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Summary and Keywords

Coastal hazard risk is compounded by climate change. The promise and prospects of 
adaptation to escalating coastal hazard risk is fraught, even in a country like New 
Zealand that has laudable provisions for local authorities to be proactive in adapting to 
climate change. Continuing property development in some low-lying coastal areas is re
sulting in contestation and maladaptation. The resistance of some local authorities to do 
the inevitable and make long-term planning decisions in the face of amplifying risk can be 
linked to adaptation barriers. What can be done to overcome barriers and facilitate adap
tation? Is transformation of the current mismatch between short-term planning and devel
opment aspirations, long-term societal goals, dynamic coastal processes and well-intend
ed legislation and policy goals even possible? What can we learn from adaptation fail
ures? In the face of compelling evidence and an enabling institutional framework, why is 
it that some coastal communities fail to prepare for the future? We shed light on such 
questions based on a long-term study of experience in New Zealand’s Coromandel Penin
sula. We focus on the overarching question: Why is adaptation so challenging; and why 
are some coastal communities locked- into maladaptive pathways? We focus on the influ
ence of a short-term decision-making focus of the problem of a low level of understanding 
and, following from this, the prioritization of protective works to combat erosion. Further, 
we draw attention to a major storm impact and the failure to turn this window of opportu
nity to a shift away from business as usual. Through the exploration of key stakeholder in
sights, the findings from the literature are reinforced and put into local context thus mak
ing the otherwise abstract barriers locally relevant. Matching and aligning adaptation 
theory with local reality can assist in advancing inquiry and policy practice to govern 
complex adaptation challenges.
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Introduction: Climate Change Adaptation in a 
Diverse Coastal Community Setting
This article explores the adaptation challenge at the local community level in New 
Zealand, where many coastal communities, and their governing authorities, face escalat
ing coastal hazard risks compounded by climate change (Bell, Allan, Blackett, & 
Stephens, 2017; Frame et al., 2018; Parliamentary Commissioner for the Environment, 
2015; Rouse et al., 2013, 2017). Sea-level rise, changes in wind regimes, waves, storms, 
sediment supply and sea temperatures contribute to an “exacerbation of erosion and re
treat of soft shorelines, increased frequency of sea inundation, potential salinisation of 
near-coast aquifers and rivers, drainage and groundwater issues, an increasing squeeze 
on development along estuarine and coastal margins and changes to ecosystems” (Rouse 
et al., 2017). As a consequence, coastal infrastructure, communities and low-lying ecosys
tems are at risk, with potentially profound consequences across all domains of coastal 
systems, livelihoods and lifestyles, from ecosystem health to land use, economic invest
ment and sociopolitical arrangements. Why, then, are some New Zealand coastal commu
nities failing to prepare for unfolding climate change—in the face of compelling scientific 
evidence about climate change and statutory requirements to adapt? To explore this 
question, we reflect on a long-term study of climate change adaptation on the Coroman
del Peninsula (see Figure 1)—a coastal setting made up of many diverse small coastal 
communities only a couple of hours drive from Auckland—the commercial center of the 
country. A glimpse into the future for these coastal communities may have been provided 
by a major storm event, with a 0.5 % return probability, that severely impacted mainly the 
west coast of the Coromandel Peninsula in January 2018. The storm could have served as 
a “wake up” call for local communities to take practical steps to adapt to climate change 
in ways that reduce coastal hazard risk and foster resilience and coastal sustainability 
(see the article “Agenda Setting and the Policy Process: Focusing Events” for a full dis
cussion of this phenomenon).

The window of opportunity created by a high-magnitude storm event, coupled with New 
Zealand’s enabling institutional environment, had the potential to lead to a progressive 
adaptation narrative—but only if key adaptation barriers were recognized and overcome 
beforehand, and according measures put in place and mobilized during such a window.

Local government has a key, if not pivotal, role to play. Some local authorities in New 
Zealand in regions such as the Hawke’s Bay and Wellington have begun addressing the 
adaptation imperative proactively (Greater Wellington Regional Council, 2019; Hawke’s 
Bay Regional Council, 2016) while some others, like the Thames-Coromandel District 
Council on the Coromandel Peninsula, are taking a “wait and see” approach. Why is it so 
difficult to progress adaptation at the local community level in places like the Coromandel 
Peninsula? What might be done to break this impasse?
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Figure 1.  The Coromandel Peninsula.

Adaptation literature is clear: answers to such questions are not easily found. Adaptation 
is highly complex, evolves over time, it is contested, and laden with barriers (Barnett et 
al., 2015; Biesbroek, Termeer, Klostermann, & Kabat, 2014; Ekstrom & Moser, 2014; 
IPCC, 2014A; Palutikof et al., 2019; Sieber, Biesbroek, & de Block, 2018). Many barriers 
to adaptation have been identified. It is self-evident that barriers ought to be overcome 
with improved understanding about unfolding coastal hazard risks, concerted adaptation 
efforts, and political will and community leadership. What is less clear is why barriers 
persist and how they might be overcome at the local community level. We spotlight ways 
in which local circumstances and governance arrangements shape adaptation narratives 
and outcomes on the ground.

Paying close attention to local narratives can shed light on a prevailing adaptation im
passe, how it came into being and why it persists. Long-term ethnographic case study re
search drawing on local narratives deepened understanding of the Coromandel Peninsula 
case.

