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Social justice and coastal flood and erosion risk management

CoastNet Briefing paper No. 3

Background

The All Party Parliamentary Group on Coastal and Marine issues was established in February 2006, with CoastNet providing a secretariat function to administer the meetings and membership, and to advise on technical issues.

Founding Parliamentary Members of the group coalesced around the issue of erosion risk management, and this has formed the central theme of the first year of activity. Thus, the initial meeting provided an introduction to some of the perspectives, in particular to the application of social justice principles to the issue. The second meeting provided an opportunity for the responsible Minister, Ian Pearson MP, to discuss his vision for coastal flood management and erosion risk policy, against the background of the Defra ‘Making space for water’ policy review. This helped to bring some focus to the social justice perspectives, and enabled CoastNet to draw up a briefing paper to inform the culmination of the series – ‘the Big Debate’. At this third event, five speakers were invited to give their view on the issues outlined in the paper. They were chosen to represent a broad range of perspective, so that this paper would benefit from that diversity. They represented Defra, RSPB, Country Land and Business Association, Local Government Association, and University of Ulster.

Summary

CoastNet’s analysis of The Big Debate identified the following pivotal issues:

1. There is a clear choice for government: to intervene in coastal processes or not

2. Adaptation (of community, of management) should be through a gradual process

3. Timescales of perspective are important: a 10 year (local plan) perspective will result in a different decision to that taken with a 100 year (SMP) perspective

4. Spatial scales of perspective are also important: priorities at the local level being different from the national.

5. There is a legacy today (threatened homes, financial loss) of injustice, as a result of decisions made in the past  

6. A concerted action could be made today to clear that legacy and to set forth on future policy paths with a clean sheet

7. A long term programme of research, information provision, and policy review should be established, and conducted within an appropriate time perspective

8. Non intervention also has a potential cost to Government, through possible increased demands on government funded services

Perspectives on intervention in coastal processes

Why should government intervene?

Past policy of protection has influenced people’s decisions on where to live, where to build homes, and where to conduct business. 

Government has intervened in the past. Policy change has a direct impact on those in vulnerable areas. Some argue that Government should provide recompense for injustice (loss, hardship, inequality) arising from policy change.

Strategic infrastructure is at risk, and the benefits of intervention outweigh the disbenefits (when measured across appropriate timescales and when an equitable balance is set between values ascribed to built infrastructure, social infrastructure, and environmental infrastructure)

Non-intervention is likely to result in indirect costs to government.

Why should government not intervene?

Intervention distorts natural processes, and thus increases risk over the longer term, i.e. resilience is reduced.

Protection at the public expense provides direct financial benefit to individuals, against the general public interest.

Intervention can lead to loss of ecosystem function and habitat, and loss of public amenity.

Individuals and communities should take responsibility for their own decisions and actions.

Compensation for policy change in this context could set an open-ended precedent for claims upon the Treasury.

To intervene or not to intervene?

This is the first and highest policy decision. From it should cascade either un-managed consequence, or a series of planned and adequately resourced actions.

Each alternative is represented in the diagrams and associated text below.


Possible negative consequences of a non-intervention policy

A non-intervention policy will not arrest change. With change comes consequence. In the evaluation of the non-intervention versus pro-intervention policy, these potential consequences should be well understood. They are:

Loss of asset value – the devaluation of property as a result of the risk of damage or loss. This might be exacerbated by an inability to insure against risk.

Loss of uninsured property – an owner might completely lose their asset through erosion, or suffer significant repair expense arising from flood damage. It is increasingly likely that properties at risk will be uninsurable, so the owner suffers direct financial loss.

Natural process restored only in part – unless all man-made defences are removed, coastal processes cannot be completely naturalised. In reality, there is no turning back. Thus, even if a national non-intervention policy was implemented immediately, there will still be impact arising from the legacy of past policy.

From a social justice perspective, all three consequences of a non-intervention policy will increase the vulnerability of communities. This, in turn, has potential consequences for social justice and the public purse.

Enforcement against illegal actions – some may take the defence of property into their own hands, necessitating public authorities to take enforcement action

Increased demand on social services – people made homeless through loss of property to erosion or catastrophic flooding are eligible for emergency housing, and social housing (depending on their status). Long-term blight in a community at risk of loss is likely to attract the disadvantaged, and demand for a variety of social services.

Increased demand for State Benefits – Specifically, loss of equity in a home will have impacts on the cost to the state of any long-term health or care arrangements

Demand for physical intervention – an unmanaged legacy of impact arising from existing defences may cause damage to designated wildlife sites or hazardous industrial sites, necessitating intervention

To what extent are these costs reflected in systems of cost benefit analysis for flood and erosion risk management policy?


