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Coastal Hazards 

 

Introduction  

 

There is a high degree of certainty that very low-lying towns and communities such 

as Thames, Whitianga, Te Puru, Coromandel, Tairua and many others face a very 

serious threat from climate change, sea-level rise, and coastal flooding. The 

Parliamentary Commissioner for the Environment, and the Ministry for the 

Environment’s Guidance Report 1have both confirmed that at least 30cm – 40 cm of 

sea level rise by 2050-2060 is almost inevitable. These expert reports also confirm 

that this level of sea level rise will result in extreme storm tide events (e.g. January 5, 

2018) which are currently a 1-in-100-year event becoming 2-4 yearly events.  

 

 
 

 

The Regional Council’s coastal flooding simulator2 indicates that in Thames for 

example, with just 20cm of sea level rise, extensive areas of Thames foreshore 

would be subject to groundwater flooding with ever more frequent storm tide events. 

With a sea level rise of 30-40cm, much of the foreshore and parts of the central 

business district would be inundated. The experts are therefore telling us that even 

with these modest rates of sea level rise, which may occur as early as 2045 – 2060, 

the very future of Thames and possibly other towns and communities may be at 

stake.  

 

                                                           
1 http://www.mfe.govt.nz/sites/default/files/media/Climate%20Change/coastal-hazards-guide-

final.pdf 

 

2 http://coastalinundation.waikatoregion.govt.nz/ 

 

http://www.mfe.govt.nz/sites/default/files/media/Climate%20Change/coastal-hazards-guide-final.pdf
http://www.mfe.govt.nz/sites/default/files/media/Climate%20Change/coastal-hazards-guide-final.pdf
http://coastalinundation.waikatoregion.govt.nz/
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With 50 cm of sea level rise all of the Thames foreshore and the CBD may be 

flooded from the sea. 

 

 
 

 

Beyond 2050 – 2060 there is less certainty as to the rate of sea level rise. Unless 

greenhouse gas emissions are drastically reduced in the next 10 – 15 years (which 

seems highly unlikely) the experts are telling us that a sea-level rise of 1 m by 2100 

is likely, and a rise as high as 2 m by 2100 is plausible. 
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Coastal Hazards are a “Big Stuff” Priority but Are Not Recognized as Such 

 

Unfortunately, these extreme and foreseeable risks are barely recognised in the 

priorities and amount of funding set out in the LTP. These risks are not recognised 

as “Big Stuff” priorities in the LTP, as they should be. The LTP instead promotes big-

ticket projects such as a new sports grandstand and a $21 million sub-regional 

swimming pool with an underlying assumption that Thames and other communities 

have a viable long-term future, and that the location of these projects will be safe 

from coastal flooding. These major projects are considered in isolation, on a 

"business as usual" basis, and without consideration of the wider cascading risks 

which may threaten the viability of whole towns and communities such as Thames.  

 

Short Term Risks Discounted or Ignored 

 

The MfE Guidance on Coastal Hazards assumptions on sea level rise which Council 

has adopted into the LTP are shown in the following Table 11 from that report.  Much 

emphasis has been given to the very long-term projection of a 1.88 m sea level rise 

by 2150. The “Forecasting Assumptions” LTP document concentrates on “medium to 

long term” changes due to climate change. However, as can be seen from Table 11 

from the MfE Guidance, towns such as Thames could face potentially catastrophic 

coastal flooding from much more frequent extreme events with just 0.3m – 0.5m of 

sea level rise. Table 11 shows that at the RCP 8.5H + scenario 0.3m is projected as 

early as 2045, and 0.5 m by 2060. Assessing and responding to coastal hazard risks 

is therefore much more urgent than is reflected in the LTP. 
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Category A Projects  

 

When considering major “Category A” projects such as greenfield subdivision or 

major infrastructure, Council has agreed it will adopt the assumptions in the MfE 

Guidance of a sea-level rise. (Refer Table 12 -) The Guidance also requires that 

relative or local sea-level rise (which takes of land subsidence such as occurring at 

Thames) must be considered and any ongoing local subsidence rate must be added 

to those NZ-wide assumptions.  

