Tackling “Priority” Coastal Issues

As part of the process of developing a sustainable coastal development policy, the province of Nova Scotia has selected six priority issues to on which to focus.  These issues are:
· Coastal Water Quality

· Public Access

· Coastal Development 

· Sensitive Coastal Ecosystems and Habitat

· Climate Change

· Working Waterfronts
The State of the Coast technical report and fact sheets (available at http://gov.ns.ca/coast) provides information about status and trends for each of these six issues. 
The EAC does think these issues – and many more- are indeed real problems. We do not think, however, that tackling these issues in isolation from one another will get at the root causes of what ails our coast.  Our analysis of the real problems facing our coast, and our recommendations for how to fix them are outlined in a policy brief called:  “On the Rocks: Healing our dysfunctional relationship with the coast” , which can be downloaded at http://ecologyaction.ca/content/coastal 
In short, the EAC thinks the Sustainable Coastal Development Strategy should include:
· A provincial commitment to coastal management based on protecting and maintaining coastal ecosystems, and natural shoreline processes
· A provincial commitment to develop legislation that will ensure effective and consistent management of our coast for the benefit of all Nova Scotians
· Criteria and definitions for consistent province-wide regulations, under new legislation, of coastal land use (including, for example, setbacks, lot sizes, and permitted development which would best protect and maintain the range of coastal characteristics)
· One department with the mandate, authority, and resources to take on accountability for coastal management — and clarify what is to be done, and who will do it, in the future
· Identification of a range of roles and activities for Nova Scotians willing to participate in the full development and implementation of the policy
Accomplishing all of this will go a long way towards resolving the problems identified by the province as priority issues.  Nonetheless, it will not fix everything – additional initiatives will be needed to make improvement on the priority issues facing our coasts.   The rest of this document describes how the EAC would tackle the priority coastal issues.  

(1 )Water quality
What is the problem?
Coastal water quality has deteriorated in many places because of inadequate sewage treatment, poor farming practices, poorly sited development, weak land use planning, and other land-based activities. This has led to the closure of traditional shellfish harvesting areas, swimming beaches, and other negative impacts on the quality of coastal waters. 

Why it Matters  

Nova Scotia’s coastal waters should support shellfish harvesting, and recreational use, and provide habitat, feeding, and nursery areas for a range of species

How to fix it
· Identity priority estuaries and coastal watersheds for clean up and restoration. Key criteria could include re-opening closed shellfish harvesting areas, ecological and habitat value of site; potential for recreation and tourism. 

· Accelerate achieving or surpassing municipal wastewater treatment goals in priority restoration sites.  These targets cam be phased in more gradually for other sites.

· Support stakeholder groups to develop action plans and implement immediate remediation

· Create a comprehensive program to ensure all dwellings including seasonal cottages have working and properly maintained septic systems through a combination of incentives, education, and enforcement.
· Set recreational water quality guidelines for salt water beaches, ensure all beaches are monitored and beach water quality standards are publicly accessible.

· Implement an incentive program for farmers, similar to the ALUS program operating in PEI to adopt best-management practice for agricultural land use
· Create funding for water program by ensuring income from water withdrawal applications are allocated to water programs rather than to general government revenue

· Formally recognize the role of water quality monitoring groups in water resources management  
· Coastal water quality data collection and monitoring systems need to be incorporated into freshwater quality monitoring.
(2) Working waterfronts

What is the problem? 

Coastal infrastructure, which is important for fishery, transportation, and tourism, is rapidly deteriorating.  This infrastructure is also vulnerable to the effects of climate change including storm surges, flooding, and rising sea levels. In many communities, there is a lack of money and capacity to repair and maintain this infrastructure.  Furthermore, typical shoreline infrastructure and practices like building retaining walls and dredging is causing accelerated erosion elsewhere along the coast.

Why it matters? 
Coastal communities need access to safe and well-maintained infrastructure that enables traditional and new coastal and marine dependent activities to continue, while also maintaining and restoring natural shoreline processes.  
What to do?
· Complete climate change modeling, mapping, and risk assessment for all parts of the province and all sectors by 2012

· Incorporate coastal infrastructure into municipal and provincial climate change action plans by 2013 with criteria for which infrastructure should be repaired; relocated;, or abandoned

·  New climate smart standards for all infrastructure, with a mix of hard and soft shoreline protection practices should b required

· Harbour authorities and community groups receive direct access to infrastructure funds to maintain and protect deteriorating coastal infrastructure. All these projects must include climate risk assessments into their project proposals.
· Habitat restoration projects are built into ongoing coastal infrastructure maintenance projects

(3) Coastal development

What is the problem?  

Poorly planned and regulated coastal development is taking place on and adjacent to coastal ecosystems that are just not suited for development. This causes preventable damage to coastal ecosystems and puts property and people at risk. Municipalities and the province do not agree on where responsibility lies to foster more appropriate patterns of development.
Why it matters?  

New coastal development can be shifted away from ecologically significant or otherwise unsuitable locations towards areas identified as being safer for, and less sensitive to, human use. 

How to fix it?

