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Over at least a quarter of a century successive Governments have severely ‘wounded’ rural

coastal areas with massive underfunding, lack of joined up thinking and total ignorance of the

significant contribution those areas make to the overall ‘well being’ of the Nation as a whole.

The latest (and most damaging) instrument used by Central Government is the Second Generation Shoreline Management Plan (SMP2) with the adoption of, so called, risk management techniques. Far from managing ,  SMP2s significantly increase risk to the built and natural environment as well as, inevitably, the life and limb of many rural coastal inhabitants.

In reality they are not ‘management’ plans at all for they manage nothing and would be more correctly entitled Shoreline Plans.

What is sorely lacking in current governance is the ability and institutional arrangements to manage the consequences of SMP2s for rural coastal communities.

At this stage in our coastal evolution we are faced with the seemingly ongoing (but as yet unknown) effects of Global Warming, Sea Level Rise and Climate Change. All coastal inhabitants and communities are very much in the front line of these effects. It cannot be fair, just or right that coastal inhabitants alone are forced to bear the cost of those effects when the entire UK population contributes to the pollution which, we are told, increases the causes.

The coast has been evolving over millennia and there can be little doubt that the  process will continue. Change would therefore seem inevitable. What is and will increasingly be of paramount importance is how we manage our way through that change. If change is inevitable then it is unforgivable for Government to not have in place adequate institutional arrangements to manage that change for ALL it’s people.

The production and implementation of SMP2s under current, wholly inadequate, governance is creating NOW a high degree of deprivation, disadvantage and chaos in rural coastal communities. This will only get worse as SMP2s spread the problems all around the country. See www.nvcc.org.uk
Property values (excluding the effects of the credit crunch ) have been decimated by the SMP2s, losses range from 30% to 100%. As a direct result of Government’s failure to manage the consequences of change many rural coastal inhabitants have been rendered effectively destitute, disadvantaged and without hope.

Current coastal governance deliberately discriminates against rural coastal inhabitants and communities in favour of more urban areas on financial grounds alone. This is not only morally wrong  - there is a strongly held belief it is unlawful.

Article 14 of the Human Rights Act 1998 and The European Convention on Human Rights prohibits Government from discriminating against any individual, no matter where they live, on any ground. Indeed it goes on to list property specifically.

However the coast is managed there must be parity for all. Government cannot pick and choose which individual or community to support in dereliction of others. Government has an over riding duty of care to ALL it’s citizens irrespective of cost or location.

In recent times Government has changed it’s institutional arrangements for managing the coast.

DEFRA continues with direct responsibility however there are two quangos ( ‘owned’ by DEFRA )who now have delegated control, the Environment Agency (EA) and Natural England (NE).

The EA has overall ‘strategic’ control of Flood and Coast Management,  yet has no direct control over the size or adequacy of it’s annual budget. That remains with DEFRA. Problems arise because the EA is so massively underfunded (for the coast) year on year that  it cannot possibly fulfil its mandate and is forced to make choices on the coast of who to protect/defend and who to abandon. The net result of this will be more and more deprivation, dereliction and hardship for rural coastal communities as time goes on. Indeed underfunding today will undoubtedly heap more and more problems on future generations thus perpetuating and increasing rural coastal deprivation and hardship.

There remains an urgent and desperate need to embrace and operate a workable Integrated Coastal Zone Management  (ICZM) policy framework. At the moment all we have is the confused, over complicated and unworkable suggested path on ICZM emanating from DEFRA published on the 6th January this year under the heading “A strategy for promoting an integrated approach to the management of coastal areas in England”.

Secondly we have NE, another Quango, whose remit was ill thought out. It beggars belief that in a 21st century democratic society flora and fauna receive 100% compensation irrespective of cost (no benefit/cost criteria here) and, under NE’s remit, man is deliberately excluded when it is decided to discontinue coast protection. There is much disquiet growing in rural coastal communities around the country over NE’s role and perceived interference in managing the coast. Many are questioning the right of NE to declare areas an SSSI, SAC, SPA or whatever , completely without consultation , when these designations frequently lead to a loss (in some cases total) of property value and a life of deprivation and hardship.

Indeed rural coastal dwellers can be forgiven, I feel sure, for regarding DEFRA, the EA and NE as the three sides of a new ‘Bermuda Triangle’. So named because the thinking is if one lives in a rural coastal area and happens to get caught in that triangular set up,  one is doomed to an existence with absolutely no say over your own destiny, a complete absence of social justice, ongoing deprivation and hardship, unfair treatment and as has been said to me a number of times a feeling that by living in a rural coastal environment Government deems we have relinquished any claim to basic human rights and freedoms. 

The urgent need to address the issues of Sea Level Rise and Climate Change are eclipsed by the urgency and necessity for a root and branch rethink of our funding and management of the coast. If we continue as is,  it is entirely possible that we could see something approaching third world conditions in many rural coastal communities , indeed some would say we are en route to that now.

Most people are unaware of the true facts re funding because Government deliberately only speaks of annual allocation in terms of totals, probably because it would be too embarrassing to be specific. The funding allocation for Flood and Coast Protection ( that means fluvial and coastal ) over the three financial years commencing April 6th 2008 up to April 5th 2011 is £2.15 Billion of which only £110 Million, app 5%, is allocated to be shared between some 92 Maritime Authorities for coast protection over the same period. This is scandalous.
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