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24th September 2009

Dear Sir or Madam,

COASTAL CHANGE CONSULTATION

Foreword

This is the Manhood Peninsula Steering Group (MPSG) formal consultation response.

MPSG is a voluntary alliance of residents, businesses and elected representatives, that seeks to ensure that the Manhood Peninsula (the tip of which is Selsey Bill, West Sussex) has adequate coast defences to safeguard the future of the communities that live there. MPSG is jointly chaired by Andrew Tyrie MP (MP, Chichester) and Roland O’Brien (Chichester District Councillor, Selsey South).

MPSG seeks to influence outcomes through engaging with a variety of government agencies, statutory undertakers, parliamentarians, coastal groups and stakeholders. It is engaged in the Solent SMP, Pagham to East Head Coast Defence Strategy, and Medmerry managed realignment processes. It responds to national consultations relating to coastal flood & erosion risk management.

The numbered references in our specific comments relate to the paragraph numbers in the consultation document.

General Comments

Coastal change is an issue which crosses into many different areas of government policy: planning, housing, transport, welfare, employment, economic development, nature conservation etc.

MPSG believes that an ICZM approach to coastal zones will be necessary to deliver any coherent package of measures and policies which allow our coastline to remain a vibrant place to live, work or visit. This requires locally-accountable governance bodies to shape local policy and develop ongoing management plans specifically for the coastal zone, cutting across existing administrative boundaries and responsibilities.
ICZM is more than a spatial planning exercise. It will allow the emerging framework of government policy and legislation that relates to the coastline to be implemented. We believe that social justice must be a part of this framework, so that compensation is available by those disadvantaged by coastal management.

Without social justice, it is very doubtful that coastal communities will embrace the government’s concept of coastal change. The consultation does not fundamentally address this issue (the measures to help with removal and demolition costs of houses are minor aspects).

Another important area is the affect of habitat creation policy on people and businesses. Under the system of ICZM we envisage, people and businesses will take priority over habitat “requirements”.

Specific Comments

2.7-2.14

The SMP consultation and engagement process takes a top-down approach. Our experience is that the split between a decision-making “technical group” [the “client steering group”] and an advisory “stakeholder group” means that it is difficult for the community to influence outcomes.

“Technical opinions” may be heavily influenced by environmental policies, guidance or practices which have no requirement to ensure that coastal communities remain vibrant. This is because environmental interests are represented on the technical group, but business interests are not. On the North Solent SMP, for example, there is no representative in the technical group from the Department for Business, or from a local business organisation.

The same environmental interests may also feature on both the technical group and the stakeholder group. Again, the North Solent SMP provides an example: Natural England is represented on both groups.

Such circumstances make it harder for moderate voices to support EA projects of merit, because there is a grassroots backlash against the SMP process. The community perception is that it fosters an unfettered bias towards the environment that has a direct detrimental impact on social and economic objectives.  

If SMPs are to genuinely work with local communities to identify the real range of responses for managing coastal flood and erosion risk the representation on their panels needs broadening. What this means in terms of membership will depend on local circumstances – for example some areas might be mainly agricultural, some more urbanised. Business and resident interests will vary according to locality. 

2.15

There is also the positive situation where not defending one bit of coast leads to a slowing of erosion downstream, or even accretion (creating a potential natural resource to be used in beach management).

The benefit to the downstream location should count towards the cost of mitigation/adaptation measures taken at the upstream location where coastal defence has been withdrawn or realigned.

2.17.

The benefit:cost analysis fails to take account of the wider socio-economic effects of withdrawing defences, so fails to ensure that public money achieves maximum benefit for the country as a whole. For example, at Medmerry (Selsey), Europe’s second largest caravan park, which contributes £50m pa to the local economy and comprises community infrastructure (e.g. a £4.5m leisure centre) is assumed to be expendable: in theory the caravans could be moved and the business taken up by other caravan parks in the UK.