Critical decisions and process flow for a pro-intervention policy 

A pro-intervention policy starts from the basis that Government agrees that intervention is justified (on social, economic or environmental grounds) and have made a positive decision to put in place a policy that permits and enables such intervention as may be necessary to meet such goals as have been set out. They may be sustainable development goals, environmental goals, social goals etc - it is for government to decide where the balance lies (although views on the degree of public engagement in the decision-making process will differ).

However, strong external drivers, such as EU environmental policy, will have a considerable influence. Thus, a move away from past hold-the-line policies to those more aligned with natural processes is inevitable. New policy must allow adaptation through a gradual process, recognising that the legacy of past policies cannot be discharged overnight. A toolkit of measures will be needed to facilitate this process. 

A second critical decision is with regard to the timescales selected for the policy. This is important, for example, from the perspective of natural change or climate change. A decision made for a 10 year period will be different to that made for a 100 year period, because the extent of change during each period will differ considerably. Social and economic changes should be considered in the same way. Currently, spatial planning is based on 10 to 20 year timescales, coastal flood and erosion risk management on 50 to 100 year timescales. How long is a gradual process of adaptation? Will 100 years be enough for major cities, for example.

The legacy of injustice (real and potential), arising from past policy decisions can be discharged, through the implementation of a suitably resourced policy of concerted action, over a short and limited timescale. Cash will be needed to buy land and property or otherwise compensate land and property owners. Without such a policy option, the pro-intervention policy is incomplete and cannot everywhere deliver the government’s goals. It is a policy that should be implemented swiftly, to the point at which no more compensation issues exist for the chosen policy period (say, 100 years). It should then be suspended, to avoid its inappropriate exploitation.

At the same time, a long-term policy of research (prediction of social, economic and environmental change), information provision (updating decision-makers and the public as to policy, trends, and consequences), and policy review (to keep a rolling 100 year perspective, for example), should be put in place. This is the basis for an environmentally sustainable and socially just policy.

In reality……

…..the UK already follows a pro-intervention policy. However, it lacks a compensation mechanism, and there are detailed matters regarding the application of the policy that would benefit from modernisation, particularly cost benefit analysis (getting the balance right between social, economic and environment benefits). The extent to which we are able to do this depends on our understanding of and our ability to predict the value of the costs to government and society of the ultimate consequences of non-intervention.

For example, many have pointed out the benefits of coastal wetland habitat, not only as a natural defence, but also for its biodiversity value to society. In a policy on coastal flood and erosion risk management, how far is it possible to go in recognising important secondary benefits? Should there be a higher level policy framework to take account of the wider perspective?

Also by way of example, the adoption of a non-intervention policy would result in less direct cost to the state for the management of coastal defences. However, there may be consequential increases in costs to state welfare in the short to medium term. What are these likely to be? 

Finally, is it possible to turn back from the current pro-intervention policy? Urban coastal defences cannot realistically be abandoned at this time. Even if government were to draw the line between urban and rural in a policy sense, how would government deal with longshore impacts of hard urban defences upon small adjacent communities or protected habitats?

…and what does ‘social justice’ mean in terms of coastal flood and erosion risk management policy?

Given the long-term consequences of yesterday’s and today’s decision-making on both coastal processes and on society, and

given the potential for activities in one place to have an impact elsewhere, and

given the inevitability of continued sea level rise and storm surge risk

it is proposed that Social Justice (in the context of coastal flood and erosion risk management policy) be defined as:

A readily understood and open decision-making process, which 

1. sits within a wider policy framework for coastal management, which reflects the wider sustainable development context

2. acknowledges and quantifies the risks to the community from the inevitable impacts of coastal change

3. acknowledges that past decisions may have had detrimental consequences

4. involves the community in issue identification and problem-solving

5. does not allow mistakes to be repeated by any level of government

6. protects the community from issues that individuals cannot easily resolve themselves, such as social and market pressures (especially in relation to housing)

7. encourages the community to take responsibility for its own future.

Translated into policy implications this definition implies the following:

1. A higher level policy framework for coastal management, based on an inclusive vision for the coast to integrate policy through all arms of government

2. An adequately resourced, long-term research programme, its outputs communicated to the public

3. Government accepting responsibility for past decisions

4. Significantly more resources and expertise dedicated to community engagement

5. A compensation mechanism put in place now, with associated spatial policies, which will remove the problem for the future

6. Government intervention where market and other economic and social forces have failed, as they clearly have in this instance, and properly fund the solution

7. The community should themselves acknowledge, as a response to 5 above, the likely future impacts of erosion and flooding, and take responsibility for planning and for making contingency for future change.

Background information

The Big Debate speaker presentations can be viewed on the CoastNet website www.coastnet.org.uk under ‘APPG’.

Disclaimer: The content of this report is CoastNet’s view, and does not necessarily reflect the views of contributors to the Big Debate, or of members of the All Party Parliamentary Group on coastal and marine issues.
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