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Land claim 

Challenge: Sea level rise Adaptation response: Built infrastructure for shoreline protection 

Description 

Land claim creates new land from areas that were previously below high tide. If it is designed with 

consideration of potential climate change impacts, measures can be taken to reduce the exposure of 

these areas to coastal erosion and flooding. 

Land claim can be considered an aggressive form of coastal protection that may more accurately be 

termed ‘attack’ or ‘advance the line’ according to shoreline management typology. It is typically 

undertaken to gain land for agricultural or development purposes, and is particularly common in coastal 

cities such as Singapore and Hong Kong where land values are very high, therefore justifying the costs. 

Implementation 

Land claim is most frequently employed in estuaries or deltas due to the shelter afforded to potential 

industrial developments, such as ports, as well as the availability of large areas of cheap, flat land that is 

accessible from both land and sea (French 1997). Land claim generally uses two main approaches: (1) 

enclosing and defending shore or near shore areas; and (2) filling shore or near shore areas, often using 

the same techniques used in beach nourishment. 

In order to enclose areas for land claim, hard coastal defences must be constructed seaward of the 

existing shoreline. Dikes and sea walls are typically constructed to protect the claimed land from erosion 

and sea flooding (Burgess et al. 2007). Land claim generally takes place at the higher areas of the 

intertidal zone as the higher elevation means wave energy will be reduced through interaction with 

lower intertidal habitats, and less material will be required to build up the claimed land. Lower elevation 

inter- and sub-tidal areas can also be used for land claim, although these projects will require greater 

engineering and investment.  

 

Environmental Benefits 

- Gains additional coastal land for development or agriculture uses. 

-Uses mature soil (land claimed from upper intertidal zones) suited for agricultural production. 

 

Socioeconomic Benefits 

- Takes place mostly around cities as coastal land is mainly required for transport (mainly ports and 

airports), leisure, and residential areas.  

- Provides an attractive and very valuable source of land in places with projected increases in coastal 

zone populations. 

Opportunities and Barriers 

Opportunities: 

- Land claim through elevation raising may be a cost-effective method of disposing dredged 

material from ports, harbours and navigation channels. This could reduce the overall cost and 
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eliminate the need to identify offshore disposal sites for dredge material. As with beach 

nourishment, dredge material pollutant levels should be carefully monitored 

Barriers: 

- Draining of reclaimed land causes it to dry out, compact and shrink (French 1997), thus 

reducing its elevation. This results in a difference between land elevations inside the flood 

defences, and those outside, where intertidal environments continue to naturally accrete 

sediments. Combined with sea level rise, this can result in ever-increasing flood defence 

standards (Burgess et al., 2007) 

- By displacing large volumes of water, land claim can alter the natural erosional and 

accretionary characteristics of an estuary. This can cause a previously stable estuary to develop 

erosion problems 

- The land claim process requires either intertidal habitat enclosure, or elevation raising, the 

latter of which causes the direct loss of habitats such as saltmarshes, intertidal flats and sand 

dunes (French 1997) 

Implementation considerations* 

Technological maturity:   3-5 

Initial investment:   3-5 

Operational costs:   3-5 

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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