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Articulating Loss: A Thematic Framework for Understanding 
Coastal Heritage Transformations
Tanya Venture , Caitlin DeSilvey , Bryony Onciul and Hannah Fluck

Environment and Sustainability Institute, College of Life and Environmental Sciences, University of Exeter, 
Exeter, UK

ABSTRACT
The coast is a dynamic landscape characterised by change. 
Although coastal change can provide opportunities to engage 
with the past as archaeological sites are exposed and uncovered, 
it also means that climate change pressures are likely to exacerbate 
and accelerate the inevitable loss of coastal heritage. Many projects 
and initiatives focus on protecting and saving threatened sites, but 
there has been less attention to developing tools that will help the 
heritage profession manage and communicate around loss. New 
strategies are needed to help heritage professionals engage with 
communities confronted with the vulnerability of valued coastal 
heritage sites, and to counter perceptions of mismanagement and 
misunderstanding. This paper aims to develop language to better 
articulate the ways in which change and loss are likely to be 
experienced at coastal heritage sites, so that the challenges and 
opportunities presented by each situation may be fully appreciated 
by heritage managers and communities navigating these changes. 
It does not address the question of how to preserve and protect, 
but conversely seeks to explore how to respond to and understand 
loss.
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Introduction

Standing atop a cliff edge on the Cornish coastline looking out over the Atlantic Ocean is 
a granite monument: at the top of a tapered column, a globe framed by two curving 
crescents faces out across the sea, tracing the route of the first wireless transmission in 
1901. This monument has commemorated the efforts of Guglielmo Marconi and his team 
at the wireless station in Poldhu since it was erected in 1937,1 but, as coastal processes 
push the edge of the cliff inward, the monument is becoming increasingly vulnerable, 
squeezed between the sea and the field behind. And this monument is not alone. What is 
the future for this structure and others like it around the coast? In the field behind lie the 
remains of the now largely invisible tower structures that would have sent the original 
1901 message. Following the coastal path south towards Mullion Cove is a harbour where 
managers, in response to pressures of sea level rise and increasing repair and mainte
nance costs, are likely to initiate a process of ‘roll back’ and consolidation in the next 
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decade. Travelling northwards around the coast from the Marconi Memorial, the Church of 
the Storms at Gunwalloe, a tiny medieval church nestled on above a beach and below an 
eroding headland, also faces a radically uncertain future due to the anticipated effects of 
climate change. The adjacent farm buildings, first mentioned in the Doomsday book, also 
share this uncertain future, but here plans are underway to implement a series of adaptive 
measures so that the buildings may continue to serve the local community while also 
responding to a changing coastline.

For now there is no immediate threat to the Marconi Memorial, but there will come 
a time when a tough choice will have to be made about its future. Around the world, 
communities are facing, difficult decisions about how to care for cultural heritage in the 
face of environmental changes that may increasingly challenge its continued physical 
existence. Perceived mismanagement of any of these valued heritage assets has the 
potential to cause tension and misunderstanding between heritage professionals and 
the communities that value them. There is a clear need for language that helps people 
and practitioners understand and engage with change in these contexts. This paper seeks 
to articulate different kinds of heritage transformation likely to be experienced in coastal 
landscapes like the one described, and in other similar landscapes, over the next decades. 
It does not address the question of how to preserve and protect, but conversely seeks to 
explore how to respond to and understand loss.

The stretch of coast from Gunwalloe to Mullion on the Lizard Peninsula represents only 
a small snap-shot of vulnerable heritage assets on one section of Cornish coast. However, 
the themes of anticipated loss identified within this comparatively small area can be 
applied beyond this stretch of this landscape to other coastal contexts. The coast is 
a dynamic place, and continual change is part of what makes the coast such an evocative 
place in which to live and work in, and to visit. The coastline that we see today is not the 
same one that we saw yesterday and will not be the same one that we see tomorrow.2 

Though there have been attempts throughout history to manage, reclaim, or even try to 
halt coastal change, these are natural processes and as such management offers no 
permanent solutions.3 There is an increasing recognition that with the effects of acceler
ated anthropogenic climate change, some loss of heritage will be inevitable.4 In debates 
and discussions, however, the prospect of ‘loss’ is often invoked in quite abstract terms, 
and there is no common language or framework to describe different drivers of and 
responses to anticipated loss. This paper therefore aims to interrogate what ‘loss’ will 
actually entail, with reference to both the physical presence of heritage assets and the 
emotional consequences of their encroaching absence.

