
 

 

This document was developed as part of the Let's Talk About Risk project. It was 

informed by interviews with practitioners, elected representatives, and community 

members who have participated in risk tolerance processes across New Zealand. 

For more detailed information refer to the Let’s Talk About Risk "Natural hazard and 

climate change risk tolerance conversations: Guidance to aid design" available at 

resorgs.org.nz/wp-content/uploads/ltar_risk_tolerance_conversations_guidance.pdf. The 

guidance includes detailed information on scoping factors, methods, tools, and design 

principles; and includes several case studies. 
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Engagement purpose 
The purpose of the engagement process was to inform 

the Queenstown Lakes District Council's decision about 

a significant hazard affecting the Gorge Road 

community. The process aimed to elicit community 

perspectives on risk tolerance that would be used 

alongside technical risk assessments and inform land 

use planning decisions. They sought to surface 

underlying community values, explore capacity to live 

with or adapt to hazard impacts, and understand 

priorities and concerns related to risk management 

including the trade-offs between action and inaction. 

 

Community context 
At the time, the community had a large working 

population with 210 businesses. It was one of the few 

areas in Queenstown offering relatively low-cost housing. 

It also provided rental opportunities for the high numbers 

of seasonal workers involved in tourism and hospitality. 

This contributed to greater ethnic diversity compared to 

surrounding areas.  

Demographically, there were relatively low numbers of 

children and elderly residents. While residents were 

generally physically capable of responding to natural 

hazards, lower-than-average household incomes 

suggested limited financial resilience.  

Contextual factors specific to risk conversations 

 

Relationship 

with lead agency 

The community were wary of the 

Council, so the Council were operating 

in a low-trust context. 

Hazard 

familiarity and 

acceptance 

Temporal and 

spatial proximity 

to hazard 

Most of the community felt there was a 

tangible, immediate, active risk.  

Some residents who had relocated after 

the Christchurch earthquakes were 

particularly vulnerable to psychological 

distress. 

Connection to 

place 

The somewhat transient nature of the 

community indicates weaker 

connections and place attachment than 

more established neighbourhoods. 
 

 Scope 
The Gorge Road project was in 

Queenstown’s northern suburbs, in 

New Zealand’s South Island. The 

project area spanned from Brewery 

Creek to Reavers Lane. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Hazards 
Debris flow  

A fast-moving mixture of 

water, rock, and soil, 

flowing down slopes. 

Rockfall  

Rocks or rock fragments 

falling from steep slopes.  

The hazards posed a high risk to 

life, property, and infrastructure.  
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Engagement collaborators 
The engagement was led by Queenstown Lakes District Council, supported by input and advice from 

Otago District Council, and by external technical experts and an engagement advisor.  

 

 

Risk tolerance elicitation process 

Initial engagement: Public meeting 

A public meeting was held with the local 

community to discuss their tolerance for 

different risks. Many residents were already 

aware of the hazard and questioned why 

input was being sought instead of planned 

actions being presented. Despite this, useful 

information about risk tolerance was received 

from this early stage in the project. Further 

engagement and understanding was needed to 

develop response options. 

"They'd had a lot of pushbacks about: “Why are you 

asking us what's acceptable risk? We've got a real 

situation here… You just need to tell us what our 

options are… Why would we sit here and say, Oh, look! 

This risk is acceptable. This risk isn't acceptable… That 

seems like a waste of time. You just need to tell us what 

our options are and what we can choose between".” 

Risk Engagement Advisor 
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Phase 1: Drop-in sessions – “Hear About the Hazard” 

Two, 1-day long drop-in sessions were held with 

over 50 visitors. The community-scale engagement 

dealt with people who had high emotional 

investment due to direct personal impacts on their 

homes and livelihoods. This phase was designed to 

support understanding of both the hazard likelihood 

and consequences in ways meaningful to those 

potentially affected, and to introduce possible 

response options 

Different stands were staffed by experts with posters 

and leaflets providing clear information (Figure 1). 

The first station showed a map of the area, while 

another focused on revealing underlying community 

values by asking, "What’s most important to me?” 

People were able to add their own value statements 

and agree with what others had included. This tool 

helped surface what consequences and impacts 

people were most concerned about and expanded understanding beyond the initially considered 

consequences of life loss, injury, and property damage to include long-term uncertainty, financial 

impacts, and stigma. 