· The province declares certain significant coastal features such as salt marshes, beaches and dunes, sand bars, barachois ponds, the intertidal zone, and coastal barrens, “as significant coastal ecosystems” and through legislation and regulation restricts the type of activities, on and adjacent to, these features
· All Nova Scotia municipalities have municipal land use plans with their coastal zone and coastal features identified and protected by 2013

· Services Nova Scotia and Municipal affairs produces maps and information resources for property owners about what is safe and permitted on their coastal property and what is not.
· Nova Scotia Environment produces resource materials for developers for best practices in working in  coastal areas

· The regulatory loopholes and inconsistencies that enable inappropriate coastal development are closed, especially the not-for-development lots in the Subdivision regulations in the in the Municipal Government Act
· The real estate industry receives education and training so they can educate buyers and sellers about best practices in coastal development

· Ecologically significant coastal properties are protected through legislation, acquisition, easements, or other legal tools
(4) Coastal ecosystems and habitat

What is the problem?
In many areas, human activities and infrastructure are causing the destruction and cumulative deterioration of coastal ecosystems and habitat.  This contributes to a significant loss of the ecological services such as water purification provided by wetlands or erosion control provided by beaches. The degradation of coastal ecosystems has also led to the decline on coastal dependent species, ranging from dropping populations of endangered shorebirds to declines in commercial fisheries.
Why it matters?
Nova Scotia will benefit from the full range of ecological services provided by healthy, and productive coastal ecosystems if we reverse the trend of ongoing and cumulative destruction of coastal ecosystems and functions.  Coastal wildlife, vegetation, and fish populations can be maintained, or in the case of endangered species, restored.
How to fix it
· The most ecologically significant coastal ecosystems and places should be protected in perpetuity through easement, protected area designation, land acquisition, parks, nature reserves, marine protected areas, national marine areas, or other legal means

· Municipal plans and bylaws incorporate recognition of species at risk habitat, and other habitat protection priorities

· Department of Natural Resources completes and makes publicly accessible the coastal ecosystem mapping project
· The province moves aggressively to acquire undisturbed coastal ecosystems, with priority on Beaches, wetlands, islands, and species at risk habitat

· The province partners with DFO to accelerate development of coastal marine protected areas in Nova Scotia by 2016.

· Development agreements offer requirements and incentives for projects that protect and restore coastal ecosystems, habitat, and natural shoreline functions and processes.
(5) Climate change and storm surges

What is the problem? 

Current patterns of development along the coast are worsening the risks and costs of climate change by increasing the amount of vulnerable infrastructure located along the coast, as well as reducing the resiliency and buffering capacities of coastal ecosystems.
Why it matters?  

In their natural state, Nova Scotia’s coastal ecosystems have the ability to buffer against climate change impacts; protect people and property from impacts, and provide food, habitat, and breeding grounds for coastal-dependent species.
How to fix it
· The province requires each municipality and each economic sector to complete climate change risk assessment maps and adaptation plans by 2013, in return 

· The province and federal government support the costs of LIDAR for the province, while province and municipalities share the cost of planner, and GIS technicians for mapping projects

· DNR is properly resourced to develop and implement province-wide shoreline change monitoring programs that municipalities can use as basis for land use planning  
· The province changes the Municipal Government Act to require coastal and water course land use setbacks in all municipalities
· The provincial land acquisition funds are used to create a interconnected network of coastal parks that provide ecological services, habitat, and buffering for inland areas

· Municipal building codes and engineering standards incorporate climate smart design standards by 2013

· Environmental assessments requires demonstrate meet climate adaptation criteria for all new projects

· Developers get development credits if projects create coastal wetlands or other habitat
(6) Coastal Access   

What is the problem? 

Certain coastal habitats, plants and wildlife, are very sensitive and can be harmed by human activity.  A lot of access infrastructure such as road and parking lots is constructed in a manner which alters natural shoreline processes and harms coastal ecosystems.  At the same time, there is a widespread public perception that new development, changing land use patterns, and changes in ownership are threatening traditional access to the coast for recreation and livelihood activities. 
Why it matters?
 Coastal and water access in Nova Scotia can be done in such a way as to: maintain the well-being of sensitive coastal habitats, wildlife and plants; allow responsible public access to the coast ; and respect private property. 

How to fix it 

· Department of Tourism coordinates the creation of a public coastal access inventory, and monitors trends and changes in both acces and use
·  DNR and Parks Canada develop and adopt standards around access to beaches and sensitive areas, including location of parking lots, sitting of boardwalks, number of beach access points. 

· DNR ensures species at risk recovery plans are in place and implemented for coastal species
· DNR works with community partners to reduce and limit number of beach access points to avoid damaging dunes, and unnecessarily disturbing wildlife

· Development agreements must include provisions for public access (partnerships)
· The province should continue to prioritize coastal land acquisition, especially land adjacent to provincial beach parks and protected beaches to ensure appropriate access infrastructure and to allow a natural buffer.

· Department of Transportation and Public works should create and make publicly accessible information about public roads, trails, rights of ways in coastal areas
More detailed discussion and recommendations on access can be found in the summary document and workshop report of “We all Share the Coast; a wokshop on coastal access in Nova Scotia.  This report is available at www.ecologyaction.ca/coastal_issues/coastal-nova or www.marineaffairs.dal.ca
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