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Board Resolution on Coastal Restoration

On September 17, 2005, the Board of the Dauphin Island Property Owners Association adopted the following resolution.

BE IT RESOLVED that as part of a concerted plan to restore and protect our coastline, the Board of the POA is prepared to afford public access to beaches and transfer land for public recreational uses.


I would like to explain the reasons for adopting this resolution and how it may enable us to reach solutions to common problems.   I emphasize that this resolution only facilitates an exploratory process.  It does not commit the POA to any course of action.  As has always been the case, nothing will be done without the full participation of the membership of this Association.


The Dauphin Island Property Owners Association owns the beach that runs in front of the Gulf side houses, from the condominium area to the fence at the western end of Bienville.  Roughly 3-1/2 miles.  For many years, that beach has been severely impacted by coastal erosion.  Now, in the wake of Katrina, it is virtually nonexistent.


The Dauphin Island Property Owners Association also owns the golf course property, and the abutting sand dune property to the west, approximately 200 acres.  The golf course has always been problematic in terms of making money.  As it was by Ivan, the course has been severely impacted by Katrina.  For two years in a row hurricanes have resulted in extra expenses and reduced income. 


FEMA does not pay for the restoration of private beaches.  FEMA does not pay for the restoration of private golf courses.  As a privately owned beach, as a privately owned golf course, we don’t get money for restoration.


Aside from FEMA, the federal government itself has generally not been in the business of restoring coastlines and rebuilding true beaches.  It has happened very infrequently.  The Florida rebuildings are largely done by the State of Florida.  The State of Alabama has not done beach rebuilding.  The eastern shore beaches have been paid for principally by local government.


FEMA has, and may well again, provide a major share of funding for a “berm,” and indeed for some extension of the beach to support that berm.  But, in the end, a berm is simply a sand dike, not a restored coastline or a real graduated beach.  A restored coastline requires a gradual sloping of sand, underwater and out into the Gulf.  A berm is certainly a benefit, but it is not a full remedy.  Berms cost a few million dollars.  Restoration of the west end coastline, which is to say, the POA’s beach, will cost many, many times that amount.  I would be hazarding a guess if I speculated that it might be $20 million.  It is a sum that none of us, singly or together, can privately afford.


In sum, we cannot stand by and expect or feel entitled to a publicly supported rebuilding of the privately owned beach on the west end.  There is no existing legal mechanism that we, or the town, can simply tap into and expect it to get it done.


Significant money for coastal restoration is likely to come only as a result of a concerted public and community effort.  There have been in the past, and there have been since Katrina, conversations with public officials on this subject.  Repeatedly, the private ownership of the beach, and the perceived exclusivity of its use, is cited as an impediment to the expenditure of public funds.  Why, it is asked, should public money be spent on a private beach for the benefit of only a few?  Whether that is right or not, it is a fact of life. 


We realize that there are lots of good and compelling reasons that support the need for major coastal restoration:  protecting the coast, of course; protecting Bayou LaBatre; protecting investments and assessed valuations.  Reality, however, suggests that as long as we maintain a private, no public access, position, we cannot expect to persuade people to give us substantial support. 


The resolution adopted by the Board was intended as an expression of the Board’s willingness to consider public access to the beach as part of a larger project that benefits the coast and the island generally.  Let me emphasize that this is not a decision to grant public access, it is simply an expression of a willingness to consider such access under appropriate circumstances.  


Let me also emphasize that public access does not necessarily mean a large scale public beach, nor does it mean trespass on private lots.  It means simply places where people, by foot or by way of limited parking, can walk out onto the beach beyond the private lot lines.  This is the case in Florida, and in many other prominent locations.


The second part of the Board’s resolution is principally directed to the golf course properties.  As you know, this Board has been seeking, like every Board before it, some way to make the golf course profitable, a goal made more difficult by Ivan and now Katrina.  At the same time, the Board has also explored the alternative of turning the property over to public control, be it federal, state or local, with ironclad guarantees that the land would never be used other than for recreational purposes.  This would have the advantage of relieving the POA of considerable financial burdens, but, of course, would also imply a broader sharing of the enjoyment of the property.  The Board has equally considered the possibility for developing the property.  In weighing these alternatives, it is important to remind ourselves that this property is, and always has been, zoned for conservation and recreational purposes only.


The second part of the Board’s resolution is an expression of our willingness at this time to consider arrangements with public entities, by lease, by sale, or otherwise, that would relieve the POA of the burdens of maintaining its property, but at the same time preserve that property for recreational use as beach, as golf course, and in similar ways.


Let me emphasize that, as in the case with beach access, this willingness is simply part of an exploratory process to see whether there are circumstances that could mutually benefit the community and the Property Owners Association.  This is not about “giving away” anything that belongs to the POA.  To the contrary, we would expect to receive benefits that all would consider to be some measure of “fair value.” 

           It is our hope that the resolution will forge a way for our community to recover from Hurricane Katrina in a way that benefits not just the property owners but the town, the state, and the nation.  We hope for a win/win situation that results in an island that is better than ever for everyone concerned.


Finally, let me say what I have said many times before.  Any plan involving the disposition of our properties will require the approval both of the Board, and of the membership.  A little more than a year ago, when a new Board was elected for the POA, the first act of that Board was to reinstate the constitutional provision requiring a high level of Board and membership approval before there could be any dispositions of our property.  We remain committed to the principles embodied in that constitutional amendment.  The ultimate decisions on these, and related matters, will be the membership’s.  


In the meantime, we ask for your support while we explore those possibilities for a restoration of  Dauphin Island of which we will all be proud.

Very truly yours,

John Reed

President

Dauphin Island Property owner’s Association
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