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the process which is perhaps the root of many of
the coastal challenges we face today: the cycle of
defend-develop-defend. But protected set tlements
are only secure from erosion if the def ences can be
maintained, which with rising sea level becomes
technically more challenging and increasingly more
expensive to achieve.

Even in situations where sea defences can be
maintained, coastal change is not arrested; it merely
takes on a different characteristic, with beaches
being scoured in front of sea w alls (thus losing the
very thing that made them popular in the first place
and increasing the vulnerability of those sea w alls)
and the erosion of undefended coasts either side of
those protected set tlements being e xacerbated
(forming what is becoming kno wn as a ‘cuspate
coastline’). Whatever approach is taken to coast
protection, coastal change is inevitable; it is just the
pace of change that will vary.

While coast protection measures brought
certainty and comfort about the fut ure, the
realisation of coastal change, and in particular
predictions of the e xtent of erosion and its impacts,
plunges communities into a st ate of flux. In the
most vulnerable coastal settlements the ph ysical
effects of erosion have caused individual hardship
and environmental degradation, and uncertainty

The coast is dynamic. That is, it changes – with the
tides, with the seasons and with the climate; and so
too should our approach to it, or so claims the
recent Consultation on Coastal Change Policy,
issued by Defra (the Department f or Environment,
Food and Rural Affairs).1 This article explores some
of the issues f acing planners in coastal areas and
examines the response to them in the Department
for Communities and Local Government’s (DCLG’s)
Consultation Paper on a New Planning Policy on
Development and Coastal Change.2

The construction of coast erosion and flood
defences over the years has created the impression
that resisting the action of the sea in particular
locations will someho w achieve a static state within
which we can act with cert ainty about the future. In
the face of sea level rise, however, it has become all
too apparent that this is a false assumption, and
‘coastal change’ has for the last two decades
become an increasingly common phrase.

Many of our coastal resort towns grew in the
19th and 20th centuries behind flood and coastal
defences (and the promenades that went with
them) first engineered b y wealthy Victorians. This
was obviously not the first time the nat ural line of
our coast had been manipulated; however, it w as
the Victorians who created, on a large scale at least,
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about the future has brought about disinvestment
and blight.

The pace of sea level rise is steady and relatively
predictable and, while in the long term it could have
catastrophic consequences, it occurs over a
timeframe whic h allows f or people (within their
lifetimes) to come to terms with it. In response to
studies of physical coastal processes (which take
account of sea level rise) and economic appraisals
of the costs and benefits of in vestment in coast al
defences, decisions can be made about which areas
will be protected and whic h ones will not (through
the Shoreline Management Plan (SMP) process).
Such decisions not only influence the pace of
change in the physical world but have an immediate
effect on property prices, the freedom of c hoice of
householders and businesses, community well-
being, and local economic prosperity.

Adaptation planning is clearly necessary to
manage the impacts of coastal change (in the same
way as other climate impacts) and safeguard the
interests of af fected communities through that
transition. Another appropriate (precautionary)
response is to restrict the quant um of development
in areas that are susceptible to change, so as not to
further increase problems and reduce adaptation
options for the future.

This concept of drawing lines to identify
constraint areas is a task that planners in particular
are familiar with. In the case of coast al erosion,
however, planners are not necessarily equipped
with the tools needed to mitigate the impacts; and
indeed there is currently no established mechanism
by which the forecast changes along our coastline
can be managed. One consequence of drawing
‘erosion’ lines and introducing policies of constraint
is to stifle in vestment, whic h, with no adaptation
process or compensation, leaves affected
communities without a saf ety net.

The first round of SMPs (drawn up in the early to
mid-1990s) tended, in the main, to suggest that the
then current levels of coast protection w ould be
maintained. Where these plans did forecast change,
this w as generally predicted to be in the medium to
long term, and erosion lines w ere in the order of up
to 60 years.

The second round of SMPs (piloted from 20 03)
took a more rigid (some w ould say more realistic)
approach to the economic appraisal of sea defences,
coupled with a more comprehensiv e study of coastal
processes. For vulnerable coasts in particular, these
plans included policies which would bring about far
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more extensive, and more rapid, coastal change,
which, coupled with erosion lines f or three epochs
extending to 100 years, exposed significant built-up
areas to erosion risk, bringing with it the associated
blight (over a far longer period).

