
1

Clarence Coastal Climate Change Project

Presented by 

Clive Attwater
SGS Economics & Planning

James Carley
Water Research Laboratory UNSW



2

Project Outline

Two main elements:
• Social and economic impact and response

– SGS Economics & Planning
– Myriad Research
– Dr. Melissa Nursey-Bray

• Scientific/technical assessment of impacts
– Water Research Laboratory, UNSW
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Social and economic assessment 

• Literature search - experience elsewhere
• Determine baseline attitudes -

community focus groups and survey
• Implications – issues, options identified 

by the technical and scientific assessment, 
possible policy response

• Communication plan
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Literature search

• Human systems are adaptive and creative
• Adaptation and risk management far cheaper and less 

traumatic than disaster relief
• Mitigation is still seen as very important
• Good information is essential
• People adapt: climate change, policy, perceptions
• Explore wide range of options, encourage creativity
• Different adaptation time frames – long lead time
• Integrate with planning, coast management frameworks
• Uncertainty – adaptive management
• Involve the community – better outcomes
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Community Survey

• Focus groups – coastal, non-coastal
• Phone survey –150 non-coastal, 150 

coastal, 20 business
• Stakeholder groups – gov’t agencies, 

community groups
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Community survey

• People like living on or near the coast
• Coastal residents have been long term
• Broad acceptance that things will change

– Will be living on South Arm Island
– Will be on the waterfront in 50 years…

• Coastal residents commented: 
– Worth living there even if we only get 40 yrs…

• Coastal residents remember floods, erosion
• Beaches important part of Clarence life
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Community survey

• People value living on or near the coast
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Community survey

>80%  of survey support for:
• Reduce GHG emissions
• Provide information
• Protect shorelines (meaning beaches)
• Limit development in high risk areas
~50% support
• Development at owner’s risk
• Compensate losses from sea level rise
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Community survey

Strong support for Council to take lead role
• Non-gov’t: SES, scientists, coast care
• Federal and state gov’t role due to scale, 

funding capacity
Government agencies and other orgs:

– Lack reliable info re changes, specific effects
– Effects in the future – more urgent issues
– NGOs turning to gov’t – but gov’t not ready
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Using the technical assessment

Practical alternatives identified for each 
location at risk:

• What areas likely to be affected by what 
risks

• What responses could be feasible
• Indicative cost



12

Actively manage risks

Practical management options include:
• Planning controls – new development 

building setbacks, minimum floor levels, engineering assessments, 
construction techniques and capping development

• Physical works – existing development
sand nourishment, groynes, breakwaters or flood barriers, seawalls

• Emergency and evacuation management
• Community information and education
• Ongoing monitoring and analysis

including additional studies and timely review
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Why not restrict development in all areas at 
risk? 

(precautionary principle – one interpretation)

Sea level rise – long term
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Why not restrict development in all areas at 
risk? 

(precautionary principle – one interpretation)
• Shoreline evolves and changes over time
• Long term sea levels will remain uncertain
• Timing unknown: still being investigated
• ‘Final’ height depends on GHG abatement

Sea level rise – long term
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2 m?

4 m?

6 m?

20 m?

70 m?

300 yrs?

600 yrs?

2000 yrs?

10,000 yrs?

Sea level rise – long term
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• Why not mandate solutions now for 
developments that will be affected in the 
future?

Sea level rise – long term
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50 years ago: Sputnik

Long term perspective
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50 years ago: Sputnik

100 years ago: 
Wright brothers

Long term perspective
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50 years ago: Sputnik

100 years ago: 
Wright brothers

220 years ago: 
First Fleet

Long term perspective
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How do we 
occupy coastal areas beneficially, 

while recognising the ultimate need 
to defend, accommodate or retreat 

as sea levels rise?

Framing the problem
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New development: Must respond to identified 
hazards in areas where they are developing

• Similar to existing scheme but more detail, better 
information

• Use 2100 high hazard lines for risk assessment
– Margin of safety
– Most structures will last that long or longer
– Cheaper to do it when built than change it later

• Extensions to existing dwellings, ancilliary or 
temporary structures less stringent

Proposed policy response
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Existing structures: 
• Risks are not new (past floods, erosion)
• Detailed assessment is new
• Risks will increase with climate change
• Risk management better than disaster relief

Proposed policy response
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Existing structures, as hazards increase:
• Lose amenity, security, property value
• Caused by others (global issue)
• Some case for wider support, assistance

But for future development or purchase in 
identified future hazard area:

• Developer/buyers takes on known risk
• Limited or no case for assistance

Proposed policy response
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Proposed policy response

Extended transition:
• Risks managed at public expense for 25 yrs
• Then coastal residents and users pay for 

risk management as hazards increase 
further
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• Dunes, wetlands and salt marshes will 
need to move inland in undeveloped areas 
if we are not to lose vital habitat

• Often blocked by roads or development
• We need to decide how much elbow room 

to allow these natural features and secure 
it

Allowing the coast to adapt
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Communication plan
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• Actively involve and consult with community re 
implications of climate change, including 
possible responses to risks identified;

• Advocate for the community and work with other 
levels of Government and relevant bodies to 
implement identified policy options;

• Keep the community informed and will be frank 
in its communications, and;

• Respect, listen and respond to the community’s 
concerns 

Communications, Council’s role
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Communication objectives

• Good information for Council, other gov’ts to 
respond to the public and make decisions

• Inform public and affected area residents to 
allow them to make decisions

• Raise general awareness of the issue
• Stimulate creative, practical, constructive 

responses to maximise value of the coasts 
while recognising and managing the risks
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Communication principles

• Appropriate, relevant information
• Succinct, format to suit audience
• Act and communicate to build trust
• Good information early (but not speculation)
• Information at several depths of detail
• Canvass options, not quick decisions
• Consistency, credibility (experts on tech panel)
• Don’t speak out unless you know the facts
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The end