The following section, “INSIGHTS FROM THE ADAPTATION BARRIERS LITERATURE, 
FOCUSING ON LOCAL GOVERNMENT ADAPTION BARRIERS,” reflects on literature on 
climate change adaptation barriers, with a focus on the local government level. It high
lights the tendency in adaptation literature to focus on the identification of “lists of barri
ers.” More recently, attention has shifted to the complex interplay of barriers, how they 
are socially constructed, and why they persist. A more critical and nuanced approach thus 
locates adaptation and barriers to action in the context of distinctive local circumstances, 
actors and contexts. The third section, “A CASE STUDY OF ADAPTATION NARRATIVES 
AND EXPERIENCES OVER THE LAST DECADE,” describes the Coromandel Peninsula 
case study setting in the context of the New Zealand institutional environment. The 
fourth section explains the “RESEARCH APPROACH” that underpins this study. The 
penultimate section is a “SYNTHESIS OF RESEARCH FINDINGS” to reveal the adapta
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tion narratives and situations that have emerged over the last decade, including the im
pacts of the January 2018 extreme storm and the extent to which it has shifted adaptation 
thinking and practice. The article concludes with a reflection on what has been close to 
“A DECADE OF ADAPTATION RESEARCH” on New Zealand’s Coromandel Peninsula.

Insights From the Adaptation Barriers Litera
ture, Focusing on Local Government Adaption 
Barriers
A multitude of barriers are associated with the adaptation process, with local government 
playing a crucial enabling or constraining role in the delivery of adaptation strategies. 
Barriers have been extensively described and categorized in adaptation literature (Adger 
et al., 2009; Biesbroek et al., 2011; Bisaro & Hinkel, 2016; Sieber et al., 2018; Termeer, 
Dewulf, & Breeman, 2013). Adaptation barriers (synonymous with constraints) are chal
lenges, obstacles or hurdles obstructing adaptation. The IPCC characterizes adaptation 
barriers as “factors that make it harder to plan and implement adaptation actions or that 
restrict options” (IPCC, 2014A). For example, local constituents may elect officials oppos
ing retreat from low-lying coastal areas because they have a stake in the status quo, and 
this can lead to even further investment in exposed locations that in turn may require 
protective work to mitigate risk. Different constituents and governance actors see barri
ers differently, depending on their values and interests (Eisenack et al., 2014).

The identification and categorization of barriers in the adaptation literature has produced 
a “seemingly endless” number, well over 200, barriers (Biesbroek, Klostermann, Termeer, 
& Kabat, 2013). Over the last decade, barriers have been grouped into categories to make 
sense of them (cf. Biesbroek et al., 2011; Ekstrom & Moser, 2014). Adaptation barriers 
vary within and between so-called developing and developed countries. With regard to 
the former, social, resource, and physical ‘themes’ tend to dominate (Spires, Shackleton, 
& Cundill, 2014). Within these themes, barriers such as knowledge and communication, 
organizational and discursive barriers, poor coordination between actors involved, finan
cial barriers, capacity constraints in terms of staff and technical expertise, access to cli
mate change information, and the pervasive influence of power and politics in communi
ties and the agencies and institutions that “open up” or “close down” adaptation are com
monplace (Ashley, Zhumanova, Isaeva, & Dear, 2016; Buggy & McNamara, 2016; Lasage 
et al., 2015; Spires et al., 2014; Yates, 2014).

Adaptation barriers experienced or perceived can constrain adaptive capacity (Naess, 
Bang, Eriksen, & Vevatne, 2005; O’Brien, Eriksen, Sygna, & Naess, 2006). The “flexibility 
to change strategies,” the “ability to act collectively,” learning to “recognize and respond” 
to change, and “the agency to determine whether to change or not” are key considera
tions in relation to adaptive capacity (Cinner et al., 2018). Such considerations underlie 
local government decision-making and shape the extent to which adaptation barriers be
come locked in or overcome. For example, the conveying of climate change information 
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by local government to communities with a high risk-profile is insufficient to enact adap
tation unless local community members develop shared understanding about how their 
actions influence coastal hazard risks, and build capacity to reduce these risks. There
fore, local community agency to initiate changes that lead to more climate resilient devel
opment pathways is key to realizing the promise of adaptation.

An adaptation framework developed by Moser and Ekstrom (2010), made up of the three 
components of understanding, planning and managing represents an idealized depiction 
of a rational planning process and demonstrates the importance of barriers that emerge 
as part of the adaptation process. In a 2013 systematic literature review by Biesbroek and 
colleagues, with a full-text review of 81 publications, the most frequently reported barri
ers relate to the institutional and social dimensions of adaptation. Importantly, the au
thors draw attention to the barriers relating to local government decision-making about 
adaptation and the way they are interlinked with the values and norms guiding decision-
making. The representation of interests ultimately influences the way in which adaptation 
is progressed or constrained (Handmer & Dovers, 2013; Lawrence et al., 2015).

In the next section, we explore the manifestation of these barriers in the context of the 
Coromandel Peninsula, revealing multiple parallel narratives about climate change, and 
highlighting why adaptation can be so challenging.

A Case Study of Adaptation Narratives and Ex
periences Over the Last Decade
This section describes the Coromandel Peninsula, and places local adaptation responses 
in the context of the national institutional setting in which an array of enabling provisions 
are made to reduce coastal hazard risk and adapt to climate change. It also outlines the 
approach developed to conduct this research.

The Coromandel Peninsula

The Coromandel Peninsula comprises a varied coastal landscape, including estuaries, 
white sand beaches, and rocky headlands. Local communities are scattered around the 
peninsula in a mix of distinct permanent and holiday destinations, and Maori communi
ties. This confluence of communities positions affluence and poverty in close proximity. 
The “over 50 settlements” each have their “own distinct personality, history and 
lifestyle” (TCDC, 2016). Over the summer period, the area is transformed by an influx of 
holidaymakers. This is a recent development. Within a comparatively short time period, 
many communities, such as Whitianga on the peninsula’s east coast, have changed from 
quiet coastal communities to resort towns catering for tourists and wealthy city dwellers. 
The peninsula’s population is growing rapidly and changing in composition and character. 
In 2007, of the 1,986 houses in Whitianga, for example, 1,248 were unoccupied holiday 
homes during the off season (TCDC, 2007); its summer population can increase by up to 
600%. The resident population is projected to reach 6000 by 2040. The growth is located 
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mainly in towns expanding onto low-lying productive coastal farmland (Monin, 2012). 
Low-lying coastal margins are experiencing “coastal squeeze”1 and high coastal risks pre
vail because of a legacy of unsustainable development decisions, property demands, and 
development pressures that are increasing the value of assets at risk—sometimes de
scribed as “castles in the sand” (Peart, 2009), and the opening up of new areas (“green
fields”) for coastal property development. Seventy percent of the Coromandel region’s 
beach areas and dunes are developed within 100 meters of the sea (ARC, 2004). This sea
side development is in areas identified by the Thames-Coromandel District Council as ex
posed to coastal hazards compounded by climate change and rising sea-levels (TCDC, 
2015).

