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Retreat solutions involve putting in place alternative measures to transfer 
activities, goods and/or users to different locations, free from the same risks. 
There are two possible approaches. The first provides temporary relocation 
of users in the event of disasters linked to climate change, such as intense 
heat, flooding, forest fires and storms. The second approach, known as 
a permanent retreat strategy, involves relocating activities and assets as 
part of territorial planning to protect them from the risks associated with 
coastal dynamics. 

The main strategies for adapting to climate change in coastal areas include 
withdrawal (demarcation of non-buildable areas or planning for relocation), 
protection (erection of dykes, use of artificial blocks, etc.) and adjustment 
(raising structural elements). However, when adapting to the risks associated 
with sea-level rise, protection and adjustment strategies are considered to 
contribute less to successful adaptation (IPCC, 2022).

IMPACTS

Rising sea levels represent a considerable adaptation challenge for the coming decades 

with an expected increase in the frequency and scale of extreme events such as coastal 

flooding and gradual changes such as coastal erosion. The main risk factor for buildings 

will be their location, with repairs becoming complex, if not impossible, and costly. 

Climate change will progressively jeopardise livelihoods, safety and general habitability, 

particularly in coastal areas and on small islands, making population displacement 

inevitable, either autonomously or as part of planned relocations. It is imperative to 

anticipate and plan the relocation of people at risk, particularly individuals unable to 

move on their own due to socio-economic constraints, health issues and other factors. 

INSTALLATION GUIDE 

The French National Strategy for Integrated Coastline Management (SNGITC) intro-

duces the concept of relocating activities and assets, which involves moving them a 

sufficient distance away from the coast in order to protect them from the risks they may 

face from the sea, in the short or long term (French Ministry for Ecology, Sustainable 

Development and Energy, 2012). Permanent retreat to higher ground can also be an 

appropriate solution.

The actions to be taken to assess the effectiveness of the retreat should focus mainly on:

- Knowing the characteristics of the area (geomorphology of coasts and foreshore, 

orientation in relation to prevailing winds and currents, hydrographic networks, etc.).

- Assessing the level of awareness among the local population or occupants of 

buildings at risk, and understanding their needs, concerns and aspirations (sur-

veys, interviews, community forums, awareness campaigns, information sessions, 

public consultations/concertation, etc.).

https://www.taloen.fr/esrei/be6bf5f4-e7b8-4d7f-9318-d13996cca548
https://o-immobilierdurable.fr/4-organising-a-temporary-retreat-strategy/
https://o-immobilierdurable.fr/1-raising-structural-elements/
https://www.ipcc.ch/assessment-report/ar6/
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- Examining specific concerns, socio-economic situations 

and individual requirements.

- Identifying the knowledge, skills and resources needed 

to implement effective adaptation strategies (strengthening 

local skills, working with experts, mobilising technical and 

financial resources, etc.).

The design of the permanent retreat strategy must incorporate 

as much of the information gathered as possible to ensure 

consistency and promote acceptance by the local population. 

To ensure effective relocation, it’s essential to plan well in ad-

vance, while clearly communicating the risks to the occupants. 

This planning needs to be accompanied by ongoing inclusive 

community engagement and should be part of an integrated 

coastline management approach. Planned relocations, with 

extended implementation timeframes, will need to be applied 

over the next decade to mitigate risks in time. 

WEAK POINTS AND STRONG POINTS 

Due to its duration and high cost, a permanent retreat 

strategy cannot be established rapidly and needs to 

be temporarily replaced by other solutions during its 

implementation period.

Local relocation can present considerable challenges 

when vacant space is scarce.

Local authorities have a choice between introducing 

or revising the Coastal Risk Prevention Plan (PPRL), 

revising urban development plans such as Local Urban 

Plans (PLU) or Territorial Coherence Schemes (SCoT), 

and initiating a transitional strategy for managing the 

coastline while awaiting decisions.

