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Engagement purpose 
Hurunui District Council (HDC) and the Amberley Beach 

community set out to create a sustainable, adaptable approach 

for the future, amid risks from climate change and coastal 

hazards. They worked on developing a comprehensive 

Adaptation Plan through 2120 informed by community voices. 

The goal of the plan was to guide HDC's decision-making while 

helping the community adapt to changing coastal risks through 

collectively supported interventions. 

 

Community context 
Amberley Beach is a small community of 109 residential 

properties. There is a mix of holiday homeowners (about a third) 

and permanent residents (two thirds). Many residents are retirees 

on a lower income. The community are pragmatic and prepared 

to take practical steps to protect their homes from flooding and 

coastal erosion. Their goals are clear: they don't want houses to 

flood, and they need access to their settlement. 

 

Relationship 

with lead agency 

There is an established, positive relationship 

with the Council through collaborative 

management of a protective bund for 

coastal flooding control. Residents are 

responsible for bund maintenance; the 

Council collects rates on behalf of the 

residents who allocate funds as needed.  

Hazard 

familiarity and 

acceptance 

Many of the community are long-time 

residents who have witnessed the ongoing 

hazard risk and risk management. This 

fosters familiarity with, and acceptance of, 

coastal threats. 

Temporal 

proximity to 

hazard 

Many residents have been evacuated due to 

flood risk. All residents have seen the 

erosion of the coastal bund which gets 

renourished approximately every 5 years. 

Spatial proximity 

to hazard 

Homes are immediately adjacent to the 

seafront. 

Connection to 

place 

Residents value the environment and the 

close-knit community. Many would struggle 

to buy property elsewhere. 
 

 Scope 
Amberley Beach is on the east coast 

of the South Island of New Zealand 

in the Hurunui district.  

 

 

Hazards 
Coastal inundation and 

erosion 

Coastal inundation caused by storm 

surges and long-term sea level rise 

threatens property and 

infrastructure. 

Rising  

groundwater 

Rising groundwater levels affect 

infrastructure and property 

foundations. 

Pluvial and  

fluvial flooding 

Excessive rainfall creates regular 

flooding through surface water 

accumulation and river overflows. 

Flooding can cause water damage to 

homes and properties. 
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Engagement collaborators 
The process followed an empowering model 

of engagement where the Amberley Beach 

community served as primary decision-makers, 

with Hurunui District Council providing 

facilitation and technical support. This 

community role emerged from existing 

relationships, creating a foundation of trust 

essential for exploring risk tolerance. While 

Environment Canterbury (the regional council) 

was also involved, the community had a 

stronger, positive long-term relationship with 

the local Hurunui District Council. 

 

Risk tolerance elicitation process 
The risk tolerance elicitation began by exploring fundamental community values, and priority 

outcomes, with three key objectives emerging: having a home that is insurable and free from water, 

maintaining the small-town community atmosphere and access to nature, and ensuring reliable 24/7 

access to services outside of Amberley Beach. This process built people's awareness of their 

preferences by helping residents appreciate their risk capacity (as an older population with limited 

financial resources), and their risk appetite (willingness to accept certain risks to maintain community 

characteristics). 

“There was starting to be a bit of pressure from that 

community that, “hey - this bund isn't going to last 

forever. We need support. We need something to 

happen.” So, there was quite a good buy in right 

from the start” 

Council Climate Change Adaptation Leader 
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The Council worked collaboratively with the 

community to support understanding of both 

the hazard likelihood and consequences in 

ways meaningful to residents. This included 

ground-truthing technical assessments of the 

risks (for example, how often flooding 

occurred). Community members shared their 

lived experiences of the hazards and compared 

memories against technical hazard 

assessments, creating shared understanding of 

risk significance. This approach recognised that many residents had awareness of the hazard and 

views on its significance through previous exposure. 

Working together, the Council and community developed a long list of potential adaptation options 

before narrowing them to a practical shortlist. This collaborative approach ensured the process was 

inclusive of diverse views whilst recognising the consequences considered needed to extend beyond 

traditional life safety metrics to include what mattered most to the community. The comprehensive 

list was then workshopped using the Council's "Coastal Adaptation Explorer” (Figure 1). 

The Coastal Adaptation Explorer is an interactive tool that allowed Amberley Beach residents to 

consider different adaptation options or combinations of options (such as bunds, rock revetments, or 

managed retreat). It was developed as a workshop tool to support discussion on the various options, 

the benefits of each, and on some of the trade-offs. This was underpinned by a multicriteria analysis 

developed from the community objectives along with other considerations including consent-ability 

and adaptability. This was brought together visually to assist the community to discuss and make 

informed trade-off decisions (Figure1).  

