
Coastal Erosion and
Flooding Assessment

On Prince Edward Island, many people live 
near the water.  The vistas, the salt air, and the 
shoreline draw people to the coast.  However, 
living near the water can be challenging.  The 
sea is powerful. Shorelines change continually 
because of tides, waves, and storm surges.  
Before buying, or building on, coastal property, 
people need to better understand…and 
appreciate…these risks.  

The most common risks to shoreline property 
are coastal erosion and flooding.  Subdivision 
approvals and development permits for coastal 
areas now provide an assessment of these 
risks.

Coastal Erosion Risk
On average, Prince Edward Island’s coastline 
is eroding at a rate of 30 cm (or almost 12 
inches) each year.  Some areas are eroding 
much faster; others are not eroding at all.  

To determine the risk of erosion for a specific 
area of the coastline, aerial photos from 1968 
and 2010 are compared at 1-metre intervals.  
Based on the changes observed, average 
erosion rates for a property can be characterized 
as: 
• high risk (greater than 90 cm/year), 
• moderate risk (30 to 90 cm/year), or 
• low risk (less than 30 cm/year).  

Coastal erosion is the natural breakdown 
and removal of rocks and soil along the 
coastline.  Both the annual freeze–thaw 
cycle and wave action cause erosion. 
Typically, wave action is greatest under 
high wind, high tide, and storm surge 
conditions.

Cliff erosion at Cape Egmont

Bank erosion at Victoria Provincial Park



Past erosion rates may not, however, 
be a good indicator of future erosion 
rates. Climate change is causing sea 
levels to rise and storm surge intensity 
to increase.  In turn, these are likely to 
result in even greater erosion rates…
perhaps double those of the past.  

Coastal Flood Risk 
Climate change is now affecting the 
entire world.  Over the next 100 years, 
sea level may rise by 100 cm (40 inches) 
in Prince Edward Island.  Combined with 
more intense storms, coastal flooding is 
likely to become a greater concern. 

Low lying coastal areas (less than 
2 metres [6.5 feet] in elevation) are 
considered to be most threatened.  
Sea level rise alone or a small storm 
surge (110 cm) may flood these areas. 
Small storm surges have a 10% chance 
of happening in any year.  However, 
they are very likely to happen at least 
once every 10 years. Properties with 
an elevation higher than 2 metres, but 
less than 4 metres (or 13 feet), will be 
at moderate risk.  These may flood from 
the rising sea level coupled with larger 
storm surges (>130 cm).  Larger storm 
surges are less common, but are likely 
to happen at least once every 25 to 100 
years.  
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Coastal flooding occurs when seawater flows 
temporarily over low-lying (but normally dry) 
coastal land. Flooding often happens during storm 
surge events, and can be particularly damaging if 
the storm takes place during a high tide.

Storm surge is a temporary rise in sea level that 
results when atmospheric pressure drops. When 
a storm surge is combined with a high tide (or a 
strong wind), the higher water levels often result 
in coastal flooding.
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Disclaimer: A coastal erosion and flooding assessment provides information regarding the likelihood 
of damage related to climate change.  However, potential damage to a specific property is difficult to 
predict.  Neither this guide, nor a coastal erosion and flooding assessment, should be considered to 
be a definitive statement as to where and when future damage may occur. 

Storm surge at Rusticoville Bridge

Coastal flooding at North Rustico


