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By John Stanton  
I&M Associate Editor 
and Dean Geddes 
I&M Staff Writer 

The 10 days before Christmas 
were marked by four COVID-19 pa-
tients flown off-island to receive a 
higher level of treatment, and the 
death of an elderly patient from the 
virus, a man in his mid-80s. It was 
the fourth coronavirus-related death 
on the island since the start of the 
pandemic. 

Nantucket health officials say 
they expect infections to spike again 
in the weeks following the holiday, 
as they did after Thanksgiving. 

“We’re hoping that people do the 
right thing and stay home. But hon-
estly, we expect a pretty strong spike 
four or five days after New Year’s 
Day and then again another four or 
five days after that from people who 
went to New Year’s parties,” health 
director Roberto Santamaria said. 

The patients most recently flown 
off-island were mainly in the 20- to 
60-year-old age range. Diane Pearl, 
M.D., chief medical officer at Nan-
tucket Cottage Hospital, said the 
number of elderly people on the is-
land testing positive for coronavirus 
has been relatively low, compared to 
those testing positive in the 20-to 50-
year-old demographic. 

“I think elderly people are follow-
ing precautions much more care-
fully,” she said. “They stay home, 
they always wear their mask, go 
shopping at the right time. Our pos-
itive cases have been largely in the 
work force or active in the commu-
nity and living more normal lives.” 

Pearl said some of the patients 
flown off had first been recovering at 
home immediately after testing pos-
itive, but returned to the hospital as 
the virus worsened. 

“This disease takes maybe seven 
to 10 days to get to its maximum 
point where it develops and results 
in this level of illness, in complica-
tions,” she said. 

Nantucket may have a higher 
percentage of people paying atten-
tion to precautions like masking  
than communities on the mainland 
where both the infection rate and 
the number of positive tests that 
lead to hospitalization are higher, 
Santamaria said.  

But he cautioned against what 
hospital president and CEO Gary 
Shaw calls “drift,” the feeling that 
things are going relatively fine so 
you let your guard down. 

“You get comfortable with friends 
and family who don’t live in the 
same household. You think it is just 
you and your spouse, having dinner 
with another couple who are your 
friends and everything is OK,” he 
said. “But if all four of you are work-
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A new app partially funded by 
the Nantucket Yacht Club is aimed 
at helping town officials and first re-
sponders plan for both storm surges 
and climate-change-driven sea-level 
rise. 

The app, called Storm Tide Path-
ways, was developed by Mark Borelli 
and Steve Mague, research scien-

tists at the Provincetown Center for 
Coastal Studies, and allows users to 
see the paths flowing water takes in 
low-lying coastal areas.  

There are already downloadable 
viewers in which users can toggle 
through different increases in water 
level to see what specific areas will 
flood. 

“Looking at the available viewers 
wasn’t helpful to local folks, because 
they look at large areas and do not 
allow you to zoom in past a certain 
point,” Borelli said.  

“What we did was take it to the 
next step. We were able to determine 
what the pathways are on a street-
by-street basis.” 

The idea is for town officials to 
have an understanding of where 
they can expect flooding to begin, 
corresponding to the water level in 
the harbor, which storm-tide path-
ways each increase will affect, when 
the water gets to a certain height, 

where will it go first, and where they 
have to go first, he said. 

This is an app to be downloaded 
into a web browser, instead of a cell 
phone. Work is expected in the fu-
ture to develop a version for phones. 
It can be downloaded for free by any-
one at www.stormtides.org. 

“The app is about how the water 
gets to places and in what order that 
flooding will occur,” Borelli said. “It 
is designed to allow for the planning 

of evacuation routes and where at-
tempts to stop the flooding might be 
best applied.” 

According to the Center for 
Coastal Studies, a pair of studies 
mapping the pathways in Province-
town and Nantucket were released 
in 2016, funded by the Massachu-
setts Office of Coastal Zone Manage-
ment.  

Nantucket Yacht Club stepped in 
with a grant of just under $20,000 to 

help with development of the app. 
Borelli said the app is built on the 

best available topographical data, 
collected by the United States Geo-
logical Survey (USGS) which uses 
LIDAR (Light Detection and Rang-
ing), a technology similar to RADAR 
that can be used to create high-res-
olution digital elevation models 
(DEMs) with vertical accuracy as 
good as 10 centimeters. 

Borelli calls the app “just another 
tool, a map,” and like all maps it de-
pends on the accuracy of how the 
data defines the land you walk 
across.  

He and Mague spent time on is-
land using what he called scientific 
grade GPS to double-check the data. 
Predictions of the water level in the 
harbor come from the National 
Weather Service. The data appears 
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Call to reserve your festive feast TODAY! 508-228-4730
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FIRST SHOT: Nantucket Cottage Hospital emergency medicine physician's assistant Maria Carey receives the 
island's first dose of the COVID-19 vaccine from nurse Aline Womack last Thursday morning.