Coastal hazards include both riverine and coastal storm-induced flooding as well as ero
sion along several areas of the peninsula’s coastline (TCDC, 2014). Coastal erosion is ex
acerbated by rising sea levels, changes in storm patterns, more intense and more fre
quent severe weather events (Field, Barros, Stocker, & Dahe, 2012; Moser, Jeffress 
Williams, & Boesch, 2012), as well as changes in wave patterns and wave heights 
(Schuerch, Vafeidis, Slawig, & Temmerman, 2013). The prevailing approach used by the 
Thames-Coromandel District Council to address erosion and coastal flooding is through 
statutory building restrictions and coastal setback zones. Local beachfront property own
ers often use rocks and ad-hoc structures such as wooden walls/planks and concrete to 
protect their properties. The way in which coastal hazard risks are identified and ad
dressed is largely a function of the national institutional setting that has provided an in
creasingly enabling framework for local communities and their governing authorities 
(Bell et al., 2017).

Climate Change Adaptation at the Local Government Level in New 
Zealand

New Zealand’s institutional framework for addressing adaptation is governed chiefly by 
the Resource Management Act—the RMA (Government of New Zealand, 1991). Govern
ment at the local level is tasked with implementing the RMA, with guidance on managing 
coastal hazard risks and adapting to climate change (Bell et al., 2017) produced by gov
ernment at central level to support local government in meeting its obligations under the 
Act. The New Zealand Coastal Policy Statement—the NZCPS (Minister of Conservation, 
2010)—covers local government’s statutory responsibilities on planning in coastal areas. 
It explicitly addresses matters relating to coastal hazard risks and climate change, includ
ing sea-level rise. This policy is notable in requiring local government to have “particular 
regard to the effects of climate change” (43, Section 7 (i)). Importantly, the NZCPS em
phasizes a long-term (100+ year) approach and also discourages hard coastal protection 
structures. These provisions build on long-standing statutory requirements for provision 
of hazards information to the public and for the avoidance and mitigation of natural haz
ards through policies, plans, and rules. A further six statutes cover local government’s 
roles and responsibilities relevant to adapting to climate change (e.g., flood control, 
storm-water management, flood warning and land drainage, management of assets, in
cluding infrastructure services and emergency management). The Local Government Act 
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(LGA, Government of New Zealand, 2002) provides the governance umbrella for many of 
these functions, including a community consultative framework for decision-making 
through long-term plans, asset management plans, and annual plans. Non-statutory plan
ning instruments (e.g., coastal management strategies) may also be developed; in addi
tion to the above-mentioned guidance. This overall governance framework is highly de
volved, with local authorities playing a central role in “adjust[ing] to actual or expected 
climate and its effects” while “seek[ing] to moderate or avoid harm or exploit beneficial 
opportunities” (IPCC (2014A), Annex 2) or, put simply, to “manage the unavoidable” (Weir, 
Dovey, & Orcherton, 2017).

In the light of these provisions, how has the response to a changing climate unfolded on 
the Coromandel Peninsula, and what role is played by governing authorities and local 
communities?

Research Approach
This research is based on a long-term study that began with a Master of Environmental 
Planning and a PhD, both focusing on climate change adaptation and the clash between 
rhetoric and local reality on the Coromandel Peninsula. A subsequent postdoctoral fellow
ship aimed to identify ways to institutionalize risk reduction and resilience planning 
based on comparative case study analysis and informed by key informant interviews and 
narrative analysis.

A Community Based Participatory Research method was used (Cvitanovic et al., 2019) to 
give voice to locally relevant stakeholder insights about adaptation narratives and experi
ences, with a focus on barriers. Data were collected from local decision-makers, commu
nity members, district and regional government staff, insurance representatives, local 
and traditional knowledge carriers, elected councilors, business representatives, coastal 
engineers, politicians, and developers in a way that reflects the diversity of social values 
and perspectives (DeLorme, Kidwell, Hagen, & Stephens, 2016; Fazey et al., 2014; Kench 
et al., 2018).

Ethnographic place-based research builds on existing and well-established networks that 
align with ongoing practical efforts and initiatives (Schneider, 2014; Schneider, Glavovic, 
& Farrelly, 2017; Thompson, Owen, Lindsay, Leonard, & Cronin, 2017). Ethnography is 
used to engage in the local reality, especially the social relationships and the cultural re
alities (McGranahan, 2014). As a research method, ethnography involves in-depth, long-
term fieldwork. Establishing key contacts and a level of trust is essential in this context 
and for undertaking research into adaptation barriers. As a place-based researcher in the 
local community for over 10 years, this article’s first author has been able to establish 
trust and make observations over time as local climate-change debates unfolded.

Participants were asked to reflect on key “themes,” including barriers and opportunities, 
coastal issues, the future, coastal management issues, and governance roles and respon
sibilities. The regional relevance of a high-magnitude storm as a focusing event for adap
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tation and the lessons learned was part of the interview emphasis in a set of interviews 
conducted in 2018. The main reason for the additional attention to an event was that the 
Coromandel region had experienced a coastal storm with a 0.5 % return period a few 
weeks before the interviews were conducted.

