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The coastal areas of our planet are under increasing
pressure. In addition to growing population in the
already densely populated coastal areas (Neumann
et al. 2015), natural resources and habitats for fauna
and flora are becoming ever more scarce (Bendixen
et al. 2019). Adaptation to climate-induced rising sea
levels constitutes an additional challenge that raises
the question of how our coasts can adapt in ways that
do not compromise their future sustainability. Com-
mitment to sea-level rise (Nicholls et al. 2007) makes
imperative the need for long-term adaptation plan-
ning, which will in turn greatly influence the future
sustainability of coastal regions.

This Special Issue contributes to the discussion of
how long-term adaptation planning needs to be driv-
en by considerations, from different perspectives,
regarding the sustainability of coastal regions. It is
based on a series of empirical studies that are located
in different continents and encompass various scales.
What becomes apparent in the first place is the vari-
ety of answers that people all over the world give to
the question of what sustainable coastal adaptation
actually means. These various understandings are
based on different (financial) capacities, socio-politi-
cal, historical and cultural contexts and ideas, diverg-
ing interests and priorities as well as wishes for the
future. However, through the different case studies
we show that our different understandings are con-
nected to similar challenges that can be observed

in many parts of the world, and to ‘big ideas’ or dis-
courses of our times that travel globally and are in-
terpreted and modified on the ground (Weisser et al.
2014; de Wit et al. 2018). This suggests that sustain-
able coastal adaptation is shaped by global discourses
and ‘travelling ideas’ (Weisser et al. 2014), such as cli-
mate change adaptation and nature conservation, and
by scientific knowledge and technologies. At the same
time the case studies presented in this Special Issue il-
lustrate how these global “mobile policies” (Cochrane
and Ward 2012: 7), which are connected to sustain-
able coastal protection, are interpreted and modified
in specific locations and living environments through
practice. The case studies further demonstrate that
these practices are connected to different views of
what sustainable coastal protection should look like
and how it should be materialized. Different region-
ally specific and culturally situated socio-spatial
(Healey 2004) and sociotechnical imaginaries (Jasa-
noff 2015; Gesing 2019, this Special Issue) underlie
and shape coastal adaptation interventions and are
discussed in our case studies from around the globe.

The various discourses, human and non-human ac-
tors and materials of varying scales that contribute
to coastal protection suggest that a separation of
coastal nature and coastal culture can be misleading.
Our analytical concepts try to find more holistic ways
of dealing with complex coastal naturecultures. The
necessity of inter- and transdisciplinary approaches
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and of discussing and bridging ontological and epis-
temological gaps becomes obvious if we want to un-
derstand and promote sustainable coastal protection
today and in the future. Involving culture and society
in the analysis of coasts has also led to the inclusion
of approaches that originate from the social sciences
and the humanities and have more constructivist no-
tions of looking at human environment interactions.
Today, calls for more holistic approaches in coastal
protection increasingly aim to achieve culturally and
socially adequate coastal adaptation measures that
include the different interests, necessities and coastal
imaginaries of coastal populations (Walsh 2018; Ges-
ing 2019, this Special Issue; Ratter et al. 2019, this Spe-
cial Issue). These sometimes conflicting factors can
result in adverse complex interactions causing wick-
ed problems and barriers to adaptation that can lead
to long-term degradation (Brown et al. 2014; Hinkel
et al. 2018). The need to integrate different perspec-
tives and disciplines in dealing with coastal adapta-
tion has led to different approaches being employed in
this Special Issue to address the complex challenges
involved in realizing sustainable coastal adaptation.

Besides these thoughts concerning what sustainable
adaptation could involve, we can identify different
trends and key trajectories (Herbeck and Flitner 2019,
this Special Issue) in coastal adaptation worldwide.
Our case studies demonstrate that, currently, sustain-
able coastal adaptation is mainly connected to the
question of how climate change adaptation is framed
and interpreted: which public or private actors play a
role and plan and finance or even benefit from climate
change adaptation interventions at the coast (see
Bisaro 2019, Gain et al. 2019 and Herbeck and Flitner
2019 in this Special Issue). Very often this question
seems to be linked to how the coast can be further
commodified and (economically) developed and how
coastal protection measures can be ‘sustainably’ inte-
grated into ongoing coastal development. This trend,
which is illustrated by our case studies (see Portman
2019, Bisaro 2019, Gesing 2019 and Gain et al. 2019 in
this Special Issue) not only leads to a further valoriza-
tion (Herbeck and Flitner 2019, this Special Issue) of
the coasts in the fight against loss of land and against
erosion; but also shows that gaining and reclaiming
land as a climate change adaptation measure, for ex-
ample, through artificial islands (Portman 2019, this
Special Issue), is increasingly emerging as a viable ad-
aptation option.
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Furthermore, framed as coastal adaptation measures,
climate change adaptation or disaster risk reduction
(Herbeck and Flitner 2019, this Special Issue), policy
measures exist that can lead to gentrification, secu-
ritization, dispossession and other, sometimes new
forms of inclusion and exclusion, as part of the coastal
‘(bio-) politics of nature’ (Latour 2011; Atteridge and
Remling 2018). What is also involved here and what
is more-or-less actively negotiated amongst the dif-
ferent actors and interests, are aspects of access and
of distributive and procedural justice (Holland 2017).
With this in mind, we see the necessity to politicize
coastal protection and climate change adaptation.
Often these matters are framed in terms of apoliti-
cal, technical questions while the deeper layers of
genuinely political aspects are not openly discussed
and the people affected are not included in decision-
making processes (Klepp and Chavez-Rodriguez 2018).
This is problematic for establishing democratic ne-
gotiation processes concerning how we want to use
our coasts as a public good, as well as for sustainable
coastal protection. Such processes can lead to, for ex-
ample, social exclusion, denial of access to (formerly)
public areas, a lack of ownership and malfunctioning
infrastructures as people, local knowledge and con-
texts are not adequately included in the planning and
realization of coastal adaptation interventions (Ges-
ing 2019, this Special Issue). Different temporal and
spatial scales of planning, the long-term nature of cli-
mate change and the associated uncertainties being
at odds with electoral cycles and local decisions con-
stitute enormous challenges for coastal adaptation
planning. Particular attention is therefore required
for improving procedural justice in decision-making
and to avoid making participatory processes an un-
just exercise that benefits those property owners or
economically strong actors who have the power and
the resources to shape these decision-making process
(Hayward 2008; Garrelts et al. 2018). An example of
the kind of more inclusive approaches that allow, for
example, smooth collective action and a discussion on
which types of institutional characteristics and ex-
ternal factors lead to effective (in terms of social and
ecological sustainability) governance of coastal flood-
plains are discussed by Gain et al. 2019 (this Special
Issue) through the study of three tidal river manage-
ment projects in the Ganges-Brahmaputra Delta in
Bangladesh.

