
1 1 

The governance challenges & opportunities of working with 
nature to protect against floods and coastal erosion 

Meghan Alexander1, Emma McKinley2 & Rhoda Ballinger2  
University of East Anglia1 & Cardiff University2  



2 2 

Littoral landscapes 
The interface between well-being and risk 
 

A declared climate 
emergency 

Sea level rise – 0.27m 
and 0.69m for 

Cardiff under a 
medium emissions by 

2100 

245,000 properties are 
at risk of flooding from 

rivers, the sea and 
surface water 

2,700km of coastline 
with Ca. 400 

properties at risk of 
coastal erosion 
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Working with nature 
Saltmarshes can act as a natural form of 
protection against floods and coastal erosion 

• Acceptance that it is not always possible to invest 
in flood defences in all at-risk locations 

• Increasing emphasis on nature-based solutions – 
to help unlock multiple benefits (ecosystem 
services) 

• Saltmarshes are a natural line of defence 
• However, saltmarshes are threatened by sea level 

rise and ‘coastal squeeze’  
• To maximise the protective benefits of saltmarshes, 

there is a need to make space for existing 
saltmarshes to migrate landward, or to restore or 
create new saltmarshes. However, the creation or 
expansion of saltmarshes can also be a source of 
conflict.  

• Effective governance and policy instruments are 
needed to navigate this process.  
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A governance perspective 

Actors 

Rules 

Resources 

Discourses 

Governance refers to the interaction 
between different types of actors (e.g. 
government and public bodies, private 
sector and civil society), ‘rules’ (e.g. 
legislation and policy) and resources, that 
influence the decision-making process 
and the ability to deliver a specific goal.  

Research question - To what extent do 
existing governance mechanisms support, 
or conversely constrain, the expansion of 
saltmarsh habitat, to promote natural flood 
and coastal erosion protection in Wales?  
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A governance perspective 
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Methods 

Interviews 

 

Document analysis 

 

Stakeholder workshop 

47 interviews 

 

60+ hours of 
recordings 

 

200+ documents 

 

Analysed for 
key themes 

 
19 stakeholders at 

final workshop 
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Wider research 
• This was part of a wider study into 

Flood & Coastal Erosion Risk 
Management in Wales 

• Strengths & weaknesses 

• Opportunities & challenges for 
aligning FCERM with the national 
well-being goals to ensure the well-
being of future generations 

Prosperity Resilience Equity Health Cohesive 
communities 

Culture & 
language 

Global responsibility 

National well-being goals  
(as outlined in the Well-being of Future Generations (Wales) Act 2015) 

https://www.pml.ac.uk/CoastWeb/Project_outputs_and_reports  
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Making space for saltmarsh 
Enabling mechanisms, gaps & barriers 
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Enabling governance mechanisms  
Some examples 

• Shoreline Management Plans provide a long-term strategic 
vision for the coast over the next 100 years, with requirements 
for decision-makers in spatial and marine planning to have 
regard to these plans;  

• Legal requirement to demonstrate the Five Ways of Working –
taking a long-term perspective, preventative, integrated and 
collaborative approach, and promoting stakeholder 
involvement; 

• Cohesive national policy around the Sustainable 
Management of Natural Resources (SMNR);  

• Area Statements (as required by the Environment (Wales) Act 
2016) will provide a valuable local evidence-base as well as a 
key governance mechanism to facilitate SMNR;  

• National Habitat Creation Programme provides a strategic 
approach to the identification and creation of compensatory 
habitats to offset coastal habitat losses associated with the 
implementation of SMP and flood defences; 

• Wales Coastal Monitoring Centre funded until 2022 to monitor 
coastal change;  
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Governance gaps & barriers 

Realigning coastal communities 
• Implementation gap - no clear governance mechanisms & lack of strategic guidance; 
• Funding criteria in the FCERM budget are focused on the protection of people and property, which 

favours traditional defence-based schemes. Moreover, budget silos mean adaptation schemes often fall 
through the gap; 

• Lack of awareness of SMPs; 
• “Difficult conversations” with coastal communities require honest communication and meaningful 

engagement;  
 
Realigning critical infrastructure 

Negotiating across multiple land and asset owners, with different priorities, remits and (mis-aligned) planning 
cycles is time-intensive! 

• It is incredibly expensive to decommission and realign existing assets;  
• Network Rail are funded to maintain existing rail infrastructure (not to enhance); moreover, this matter is 

not devolved to Wales but resides with UK Government; 
• Legal duties of care and duties to maintain public rights of way are often prohibitive;  
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Recommendations  
• Strengthening strategic policy around coastal adaptation, with a greater sense of urgency; 
• Broadening funding criteria;  
• Bridging current departmental silos and promoting cross-sectoral funding.  
• Raising the profile of Shoreline Management Plans (SMP2) amongst a broader remit of 

stakeholders to better embed shoreline management in strategic planning at the land-sea 
interface; 

• Addressing research gaps around governance mechanisms and intangible benefits 
• Processes for aligning Highways legislation with adaptation requirements; 
• Initiating ‘difficult conversations’ and actively engaging communities and other stakeholders 

(supported by sufficient resources); 
• Embedding notions of “Just transitions”; 
• Greater involvement from Network Rail;   
• Continued proactive engagement with landowners/service providers to identify potential 

sites for compensatory habitat early on, alongside promotion of exception clauses within the 
National Habitat Creation Programme; 
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Come and talk to us … 
Diolch 
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