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Coastal erosion in WA – what’s going on and what can we 
do? 
There has been a lot of press coverage of the erosion at Port Beach as a result of severe 
winter storms this year. Whilst this coverage has been good in highlighting the issue, it has 
tended to have a narrow focus on the impacts on affected businesses and home owners 
whose houses are threatened by the erosion (for example, at Seabird). The broader picture 
has been a bit lost in that debate.  

Global heating and climate change are exacerbating a problem that in some locations is 
cyclic and in others caused by human made structures, for example sea walls and groynes 
constructed to protect certain key assets (for example ports). Rising sea levels due to 
thermal expansion as the ocean warms, and melting of ice caps in the polar regions, have 
disrupted these normally localised erosion/accretion cycles causing most beaches in the 
world now to be eroding with few accreting. Climate change has resulted in rainfall patterns 
to change, in particular, more rain will come from storm events which are predicted to 
become more and more intense, causing erosion from storm events to be more severe. 
Rising sea levels means that it will become less likely that a storm affected beach will return 
to its pre-storm shape. 

Another impact that is less discussed is coastal inundation. Some of our coastal areas are 
very low lying and a combination of on-going sea level rise and more severe storm events 
will see some of these locations flooded, initially temporarily following the storm, but in 
some cases becoming eventually permanently inundated. Key vulnerable locations are: 

• Busselton; 
• Lancelin; 
• Port Hedland;  
• Low lying areas around the Swan estuary; and 
• Low lying areas around the Peel-Harvey estuary. 

To-date, the most common response to coastal erosion has been to construct sea walls and 
groynes, and the cost of these have been borne either by the affected local government or 
the State Government through once-off grants. The long-term cost of this ‘defend’ action 
has rarely been discussed. 

The areas of coast that are of most obviously impacted by erosion are in the coastal 
settlements, including the Perth-Peel region, Bunbury, Geographe Bay, Geraldton, Albany 
and Esperance. 

If it assumed that for the whole of WA’s 20,781 km of coast there is 50km which are both 
highly vulnerable and support important urban infrastructure (roads, public building and 
private houses) which will need to be protected over the next 20 years. The cost of building 
a sea wall is around $5,000 per linear metre. The cost of constructing 50km of sea wall is 
$250 million. This isn’t just a once off cost and ongoing maintenance will also be required. 
As well, the wall won’t stop the erosion and so the beach in front of the wall will need to be 
regularly replenished. If we assume an additional 5-10% per year for this ongoing works, this 
means that the actual cost of these walls will be $0.5 billion.  
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This is no small figure. 

The WA government makes available $1.6 million per year in coastal related grants. If it is 
assumed that all of this money were put into constructing sea walls (most of it is not 
currently used for this purpose), it would take 312 years of funding to carryout these works. 
Put another way, 20 years of this funding is $32 million, which is a shortfall of $468 million. 

Of course, the other States in Australia are facing similar problems so it’s worth looking at 
what funding the other States are applying to coastal issues. The Table below summarises 
these data. All these data are publicly available from the respective government websites. 

Table 1: A summary of funding for coastal matters provided by the mainland states in 
Australia 

State Population 
(millions) 

Length of coast 
(km) 

Funding ($ 
million) 

Funding 
period 

Funding per 
capita 

South Australia 1.67 5,500 $52.4 (future) 4 years $7.84 

Victoria 6.36 2,512 $21 (since 16/17 4 years $0.83 

NSW 7.54 2,137 $83.6 (current 
and future) 

5 years $2.22 

Queensland 5.07 13,347 $12 (current and 
future) 

3 $0.79 

WA 2.59 20,781 $1.6 ongoing Annual $0.62 

As can be seen, on a per capita basis, WA spends the least on coastal matters of the 
mainland states. 

The debate on how to respond to coastal erosion and inundation has focused on the defend 
or retreats options, with the current publicly favoured option being defend. This is a 
simplistic view of how to respond. 

There are four options for adapting to coastal erosion and inundation: 

• Avoid, 
• Accommodate, 
• Retreat, and  
• Defend. 

The relevant government policies (State Planning Policy 2.6 and WA Coastal Zone Strategy) 
place the defend option as the least preferred to the four options. 

‘Avoid’ is used for new developments where an adequate coastal setback is provided that 
takes into account climate change impacts. 

‘Accommodate’ is generally not used as a response to erosion but can be used to adapt to 
inundation where houses in flood prone areas can be constructed to allow for flooding – for 
example building elevated houses or two storey houses where the lower level has rooms 
less vulnerable to flooding (e.g. garages, and living areas with few pieces of furniture etc 
that can be damaged by water when flooding occurs). 

This leaves three options for dealing with on-going erosion – retreat, defend or a 
combination of both. The choice as to which option to apply will depend on the value of the 
assets affected. In short, high value assets will be protected for as long as possible and low 



 3 

value assets will be re-located (retreat). Decision on these values should be made by the 
community. 

The key test is about maximising broader public benefits. 

