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Chapter 1
Introduction

Abstract Despite its vulnerability to flooding associated with sea-level rise, coastal
South Florida continues to attract large numbers of new residents each day. Infor-
mation about flood insurance requirements and flood-risk is widely available, but our
2018 survey found that coastal residents seemed relatively unconcerned about the
future value of their homes. At the same time, some econometric studies have found
that proximity to the coast may have a negative impact on both demand and sales
price of coastal housing. Clearly, the south Florida coast is both an amenity and
increasingly a hazard. Two other factors potentially impacted the market as of 2020.
First, as of the summer of 2020, detailed, property-level information was made
available about flood risk to prospective homebuyers on the website of the National
Association of Realtors®. Second, the price and availability of flood insurance came
into greater focus as there was serious discussion of revising the price structure of
federal flood insurance for properties at substantial risk. To gain a perspective on the
impacts of increased attention to the hazard of sea-level rise on the residential
property market, we administered a survey in the fall of 2020 to 680 licensed Florida
estate brokers and sales associates. We asked the real estate agents to describe what
they observed in working with prospective south Florida homebuyers, and their
assessment of local housing market trends. The analysis of their views has important
implications for understanding how the risks of climate change and sea-level rise are
reflected in the housing market both now and in the near-term future.

Keywords Real estate agents · Sea-level rise · Flood risk · Florida

Florida real estate. What image does this term suggest? Is it life on the beach with
palm trees swaying and summer weather all year round (Fig. 1.1)? Is it the view of
the ocean from a condominium window or the feel of pleasant breezes while walking
along an oceanfront boardwalk? Is a Florida home on the coast one of your dreams?

Or do you think about the hurricanes that threaten Florida every summer and fall?
Or the photos of the streets of Miami on a sunny day flooded by tidal waters? Or the
summer days when the heat and humidity seem unbearable? Or do you think about
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the days when slick salespersons sold swampland to hapless buyers from out-of-
state?

This book is about the south Florida residential real estate market and its
vulnerability to sea-level rise resulting from climate change. We will explore real
estate agent opinions on how prospective homebuyers assess the risk of flooding,
and whether they observe that house prices are stagnant or falling in coastal areas
vulnerable to flooding. And we will report on their conclusions after working with
prospective homebuyers as to whether coastal south Florida is a good place to find a
home or, alternatively, a risky investment in a place that will eventually be sub-
merged by rising seas.

The question of how sea-level rise is affecting the south Florida property market
is an urgent one: the residential real estate market is one of the pillars of Florida’s
economy, accounting for 22% of the Florida gross domestic product or over $240
billion annually (Woetzel et al. 2020). If prices fall precipitously, households might
be unable to obtain mortgage financing or affordable insurance. A decline in
property values would mean losses of local property tax revenues, with concomitant
deterioration of support for regional infrastructure and education. At the national and
international level, a rapid decline in the value of coastal Florida property would
have a jarring and cascading effect throughout the insurance and secondary mort-
gage markets as well as the variety of entities that have financial stakes in banking
and real estate in Florida (Nicholson et al. 2018; Taylor 2020; Taylor and Weinkle
2020).

Precise estimates of the scale and timing of sea-level rise for the Florida coast, or
indeed any location, remain elusive (Hinkel et al. 2019; Kopp et al. 2019).

Fig. 1.1 Florida beach. (Source: iStock photo)
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