The interviews were transcribed and the narratives thematically analyzed (cf. Lawler, 
2002) for common themes. The interview data were structured by Braun and Clarke’s 
(2014) six-phase approach to thematic analysis: (i) data familiarization, (ii) initial code 
generation, (iii) the identification of themes, (iv) the review of themes, (v) the definition of 
themes, and finally (vi) the research findings.

The research approach taken made it possible to garner insights into the local adaptation 
reality on the Coromandel Peninsula that go beyond the reporting of viewpoints and activ
ities but that attempt to understand how those interviewed think, behave and interact—
not from the perspective of the researcher but from the perspective of the research par
ticipants and the way this relates to societal structures and processes.

In the next section, we provide a synthesis of this local adaptation reality, revealing the 
way in which adaptation narratives have evolved, what the local experiences are, as well 
as the barriers encountered.

Synthesis of Research Findings: Evolving Adap
tation Narratives, Experiences, and Barriers
The ethnographic research conducted between 2010 and 2019 exposed a wide range of 
adaptation narratives, experiences, and barriers, including that research participants had 
a poor understanding of climate change, that they do not detect the problem, and that 
available information is not gathered and used in ways that enable a shared understand
ing. The research also made clear the complex interactions between local authorities and 
the diverse communities they serve. We highlight, firstly, the powerful influences of and 
interweaving between climate change “UNDERSTANDING, LOCAL LEADERSHIP AND 
WILLINGNESS TO TAKE ACTION.” Secondly, the pre-eminence of short-term needs and 
demands is writ large in Coromandel narratives, experiences and barriers to adaptation; 
“A PREOCCUPATION WITH THE SHORT-TERM” shapes trajectories of response planning 
and action. Many people are caught between the pressing needs and everyday realities of 
having to balance short-term private interests with long-term concerns about public safe
ty and sustainability. Thirdly, the adaptation challenge is an integral part of the challenge 
of building sustainable coastal livelihoods—a reality that is manifest in business-as-usual 
practices and rituals that appear to lock-in the varied local coastal communities of the 
Coromandel Peninsula to pathways of maladaptation. How might alternative pathways to
wards more climate resilient futures be charted? The unexpected shock of the January 
2018 “‘1-in-200-year’ Storm” offered a window of opportunity to recalibrate and reflect 
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on future prospects. How did this experience shape subsequent adaptation narratives and 
actions? Each of these three matters is addressed below.

Understanding, Local Leadership and Willingness to Take Action

The research conducted on the Coromandel Peninsula revealed that, in general, the adap
tation barriers encountered in the “understanding phase” (Moser & Ekstrom, 2010) were 
too substantial to be overcome for the time being (Schneider, 2014). In theory, the “un
derstanding phase” is followed by the “planning phase” which leads to the “managing 
phase.” This does not mean that the Thames-Coromandel District Council does not take 
coastal hazards and climate change into account in its planning or management. It does, 
however, mean that key barriers encountered within the understanding phase (e.g., a lev
el of agreement on the need to take action or a threshold of concern) are not overcome, 
thus risking maladaptive planning pathways, implementation, and management of re
sponses. In practice, understanding climate change adaptation is characterized by con
testation and evolving nuance and variability. The main problem here is that prospects for 
local government and local communities to engage in a meaningful adaptation dialogue 
are hampered.

Adding to the complex nature of adaptation barriers in the according phases of rational 
decision-making is the fact that there an overlap between adaptation phases: real life 
“phases” are not distinct or clearly separated. For example, Moser and Ekstrom (2010) 
describe leadership as critical at any stage of the adaptation, with the greatest impor
tance in initiating the process and sustaining momentum over time. The Thames-Coro
mandel District Council serves as example of the way that leadership represents a barrier 
of repeated and cross-cutting importance, thus confirming an overlap between the differ
ent phases. Our findings confirm the seminal nature and the “urgent need for responsive 
leadership,” as demonstrated by the Local Government Leaders’ Climate Change Declara
tion (LGNZ, 2017): This non-binding document was signed by more than 40 councils in 
New Zealand, yet it was voted down by the majority of the elected Thames Coromandel 
District councilors, including the Mayor. Following an interview on Radio New Zealand in 
which the Mayor refused to answer if she “believed” in climate change stating that her 
“beliefs have got nothing to do with it” (RNZ, 2019), the interviewer was later asked if it 
would have been better to use “understand” rather than “believe.” The interviewer’s re
ply (@KateGudsell, 2019), emphasis added) was that “if you come from a point of you 
don’t believe in climate change then you clearly don’t understand climate change.” This 
example illustrates how interwoven barriers can be. New Zealand’s former Prime Minis
ter, Helen Clark, also commented on this lack of leadership, pointing out that it is 
“[a]mazing that Thames Coromandel District Council wouldn’t sign [the] declaration on 
#climatechange.” The former Prime Minister further highlighted that “its area is hugely 
climate vulnerable [and] new housing developments in recent years have occurred in low 
lying coastal areas” (@HelenClarkNZ, 2019).
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Climate change in general and adaptation in particular is a difficult message to communi
cate, let alone understand, especially when it clashes with highly politicized local and 
context-specific debates (Porter, Demeritt, & Dessai 2015; van Pelt et al., 2015). The “im
personal, apolitical and universal imaginary” of climate change make the topic difficult 
for non-experts not only to understand but also to act upon (Jasanoff, 2010). This can 
translate into an unwillingness to engage with the topic of climate change. An example of 
such a situation surrounding adaptation was given in a Radio New Zealand interview with 
the Thames Coromandel District Mayor (RNZ, 2019):

Interviewer: “Do you believe that climate change is happening, that your Council 
needs to deal with the fallout from that?”

Mayor: “I haven’t said that at all.”

Interviewer: “But do you believe climate change is happening?”

Mayor: “I haven’t said that either. I am not about to respond to that.”

Interviewer: “Why not?”