The flow of the session moved the community through a story, allowing them to talk to technical 

experts and digest information. Engineers and Civil Defence staff were present, along with council staff 

and representatives.  

A wellbeing counsellor was present to provide support for community members or staff who found the 

situation distressing, recognising that the community context included high emotional stress due to the 

temporal proximity to hazard and spatial proximity to hazard. 

While most of the session was self-paced, there were also set times for formal presentations. 

Throughout the day, when a bell was rung, a presentation began for everyone to gather and listen to. At 

this time presenters briefed the community on the full picture. 

The sessions were designed to be inclusive of diverse views shaped by differing circumstances, 

accommodating the community's ability to engage while managing the challenging context.  

OTHER KEY INPUTS INTO THE PROCESS 

• Technical assessment of the risk. 

• Creation of visual scenarios using RiskScape. 

• Brochures about the mitigation options. 

• "Let's Talk" website displaying reports, videos, 

and FAQs. 

• Online feedback forms. 

• Final submission form after discussions closed. 

• Meetings with key community 

connectors/champions. 

• Staff were available for consultations or follow-

up conversations. 
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Figure 1 “Hear About The Hazards” engagement session. How the session was staged to build understanding  

 

Phase 2: Targeted consultation sessions – “Risk Response 

Discussions” 

Four smaller workshops were held two weeks after the “Hear About The Hazards” drop-ins, each 

focused on a different risk zone (High risk, Moderate risk, Low risk, and Businesses). These sessions 

provided participants with a more focused opportunity to discuss how they felt about the risks and 

potential risk mitigation options. They grouped participants by similar levels of exposure, allowing 

discussion among those with shared concerns.  

While structured for collective dialogue, the workshops were designed to gather individual perspectives, 

acknowledging the personal nature of the risk and the emotional intensity surrounding property-

specific impacts. This approach reflected a deliberate decision to support informed individual input 

within a shared-risk context, rather than aiming for consensus or collective positioning.  

1. 

Introduction 

 

Intro 2. 

How do you connect to the 

area? 
With an interactive map 

1a.  

Understanding hazards and 

risk 
Technical experts presentation 

1b.  

What is the risk and who is 

affected? 
Technical experts presentation 

2a.  

What are our options to 

address the risk? 
QLDC present 4 options 

2b 

How effective is engineering 

at risk reduction 
Technical experts presentation 

2c.  

How will the different 

options protect property? 
QLDC presentation 

2d. 

 The costs and benefits of 

the options and social 

impacts 

3. "What matters most to 

you" 
The most important 

consequences of the hazard and 

mitigation options 

4.  

Be ready to respond 
CDEM presentation 

5.  

Feedback and further 

information 
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The workshops aimed to build impacted people's awareness of their preferences including appreciation 

for both their risk capacity and appetite. The staging was designed to build people’s capacity for 

judgement, by ensuring adequate knowledge was given before asking for opinions.  

Sessions were held in closed rooms, with between 1 and 10 participants. The session included a 

presentation about the hazard, risk level, potential impacts and management options, followed by 

group discussion. This approach recognised that elicitation goes beyond straightforward data collection 

and serves as a generative process that engages people in reflecting on hazard information alongside 

their own circumstances. 

Each participant completed a questionnaire exploring their overall views of the hazard risk, its impacts 

on them, and how well they thought the risk management options addressed their key concerns 

(identified through the “what matters most” stand at the “Hear about the Hazards” drop ins). The goal 

was to understand the reasons behind participants choices.  

After thorough discussion, four options were presented to participants (see Figure 2):   

• Option A “status quo” suggested accepting the current risk and managing it case-by-case. 

• Option B “engineering” would mean supporting development and conducting mitigation 

works. 

• Option C “manage” allowed for three levels of development, from no further development to 

limited development 

• Option D “reduce” called for the removal of vulnerable structures and no further development 

in at-risk areas.  

Participants each used tokens to vote proportionally for their preferred (and next preferred) options. 

This tool helped people weigh action versus inaction and what costs they considered acceptable, 

surfacing priorities and concerns related to risk management including the trade-offs between costs 

and benefits. 

Preferences expressed during these sessions were also treated as proxy indicators of risk tolerance—for 

example, support for the “Reduce” option (effectively managed retreat) was interpreted as a signal of 

perceived unacceptable risk, while support for the Status Quo indicated a higher tolerance for ongoing 

exposure. 

