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Climate Change

           People Property and Coast Management
For those of us living in East Anglia climate change and sea level rise over the coming century pose some very real problems.

For those of us living on the coast those problems are more immediate. We know we live on a soft sediment coast which has been eroding for thousands of years. We also accept that sea level has risen over a similar period.

Modern science tells us that over reliance on and excessive use of fossil fuels by mankind are exacerbating those problems.

East Anglia, of course, has another factor which further exacerbates sea level rise, we happen to live on a sinking land mass. The south of the British Isles is sinking while the north is rising due to readjustment of the land since the last ice age.

The UK coastline is more than 19000kms long with some 16.9 million people living in the 10km coastal zone [ICZM in the UK : A Stocktake, Atkins, March 2004] which means there is a very real possibility that a significant number of people could suffer the effects of sea level rise and climate change not only in East Anglia but all around the country. Particularly the south as it is the most densely populated area.

Having recognised some of the problems along with their scale and seeming inevitability it is both apparent and obvious that much will depend, not only on reducing our carbon footprint, but on how we manage our way through any problems which lay ahead and maintain or improve the social and economic viability of individuals and communities within the coastal zone.

We are an island nation, one of the greatest maritime nations on earth, historically our coast and its inhabitants have played a major role in shaping and moulding us as a people.

Our coastal future and ability to maintain and build on that rich heritage will very much depend on whether our ‘political masters’ (Central Government) can summon the political will to address the problems sea level rise and climate change may bring.

With the future very much in mind two of the most important questions today are:

1. Do we have adequate institutional arrangements (Governance) in place to provide a sustainable coastal future ?

2. Do we have adequate funding either in place or proposed to deal effectively with possible change on the coast, the absolute front line of climate change ? 

I would strongly argue the answer to both questions is a resounding NO!

Almost unbelievably coastal governance in the UK is still dominated and set by the Coast Protection Act 1949 (CPA’49) which itself was a relatively minor revamp of the 1939 Act and is rooted in the premise that no UK citizen has a statutory right to be protected from the sea (thus no compensation) and all powers granted under that Act are permissive. Which means there is no obligation on any level of authority to defend any part of coast or compensate individuals for property lost when coast protection is discontinued.

However this is the 21st century and the CPA’49 does not sit comfortably alongside the more recent Human Rights Act 1998 (HRA’98) which enshrined into British law the European Convention On Human Rights.

There are three Articles of the European Convention and the HRA’98 which would appear to have relevance when dealing with coast management. They are:

Article 1 of the first Protocol which places a duty on Government at all levels to protect every citizen’s right to the peaceful enjoyment of his or her possessions.

Article 8 which places a duty on Government at all levels to protect every citizen’s right to the peaceful enjoyment of his or her home, family life and correspondence.

Problem is both these rights are ‘qualified’ rights and may be waived by Government if they consider they are acting in the ‘wider public interest’ although any such waiving of those rights is subject to proportionality and fairness. Here there may be a case to answer as I believe Government’s actions in coast management are indeed both disproportionate and unfair.

However Article 14   Prohibition of Discrimination, carries no such qualification and is relatively simple in its construction i.e.: the enjoyment of the rights and freedoms set forth in this Convention shall be secured without discrimination on any ground such as sex, race, colour, language, religion, political or other opinion, national or social origin, association with a national minority, property, birth or other status.
Clearly discrimination abounds in Governments coast management policies and the manner in which they are applied. Those very policies create a situation where communities and individuals are either ‘winners’ or ‘losers’ and take no account of the enforced losers. That is discrimination. 

I turn now to Question 2 above re funding. There can be little doubt that successive Governments over the last 25-30 years have massively underfunded management of the coast, as identified in the Foresight Study 2004. Certainly over recent years there has been a year on year reduction in funding.

In 2006 I raised the question of the, so called, Flood and Coast Defence budget with the then Minister at a meeting of the All Party Parliamentary Group on Coastal and Marine Issues. I asked why the coast was not getting its rightful share of the 2005-06 allocation of £570million as only £47million of that total was allocated to be shared between some 92 Maritime Authorities for coast protection. At the time my figures were strongly challenged by the Minister’s senior aide, the Head of Flood Management Division DEFRA who insisted the allocation was more than £47million however it was confirmed to me in a subsequent letter from the same senior aide that my figures were indeed correct.

