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Coastal management is in a period of profound transition. The profession faces 
challenges and opportunities to build upon the past thirty years and to 
proactively face the future.  Leaders in coastal management at local, state and 
national organizations will be retiring en masse within the next ten years as the 
Baby-Boomers (born ~1946-1964) are replaced with Generation-X’ and Y-ers 
(born ~ 1964-1977 and ~1977-1997 respectively).  The exodus of current 
leaders is concerning in terms of the collective “loss” of institutional history and 
intellectual capital; however the departure of leadership across multiple levels 
provides opportunities for young professionals with the interest and motivation 
to positively impact coastal resources.  Currently, the Coastal Zone Management 
Act that has been a major driver of coastal management in the past three decades 
is under revision and any changes will shape federal and state efforts in the 
future.  Now is the time to consider what the upcoming management challenges 
will be, what new opportunities there are to address these challenges, and what 
the required skills will include for the next generation of coastal managers.   
  

Coastal Workforce Challenges 
 
As of September 2006, 43% of the United States federal government workforce 
was over the age of 50 compared with 7.3% of employees under the age of 30 
(U.S. Office of Personnel Management, 2006).  The National Oceanic and 
Atmospheric Administration (NOAA) reported that in 2005 the average age of a 
NOAA Federal employee was 45, with only 7% of the workforce under the age 
of 30, and they estimated that by 2007 50% of their workforce will be eligible to 
retire (NOAA Strategic Human Capital Management Plan, 2005).  NOAA also 
reports employment trends that indicate that 50% of employees that are eligible 
to retire leave within three years. The Department of Commerce reported that in 
2004 the average length of service of retiring individuals was almost 29.9 years 
(U.S. Office of Personnel Management, 2004).  It is therefore possible that by 
2010, under a conservative estimate, NOAA could lose more than 25% of its 
workforce---and that workforce will take with it an average of 30 years of 
institutional history per person. 
 
According to the Government Performance Project Report of 2005, conducted 
by the Pew Center on the States, this problem is not unique to the federal 
government: the number of South Carolina’s state government employees that 
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are eligible to retire in the next 5 years is 23% and in the next ten years it will be 
39.8% (www. results.gpponline.org). A June 2007 publication from the 
California State Personnel Board (www.spb.ca.gov) reports that of the 
approximately 235,000 state employees 35% (or 80,000 employees) of their 
workforce will be eligible to retire by 2012.  Large numbers of employees 
retiring is only one aspect of the workforce challenge that will face state and 
local government in the next ten years. As agencies hire new employees, they 
need to plan for the differences in the culture and expectations of young 
workers.  The 2008 Pew Center on the States’ “Grading the States” publication 
reports that  there is an expectation at the state level that high turnover is now a 
reality of employment that states should plan for (Pew, 2008). In addition, the 
report indicates that younger workers are not looking for retirement plans and 
pensions when seeking new jobs but are interested in greater responsibility and 
the ability to make “a real difference” in their field.  These new attitudes need to 
be incorporated into federal and state planning, hiring and retention policies. 
 
Federal and state government agencies are setting out strategies to appropriately 
address these challenges proactively through various workforce and human 
resources plans.  However, even with these new planning efforts there continues 
to be concern that agencies may not have sufficiently considered the 
replacement of the retiring Baby-Boomer within the context of the changing 
worker perspectives of the Generation-X’ers and Generation-Y’ers (Young, 
2005, Green, 2000).  Additional discussion regarding what, exactly, the coastal 
management issues are to be addressed in the coming decades will also drive the 
training of future coastal leaders to fill existing and projected gaps in the 
workforce. 
 