MALADAPTATION

Maladaptation can result from the following:

Climate uncertainties not taken into account 

In view of the anticipated increase and intensification of clima-

tic events, as projected by the IPCC, it is imperative that the 

strategy for relocating away from the coast and/or to higher 

ground takes full account of climate projections. In addition, 

it is crucial that these relocations limit the exposure of people 

and property to other climate hazards.

Urban sprawl 

The planned relocation of populations away from the coast 

leads involves creating new infrastructures, which amplifies 

urban expansion. This increasing urbanisation puts greater 

pressure on local natural resources, leading to changes in land 

use and encouraging urban sprawl. These transformations 

can lead to the fragmentation of natural ecosystems, affecting 

ecological connectivity and biodiversity, potentially impacting 

the health of ecosystems and natural habitats.

The “Signal” apartment block, an example of coastal 
erosion in France (Soulac-sur-Mer, France) 

© Anthony Baratier 

Organising a permanent retreat strategy

https://www.taloen.fr/esrei/be6bf5f4-e7b8-4d7f-9318-d13996cca548
https://o-immobilierdurable.fr/4-communicating-risks-to-occupants/
https://o-immobilierdurable.fr/3-organising-an-integrated-management-of-the-coastline/
https://o-immobilierdurable.fr/3-organising-an-integrated-management-of-the-coastline/
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MONITORING INDICATORS
ESSENTIAL RECOMMENDATIONS WORTH 
THINKING ABOUT

IDENTIFY THE CLIMATE HAZARDS TO WHICH THE BUILDING IS 
EXPOSED

MONITOR MY ACTIONS FOR CLIMATE CHANGE 
ADAPTATION

 : Quantitative indicator        : Qualitative indicator

INDICATORS OF MEANS INTERPRETATION

Annual change in coastline (m/
year)

A negative shift in the 
coastline shows the loss 
of land area. 

Distance between building and 
coastline (m)

A short distance between 
the building and the 
coastline indicates greater 
proximity to the sea, 
increasing exposure to 
coastal dynamics.

Number of inhabitants below 
the 100-year sea level

To be minimised

Number of critical 
infrastructures (hospitals, 
schools and emergency 
centres) below the 100-year 
sea level

To be minimised

Percentage of coastal 
heritage threatened by coastal 
dynamics (%)

To be minimised

Number of people living/
working in buildings threatened 
by coastal dynamics

To be minimised

Comparison of the percentage 
of people whose activity will be 
maintained before and after the 
implementation of a permanent 
retreat strategy compared with 
a control situation*.

The permanent retreat 
site must maximise the 
percentage of people able 
to maintain their activity.

INDICATORS OF RESULTS INTERPRETATION

Comparison between the 
annual number of interruptions 
of activity resulting from coastal 
dynamics before and after the 
implementation of a permanent 
retreat strategy

Minimise the number of 
interruptions of activity as 
far as possible

Comparison between the 
financial, material and human 
repercussions and those of a 
control situation*

Minimise the financial, 
material and human 
repercussions

Comparison of the time 
required to get activities back 
to normal compared with a 
control situation* (hours)

Minimise as far as 
possible the time needed 
for activities to return to 
normal

Percentage of building 
users satisfied with the 
implementation of the 
permanent retreat strategy (%)

This percentage should be 
maximised

*The control situation is defined by the parameters set to isolate the influence 
of the adaptive action (similar conditions: weather, time of measurement, 
space, etc.).

RÉGLEMENTATION

 The French Climate and Resilience Act aims to strengthen the adaptation 
of coastal areas. For a list of municipalities at risk, it maps out 30-year and 
100-year risk zones. Building permits will no longer be issued in these areas, 
or only temporary building permits. The law makes it compulsory to take 
buildings down when there is a risk of coastline retreat.

 The main aim of the French National Strategy for Integrated Coastline 
Management (SNGITC), adopted in 2012, is to strengthen the resilience of 
coastal areas by regulating long-term occupation of the shoreline in exposed 
areas, highlighting the essential role of natural coastal environments in 
mitigating the effects of natural phenomena (coastal flooding, erosion, 
floods, etc.).

