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Tybee Island, Savannah’s beachside retreat, is known for its 
coastal history, tranquil scenery, and remarkable ecology. Located 
approximately 20 miles east of  Savannah, this 3.21 square mile 
barrier island is a vacation destination. However, the island is facing 
an uncertain future in which it must actively adapt to climate change, 
ecological depletion, overdevelopment, and increased tourism.
 During the fall of  2016, the students in Professor Alison 
Smith’s LAND 4050 Studio: Region, Site, and Place were tasked with 
creating a general master plan and a site-scale design for Tybee Island. 
The project sought to create a sustainable, resilient landscape in the 
face of  climate, development, and tourism challenges – a solution that 
balanced conservation, recreation, and development. Tybee Island 
already has a Sea Level Rise Adaptation Plan in place, the first of  its 
kind. This, in addition to an existing conditions inventory, and a GIS 
suitability analysis for various forms of  conservation and development 
informed the master plan. This included ecological protection, dune 
restoration, living shorelines and marshland conservation, residential 
development, commercial development, historical preservation, and 
bicycle and pedestrian circulation.

 In early October, a mere week after we visited Tybee Island, 
our impending concerns became a reality—Hurricane Matthew 
struck. It caused catastrophic damage throughout the Atlantic Ocean 
and severely impacted the Florida and Georgia coasts. A tidal gauge at 
Fort Pulaski, just off  the coast of  Tybee, measured a record-breaking 
12.56 feet.1 To put this into perspective, the Tybee Lighthouse, 
standing ten feet above sea level is the highest point on the island. A 
real-life precedent, while unfortunate in its nature, gave us the ability 

Building destroyed by Hurricane Matthew.

Section by Juliet Swanson for LAND 4050.
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to visualize how critical it was to generate resilient designs able to 
withstand the increased storm surge due to sea level rise. 
 The semester-long project required collaboration with 
island stakeholders including residents, developers, city officials, city 
engineers, and marine and ecological specialists. Intended to present 
Tybee Island as a model of  adaptive urbanism in coastal cities, the 
project would contribute to the Georgia Conservancy’s mission to 
protect and conserve Georgia’s natural resources through advocacy, 
engagement, and collaboration. At the conclusion of  the semester, 
the students presented their work to Paul Wolff, Councilman for 
the City of  Tybee, and Charles McMillan, Coastal Director of  the 
Georgia Conservancy. 

 The following spring, the Tybee Island Master Plan was 
reassessed in a different light. Professor Doug Pardue’s LAND 4060 
Studio: Urban Design took the analysis developed during the previous 
semester and applied an “adapt, retreat, protect” strategy in response 
to sea-level rise. Adapted areas emphasize human intervention to 
adjust to the changing ecological processes while retreated areas call 
for the reduction of  human development at these high risk locations. 
Protected areas require long-term human involvement and regulation 
to withstand inevitable environmental casualties. This method 
addresses the shifting terrains caused by sea level rise and storm surge 
while simultaneously taking into consideration critical infrastructure 
in anticipation of  climate change. We further developed our analysis 

Professor Pardue’s 
class critique of  
“protect, adapt, 
retreat” Maps, photo 
by Qiao He.
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CONCEPT: 

A push and pull tension between 
the natural marsh environment 
and built structures with the end 
result of a floodable marsh park 
with connection to existing 
outdoor amenities and a new 
eco-hotel. The park is 
environmentally aware, provides 
recreational opportunities, and 
promotes ecological education. 

CURRENT DATA: 

Area of Site at Existing
13 Acres Existing Land
2.4 Acres Existing Water
5.4 Acres Existing Wetlands

PROPOSED  DATA:

1 Mile Recreation Trails
15,000 sf Commercial Space
5 Acres Recreation Space

WHY: 

Why is this place necessary? 

Because Tybee Island is facing 
an uncertain future with an 
increase in development and a 
decrease in usuable land area 
due to sea level rise. 

Residents and visitors of the 
island need public space to 
recreate and the ecological 
systems present need repair. 
The purpose of this marsh park 
is to provide a space for people 
to play, to create opportunities 
for economic growth, and to 
restore and reconnect the 
existing wetland. In the event of a CAT 3 Hurricane, this marsh park will be 

adpative. By raising Highway 80 and connecting the marsh 
underneath, some storm suge will occur, but natural bank 
stabilization, through living shoreline and vegetation, will allow 
the park to absorb the shock. Some structural damage will 
occur and some homes will flood, but those that do will be 
phased out of residential use or converted to allow first floor 
flooding. Important infrastructure such as Highway 80 and 
buildings will be protected through flip-down hurricane 
armoring and sea wall additions. 