(Re)Evaluating the Coastal Framework 
 
The U.S. coast is only 17% of the nation’s land; however, it supports nearly 
50% of the population, generates close to $4.5 trillion dollars, or half of the 
nations gross domestic product, and accounts for over 60 million jobs (U.S. 
Commission on Ocean Policy, 2004).  Over the course of the past decade, 
coastal managers have responded to multiple surveys and highlighted a number 
of priority management threats related to coastal development, global climate 
change, hazards, and unsustainable natural resource use (Coastal States 
Organization, 2004; U.S. Commission on Ocean Policy 2004).  Interestingly, a 
recent survey of state coastal program managers gathered feedback on ideas to 
improve the Coastal Zone Management Act (CZMA) and found that state and 
local internal capacity was also considered to be a pressure on coastal resources 
(NOAA and the Coastal States Organization, 2006).  “Internal capacity” in this 
instance was defined to include a lack of funding, staff resources, inter-agency 
coordination, technical assistance, and a fragmented approach to coastal 
management.  These internal business management challenges impede progress 
towards addressing the external ecosystem challenges.   
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With the anticipated reauthorization of the CZMA there is energy within the 
coastal community (e.g., academic, governmental, non-governmental, and 
private sector groups) to evaluate the past 30 years of dedicated service and 
consider revised strategies to approach an increasingly complex suite of 
environmental and human capacity issues related to coastal management .   Are 
the drivers for coastal management going to be the same or different in the next 
30 years? What inter-agency coordination will be required to address priority 
coastal management issues? Who will be the stakeholders in the coastal zone? 
What new skills or training will the next generation of coastal mangers need to 
address these issues?   
 
Coastal management must continue to grow and integrate with national priorities 
and debates associated with economic growth, homeland security, immigration, 
energy supplies, social security, human health and safety, water and food 
availability, environmental protection, and additional aspects that enhance U.S. 
competitiveness internationally.  Technological advances (including 
communication, detection, efficiencies, etc) need to be optimized to support 
coastal management efforts.  Increased state and federal partnering with 
industry, non-governmental agencies, and other public interest groups may 
prove to be of great support to address multiple coastal concerns.  Education and 
training programs from K-12 through advanced degrees and with the general 
public that focus on coastal and environmental issues and policies require 
regular evaluation and revision to ensure content relevance and as a direct 
mechanisms to engage broad support for a range of coastal priorities.  Making 
the health of the coast and the quality of life in coastal communities important to 
individual citizens will be key to motivating people to work, recreate, spend 
money and vote in ways that align with what coastal managers are trying to 
achieve. The opportunity to reevaluate the nation’s approach to coastal 
management and energize the next generation of coastal leaders will improve 
the probability that the nation’s coastal communities, economies and ecosystems 
are effectively sustained. 
 

Voices and Choices 
 
Invested local, state and federal employees as well as partners from non-profit 
and private sectors have started a dialogue concerning the next generation of 
coastal leaders.  A series of directed workshops and panels at policy and 
environmentally focused conferences (The Coastal Society, Coastal Zone, 
Restore America’s Estuaries, Estuarine Research Federation, etc) will begin to 
identify: 1) what future coastal management challenges leaders should be 
prepared to address, 2) what context (or drivers) these challenges will co-exist 
with, 3) what stakeholders need to be included during management discussions 
to ensure effective solutions, 4) what skills and training will be required as 
informed by an evaluation of the gaps in existing training/educational 
programming and, finally 5) recommendations for expanding existing training 
opportunities and considerations for developing some type of coastal 
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management certification and/or coastal management training center as 
appropriate. 
 
Future leaders in the coastal arena are not limited to the academic, policy and 
education communities and interdisciplinary teamwork continues to be 
promoted as the key to success.  Ensuring the continued advancement of coastal 
zone management with a team of leaders that have had the opportunity to learn 
from the past decades of management and bring new skill sets to the table will 
advance our goals to protect and restore coastal ecosystems while continuing to 
educate and learn from citizens from different sectors and different countries..  
Chose to get involved within your local coastal decision making process, chose 
to have your voice heard at a regional and national level by being actively 
engaged with groups considering these questions, chose to think positively about 
the opportunities for sustaining coastal ecosystems, and chose to turn those 
opportunities into positive change. 
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