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Managed coastal realignment 

Challenge: Sea level rise          Adaptation response: Accommodation and management 

Description 

Managed realignment is the process of deliberately altering flood defences to allow flooding of a 

defended area. Managing the flooding helps to avoid uncertain outcomes and negative impacts. It also 

helps to maximise the potential benefits (Leggett et al. 2004). 

Realignment generally involves setting back a line of actively maintained defences to a new line, inland 

of the original, or preferably to rising ground. Doing so can promote intertidal habitat creation between 

the old and new defences. In most cases, the objective of realignment is to create saltmarshes. 

Saltmarshes develop between mean high water springs (MHWS) and mean low water springs (MLWS) in 

areas shaped largely by tidal processes and where silt and mud are predominant (French 1997). These 

intertidal habitats are very effective in attenuating wave energy and reducing offshore sediment 

transport, thereby decreasing erosion. 

Implementation 

Managed realignment may involve deliberate breaching or the complete removal of a coastal defence. 

Abandonment or relocation of existing defences can be deliberate, or unplanned if, for example, 

financial resources for maintaining defences are not available (Nicholls et al. 2007). 

To avoid unwanted consequences, detailed planning and pre-implementation studies are required.  

Current realignment schemes   use modelling to determine if initial site alterations, such as creek 

excavation or elevation raising, can encourage formation of beneficial features.  Additionally, pre-

implementation modelling helps identify environmental changes that will be caused by the scheme. 

Effective stakeholder engagement and local community support are essential for successful 

implementation.  

 

Environmental Benefits 

- Encourages return of intertidal habitats on surrendered land. The habitats are important for specialised 

birds, plants and commercially exploited fish and shellfish (Leggett et al. 2004; UK POST 2009). 

- Counteracts the problems of coastal squeeze caused human development, coastal protection and sea 

level rise, and allows space for intertidal habitats to flourish. The habitats can be used by people for 

recreational activities and ecotourism and can also have beneficial effects on eutrophication and water 

quality (Leggett et al. 2004). 

 

Socioeconomic Benefits 

- Reduces the cost of providing a given level of protection against coastal erosion and flooding 

significantly. As intertidal habitats attenuate incoming wave energy, hard defences may not be required. 

If they are, their height and strength can be reduced.  

- Increases the coastal zone’s natural flood and storm buffering capacity, improving long-term 

sustainability (Leggett et al., 2004). Widespread application could significantly reduce the need for 

coastal defences in the future (Nicholls et al. 2007). 
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Opportunities and Barriers 

Opportunities: 

- Can be part of a ‘strategic’ shoreline management plan. These plans typically consider tens of 

kilometres of coastline in a holistic sense, and address a variety of needs within the targeted 

area. This approach is often seen as a desirable way to maximise benefits and overcome 

potential constraints (Leggett et al. 2004) 

- Can help recreate intertidal habitats lost through human development and sea level rise. 

Coastal defence can be implemented inclusive of important intertidal habitats, and not at their 

expense. 

Barriers: 

- Requires valuable seafront land to be yielded to the sea. This may force the relocation of 

important infrastructure or buildings at a potentially at significant cost, and takes away land that 

can be used in other ways, such as for recreation. 

- Causes high political and social controversy due to the abandonment of land. The schemes 

frequently suffer from a lack of public acceptance, which could be due to  a perceived threat of 

the sea coming closer to land, or reluctance to lose land that others fought hard to claim or 

reclaim from the sea (Rupp-Armstrong & Nicholls, forthcoming). 

- Implementation can be is complicated by the frequent involvement of numerous landowners. 

It is important to involve those are affected in the planning and decision making process to 

increase acceptability and to discuss compensation for loss of land. 

Implementation considerations* 

Technological maturity:   3-5 

Initial investment:   1-5 

Operational costs:   1-3 

Implementation timeframe:  3-5 

 

* 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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