The purpose of this marsh park is to preserve ecologically 
sensitive areas while also acting as an absorbant sponge when 
flooding occurs. The park is an important connection between 
the existing traditional Jaycee Park and the back-island marsh. 
It incorporates commercial space to drive funding and provide 
ecological education to its users. A portion of the remaining 
homes will be converted to first-floor retail that act as “live 
above, work below” units. The proposed changes in land use 
can be seen above in order to accomplish these various goals. 
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IMPLEMENTATION & EFFECTS OVER TIME

RIGHT NOW 
    2 FEET SLR

IN A LITTLE  
    4 FEET SLR

END GOAL 
    6 FEET SLR

GOALS

Establish interest in the 
land area by residents 
and visitors. 

Establish physical 
connection to Jaycee 
Park and ecological 
connection to the marsh. 

Build longlasting 
ecological and social 
benefits into the park. 

ENVIROENVIRO ECONSOCIAL SOCIALSOCIAL

- Create trail connection to existing 
Jaycee Park 
- Promote neighborhood clean up 
activities 
- Engage community in design 
process and programming 
- Convert Solomon Avenue to a 
pedestrian-only path 

- Build welcome building and 
parking area on west end of site  
- Build overlook along Highway-80 
and the Highway-80 kayak dock 
- Install educational signage near 
both of these locations 

- Raise Highway 80 at a 10 foot 
causeway to reconnect the marsh 
undernath 
- Provide additional marshland 
plantings and living shoreline 
stabilization along high and low 
tide zones 

GOALS

Expand the park’s 
recreational activities.

Focus on commercial 
opportunities throughout 
the park in order to fund its 
construction. 

Promote healthy ecological 
development while also 
maneuvering the oncoming 
4’ of sea level rise through 
grading, bioswales, and 
stormwater retrofits.  

GOALS

Establish this marsh park 
as a long lasting 
community benefit. 

Focus on promoting 
ecological restoration and 
marshland education while 
also maneuvering the 
oncoming 6’ of Sea Level 
Rise.

Provide incentives for 
commercial expansion.
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- Build overlook and deck area at 
main entrance of site off of Bright 
Street 
- Connect the existing overlooks 
and sidewalks with a trail that 
transitions between being on 
land, elevated on stilts, and floats 
along the water. 

- Construct the eco-hotel and 
kayak dock off of 6th Avenue 
- Convert first floor of buildings to 
retail space and elevate them 
onto stilts - provide incentives for 
commercial development here 
- Establish street extensions and 
connections 

- Phase out homes that are repeat 
loss properties through raising on 
stilts and relocation 
- Protect environmentally 
sensitive areas through living 
shoreline stabilization 
- Promote habitat growth through 
appropriate vegetation 

1 2 3 ENVIROECON2 3ECON 3

- Continue to engage the 
neighborhood in the park 
- Phase out parking and roads 
that are in areas of high flood 
risk 
- Construct children’s eco-play 
and education area off of 
Solomon Avenue  
 

- Direct sea level rise to 
appropriate areas through 
treatments in grading 
- Phase out the rest of the homes 
affected by sea level rise 
through raising on stilts and 
relocation 
- Allow the marsh to complete its 
natural processes 

- Establish a trolley stop here 
that connects to the rest of the 
island, particularly the lighthouse 
and main pier
-  Provide protection on high 
investment areas such as the 
eco-hotel and children’s 
eco-playground area 
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PLAN & DESIGN PROGRAM                                               SCALE 1:50
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SOLUTIONS

A. RESTORE the existing wetland and 
habitat area through raising Highway 80, native 
plantings, and required setbacks. 

B. ENGAGE the surrounding community in 
this new park through site clean up, design 
charettes, and programming.

C. Provide more public recreation space 
through a CONNECTION to Jaycee Park 
and existing surrounding sidewalks. 

D. Provide a LONG-TERM solution to sea 
level rise through preparation, informed retreat, 
and designated floodable land. 

E. Practice SMART DEVELOPMENT 
strategies and promote economic development 
through eco-tourism. 
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by reconsidering sectors of  the island—its water, cultural 
resources, built environment—in terms of  this dynamic 
landscape’s future coastal resiliency.
 We focused heavily on the triple bottom line 
(ecological, economic, and social impact) to facilitate our 

designs. We also considered changes 
over time and potential outcomes 
if  another large-scale hurricane 
swept across the island. We hope to 
provide useful design proposals for 
an archetypal coastal town that will 
inform future policy, programming, 
and site planning. 

Axonometric rendering of  marsh park 
design (left), and Master Plan of  Tybee 
Island, by Katie Sewell for LAND 
4050.

Tybee Island lighthouse (left), by Natasha Burr.

1Chapman, Dan. “Hurricane Matthew ravages 
Tybee on Georgia coast.” The Atlanta Journal-
Constitution. October 11, 2016.
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