 
study for other areas, adding to available 
knowledge and establishing San Diego 
as a leader in innovative, adaptive de-
sign and planning.  It will also serve as a 
destination unlike any other.  

To take full advantage of the changing landscape we propose also managing the retreat of the shoreline and 
establishing much of the area within the bay as a natural habitat park.  To do this, buffer zones should be cre-
ated that move with the changing shoreline.  The shoreline will provide an excellent area for restoration work, 
temporary recreation paths, and educational opportunities for students.  Inland of the restoration zone, an agri-
cultural area will be established to take advantage of newly available salt-water crops to improve our local food 
supply.

Proposed Intervention
New Development

Saltwater Agriculture

Pylons to support development 
& calm water flow

Slack Tide at year 2100

Tidal marsh land natural habitat 
acting as soil stabilizer

Land Ocean
Natural 
Habitat

Saltwater 
Farming

Natural
Green Space
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Infrastructure Transitions

Moving Walkways Created to Connect 
New Network

Large Developments Start Replacing 
Residential Construction

Water Transportation Network Created

As the water level rises existing residences will need 
to be demolished since retrofitted foundations and 
construction will no longer be adequate to protect 
against water damage.  As this happens new devel-
opment will take its place and be subject to higher 
property taxes and more stringent environmental 
requirements.  Due to the unique nature of this 
location development and ownership will be highly 
attractive.

The final stage of this infrastructure project will sup-
port high end destination development, ensuring a 
steady stream of tax revenue for the city and tourism 
dollars for local businesses.  It would provide the op-
portunity for private development of unique homes 
and businesses that occupy a space like no other in 
the world.
As a development opportunity in a unique location, 
backed by a wildlife preserve and park and facing 
the ocean, this project will repay the community 
several times over.

Due to the long distances that the project will span 
and the lack of motorized vehicles, a new system 
will have to be created to allow for faster pedestrian 
movement.
Moving walkways 1/4 of a mile long will be installed 
to facilitate this movement and establish gathering 
points throughout the space.  At the termination of 
each walkway a small public park will be placed for 
residents and visitors to relax and enjoy the chang-
ing area.
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Transformation Visuals

As the remaining beach is cov-
ered with water, maintaing a 
residence in the area will be-
come more difficult due to the 
lack of a quick connection to the 
rest of the city.  Addtionally, ret-
rofitted houses and foundations 
will no longer be able to resist 
water damage.  As these factors 
take effect the existing struc-
tures will be replaced by larger 
developments built to utilize 
this new framwork for attrac-
tions and entertainment.  This 
method of transition is ideal 

because it relies on personal incentives rather than 
emminent domain to change the neighborhood.  
Additionally all development costs are shouldered 
by private entities rather than the city.

At this point in the plan only large developments will 
be included along the infrastructure.  This will cre-
ate a destination for world wide travelers to expere-
ince the exciting atmostsphere 
that this “floating city” will cre-
ate.  The water level will be high 
enough to include water trans-
portation to provide a quicker 
and more efficient path to travel 
for inhabitants to the rest of the 
city.  
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Year 2100 Section
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