Mayor: “I don’t have to.”

Interviewer: “Don’t you believe you have an obligation to tell your ratepayers 
whether you believe climate change is happening?”

Mayor: “No, I don’t.”

Interviewer: “Why not?”

Mayor: “Currently I think that it is highly politically charged and driven.”

There is no evidence here to suggest that the adaptation imperative was sufficiently ad
dressed and that there was a local willingness to take action that prepared communities 
for what Moser (Moser, 2011) refers to as the “period of consequences.” Investment in 
the coastal zone appeared to be encouraged by local government, which consented to 
low-lying coastal developments after the storm, including the “Longreach Subdivision” at 
Cooks Beach, the upgrade to the Whitianga Town Centre, and the Richmond Villas apart
ment project in Thames. In 2019 an application for an additional 74 sections in the 
Whitianga Waterways project, a low-lying coastal canal development did not include an 
up to date coastal hazard assessment considering the latest government guidance, or 
proper planning and legal analysis of coastal hazards for the site.

A Preoccupation With the Short-Term

Since the beginning of adaptation barrier research on the Coromandel Peninsula, climate 
change and the associated consequences, especially for coastal areas, has received much 
national and international attention, ranging from legislation to guidance documents as 
well as reports and scientific findings (Bell et al., 2017; Lawrence et al., 2015, p. 53; 
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LGNZ, 2014; Minister of Conservation, 2004; Pachauri & Core Writing Team, 2014; Parlia
mentary Commissioner for the Environment, 2015). It is fair to say that there is com
pelling evidence for taking all necessary action to prepare for climate-change impacts. 
Put differently, it is difficult to justify a prevailing preoccupation with the short term when 
it comes to climate change. While short-term decision-making is needed in some parts, 
such as local public services, others, such as meeting the needs of future generations, re
quires long-term action. A statement that was the result of the Local Government Act 
(LGA) 2002 Amendment Act 2012, captures this position: “To meet the current and future 
needs of communities for good quality local infrastructure, local public services, and per
formance of regulatory functions in a way that is most cost effective for households and 
businesses.”

In most cases in New Zealand, local council short-term responsibilities are captured in 
Annual Plans. Long-term approaches to local needs and responsibilities, on the other 
hand, are reflected in legislation “prescribing” a long-term framework with a 100-year im
perative (Government of New Zealand, 1991, 2002; Minister of Conservation, 2010) as 
well as policy requirements (TCDC, 2018A, 2018B). What remains missing, as identified 
by Lawrence and colleagues (2015) are national instruments that would encourage local 
authorities’ long-term decision-making actions, including risk assessment methodologies, 
national processes to update sea-level rise, a national standard for sea-level rise, and an 
end to misalignment of statutes.

At times, decisions made by local authorities are short-term influenced but have long-
term implications, especially against the background of climate change. Decisions made 
about land development serve as compelling example: short-term drivers include the 
need to meet a housing demand, increase the rates base, attract investment and/or foster 
progress. Land-development decisions can also lead to an intensification of development 
along the shoreline or other areas at risk from natural hazards such as storm surges, sub
sidence, or river flooding. On the Coromandel, this is especially the case on the east coast 
of the peninsula such as in and around the communities of Whitianga and Pauanui. Promi
nent west coast examples include the southern part of the town of Thames, with a new re
tirement complex built on land subject to inundation and subsidence, and the Moanataiari 
community, which is built on low-lying subsiding land reclaimed from the sea using old 
mine tailings, rocks, and dredging from the port.

When the long-term implications from a coastal hazard risk perspective in the face of ris
ing seas and climate change are factored in, short-term focused decisions limit the op
tions of future generations as a maladaptive pathway is locked in. A regional council in
formant (2018, personal communication) explained the conundrum local councils face 
when it comes to risk management, affordability, responsibility and climate change: “In 
many cases local government is quite risk-averse and that’s its characteristic. It is 
charged with managing and looking after and providing assets for its communities in the 
here and the now in cost-effective ways, and yeah there is that, that aversion to risk and, 
but obviously there is the risk of, things are happening quicker than have been foreseen, 
you got the potential of stranded assets there as well, and that’s a risk, and that’s an is
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sue.” And so, at the local level, authorities have considerable difficulty translating and in
stitutionalizing long-term legislative and policy rhetoric as well as scientific findings into 
lived reality on the ground. A further statement made by a local councilor (2018) inter
viewed confirms the decision-making difficulty but also the culture of decision-making on 
the Coromandel Peninsula: “What I’m here to do is do the best I can by my community for 
now and in the short term. Short term’s 10–20 years for me.”

A range of barriers are associated with efforts to reduce the impacts of climate-related 
events over the short-term and long-term. The most difficult part to navigate for local au
thorities, including infrastructure providers, is to identify and follow through with long-
term spatial commitments that will be sustainable over many decades to centuries. For 
this to happen, it is important for policy provisions to embrace long-term planning. The 
“urgent” need for “more action in the adaptation policy space” (LGNZ, 2019) was con
firmed by a local councilor who highlighted the “need to start setting some policy around 
how we deal with risks associated with climate change.”

Reflecting on the insights from key informants on adaptation barriers has brought to the 
fore a seemingly insurmountable impediment to reconcile long-term with short-term 
needs and aspirations. It became clear that barriers are not only context-specific but that, 
on the ground, it is not necessarily helpful to single out barriers in anticipation that this 
will advance adaptation. As long as key decision-makers dismiss climate change or regard 
investment as the most important element for community well-being then long-term deci
sions will be shelved for future generations to consider. Insights from councilors, regional 
government representatives, the local council CEO, and New Zealand Transport Authority 
(NZTA) representatives have brought to the fore the challenges and opportunities of hav
ing to make decisions for and on behalf of local communities on the Coromandel that ben
efit the current generation without compromising the needs of future generations.

