
Rising Waters & Living 
Shoreline Design

June 25, 2025 

Erin Reilly
Conservation and Restoration Coordinator





A datum is a base elevation 
used as a reference from 
which to determine heights 
or depths

A tidal datum is a standard 
elevation defined by a certain 
phase of the tide.

Mean High Water (MHW) - 
Average of all High Tides

Mean Low Water (MLW) - 
Average of all Low Tides

Definitions
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So what does this mean for 
Living Shoreline Design?



Plant Physiology
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Where to get 
updated Water 

Levels?

● NOAA Tides and Currents
● USGS
● vDatum (still on current epoch)
● Put out Water level loggers
● VIMS VECOS and Tidewatch
● Assume a similar increase 

in water levels
● https://access.co-ops.nos.noaa.gov/datum

calc/
● R package VulnToolkit

https://access.co-ops.nos.noaa.gov/datumcalc/
https://access.co-ops.nos.noaa.gov/datumcalc/


What about Sea Level Rise and Future 
Conditions?



● NOAA Project of Special Merit funded 
through Virginia CZM and spearheaded 
by Wetlands Watch

● Purpose is to help design and 
construction professionals design and 
install living shorelines that can adapt to 
and recover from coastal hazards.

● 26 Case Studies that demonstrate 
adaptive design approaches 
implemented on various site conditions

● https://www.wetlandswatch.org/designin
g-living-shorelines-for-sea-level-rise

Recently Completed:



Strategies Identified:

● Slopes that promote 
migration

● Planting zones that 
promote migration

● Elevate marsh
● Increase Marsh width
● Design sills for future 

storms
● Use multiple strategies

Alliance for the Chesapeake Bay



Questions?

EMREILLY@VIMS.EDU