A more realistic scenario is that the caravan sector in the UK would contract following the loss of this business, as many customers elected not to move their “mobile” (in reality second-) homes elsewhere in the UK, and other parks could not take up the slack. The loss of community infrastructure such as the leisure centre - in what is a socially deprived area - is ignored.

The government should fund a research project to take a wider look at “technically sensible” solutions to coastal defence being used elsewhere in the world. It appears that there is a lack of innovation in the UK, caused by the very conservative, highly cautious approach of the statutory players. This has an affect on private, as well as public schemes, since the private sector assumes that innovative approaches will not get statutory approval, or the costs of obtaining such approval outweigh the benefits. The UK could potentially take a lead in this area, but to do so will require the Government to support innovation.

2.18, 2.19

To encourage private investment we need a more flexible planning regime in areas where a “hold the line” policy is in place but public funding to achieve it is unlikely. 

In principle, if a developer can make a profit (or break even) by using coastal land in a manner the local community finds acceptable, the planning regime should encourage him to invest. This would be subject to the developer satisfying the need for public safety, and undertaking to remove any dangerous structures at the end of the lifespan of the development.

“Central government funding is not the only possibility” (2.18), yet too often there is an assumption that private investment is unlikely to take place, or will be very limited. However, if encouraged by a suitable planning regime, there is great potential to increase private investment. In the Selsey area, for example, the caravan park operator is preparing to undertake a £15m coastal protection scheme.

Where a range of funding sources is to be used, there should also be the ability for non-governmental bodies (e.g. community enterprises) or the private sector to undertake the procurement or supply of coast defences. They may have simpler, faster procurement processes and access to the materials at a more competitive price which in some circumstances can lead to better value for money.  They may have an existing workforce which can help deliver defences (e.g. during the businesses’ slack season).

2.21 – 2.22.

There is a need to give incentives to local authorities, right down to Parish level, to invest.  Whilst there is a wider public benefit to carrying out FCERM, in that it often gives rise to the avoidance of expenditure in areas such as health, housing, infrastructure, employment etc, these may not immediately benefit local authorities which have a potential interest in delivering coast defence works. For example, avoidance of an increase in health spending will not benefit District or Town budgets. This means there is a sound argument for a policy of government part-funding initiatives that attract money from local or other stakeholders. This might be seen as an extension of recent DEFRA policy guidance on the treatment of private investment in coastal defence, also extending it to investment by lower-tier authorities.

3.1

This is a key paragraph, as far as local communities are concerned. However, in order to fulfil this commitment the Government must enable local communities down to the grassroots level to take an active part in deciding what happens locally. Currently, most decisions are at the level of District or higher.  “Practical support” in this context must involve giving local communities more power to respond in a way they find appropriate, which will mean devolving more decision-making to Town and Parish level. This is unlikely to happen without Government intervention, and would need to take place within a framework of ICZM, in which Districts would clearly be involved.

3.2.

More work in this context should be focussed on the social and economic implications of adapting to coastal change (which impinge on both local authorities and central government). Currently the driver for coastal change appears to be the size of the FCERM budget, and funding available for habitat creation. MPSG is convinced that different decisions would be taken if the wider socio-economic cost to the nation was taken into account.

3.16 – 3.29

Compensation should take place where the property is in an area which at the time of purchase was publicly defended or had a “hold the line” policy.  In these circumstances it should be DEFRA (or the EA, or the Coastal Operating Authority acting as agent for DEFRA) who certify that the property is no longer habitable due to coastal erosion. That should – with the owner’s consent – trigger a mechanism by which the State takes over the land and has responsibility for any consequent costs (demolition etc). The State should pay the reasonable removal costs.

The local authority (acting as agent for DEFRA) is probably best placed to deal with the removals claim, demolition etc, as it will have local knowledge and experience of dealing with such claims. The costs of administration should be borne by Government.

MPSG believes in the principles of Social Justice. In this context we support the points made by the CCAG in their consultation response, which imply proper compensation (on the basis of open market value) to the property owner for their loss, when coastal policy is changed from “hold the line” to “no active intervention”.