Local government faces the challenging task of meeting its traditional statutory obliga
tions to communities in the face of a changing climate which constitutes an “erratic, com
plex interaction process with feedback loops, path dependency and non-linear 
behaviours” (Sieber et al., 2018). A wide range of different ideas, values, levels of infor
mation and framings of climate change in general and adaptation in particular come to
gether when it comes to local adaptation considerations or action on the ground. And so, 
adaptation may be interpreted, understood, or framed differently by different actors de
pending on their perception of the problem. Through local government elections, private 
actors directly influence who represents their interests, ideas, values, or levels of infor
mation when it comes to climate change and adaptation. Put simply, political values, in a 
democracy, are a broad reflection of the voting majority’s values, needs and interests. In 
New Zealand local elections are held every three years, which gives local constituents the 
opportunity to elect a local government leader who represents and reflects what matters 
to the majority.

A political willingness to act on climate change depends, at least partly, on how the action 
is perceived to affect electoral chances (Jenkins, 2011; Pietsch & McAllister, 2010). Cli
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mate-change beliefs are also associated with voting behavior (McCrea, Leviston, Walker, 
& Shyy, 2015). Addressing unpopular topics during a three-year term tends to result in a 
failure of re-election and a change in local government representation. In many ways, it is 
in the local government’s interest to not “rock the boat.” Climate change and adaptation 
tend to be highly unpopular, especially in areas that are associated with coastal lifestyles 
and attract much coastal investment, such as the Coromandel Peninsula.

Questions that are worth reflecting on in the context of adaption barriers and long-term 
decision-making are manifold. For example, how can informed long-term decisions be 
made if those who need to be abreast of the regulatory framework turn out to be igno
rant? Or, perhaps of more concern, what if new coastal development happens to be en
couraged so that the need for protection measures increases? Frequently, it appears, 
short-term investment and property development in areas at risk is traded for future com
munity well-being. This locally popular thinking is captured in an insight by a regional 
councilor interviewed in 2018: “While you’ve got a small population you got a real prob
lem but the larger a population is the better your chances . . . in the long run it might al
low you more financial capability to deal with the issue . . ..” What this regional councilor 
is referring to is the paradoxical situation that increased development with a large popu
lation attracts capital, thus making it possible for the cost of protective measures to be 
shared by the larger population. The vicious circle then becomes that protection mea
sures attract even more development which is at risk of becoming exposed when a future 
impact exceeds design standards. Burby (2006) refers to such a situation as the “safe de
velopment paradox.” The outcome of such a predicted situation is the direct result of 
short-sighted public policy decisions

Knowledge of the past and current conditions are insufficient for making informed long-
term decisions about future needs. And so it does not come as a surprise that, as 
Lawrence and colleagues (2015) identified, key adaptation barriers relate to the legal, en
gineering design, and planning practices that have been developed for responses to past 
and current climate conditions. The problem here lies in that these responses are built on 
outdated outlooks on the world accompanied by static assumptions fast becoming insuffi
cient as climate conditions change (Milly et al., 2008). In a nutshell, in many cases short-
term solutions based on measurable uncertainty and pre-climate-change thinking clash 
with the responsibly to address the long-term dynamic and complex nature of climate risk 
(Jones & Preston, 2011; Pachauri & Core Writing Team, 2014; Renn, Klinke, & Van Asselt, 
2011).

Despite leadership and long-term thinking being fundamental to adaptation, climate 
change is frequently treated as a matter of conviction rather than scientific fact. How can 
legislative and policy rhetoric translate into action if this continues to be the case? Per
haps not surprisingly, the Thames Coromandel District Council’s CEO (2017), when inter
viewed on the matter of council staff participating in adaptation research, pointed out 
that “it can be very career-limiting if people’s thoughts and views get exposed.” This 
viewpoint was later confirmed by a key informant (2018) who stressed the risk of council 
employees being made redundant over climate change: “If he actually made long-term de
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cisions and challenged authority he’d risk losing his job you know.” And so, the use of sci
entific uncertainties and an inability to quantify the future continue to be used not only as 
excuse for inaction but as reason for a continuation of business as usual. As the Thames 
Coromandel District Council CEO (2017) further pointed out: “the issue is, you know, how 
do we encourage more investment when we’ve got this massive risk that nobody quanti
fies, and until we can quantify it, it will be a negative connotation.”

Adaptation barriers are not always explicitly related to the need for long-term decision-
making in the face of climate change or knowledge about climate change, but it is the 
long-term decision-making imperative that connects most if not all adaptation barriers. 
Palutikof et al. (2019) (Palutikof et al., 2019) report that commonly identified barriers in
clude lack of, or inconsistent, leadership, inadequate knowledge of risks and responses, 
lack of financial resources, competing objectives and values, and lack of institutional sup
port (cf. Barnett et al., 2015; Henstra, 2017). Biesbroek and colleagues (2013) found one 
of the three key barriers identified as “specifically and directly related to adaptation” to 
be the clash between long-term climate change impacts and short-term decision-making 
cycles. Oberlack (2017) points out that institutional adaptation research has accumulated 
mosaic-like pieces, but that these do not show clear patterns yet. This is certainly the 
case when examining individual barriers and the ways that these relate to institutional 
decision-making. Arguably though, we find that the pattern that connects the individual 
barriers identified in adaptation literature is a deficiency in overcoming short-term deci
sion making and addressing the way this constrains adaptation. Individual barriers such 
as, for example, competing values and inconsistent leadership are directly related to 
short-termism. This is confirmed by a local key informant interviewed (2018):

The main barrier is the political cycle of three year terms. Most councils are the 
same. I mean this one’s no different from any other really in that regard. They’re 
into short termism. They’re looking at whether they get re-elected. There’s actual
ly an element of climate denial in some quarters. I mean it’s there. You’ve got to 
acknowledge it. And then there’s strong pressure. [Elected] people are aligned 
with coastal developers. Whitianga is a classic example. The whole town is sort of 
reliant on one developer in a sense, you know for, I mean it’s expanded that town 
massively in the last decades. And so no one wants to rock that boat. So there’s 
that sort of whole political ideological thing going on. But then, then I think 
there’s probably also, you know just that we don’t have the right structures in 
place nationally. . . . Basically council can ignore all the guidelines . . . and all the 
provisions that have some sort of say about hazards and climate change. They can 
basically turn a blind eye on them if they choose to . . . The whole process isn’t 
working. If they want they’ll find some way to scoot around the [long-term] provi
sions and say they, oh well, they don’t apply to us.

