Similar coastal developments in different reef environments: a range of approaches in managing impacts to coral reefs across the world

The recent increase in coastal developments is unprecedented: large offshore ports and airports in the Gulf, mega-economic cities in the Saudi Red Sea, runway extensions and new marinas in the Caribbean, small scale eco-resorts in the UAE and desalination and oil and gas infrastructure across the globe are being planned and/or developed in areas where coral reefs are frequently the main habitat. 

In parallel to what are unquestionably ever growing impacts to coral reefs (in terms of both total habitat area affected and long term synergistic implications) there is also a well recorded increase in the establishment of mechanisms to assess, mitigate and manage such impacts. Some have shown to be well devised, scientifically robust and accepted by developers and regulators alike and, most importantly, somewhat open to public scrutiny; others, apparently state-of-the-art and largely based on EU-EIA standards and methods, often fail under ‘political’ pressure. Crucially elsewhere, where no formal regulatory impact assessment methods are in place, experienced environmental consultants have at times succeeded in convincing developers and governments alike to limit the extent and/or type of proposed development citing long term economic sustainability as the winning strategy.

It is proposed that systematic, ‘over the top’ methodologies for assessing proposed developments and their impacts on coral reefs should not be adopted for all cases all of the time but rather an approach where long term economic sustainability and environmental conservation are understood and accepted by all stakeholders concerned as part and parcel of any proposed development. 

Recent examples from the Gulf, Caribbean and Red Sea provide an indication of the practical and logistical complexity of such an approach and lead to some crucial questions on the future of coral reefs. 
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