 

 

 

 
 

When a 1.88m sea level rise above a 1996-2005 baseline of MHWS (1.79m) is 

applied to the Regional Council flooding simulator the following indicative map is 

produced for Thames – (total level 3.67m). This level does not take account of land 

subsidence at Thames which must be projected out to 2150 as mandated in the MfE 

Guidance. 
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The 1.88 transitional value of sea level rise applied to Thames 

 
 

The risks from coastal hazards are therefore so obviously so serious and all-

encompassing the very top priority for funding in the LTP must be to establish 

whether Thames and other at-risk towns actually have a viable long-term future. 

 

It would be a nonsense to consider the site of any proposed major project in 

isolation, without first establishing whether the town itself had a future. For example, 

what would be the point of proceeding with a $21 million sub regional swimming pool 

on a supposedly "safe" site on higher ground, (for example on the eastern part of the 

Thames High School site in the map above)  if much of the foreshore of Thames and 

the central business district may be flooded regularly/permanently and not able to be 

protected from coastal inundation and therefore the itself town would not have long-

term sustainable future?   

 

The Council has not carried out the necessary coastal hazard risk assessments or 

obtained expert advice about whether Thames and other low-lying towns and 

communities can be protected from these hazards. The Council has put the cart 

before the horse. As an analogy, if your home was at risk of severe flooding your top 

priority for spending limited capital would not be to build a swimming pool. Any 

prudent homeowner would first expend considerable capital assessing the risks and 

finding out whether their property could be protected. 
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Spending on Coastal Hazard Management Should be Greatly Increased – not 

Reduced. 

 

The total projected spend in the 2018 2028 Long Term plan on coastal and hazard 

management is $3.88 million. (email Erin Clarke 29 March 2018) 

 
The 2015 – 2020 Long Term Plan had a total budget of $6.68 million for coastal and 

hazard management. The operating expenditure in the 2015/2025 LTP was $5.61 

million, but just $3.88 million is set aside in the 2018/2028 LTP. There is zero 

provision for capital expenditure on coastal hazards in the 2018/2028 LTP. 

 

It is very concerning that the January 5 storm surge and the guidance in the latest 

MfE report has not enlightened the Council to the need to vastly increase its 

expenditure on coastal hazards.3 

 

Council Must Catch up with Other Councils 

 

Many other councils such as in Hawke's Bay, Northland, Western Bay of Plenty, 

Gisborne, Nelson, Christchurch, Auckland, Dunedin, to name a few for example, are 

far more advanced with coastal hazard management of than Thames-Coromandel, 

in some cases by four or five years or more. Those councils have committed the 

necessary funds to coastal hazard management, and Thames-Coromandel District 

Council urgently needs to catch up.  

 

                                                           
3 https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=CwZklEtYy8c 

 

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=CwZklEtYy8c
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South Dunedin has an immediate ground water flooding threat but any threat from 

direct coastal inundation is not anticipated until the end of this century.  Thames on 

the other hand has an imminent threat from both ground water and direct inundation, 

plus it has added cascading risks due to land subsidence and contaminated soils 

which are not evident in Dunedin.  Despite having fewer risk pathways, Dunedin has 

already carried out extensive research, monitoring and assessment of mitigation 

options, and has varied its District Plan.  TCDC is lagging far behind with its work 

program on these issues, and this must be remedied urgently in this LTP. 

 

 

Dunedin City Council – TCDC  - Comparison of Actions Taken 
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An example of mapping work completed --  

Northland Coastal Flood Maps and Legend4 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Hawkes Bay 5 has progressed well beyond risk assessment and mapping to: - 

• Scoping Possible Adaptation Options  

• Costing and Assessing all Options with Local Panels and the Community 

• Recommending a Preferred Adaptation Option for each locality for present 

day, 50 years and 100 years 

• Considering Funding Options 

• Well placed to obtain Central Government Assistance 

 

                                                           
4 http://nrcgis.maps.arcgis.com/apps/webappviewer/index.html?id=7857691576c3492cb2285b079b8ad8a2 

 

5 https://hbhazards.intramaps.co.nz/IntraMaps/MapControls/HBHazards/NHDB/ 

 

http://nrcgis.maps.arcgis.com/apps/webappviewer/index.html?id=7857691576c3492cb2285b079b8ad8a2
https://hbhazards.intramaps.co.nz/IntraMaps/MapControls/HBHazards/NHDB/
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Collaboration with Regional Council 

 

In the Hawke's Bay, the Regional Council and to District Councils agreed from the 

outset that they would collaborate and share costs. This model has proved to be 

highly successful and the Waikato Regional Council and Thames-Coromandel 

District Council should follow that lead. The high level of collaboration means that the 

Hawkes Bay Councils are well placed to receive funding for further adaptation work 

which Central Government has indicated will be provided. 