 Coastal risk prevention plans (PPRL) provide a framework for urban 
development in coastal areas at risk of rapid flooding and define regulations 
for the French coastline. These plans are unusual in that they take into account 
risks that do not currently exist, but that are predicted to occur by 2100 as 
a result of rising sea levels. The PPRLs are divided into two main parts, one 
centred on the current reference hazard and the other on the reference hazard 
in 2100, based on a minimum 60 cm rise in sea level.

 The French Territorial Coherence Plans (SCoT) take account the risk of 
coastal flooding (art L121-1 of the French Land Planning Code) and regulate 
building permits for sensitive coastal areas. They also provide a framework 
for the relocation of activities and structures currently in areas destined to 
disappear. As well as the coastline, the plan covers land located behind or 
inside coastal zones.
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https://www.taloen.fr/esrei/be6bf5f4-e7b8-4d7f-9318-d13996cca548
https://o-immobilierdurable.fr/0-taking-account-of-prior-diagnostics/
https://o-immobilierdurable.fr/0-taking-account-of-prior-diagnostics/
https://www.ecologie.gouv.fr/adaptation-des-territoires-aux-evolutions-du-littoral
https://www.ecologie.gouv.fr/adaptation-des-territoires-aux-evolutions-du-littoral
https://www.ecologie.gouv.fr/adaptation-des-territoires-aux-evolutions-du-littoral
https://side.developpement-durable.gouv.fr/Default/search.aspx?SC=DEFAULT&QUERY=Authority_id_idx%3a202075+AND+sys_base%3a%22SYRACUSE%22&QUERY_LABEL=MINISTERE+DE+L%27ECOLOGIE%2c+DU+DEVELOPPEMENT+DURABLE+ET+DE+L%27ENERGIE.+DGPR+-+SRNH#/Detail/(query:(Id:'0_OFFSET_0',Index:1,NBResults:213,PageRange:3,SearchQuery:(CloudTerms:!(),FacetFilter:%7B%7D,ForceSearch:!t,InitialSearch:!f,Page:0,PageRange:3,QueryGuid:'04440fda-8fe4-4778-8550-777fe6a9d454',QueryString:PPRL,ResultSize:10,ScenarioCode:DEFAULT,ScenarioDisplayMode:display-standard,SearchGridFieldsShownOnResultsDTO:!(),SearchLabel:'',SearchTerms:PPRL,SortField:!n,SortOrder:0,TemplateParams:(Scenario:'',Scope:Default,Size:!n,Source:'',Support:'',UseCompact:!f),UseSpellChecking:!n)))
https://www.ecologie.gouv.fr/scot-projet-strategique-partage-lamenagement-dun-territoire
https://shs.cairn.info/revue-outre-terre4-2013-1-page-491?lang=fr
https://shs.cairn.info/revue-outre-terre4-2013-1-page-491?lang=fr
https://www.oecd.org/en/publications/responding-to-rising-seas_9789264312487-en/full-report.html
https://www.oecd.org/en/publications/responding-to-rising-seas_9789264312487-en/full-report.html
https://resources.taloen.fr/resources/documents/9077_200423_Bat-ADAPT_Fiche_alea_Submersions_marines_VF.pdf
https://www.taloen.fr/ressources/b8607711-a1c1-459f-aa3b-1cf51f5f9d14
https://theses.hal.science/tel-01769993/
https://theses.hal.science/tel-01769993/
https://theses.hal.science/tel-01769993/
https://www.ipcc.ch/report/ar6/wg2/downloads/report/IPCC_AR6_WGII_SummaryForPolicymakers.pdf
https://www.ipcc.ch/report/ar6/wg2/downloads/report/IPCC_AR6_WGII_SummaryForPolicymakers.pdf
https://www.ipcc.ch/report/ar6/wg2/downloads/report/IPCC_AR6_WGII_SummaryForPolicymakers.pdf
https://www.ipcc.ch/report/ar6/wg2/downloads/report/IPCC_AR6_WGII_SummaryForPolicymakers.pdf



