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trend: coastal development



Crowded Coastlines
By BriaN J. hUtchiNsoN

Increasing development of coastlines is a growing global  

trend. According to the united nations, 60 percent of the 

world’s population already lives within 37 miles (60 km) of the 

coast, and this is expected to increase to 75 percent within the 

next two decades. 

Yet the rising coastal population is only part of the story. In many places, coastal  
development is also consuming increasing amounts of land per person because of changes  
in lifestyles and development models, such as more sprawling residential development and 
greater use of cars.

Meanwhile, coastlines are shrinking as a result of sea level rise. Scientists project that by 
2100 global sea level will rise by between 7 inches (0.18 meters) and 79 inches (2 meters).  
In some areas, beaches are already experiencing more frequent inundation and accelerated 
erosion, or they are becoming wholly submerged. Low-lying island states are particularly vulner-
able, as evidenced by the Maldives’ recent decision to set aside funding for a “new homeland.” 
As demand for space along the coast grows and supply dwindles, the value of coastal property, 
which is already some of the most valuable in the world, is only expected to rise. These trends 
present formidable challenges to sea turtles, which must come ashore to nest and can be greatly 
affected by disturbance of their nesting beaches.

Coastal development has always been a key threat to sea turtle conservation, but develop-
ment pressures are now intensifying, and in some places the conflicts are becoming more  
acute. The following reports from the Mediterranean, Mexico, Cape Verde, and Brazil describe 
situations in which coastal development and the well-being of sea turtles are increasingly at  
odds. In some cases, development and conservation interests are finding common ground and, 
in others, the solutions have remained elusive.

Although the impacts of growing coastal development on sea turtles are still being deter-
mined, the trend is clear, and approaches that seek common ground between conservation and 
development goals are greatly needed. We hope that the stories that follow will bring greater 
awareness to this growing concern, and will inspire conservationists to seek mutually beneficial 
solutions to save the world’s diminishing coastlines. n

A loggerhead hatchling makes its way to the sea along a densely developed shoreline in palm Beach County, Florida.  
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