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Recovery and Resilience 
Union Beach10 years after Superstorm Sandy 

Charles “Charlie” Cocuzza, Mayor, Union Beach

October 29 marks the 10th anniversary of the superstorm 
making landfall in New Jersey, which caused nearly $30 billion 
in damage in our state. Our borough of Union Beach, which 
in 2012 had a little more than 6,000 residents, was one of the 
hardest hit when the storm washed ashore. 

Beyond New Jersey, Sandy caused $70 billion in damages in 
the United States, making it one of the costliest storms in our 
country’s history, according to the National Oceanic and At-
mospheric Administration (NOAA). The storm raged for over 
a week, starting in the Caribbean, and ending in the North-
eastern United States. Sandy was responsible for 70 deaths in 
the Caribbean and around 150 in the U.S. Additionally, over 
8 million people lost power during the storm, and some were 
without power for weeks after. The superstorm affected 24 

states from Maine to Florida, but those of us in New Jersey 
and New York experienced the worst of it. 

Helping the recovery process
I was a councilman 10 years ago, and the late Paul Smith, 

mayor at the time, tasked me with coordinating with  
Monmouth County, state, and federal officials to guarantee  
the recovery process flowed smoothly. One of my responsibilities  
was to ensure our police officers, firefighters, and first aid 
volunteers, who were helping people around the clock, could 
receive quicker access and gas up their vehicles so they could 
continue assisting in the rescue and recovery efforts. In the 
storm’s immediate aftermath, elected officials and volunteers 
from across the county and state also coordinated a food and 
clothing pantry that was in operation until 2014.

One of the most iconic images that comes to mind when we think of Superstorm Sandy’s impact 
on New Jersey is the yellow house on Front Street in Union Beach. It became a symbol to the 
entire nation of the damage the storm had wrought. Half that house was torn off. I was just  

40 feet from the remains of that home, surveying the destruction the storm had left behind.
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I also worked with county officials to 
bring large equipment to help clear up 
the debris. Additionally, I coordinated 
with state representatives who wanted 
to tour devastated areas in our borough. 
Storm surge and wind caused the most 
extensive damage in the borough  
following Sandy, which was downgraded 
to a superstorm when it made landfall. 
Post-storm estimates showed that almost 
60 properties were destroyed and 629 
properties–or 22% of Union Beach's 
total housing stock–were damaged.  
Additionally, nearly 90% of the borough’s  
land was flooded with between two and 
10 feet of water.

Our Borough Engineer representative, 
Dennis Dayback, who also works for 
T&M Associates, played an instrumental  
role in Union Beach’s recovery. The 
morning after the storm, when we real-
ized the impact Sandy left in its wake, 
Dayback set up our council chambers 
like a command center. He had borough 
maps separated by sections to determine 
where to strategically place dumpsters as 
residents began emptying the contents of 
their homes to avoid mold. 

With assistance from Monmouth 
County, the borough’s Department of 
Public Works would then sift through 
the garbage and remove items that 
couldn’t be sent to landfills, like air  
conditioners and refrigerators. Dayback 
also coordinated with engineers who 
determined which homes and structures 
were safe to re-enter and which were not.  
Before 2012, many residential homes 
were small bungalow homes made of 
limestone, and many were destroyed.

New structural requirements 
for the future

A few years after Hurricane Sandy,  
the Federal Emergency Management 
Agency (FEMA) developed new mapping  

that required structures to be rebuilt  
one foot above 100-year storm elevation 
at minimum. 

Our engineers determined that those 
with flood insurance could get their 
homes restored (up to $250,000 per 
household), or if they qualified for the 
Increased Cost of Compliance (ICC) 
coverage, policy owners could receive 
up to $30,000 to elevate their homes. 
Those without flood insurance had to 
seek funding through FEMA. For those 
unable to elevate their homes or whose 
homes were destroyed beyond repair, 
the New Jersey Department of Environ-
mental Protection’s Blue Acres Program 
offered to purchase damaged properties 
and leave the area as natural land for 
those who qualified.

Changes for resilience
In the 10 years since the superstorm, 

Union Beach has also undergone several  
changes that have made us more resilient.  
For example, brick and mortar businesses 
whose structures cannot be elevated are 
dry proofed. That means their lower-level 
windows and outer doors are sealed, 
creating a dam where water cannot 
creep through. Additionally, new homes 
constructed in flood zones do not have 
habitable space on the ground level. 

In the last decade, up to 75% of 
homes in Union Beach’s flood zone have 
been elevated. Starting in September, 
the borough began to undergo a series 
of upgrades, including flood gates and 
walls, levies, and sand berms. The total 
project cost is $395 million, with 65% 
paid by the federal government and the 
rest paid for by the state, county, and 
borough. The project is expected to take 
six years to complete.

All these actions make me feel more 
confident than before 2012. We would 
still experience damage if we faced 
another superstorm, but it would not be 
to the extent of Sandy. We are grateful 
to our community, our partners, and 
our fellow elected officials for coming 
together and showcasing the strength 
and unity of our borough. e

Charles “Charlie” Cocuzza is the mayor of  
Union Beach, New Jersey. He served on the 
borough’s council when Superstorm Sandy made 
landfall in 2012.
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