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COASTAL DEFENCE 
Caring for our coastal heritage


Coastal archaeological sites 
and historic buildings are 
vulnerable to natural erosion. 
Without care, they may also 
be threatened by new 
developments in coastal 
defence. English Heritage has 
embarked on a programme 
of rapid coastal survey to 
assess the threat to coastal 
remains 

Archaeological wooden structures 
originally built on dry land – such 

as the Bronze Age timber circle 
and inverted tree bole seen here 

at low tide at Holme Next the 
Sea, Norfolk, and recently 

radiocarbon-dated to about 2000 
BC – are vulnerable to rising sea 

levels and natural erosion 

Climate change is rarely out of the headlines 
these days, and the potential effects on our coasts 
are well known. The IPCC estimates that mean 
global sea level might rise by 0.09–0.88m 
between 1990–2100, and climate models suggest 
increased storminess. Already, these processes are 
causing loss of the inter-tidal zone, increasing 
erosion of dunes, salt marshes and cliffs and 
damage to sea walls. Important habitats and 
historic sites situated at the coast are also actively 
being destroyed. 

The archaeology of the coast includes many 
well-preserved sites, including former dry-land 
prehistoric settlements; submerged prehistoric 
forests; wooden structures such as trackways, fish 
weirs, houses and burial structures; early sea 
walls; salterns; oyster pits; duck decoys; 
shipwrecks and hulks. Most historic buildings 
along coasts are in towns and villages, where sea 
defences will be maintained, but vulnerable 
buildings include isolated military structures and 
lighthouses. 

The wish to protect key habitats and adopt a 
long-term sustainable approach to coastal 
defence is changing the philosophy of coastal 
defence. On lengths of uninhabited coastline, sea 
walls are being abandoned in favour of a broader 
zone of natural defence and, wherever possible, 
the development of new salt marsh is being 
encouraged. These changes have implications for 
the historic environment. 

Coastal management 
Coastal defence policy is now the responsibility 
of DEFRA. During the 1990s, its predecessor 
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MAFF sponsored groups of local authorities to 
produce a series of Shoreline Management Plans 
(SMPs). These plans, based on discrete lengths 
of coast (or ‘sediment cells’) defined by natural 
processes, identify a broad coastal defence option 
for each cell. From these top-level plans, more 
detailed strategy plans and specific scheme 
designs will be developed. 

These initial SMPs are now being enhanced, with 
a view to producing a ‘second generation’, and 
new data will be incorporated. Consideration 
afforded to the historic environment, inadequately 
treated in the first generation of SMPs, will be a 
more important part of the new generation of 
plans. The second generation of SMPs will also 
include data from the Futurecoast Project, 
commissioned by MAFF from Halcrows. In a 
move away from the simple sediment cell model, 
this project will consider ‘shoreline behavioural 
units’, defined in terms of overlapping elements of 
the coastline and based on an understanding of 
information on long-term coastal changes over the 
last 10,000 years. At the same time, English 
Nature’s Coastal Habitat Management Plans 
(CHaMPs) are aimed at helping local authorities 
meet the requirements of the EU Habitats 
Directive: essentially ensuring that coastal defence 
schemes take full account of wildlife conservation 
issues. 

English Heritage’s initiatives 
Since the first generation of SMPs, MAFF and 
DEFRA have produced a series of guidance 
notes which should promote far better 
integration of historic considerations in the next 
generation of plans and in the coastal defence 
process generally. This is greatly welcomed. 

For this to be truly effective, however, two things 
are needed: first, more detailed guidance on the 
incorporation of the historic environment in 
coastal defence procedures and, second, 
enhancement of the coastal Sites and 
Monuments Records (SMRs) on which effective 
consultation depends. To address the first 
requirement, English Heritage has produced a 
draft statement, Coastal Defence and the Historic 
Environment: A Policy Statement, on which it is 
consulting key coastal stakeholders. At the same 



■

time, English Heritage is supporting Rapid 
Coastal Zone Assessment Surveys (RCZAS) in 
Norfolk, Suffolk, Essex and North Kent – all 
areas particularly at risk of coastal erosion. The 
first stage of survey is desk-based: data from 
historic maps, aerial photographs and SMRs are 
being put into Geographical Information 
Systems (GIS) to National Mapping Programme 
standards. This will be followed by field survey, 
to verify these results and detect types of sites 
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English Nature and other stakeholders is essential Tollesbury Fleet Managed that cannot be picked up from a desk-based 
to develop strategies to minimise the loss of sites Realignment Scheme, Essex. 

study. The database obtained from the surveys 
will allow us to make an informed contribution to 

The area inundated during the and information. Several managed realignment 
scheme shows as pale land, 
surrounded by unclaimed salt the second generation SMPs and resultant schemes have now been completed in the East of 

England and others are underway. These marsh.The breach in the old scheme design. 
schemes commonly involve breaching sea walls, seawall is visible adjacent to the 
creating lagoons to provide open water for birds, sinuous creek in the centre of the On the ground, day to day picture.A new seawall, further and mechanically re-excavating infilled creeks to 

inland, separates the scheme area There is no realistic prospect of preserving the drain the new inter-tidal area. Sea walls, of from arable fields.A Roman Red majority of inter-tidal sites from natural erosion 
in the long term: all that can be done is to record 
them. The large numbers of sites involved means 
they cannot all be investigated. Determining 
priorities for recording will be based partly on 
the results of the rapid assessment surveys, which 
will give an indication of the significance and 
rarity of site classes, and partly on the rate at 
which sites are being lost. In addition, EU 
funding has been obtained via Planarch to 
provide some base-line data on erosion rates. The 
destruction of sites in the Blackwater estuary, 
Essex, is currently being monitored in detail, with 

medieval or earlier date, often include timber Hill (salt-producing site) was 
structures; lagoon digging could damage recorded during its construction 
archaeology; and creeks are exactly the locations 
where early hulks and fish traps can be expected. 
Based on the experience gained to date, a 
collaborative approach is being developed, 
channels of communication established with key 
partners and archaeological evaluation 
techniques improved. 

Managing the coastal archaeological resource is 
challenging, but the initiatives outlined above 
point the way forward. Loss of sites is inevitable, 

reference to tidal flow rates and lengths of 
exposure. The next stage will be to monitor 

but loss of significant information need not be. ■ 

Peter Murphy 
English Heritage Regional Advisor 

for Archaeological Science (East of England) 
Centre of East Anglian Studies 

University of East Anglia, Norwich NR4 7TJ 

erosion rates in other, more dynamic, coastal 
environments. We will then be able to estimate 
whether and how quickly we should intervene. 

Unless carefully planned, the new approach to 
coastal defence could be equally destructive to Stephen Trow 

Head of Countryside Policy archaeological sites. Collaboration between local 
authority curators, the Environment Agency, 

Remains of the Anne, a third-rate 
English warship of 70 guns, run 
ashore during the Battle of Beachy 
Head in 1690. A large number of 
vulnerable historic wrecks and 
hulks survive in the inter-tidal 
zone. Only a handful, including the 
Anne, are statutorily protected 
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