
4.2.2  What is the most sustainable way to manage coastlines in the face 
  of rising sea levels?

Why are some coastal communities going to be more vulnerable in the 
future?

By 2100, sea levels are expected to rise between 30cm-130cm, which means that 
communities presently below this height above sea level will be submerged in the 
future. Further sea level rises could result in 500 million people having to move 
away from the coast. With climate change producing larger storms with bigger 
storm surges, more people will find themselves in the vulnerable category. 
 
Poorer coastal communities are also vulnerable as their low quality housing will not 
withstand more frequent future flooding events.

Why are some coastlines at greater risk than others to future coastal 
flooding?

Some people live on coastal features that make them vulnerable to rising sea levels:

• River estuaries and deltas – low-lying coastal areas are vulnerable to rising sea 
levels, storms that produce storm surges and tsunamis. Communities on the 
Nile delta in Egypt are in this vulnerable group.

• Soft/weak geology – higher sea levels will mean increased erosion, particularly 
on the weaker rock types. In places with high erosion rates (that are likely to 
continue to increase) the erosion of beaches can then lead to flooding, for 
example Mappleton on the Holderness coast in England. 

What are the challenges faced by SIDS (Small Island Developing States) 
as sea level rises?

SIDS are groups of developing countries with similar challenges. Some SIDS, such 
as the Maldives, are facing problems due to sea level rise. The highest point in 
the Maldives is less than 3 metres above sea level, and most of its population is 
therefore vulnerable to rising sea levels. Tropical storms in the Indian Ocean are 
increasingly causing flooding, with some islands having already been submerged 
by the sea, forcing people to leave their homes. These  people are classed as 
environmental refugees as they can never return to their islands and have to move 
to safer islands or seek refuge in new countries.

• The completion of the Thames Barrier 
has reduced the risk of £275 billion 
worth of London property being 
flooded by tidal surges. 

• The Thames Estuary 2100 Plan will 
see flood walls and embankments 
built to contain future storm surges.

• Enhancing and restoring ecosystems 
that benefit from natural floods, such 
as wetlands to absorb future flood 
waters.

• The construction of a sea wall around 
the capital island using funding from 
Japan.

• Evacuation of islands that are most 
vulnerable to future coastal hazards. 
The refugees will never be able to 
return.

• Increasing the height of islands using 
locally sourced sand and coral. 
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How are governments at different levels of development facing the  
issue of rising sea levels?


