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OVERVIEW

Long term soundly based strategic planning to address the challenges of the sea is an essential prerequisite to our collective and continuing enjoyment of this Island nation.  It is clear that much expertise and a huge amount of effort has been applied to the development of the draft Shoreline Management Plan now offered for consultation.  It is a well considered and thought provoking document which can help people to understand that sacrifice and change must form part of the long term future of our coastline.  However there are fundamental issues, needs and responsibilities which must be reconciled more fully, before the public and the authorities which represent them, can properly endorse a plan of this nature.

Moreover whilst a very large part of Norfolk (including the Broads) is seriously at risk of flooding and erosion, the broader perspective is even more worrying.  Over 1 million homes are at risk of coastal or tidal flooding and a further 100,000 could be lost from coastal erosion.  The sheer magnitude and scale of problem and the potential consequences of any action – or inaction, are so great that the matter is of national significance and warrants major debate at the highest level.

Against this background and regardless of what is, or is not, enshrined in legislation, ‘Defence of the Realm’ is one of our Governments primary responsibilities.  Where land and coastline can be protected and saved it will remain for the enjoyment and benefit of the all.  It follows that where this cannot be reasonably accomplished because of rising costs, global warming or the inexorable forces of nature then it is incumbent on Government to ensure that the burdens of loss are shared equitably across members of this and future generations.

Given its importance, especially to coastal communities, people, homes and livelihoods it is vital that the final plan is clearly understood and not tarnished by shadows of uncertainty or expediency.  Furthermore, once agreed there must be confidence that adequate funding is allocated to the successful implementation of the strategy.  

This considered and objective response to the draft SMP document reflects the views of 32 individual property owners on Bacton Seaview Estate most of whose properties, along with many hundreds of others, are seriously threatened by the medium and long term plans outlined.  Our review firstly expresses comments and concerns about the SMP from an overall perspective.  Second, we detail comments which are specific to Policy Unit 3b11 within which Bacton Seaview Estate is situated.

A. OBSERVATIONS/COMMENTS FROM AN OVERALL PERSPECTIVE

A1.
Communication Of Draft SMP

A1.1
Unfortunately we must start by seriously questioning the whole communication and consultation process.  Publishing this material on the web along with the provision of a solitary copy in local libraries has not been sufficient to ensure a reasonable understanding of crucial issues impacting on ordinary families, their homes and livelihoods.  Moreover, actual communications fell well short of the strategy agreed at the meeting in May 2004 between SMP officials and the Client Steering Group (C.S.G.) Refer (Introduction – Page A17 of background papers) which stated inter alia:

a. That the published document should contain a proviso making it clear that the SMP represents best policy that can be achieved within current government guidance and policies.

It didn’t!  Its there by inference but not explicit, as required by the CSG

b. That exhibitions should be held in areas most affected.

Why were Bacton/Ostend/Walcott excluded?

c. That there is a need for a leaflet explaining the background and principles of SMP

None produced.

A1.2
Without the efforts of Malcolm Kerby and the Coastal Concerns Action Group, most people would be blissfully unaware of the Plan and its potential impact – and even now there is only limited understanding of the proposals and ramifications.

A1.3
The inadequacy of communications is so great that it seriously undermines the validity of the consultation process.

A1.4
It is ironic that despite poor communication arrangements, the mere existence and publication of the draft document has probably diminished aggregate property values by an amount at least comparable to that which would have been needed to substantially upgrade our sea defences.

A2.
The Issue Of Compensation

A2.1
Budgetary pressures are such that compensation is naturally a difficult nettle for the Government to grasp.  Nevertheless a clear policy on compensation is vital to gain public acceptance of a strategy which of necessity requires major sacrifices.  Also Government has a strong moral obligation to ensure that the interests of all its citizens are served fairly and equitably across the generations.  Expressed Government commitment to social justice and indeed Article 8 of the European Bill of Rights support this aspiration but this will not be achieved if some are to enjoy the protection of sea defences funded by the Exchequer whilst others in a single generation lose everything.

A2.2
Many thousands of people are affected by this SMP alone.  Apart from the resident population, there are small traders, farmers, holiday industry workers and of course many pensioners who have invested everything to spend their retirement years living by the coast.

A2.3
No financial evaluation or meaningful cost/benefit analysis can be made if the Balance Sheet is one-sided and takes no account of personal losses and the compensation which should properly be paid.