4.2 – 4.5

“The community” is generally a tangible entity such as a village or town, which is different from the administrative entity (e.g. District, County) in which it lies. To really involve “the community” in coastal adaptation, the engagement and support has to be at the community level – very often, this will mean at Parish or Town level.

This will also mean that front-line communities are able to develop a vision of how they (the people and businesses “on the ground”) want to respond to coastal change. 

For example, MPSG supports the concept of a Coastal Trust for Selsey. The idea is a community enterprise that – in partnership with key stakeholders such as the District authority – carries out a series of linked regeneration schemes along the Town’s coastline. The projects adapt the Town’s infrastructure and economy to coastal change (embracing the adjoining managed realignment & adaptive management schemes), and provide a surplus revenue which can be used to support the Town’s one “hold the line” frontage. As stated in 4.5, “it is at the community level where a coherent and acceptable response to managing the impacts of change can be achieved”.

Funding should be made available that is targeted at “ground level” community initiatives of this nature, and support given to higher level authorities (e.g. Districts) which encourage such activity.

4.12 – 4.15

The principles are a good starting point, particularly the recognition that “community” includes both formal and informal constituencies. It is the latter which are often difficult to reach for a variety of reasons. This may simply be because they comprise working people who cannot easily attend daytime meetings/events; or because they do not read/listen to local media etc. Support should be particularly targeted at these constituencies, by ensuring meetings/events take place at a time convenient to the audience rather than the providers; using informal networks to publicise events etc.

There are examples of “communities within the community”, which are sometimes particular to coastal areas. At Selsey, for example, many foreign migrant workers (now settled in the area) are occupied in the agricultural sector. Anecdotal evidence suggests that Selsey’s caravan parks include a semi-permanent population, a disadvantaged group which lives there during the season, and moves into temporary winter accommodation when the parks are closed (see our response to 5.18.).

Para 4.14 mentions the Scott-Wilson Guidance. We have compared this Guidance to current practice in the Medmerry managed realignment process, in which MPSG is a stakeholder. We consider that the importance of integrating the engagement and project plans at a very early stage should be given greater emphasis, in particular that sufficient time is allocated to carry out appropriate engagement at different stages during the adaptation plan.

In the Medmerry case the public were consulted at length during the Pagham to East Head Coast Defence Strategy on the general principle of realignment, including a map showing the potential bank realignment. However, now at the Scheme stage the bank alignment options include scenarios that may increase the scheme area by some 40% - a radical alteration from the earlier consultation. Even so, the project timescale was such that key stakeholders were only given 7 working days to consider and respond to the proposed alignments. This was also at a period (August 4th – 14th) in which many key individuals were on holiday. In such circumstances it was impossible for stakeholders to consult fully with their constituencies, on what was a radical alteration to the original proposal.

In terms of the Scott-Wilson Guidance, this might be excused as a “Type A” decision (para 3.4.5. in the Scott-Wilson Guidance), where narrow engagement is appropriate due to time constraints. However, in this case the time constraints were caused by the lack of integration of the engagement and project plans (an issue for the Scheme sponsor – in this case the EA), rather than any external factor. In terms of its importance, this decision was at least a “Type B” one (if not, “Type C”), requiring much greater engagement/consultation.

We feel that the Guidance should make it clear that authorities must allow sufficient time for the engagement process to be properly undertaken, which may involve altering project timescales. Failure to allow sufficient timescale for engagement can undermine the entire engagement strategy, which may potentially impact on the ability to deliver the project on time and budget.

4.16 – 4.18

“Local experts” are often the key to the real engagement sought in paras 4.12 – 4.15. They are very often highly driven, highly focussed on the issue of coastal change and over a number of years build up a real cross-cutting expertise in the area. They may also represent long standing members of the community with an intrinsic knowledge of local conditions which may affect future schemes. However, their expertise is all too easily dismissed by the official “experts”, who often themselves have a much narrower expertise, focus on the specific location, or who rely on a more general knowledge of the UK as a whole.  