 

Obligation to Implement Ministry Guidance on Coastal Hazards 

 

It is good that the Council has adopted the latest Ministry for the Environment 

Guidance on Coastal Hazards into the LTP.  But this guidance also requires the 

Council to undertake an extensive 10-point plan commencing with the most at-risk 

communities. That plan requires the Council to map and model and identify all 

coastal hazards (not just erosion), assess risk, and to then engage in an extensive 

round of public engagement. Options for adaptation planning must then be assessed 

and costed for each of the at-risk communities. All this work will require a vast 

increase in expenditure over what is proposed. Council should consult with Hawkes 

Bay Councils to establish the level of funding required for this major “Big Stuff” work 

program, and then revise its funding provision in the LTP accordingly. 
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Our District Is One of the Most At-Risk in NZ 

 

Thames-Coromandel has a 400 km coastline and has been identified by NIWA 6 as 

one of the most at risk coastlines in New Zealand from sea level rise and coastal 

hazards.  Thames, Coromandel town, Whitianga, Tairua and Whangamata have all 

been identified in the NIWA Risk Census as having high risk.  This high degree of 

risk is just not reflected in the budget provided in the LTP for these issues. 

 

 

                                                           
6 http://www.pce.parliament.nz/media/1384/national-and-regional-risk-exposure-in-low-lying-coastal-areas-

niwa-2015.pdf 

 

http://www.pce.parliament.nz/media/1384/national-and-regional-risk-exposure-in-low-lying-coastal-areas-niwa-2015.pdf
http://www.pce.parliament.nz/media/1384/national-and-regional-risk-exposure-in-low-lying-coastal-areas-niwa-2015.pdf
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Council Must Comply with New Zealand Coastal Policy Statement 

 

The Council has legal obligations under the 2010 New Zealand Coastal Policy 

Statement to identify all hazards. Apart from work done on coastal erosion at a 

limited number of locations, the Council has not met its obligations which were 

imposed on it 8 years ago under this mandatory Policy Statement.   

 

Northland Regional Council FAQ on its Coastal Flood and Erosion Maps 

 

“Why is the regional council producing this mapping?  

We have to.  The New Zealand Coastal Policy Statement directs councils to identify 

areas that may potentially be affected by coastal hazards over a time-frame of at 

least 100 years.  Mapping is the most accepted method to identify hazard prone 

areas and provide the greatest level of certainty to the public.”   

 

Substantial funds must be committed to ensure that the Council urgently meets its 

legal obligations. 

 

Emphasis on Coastal Erosion is Misplaced - Coastal Flooding Poses Greater 

Risk 

 

The ongoing focus on coastal erosion is misplaced and the LTP seems to often 

equate erosion with coastal flooding. There is far greater risk to more communities, 

properties and infrastructure from coastal flooding than from erosion. The long-

standing evidence from coastal hazard experts7, and the recent experiences from 

the January 5 storm surge confirm the fact that it is coastal inundation/flooding which 

poses by far the greatest risk to the greater number of households and other assets. 

Yet the consultation document (page 27) gives priority to "Coastal Erosion 

Protection” and commits all the proposed budget of $75,000 for the first year to a 

district wide assessment of areas at risk of coastal erosion, but nothing for coastal 

flooding. Even in subsequent years the $75,000 allocated across the 2019/20, 

2020/21, and 2021/22 years does not specifically mention coastal flooding risk.  

 

Risk to Council Infrastructure from Coastal Inundation (excluding Erosion) is 

large and expensive 

 

The risks to infrastructure from coastal hazards are recognized in the “2018 

Infrastructure Strategy” But just $75,000 has been allocated across the 2019/20, 

2020/21, and 2021/22 years to understand the risks to not just infrastructure but also 

coastal communities, and water supplies in coastal areas.  The is a paltry amount to 

                                                           
7 http://www.mfe.govt.nz/sites/default/files/media/MFE_Coastal_Fact%20Sheet%202.pdf 

 

http://www.mfe.govt.nz/sites/default/files/media/MFE_Coastal_Fact%20Sheet%202.pdf
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assign to this major work program. Why the delay until 2019/20?  These are huge 

issues requiring immediate investigation and a large allocation of funds.  For 

example, the NIWA Risk Census describes the length of roads at risk from sea level 

rise for Thames and the whole District. 