There was a paragraph in that letter which I found of huge concern, I quote “The table below gives a fuller picture of spend on coastal risk management for 2006-07, excluding EA operations and maintenance as EA cannot readily separate out their spend on sea and river flooding.”
From this we learn that the EA and consequently DEFRA have no idea where our money is going which of course also means there is no idea precisely how much is wasted. My enquiries lead me to believe money wasting is both sizeable and systemic in Flood and Coast Management. 
Last year it came as no surprise to learn that of the £2.15billion allocated for Flood and Coast Defence over the three year period 6th April 2008 to 5th April 2011 only £110million (app 5%) is allocated to be shared between some 92 Maritime Authorities for coast protection which equates to app £1.80 per capita across the population, this is a national disgrace. The continued reduction in funding and the consequent ‘tailoring’ of policies to suit is dangerous in coastal terms.

Proof positive for many that we are managing our coast for fiscal reasons rather than sound coast management rationale. This is utterly irresponsible in the face of the threats posed by sea level rise and climate change in the future.

Governments preferred option to force its reduced funding policy in to place is the Second Generation Shoreline Management Plan (SMP2) and have dictated to their largest quango, the Environment Agency (EA) who now have ‘overall strategic control’ of coast management, to have the entire coastline covered by SMP2s by 2010.

It is extremely important to understand that SMPs are not management plans at all for they actually manage nothing. They merely forecast how any particular stretch of coast is expected to evolve in the future against the backdrop of inadequate funding. Even now whilst pushing for SMPs all around the country Central Government still has no policy to deal with the consequences of the SMPs which themselves are creating and causing enormous socio economic problems of significant property and community blight, individual financial hardship and destruction of ‘well being’ in many communities.

Early in 2005 the Kelling to Lowestoft Ness Second Generation Shoreline Management Plan (SMP2) was published, this was one of three pilot SMP2s.

The Lead Authority in its production was North Norfolk District Council (NNDC) however Central Government dictates more or less the outcome through the imposition of very strict guidance notes. So any District lead authority is probably unable to produce an SMP which sets policies that it may well prefer to see.

Following publication of the Kelling to Lowestoft Ness SMP2 there was a relatively brief period of public consultation at the end of which there were some 2430 responses representing some 2870 individuals of these only 10 supported the SMP.

That public response could not have been more emphatic. It was as much a clear statement of public dissatisfaction with DEFRAs new fangled ‘Making Space for Water’ strategy and, so called, risk management approach as it was a resounding rejection of the SMP and all it represented.

Here was a SMP making forecasts (guesswork) of where the sea would be in 2105 and proffering policies to be implemented immediately to ensure its tenuous forecasts were met.

The only hard evidence (facts) the public had to judge the probable, or otherwise, degree of accuracy of those forecasts was a strategy put forward in 1992 (by the same firm of consultants who produced the SMP) for the Happisburgh frontage telling us where the sea would be (the rate of erosion) in 2052. This became known locally as the sixty year line.

In fact the sixty year line was reached in twelve years, one fifth of the time the consultants had forecast. Quite rightly, based on that evidence, the public believe that all such forecasts made by those same consultants within SMP2 were just ‘pie in the sky’ at best unsound, unreliable and unworkable.

More than three years on that SMP2 is unadopted and hopefully will remain so until an adequate, acceptable means of applying Social Justice is implemented.

Over the same time frame Central Government created and launched another leviathan quango, Natural England (NE). Despite being a relatively new quango it seems to be using (many would say wasting) taxpayers money at an alarming rate. In only its second year of existence I believe, it cost the taxpayer almost £250million of which an unbelievable £5.5million of our money went on travel and subsistence.

One major problem with its creation is the remit it was given which deliberately excludes people. Inevitably conflict with NE is growing around the coastal communities where NE is regarded as public enemy number one.

There are huge concerns over the way they operate and impose their wishes on individuals and communities (SSSIs, SACs, etc.) entirely without consultation or right of appeal or indeed regard for the individuals and communities involved.