Over the course of the project, the Council held 

16 community meetings. Nine of these were full 

community meetings, and a further seven were 

hosted by the Residents’ Association. These 

sessions combined presentations with extensive 

discussion periods, ensuring comfort with the 

likelihood and consequences of hazard events 

was developed through accessible 

communication. Small group workshops with 

scientists and council staff enabled deeper, more 

technical conversations about specific options. 

Informal conversations between the council staff and community members also occurred throughout 

the process. The community could also provide written feedback (surveys/submissions) on multiple 

occasions, ensuring individual perspectives were captured alongside collective discussions. 

Drawing on workshop feedback, the Council developed a Draft Adaptive Planning Pathway, which 

was presented to the community. This pathway illustrated various adaptation options over time, with 

the preferred approach involving continued bund maintenance in the near term, transitioning 

eventually to managed retreat - an option first put forward by the community itself. 

 

“We presented them with the science. But then at 

the same time we asked them to present us with 

their testimonies, and their photos, and their 

recollections. So, it was balanced - they had a 

chance to validate our science and we could use 

their experiences to validate our science.” 

Council Climate Change Adaptation Leader 

OTHER KEY INPUTS INTO THE PROCESS 

• Identification of at-risk populations along the 

entire coast. 

• Assessment of flooding and coastal hazards 

in 30-, 50- and 100-year periods. 

• Creation of maps to visualise the scenarios. 

• Social impact and economic assessments of 

the chosen mitigation option. 
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Figure 1: Coastal Adaptation Explorer  

Integration into the decision-making  
The collective risk perspectives gathered through community discussions were synthesised into a 

community plan subsequently adopted by the Council. Based on this community input, the Council 

created a formal Adaptation Plan to guide implementation. This integration reflected the 

empowering approach, where public input drove consensus decisions with technical expertise 

providing support rather than direction. 

Council members were present throughout the engagement process, with a high proportion of 

councillors relative to community participants, ensuring they had direct insight to community 

perspectives and could understand and base decisions on how core values and concerns shaped 

community judgement about acceptable risk levels. 

The process balanced risk appetite and capacity through dialogue rather than formal assessment. 

The community's pragmatic self-awareness of their vulnerabilities (health, financial, and access-

related) informed realistic discussions about affordable adaptation pathways. Early establishment of 

clear financial parameters helped focus conversations on options the community could realistically 

implement. 

Reflections on the process 
Existing relationships between the Council and the community provided a foundation of trust that 

made the engagement process more productive from the start, demonstrating how a positive 

community context enables more effective risk tolerance discussions. 

The community was pragmatic and self-aware of its risk capacity. They were also aware of the 

practicalities of managing their collective wellbeing in relation to threats from inundation from the 

river, groundwater and ocean. 
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Collective conversation characterised the engagement approach, with community perspectives 

gathered qualitatively through the "feeling" of group discussions rather than formal polling or voting 

mechanisms. This reflected the collective risk perspectives sought, enabling genuine consensus-

building. 

Direct contact was possible with virtually all community members, allowing the Council 

representative to meet approximately 80% of residents by the end of the project, creating stronger 

relationships and tailored communication.  

Face-to-face engagement worked well with the older population who were comfortable with public 

meetings and direct conversation, with high attendance maintained throughout the process. This 

approach suited the community context and scale. 

The deliberative approach is effective due to the small nature of the community, suggesting this 

method works well for communities where direct engagement with most residents is feasible and 

collective risk perspectives can be meaningfully developed. 

Boundaries and limits were established upfront by the Council, creating a practical framework within 

which community decisions could be made whilst ensuring clear financial parameters supported 

realistic discussions. 

Transparency about costs allowed residents to immediately understand how different options would 

affect their rates and personal finances, supporting informed weighing up of costs and benefits. 

Vetted options were presented by the Council 

while still allowing space for community 

suggestions, striking a balance between expert 

guidance and community ownership of the 

process. 

Methodology was flexible, with council staff 

testing and assessing their approaches 

throughout the project, adapting methods to 

better suit the community context and 

improve outcomes. 

 

  

“The only other learning that we have from the 

project is we had a couple of properties change 

hands through the process, and we probably didn't 

get onto those. [The hazard] was on their LIM, but 

people don't read LIMs - it turns out. I didn't upskill 

them fast enough because I didn't realise how 

powerful their voice could be. 

They were holiday home purchasers, and they were, 

like, “We need our seawall, we need it now, I've got 

the most coastal property, I'm the 1st to be affected 

by this, Christchurch City would have paid for a sea 

wall - you guys need to pay for a sea wall too.”” 

Council Climate Change Adaptation Leader 
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Resources 
For more information and resources on the Amberley Beach Road project visit 

hurunui.govt.nz/environment/coastal-conversations-in-the-hurunui/amberley-beach.  

For further key contextual factors to consider in a risk engagement process, see the Lets Talk About 

Risk: Framework for designing natural hazard and climate risk community engagement.  