Although this paper focuses primarily on physical heritage assets, cultural heritage 
encompasses a much wider set of traditions, practices, skills and features – some tangible 
and some intangible. The effects of climate change are likely to be most visible in relation 
to tangible, physical assets, but processes of environmental change will also have 
a profound effect on traditional cultures and intangible heritage practices in the coming 
decades.5 The relationship between material heritage and immaterial expressions of 
community, memory and belonging is complex and dynamic, and is likely to become 
more so as change accelerates. Climate change can lead to the emergence of new 
collective meanings and memories, as well as the erosion or erasure of old ones.6

The dynamic and processual aspects of heritage are not always addressed well in policy 
contexts. In England, heritage assets are defined by the National Planning Policy 
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Framework (NPPF) as, ‘A building, monument, site, place, area or landscape identified as 
having a degree of significance meriting consideration in planning decisions, because of 
its heritage interest. It includes designated heritage assets and assets identified by the 
local planning authority (including local listing)’.7 In this framing, heritage is assumed to 
be a non-renewable physical resource that, once lost, is gone forever.8 This paper 
acknowledges the continued relevance of this conception of heritage, but seeks to 
contribute to an emerging body of critical literature that frames heritage as a resource 
that is in a state of continual becoming, through future-making processes of selection, 
connection, curation, transformation and care.9

Through articulating a thematic framework for different kinds of loss likely to 
emerge in relation to coastal sites, this paper offers ways to navigate both the 
challenges and opportunities presented within this space. It is hoped that by recog
nising that loss is not absolute or universally experienced, and instead embracing the 
inherent fluidity and interplay between the themes of loss discussed in this paper, 
practitioners may gain the tools needed to engage in healthy and productive 
dialogues within the heritage sector and with the wider public. Although this 
paper focuses specifically on the relationship between climate change and coastal 
heritage, the ideas explored here have potential to inform new approaches and 
perspectives within the heritage sector more widely, as it responds to other drivers 
of social and environmental change – including calls for social justice and decolo
nialisation, and shifts in resource priorities post-pandemic.10 Though it is beyond the 
scope of this paper to fully interrogate the heritage impacts of each of the issues 
listed above, this paper argues nonetheless that it is a timely moment to start 
thinking about new ways to engage people with themes of cultural and natural 
heritage loss, change and transformation.

The ideas explored in this paper stem from an on-going doctoral research project 
which is developing strategies for communicating the anticipated impact of climate 
change on coastal archaeological heritage. Four distinct themes related to coastal heri
tage loss have emerged from the early stages of the research, and these form the basis of 
the framework presented in this paper (see Figure 1).

(1) Invisible loss, which engages with previously unnoticed or overlooked heritage, 
and explores the loss of the unknown as well as the potential release of value 
through the process of discovery and recognition;

(2) Adaptive loss, which recognises the transformational nature of a place, and allows 
for continued evolution of form and function, into new iterations, with potential 
support from external sources;

(3) Inevitable loss, which involves the loss of heritage over an extended but unpre
dictable time period and provides opportunities for renegotiation of cultural and 
social relationships;

(4) Radical loss, which requires the consideration of future histories associated with 
landscape scale change, and incorporates the loss of both heritage and non- 
heritage assets.

These themes will be outlined in further detail with reference to the wider literature 
throughout this paper.
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Articulating Heritage Loss

The heritage sector has a complicated and long-standing relationship with the concept of 
loss. Loss is integral to the core methodology of archaeological investigation.11 Actively 
investigating sites through excavation is in itself a destructive process, which has pro
duced the majority of archaeological knowledge about the past. The loss of heritage 
through both natural processes and human action, such as deliberate erasure through 
conflict or development, or excavation itself, is well documented within the academic 
literature.12 Fear of loss has been a major motivator for heritage legislation and policy, and 
it underpins the current designation programme in England and elsewhere.13 Protecting 
built heritage from the threats of loss due to extensive re-building works after the Second 
World War laid the groundwork for current legislative measures.14 However, avoiding all 
aspects of heritage loss is neither achievable, nor, arguably, is it desirable. This paper 
instead focuses on providing a language to inform a dialogue about loss, recognising that 
‘solutions’ in this space are not tidy and rigid, and nor should they expected to be. In fact, 
the open management of loss will require a willingness to sometimes accept messiness, 
and the blurring of professional and personal boundaries, as background to processes of 
negotiation and navigation.

Navigating any problem without clear boundaries in place is a lot like being put into 
a dark room without any walls. There is no way of moving forward that feels safe. The 
situation can generate feelings of fear and anxiety, which can lead either to paralysis and 
inaction or to an immediate and under-considered response. Boundaries are associated 

Figure 1. Though independent the themes may interact with each other over time.
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with structure and are necessary to provide emotional control and comprehension.15 For 
the heritage sector, the policies and frameworks that are put in place to protect heritage 
and manage change can be seen as the comforting walls of that room. In moments of 
crisis or uncertainty, however, policies and guidelines may not be able to explain or 
contain change, and boundaries can appear unstable, generating feelings of anxiety. The 
prospect of prolonged and unpredictable loss of coastal heritage assets is, arguably, such 
a moment. There is a need for new approaches that help professionals and communities 
describe and debate the process of heritage loss, and provide some structure to help 
them address an apparently intractable problem.

