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Background:  

Globally, coastal areas face significant pressure from development, resource use and other 

human activities. For east Africa, communities are reliant of coastal goods and services for 

their livelihoods. Thus for varying levels of livelihood dependency appropriate coastal 

management is important in ensuring long-term ecosystem functionality, viability and 

delivery of goods and services. Integrated Coastal Management (ICM) is advocated as a best 

practice approach to achieving this; however it comes with its own challenges. Given the 

diverse nature of the coastal environment and the variation of goods and services it offers, 

managers require a combination of scientific and social information, modelled data and 

environmental indicators to assess the likely level of impacts and decide on feasible 

mitigation measures, enforcement and policy. Adding to this complexity, ICM is often 

undertaken in the context of a lack of personnel and financial resources. In South Africa, this 

is exacerbated by the legislative framework which delegates a number of responsibilities to 

local government without providing an enabling environment or capacity to meet these 

requirements. Without support or tools to deal with individual-themed issues and an 

integration scheme to consolidate these, ICM initiatives that integrate natural and social 

sciences into the decision making process are required. A turnkey, integrated solution would 

empower coastal managers with the best available knowledge, which in itself embodies 

effective and achievable ICM.  

 

This study focuses on one of four coastal regions in South Africa, KwaZulu-Natal (KZN) and 

the development of a region-specific coastal management tool which draws on a range of 

scientific data to create a ‘one-stop’ information portal for KZN coastal managers and users. 

The aim of which is to bridge the science-management gap, where scientific data and 

information exists but is not conveyed appropriately to managers. The Info-portal offers a 

number of themes to achieve this, including estuaries, risk and vulnerability and governance.   

 

 

Methods:  

Having considered the limitation of topic-specific DSS tools in meeting general ICM 

management challenges and the needs of local managers, the development of a general ICM 

Decision Support Info-Portal was identified as highly relevant in the KZN context. The aim 

of the Info-Portal is to house all data and information relevant to ICM decision making, distil 

this and present it to users in a simple user-friendly format that is understandable and useful 

to decision makers. The development of the Info-portal followed an adapted version of the 

DSS lifecycle development as outlined by Turban, Aronson, and Liang (2005), whereby six 

steps were followed; 1) need, 2) planning, 3) analysis, 4) development and design, 5) 

implementation and 6) evaluation. This process is iterative with any of the six steps being 

revisited through the development lifecycle of the DSS. A critical step being the evaluation 

phase as this ensures the engagement of the target audience and informs refinement of the 

Info-portal. Evaluation was undertaken by means of user-feedback, the feedback informed 

changes and refinements to the tool, insuring an improved Info-portal. Feedback from users 
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was received by means of a questionnaire covering four key areas; impression, user-friendly 

nature, functionality and content. This followed a structured questionnaire approach.  

 

For testing of the Beta version a selected test group (n=50) were chosen to represent a diverse 

range of users, including government officials tasked with coastal management, coastal 

scientists, coastal users and users not related to the coastal field or environment. Feedback 

from the test group was captured and assessed to undertake refinement of the tool before 

releasing the Info-portal to all users. Feedback was synthesised and assessed within a SWOT 

(Strengths, Weaknesses, Opportunities and Threats) matrix to inform changes and 

refinements. The matrix helps unpack weakness and potential threats to the successful 

implementation of the Info-portal, while at the same time highlighting strengths and potential 

opportunities for refinement of the Info-portal, ensuring better use going forward. 

 

Results:  

The target group had a positive first impression of the Info-Portal, highlighting it as user-

friendly but identified a number of opportunities that would lead to a significantly improved 

tool. Ideas included refined navigation, further explanatory text, emergency contact details 

for various coastal incidences and a map-making tool. The group were unanimous in that data 

and information presented were easy to understand and believed that the tool would meet 

their management needs. These are considered to be the primary strengths of this tool. The 

largest threat identified related to data speed issues relating to speed of loading of images and 

spatial data, which is also a real issue for consideration for decision-making, enforcement and 

management entities that are also hampered with respect to infrastructure support. This 

finding was viewed as a possible outcome of non-use of the tool due to user frustration. 

Target group feedback resulted in revisiting of the design and development stages, with an 

update to the look and feel, and the functionality of the system being simplified. These 

improvements were well received and the tool was released to a broader audience, including 

coastal authorities, environmental managers, scientists and the general public or coastal users.   

 

To facilitate use of the Info-Portal, training sessions was undertaken with coastal managers. 

The training session demonstrated to users how to access and use various aspects of the tool 

and how it can be applied to their various management activities. Subsequent to the targeted 

training, in the first month there were 1700 visits to the Info-Portal. Feedback from users is 

largely positive, with 88% of users being satisfied that they were able to find the information 

they sought and 63% found the Info-portal to be user-friendly. With users comments such as 

that this system allows them to “easily refer to it for good scientific information about the 

KZN coastline” and that it is “a very important step towards achieving ICM”  

 

Conclusion: 

The Info-Portal is accepted and used as a ‘one-stop’ tool for ICM in KZN offering decision-

makers a platform with the relevant information they require for decision making; which is in 

keeping with the objective of the tool. Importantly, the tool also allows for all users to 

provide feedback and data to be presented within the tool, ensuring that users have a stake in 

the success of the tool. In addition, the Info-Portal offers a platform for members of the 

public and stakeholders to provide information relevant to estuaries and coasts. Though this 

approach, the Info-Portal provides an interface between the science and socio-economic 

domains to capacitate managers and decision makers to make informed decisions. Since its 

public release, the Decision Support Info-Portal has been implemented and utilised by 

government officials for both ongoing management and emergency response within the KZN 

province.  


