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Technical Summary FD2008 
Implementing Managed Retreat as a Strategic Flood 

& Coastal Defence Option

Background to R&D project

Managed realignment means the deliberate process of realigning river, estuary and/or coastal defences landward.  Whilst recognised for some time as a potentially appropriate response to climate change and rising sea levels, few examples of managed realignment have been implemented in England and Wales.  Shoreline Management Plans recommend managed realignment in 39 management units (about 3% of the total), of which 17 have been or are presently being implemented.  A further 16 realignment sites are being developed independently of SMPs.  On rivers in England and Wales, 30 schemes involving channel or embankment realignment have been identified, but strategic flood defence planning is not yet as comprehensive as on the coast.

Managed realignment is one of a range of strategic options for managing coastal, estuary or river defences.  Whilst there is a wealth of guidance on the mechanics of how to achieve it and significant data on a number of experimental sites, implementation of this option has remained limited.  The types of constraints limiting the uptake of managed realignment include economics, institutional arrangements, policy, culture, funding, ownership and legislation.  This research project evaluates the significance of the constraints and recommends approaches that will enable managed realignment to be adopted in a wider variety of situations than in the past.

R&D Outputs and their Use
The principal output is the R&D Technical Report (as detailed below). The report sets out current shortcomings that prevent the uptake of managed realignment practices and identifies recommendations to promote the use of this technique.   The results will be incorporated into a user manual to be produced by 2004 under a separate research contract.

Results of R&D project

Practitioners see the main benefits of managed realignment as providing sustainable flood and coastal defence, responding to sea level rise, providing environmental benefits such as habitat creation/replacement and reducing defence costs.  Significant constraints are seen as lack of sufficient compensation to landowners, lack of public support, insufficient consultation, lack of a strategic approach, technical barriers and lack of scientific understanding, and a complex planning process.  The Habitats Regulations act both as a driver (requiring re-creation of intertidal habitat lost to coastal squeeze) and a constraint (where realignment is proposed over freshwater or terrestrial habitats).  Examination of three case studies at Thorngumbald (Humber Estuary), Brancaster (North Norfolk Coast) and Halvergate (River Yare, Broadland) illustrates the importance to successful scheme implementation of addressing land ownership concerns, negotiating the consent process (especially the Habitats Regulations), resolving complex technical issues and engaging positive community involvement.

A review of selected SMPs has shown that natural processes were often presented as important factors driving recommendations to realign, but the process information available was of variable quality (these SMPs were all undertaken prior to the publication of the FutureCoast outputs). It is suggested that political, social, economic and technical considerations were often pre-eminent.  Present economic valuation techniques as they are applied often fail to capture the full costs and benefits of managed realignment, including those relating to habitat changes, risks and delays in implementation.  A review of practice overseas has found different emphases on flood defence and habitat creation as drivers for managed realignment together with a range of approaches to handling issues such as political acceptability, technical constraints and financial compensation.

In appropriate situations, managed realignment can provide a sustainable and cost effective solution to flood and coastal management problems with potential for valuable habitat creation or re-creation.  However, the research recommends streamlining of some current approaches if the technique is to be adopted more widely. 
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The above outputs are available on the Defra website. Copies are held by all EA Regional Information Centres and can be purchased from the EA’s R&D Dissemination Centre, see details below. 
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