Over the past 20 years shoreline management
planning thus moved on apace; during which time
spatial planning has matured, taking on the new
‘place-making’ agenda. Local plans and subsequently
Local Development Frameworks (LDFs) began to
incorporate the erosion risk lines from SMPs,
restricting new development in ‘at risk’ locations –
although spatial planning has not been able to rise
to the challenges facing existing development
affected by coastal change. While recognising one
another’s existence, the t wo systems of plan-
making have developed in parallel, and the prospect
of coastal integration – hoped for by many as the
solution to the comple x (and often conflicting)
environmental and socio-economic issues played out
at the geographical fringes of our plan areas some
20 years ago – seems to have come no closer.

SMPs predicting (and proposing policies which
would bring about) coastal change are unpalatable
to even the most objectiv e of coastal stakeholders,
in the absence of mechanisms for addressing their
impacts or actually managing the changes they
predict. And no amount of st akeholder engagement
will change that. Budgets obviously also have a
significant role to play, as well as political priorities
(which are often justifiably realigned in response to
events such as sustained inland flooding). However,
a system whic h can consider a change from ‘hold
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the line’ to ‘no activ e intervention’ to be a no cost
option must be fundament ally flawed – the costs
are merely transferred (to householders,
businesses, statutory undertakers and local
communities). In the f ace of such an apparent lack
of social justice, one cannot fail to have sympathy
for local communities in their refusal to accept suc h
policy changes.

The need for active management of coastal
change has long been recognised by coastal
practitioners – both engineers and planners – but in
the absence of a process of integrated coastal
management (ICM), how can this be achieved? Can
spatial planning step up to the mark? This is what is
hoped (and expected) from the re view of Planning
Policy Guidance 20: Coastal Planning(PPG20), the
replacement of whic h has been awaited with baited
breath.

Seventeen years since the publication of PPG203

may not be long in the geological timescales
associated with coastal processes, but along  Britain’s
more dynamic coasts, such as North Norfolk, a great
deal can change in that time. The pace of coastal
change can turn on a single policy decision, to
become rapid and irreversible. The failure to qualify
for funding (under the scheme appraisal guidelines)
for investment in coast def ences, coupled with
storm events, and the consequent rapid loss of land
(and some 16 houses) on North Norfolk’s soft
eroding coast has in that time turned the fortunes of
one coastal village from being secure and bright to
uncertain and dismal. Similar prospects for other
settlements result from emerging SMP policies,
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which in some cases means a hundred years of
disinvestment and anxiety.

One could observe that in terms of coast al
governance, not a lot has changed in that 17-year
period! So does the latest consult ation on
Development and Coastal Changeherald a new
approach?

Following consult ation, PPG20 will be revoked and
the new policy will be incorporated into a re vision of
PPS25: Development and Flood Risk.4 The new
policy will also have a companion guide. The DCLG
consultation states that ‘The policy aims to strike
the right balance between economic prosperit y and
reducing the consequences of coastal change on
communities ’ and comes alongside the Defra
Coastal Change Policy consultation, which sets out
ideas for ‘how coastal communities can successfully
adapt to the impacts of coast al change’.

It is promising at least to see the t wo government
departments w orking together, recognising that
there are common issues whic h need a
collaborative approach; and indeed, together these
documents do signify a paradigm shift: towards
coastal change management. Both documents
recognise the significant job that needs to be done,
although they do not go as far as promoting new
adaptation methods or solutions. Instead, the Defra
document presents a w elcome opportunity for local
authorities to trial innovative methods through a
‘pathfinder ’ initiative, which brings with it funding
(albeit short term). The lessons of this pathfinder

process will also be fed into the evolving planning
guidance document.

Environment Agency (EA) research on integrating
SMPs with the planning system5 is mentioned in the
planning policy consultation document, and while the
draft guidance does not go so far as to suggest that
either of those plan-making systems should change,
it does clarify that ‘consideration of the impact of
coastal change should form an integral part of
planning strategies and plan making at national,
regional and local levels’. It also reaffirms the st atus
of SMPs in relation to planning decisions as an
evidence base equivalent to that of Strategic Flood
Risk Assessments (SFRAs). It states that SMPs are
the evidence for designating the area affected by
coastal change – to be referred to as Coastal
Change Management Areas (CCMAs) – upon which
policies for managing development w ould be based.