Heritage professionals are in a unique position to bring their intimate knowledge of 
cultural landscapes to help broad audiences understand and communicate about future 
change, and make decisions about how to respond appropriately.16 Most of the land
scapes that we experience, even so called ‘wild’ places, bear the mark of human inter
vention. Heritage scholars and practitioners can make a positive contribution to the 
climate change debate by helping people come to terms with loss and change, and by 
championing the environmental benefits of traditional buildings methods and encoura
ging the reuse of old structures.17The Climate Heritage Network formed in 2019 to bring 
together a diverse group of heritage professionals, business owners, government officials 
and cultural practitioners to help connect the issues of cultural and climate change, and to 
take action.18 One of the aims of the Network is to aid communities in tackling climate 
change by drawing on knowledge of how people responded to past changes. The 
relationship that people have with heritage is often personal and complex,19 and as we 
develop strategies for coping with climate change there is the potential to explore 
different ‘uses’ for heritage, including use for creative adaptation and mitigation.20 In 
turbulent times the past can provide comfort,21 but reflection on the past can also be 
a catalyst for renegotiating relationships between people and places as we move into an 
uncertain future.22

Understanding Coastal Heritage Transformations

The effects of climate change on heritage will be complex, and will not be confined to 
coastal contexts. In the UK, warmer wetter winters and warmer drier summers are already 
causing significant stress to landscapes and structures:23in the last two years alone the UK 
has seen record breaking temperatures and above average rainfall;24 at the beginning of 
January 2020 two named storms, Ciara and Dennis, caused widespread flooding and 
disruption in many parts of the UK, followed by the hottest recorded summer in 
17 years.25 While the impacts of climate change will be general and widespread, natural 
coastal processes – amplified by rising sea levels, increased precipitation intensity, and 
increasing flooding and drought – have been identified as the top concerns for the 
historic environment. Anticipated impacts will affect all aspects of heritage ‘from built 
to buried’.26 For heritage the ‘risk of significant change’ will occur not only from the 
physical processes of climate change but also human attempts at mitigation.27 Reponses 
to climate change pressures in the form of coastal and flood defences will have a lasting 
impact on the historic environment. A Heritage organisations are increasingly recognising 
that in addition to taking measures to reduce carbon emissions and mitigate the impacts 
of climate change it will sometimes be necessary to accept that the climate is changing 
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and to work with these changes rather than against them.28 One of the measures high
lighted specifically within the 2016 Historic England climate change adaptation policy 
document calls for the need to develop an approach for ‘dealing with inevitable change, 
including loss’.29

The majority of the academic literature on climate change and heritage emphasises 
methods of managing and conserving heritage assets to prevent or mitigate damage to 
historic fabric.30 In recent years, however, a body of literature has begun to emerge which 
addresses aspects of inevitable change and loss, including publications such as The Future 
of Heritage as Climates Change (focusing on the role of climate change within heritage 
discourse from policy to practice) and Public Archaeology and Climate Change (based on 
a series of conference papers and concentrating on the role that global communities have 
in utilising citizen-centrist approaches to heritage recording and management) and The 
Future of our Pasts (highlighting the role of heritage in climate action).31 All of this works 
centres on the contribution that creative and cross-sector methods can make in respond
ing to climate change, and highlights innovative community engagement strategies. 
Related scholarship has begun to explore transformational aspects of heritage loss and 
change, and the potential for value to emerge through accommodation of natural 
processes.32 In practice, much of the focus for heritage professionals has been directed 
towards collating information on the present state of heritage assets on the coast through 
desk based research, checking this information through walkover surveys before entry 
into historic record databases. The Rapid Coastal Zone Assessment Surveys (RCZAS) 
commissioned by Historic England for the English coastline and Historic Environment 
Scotland for Scottish coastlines aimed to create a baseline set of data on the current 
presence of archaeological heritage on the coast.33 The long term intention was to record 
underrepresented heritage assets within the coastal landscape that may be vulnerable to 
the construction of defence works implemented as part of the Shoreline Management 
Plans. Funding for mitigation against loss in these cases is based on the ‘polluter pays 
principle’ common to inland development, however heritage threatened by natural 
processes has no such safeguard in place.

The Scotland’s Coastal Archaeology and the Problem of Erosion (SCAPE) Trust, based at 
the University of St Andrews, has been working on a series of projects related to coastal 
heritage data sets in Scotland.34 The most recent five year project, Scotland’s Coastal 
Heritage at Risk Project (SCHARP), was designed to be delivered through two main sub- 
projects.35 The first, ShoreUPDATE, trained citizen scientists in archaeological recording 
methods and the use of a specialist app that not only updated the condition of sites 
already recorded on the RCZAS but also had the capacity to add new sites.36 The second, 
ShoreDIG, organised a variety of different archaeology projects on sites that local com
munities were seen to value, including some rescue archaeology of rapidly eroding 
features.37 SCHARP was a great success and has influenced the creation of similar projects, 
such as CiTIZAN in England, CHERISH in Wales and Ireland and the Florida Public 
Archaeology Network (FPAN) in the state of Florida.38 Such projects, while often framed 
through language about ‘saving’ threatened heritage through recording, also highlight 
the ‘ways in which apparent loss can open up opportunities for discovery, and the 
generation of new connections between people and place’.39

