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Is This a Low Risk Coast?





Is This a Low Risk Coast?





What is a Transition?

A Transition is a change in thinking about a 
problem, coupled with a change in the 
governance of that problem

OR

A Transition produces a signifcant and long term 
reduction in the level of risk associated with a 
stressor



Coping
Short Term

Often reactive
Same way of thinking

Adaptation
Long Term
Proactive

New way of thinking





What is the evidence that Transitions 
are required?



Top 20 Cities for Exposed Assets OECD 2007



El Iskandariya Alexandria



Alexandria protected? 



With Modest Sea Level Rise



Approximate Protection Standards
Return Period in Years

OECD 2007

City Protection

London 1000

Shanghai 1000

Osaka 300

New York 100

Tokyo 1000

Amsterdam  10000

Rotterdam 10000

New Orleans 200*







Water Street Subway Station after Superstorm Sandy



What is the evidence that Transitions 
are required?



What Transitions Are Desirable?

Protect, ADAPT, Retreat, and….

• Move towards long-term perspectives. 

• Assess competing visions of what society wants.

• Develop Governance Institutions that have the 
capacity to learn. 

• Encourage pathways that adapt as the future 
unfolds and society evolves.



What Transitions Have Been Achieved?
Learning from Experience

• Coastal habitats United Kingdom: From 
protecting coasts “as they are”, to allowing the 
coasts to become “porous”.

• Cyclone preparedness Bangladesh: From lack 
of awareness of risks, to full participation of 
civil society in Disaster Risk Management.

• Coastal set-back lines in Australia and New 
Zealand.



Why No Implementation? 

The Usual Suspects

• Short-term decision making

• Over-reliance on past experience

• Fragmentation in coastal governance

• Lack of strategic planning

• Emphasis on reactive adaptation

• Corruption



Lessons from Cape Town

• Holding back an advancing sea – Cape Times 26 
August 2013 – Leonie, Anton and Anna.

• A transition took place when the harbour was built to 
protect shipping. The land behind became available 
for reclamation and development, and was also 
protected.

• However, the land on the side is becoming increasingly 
vulnerable, and leads back behind the lines of 
protection.

• A new transition is needed.



LLD+2.5m (sheltered environments)

LLD+4.5m (exposed environments)

LLD+6.5m (very exposed environments

Exposure to Worst Case Storms



Cape Town Harbour Area

LLD+2.5m (lowest land)



Further North



Final Entrance from Sea



Lessons from Cape Town

• Instead of protecting coasts “as they are”, try 
allowing the coasts to adapt “naturally”. 

• Protect “naturally”.

• Change land use at the coast – “drawing the 
set-back line”.

• Explore all the options and apply them where 
they will be most efective.

• Full participation with and from civil society.



WUN Changing Coasts Group
An Agenda for Future Research

• Strategic assessment rather than projects.

Assess what society wants from the coast.

Defne appropriate governance.

Analyse multiple futures–with imagination.

Communicate.

• Take the assessment to rapid application.

Look for desirable transitions.

The benefts ate huge! If we can avoid half 
the recent coastal disasters, we save $300bn
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