 

Roads at Risk from Sea Level Rise Comparison 

 

 

An indication of the scale of the risk to Council infrastructure is a recent 

Auckland Transport study8.  $500 million worth of Auckland’s roads, and 

footpaths could go underwater with a major storm surge after 1m of sea 

level rise. The figure rises to $700m if seas rise by 2m.  Non-road assets 

such as ferry terminals, wharves, parking buildings and other assets, might 

add another $500m replacement costs, even at the lower sea level rise 

scenario of 1m.  This tally excludes damage to storm-water networks and 

carparks and does not count any increased risk to roads from coastal 

erosion eg as occurred on the Thames coast road, or landslips caused by 

more frequent storms. 

No Funding to Assess Groundwater Flooding/Contaminated soil 

 

The specific mention in the LTP of work be carried out on sea water intrusion into 

groundwater is welcomed, but there is no specific funding provision for the risk of 

groundwater flooding from the sea. Groundwater sea flooding is already a major 

problem in some foreshore suburbs in Thames Township e.g. Albert Street area.  

 

                                                           
8  https://www.newsroom.co.nz/2018/03/22/99003/aucklands-500m-roading-problem 

 

https://www.newsroom.co.nz/2018/03/22/99003/aucklands-500m-roading-problem
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 As seas rise and storm tides become ever more frequent groundwater flooding has 

the potential to make these areas unlivable. (refer p.2 for Regional Council coastal 

flooding simulator map indicating extensive groundwater flooding with just 10 – 20 

cm of sea level rise).   

A 2017 expert assessment at the Richmond Villas site confirmed that the ground 

water level was close to the surface at between 0.3 and 1m mRL and that 

groundwater had a tidal footprint, being at its highest level about 45 minutes after 

high tide. ( RMA 2016/305)   

 

 
 

Dunedin City has similar groundwater issues and has already carried out extensive 

research, monitoring of ground water levels, risk assessments and investigation of 

possible adaptation options.9   

 

                                                           
9 https://www.dunedin.govt.nz/your-council/latest-news/march-2017/international-review-of-

rising-groundwater-protection-options 

https://www.dunedin.govt.nz/your-council/latest-news/march-2017/international-review-of-rising-groundwater-protection-options
https://www.dunedin.govt.nz/your-council/latest-news/march-2017/international-review-of-rising-groundwater-protection-options
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An associated serious issue is that many of these same areas have contaminated 

soil – Moanataiari 10and land west of Queen Street – where the contaminants from 

mine tailings and rubbish dumps may be pushed to the surface by rising 

groundwater/flooding.  Funds need to be provided for an expert assessment of these 

issues also. 

 

No Funding to Assess Land Subsidence and Relative Sea Level Rise 

 

Nor is any funding set aside to investigate ground subsidence on the reclaimed land 

on the Thames foreshore which is substantially adding to the risk of coastal 

inundation.  

Council was warned of severe ground subsidence on the Thames foreshore at least 

as early as the 1970s when some of the reclamations were being developed – (refer 

correspondence from 1970s and 1980s to the Council from the Ministry of Works).  

Extract from Ministry of Works letter to TCDC 1 October 1980 

 
Extract from Ministry of Works letter to TCDC 19 August 1980 

 
 

Council holds records of the rate of subsidence in recent decades at several 

locations on the Thames foreshore. Council also holds a 2017 expert assessment of 

the Richmond Villas site which confirmed the current rate of subsidence at that site is 

13 mm a year.( RMA 2016/305 )   

 

 

                                                           
10 

https://www.waikatoregion.govt.nz/assets/PageFiles/21196/EWDOCS_n1742947_v1_Moanataiari_Subdivisio

n__Thames__Scoping_Report_-_Historical_Contamination_Review.pdf 

 

https://www.waikatoregion.govt.nz/assets/PageFiles/21196/EWDOCS_n1742947_v1_Moanataiari_Subdivision__Thames__Scoping_Report_-_Historical_Contamination_Review.pdf
https://www.waikatoregion.govt.nz/assets/PageFiles/21196/EWDOCS_n1742947_v1_Moanataiari_Subdivision__Thames__Scoping_Report_-_Historical_Contamination_Review.pdf
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Location Rate of Settlement 

1991 KRTA Report Richmond St 300-500mm since 1977 

1995 Frank Millington Burke St 500mm 

Ferguson Drive 16mm a year 

1997 TCDC Memo NW Corner 

Moanataiari subdivision 

Slumped 1m since 1968 

2017 Richmond Apartment 

block site 

13mm a year 

 

