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From science to policy? How about policy to 

practice? 
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South Africa has some of the most revered and progressive 

policy and legislative frameworks in the world. But how are we 

fairing in practice?

This question is examined through the lens of:

1) Governance of coastal risk and vulnerability

2) Establishment of Coastal Management Lines as a critical 

coastal adaptation strategy 



1) Governance of coastal risk and vulnerability 

• ICM: a globally advocated management paradigm for coastal 

regions 

• A central tenet of ICM is co-governance: 

– Inclusive and democratic decision making between a wide range of 

governance actors as it relates to coastal management 

• Internationally, a co-governance approach is advocated in 

responding to ‘wicked problems’, such climate change induced sea-

level rise and coastal erosion

• Analysis of South Africa’s main coastal policy and legislative 

frameworks reveals a dominant policy vocabulary of ‘participation’, 

‘partnerships’ and ‘co-responsibility’

• Have these principles of co-governance been transferred into 

practice within the coastal risk and vulnerability domain?
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Within the coastal risk and vulnerability domain, a state 

centric, top-down mode of governance predominates   

• Primary mode of communication between the state and vulnerable 

property owners is typically reactive and in a legal context where 

property owners are trying to defend their property

• A case of using the law as “…instruments of ideological intimidation” 

(Novak, 2000:1)

• ‘Isolationistic’ principles of the ICMA have gained prominence over 

principles of co-governance: 

– State largely absolved from challenge of vulnerable properties 

• Poor representation of the private sector on ‘collaborative forums’ 

despite the intention of forums “To ensure meaningful public 

participation on all coastal planning and management efforts”

• Is this state-centric mode of governance sustainable given the 

escalating challenges associated with sea-level rise as a ‘wicked’ 

problem of unprecedented scale and complexity?
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Establishment of the Milnerton Coastal 

Erosion Forum towards co-governance: 

lessons learnt  
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Facilitating a ‘round-table’ discussion in responding to 
coastal erosion as a ‘wicked’ problem  



Lessons learnt from the Milnerton Coastal Erosion Forum  

• Limited understanding by vulnerable property owners as it relates to:
– Coastal legislation – it is a very complex space with multiple sets of 

overlapping and at times conflicting legislation

– Drivers of coastal erosion: incorrect assumptions leading to actions that 
may compound risk and vulnerability 

– Whose who in the zoo? Uncertainty of who to speak to within government 
:multiple state actors 

• The value of engaging through a collaborative forum: 
– Understanding of constraints and limitations of various governance actors 

– Empowerment through knowledge sharing 

– Enables legitimacy, improves working relations  

– An opportunity for the State to tap into local and anecdotal knowledge 

– Knowledge co-production in formulating more effective response 
strategies to coastal erosion

– Sense of ownership, contribution and co-responsibility

– Enables responses at appropriates scale:
• Erosion taking place at scales across multiple erven – collective 

response 

• Economy of scale in intervention 
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2) Establishment of Coastal Management Lines

• ICMA requires the state to establish CMLs - 2009

• Single most important strategy there is to promote a risk averse and 
resilient South Africa in respect of planning for sea-level rise and 
hazards

• Despite this, no municipality to date in South Africa has established a 
CML in terms of the ICMA

• What are the blockages in moving from policy prescripts to practice?

– Empirical forms of enquiry remains the dominant approach to developing 
CMLs: CMLs based exclusively on computational modelling of coastal 
hazards

– Empirically orientated CMLs are socially detached: not understood, not 
accepted by coastal communities for which they are designed 

– Coastal space is an inherently socio-political space: CMLs need to draw 
in socio-political considerations for them to be accepted and embedded 
within local government spatial planning initiatives

– Restricted periods for stakeholder engagement 
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In conclusion

• Climate change induced sea-level rise and coastal erosion as 
a ‘wicked’ problem will require public-private sector 
partnerships 

• The current state-centric mode of governance in the coastal 
risk and vulnerability domain is antithetical towards this and a 
shift towards co-governance is required

• Coastal Management Lines are the single most effective 
strategy that may be established to promote risk averse, 
sustainable coastal development

• An expansion beyond numerical modelling which is currently 
the sole informant in determining CMLs is required 

• Trans-disciplinary approaches need to be drawn into 
developing CMLS and which are attentive to socio-political 
considerations 

• Process is key: stakeholder engagement over  meaningful 
periods of time is critical   
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Thank You
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