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Welfare Economics and the Coast

2C. Lester, Econ and Coastal Adaptation



The coastal zone is a distinct and 
valuable natural resource belonging 
to all the people and existing as a 
delicately balanced ecosystem;

That the permanent protection of the 
remaining natural and scenic 
resources of the zone is a paramount 
concern to present and future 
generations of the state and nation. . . 
.

The Coast is a Public Good
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And the Public Agrees . . . 
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Coastal Development creates Externalities
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Shoreline Protection External Costs to the Coast
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Figure 5. CoSMoS Projected Shoreline Change, 100 cm of SLR by 2100, Del Mar, CA.21 CA100.

(≈137 feet)
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The Coastal Squeeze is an External Cost of a Fixed Backshore



King Tide Beach Walk, Del Mar, 2021
Photo: Charles Lester
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How much is a 
walkable beach 

worth?



Pleasure point 
picture – denial 
in part because 
ACOE would not 
look at social 
costs benefits 
and upper bluff
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Adaptation on the Coast involves many 
layers of Social Costs and Benefits
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Internalizing 
Externalities through 
Assumption of Risk
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Valuing the External Costs of Seawalls
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A private taking of 
the public beach? 
 $5.2 million 
mitigation fee

Internalizing the 
Externalities…
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King-tide at Ocean 
Harbor House
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What is the value of a broad beach? 
$20 million? $30 million?
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What is our shared public 
interest in the shoreline, and 

how do we value it?
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Information is Key to 
Efficient Property 

Transactions
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4.42 As a condition of approval of development on a beach or shoreline which 
is subject to wave action, erosion, flooding, landslides, or other hazards 
associated with development on a beach or bluff, the property owner shall be 
required to execute and record a deed restriction which acknowledges 
and assumes said risks and waives any future claims of damage or 
liability against the permitting agency and agrees to indemnify the permitting 
agency against any liability, claims, damages or expenses arising from any 
injury or damage due to such hazards. 

4.44 As a condition of approval . . . the property owner shall be required to record a 
deed restriction against the property that ensures that no shoreline 
protection structure shall be proposed or constructed to protect the 
development approved and which expressly waives any future right to construct such 
devices that may exist pursuant to Public Resources Code Section 30235. 

Malibu LCP – full disclosure
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Hawaii – Seller Must Disclose Any Risk of SLR
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Coastal Act 2013. Lower cost visitor and recreational 
facilities and housing opportunities for persons of low 
and moderate income shall be protected, encouraged, 
and, where feasible, provided.

EQUALITY OF ACCESS:  Increase housing for 
low and moderate income persons. Give 
priority to developments that provide lower 
priced units: protect existing, providing new, 
regulate condo-conversions

COASTAL PLAN VISION: “Well-maintained, 
older, less-expensive housing that provides 
opportunities for people of all incomes to 
live near the ocean….”

Market Power and Distributional Equity
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1981: Legislature removes 30213 housing requirement, adds 
Section 30500.1: No local coastal program shall be required to 
include housing policies and programs.

Coastal Commission, Between 1977 and 1981:
• 5000 Affordable Units through Inclusionary Housing
• Demolition of 1100 existing affordable units denied
• $2,000,000 in in lieu fees for affordable housing

Affordable Housing in the Coastal Zone
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Transaction Costs – Can we Improve our Process?
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Defining Property Rights Improves Efficiency
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PRC 6210.9.  The State Lands Commission may acquire 
rights-of-way or easements for access to tidelands.

PRC 6213.5. The SLC may acquire an easement for public access to 
and along the shoreline, including the sandy beach, at Martins Beach.

Martin’s Beach – Eminent Domain for Access?
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Public Tideland Access (Property?) Rights

Mean High Tide

Toe of Revetment
Minority Opinion (Brennan): The deed 
restriction . . . provide[s] a formal 
declaration of the public's right of access, 
thereby ensuring that the shifting 
character of the tidelands, and the 
presence of private development 
immediately adjacent to it, would not 
jeopardize enjoyment of that right.

Photo: Charles Lester
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xxxPublic Tidelands and Sea Level Rise
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Kingtide 2019-2020

CA Kingtides, Photo 330, 2019-220 Ventura, Faria Beach
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Public Tidelands and Sea Level Rise
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Remove development if “no longer located on private 
property due to migration of the public trust boundary.”

CoSMoS, Id. 
Note 21.



United States v. Milner, 583 F.3d 1174 (9th Cir. 2009).

. . . both the tideland owner and the upland owner have a right to an 
ambulatory boundary, and each has a vested right in the potential 
gains that accrue from the movement of the boundary line.

. . . the Homeowners do not have the right to permanently fix 
the property boundary absent consent from the United States or 
the Lummi Nation.
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City of Monterey, 
Window on the Bay



30C. Lester, Econ and Coastal Adaptation

Photo: Charles Lester

Thank You
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