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Developing a coastal husbandry

Seen from a satellite at night it isthe
world's coastlines that shine most brightly. 1t
is here that people and their infrastructure are
concentrated. Thus, coastlines are the primary
habitat of our species. When defined to include
a strip 50 miles wide along the shores of the
world's oceans, seas and great lakes, coastal
regions currently contain about 60 percent of
all theworld'speople- all crammed onto amere
three percent of the inhabited land space.

The numbers of people involved are
impressive enough today but therewill be many
more in the future. 1n 2025, three-quarters of
the world’s people will be living along coast-
lines, and by then their numberswill beasgreat
astheentireworld population wasin 1990! The
largest increases will occur in the tropics, pri-
marily in sprawling coastal cities. A large pro-
portion of these people will live in poverty.
Population growth - much of it brought by mi-
gration - will also affect places like Rhode Is-
land. South Kingstown, for example, isexpect-
ing apopul ation twice asbig astoday’s by mid-
century -when today’s children are approach-
ing retirement. The problems, however, lie not
so much in the numbers of people but in how
they relate to one another and to the ecosys-
tems of which they are apart.

Asthe primary habitat of our species,
we need to think carefully about those qualities
that give coastlines this unique status. People
have already transformed the vast majority of
theworld’s coastal ecosystems. Unfortunately,
from along-term, planetary perspective, it ap-
pears that this transformation is degrading or
destroying the capacity of coastal ecosystems
to produce renewable wealth and to provide
human societies with an acceptable quality of
life. From thisglobal perspective thetransfor-
mation of coastal ecosystems appears to be
accelerating and the changes this brings have
major implications for us today and for what
today’schildren will inherit.

The picture, however, isnot all gloom
and doom. In nations with well established
modern economies like the United States, the
transformation process hasplayed out over sev-
eral generations and people are no longer de-
pendent on their local resources. Billions of
dollars have been spent on restoring and pro-
tecting important ecosystem qualities- through
sewage treatment, restoration of key habitats
for important specieslikethe striped bass, pro-
tection of wetlands, and stringent controlsover
the use and disposal of toxics. But most of the
world isfar less stable politically, is often un-
ableor unwilling to prevent repesting America's
mi stakes and does not have the wealth to bank-
roll costly restoration. It is aso in poorer na-
tions that population growth is most rapid.
There are some examples of effective manage-
ment in such nations, too, but so far, the scale
of successisvery small compared to the scale
of coastal degradation and misuse.
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We do not fully understand why our
species is concentrating along coasts. We do
know, however, that coastal ecosystems pos-
sess an extraordinary endowment of natural re-
sources, and that everyone can benefit from an
environment that can provide renewablewealth
and ahigh quality of lifefor people. If weadd
to the 50-mileribbon of coastal land the adjoin-
ing coastal ocean - say the continental shelves
that are the transition from land to the deep
ocean - then we can estimate that together, this
mere nine percent of the globe's surface con-
tains a disproportionately large share of the
planet’s most productive and biologically di-
verseecosystems. Coral reefsrival tropical for-
estsinthe numbersof speciespresentinagiven
area and some coastal wetlands are as produc-
tiveasthe most intensively farmed agricultural
land. Coastal waters produce ninety percent of
theworld’ sfish catch, and contain amajor por-
tion of the best farmland - especially inthetrop-
ics. Inaddition to being important to our food
supply, coastal regions contain a very large
share of the world’s industry, energy produc-
tion and processing, and military installations,
and absorb the lion’s share of the wastes all
these people and industries support. Asif all
this was not enough, coastal regions are also
the favored playgrounds. The world's biggest
industry istourism, and avery large proportion
of the tourist destinations are also coastal.

A major challenge, today and tomor-
row, isto balance among these competing - some-
times incompatible - activities and to sustain
the qualities of coastal ecosystems that have
madethem our primary habitat. Thisyear marks
the 25th anniversary of the URI Coastal Re-
sources Center (CRC), an organization founded
at the Graduate School of Oceanography which
explorestheseissues and offers practical ways
of responding to the problems and the oppor-
tunities that governing coastal regions offer in
such abundance. CRC began by developing
the policies and plans that regulate how this
little state’s coastal watersand coastlinewill be
devel oped and, hopefully, how some of itsmost
important qualities can be sustained. That led
to addressing issues affecting the region and
the nation, and beginning in 1985, to working
on similar issuesin countriesaround theworld.

Thisexperience hasimpressed uswith
the common traits of the issues and the pro-
cess by which positive forward progress can
be made. Much is said about cultural differ-
ences, but they arereal and provideagreat rich-
ness. But people's sense of what is fair and
what makes our quality of life good or bad are
remarkably smilar. Lessonswelearnedin Rhode
Island about how to involvethe publicin defin-
ing how decisions are made and how to resolve
conflicts among competing interest groups
have been applied successfully by CRC in na-
tionsasdifferent asEcuador, Sri Lankaor Kenya.

The transformation process itself is
also remarkably similar. Coastal Ecuador lived
through a cholera epidemic three yearsago and

water quality isanincreasingly severe problem
in many estuaries since sewage treatment is
non-existent or nearly so. It is easy to forget
that cholera epidemics in Providence and the
stench of polluted waters led this state to build
the first municipal sewage treatment plant in
1901. Estuarinefisheriesarecollapsing through-
out thetropics. Fish were once so abundant in
Narragansett Bay that it could - for abrief pe-
riod - support hundreds of floating traps. The
first big collapse here came in the late 1860s
and overfishing offshoreisdramatically evident
today. We have seen alucrative farmed oyster
industry that once provided hundreds of jobs
boom and bust - a pattern now being repeated
with shrimp farming in many tropical nations.
The differences lie in whether such changes
are taking place today or 50 or 100 years ago,
and the speed with which they happen.

Hereinthe U.S. our local world feels
fairly stable and compared to most of the
planet’s people, we are extraordinarily wealthy.
Thesedifferences should not make usfeel guilty
or defensive but require careful consideration
and sustained action. The qualities and health
of our primary habitat will effect usall, socialy,
economically and politically, at both the local
totheworldwidescale. Increasingly weareone
big global society.

We have learned that good coastal
management requiresthe very best insightsthat
science can offer us. It also requires the very
best political process and a strong concern for
the ethicsthat lie at the center of the decisions
we make on who gets to enjoy a beach, who
getsto catch and who getsto eat afish, how a
decision is made to build a factory or a hotel,
and how a conflict between traditional fisher-
men and new users of the coast are resolved.
To believe that the free market alone will pro-
duce the best result isnaive. Our own Ameri-
can experience teaches us that the process of
striking a sustainable and equitable balance is
difficult and requires constant adjustment.

We have much to share, and much
moreto learn. Central to effective management
of our coastal habitat is an ethic of community
stewardship and a long-term perspective on
theimplicationsof the decisionswemake. That
stewardship ethic isalive and well hereand in
societies around the world. We must learn how
to harness it and give it practical expression.
The outpouring of anger over the recent North
Capeail spill isanexampleof a growing public
awareness that events which affect the well-
being of the ecosystems of which we are apart
isof critical importanceto our own well-being
today and tomorrow.

- Sephen B. Olsenisdirector of URI’s Coastal
Resources Center, now celebrating its 25th
anniversary.