 

Ground subsidence at Thames must be added to the rate of actual sea level rise to 

establish the “relative” or local rate of sea level rise for Thames. (refer MfE Guidance 

on Coastal Hazards December 2017)  

 

Even without allowance for ground subsidence, Thames is one of the lowest lying 

and most at-risk towns in New Zealand from sea level rise. When ground subsidence 

is factored in, the risks to the town are exacerbated, and could potentially put 

Thames at extreme risk. These subsidence and contaminated soil issues require 

urgent investigation, which can only be carried out if substantial and sufficient 

funding is set aside in the LTP. 

 

 

 

Only $75,000 to Carry Out a District-Wide Assessment – and excludes Coastal 

Inundation? 

 

$75,000 carry out a district wide assessment of coastal erosion (but not inundation) 

hazards as an annual budget is a woefully small amount. The Council has just spent 

$55,000 scoping sites for a potential sub regional Thames swimming pool, with all 

the three sites identified being totally unsuitable due to the risk from coastal flooding. 

$75,000 annually will only scratch the surface of the funding required to properly 

map, model, identify, and risk assess all coastal hazards.  

 

 

Major Projects Must Be Deferred Until Thames-and Other At-Risk Communities 

Future Risk Assessment is Done 

 

Therefore, rather than committing funds towards these projects, the only judicious 

and sensible course of action is to delay any further spending on these projects until 
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an extensive expert risk assessment has been carried out of the coastal hazards for 

Thames and other at-risk communities.  The MfE guidance which Council has 

adopted requires this be done.   

 

The risk assessment cannot be confined to the site of any proposed new major 

development such as the swimming pool.  The risk assessment must first establish 

whether Thames has a viable future in coming decades.  For example, a risk 

assessment that concludes a chosen site for the swimming pool on higher ground 

complies with a narrow interpretation of the MfE guidance is meaningless if 

extensive low-lying parts of the Thames township and the central business district 

may be flooded and become unliveable. This in turn means that substantial funds 

need to be committed to such a risk assessment and investigation of possible 

mitigation/protection options as the priority.  

 

As an analogy, if your home was potentially at risk from severe flooding, your priority 

would be to assess the risk and establish whether it is feasible to protect your 

property from that risk. No sensible or prudent homeowner would contemplate 

building a swimming pool on their property as a priority for spending when faced with 

these potentially catastrophic risks. 

 

Rather than potentially wasting further scarce ratepayer funds on these projects, 

Council must defer them and ensure that limited funds are spent on investigating the 

risks and possible protective options. 

 

What could possibly be a greater priority than establishing whether Thames and 

other at-risk communities have a future?  

 

District Plan Variation 

Funding provision also needs to be made in the LTP to carry out a major interim 

Variation of the District Plan provisions relating to coastal hazards to be undertaken 

as soon as the necessary mapping, risk assessment work and adaptive planning 

work has been completed.  This Variation is urgent and cannot await a normal 10-

year Review. 
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Local Government Climate Change Leaders Declaration 

Thames-Coromandel District Council should join 56 other District and Regional 

Councils and sign the Local Government Climate Change Leaders Declaration.11 

 

Conclusion 

A very large funding allocation in the LTP is urgently required to: -  

 

• Collaborate immediately with Regional Council  

• Map and model all coastal hazards – especially coastal flooding as required 

by the NZ Coastal Policy Statement 

• Assess with experts reports the risks of all coastal hazards to all communities 

and infrastructure on a granular basis. i.e. by carrying out local segmented 

studies for each distinct coastal area. 

• Carry out adaptive planning for each distinct segment of the coast as 

described in the MfE Guidance 10-point plan, and already undertaken in the 

Hawkes Bay, including extensive community engagement and options and 

costings for mitigation for present day, 50 years, and 100 years.  

• Research and monitor and assess the risks of groundwater flooding, 

contaminated soils and land subsidence in Thames 

• Undertake an Interim District Plan Variation as soon as possible 

Defer any further spending on all major coastal projects until this work has been 

completed. 

 

                                                           
11 http://www.lgnz.co.nz/assets/Uploads/Climate-Change-Declaration-Final.pdf 

 

http://www.lgnz.co.nz/assets/Uploads/Climate-Change-Declaration-Final.pdf