As much as the short-termism prevalent in local council decision-making must be scruti
nized and while the insights from those interviewed show that long-term thinking and de
cision-making play a key role in addressing adaptation barriers, it is worth shedding light 
on the practicalities of doing so on the Coromandel Peninsula. An important question in 
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need of asking is how to meaningfully adapt and make long-term decisions such as man
aged retreat, which involves permanent resettlement of entire communities, when these 
are stuck “between the devil and the deep blue sea.” A local councilor interviewed (2018) 
framed this question as follows: “It’s easy for people to say that the communities need to 
be shifted away and we need to think long-term. We have bloody steep catchments and 
the area south of the Peninsula is sinking . . . so where will the magical place to go be?” 
Not only political impediments and financial constraints but also the actual availability of 
suitable land are among the most important considerations in this context. Braamskamp 
and Penning-Rowsell (2018) make clear that advocating such long-term solutions is 
“easy” but that this does not apply to their implementation. A regional council informant 
(2018) substantiated this point by saying that:

Adopting the climate-change sea level rise assumptions from the latest guidance 
into the long-term plan was the easy part. That’s a very interim step. Unless coun
cil provides the funding in that plan to follow up and do the work then it’s not go
ing to mean anything. The real crunch will come under the RMA, so you know 
when it comes to considering coastal subdivision, or council-owned infrastructure 
projects like the swimming pool in Thames.

While leadership and community commitment are essential to such long-term commit
ments, it may well require another high-magnitude impact or “game changer” (local 
councilor, 2018) such as the one-in-200-year storm event that struck the Coromandel 
Peninsula in January 2018. “This suggests strongly that we may have to await those in
evitable disasters, and then be ready to act, rather than vice versa: a worrying conclusion 
and a dismal prognosis” (Braamskamp & Penning-Rowsell, 2018). In the meanwhile, the 
key lies in identifying the relationship between decisions made, their “lead time,” espe
cially in the context of major infrastructure projects, and the time frame within which 
they will be both implemented and expected to perform. Or, as brought to the point by a 
local councilor interviewed (2018): “[m]aking sure that we’re putting in infrastructure 
that is flexible enough to be able to change and adapt as issues arise: really making sure 
that, that those areas that are not going to be habitable are clearly identified and then 
work out ways in which we are able to manage that in terms of our long-term plans and, 
and our district plans.”

The question remains how to make long-term decisions that lie at the heart of the sustain
ability challenge when not only the target is moving (i.e., climate change is unfolding 
rapidly, demographics and economics are in constant flux, and tipping points are inher
ently difficult if not impossible to quantify), the geophysical setting to which the decisions 
apply is highly challenging (i.e., the coast backed by steep and rugged terrain, streams 
that turn into torrents in high-magnitude rainfall events, and subsiding, low-lying coastal 
areas) and the overall understanding of adaptation and the legislative and policy direc
tion is low. This conundrum was captured by a local councilor interviewed who pointed 
out that: “I’m concerned because it (climate change) is a changing beast that, that to go 
alright it’s going to be like this is in a hundred years and we’ll actually be trying to do 
whatever we can to mitigate the problems that are well into the future, we’re actually los
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ing sight of what we need to be doing now.” It is easy but also not necessarily helpful to 
point the finger at local government and identify a narrow focus on short-term decision-
making that will inevitably lead to future generations picking up the tab. While in some 
cases this may well be justified and, arguably, there is no excuse for not being informed 
about climate change and the legislative setting specifying long-term needs and actions, 
actually being courageous and taking leadership in ways that will benefit current and fu
ture generations is a hard task.

For the time being, decisions made for and on behalf of coastal communities on the Coro
mandel Peninsula continue to be based on the way decisions have been made in the past. 
A mindset of “what has worked for current generations will also work for future genera
tions,” however, will soon become obsolete. What then? Another reflection is therefore 
that the impact of the January 2018 storm resulted in a window of opportunity for change
—an opportunity to not only put long-term decision-making on the table but to make the 
needs of future generations a core focus. This must come with an understanding and in
sight that current and future needs are not mutually exclusive. Carefully considered and 
implemented decisions have the power to be sustainable, even in the face of uncertainty 
and challenging geo-physical settings. The key lies in maximizing the awareness created 
by such a focusing event despite limiting factors for long-term decision-making such as 
election cycles, demands for housing, desires to increase the rates base, attract invest
ment and/or foster progress, as well as a considerable base of climate change denial and 
a reluctance to engage with adaptation.

Short-Term Versus Long-Term: A “1-in-200-year” Storm as Window of 
Opportunity

The damage from the storm surge on January 5, 2018 came as an unexpected surprise to 
many local residents, local authorities as well as Civil Defense. A storm front was expect
ed, the extent of the impact, however, went beyond any predictions. While “climate 
change doesn’t “cause” any single weather event in a deterministic sense” (Schiermeier, 
2015), research examining the way climate change influences extreme weather found 
that of all the studies highlighted over the years in reports published in the Bulletin of the 
American Meteorological Society, “roughly 65 % have found that climate change did, in
deed, increase the severity or likelihood of an event” (Ornes, 2018). Put simply, as ex
plained by Kevin Trenberth from the U.S. National Center for Atmospheric Research: “All 
weather events are influenced by the changed environment” (quoted in Nordqvist, 2015).