Citizen science archaeology projects like those described above have been extremely 
successful in helping professionals engage creatively with change and loss on the coast, 
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but such innovation has not yet been carried effectively into decision-making contexts. 
Discussion still often focuses on prioritising high-value sites for attention, and Shoreline 
Management Plans may designate coastal areas as No Active Intervention but provide no 
clear framework for engaging people with what this decision means for them, and their 
local landscapes. This paper focuses on heritage decision-making processes that occur 
within a post-prioritisation space, when some form of loss is likely and decisions needs to 
be made about how to respond. What happens when we know that some assets cannot 
be saved?

The pressures confronting the heritage profession when faced with the loss of heritage 
were eloquently described in a talk presented at the Sea of Change Conference in 2019, 
where Dr Caitlin Vertigan spoke about the challenges of managing a coastal heritage site 
at Port Arthur, Australia, which is under increasing pressure due to climate change.40 She 
spoke passionately and emotionally about the anxiety that both she and her colleagues 
feel about the seemingly monumental decisions they need to make, and how this 
apprehension and uncertainty about how to proceed has made definitive decision mak
ing difficult.41 Heritage agencies are already stretched and can experience a disconnect 
between managers on the ground and upper management, creating tension even within 
single organisations.42 The complexity of managing change and loss can introduce 
additional pressures on time and resources. The impulse, in many cases of potential 
loss, is to defer decision making to allow for the gathering of additional information 
about condition and significance, leading to further delays, and the perception of inac
tion. The concern surrounding the implications of potential mismanagement of heritage 
is experienced by heritage professionals internationally. Marcy Rockman talks about 
similar anxieties at Fort Jefferson in the US and in the UK similar feelings of concern 
have been highlighted at National Trust sites, where the intention to manage for loss and 
change is often in tension with the desire to conserve places for public access and 
appreciation.43 Within the heritage sector there seems to be an overwhelming anxiety 
when faced with the potential loss of heritage assets, which leads to indecision and 
deferral.44

Introducing the Themes

This paper aims, therefore, not to outline a rigid framework for approaching loss in 
decision-making contexts, but instead to look at loss from a new angle, breaking down 
the perception of loss as a large, intractable problem so that it can be understood in more 
depth and detail, in the context of specific places and conditions. High levels of uncer
tainty surrounding the scale and rate of loss makes planning for heritage loss 
challenging.45 Therefore, this paper aims to identify a series of different themes that 
articulate the ways in which change and loss are likely to be experienced at coastal 
heritage sites, so that the challenges and opportunities presented by each situation 
may be fully realised by heritage managers and communities navigating these changes. 
Describing the physical and emotional aspects of discrete types of loss can help open up 
new narratives, and help people comprehend and compartmentalise an otherwise over
whelming issue, making it more manageable. Although all of the themes described below 
assume some element of anticipation and planning, there will also always be aspects of 
unanticipated change that can never be fully accounted for. This framework intends to 
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highlight the importance of approaching the subject of loss collaboratively with commu
nities to foster engagement and facilitate conversations which will provide the confidence 
needed to address challenges and take advantage of opportunities, whilst leaving room 
for reaction when unexpected things do occur.

In developing these themes, it became clear that heritage loss will have emotional as 
well and physical impacts, and the framework used to describe the stages of grief 
emerged as a useful and resonant resource. The five stages of grief first outlined by 
Kubler-Ross include denial, anger, bargaining, depression, and finally acceptance. These 
stages have been applied to understand how people cope with a wide range of radical 
changes, including climate change.46 Using the concepts first outlined by Kubler-Ross, 
Rosemary Randell specifically considers the emotional impact of climate-change induced 
loss, arguing that we need to be more honest about the sacrifices that we will need to 
make in the short term, rather than deferring our concern and action into the future.47 

Expanding on this work, Ashlee Cunsolo-Wilson draws attention to how, if healthy 
mourning is left incomplete, an inability to create a new relationship with the post-loss- 
landscape may develop.48

In order to embrace the transformative power of heritage loss and change, we need to 
understand how the language that is used in these contexts shapes our understanding of 
processes and potentials. Practitioners currently do not have the terminology they need 
to talk about and explain the physical, emotional and mental challenges and opportu
nities associated with the loss of heritage. Language is a living thing that evolves to serve 
our needs, and it is clear that we need language that can describe what is happening 
more precisely and sensitively, to help prepare for what lies ahead.49 The language of 
heritage loss also needs to be easily understood by everyone, within the professional 
heritage sector as well as within communities and the general public. Work completed by 
Barnett on the community of Lakes Entrance, Australia stressed the importance of com
municating with the local community on climate change issues and creating adaption 
pathways based on triggers grounded in lived experiences.50 Through making these 
‘triggers’ relatable and easy to visualise, it makes it easier for people to act, and to find 
ways of negotiating uncertainty which generate greater future resilience.51 The following 
section introduces each theme in more detail, and provides examples to help illustrate 
their potential application.

