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Coastal setbacks 

Challenge: Sea level rise          Adaptation response: Accommodation and management 

Description 

Coastal setbacks are a prescribed distance to a coastal feature, such as a line of permanent vegetation, 

within which all or certain types of development are prohibited (Cambers 1998). A setback may dictate a 

minimum distance from the shoreline for new buildings or infrastructure facilities, or may require a 

minimum elevation above sea level for development. Elevation setbacks are used to adapt to coastal 

flooding, while lateral setbacks address coastal erosion. 

The ‘setback’ area provides a buffer between a hazard area and coastal development (Fenster 2005). 

The idea is to allow room for the average high water mark to naturally move inland by sea level rise 

throughout the economic lifetime of the property. Setbacks provide property protection against coastal 

flooding and erosion by ensuring that buildings are not located in an area susceptible to these hazards. 

Implementation 

Setbacks are characterized either as: (1) a fixed setback, which prohibits development for an established 

distance landward of a reference feature; or (2) a floating setback, which is dynamic, and uses natural 

processes to determine the lines. Floating setbacks can change according to an area’s topography or 

shoreline movement measurements (Fenster 2005). Development is controlled either by defining a 

linear exclusion zone along an administrative unit, or by specifying distinct coastal exclusion zones (Kay 

1990). Ideally, setbacks should be established based on historic erosion rates or extreme water levels, 

rather than adopting arbitrary distances that are not representative of erosion and coastal flooding 

threats. 

 

Environmental Benefits 

- Maintains the coastline’s natural appearance and preserves natural shoreline dynamics. 

- Maintains shoreline access by preventing seafront development, as well as providing open space for 

shoreline enjoyment.   

Socioeconomic Benefits 

- Removes structures from the hazard zone, making it a highly effective method of minimising property 

damage due to coastal flooding and erosion.   

- Provides a low-cost alternative to shoreline erosion or flood protection works such as sea walls or 

dikes. 

- Provides recreational areas and beach access. 

Opportunities and Barriers 

Opportunities: 

- There is potential to tie the setback policy to existing land use and building regulations 
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- It can be implemented in combination with complementary schemes such as sand dune 

reconstruction or wetland restoration. This increases benefits as it maintains natural protective 

features, in addition to creating a buffer zone for coastal flooding and erosion. 

Barriers: 

- Sea level rise can over time reduce the size of the buffer zone. Setbacks will therefore need to 

be periodically reviewed to ensure current zones provide sufficient protection 

- Setback reviews can conflict with landowner interests. Landowner compensation may be 

required 

- Good quality scientific and historic data are required to establish setbacks based on coastal 

flood or erosion threats 

- Setbacks do not protect existing structures in the hazard zone. Other management approaches 

will be required for these structures 

 

Implementation considerations* 

Technological maturity:   4-5 

Initial investment:   2-5 

Operational costs:   2-3 

Implementation timeframe:  2-4 

 

* This adaptation technology brief includes a general assessment of four dimensions relating to implementation of the 

technology. It represents an indicative assessment scale of 1-5 as follows: 

Technological maturity: 1 - in early stages of research and development, to 5 – fully mature and widely used 

Initial investment: 1 – very low cost, to 5 – very high cost investment needed to implement technology 

Operational costs: 1 – very low/no cost, to 5 – very high costs of operation and maintenance 

Implementation timeframe: 1 – very quick to implement and reach desired capacity, to 5 – significant time investments needed 

to establish and/or reach full capacity 

This assessment is to be used as an indication only and is to be seen as relative to the other technologies included in this guide. 

More specific costs and timelines are to be identified as relevant for the specific technology and geography. 
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