Already in one case on the Suffolk coast they were judged to have acted in contravention of one individual’s rights under the Human Rights Act 1998. 

I believe there could be many more examples where they contravene the Human Rights Act and the right to meaningful consultation afforded to every stakeholder under the terms of the Arhus Convention 2004. Particularly in relation to the proposed ‘Coastal Access’ plan which as currently presented is absolutely unworkable.

For many people around the coast the creation of NE and the way they operate has conspired to produce what is increasingly regarded as the ‘Bermuda Triangle’ of coast management in the UK. So called because the three branches of Central Government involved are DEFRA and its two ‘wholly owned’ quangos EA and NE. 

The thinking is if one happens to live on the coast and one happens to be within the area of operations of those three, the ‘Bermuda Triangle’, it would seem basic Human Rights do not apply. There is a very real probability that one’s home or business could be lost in the so called wider national interest completely without regard or any form of compensation.

So under current policies if any individual is forced to lose his or her habitat (home) there is no compensation however if flora and fauna lose their habitat they receive 100% compensation irrespective of cost to the taxpayer.

Let us look now at a case study, Happisburgh in North Norfolk.

Here we have a typical traditional English rural coastal village which encompasses all that is so highly valued, a vibrant community with real community values, a village shop and Post Office, an excellent school, an historic village pub, eighteen listed buildings, good sports facilities and a Lifeboat Station which for generations has been crewed by volunteers from within the community.

For almost 50 years Happisburgh has enjoyed the benefits of a coast protection system and policy put in place as part of a comprehensive response by Central Government to what remains, I believe, the worst peacetime disaster this country has faced. The catastrophic storm surge of 31st January 1953.

On that day over a 24 hour period many lives were lost, many homes swept away. There was much devastation all around the North Sea facing eastern flank of this country. In total loss of life within all the North Sea facing countries amounted to app 2500 of which app 300 were lost in the UK.

In 1959, as part of the Government response to that disaster, coast protection measures were put in place throughout much of the North Norfolk sea frontage including Happisburgh. Along with those protection measures came the Government policy of Hold The Line. In other words that defensive line would be maintained.

People trusted that Government policy and communities throughout the coastal strip, including Happisburgh, flourished. In the 1990s parts of those defences began to wear out and were removed but not replaced.

Over the ensuing fifteen years amidst constant wrangling over renewing, repairing or maintaining the defences 26 properties were lost in Happisburgh. All of those property owners were forced to bear the full extent of the losses without assistance, financial or otherwise. Throughout this period property values across the village were largely unaffected.

Publication of the SMP2 in 2004-05 introduced a radical change of policy from Hold The Line to one of No Active Intervention for some areas including Happisburgh.

The overnight and immediate effect of this policy change was a blanket reduction of property values by some 30% up to two miles inland (postcode area) ranging to 100% closer to the coastline. Properties have also proved more difficult to sell.

The ongoing effect for many individuals as a direct result of the change in Government policy is financial ruin with the very real possibility of never being able to regain their foothold on the property ladder.

For affected communities it is ‘death by a thousand cuts’ even if the greater part of the built environment may well still be there in 100 years time the policy change effectively closes down the community immediately as it is no longer able to function in an open free market manner. Which of course means there is a high risk of a ‘trapped’ population and prevents the ability of people to move away from high risk areas thus prohibiting an orderly and timely adaptation to the possible effects of a changing climate.

To illustrate the point I am sure many will remember the press and media coverage almost three years ago of the so called £1 house in Beach Road Happisburgh.

The owners had a bona fide valuation of the property carried out in August 2006 by a professional and highly reputable company of property valuer’s who placed a valuation of £1 on the property purely because of its location and circumstance in relation to the changed coast defence policy.

This may well be interpreted by some as an ‘extreme case’ however it does highlight the major shortcomings in the British approach to managing the coast.

In order for any community to function effectively over any timeframe much depends on confidence in the property market. In Happisburgh the change in Government coastal policy has shattered that confidence and caused mass devaluation which extends up to two miles inland.