Invisible Loss

In May 2013 storms uncovered a series of footprints on the beach at Happisburgh on 
the Norfolk coast.52 The footprints belonging to a group of adults and children were 
over 800,000 years old, making them the oldest hominin footprints outside of Africa53 

and the oldest archaeological site in the UK. Just two weeks after this incredibly rare find 
was uncovered and recorded the same forces that led to its discovery led to its 
destruction.54 Coastal forces that can create important archaeological discoveries also 
make these discovered sites vulnerable to eventual loss.55 The findings from 
Happisburgh have extended the timeline of human occupation of Europe by 
350,000 years, which represents a significant find for studies of the Pleistocene.56 

Citizen scientists working with the British Museum continue to monitor this stretch of 
coast, which has also produced hundreds of stone tools, faunal remains and other 
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palaeoenvironmental finds. In the year after the discovery the Happisburgh coastline 
saw 30 metres of erosion.57 With each storm there comes a chance for further discovery, 
but also the risk of further loss. The Happisburgh footprints are a good example of 
possibly the most ubiquitous type of archaeological heritage, invisible heritage, which is 
buried and hidden from view until it is uncovered through archaeological investigation, 
itself a destructive processes.58

The scale and significance of sites related to the ‘invisible loss’ theme are highly 
variable, ranging from discrete find spots consisting of a few pot sherds to entire 
structures such as at Must Farm.59 There are three major ways in which a site could 
be classed as initially ‘invisible’, though in some cases there may be professional 
awareness that does not extend to a wider public. Firstly, a site may not be 
physically visible: the majority of archaeological heritage lies buried beneath our 
feet waiting to be discovered. Secondly, sites that fall under this theme, such as 
those on private land closed to the general public, may also be classed as invisible 
due to their inaccessibility. Lastly, there may be sites that are both physically visible 
and accessible but the true extent of their significance is not widely known. For 
a casual visitor to a historic landscape there may be a lot that escapes their 
attention, however practitioners with experience in the area may be able to discern 
the potential of what landscapes have to offer. With excavation, that potential can be 
made more widely visible and shared. The site of Skara Brea in the heart of Neolithic 
Orkney is a well-documented and popular site. However geophysical surveys of the 
surrounding landscape show that the visible elements are only a fragment of the 
existing resource.60 Archaeologically speaking, the most important aspects are the 
ones that have not yet been investigated.

Though invisible sites remain largely unseen or overlooked, they are by no means 
unaffected by climate change pressures. As well as the effects of more dramatic coastal 
processes such as erosion, buried heritage in particular is also vulnerable to the slower and 
less visible attritional damage, which was specifically identified as a challenge in the 2013 
Atkins report on the environmental threats to heritage commissioned by Historic 
England.61 Indeed, invisible sites may be more vulnerable because they lack either statu
tory protection or vocal community groups to champion on their behalf. A significant 
amount of heritage is not officially protected, as it remains either undiscovered or falls 
outside of the protective remits dictated through heritage protection policies.62 This is 
especially relevant for coastal sites where less than 5% have statutory protection.63

When the invisible become visible the values associated with these sites evolve 
accordingly. If change takes place rapidly then there is less time for new human 
relationships to form with a site, making it in some ways easier to conceptualise and 
accept its eventual loss or transformation into a different state.64 The joy of discovery 
can in some ways mitigate the negativity around loss, especially if appropriate action 
is seen to be taken. In addition, situations that require quick and decisive action are 
often more easily accepted than ones that take place over a longer time frame, even 
if they require dramatic solutions.65 This can be most clearly illustrated in comparing 
the acceptance of the immediate measures taken to contain the COVID-19 pandemic 
to the reluctance, on the part of individuals, corporations and governments, to make 
the sacrifices required to alleviate climate change.66
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Adaptive Loss

Adaptive loss relates to sites where there may be opportunities for partial retention, and 
reconsideration of the significance of a site, even if the overall site faces continuing 
processes of loss and erosion. This theme actively invites change and re-use of a site so 
that some parts of it may be conserved in some form for the future. An example of 
adaptive loss can be found in the recent reinstatement of the lifeboat station at Birnbeck 
Pier, Weston-super-Mare.67 Built in 1867, the Victorian pleasure pier hosted a lifeboat 
station that opened in 1901, serving the Severn estuary.68 After a turbulent history the 
pier was eventually closed to the public in 1994 and a combination of storm damage and 
disinterest under private ownership led to it being listed as one of two ‘closed and derelict 
piers that are at risk of being lost’ in the Pier Review toolkit.69 The pier retained a strong 
local following and in response to the increasingly derelict nature of the site the Friends of 
the Old Pier Society was formed. In 2020, with support from Historic England, the decision 
was made to reinstate the lifeboat station.70 Though the pier may never be returned to its 
former glory as a Victorian promenade it will carry on part of its legacy, adapted, in the 
future as a lifeboat station once again. Within in the academic literature on the manage
ment of built heritage this is known as adaptive re-use.71 Historic England specifically 
points to adaptive reuse of historic buildings as making an essential contribution to 
reducing carbon emissions associated with new construction.72