A2.4
Compensation policies, with payments at the point of property evacuation are necessary to avoid panic, reduce hardship, minimize blight and ensure that properties approaching the ‘edge’ are maintained in reasonable condition.  Otherwise there will be a band of dereliction and decay around our coasts which will seriously inhibit Norfolk’s £5 billion tourism industry and damage the beauty and character of the areas involved.

A3.
Impact Of Dredging
A3.1
There is considerable public concern about the impact and long term consequences of offshore dredging.  Despite this and whether for political or other more sinister reasons, the issue is only minimally addressed.  The published SMP contains two sentences of somewhat non committal comment.  Even the background papers only offer a page and a half of commentary.  However from reading these notes it appears that most current dredging activities are predicated on research conducted 35 to 40 years ago – and worse still, much of this research is funded by the principal beneficiaries of dredging such as Dredging Companies and the Crown Estate who benefit from licence fees!

Overall, there is an unfortunate aura of environmental irresponsibility, conflict of interest and financial expediency.

A3.2
Even those of us who are not Rocket Scientists would believe that, if massive holes are dug offshore, there would be a natural tendency for these to back fill and draw down available beach sediments thereby accelerating erosion.  There is a great deal of anecdotal evidence of the damage done to shorelines and the fishing industry, most of which is presently being ignored.

A3.3
Currently we export 40% of our extractions, especially to those European countries who following research, have substantially reduced or stopped their own dredging activities.

A3.4
There is an urgent need to task a publicly accountable body to conduct up to date research and also determine why other European countries seem to have reached quite different conclusions to us.

A3.5
Pending this further research it is firmly believed that our dredging extractions should be reduced much closer to self sufficiency levels.  Also a levy could be applied (similar in principle to Landfill tax) and this coupled with other Government revenues derived from dredging could help fund more adequately our long term shoreline defence schemes.

Note:
Ideally we need to achieve a balance between sustainable dredging and the application of derived revenues to meet the cost of acceptable Shoreline Management.  If the present extraction rates of about 10 million tonnes annually from Norfolk’s offshore fields continue, this contributes VAT revenues (on present terms) of about £35m annually to Government.  Enough for about 13 kms of seawall, or 7 kms of beach renourishment.  In 8-10 years this would fund comprehensive and attractive defences for our entire shoreline! 

A4.
Managed Retreat/Realignment
A4.1
This option is recommended in many locations but the process will require strict disciplines and also some funding.  It cannot be done for free and yet there is little or no evidence in the background papers that monies are being allocated for these purposes.

A4.2
Happisburgh is an example of poorly managed retreat and if this is replicated elsewhere across the spectrum, there is every danger (with no disrespect to Happisburgh) that we shall end up with the longest linear bombsite in Europe!

A5.
Financial Evaluations And Analysis
A5.1
Financial evaluations in the background papers appear thin and somewhat superficial.  In the published document they are virtually non existent.  More work needs to be done to support and substantiate some of the strategic options selected, particularly where the loss of properties, communities and infrastructure are significant.  Of course one accepts that the SMP is a high level document but the implications are very much ground level for those affected by it!

A5.2
Accepting the necessity for compensation would strengthen both evaluation and objectivity to ensure that decisions are more soundly based.

A5.3
The ‘optimisation bias’ representing an additional 60% cushion (margin for error) on all anticipated sea defence costs is a nice comfortable supplement to adopt.  Whilst it is accepted that ‘reasonable’ margins are necessary to cover the unexpected, objectivity demands that similar influences are factored into the other side of equation, to cover rises in property values and increased costs of relocation, dislocation and the replacement of utilities etc.  Without such adjustments the financial evaluations are not fairly based and the decisions are prejudiced accordingly.

A5.4
In addition to the optimization bias (i.e. 60% loading on all costs) there is also a X1.5 Factor for 2nd Epoch expenditure and X2 for the 3rd Epoch, to cover the presumed consequences of sea level rises and global warming.  This is an understandable necessity for seawalls which need to be higher and deeper.  There is less justification for groynes and beach renourishment schemes to have the same high factors applied.

A6.
Template for the future
A6.1
If SMP principles are to be developed and rolled out around the British coastline there is a need to rationalize the diverse range of groups who currently share responsibility for strategic development and execution of Flood and Coastline defence.  A consistent, equitable and economically effective approach may best be achieved by a balanced and focussed unit which can single mindedly concentrate on the issues at hand.