The nett result of current policies is that more damage is being done to coastal communities by Government policies than climate change may or may not do in the future.

Part of the problem is Government’s perversion of the term Stakeholder. I would strongly contend there can only be one group of ‘Stakeholders’ that is the general public, for it is they who fund everything Government and it’s quangos do. Central Government, Environment Agency, Natural England and Local Authorities are most assuredly not Stakeholders they are the employees of the Stakeholders. Why then do we allow them to get away with making such a complete and utter mess of coast management in continuing to pursue an absolutely unsustainable approach?

They need to understand that SMPs are not fit for purpose, that risk management techniques, which led to the downfall of the banks and chaos in the banking system in this country, are creating ongoing chaos on the coast and simply cannot be adopted on an eroding coast are therefore not fit for purpose. 

There are alternatives which are both right for our time and will not lead to an unnecessary cost (and other) burdens to future generations. See www.happisburgh.org.uk  Alternative Governance for Living With a Changing Coastline (Kerby 2004) and Adaptive Management and Local Specificity Within ICZM (Kerby 2005).

East Anglia of course is one of the most vulnerable coastal regions in the the UK accordingly it is of paramount importance that coastal governance allows a more flexible, pragmatic, sustainable approach to dealing with sea level rise and climate change. There is little point in abandoning so much today if the future proves that mass abandonment to have been an ‘over reaction’. 

We have a huge responsibility not only to our own generation but to future generations to whom we have a bounden duty to hand on ‘the coast’ and its communities in at least as good a condition as we were fortunate enough to inherit them whilst making every effort to bequeath them an improving coastal legacy.

Current coastal governance and approach from Central Government is divisive, disproportionate, grossly unfair and simply does not deliver the requirements of the genuine stakeholders.

More and more taxpayer’s money is being spent by Government and its quangos on avoidance measures rather than getting on using what meagre funds are available actually doing something constructive. Recent figures handed to me from within show that for every pound the EA receives in block grant only 35p actually goes into actual schemes of works on ‘the ground’ with 65p going on ‘management’ costs. I am still awaiting confirmation of these figures from the Secretary of State (who seems to have difficulty in replying) if these figures are confirmed it will be a national scandal of significant proportions.

I have spoken, eyeball to eyeball, with no less than five Government Ministers not one of them has had a grasp of the real situation re funding or the coast. Only one was a very quick learner and actually achieved something (Adaptation Fund CSR Nov 2007). 

The Secretary of State and his Ministers constantly answer questions that were not asked in response to the questions we do ask. Obviously they think that is clever. I view it as incompetence.

The ‘new’ Chairman of the EA has transformed everything by suggesting that we talk about what they are doing and how much they wish they could do but are prevented from doing through lack of funds. Absolutely no change of course other than we are being told we must view it in the context of a ‘half full glass’ as opposed to a ‘half empty glass’.

If the status quo is allowed to continue and if there is not some Political mastery of the coastal Government machine as opposed to just leaving it to the Civil Servants with Politicians simply expounding the views of those Civil Servants then I fear the coastal consequences will indeed be dire for the nation as a whole and East Anglia in particular.

At some point this summer we are expecting an announcement on the, so called, Adaptation Toolkit which will outline what financial assistance will be available to individuals and communities where it is considered no longer appropriate to continue to protect/defend.

I have absolutely no idea what will be announced nor do I have a clue what the extent of said financial assistance will be or how it will be applied.

However knowing that central Government has an absolute aversion to dealing with individual cases I strongly suspect that the Local Authorities will once again be put in the firing line.

I suspect there will be a central ‘pot’ of money held and operated by the EA, because DEFRA can’t do enough to distance themselves, which Local Authorities will have to access by bidding on a case by case basis.

I further suspect the amount on offer to individuals will be derisory and will fall way, way short of what is required in what purports to be a Socially Just 21st Century democratic society. Will do little to ease the suffering of individuals and will not address the issue of property blight.

What I am sure it will not do is put coastal dwellers on an equal footing with either their counterparts inland or in mainland Europe. Thus perpetuating discrimination.  

Malcolm Kerby  

CCAG      
Happisburgh     16th April 2009
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