Because adaptation may often be most appropriate and feasible for a specific section 
of a much larger complex site, this theme is most likely to be relevant for smaller scale 
projects (although wide scale adaption may also be necessary). It is therefore most likely 
to interact and overlap with one or more of the other themes described in this paper. 
Rates of change experienced at a site, and opportunities for responding creatively, will be 
highly dependent on aspects such as funding and/or community and academic interest, 
as well as external natural factors with impacts that are likely to be felt over a longer time 
scale. Levels of uncertainty associated with adaptive loss may fluctuate between high and 
low, as funding or interest is secured. Importantly, an approach aligned with this theme 
may attract attention from funders outside of the heritage profession, as is the case at 
Birnbeck Pier. In contrast to the invisible loss theme, sites where adaptive loss is possible 
are likely to have significant community or academic interest and may be supported 
through action groups or projects. Therefore, this theme centres on strategies of com
promise and the development of shared ownership and agency in shaping the future of 
a site. The negotiation of values and interests between different groups needs to be 
managed carefully, to ensure that future plans proceed from a foundation of genuine 
engagement and mutual respect.

The adaptive loss theme challenges models of top-down management and commu
nication, and invites active participation into exploring the transformational opportunities 
afforded by coastal change. Engaging with communities to explore shared and changing 
values unsettles a static understanding of heritage sites, opens up new perspectives on 
future change and encourages acceptance of the new role heritage may play for con
temporary communities. An adaptive loss approach that embraces and engages with 
gradual transformation will ideally unfold over an extended time frame, giving people 
opportunities to understand and process change as it happens and adapt responses 
accordingly.73 Actively engaging with sites creates a sense of ownership and therefore 
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legitimacy, allowing communities to take control of their own story.74 The overall aim of 
the adaptive loss theme is to encourage sustained engagement with heritage to foster 
new relationships with sites as they change. Adaptation is not an attempt to return to the 
way things were but to assist in making better choices for the future.75 However this can 
only be achieved successfully through effective and well-resourced community engage
ment strategies.

Inevitable Loss

Change to the coastal landscape is as natural as it is inevitable. The coastline is a dynamic 
environment, and ongoing processes of change have not only shaped the physical 
geography of the landscape but also people’s relationship to it. Since the 16th century, 
Hurst Castle has protected the entrance to the Solent from its position at the end of 
a narrow shingle spit. Rising seas currently threaten the longevity of the site, which is 
precariously situated, and the only defence separating the salt marsh from the sea is 
increasingly in danger of being undercut and eventually breached. The inevitability of 
damage and awareness of the eventual loss of access to the physical structure at Hurst 
Castle was amplified by storm damage in 2019, when undercutting of the seaward wall 
caused a partial collapse.76 Although repairs were conducted, in the future such damage 
may open up conversations about a transition to acceptance of the inevitable loss of the 
impressive fortifications.

Inevitable loss can affect sites as a whole or a portion of a site, as is the case at Hurst 
Castle, and can occur at different rates. Slow incremental damage may be followed by 
periods of extensive structural loss. Such loss will eventually affect aspects of site manage
ment, especially where aspects of public safety or site access become a concern. The 
changes associated with this theme can happen rapidly, as seeming stable sites may 
suddenly transition into a recognition of inevitable loss almost overnight, through large 
storm events. Increased vulnerability can also coincide with increased potential, as is seen 
at the Jurassic Coast, Dorset, where each landslide creates the opportunity for new 
discovery.77 Sudden change can also trigger reactive defensive measures, which can 
create a high level of uncertainty about the immediate future of vulnerable sites.

Conversely, the rate of change associated with this kind of loss may also happen slowly, 
in some cases far longer than a single human lifetime. Issues of perception are central in 
relation to this theme, as acceptable of incremental change can be easily mistaken for 
inaction, especially if there is a surge in either community or academic interest into the 
site in question, which generates new value and perhaps sparks efforts to arrest or slow 
change processes. In such situations, uncertainty can generate anxiety, and an endanger
ment narrative may emerge, polarising perspectives between those who wish to ‘save’ 
a site and those who encourage the acceptance of change. Where opportunities for 
partial retention and adaptation are limited, inevitable loss must be managed in a way 
that makes it legible and accessible, though environmental or funding factors may limit 
the range of options available. At sites designated by Shoreline Management Plans under 
policies of No Active Intervention or Managed Realignment, for example, efforts must be 
made to clearly outline the different stages of rollback or retreat, and their likely effect on 
heritage resources. These sites may not be seen to warrant traditional methods of 
investigation or conservation, but investment in community engagement and 
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communication will help people come to terms with loss and imagine themselves into an 
uncertain future.78