Interestingly the draf t guidance leaves sufficient
flexibility for planners to define the CCMA
boundaries; which I suggest should be interpreted
by planners with an understanding of the local
context, rather than transferred directly from SMP
maps.

The new phraseology is apparently deliberate,
signifying that these are areas within whic h change
is expected to t ake place. The drawing of such lines
should not theref ore amount to cordons sanitaires,
as had seemed to be the case in the past; rather,
local planning authorities will be able to consider
whether de velopment proposals are appropriate and
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justifiable and whether by appropriate (time-limited)
conditions they can become acceptable.

This, I would suggest, is not an irresponsible
relaxation of development restraint, to the e xtent
that new development will be a host age to fortune
or will itself lead to calls f or further coast protection
measures in the future, but a recognition of the
needs of existing communities (in front of those
lines) – striking a balance between the need to t ake a
precautionary approach to new development and the
need to safeguard the well-being (and sustainability)
of existing communities. This determination, the
document proposes, will be undert aken through the
preparation of ‘vulnerability assessments’.

Those familiar with the plight of vulnerable coast al
communities will w elcome the realism inherent in
the new approach. However, many of those involved
in coastal management will also detect within the
draft guidance the firm grip of authorit y. The draft
guidance suggests that local authorities should
agree CCMAs with the En vironment Agency (EA),
and also that the role of the EA as a consultee
should be extended for development proposals in
CCMAs. This is consistent with the E A’s strategic
overview of the coast and its function in relation to
applications in flood risk areas. However, in order to
retain local accountability, one hopes that, in relation
to the definition of CCMA s, the arbiter in the event

of non-agreement w ould be the Inspector
conducting the Public Examination into the relevant
Development Plan Document.

If, as PPS1 sets out, ‘Spatial planning goes beyond
traditional land use planning to bring together and
integrate policies for the development and use of
land with other policies and programmes whic h
influence the nature of places and how they function’,
it should be a suitable tool to help shape the future of
coastal settlements through the creation of a positiv e
framework for investment b y all sectors. This more
holistic approach, which recognises the import ance
of adaptation planning to manage the impacts of
coastal change (and its predictions) on existing
communities, does seem to be emerging through
the two consultation documents. The introduction of
CCMAs is a positive step towards drawing spatial
planners into the frame to help secure a sust ainable

future for places that are threatened by social,
economic and environmental decline.

The clarification of the st atus of SMPs and of the
role of the EA does help to provide a firm evidence
base and certainty for planning decisions. However,
the cards still seem to be st acked on one side.
Planners need to be as much involved in the
formulation of SMPs as SMPs are in the formulation
of LDFs. Decisions about shoreline management
policy – the nature and location of coast protection
measures, as well as temporal considerations – are
as much to do with spatial planning as adaptation is
to do with coast al engineering. Coast protection is
an aspect of adaptation, and adaptation is a means
of implementing coast al change policy. They are
both aspects of ‘coast al management’.

Perhaps the tide is turning, and maybe a more
integrated approach is again on the agenda.
However, expectations were similarly high back in
1992 with the publication of PPG20, whic h
suggested that ‘planning authorities and other
agencies and interest groups may cooperate to
prepare estuary or coastal management plans’
which should ‘complement and be consistent with
development plans’ (para 4.17) – a provision that is
not included in the current consultation.

Without a driver for ICM, preferably rooted in
statute (although this is absent from both the
Marine and Coastal Access Bill and the draft Floods
and Water Management Bill), it f alls to coastal
planners to seize the opportunity now presented to
them and to act in a truly spatial sense to manage
coastal change and shape vulnerable coastal
settlements; equipped with the tools de veloped
through the Coastal Change Pathfinder projects. But
in order to succeed, coastal change management
will need to be properly resourced f or the long-term
challenges that are faced, in the way that coast
protection once w as.

l Rob Young is a coastal planner within a multidisciplinary
coastal management team at North Norf olk District Council,
leading on the formulation of a ‘coastal management plan’. The
views expressed in this article are not necessarily those of
NNDC.
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