
Building Resiliency: Norfolk Restores Tidal Wetlands: Converting an Eyesore to Valuable 

Neighborhood Asset 

The City of Norfolk had a problem.  In its heyday, Myrtle Park was an attractive neighborhood 

waterfront park characterized by majestic live oak trees and broad green open spaces. In recent 

decades however, sea level rise and recurrent tidal flooding changed the character of the park.  

The existing concrete seawall fell into disrepair and saltwater killed lawn grasses. Where wetland 

plants did not survive, large barren muddy areas formed.  With the park’s aesthetics and function 

reduced, local residents began to refer to it as “Poo Poo Park”; it’s only benefit the place for pets 

to relieve themselves.   

After spending approximately $1.23 million raising surrounding roads and stormwater 

infrastructure to address tidal flooding, the Department of Public Works turned its attention to 

Myrtle Park.  The Department saw an opportunity to turn the eyesore into an asset. Several 

factors were considered:  

 The Commonwealth of Virginia has a wetland permitting policy favoring the use of 

living shorelines for shoreline stabilization.  Living shorelines’ techniques use sand fill, 

native wetland plants, and, in this case, stone toe protection to restore wetlands and 

protect against erosion.   

 The US Army Corps of Engineers (Corps) provides expedited “Nationwide” permitting 

for living shoreline erosion control projects. 

 Using the site to restore natural wetlands helps the City meet its pollution reduction 

(TMDL) requirements. 

With funding from the Division of Stormwater Management, Norfolk hired a local engineering 

firm with experience in living shoreline design.  To ensure a comprehensive and quality design 

during review and approval, Norfolk adopted an “all hands” approach. Public Works design 

staff, Division of Surveys staff, and Norfolk’s Bureau of Environmental Services staff 

collaborated on the effort.  Army Corps of Engineers staff were brought in early during the 

delineation and permitting process, expediting federal permit approval timeframes.   

Construction began in November 2013.  Workers used geotextile fencing to protect the wetland 

during construction.  The contractor used an innovative temporary cofferdam system to both 

stockpile the sand necessary for site grading and allow the tidal pond to be excavated and the 

stone sill to be installed in the dry.  Once site grading was finished, clean sand from the 

cofferdam bags was added to create the necessary planting substrate. An EC2 erosion control 

blanket was added to stabilize barren side slopes during the winter months.  The site was planted 

in April, early in the wetland growing season, and goose fencing was installed to prevent plant 

loss due to grazing.   The plants grew and matured throughout the summer of 2014.  The plant 

cover was so lush, volunteers were able to remove and recycle goose fencing in August, one year 

ahead of schedule!   

Comments by local residents have been overwhelmingly positive especially in support of 

restoring the recreational value of the park. Myrtle Park is now a destination for walkers, 



cyclists, and wildlife photographers. Neighborhood children have reclaimed the open green 

spaces.  The project removed an unnecessary hard structure and stabilized the shoreline.  It 

provided new recreational amenities including new footpaths and an observation bridge over lush 

wetlands.  The 24,662 sq. ft. of new wetlands have become a beautiful neighborhood amenity.  

The wetlands will enhance water quality and wildlife habitat, and, most of all, they will help the 

city meet its required pollution reduction (TMDL) goals. 

[sidebar] 

During the process, the Norfolk Department of Public Works and its partners also learned some 

valuable lessons to improve future projects: 

 Frequent E&S inspection was beneficial in identifying potential problems early. 

 Biodegradable coconut fiber blankets would have been a better choice for temporary 

slope stabilization, and, according to the contractor, a cheaper alternative! 

 Ensure the design calls for sufficient stone protection at bridge abutments to tie into 

planned vegetative stabilization. 

 April wetland planting is ideal for taking advantage of the full growing season for 

vegetative stabilization. 

 

Kevin Du Bois is the City of Norfolk’s Recycling Coordinator and Executive Director of the 

Norfolk Environmental Commission.  Certified as a Professional Wetland Scientist, Mr. Du Bois 

assists in the design and construction of wetland restoration projects that help the City meet its 

responsibilities for stormwater management, flood control, and pollution abatement.  Kevin 

joined Norfolk’s Department of Public Works in 2014, but spent the previous 18 years with the 

Bureau of Environmental Services.  He can be reached at kevin.dubois@norfolk.gov   
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2008 aerial of Myrtle Park taken before the road and stormwater infrastructure was raised to 

address recurrent flooding. Note the bare patches of soil where ponding saltwater has killed all 

the vegetation.  

 

  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

2011 photo of Myrtle Park before the park improvement and wetlands restoration project was 

conducted. Note the bare soil caused by tidal flooding and the ponding of saltwater which killed 

all the vegetation 

  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



 

 

 

Myrtle Park completed November 2014. Planting in April 2014 has produced a healthy stand of 

wetland vegetation in only one growing season. Equally important, Myrtile Park’s recreational 

use has been restored.  

  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

The design for the Myrtle Park restoration included restored wetlands, a new perimeter 

pedestrian path, and an elevated walkway over the wetland to provide for passive environmental 

education. 

 