While it would be easy to see only the negatives associated with inevitable loss, this 
theme does in fact provide great opportunity. Research projects conducted at vulnerable 
sites can add more to local and professional knowledge of the past than would normally 
be presented at similar unthreatened and legally-protected monuments.79 Sites that are 
experiencing inevitable loss also can offer greater opportunity for hands-on engagement 
than more stable sites.80 Projects such as SCHARP in Scotland, CiTIZAN in England and the 
CHERISH project in Wales and Ireland are key examples in how knowledge and engage
ment with communities on vulnerable and transient sites can lead to great discoveries. As 
the name of this theme implies, inevitable loss is a process that cannot be stopped, 
although in some case opportunities may emerge to switch to adaptive loss manage
ment. However, embracing positive opportunities related to the management of archae
ological heritage impacted by this theme can change the question from how to mitigate 
loss to one of how to accept loss and, in effect, renegotiate memories of place when there 
are no longer structural reminders.

Radical Loss

In some contexts, realisation of opportunities to engage with loss in the present may need 
to be followed by recognition of more radical and comprehensive loss in the future. The 
theme of radical loss shares many similarities with inevitable loss theme discussed above, 
in so far as it assumes a point of definite loss and change. What makes this theme stand 
apart however, is that change takes place at a much larger scale. This theme encompasses 
change and loss on a landscape, rather than site specific, scale and, is likely to include not 
only heritage loss but also changes associated with housing, infrastructure and the wider 
natural environment. The village of Fairbourne, Wales presents an example of radical loss 
in action. This village has been named as the site of ‘Britain’s first climate change refugees’ 
in national newspapers, as the decision to move shoreline management to No Active 
Intervention was made public in 2019, and the village is likely to be claimed by the sea 
within the next 26 years.81 For Fairbourne, the opportunities to engage with radical loss 
may not lie in conserving what has come before, but instead reside in understanding what 
is likely to remain and become its future history.

Because radical loss operates at the landscape scale, rates of loss and change may 
seem slow compared to those experienced in relation to the other themes, but change 
is likely to follow a pattern of punctuated equilibrium, and generations of apparent 
stability may be followed by sudden rapid changes. If these changes are approached 
with a long view in mind, there may be opportunity to adopt forward-thinking and 
innovative plans for dealing with loss, in effect building in the anticipation of and 
preparation for eventual loss from the beginning of a process, rather than seeing it as 
just an end. However, much as in the inevitable loss theme above, perceived inaction 
may cause unnecessary tension and lead to demoralisation.82 Effective communication 
and engagement strategies are the only way to resolve these tensions, but even these 
will struggle to engage people when there is extensive uncertainty.83 In one sense, 
radical loss may be seen as the terminal point of all these themes, especially inevitable 
loss, but this does not mean it is devoid of opportunity. Preparation for the recognition 
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of future heritage may involve, for example, developing relocation narratives and 
exploring the value of what will be left behind, perhaps, in the distant future, as 
underwater archaeology. As even hard defences will eventually fail, the need to con
sider the creation of future histories becomes more important than ever.84

There are many places around the UK that have succumbed to different forms of 
radical loss throughout history. The medieval village of Dunwich, Suffolk is a good 
example of how past radical loss to the landscape has been integrated with identity of 
the modern day village.85 In Wales, villages such as Capel Celyn, Tryweryn were deliber
ately flooded within living memory, to create a reservoir for Liverpool.86 The village sites 
area still visible, though submerged, and have been effectively turned into underwater 
archaeology, standing as a bleak reminder of the power of UK government over Welsh 
communities. Although there are limited physical reminders of these places, they persist 
in social memory. In Dunwich the town actively celebrates and interprets way coastal 
erosion has shaped their history.87 The plight of the Welsh villages have been kept alive in 
not only literature, music and film (such as the 2015 film Yr Ymadawiad (The Passing)) but 
also, indirectly, in the lasting legacy of Welsh nationalism and the achievement of Welsh 
self-governance, partly spurred by the perception of past injustice.88

Opportunities for the radical loss theme include actively helping communities to 
develop future narratives which embrace change. Narratives around relocation, for exam
ple, can help smooth transitions to new places and make them meaningful. In the US, the 
town of Velmeyer, Illinois was relocated after the Great Flood of 1993.89 The collective 
relocation effort, which involved a collaboration between the community and govern
ment officials, meant that not only was the relocation a success, but the new town, named 
New Valmeyer, became a beacon of hope and adaptation through continuing local 
traditions; those who decided to stay were considered as being ‘consigned to the 
past’.90 Actively engaging with and listening to communities, respecting the values that 
they feel are important, could, if handled well, become a cathartic experience, allowing 
people to process this complex and emotive issue. Through acts of remembering, forget
ting, communicating, and negotiating relationships with heritage, a shared identity can 
be (re)created and expressed.91 Respecting the power of communities to act on and 
vocalise their values acknowledges their collective agency, and avoids categorising them 
as helpless victims.92