During this event the water levels reached 2.8 meters above normal spring tide, merely 
0.2 meters short of the highest recorded level in 1938. The height of the storm surge it
self was about 1 meter. The Waikato Regional Council described this as a “1-in-200-year” 
event. The actual storm surge was almost entirely due to coastal influences. Thames has 
experienced regular river flooding as a result of high rainfall events in the past. Storm 
surge flooding, however, has not been experienced in the living memory of most resi
dents. During the January 5 event there was no significant rain. The impact from the 
storm surge was the result of a combination of four key factors peaking simultaneously 
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Figure 2.  SH 25 (Thames Coast Road) at Te Mata 
during the January 5 event.

and leading to a storm tide with an increased sea-level of 0.8 meters (Figure 1). First, Jan
uary 5 coincided with the highest astronomical tide in all of 2018 (the “king tide”). Se
cond, the barometric setup at the time, associated with a low pressure system centered 
off New Zealand’s west coast, resulted in an air pressure of 987.2 hpa over the Coroman
del west coast. This resulted in a local sea-level rise of approximately 23 centimeters 
(sea-level rises by 1 cm per 1 hpa atmospheric pressure drop below the normal of 1013 
hpa (SMHI, 2014)). Elevated sea temperatures in the North Tasman Sea (up to 6 °C high
er than normal in some places according to the National Institute of Water and Atmos
pheric Research) further contributed to the intensity and strength of the low pressure 
system. Third, strong winds from the north-northwest resulted in a further rise in sea-lev
el. Finally, the wave setup and the wave run-up pushed sea water up the low-lying parts of 
the Thames Coast’s breaker zone, resulting in an unprecedented wave swash.

The most widespread damage was to the Thames Coast highway, the only road along the 
Thames Coast (see Figure 2). In many places the road was eroded up to the center-line.

Multiple properties were damaged including one uninhabitable home and nine with mod
erate damage on the western coast (Thames Coast) of the Coromandel Peninsula, and 
there were 13 uninhabitable and 72 moderately damaged houses along the Kaiaua/ Mi
randa coast.

The major storm of January 2018 and, especially, its impact on the Thames Coast Road re
vealed short-term influenced decision-making with long-term implications in the context 
of major infrastructure. The short-term influenced decision by NZTA was to get traffic 
flowing again on the Peninsula’s only west coast north–south connection as quickly as 
possible. A timely return to business as usual was the focus. “We’ve had to come in and 
reconstruct the rock wall to protect our road, to protect it from further damage coming 
into the winter season . . . so we’ve imported just over 100,000 tonne of armour 
rock” (NZTA spokesperson, 2018). Of course, as the NZTA representative pointed out, “if 
we decide to do nothing we lose the highway.” The short-term need to prevent a loss of 
the highway carries with it a range of long-term implications, including a hardening of 
the shoreline over about 30 kilometers, which is unlikely to be undone given the costs in
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volved. Consequently, physical processes including sediment movements are altered 
which, over time, carry the risk of impacting on public amenity values including beaches 
and coastal appeal (Williams, Giardino, & Pranzini, 2016). Many of the small sand beach
es along this stretch of coast are already under water at high tide as a direct result of a 
hardening of the coast line. Following the storm impact in January 2018, New Zealand’s 
Civil Defence Minister, Kris Faafoi, highlighted that “in the future we need to make more 
long term decisions about this (Thames Coast Road) infrastructure” (Wilson, 2018, para. 
6). When considering this statement, a NZTA informant interviewed asked: “So what long 
term are we talking?” For this informant it was clear that “the long term horizon is proba
bly that climate change means we are more and more vulnerable to extreme events and 
they’re going to cause more and more impact” (NZTA informant, 2018). Most importantly 
though, the “1-in-200-year” storm served as opportunity to assess how to prepare coastal 
communities for the future.

A Decade of Adaptation Research
This article has the aim of sharing the Coromandel Peninsula’s adaptation research ‘sto
ry’, shedding light on why adaptation is so challenging and providing insights into why 
some coastal communities can end up on maladaptive pathways. The insights and narra
tives presented offer a glimpse into the differences in understanding the climate-change 
problem, the difficulty of addressing and overcoming adaptation barriers, as well as the 
challenges involved in reconciling short-term and long-term needs. Some barriers associ
ated with creating a shared understanding and leadership are so fundamental to the 
adaptation process that progress made is likely to be flawed, thus inevitably leading to 
maladaptive pathways.

For adaptation to be embraced and long-term decision-making in the context of climate 
change to take center-stage, a vision and a willingness to do right will have to become 
fundamental to local government planning. This cannot be achieved without dismantling 
barriers that prevent an understanding of the problem. As it stands, narrowly serving 
short-term interests and a vision of a place that will be enjoyable and remain beautiful in
to the future cannot be reconciled. For the time being, costs and decision-making time
frames continue to get used as reason for inaction: “As long as you can maintain things 
for a reasonable cost that’s a sensible thing to do, but you shouldn’t go overboard” (local 
key informant, 2018). What may seem reasonable in the short-term may be an entirely 
different story in the long-term, as the cost of undoing the damage not only to the climate 
system as a whole but also the continuation of business as usual on the local level (which 
continues to mean building up low-lying coastal land, armoring the coast and investing in 
infrastructure known to be obsolete) will be too much to bear for future generations.

The key to successful climate change adaptation on the Coromandel Peninsula and else
where, therefore, lies in rising to the challenge by taking action in ways that acknowl
edge and do justice to the needs and rights of current and future generations. There was 
a window of opportunity following the January 5, 2018 storm event but this was locally 
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not realized as such at the time. The next opportunity for bringing meaningful change will 
likely be after a further destructive coastal storm or inundation event. For this potential 
to be turned into local reality, however, the course must be set long before any impact.
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