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Earthquakes, volcanoes and landslides
have long been part of living in a
geologically active country, and now
with climate change, there are more and
more floods, fires, and wind events.
Councils are pivotal to managing the
associated risks through activities such
as long-term region-wide planning,
decision making about local
developments and helping communities
manage an immediate hazard challenge.

These decisions are challenging because
councils must balance pressures for
immediate benefits with the long-term
risks and costs associated with
development. They also have to navigate
political, financial, and legal
responsibilities tied to managing hazard
risks.

Why asking communities
about their risk tolerance
preferences is important

Asking communities about their risk
tolerance preferences provides not only
an overall sense of how much risk a
community is willing to accept but also
uncovers the reasons behind those
views. Through public conversations,

stories and explanations emerge that
reveal how community members think
about making trade-offs between
different risks and benefits. These
insights help decision-makers better
appreciate the community's perspectives
and values.
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Commonly, in New Zealand, quantitative approaches
to establishing risk tolerance thresholds, such as
Annual Individual Fatality Risk (AIFR), have been
used, but these usually focus on the likelihood of
fatalities and may not consider other issues such as
loss of valued assets, economic disruption or social
dislocation. The thresholds are often set arbitrarily
and do not consider what is important to the public
and how the risks are balanced against the costs to
reduce the risk (financial and non-financial).

What seems commonsensical on the surface that, you
know, it's obvious that we're going to have to retreat
from here. It's obvious that it'll be too expensive and
costly, and so on, to maintain mitigation or to adapt to
things. . . But the minute you start talking to community
there's a very different view.

Regional Councillor

Public perspectives on risk complement technical risk
assessments and indicate what people value and the
trade-offs they are willing to make. Understanding the
Imminent public’s risk tolerance can substantially lower political

risk. and financial risks by helping councils to avoid under
mitigation or over managing hazard risk and improving the
legitimacy of related decisions. It can also strengthen
the social licence or mandate for councils to act by
demonstrating that decisions align with community
values and have public support.

Risk

Community
perspectives on
risk tolerance

management
decision

Assessment
of risk

=l tolerance
Enduring
risk
policy/plan

Technical/expert

input

When assessing what communities find acceptable, tolerable or intolerable, consider:

e Was the engagement process fair, did it reach .
across all affected parties (including those
indirectly affected), and will people feel that they
had opportunities to engage in this discussion?

Were there significant divisions between different
groups in the community? How are those
divergences reflected by different situations or
values for these groups?
e Are there any signs of outrage or distrust in the .
process? How can you manage these and avoid
letting them steer you too strongly?

What matters most to people in the affected
communities? What are their key values and
concerns? How might they be addressed as part of
How consistent were the estimates of risk this risk management situation?
tolerance across the community? Were there areas .

of strong agreement or disagreement?

Is there a clear mandate to act, or were people
divided over what should happen moving forward?

As elected members you can improve your decision making capacity by:

e Advocating for good process. A process that is fair, e Recognising where the different priorities of council

provides good opportunities for engagement that
surfaces what really matters to that community and
uncovers how people trade these off against the
risks they face.

Being involved in the process by turning up to
events, learning about how people are dealing with
the discussions.

Understanding that community members and
Councils may have different priorities that need to
be reconciled. Councils’ political, legal and financial
risks and mandates need to be balanced against
risk to directly and indirectly affected communities
and individuals.

and community may lead. A council-led process
might aim to meet statutory or planning
requirements, while for the public, the same
conversation can raise urgent, present-day
concerns. Sometimes this sparks wider community-
led discussions that go beyond the original scope.
When that happens, it's important to consider
whether the community has the leadership and
capacity to carry those conversations forward.
Without support, people may be left in a space of
uncertainty or concern. Councils should be mindful
of the expectations and momentum these
processes create and be prepared to help the
public navigate what comes next.