Re-imagining the waterfront as 
sea-level rise seen as inevitable

By Brian Bushard 
 I&M Staff Writer 

 
Marty Hylton has seen the num-

bers. He has seen the flood waters. 
He knows what is coming as far as 
sea-level rise, and he knows it will 
only get a lot worse over the next few 
decades. 

“There is no stopping sea-level 
rise even if we cut carbon emissions 
tomorrow completely,” said Hylton, 
director of The University of 
Florida’s Preservation Institute. “So 
how do we respond to it? We’re not 
going to save everything, so how do 
we recreate Nantucket?” 

The projections tell two stories. 
There is the National Oceanic and 
Atmospheric Administration map, 
which shows future coastal flooding 
inundating streets downtown. 

There’s also a new set of Federal 
Emergency Management Agency 

maps showing toppling bluffs and 
escalating erosion around the island 
in the next 80 years. 

Neither are regulatory maps. 
They only lay the groundwork for fu-
ture town planning, coastal re-

silience coordinator Vince Murphy 
said. 

Mary Longacre, of the newly-cre-
ated Coastal Resilience Advisory 
Committee, said the next step is de-
veloping an island-wide coastal re-
silience plan. That plan is expected 
to be completed next fall. 

“You can use sea walls, but they 
would need to be 16 feet high. You 
can use a living shoreline, but that 
only gets you so far, or you can relo-
cate,” Longacre said. “I’m looking for 
a plan that doesn’t lay out just one 
prescription, but all the options from 
hard-armoring to green infrastruc-
ture, and for the community to say if 
it’s worth it.” 

Climate change and sea-level rise 
responses often fall into two cate-
gories: Run to higher ground, or en-
gineer a solution. The engineering 
solutions can be elaborate – sea 

Yacht Club chips in to fund storm-tide app to help town during floods

STORM TIDE, PAGE 5A

“The app is about how the water gets to places and in 
what order that flooding will occur. It is designed to 

allow for the planning of evacuation routes and 
where attempts to stop the flooding might  

be best applied.”  
– Mark Borelli 

Developer, Storm Tide Pathways App
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“We’re hoping people do 
the right thing and stay 
home. But honestly, we 
expect a pretty strong 
spike four or five days 
after New Year’s Day  

and then again another 
four or five days after 

that from people  
who went to  

New Year’s parties.”  
– Roberto Santamaria 

Health Director,  
Town of Nantucket

Another death 
from COVID
Santamaria 

expects more 
spikes in cases 
from holidays

“There is no stopping 
sea-level rise even if we 
cut carbon emissions  

tomorrow completely. So 
how do we respond to it? 
We’re not going to save 

everything, so how do we  
recreate Nantucket?”  

– Marty Hylton 
Director 

University of Florida  
Preservation Institute

SEA-LEVEL RISE, PAGE 6A
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walls with huge gates have 
been outlined and ultimately 
rejected in Boston – to gently 
natural, like restoring and 
protecting saltwater marshes 
to absorb storm surges. 

Hylton advocates for the 
creation of something called a 
living shoreline. 

On Nantucket, that means 
converting the grassy areas 
on the harbor side of Wash-
ington Street to salt marshes 
that can absorb stormwater 
before it batters the shore, re-
placing impervious asphalt in 
the town parking lot with an 
alternative that allows water 
to seep through, and creating 
rain gardens on the Maria 
Mitchell Association proper-
ties on Washington Street, 
where Hylton already sees 
the front lawn regularly turn-
ing into more of a wetland 
than a grassy area during 
flooding. 

All of those ideas, of course, 
depend on funding. Hylton 
did not estimate how much 
they would cost. 

“The federal government is 
investing in larger metropoli-
tan areas like Miami, New 
York and Boston, but it’s 
these smaller communities 

like Nantucket that are going 
to struggle to get the funding,” 
he said, adding that such 
projects might require private 
donations or funding from the 
Community Preservation 
Committee. 

Specific plans for a living 
shoreline have yet to make it 
to a town regulatory board for 
review. 

One advantage of a na-
ture-based design, Hylton 
said, is that it’s significantly 
cheaper than large-scale proj-
ects like sea walls. Sea walls 
and raised roads are not only 
expensive but need to be re-
paired whenever they break, 
he said. On the other hand, if 
the town installs oyster beds 
within a living shoreline, it 
could also be promoting an in-
dustry around shellfishing in 
the process. 

Select Board member Matt 
Fee supported the idea of a 
living shoreline, but agreed 
that funding would be one of 
the biggest challenges. 