The lifespans of buildings and other forms of heritage differ from human lifespans. 
Heritage is an intergenerational and transformational phenomenon; physical assets may 
be passed down between generations, but as aspects of value and significance change, 
the relationship between people and place changes. The aim then, with regard to both 
inevitable and radical loss, is to help people cope with absence and be open to the 
discovery of new presences in place, tangible and intangible. A perspective that sees 
people and buildings as persisting through processes of transformation and re-making 
may help avoid a classic ‘loss aversion’ response.93 If seen in the context of transforma
tion rather than final ends, the change of assets on the coast may not have to be viewed 
so negatively.94 Ideas around anticipatory loss, although again complex emotionally, 
can be useful for helping people prepare for inevitable changes brought by climate 
change.95 As people become more aware of the changing environment, adapting and 
accepting the inevitability of even radical change and loss will be more important than 
ever.
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Navigating the Themes

The themes as they are presented in this paper are designed to be flexible, actively 
embracing the messiness intrinsically associated with these types of conversations. The 
application of these thematic descriptions is not intended to be prescriptive, but instead 
accepts the blurring of boundaries and the value of non-linear, open-ended conversation 
and consultation. Different people will perceive different kinds of loss and different 
opportunities within the same site, depending on their individual perspectives and 
interests. This framework acts therefore not as a strict exercise designed to organise 
and categorise loss into neat boxes, but as a guideline for recognising and structuring 
the different types of conversations that can emerge in response to these situations.

Ideas about loss can be compared with the movement of water: originating from 
a single source, it moves downstream forming creeks and rivers, flowing through water
falls and rapids, perhaps resting in lakes for a time, then slowly moving through estuaries 
and finally into the sea.96 Though the water changes form, and requires different strate
gies in order to navigate it effectively, the water itself stays the same. As with the themes 
in this paper, the focus is not on exactly when these themes appear, or when they change 
into one another, but on how we alter our course to navigate them (see Figure 2). Themes 
may overlap, or blend into one another; ultimately engaging with loss and uncertainty 
requires a commitment to pluralism.97 While each of these themes may inspire different 
approaches and responses, the fundamental point of this framework is flexibility.

Heritage sites are often managed in alignment with a particular point in time, a period 
of significance selected as appropriate for telling the story of that specific site. Past 
changes and adaptations are often included in interpretive narratives in a way that 
contemporary and future changes are not.98 The presumption of present day stability 
and conservation can make current and future changes harder to understand and accept. 
Underlying all of the themes outlined above is the appreciation that loss is not inherently 
a negative nor necessarily a linear process. The prospect of loss can even reinvigorate 
interest in certain sites or subjects, giving them a new lease on life.99 The transformational 
process of change can present opportunities for the human world, as well as natural 

Figure 2. A site may be originally classed as subject to inevitable loss, however through sourcing of 
funding and community interest a transition to adaptive loss may begin. If funding or interest wanes 
then the site may turn back to inevitable loss, or even begin the journey towards radical loss.
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world.100 Through actively embracing the positive aspects of loss, we can help to create 
new relationships with the environment which will be increasingly important as we face 
an uncertain and unknown future.101 This will involve reassessing relationships with loss, 
and embracing the plurality of heritage as an evolving phenomenon, that reflects our 
modern sensibilities and values.102

As noted above, in the current context, decision making within the heritage sector 
about sites at risk of inevitable change and loss can create feelings of anxiety and lead to 
deferral and delays.103 Apparent indecision within public bodies and a lack of transpar
ency can easily generate mistrust and suspicion between decision-makers and the wider 
public, effectively driving a wedge between the two.104 Communicating about difficult 
subjects in thoughtful and emotionally-intelligent ways is of paramount importance in 
gaining acceptance and trust, and establishing a foundation for cooperation.105 

Conversations about anticipated loss (around heritage as with other topics) need to be 
sensitive and well considered, and they also need to acknowledge that dissonance is 
likely, and sometimes necessary. The thematic framework presented here allows for the 
expression of complex and sometimes contradictory emotional and personal perspec
tives, but it also provides some structure for heritage practitioners who need to engage 
communities in difficult conversations. The framework can help practitioners contextua
lise how change and loss was experienced historically, and how this experience may 
inform contemporary responses. Publics and practitioners can work together to frame 
narratives of past change that link to uncertain futures, and highlight how transitional 
moments have released new opportunities in the past and may do so again.106

Although this framework was developed with specific reference to the physical loss of 
heritage assets affected by accelerated coastal change, it has clear relevance for under
standing other types of loss, and the range of possible responses. By approaching loss as 
a transformational rather than terminal, process, a journey rather than an end, the 
heritage sector will hopefully be able to have more constructive conversations around 
vulnerable sites, to guide their management in the present and into the future.
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