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Coastal management should. . . 
• be based on quality science incorporating theory and empirical evidence, 

interpreted by experts
• incorporate socio-economic imperatives
• have a sustainability goal

But how do we include less tangible things . . . 
• History
• Culture
• Tradition
• Tenure systems
• Indigenous knowledge
• Anecdotal evidence

I have lived here for 
60 years and . . .



There is often a willingness to incorporate all types 
of knowledge and traditions in the coastal 
planning and decision making process (e.g. ICZM) 
but doing so can be complicated.
• Some people see incorporation of the less tangible things as infringing on 

their rights or basic values (often seen in people who see themselves as 
modern, science driven, or those without ancestral associations with a 
place)

• When strongly held beliefs based on less tangible things are not 
incorporated, this can lead to feelings of disappointment, exclusion and 
alienation.

Being a coastal manager or decision maker is not an easy task!



Values - Property rights: Private vs Public

• Coastal erosion – a problem likely to become worse in the future

• Many societies have entrenched private property rights including the 
right to protect private land from erosion, however . . . .

• . . . most societies also assume the right of everybody to be able to 
enjoy beaches and coasts, and want the protection of coastal 
amenity.

• When a beach is eroding, these two world views are incompatible.
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A seawall is built to protect a section of eroding coast



On the ‘protected’ section, the lower 
profile retreat continues at the same rate 
as on the ‘unprotected’ coast, resulting in 
the loss of the dry beach. This is a process 
called PASSIVE EROSION. 

The erosion process 
continues. On the 
‘unprotected’ sections the 
whole profile retreats, and 
a dry beach remains. 



Beach is protected 
(but further inland)

Beach is protected 
(but further inland)

Assets behind the 
seawall are protected
but the dry beach is 
lost

Question: What is the common interpretation of the term “Beach Protection”?
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The management of coastal erosion
• A seawall built to ‘protect’ against coastal erosion WILL result in the loss of the 

dry beach.  If that does not happen, then the seawall was unnecessary.
• Management question: Should a person have the right to maintain their property 

boundary, or should a property boundary be ambulatory (thereby protecting the 
beach albeit at a different, more inland, location)?

• Until this is resolved, MANAGED RETREAT as a management response to coastal 
erosion is almost impossible

• Most experts agree that:
Few (if any) countries have the resources to maintain shorelines in their 

current positions
Beaches will remain healthy IF they can migrate

• Some countries have an advantage.  Either because of a tradition of not building 
near the coast OR their history, coastal buffers (setbacks) are generally large, but 
this is changing. We must encourage wise use of that advantage.



Miller A-LS  2019. Keep out! No entry! Exploring the Soviet military landscape of the coast of Estonia
HS Web of Conferences 63, 11001 (2019)

Estonia: Restricted areas during the Soviet occupation

Pärnu

Suurupi (near Tallinn)



Municipalities must take account of 
shore protection in plans

Ironic that coastal protection 
destroys the beach

The old people knew where to build

Postimees (newspaper) 18 April 2020



Tradition: Vietnam Rubbish disposal Culture and tradition: Hunting ‘charismatic megafauna’ for food:

When values systems collide



When values systems collide: Colonisation
• New Zealand – Treaty of Waitangi (1840)

• Her Majesty the Queen of England confirms and guarantees to the Chiefs and Tribes of New Zealand 
and to the respective families and individuals thereof the full exclusive and undisturbed possession of 
their Lands and Estates, Forests, Fisheries, and other properties which they may collectively or 
individually possess so long as it is their wish and desire to retain the same in their possession

• Although widely ignored for about 150 years, Maori (indigenous people in minority) have rights and 
obligations that are different from other citizens. Some people say these rights are too few, others say 
too many, but there is a general peace

• Australia – the Mabo case  Mer, Torres Strait (no treaty)
• The Mabo Case was successful in overturning the myth that at 

the time of colonisation Australia was ‘terra nullus’ or land 
belonging to no one.

• The High Court recognised the fact that Indigenous peoples had 
lived in Australia for thousands of years and enjoyed rights to 
their land (interpreted later to include sea areas) according to 
their own laws and customs.

• Has led internationally to “the Native Title Revolution”



Reconciling knowledge systems: Geomorphology

• Kaipara Harbour, New Zealand
• Maori oral tradition: Taporapora, an island 

that existed inside the Kaipara Heads

Geomorphic investigations Le Testu 1500s ?????Early explorers

X



Reconciling knowledge systems: Fisheries

From the work of Cinner et al. (JCU, Australia)

Method Western Management Traditional society 
management

Area closure Resource Recovery 
(Biodiversity based 
conservation)

Event ‘bank account’/ 
Tame fish to make them 
easier to catch (Utility 
based conservation)

Size limits Common practice Not used

Enforcement Legal Community

“Traditional management may be a reasonable basis for 
conservation efforts” 



Reconciling knowledge systems: Mangrove 
restoration – SE Asia

• Typical aid funded project 
• Poor nursery techniques
• Monoculture of Rhizophera in open situations

where most will not survive
• VIP viewing platforms to show success
• Success is measured by number of propogules

planted, not the final result.



After about 18 months

Reconciling knowledge systems: Mangrove 
restoration – SE Asia

• Community initiative (also aid 
funded)

• Atypical nursery, on acid sulphate soils, 
elevated planting using mangrove mud 
pumped seawater

• Multiple species plated in well protected 
locations

• Success measured by the final result 
(increased area of mangroves, survival rates)



There have been successes, but do we keep trying 
to integrate and reconcile with a sustainability aim 
or is it time for a paradigm shift?
• ICZM has essentially been a failure, while the problems have 

increased
• A major shift in thinking?
• Earth Jurisprudence/Rights of Nature

Nature Society

Economy

Nature

Society

Economy

Sustainability model Rights of Nature model



Earth Jurisprudence / Rights of Nature
Recognises nature as a legal stakeholder with inalienable rights in law.
e.g. New Zealand:  In 2017, the Whanganui River was granted the status of  legal personhood. 

There are similar initiatives in Ecuador, India, Bangladesh, Colombia, Bolivia and the USA (at a 
local government level)
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Should a beach have the legal right to exist 
and function?

• I need to think more, but what I am sure about is that the present 
approach (to this and other problems) is not working and the time to 
get it right is getting short.

• Can we get it right by integration of knowledge systems within a 
sustainability framework (where there has been some success), or is a 
new paradigm required?

• I invite you to think about this question in the context of your 
scientific expertise.
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