B.
SPECIFIC ISSUES RELATING TO POLICY UNIT 3b11


BACTON/OSTEND/WALCOTT

B1.
Previous SMP 1996
B1.1
The latest SMP offers a set of recommendations for this area which are almost the complete opposite of the recommendations contained in the 1996 report.  ONLY ONE OF THE TWO DIAMETRICALLY OPPOSED REPORTS CAN BE RIGHT.  WE NEED TO BE ABSOLUTELY SURE WHICH ONE IT IS!!

B1.2
Let us compare the statements in the 1996 and 2004 SMP’s

	
	Feb 1996 – Phase 2 SMP
	Nov 2004 SMP

	
	
	

	3.2.1
	The protection of these villages (Bacton and Walcott) is a primary objective/priority
	Properties and associated facilities … do  not generate sufficient economic benefit to justify prioritized investment in long term defence

	
	
	

	3.2.2
	… potentially a loss of 100 metres of land would result in losing majority of Walcott and significant amount of residential land in Bacton.  A suitably positive economic benefit/cost ratio for defence is achieved through the density of this development
	

	
	
	

	3.2.4
	… requires a management strategy which provides continued protection.  HOLD THE LINE … has no major implications for natural processes since erosion of the area would not contribute significantly to sediment supply and being in an embayment would not be restrictive to long shore sediment transport
	… shoreline retreat is essential to ensure that problems here and elsewhere are not exacerbated by impairing movement of beach sediment which will occur if this shoreline continues to be held in its present position

	
	
	

	3.2.5
	Defence sustainable … stabilization of beach through increased feed from further north may achieve this
	… preferred policy is to retreat to ensure sediment supply to this and importantly down drift frontages

	
	
	

	
	Continued maintenance of existing sea wall and groynes is important
	… allow shoreline retreat once present defences reach end of effective life


B1.3
How on earth can the general public make sense of such contrasting ‘expert’ opinions – and consider those people who made lifestyle choices and property investment based on the 1996 report.  Perhaps we should await the next 3 SMP reports and then take the best of 5 to arrive at a definitive view!

B2.
Sea defences for Bacton/Ostend/Walcott
B2.1
In the wider context, it is recognized and accepted, that maintaining sea defences for this Policy Unit may slow or inhibit the transport of some sediment downstream.  However the detrimental impact of this along the rest of the coastline, would have to be very substantial indeed, to justify the surrender of large tranches of 3 villages.  Also, it could be argued that whilst a small promontory may build up at times, the strength of winter tides will ensure that down drift continues largely unabated over the course of a year.

B2.2
If the defences are abandoned, low cliff levels mean that the amount of useful sediment released by erosion will be small and contribute little to down drift areas.

B2.3
The Background papers seem generally more confident than the published SMP document that beach levels for this policy unit will not change dramatically over the first and second epochs.  Given the nature and potential of cliff erosion from Mundesley southwards, particularly with the planned retreat at Bacton Gas Terminal in the third epoch, it is hard to justify the supposition that there will not be any beach in the longer term.

B2.4
Background papers suggest that the seawall has a life expectancy of <15 years and the Groynes <5-10 years.  With a total planned maintenance expenditure of only £1.4m over the first 20 years, the assumption on Page F32 that the defences should survive intact for between 20-40 years seems overly optimistic.  Can this statement be justified?  Also, the £1.4m budget allocation is purely a maintenance cost.  If the groynes only have a life expectancy of 5-10 years surely they will need replacement well within the 20 year period and should be funded for accordingly.

B2.5
Page F104 states that if the seawall and groynes (until they become redundant) are simply maintained there will be no property loss whatsoever until at least 2055.  This would appear to be a very cost effective option.  Why has it been rejected out of hand?

B3.
Financial Assumptions And Sensitivity Analysis
B3.1
In the background papers there appears to be a number of deficiencies and one major inconsistency between the narrative and the Financial appraisal and Sensitivity analysis.

B3.2
There is no accurate benefit/cost analysis for Bacton/Ostend/Walcott (Page H10).  There needs to be, before any plan is adopted which might tip nearly 400 homes over the cliff.  What is clear is that – at todays values – if each house is ‘modestly’ valued at £100,000, then £40 million assets at 2005 values are definitely lost if the Preferred Plan is adopted.  Added to this, is the diminution in value of those houses that temporarily remain, albeit closer to the cliff-edge!

