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Coastal Works Review

TROPICAL GARDENS -CONSTRUCTION OF SEAWALLS AND FILLING OF SEABED
BLOCK: 22E PARCEL: 199

Project Proposal

The applicant- Baer Development Ltd. — is seeking permission for the construction of seawalls and the filling of areas of
the seabed at a new apartment development located on Block 22E Parcel 199 in the Tropical Gardens area, just south of
the airport as shown in Figure 1 and 2 below. The purpose of the construction of the seawalls and the filling is to ‘avoid

setback issues” and ‘prevent further erosion by the sea’ as stated in the applicant’s cover letter for the application.

The applicant has confirmed in submissions that the proposed works will affect approximately 4,266 square feet of
Crown property and will include the filling of 330 cubic yards of material onto Crown property. The two reinforced
concrete block seawalls, “A” (southern seawall) and “B” (northern seawall) will measure approximately 38 feet and118
feet long respectively. The proposed seawalls are to be embedded into the seabed and will be vary in height according to
the water depth to reach a height of 1ft above mean sea level and will be 1ft 6in thick. The arca landward of the seawalls
is to be backfilled with rock/gravel fill material. A silt screen will be used to contain the entire area of the works whilst
they are being carried out. The application indicates that the only heavy equipment to be used in the carrying out of the

works is a shore based excavator.
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Figure 1: 2018 LIS aerial imagery showing proposed seawalls A (southern section) and B (northern section) in orange (LIS 2018)
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Figure 2: Plan extracts showing the proposed seawalls and filled areas (Baer Development 2020)

The planning application for an apartment development on the land that adjoins this coastal works application does not
meet the Development and Planning Regulations (2018 Revision) minimum required setback of 75ft on a mangrove
coastline as shown in figure 3 below. Some of the residential development setbacks associated with the proposed land-
based development areas are as narrow as 8ft from the high water mark. In response to the planning application made in
2019 the Central Planning Authority included the condition: “the applicant shall submit revised plans showing the deletion of the
four most northerly apartments.” The rationale for this condition was to allow “more appropriate high water mark setbacks (27ft
to 50ft)”. However, plans for a current planning application still include northerly apartments that were required to be
removed and have very limited setbacks remain. As previously mentioned, the applicant’s cover letter states the purpose
of the construction of the seawalls and the filling is to ‘avoid setback issues’. The DOE does not believe that this is a
responsible course of action for the applicant as it encroaches beyond the existing coastline and sacrifices the shoreline
protection provided by a required development setback for that provided by a low seawall, leaving the property vulnerable
to storm impacts. It is also an undesirable precedent to set; using what is effectively land reclamation to expand properties
to increase their development potential could become widespread and have a significant detrimental impact on coastlines

and marine habitats.

It is important to highlight that setbacks seek to provide protection to properties against the inevitable effects of climate
change such as coastal flooding and erosion by ensuring that hard structures are not located in an area susceptible to these

hazards.

Given the broad, flat shape of the North Sound, during strong northerly and north-easterly winds, water accumulates in
this area and seawater inundation is likely to be a regular occurrence as the site is situated along a low-lying coastline. In
addition, the applicant did not indicate in any planning submissions that the development will have any climate-resilient
features such as elevated structures or a wash-through ground floor to warrant such a variance in the setback. For these
reasons, the Department did not support a variance in the development setback, particularly given the scale of the

development.
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Figure 3: Aerial imagery and overlaid plan extracts showing the proposed apartment buildings and the 50 and 75ft coastal setback lines
(LIS 2018 and Baer Development 2020)
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Environmental Impacts

The Department notes that the offshore area of the coastline in this location has been previously dredged to allow boat
access; water quality in this area is generally considered to be fairly poor. The application site is not within an existing or
proposed Marine Protected Area; however there are healthy mangroves present on-site and seagrass beds offshore,

therefore the environmental impacts are as follows.

Loss of Marine Habitats

The characteristics of the seabed in the immediate footprint of the proposed seawalls and filling consist primarily of loose
rubble/marl and silt with some algae and seagrass communities established along the edge of the previously dredged area.
There are also significant areas of mangroves along most of the coastline of the parcel as shown in Figure 1 above which
currently stabilise the rest of the coastline, reducing erosion and improving water quality. It will be important to retain
the mangroves along the coastline in order to protect it from erosion. From a review of historic aerial imagery of this site
it appears that the current gaps in the mangroves, where the seawalls are proposed, is due to past filling and clearing works.

The Department supports the retention of the remaining mangroves along the coastline.

With guidance, mangroves can be trimmed to give vistas without causing severe injury to or killing mangroves. Should the
applicant wish to trim the existing mangroves to give a view of the water, we recommend this is done in accordance with
the Department of Environment’s Mangrove Trimming Guidelines in accordance with the Species Conservation Plan for

Mangroves (under section 17 of the National Conservation law).

Construction Impacts

Direct environmental impacts will result from the proposed works mainly due to the excavation of the seabed to embed
the base of the seawall and the placement of fill. Excavation of the seabed or placement of fill in locations such as this
typically results in the disturbance and suspension of fine silts which form detrimental sediment plumes which can impact
surrounding seagrass communities and marine organisms that depend on good water quality. Therefore it will be very
important to limit the impacts of sediment plumes generated during construction of the seawalls through the use of silt
screens, which the applicant is proposing as part of this application. Any excavated or stockpiled material should also be
placed as far from the mean high water mark as is practical in order to reduce the impact of runoff into the marine
environment. Additionally, the pouring of the seawall sections with cement should be done with the shuttering properly
embedded into the seabed in order to avoid leaking of cement into the marine environment. Trimming of any of the

surrounding mangroves should only be undertaken in consultation with the DOE.

Comments & Recommendations

The Department recommends this application for refusal on the basis that the seawalls and the filling are to ‘avoid
setback issues” and ‘prevent further erosion by the sea’ in an area that was filled mangroves as stated in the applicant’s
cover letter for the application. This approach sets a precedent for seawalls to act as a form of land reclamation in order
for development projects to meet artificial setbacks leading to greater impact on marine habitats, the coastline and

potential for greater susceptibility of the development to coastal erosion, storm impacts etc.

Under normal conditions, where the coastal mangroves had not been removed and suitable development setbacks are
implemented, they would act as an effective buffer against erosion and storm impacts. Given the climate change
predictions for the region, including sea level rise and increased intensity of storm events (including storm surge),
required minimum coastal setbacks should not be reduced. Setbacks seck to provide protection to properties against
these inevitable effects of climate change such as coastal flooding and erosion by ensuring that hard structures are not
located in an area susceptible to these hazards. Construction of seawalls and filling of areas of the coastline should not be
considered a suitable alternative to this. In line with the DOE’s recommendations for the planning applications for this
development we recommend that the applicant revise this development proposal to meet the required minimum

setbacks for mangrove coastlines, rather than filling the seabed to retrospectively increase the area of the site.
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If Cabinet is minded to grant permission for this application the DOE recommends that the area of the Crown owned
seabed be vested under the ownership of the subject parcel as is customary with other projects that have been considered

de-facto land reclamation. Appropriate fees should be charged to reflect the vesting of the arca.

Technical Review Committee — Department of Environment

On behalf of the Director, Department of Environment
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