Appendix: Key scoping factors in eliciting 

risk tolerance 
In the Let’s Talk About Risk guidance on risk tolerance conversations, nine scoping factors were identified 

to help in the design of risk tolerance elicitation processes. In the table below, these scoping factors are 

mapped to the Amberley Beach case study. This is designed to help understand how transferable the 

Amberley Beach approach is to other contexts. 

Temporal aspects 

The period over which risks 

emerge, and decisions play out 

Immediacy: Deteriorating coastal protection and community-

requested discussions about bund erosion requiring near-term 

decisions. 

Longevity: 100-year adaptation planning with time frames dependent 

on sea level rise and changing rainfall patterns.  

The resulting plan focuses on triggers that can lead to action.  

Scale 

The level at which risk tolerance is 

evaluated 

Very small community (around 100 properties) enabling direct 

engagement with virtually all residents, and collective decision-making 

approaches. 

Consequences considered 

Different types of impacts 

considered during elicitation. 

Damage to property and access, being unable to get out to necessary 

services, and loss of community character 

The community and the Council requested a discussion about the 

erosion of the current bund and the coastal erosion, and coastal 

inundation issues they were facing.  

Risk perspectives sought 

Ranging from individual through 

to collective views. 

The process was designed to seek collective community views. The 

community preferred collective deliberation to hear others' 

perspectives and build genuine consensus.  

Understanding risk capacity 

How appetite and capacity were 

considered and/or addressed. 

The assessment of appetite and capacity relied largely on dialogue, 

enabled by the community’s pragmatism and a strong relationship 

with the Council 

Public role 

How involved the community 

were in the process. 

This process was highly empowering in nature, heavily involving as 

many community members as possible. The Council adopted the 

"community's plan" rather than creating a "Council plan," with 

community-identified values forming the framework for assessing 

adaptation options. 

Information needs 

Information required to support 

decision-making. 

The process required synthesis of qualitative community discussions 

into formal planning documents that could guide implementation. 

https://www.hurunui.govt.nz/environment/coastal-conversations-in-the-hurunui/amberley-beach
https://www.resorgs.org.nz/wp-content/uploads/2023/12/LTAR_Community_Engagement_Framework_2023.pdf
https://www.resorgs.org.nz/wp-content/uploads/2023/12/LTAR_Community_Engagement_Framework_2023.pdf
resorgs.org.nz/wp-content/uploads/ltar_risk_tolerance_conversations_guidance.pdf
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Monitoring changes 

Importance placed on tracking 

risk tolerance over time. 

Rather than monitoring changes in community attitudes, the approach 

focused on monitoring hazard events that would indicate when risk 

tolerance thresholds had been exceeded.  

The assumption is that the community composition is likely to remain 

mostly retirees with some holiday homes, though if demographics 

change (e.g. proportion living in area full-time), risk tolerance may 

change over time. 

Community context 

Key social, cultural and 

environmental factors. 

Demographics: Small, close-knit community of approximately 100 

people, predominantly older retirees. 

Relationship with council: Strong, positive, long-term relationship 

with Hurunui District Council. 

Hazard experience: The community had direct lived experience with 

flooding and coastal hazards, making them pragmatic and aware of 

risks. 

Financial capacity: Limited financial resources as older population, 

requiring realistic approach to adaptation costs. 

Community character: Strong preference for maintaining small-town 

atmosphere and access to nature. 

Engagement preferences: Comfortable with face-to-face meetings 

and collective discussion. 

Self-awareness: Pragmatic community with realistic understanding of 

their vulnerabilities. 

Why they chose the methods and tools 

The methods used in this process emerged from the existing strong working relationships between 

the Council and community, as well as the small size and close-knit character of the community. 

These community context factors fundamentally shaped the method selection. Community meetings 

were chosen over drop-in sessions because the close-knit community preferred hearing others' 

perspectives, making collective discussion more suitable than individual consultation. The scale of 

the community—approximately 100 residents—enabled comprehensive direct engagement with 

virtually all households, supporting the empowering approach to community decision-making. 

Written feedback was used to validate the collective discussions and check individual household 

views throughout the process, ensuring genuine consensus was emerging whilst allowing quieter 

members to contribute meaningfully. This approach maintained inclusive representation of diverse 

views while accommodating the community's preference for collective deliberation and ensuring 

individual perspectives were captured alongside group discussions. 

The Coastal Adaptation Explorer was selected to provide a structured framework for systematically 

evaluating adaptation pathways, helping the community weigh options against cost, effectiveness, 

and community goals through multi-criteria analysis that supported their evidence-based collective 

decision-making preference. This tool enabled the community to assess multiple criteria, including 

cost, reduction in hazard exposure, community priorities and values, and ease of consenting options, 

revealing core values and concerns that shaped their judgements about acceptable risk levels whilst 

supporting informed weighing up of costs and benefits of action versus inaction. 
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