B3.3
In order to draw a meaningful comparison between the cost of providing adequate sea defences and the benefit of a managed realignment policy, it is necessary to bring to account the costs of both.  In its financial evaluation, the SMP takes full account of the potential cost of sea defences (geared up by various factors) but makes absolutely no provision for what managed realignment might cost e.g. short groynes, occasional interventions, erosion slowing measures – not to mention the re-routing of Walcott highway.

B3.4
The SMP background papers refer in several places to the historic and prospective condition of the beach in this area.  Page C84-Environment Agency - “very variable data, some profiles suggest net accretion, others net erosion”.  Page F32-SMP – First Epoch “some sand supplied from the north but groynes will maintain a beach similar to present”.  

Indicative evidence from residents of Bacton Seaview Estate plus many other local people will confirm that since the wooden groynes were installed there has been little change in beach profiles for this area.

ALL OF THIS EVIDENCE MAKES IT CLEAR THAT THERE IS NO REAL JUSTIFICATION FOR A MAJOR BEACH RENOURISHMENT SCHEME AND CERTAINLY NOT IN THE FIRST EPOCH.  

WHY THEN DOES THE SMP, IN SUPPORT OF ITS FINANCIAL JUSTIFICATION FOR ABANDONING BACTON/OSTEND/WALCOTT INCLUDE £18 MILLION WORTH OF UNNECESSARY BEACH RENOURISHMENT IN THE FIRST EPOCH?  

IF ONLY HALF THIS AMOUNT WAS SPENT IN THE FIRST EPOCH ON A NEW SEAWALL PLUS SOME SUPPORTING WORK ON GROYNES THE ECONOMIC VIABILITY CALCULATIONS CHANGE DRAMATICALLY.  

IN FACT THE COST/BENEFIT ANALYSIS (ON A PRESENT VALUE BASIS) COULD BE COMPARABLE WITH THOSE FOR CROMER AND SHERINGHAM!

B4.
Other Related Matters

B4.1
Classification

Villages such as Bacton, Walcott, Happisburgh and many others are classified as ‘settlements’ throughout the report.  Whilst some might find this a slightly demeaning designation, the fact is that the nomenclature is misleading and incorrect!  The concise Oxford dictionary terms a settlement as: a newly settled tract of country/colony - whereas all the villages mentioned are long established and well populated communities.  None of this would really matter except that officials higher up the decision making chain - and more remote from the locations involved - might inadvertently believe that they are merely condemning a few mud huts to oblivion.

B4.2
Bacton Gas Terminal
Most people can readily appreciate the key significance and strategic importance of this site and the construction of new sea defences to protect it may well be justified.  However it is occupied and operated by plc companies which are owned by a diverse group of private and institutional shareholders.  In normal course, shareholders enjoy the rewards and carry the risks of companies they invest in.  So why should these shareholders enjoy Government funded protection when many adjacent communities are denied it?

B4.3
Re-routing Walcott highway
It is probably fair to say that the residents of Walcott do not share the SMP’s enthusiasm for its prospective conversion to a Bio-diverse managed saline habitat by 2055.  However it is particularly difficult to see how a 1.5 kilometre permanent re-routing of the Walcott highway can be constructed to traverse such an environment for a mere £1.3 million at 2055 prices.  This is about the only conservatively costed item in the entire report.  Even if it is achieved, it is probable that the Starlet sea anemones (Nematostella venctensis) will complain about the noise of traffic!

CONCLUSION

If more than one million households were threatened with loss and destruction by enemy action, we as a nation would readily and immediately commit much more than £570 million (of which only about £50 million relates to the protection of the coastline) towards their defence.  For most of the time, the sea is our friend and water our saviour, and there is no incongruity in believing that with a sensible, and properly funded approach we have the resources, capability and ingenuity to live with, manage and enjoy their presence and all the abundances of life which they provide.

The draft SMP has much to commend it, but we hope this paper demonstrates there are still important issues to be reviewed, reconciled and resolved at both a national and local level.  When that process has been successfully completed the plan should be stronger, more equitable and more acceptable to the community at large.

Once the plan has been agreed by all the parties involved, it is imperative that the Government accepts its responsibility to stand fully behind it.  The recent situation at Happisburgh where ‘hold the line’ defences were breached and land was lost 48 years earlier than predicted, without the Government being willing to fund essential repair work makes a mockery of the whole exercise.  If such instances were to become common place then every SMP in the country would not be worth the paper it is written on.
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