“Do we all pay for it? Do 
the neighborhoods pay for it?” 
he asked. “Doing something to 
retain downtown is an easy 
thing and everyone says ‘yes.’ 
But are we going to spend $10 
million or $20 million to keep 
three homes in place for a 

decade or do you move them? 
What about a whole neigh-
borhood?” 

The question in front of 
Hylton is how the town can 
preserve its historic buildings 
and streetscapes from rising 
sea levels. The seven largest 
flood events in the island’s 
history have occurred since 
2013, he said. They had once 
been (and in many cases still 
are) called 100-year storms. 

Three months ago, the 
Preservation Institute pre-
sented an updated series of 
Washington Street sea-level-
rise projections, one year after 

it presented a series at an is-
land conference called Keep-
ing History Above Water.  

The projections describe a 
Washington Street 30 years 
from now, submerged under 
two feet of water on an ordi-
nary high tide. NOAA sea-
level-rise statistics predict 
that by 2060, the street will 
be completely submerged, 
permanently. By 2100, the 
water is up to the first floor of 
houses on Union Street every 
day, according to the projec-
tions. 

Hylton is working on the 
design concept with Bob Mik-

los, a preservation architect 
from DesignLAB Architects. 

Miklos said the intent of a 
living shoreline is to turn the 
focus away from development 
or hard-armored projects, and 
toward adaptive solutions like 
saltmarshes or rain gardens 
that fit into the natural land-
scape. 

The area along Washing-
ton Street had been an exten-
sion of the harbor creeks 
before it was developed in the 
19th and early 20th centuries, 
Miklos said. 

“There’s an opportunity for 
it to take on a different char-
acter now,” he said. “Maybe 
it’s one where the landscape 
is dominant again.” 

The living shoreline is one 
strategy among a list of possi-
bilities, which range from 
raising and wet-proofing 
houses to moving those 
houses away from the shore.  

To Nantucket Preserva-
tion Trust executive director 
Mary Bergman, protecting 
buildings does not necessarily 
mean relocating them. They 
just need to be able to handle 
the flooding.  

She pointed to a one-story 
building on South Beach 
Street where Tobias Glidden 
runs his companies ACK 
Smart Solar and Wheels of 

Delight. Three years ago, 
Glidden wet-proofed the inte-
rior, allowing floodwater to 
rise four feet without damag-
ing the structure or anything 
inside it. 

“The natural world and 
the built environment are 
going to have to work to-
gether and not fight one an-
other,” Bergman said. “It’s 
about trying to create a sys-
tem that works in harmony.” 

Another part of the equa-
tion is keeping the conversa-
tion about coastal resilience 
at the forefront of town poli-
tics, Fee said. 

In the short-term, Hylton 
said a living shoreline could 
be a first step. 

“(Preparing for sea-level 
rise) is the biggest challenge 
the world faces,” Hylton said. 
“You can either panic when 
you see the visualizations or 
you can start to problem-
solve. We have 30 years to 
prepare. It was urgent 10 
years ago.” 
 “There’s a time for fear and 
there’s a time to start think-
ing about solutions,” he said. 
“Our approach is nature-
based. How it goes back to 
being a wetland is what we’re 
focused on. A living shoreline 
is something we could do in 
the next 10 years.” 
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Encourage you to SHOP LOCAL this holiday season  
and support your island merchants.  

Start with a  
GIFT SUBSCRIPTION to  

Nantucket’s newspaper since 1821  
and the island’s best-loved magazine. 

 
 
 
 

Call 508-228-0001 today or 
go online at  

www.ack.net

Nantucket Today

51 Nobadeer Farm Road, Nantucket, MA

nantucketwindowworkroom.com

Nantucket Window Workroom
• Shutters

• Draperies

• Cushions

• Roman Shades

• Solar Shades

• Cellular Shades

• Woven Shades

• Hardware

• Upholstery

• Motorized Shades • Valances • Pillows

NOTICE OF HOUSE MOVE 
 
Atlantic AEolus Corp. will move a modular 
home from the Steamship Authority to 7 
Hydrangea Ln on January 7, 2021. 
 
MOVING ROUTE:  Broad St, South Water St, 
Washington St, Francis St, Union St, Orange St, 
Milestone Rd, Hydrangea Ln. 
 

Thank you for understanding.  
If there are any questions please call. 

Atlantic AEolus Corp. 
Philip Marks III 

508.228.2252

Sea-level Rise: Living shorelines touted as way to address climate change

(Continued from page 1A)

Courtesy of Preservation Institute: Nantucket 

A rendering of what the Maria Mitchell Association’s  property 
on Washington Street could look like if the area became a liv-
ing shoreline to address sea-level rise. 
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