The Case for Coastal Management

Understanding the causes of coastal erosion, monitoring the rate at which it occurs and grasping its effects on local communities and their economies, require knowledge of the entire coastal system and even of those river drainage basins that feed into them. 
Conflict on the coast 

Sediment budgets are the most important thing to monitor, as beaches are the most effective form of defence from the sea: 
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However, the use of beaches for tourism as well as sources of sand for industry makes them an economic commodity. It is therefore understandable that some local people make determined efforts to protect and promote their particular commercial interests. Clearly there is a deep-rooted conflict just between the uses of a beach. But this is only one of many potential conflicts. There are simply too many interested parties along many stretches of coastline for effective planning to take place. 

It is too often the case that coastal management schemes are implemented in one area without consulting neighbouring areas. As one local authority strengthens its defences against coastal erosion, the problem is shifted downdrift. 
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A national policy of coastal protection is necessary if cooperation and effective planning are to take place. In preparing such a policy, and before any coastal defences are built, it is crucial that much information about the coastal zone, particularly the littoral zone – its processes, features as well as the human demands on it – needs to be collected and analysed at a national level. 

What is ‘coastal zone management’? The example of the USA
Coastal zone management is essentially about establishing priorities in a situation of intense competition and potential conflict. It requires making policies based on:

· A thorough understanding of the coastal environment and its processes

· Insights into the perceptions and values of coastal users

· Achieving a balance between conservation and development 

US coasts are managed in order to allow them to implement four main strategies:

· To protect fragile coastlines and living marine resources, especially reefs, wetlands and estuaries.

· To minimize life and property loss from coastal hazards, including erosion. 

· To create better conditions for the use of coastal resources for access and recreation, and to reduce conflicts for competing land and water uses. 

· To promote inter-departmental co-operation at all levels.  

The challenge of rising sea-levels

One of the most dramatic changes likely to affect coastal systems in the near future is a rising sea-level. This has happened in the past from natural climate change, but it is likely to get worse due to human-induced global warming. This looming threat is already affecting coastal management today – in Bangladesh, Holland, Sydney, on the barrier islands on the Eastern Seaboard of the USA. Bangkok too! 

However, there comes a point where the costs of defence become significantly greater than the value of the land and property that is protected. Already, there are schemes (like in Delaware, USA) where managed retreat is seen as a positive way to tackle the problem. In such cases, defences are not renewed, and landowners are compensated for the eventual flooding of their land. Much of this land will change initially to salt marsh and provide a good habitat for wildlife.
Another consolation is that somewhere along the coast, the products of this accelerated erosion will be deposited to form new land. This is the beauty of the coastal system: someone’s loss is another’s gain. 

It’s complicated!

As with all systems where nature and people meet, it is not only the human pressures that are complex. The coastal environment is a classic illustration of complex interactions of natural processes involving different degrees of energy, acting on different time scales. Some of these processes, such as wave action, act a virtually constant rate; some, such as tides, undergo frequent fluctuations. Then there are the relatively rare, high energy events or processes, like storm surges and landslides, generating hazards of differing dimensions and severity. 
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Finally, there is the long-term process of changing sea-level – slow, yes, but with immense consequences, if only because such a large proportion of the world’s population lives and works in the coastal zone. It is this last fact that must keep the management of coastal systems high on the agenda.  
