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Sccretary-General report on challenges related to sea level rise and on ways and
approaches to address this issue, pursuant to General Assembly Decision 78/558

DRAFT OUTLINE
1. Introduction

The General Assembly, in its decision 78/558, requested the Secretary-General to prepare a
report, including by inviting contributions from Member States, to be submitted near the
conclusion of the seventy-ninth session or early in the eightieth session of the General
Assembly, to provide information on challenges related to sea level rise and on ways and
approaches 1o address sea level rise.

Il Challenges related to sea level rise

Climate change is an internationally acknowledged reality, and its impacts are already evident
in South Africa’s coastal zone. Rising sea levels, increasing storm frequency and intensity, and
related damage and loss to coastal infrastructure, private property, livelihoods, and natural
resources are among the most tangible effects. This is of particular concern given that
approximately 3.7 million people reside within one kilometre of South Africa’s coastline, at
elevations of up to 30 metres above sea level.

More people live in coastal areas classified as high or extremely high flood-risk zones.
Compounding this challenge, population growth rates in coastal regions significantly outpace
those of inland areas. Currently, about 22 per cent of South Africa’s total population of 60
million roughly 12.9 million people live within 20 kilometres of the coast, with 60 per cent of
this group concentrated in densely populated metropolitan areas.

The cconomic stakes are equally high. Approximately 95 per cent of South Africa’s imports
and exports are facilitated by ocean transport, and around 60 per cent of the national economy
depends on coastal natural resources and trade infrastructure, particularly ports. The socio-
economic benefits derived from the coast are fundamentally linked to the health and
functionality of natural coastal environments and ccosysiems. These realities underscore not
only the immense value of coastal systems but also the scale of risk and vulnerability {aced by
South Africa’s coastal populations, infrastructure, and assets.

South Africa also faces persistent data and monitoring challenges that hinder comprehensive
assessments of sea-leve! rise and its impacts. These include:

» Sparse and inconsistent monitoring networks, which limit the availability of high-
resolution, long-term datasets required for accurate SLR assessments;

« Regional variability in sea-level trends, which complicates the development of
consislent projections,



¢ Influence of vertical land motion, where land subsidence and tectonic activity,
including seismic events, can alter land clevation relative 1o sea level, resulling in
apparent changes in SLR measurements; and

s Limited high-resolution coastal data, particularly with respect to coastal morphology,
erosion patterns, and storm surge impacts, which impedes the ability to conduct
comprehensive risk assessments and design effective adaptation measures.

These combined social, economic, and scientific challenges highlight the urgency of
strengthening adaptive capacity and resilience in South Africa’s coastal zones in response to the
accelerating threat of sea-level rise.

National Policies and Responses

South Africa has a number of policy instruments that guide this approach. The White Paper for
Sustainable Coastal Development (2000), through Goal C5, mandates that coastal development
be managed to reduce exposure to natural hazards and mitigate risks to people, infrastructure,
and economic activities. Building on this, South Africa has prioritised the development of a
Climate Change Adaptation Response Plan (CARP), recognising the increasing urgency of
climate adaptation in the coastal sector.

The CARP provides a strategic framework to address climate hazards affecting South Africa’s
coasts. It serves as a direct response 10 the requirements of the Climate Change Act, 2024 (Act
22 of 2024, Section 22), which mandates the formulation of Seclor Adaptation Strategies and
Plans.

The CARP aims to:
¢ Enhance coastal resilience;
o Safeguard coastal communities, ecosystems, and economies; and

e Securc the ecological, economic, and social functions of coastal environments
through proactive adaptation measures.

South Africa also enacted the National Environmental Management: Integrated Coastal
Management Act (No. 24 of 2008), which creates a legal framework that incorporates [lexible
mechanisms 1o respond to SLR, including an ambulatory high-water mark, creation of setback
lines for coastal development and incorporating climate change in general including SLR into
decision-making and coastal planning for the future.

In this way, South Africa sceks to ensure a climate-resilient future for its coastal zones while
aligning national action with broader global and regional adaptation cfforts.

HI.  Ways and approaches to address the challenges of sea level risc

South Africa recognizes that coastal cities stand on the frontline of climate change where rising
sca levels pose profound risks to lives, livelihoods, infrastructure, and ccosystems. The urgency
ol cffective coastal management is underscored in several international instruments to which
South Africa subscribes, including the Rio+20 outcome document The Future We Want and the
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Sustainable Development Goals (SDGs). SDG 13 calls for “urgent action” to combat climate

change and its impacts, a call that is critical to addressing threats to coastal environments and
communities.

South Africa’s Nationally Determined Contribution (NDC) further identifies sea-level rise as
a critical risk requiring immediate adaptation and resilience measures, thereby aligning coastal
action directly with the objectives of SDG 13.

South Africa underscores the following priorities:

1. People-centered adaptation - Coastal resilience initiatives must prioritize the safety,
livelihoods, and well-being of vulnerable communities.

2. Locally grounded, nature-based solutions (NbS) - Effective sea level rise strategies
should leverage ecosystems such as wetlands, mangroves, and dune systems to rcduce
coastal risks while supporting biodiversity and sustainable livelihoods.

3. Cultural and social sensitivity - Adaptation strategies must respect local cultural
practices, heritage, and traditional knowledge, integrating them into planning and
implementation.

4. Collaboration and support - Strengthened cooperation between cities, governments,
regional, and international partners to mobilizc technical, financial, policy support for
coastal adaptation.

5. Urgent climate action - Mitigation of global greenhouse gas emissions remains essential
to limit the long-term impacts of sea level rise. International support, including finance
and technology transfer, is critical to enable coastal cities in developing countries to adapt
effectively.

IV. Conclusions

South Africa recognizes SLR as an urgent, accelerating threat to coastal populations,
ecosystems, infrastructure, and economies. The impacts of SLR are multifaceted, affecting
socio-economic development, cuitural heritage, and natural systems, and require coordinated,
inclusive, and cvidence-based responses.

Through the CARP, the National Climate Change Adaptation Strategy, and related legal
frameworks, South Africa has established a comprehensive approach to enhancing coastal
resilience. This approach cmphasizes nature-based solutions, ccosystem stewardship, climate-
smart infrastructure, and community-centered adaptation, ensuring that interventions arc
locally grounded, culturally respectfui, and sociaily equitable.

South Aftica underscores the critical role of collaboration at all levels i.c., between national
and municipal governments, coastal cities, communities, rcgional organizations, and
international partners. Initiatives such as the Alliance of Mayors of Coastal Cities exemplify
the type of multi-stakcholder cooperation necessary to address SLR effectively.

Capacity building, knowledge sharing, and access to financc are cssential enablers for cffective
adaptation. South Africa advocatcs for international support in the form of technical assistance,
technology transfer, and funding, particularly for devcloping countrics disproportionately
affected by climate change and sca-level rise.



Finally, South Africa calls for urgent global action to reduce greenhouse gas emissions, in
alignment with the Paris Agreement, as mitigation remains essential 1o limit future SLR. By
integrating climate resilience, sustainable development, and ccosystem protection, South
Aflrica sccks 1o safcguard its coastal communities, ccosystems, and economic assets,
contributing to both national resilience and broader global climate goals.