Figure 2  Risk management options correlated to risk tolerance.  
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Integration into the decision-making  
Results of the elicitation were summarised in a colour-coded table showing trends across the four 

management options, with red (negative), yellow (mixed), and green (positive views) (Figure 3). This 

visual approach condensed complex information whilst also revealing the distribution of views and not 

forcing artificial consensus. 

Figure 3. Colour coded views on risk management options 

The colour coding analysis combined quantitative data from questionnaires with qualitative insights 

from discussions and meeting notes. This mixed approach recognised that while quantitative data 

provided clear signals to decision-makers, it needed qualitative interpretation to understand how risk 

appetite and capacity varied across the community and what lay beneath headline levels of acceptance 

or concern. Rather than using fixed percentages, classification was determined through response trends 

and qualitative judgement due to the variation in group sizes and the small number of participants.  

The QLDC staff project team presented findings to the Council. The report on community engagement 

explored the community's view on the risk and their expectations for the Council’s response. It also 

highlighted the community’s preferred mitigation option.  

The findings revealed that almost no one 

regarded the risk as acceptable without 

mitigation, but there was no single tolerance for 

the risks - levels of concern varied as much within 

risk zones as between them, based on personal 

factors.  

The Council team reconciled the technical risk 

information and the community views and 

preferences for responding to the risk. They 

recommended a preferred option to the Council 

which could be taken forward for further 

investigation. The preferred package reflected the community feedback and was a combination of 

options B, C and D. The Council agreed to proceed with further investigations, including costings (there 

was no assumptions about who would pay for the options as part of the risk engagement process). 

"This is not an expensive part of Queenstown. This is 

one of the worst problems about it... the options for 

cheap housing in Queenstown are zilch. and these 

people have zilch in terms of alternatives...there 

were people who had already lost their homes in the 

Christchurch earthquakes...so they were pretty 

committed to the idea that there would be 

engineering solutions. 

Risk Engagement Advisor 
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As this was a council-run process tied to a District Plan review, the key decision points were largely 

dictated by the statutory and political decision-making frameworks established for land use planning. 

However, the project morphed to be more than just a planning response to manage risk, with 

engineering and buy-out options considered alongside planning responses. Council planning staff 

sought public views on risk for inclusion in the information and recommendations they provided to 

elected representatives. 

Reflections on the process 
This process brought together a diverse group of stakeholders from the community and various 

invested sectors. The range of engagement formats, from larger group sessions to one-on-one 

consultations, allowed stakeholders to participate in ways that suited them. Vulnerable community 

members felt heard, and the council was pleased with the drop-in sessions, which facilitated dialogue 

between experts and residents. 

However, reaching the business community proved particularly challenging. Despite extensive efforts 

(including door knocking, leaflet drops to engage tenants (including commercial ones), and standard 

letters to property ratepayers), uptake of the targeted session was limited. One-on-one meetings were 

more successful, allowing some perspectives from this sector to be included. This experience highlights 

the difficulty of engaging all affected sectors, especially where multiple layers of tenancy and ownership 

exist or where availability during working hours is limited. Reflecting on the process, it was suggested 

that forming a group of community champions could have improved outreach and encouraged broader 

participation. 

Information sharing and learning through a staged process supported the progressive development of 

understanding and effectively elicited judgement rather than opinion. Recognising that risk 

relationships are personal and context-dependent allowed the process to accommodate different 

learning styles and information needs. This thoughtful approach to complex information contributed to 

more informed community feedback and positive engagement. 

Future improvements to the process, as noted by those involved, included developing more robust 

mechanisms for eliciting risk tolerance and harnessing relatable scenarios and recent experiences. 

Strengthening systems for analysing and 

incorporating community feedback would help 

support decision-making. Visual tools, such as 

RiskScape representations of loss and damage 

with and without response options, were well 

received by both councillors and the public and 

offered a promising approach to presenting 

complex technical information more effectively 

to non-expert audiences. 

Process insights also revealed the importance of 

building knowledge and understanding before seeking input, particularly in emotionally charged 

situations. The community’s impatience for action rather than continued consultation highlights the 

importance of timely decision-making following engagement. 

"I think maybe the biggest thing is just keeping the 

residents updated... every now and then. When I 

think about this project, I think, oh, what must those 

people in those houses been thinking if they haven't 

heard from council in like 2 years. I think that follow 

up kind of is important." 