The value of some assets is easy to determine. Major public roads and assets like ports have 
demonstrated public benefits. Toilet blocks and coastal paths whilst of high public value, are 
easy to re-locate as the coast is allowed to erode. 

Decisions on what to do with private property at risk because of erosion are much more 
contentious. Building a wall to protect houses provided little if any public benefit. As well, 
the wall will not stop the erosion, and the beach in front of the wall will either be lost or will 
have to be replaced. The former will lead to a loss of a public asset, and the latter will come 
at a cost to government to provide and maintain – an additional public cost. 

The retreat option also come with costs and questions. Should government facilitate and 
help fund re-locations? Where do you re-located these buildings to – any new location will 
not have the same views and coastal amenity as has been lost?   

The combined option can be used in cases where a business or resident lease a building or 
land at threat of erosion. The assets can be protected as required for the length of the lease, 
but the conditions of the lease make it clear that if the building or land remains at risk at the 
end of the lease, the lease will not be renewed and the business/resident will have to re-
located at their expense. 

There is another issue not usually discussed in this context – environmental values. The 
coast contains a range of natural environmental values that could be lost due to erosions 
and inundation – for example dunal vegetation, coastal freshwater wetlands, and mudflats. 
Should we protect these assets and what would protection look like are just as important 
question as those about private and public assets?  

Finally, the issue of coastal governance is rarely discussed, but is central to good decision 
making at the coast. The table below summarises the situation in the mainland states of 
Australia. 

Table 2: A summary of coastal governance in the mainland states in Australia 

State Separate coastal legislation? Independent coastal body advising government of 
coastal matters 

South Australia Coastal Protection Act (1972) Coastal Protection Board 

Victoria Marine and Coastal Act 2018 Victorina Marine and Coastal Council 

NSW Coastal Management Act 
2016 

NSW Coastal Council  

Queensland No – under Planning At 2016 No Board but have a statutory coastal 
management plan 

WA No – under Planning and 
Development Act 2005 

Coastal Planning and Coordination Council as a 
formal committee of the WAPC. 

As can be seen, 3 of the 5 mainland states have separate coastal legislation  - WA does not. 
The last inquiry in coastal planning and management in WA was completed in 2002 and 
found that it wasn’t necessary in WA to have separate coastal legislation, and that coastal 
issues (planning and management) best fitted under the Planning legislation and portfolio. 
This view is not universally accepted in the WA coastal community, and in the last 
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parliament the Greens had a proposal for a separate coastal Act, but this idea has not been 
progressed. 

The changes made to the WA planning legislation introduced the Coastal Planning and 
Coordination Council as a formal committee of the WAPC to be chaired by an independent 
person with coastal expertise and the chair to be a member of the WAPC board. 

The CPCC was given particular priorities, in particular: 

• Increased community membership; 
• Expanded responsibilities, including giving Government high level and strategic 

advice on sustainable coastal planning and management; 

The CPCC was to be reviewed in two years. 

The CPCC has not met since 2012, and its membership, has lapsed. I was the last Chair of the 
CPCC. A review of the CPPC has never been carried out. 

As noted above, the CPCC is a statutory committee of the WAPC, required under Section 7 
(1) of the Act: "The Commission is to establish a committee to be known as the Coastal 
Planning and Coordination Council”  

Schedule 2 of the Planning and Development Act 2005 sets out its membership and its 
function … 

…  to advise the Commission on matters relating to coastal planning and coordination 
throughout the State... 

The main reason why the CPCC has not met since 2012 was a decision by the previous 
government to reduce the number of Committees, and the WAPC agreed that the CPCC 
would be one of those committees.  It maybe that the lapsing of the CPCC means that the 
WAPC could be in non-compliance with the Act. 

Instead of the CPCC, on the 8th March 2016, Cabinet agreed to establish the Coastal 
Management Advisory Group (CMAG), which is an interagency working group led by the 
then Department of Planning. CMAG is comprised of senior representatives of: 

• Department of Planning (Chair) 
• Department of Transport (Deputy Chair) 
• Department of Lands 
• Department of Regional Development 
• Department of Parks and Wildlife 
• Office of the Environmental Protection Agency 
• Department of State Development (as needed) 
• Department of Premier and Cabinet (as needed) 
• State Solicitor’s Office (as needed) 
• Western Australian Planning Commission 
• Western Australian Local Government Association 

As can be seen, there is no community representation on CMAG. 

The purpose of CMAG is to oversee a whole of government approach to the provision of 
integrated advice on the management of coastal erosion and inundation consistent with SPP 
2.6. 
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To sum this up, the governance of the WA coast is one of the weakest in Australia. There is 
no separate coastal legislation and there is no sperate independent body to advise 
government in coastal issues – the CPCC is effectively non-existent. Add to this that the WA 
government spends the least per capita of the mainland states on coastal matters, it can be 
argued that WA is the least prepared of any mainland state to deal with the impacts of 
global warming and climate change at the coast. 
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