Another important aspect highlighted by the differ-
ent case studies of coastal adaptation is the recently

emerging trend of soft protection measures, ecosys-

DIE ERDE - Vol. 150 - 3/2019



tem based adaptation and building with nature, with
the means of, for example, the conservation and resto-
ration of coastal wetlands or beaches and dunes (Stive
etal. 2013; Temmerman et al. 2013). Offering coastal
protection, usually in combination with other meas-
ures, and providing additional benefits and services
such as mitigation, poverty alleviation and disaster
risk reduction, ecosystem based adaptation is now
increasingly being considered as one of the main ad-
aptation options. Our case studies from New Zealand,
Israel and the Maldives (Gesing 2019; Portman 2019;
Ratter et al. 2019, this Special Issue) explore how this
type of adaptation is locally and regionally enacted,
interpreted and modified as emerging sociotechnical
imaginary (Jasanoff 2015; Gesing 2019, this Special
Issue). Here the material dimensions of coastal ad-
aptation infrastructure and the different interpreta-
tions and imaginaries people have regarding a safe
coastal environment - physically, aesthetically and
normatively - become apparent. Our case studies
point to different concepts of nature, sustainability
and related rationales in planning and building, and
demonstrate that some of the portrayed adaptation
and coastal protection measures can conflict with
long-term sustainability, as shown in the Maldives
and south-east Asian mega cities (Ratter et al. 2019;
Herbeck and Flitner 2019, this Special Issue).

One important dimension of this Special Issue is re-
flecting on what coastal regions and their inhabitants
interpret and develop as sustainable coastal adapta-
tion, how they deal with their natural resources and
how inclusive they are in their decision-making pro-
cesses. The other dimension where this Special Issue
aims to make a fruitful contribution involves the dif-
ferent disciplines, perspectives and range of methods
that are used by our case studies to address the com-
plex interactions in coastal realms. This complexity
is being increasingly recognized in recent literature,
and multidisciplinary systems approaches and the
inclusion in planning and sustainability of perspec-
tives from the social sciences and the humanities have
given coastal adaptation a wider perspective, where
climate change is not the only focus (Brown et al.
2014). Different notions and calls to integrate the
various disciplines and epistemic communities have
led, for example, to a flourishing of different ecosys-
tem approaches that include socio-economic aspects
in their analysis of coastal adaptation (Barbier et al.
2011), and to the development of integrated assess-
ment models that combine knowledge from various
disciplines to support coastal adaptation planning
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(e.g. Hinkel et al. 2009; Hinkel et al. 2014). This philos-
ophy further manifests itself in holistic management
approaches such as Integrated Coastal Zone Manage-
ment (ICZM; Portman et al. 2015) and integrated de-
cision making and adaptation planning approaches,
such as the adaptation pathways approach (Haasnoot
et al. 2019), that promote an improved understanding
of drivers of change and associated responses and can
strengthen adaptation planning.

As science is always a way of reducing complexity to
make the world and research topics accessible, it is
particularly interesting to see different approaches
attempting to do so in the context of this Special Issue.
From more interpretative approaches to systems-
based and quantitative perspectives, it is possible to
learn from different methods that lend themselves
to different foci and scales of analysis. These studies
also open up different coastal realities as they deal
in different ways with their empirical material. The
articles focus their analysis on various scales and as-
pects, whether they are normative, look at rationales
in a constructivist way or are more descriptive and
positivistic.

Recent research acknowledges that effective and sus-
tainable coastal adaptation involves much more than
just technical considerations (Gesing 2016; Walsh
2018 Nicholls 2018; Gesing 2019, this Special Issue). To
put these and other different epistemological ways of
understanding the coast into dialogue will be a major
task and challenge for the future, and the sustainabil-
ity of our coasts will also depend on how successful
we are in this endeavour.
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