District Plan Review Team Member 
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Resources 
For more information and resources on the Gorge Road project visit letstalk.qldc.govt.nz/brewery-

creek-and-reavers-lane-natural-hazard-review.   

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 Gorge Road case study. This is designed to help understand how transferable the Gorge Road 

approach is to other contexts. 

Temporal aspects 

The period over which risks 

emerge, and decisions play out 

Urgent implementation that reshapes exposure patterns over time. 

Scale 

The level at which risk 

tolerance is evaluated 

Community. 

Consequences  

Different types of impacts 

considered during elicitation. 

Life loss and injury, property loss, economic and social impact of hazard 

event. Implications of mitigations, including stigma associated with area, 

loss of development potential and livelihood. 

Risk perspectives Ranging 

from individual through to 

collective views. 

While the drop-in session gained individual views, the workshops 

attempted to build collective understanding and consensus. 

Risk capacity 

How risk capacity was 

considered and/or addressed. 

The primary focus was on eliciting risk appetite. While the "Hear about the 

Hazards" sessions did attempt to build understanding of potential impacts, 

there was limited systematic assessment of the community's actual 

capacity to cope with or recover from hazard events. Capacity 

considerations were implicitly embedded rather than explicitly evaluated. 

Public role 

How involved the community 

were in the process. 

Consultative approach with the council pre-developing mitigation options 

for the community to provide feedback on and insight into. 

Information needs 

Information gained from 

process and how it was 

gathered and presented. 

Council planning staff required technically comparable information to 

justify planning regulations, whilst elected representatives needed 

assurance of due diligence and understanding of public views to 

demonstrate procedural legitimacy. 

Quantitative data on public views was attractive for providing a clear signal 

to decision makers, but it needed to be complemented by qualitative 

insights to interpret those views appropriately. 

https://letstalk.qldc.govt.nz/brewery-creek-and-reavers-lane-natural-hazard-review
https://letstalk.qldc.govt.nz/brewery-creek-and-reavers-lane-natural-hazard-review
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
http://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. 

This wasn't explicitly addressed given the imminent nature of the risk and 

focus on immediate decisions, though the council's need for further 

engagement suggests ongoing monitoring may be required. 

Community context 

Key social, cultural and 

environmental factors. 

Demographics: Diverse working population with 210 businesses, low 

numbers of children and elderly residents. 

Economic characteristics: Low-cost housing area important for seasonal 

tourism workers, lower-than-average household incomes. 

Hazard experience: Aware of the hazard but had limited direct experience 

with debris flow or rockfall impacts. 

Relationship with council: Believed the council was there to make decisions 

for the community, they wanted decisive action. 

Engagement capacity: High emotional investment due to direct personal 

impacts on homes and livelihoods, some groups (businesses) difficult to 

engage despite targeted efforts. 

Hazard relationship: High temporal and spatial proximity to imminent risk, 

strong emotional connection due to potential impacts, risk levels varied 

significantly across different areas. 

Why they chose the methods and tools 

The project used a multi-method approach due to the key scoping factors. The imminent time horizon 

with high emotions required methods that could address immediate concerns whilst gathering future-

focused information. Drop-in sessions and workshops were chosen because they were they were an 

accepted and expected council engagement process, particularly the ‘town hall’ drop-in, and provided 

essential one-on-one time with experts during this emotionally charged period. 

The community scale made drop-in sessions and workshops particularly suitable for direct, personal 

interaction. Since risk levels differed across the community, consensus-seeking was unreasonable in 

such a highly emotional context. Individual-focused methods were therefore selected over collective 

approaches. 

The "what matters most" tool revealed consequences beyond initial technical assessments (life loss, 

injury, property damage), identifying long-term uncertainty and financial impact as highly important. 

This finding shaped subsequent workshop design to explore these broader concerns. 

Workshops and one-on-one interviews were chosen because individuals needed opportunities to think 

through issues independently. The design combined individual questionnaires with accompanying 

workshops, allowing people to complete forms whilst being aware of community views. 

The "Hear about the Hazards" sessions built understanding about the hazard's full potential impact, 

integrating risk capacity into risk appetite assessment. The consultative approach met decision-maker 

needs: planners required technically comparable information whilst elected representatives needed to 

demonstrate mandate during a volatile situation.  
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