It is appropriate to offer support and resources to “local experts”, but this should not be highly selective in the sense that it avoids supporting “critical friends”. These are important to move the process forward, they often offer a valuable perspective, and to exclude them is counterproductive. It is also necessary for all those involved to recognise the valuable contribution these players can make in reaching the community, and in constructively yet creatively exploring how adaptation can meet the community’s aspirations. 

4.21 – 4.23

The position is sub-optimal. The best judges of what comprises a sustainable development in this context are the developer in association with the local community. The opportunity to beneficially use coastal land in the short-medium term (without risking public health or damaging communities “downstream”) is being lost under the current planning regime.

MPSG will respond in detail on this issue in the relevant consultation, but by way of example the following uses could add value to land that was utilisable within these timeframes, even allowing for reinstatement to bare land at the end of the period of occupation:

10 years – polytunnel agriculture (rental value approx 10x value of grazing)

20 years – caravans

30 years – wind farms

50 years – light industrial units (with removeable, block-paver access roads).

5.5 – 5.13

Regeneration to improve economic outcomes is a key to creating potential sources of funding, which could be used to assist coastal change adaptation or reduce the cost of planned public intervention.

Buy and leaseback to encourage continued use of the property is a sensible option to avoid the problem of blight.

The suggestions in para 5.12 are perfectly sensible (see the Selsey Coastal Trust concept mentioned above), but there is a danger these will be held back and potential investment driven away if planning policies in coastal zones discourage such activities. There is a strong economic and social imperative to alter planning policies in this area to allow short and medium term uses that the local community supports.

5.18

There is a common misconception that all caravan parks can “roll back”. As stated above, a park such as Selsey’s has major infrastructure assets (roads, services, theatres, a leisure centre etc) and is home to “mobile homes”, not touring caravans. It can accommodate 19,000 people. Anecdotal evidence suggests that many people live there throughout the season (March-October) and move into temporary accommodation (vacant holiday-lets) in the winter. These “residents” are a vulnerable group who would have to be statutorily rehoused if the parks were to close.

However, “positive” rollback is an option for many other uses (as indicated in our answer to 4.21-4.23, above). For such rollback to occur it would be necessary for the planning system to deliver such land, on a rolling basis, through the LDFs.

5.26

To engage local business effectively, this should include business groupings at the community level, as well as national representatives (where appropriate) and individual local businesses of importance.

At a community level this might include the local Chamber of Commerce, or Small Business Partnership. National representatives might include the Federation of Small Businesses, NFU etc. Also quasi-governmental bodies should have the opportunity to be involved (e.g. Regional Development Agencies). There may be other groupings which do not fit into particular categories (e.g. local Economic Regeneration Partnerships).

5.40 – 5.41

To win “hearts and minds” there must be a focus on the social and environmental consequences that result from managing coastal change to produce “ecosystem services”. This has been achieved to a great extent in other EC states, but not in the UK – where, for example, the Habitats Directive has been adopted without the socio-economic provisos added by other member states.

There is inconsistency in environmental policy and practice. For example, the dogma that “natural processes” should be applied to coastal management is used to oppose proposals which preserve people or property; yet is ignored when an intervention is required to preserve or create habitat (e.g. by re-opening or engineering a breach).

Another example is the destruction of one habitat to create another. At Medmerry, an ancient 200Ha grazing marsh (SSSI) - home to the rare Water Vole - will be destroyed in order to create replacement intertidal habitat. 

These contradictions are apparent to anyone living or working in a zone of coastal change, and are leading to a public perception that environmental policy is “a law unto itself”, without any reasonable constraints. On this point, also see our response to 2.7 – 2.14, above.

Natural England and conservation groups that get involved in coastal management are often seen by coastal communities as inflexible, intransigent and unsupportive of measures that help people and business. In particular, the insistence on “natural erosion” of geological features such as cliffs - even if this means people’s homes are lost to the sea - causes immense anger and distress, and threatens to bring environmental policy-making into disrepute.

Conservation groups are also seen as wielding too much influence in the decision-making process. For example, the EA has insisted that habitat replacement is not a driver for the 550Ha managed realignment scheme at Medmerry (currently undergoing the final DEFRA approval process). However, some 4 years before this proposal went out to public consultation, the Solent CHaMP (Jan 2003) stated “The Pagham to East Head Coastal Defence Strategy Plan notes…that there could be opportunities for managed realignment of some defences in the long term – as any realignments would primarily be for habitat creation purposes…”
 (our emphasis). Also see our response to 2.7-2.14, above.

MPSG believes current environmental legislation and practice in respect to coastal zones is undermining public support for conservation, which is not in the long-term interests of the environmental movement and will make it harder for the Government to bring people along on the related issue of climate change. It is also making it harder for the EA to get the support of the public for coastal strategies and realignment schemes.

One simple example of the sort of modest accommodation that is needed can be seen at Selsey. Here, an onshore sediment flow splits at Selsey Bill from where it drifts east and west. Sediment input has slowed, leaving the Town’s beaches at dangerously low levels.

Shingle flowing east has built up in a vast sediment store at the entrance to Pagham Harbour, on Selsey’s north-east boundary. This shingle cannot be taken back to nourish Selsey’s eastern beaches, because Pagham Harbour is designated an SPA. 

Adjoining west Selsey, the EA propose a large managed realignment scheme, which should produce an ebb delta and associated sediment store. The community would like to use any shingle store here as a public resource, to nourish west Selsey’s beaches (creating a recycling scheme between west Selsey and the new ebb delta). However, it is quite possible that a conservation designation will be imposed on the new ebb delta that precludes the community from using this resource. There is no comparable “community natural resource” designation which could be used to ensure the shingle was available for the local community in the years to come. 

People contrast this situation – where coastal communities are asked to accept change but are (likely to be) barred from taking a benefit – to that in third-world rainforests, where communities willingly embrace change because of the prospect of sustainably harvesting natural resources.

 To answer the second question on p42, allowing communities to “harvest” shingle, designating shingle stores as “community natural resources” (which can be sustainably exploited), and ensuring good public access to managed realignment areas (including for pursuits such as sea angling) would be a method of involving the whole community in working with natural processes of change on the coast.

Regarding the first question on p42, (example of good practice to provide inspiration and guidance to others in dealing with the interface between the management of dynamic coastal environments and community wellbeing), local experience is mixed.

For example, a local coastal operating authority set up a stakeholder group to advise on the future adaptive management of Pagham Harbour, in which three local groups - recognised by the EA as key stakeholders in the coast defence policy - were deliberately excluded, despite the protests of the EA. The format of the group was also changed at its establishment and became an advisory panel and not a management group as originally stated in the outcomes of the Pagham to East Head Coastal Defence Strategy. On the other hand, the opportunity does exist to provide such inspiration – MPSG sees the Selsey Coastal Trust project (cited above) as having great potential in this regard.

5.49

The local community should certainly be involved in these decisions. 

Conclusion

MPSG welcomes the consultation, and the opportunity it presents to repeat points we have made in previous consultations on related issues. We believe that the Pathfinder initiative should be used to explore and test some of the issues raised.

Yours faithfully,

Roland O’Brien

Co-chair, MPSG 

Abbreviations used:

CCAG – Coastal Concern Action Group

CHaMP – Coastal Habitat Action Management Plan

EA – Environment Agency

DCLG – Department for Communities & Local Government

DEFRA – Department for the Environment, Food and Rural Affairs

ICZM – Integrated Coastal Zone Management

LDF – Local Development Framework

NFU – National Farmers’ Union

SPA – Special Protection Area

SMP – Shoreline Management Plan

� Solent ChaMP, Vol.11, Appendix A, p61
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