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Engagement purpose 
The project aimed to gather community risk tolerance 

perspectives to define a sustainable path for Wharekawa Coast's 

future in the face of climate change. The vision was to bring 

together the community, mana whenua, and councils to explore 

issues and possibilities to develop plans for a resilient future for 

all. The outcome was a comprehensive community plan informed 

by community voices and recommendations that the council 

could consider to enhance community resilience along the coast. 

Community context 
At the time, approximately 849 people lived in the project area. 

Nearly 50% of the population was between the ages of 30 and 64, 

and another 30% over the age of 64. There were around 400-500 

buildings, and 143 businesses. Rural towns and villages are 

scattered along the coast.  

The population fluctuates with the seasons as holidaymakers visit. 

It is also a popular retirement option for those looking for 

somewhere quiet and less expensive than Auckland. 

Contextual factors specific to risk conversations 

Relationship with 

lead agency 

The area had recently moved council 

jurisdiction, so the level of trust 

between the community and the 

council was low.  

Hazard 

familiarity and 

acceptance 

The Wharekawa Coast area and 

community are familiar and accepting 

of the hazard risk, having experienced 

numerous recent flood events.  

Spatial proximity 

to hazard 

Towns and properties are near or 

directly adjacent to the coastline and 

seafront or located on floodplains. 

Connection to 

place 

There are permanent residents with a 

robust sense of place attachment. 

However, seasonal visitors’ 

connections vary, and some likely 

have weaker place attachment. 
 

 

 

Scope 
The Wharekawa Coast is along the 

western shore of the Firth of Thames 

in the North Island of New Zealand. 

The project area spans more than 20 

km between Waharau and 

Pukorokoro/Miranda.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Hazards 
Coastal inundation and 

erosion 

Coastal inundation caused by storm 

surges, high tides, and sea level rise 

from climate change threatens 

properties, agricultural land, and road 

access. 

Pluvial and fluvial 

 flooding 

Excessive rainfall creates regular 

flooding, which affects community 

assets and infrastructure, and 

combined with coastal hazards and 

land instability, creates complex, 

multi-layered risks. 
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Engagement collaborators 
The engagement was a joint project led through a collaboration between Waikato Regional Council, 

Hauraki District Council, Waikato District Council, and Waikato CDEM Group (including local CDEM) 

from Hauraki and Waikato District Councils. The engagement was at the community level. A community 

panel was established to provide an informed link between the Council and the community, ensuring 

the process was inclusive of diverse views shaped by differing circumstances. 
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Risk tolerance elicitation process 
The engagement process followed the Ministry for the Environment’s “Coastal hazards and climate 

change guidance for local government”1. The risk tolerance elicitation formed part of step four in 

the framework; however, the guidance did not provide an outline on how to determine risk 

tolerance. The community panel, TAG, and 

JWP completed steps one to seven of the MoE 

process, and the councils continued the 

process with steps eight to ten. Aspects of the 

engagement process that occurred before the 

risk tolerance elicitation included community 

meetings and a variety of community panel 

sessions to establish what mattered most to 

the community and to understand which risk 

tolerance elicitation tool might work best. 

Designing the process 

The goal was to understand the point at which the community could no longer tolerate the impacts 

of a hazard event, indicating when to implement adaptation actions or pathways to ensure the risk 

never became intolerable. The community panel decided that thresholds to indicate when a risk 

became intolerable should be determined by those directly experiencing the risks, so a community 

survey was developed. 

Eliciting risk tolerance went beyond straightforward data collection. The generative process 

engaged people in reflecting on hazard information alongside their own circumstances, leading to 

the emergence of more informed and considered perspectives rather than simply recording pre-

fixed opinions. 

The risk perspectives sought were individual views on community risk tolerance that were then 

aggregated to provide a collective view on thresholds. Throughout the process, underlying 

community values were established through the community panel's extensive conversations and 

engagement with other community members, allowing what mattered most to the community to 

be woven into the process and decisions. 

Survey design and implementation 

To address the temporal aspects of this engagement (its intergenerational impacts and long time 

horizon), and the spatial aspect of the community being spread across a large geographical area, 

the survey consisted of scenarios describing two coastal inundation events (major and moderate) 

 
1 Ministry for the Environment. 2024. Coastal hazards and climate change guidance. Wellington: Ministry for the 

Environment. environment.govt.nz/assets/publications/Coastal-hazards-and-climate-change-guidance-2024-ME-

1805.pdf  

“We went in thinking coastal inundation is the main 

issue in that area and that's what we need to focus 

on, and they fed back that it's river flooding that is 

their key concern currently... So that local 

knowledge was just so important to the project." 

Council Strategic Planning Manager 

https://environment.govt.nz/assets/publications/Coastal-hazards-and-climate-change-guidance-2024-ME-1805.pdf
https://environment.govt.nz/assets/publications/Coastal-hazards-and-climate-change-guidance-2024-ME-1805.pdf
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with impacts specific to geographic sub-compartments along the coast. This approach recognised 

that hazard impacts varied significantly across the area.  

The consequences considered were deliberately comprehensive, examining five impact categories: 

1. homes and properties, and disruption to residents, 

2. rural land, 

3. roading and bridges (road access), 

4. recreation and tourism, and 

5. impact to services. 

Impacts were generated specific to each sub-compartment so that community members were 

considering the effects in their immediate environment. There were five compartments split into A 

(coastal) and B (inland) segments. 

The survey booklets also included information from asset and emergency managers from the 

council and transport agencies on their risk tolerance in terms of the resources required for their 

response to an event. This was necessary to alleviate issues arising from the community 

misunderstanding the level of tolerance their providers were willing to accept, so they were 

informed upfront.  

For each impact category (e.g. roads), community members indicated how often they could 

tolerate the described consequences, marking preferences on a table with return periods between 

once every 200 years and 2.4 months. Participants marked their tolerance with an X once they felt 

they couldn’t handle the impacts happening at that level of frequency (Figure 1).  

Figure 1: Risk tolerance matrix the community were asked to fill in 

The final section asked people to consider their responses across all impact categories together to 

determine their overall risk tolerance for their area. By people aggregating their responses across 

impact categories and ongoing community panel discussions, priorities regarding risk management 

emerged.  

The community panel distributed survey 

booklets throughout the project area, and they 

went out into their neighbourhoods and 

talked to people about the booklets and the 

process. Many booklets were filled in and 

discussed over cups of tea or worked through 

with panel members at community gatherings. 

The panel members performed informal drop-in 

type gatherings to ensure as much representation 

and understanding as possible. The TAG provided 

cheat sheets and FAQs to support the community 

panel in socialising the survey. 

"The community panel members kind of had to 

become risk experts themselves, and understand the 

process themselves, because they had to walk their 

own community through it. So, we spent a lot of 

time with our community panel members, probably 

three or four more community panel meetings than 

what was originally planned."  

Council Resilience Specialist 
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This approach was effective given the community context - the area's familiarity with flooding from 

numerous recent events meant residents could meaningfully respond to survey questions about 

risk scenarios.  

The TAG compiled the survey booklets into risk tolerance thresholds by calculating the median 

results from the responses for each sub-compartment. These median values were then classified 

using a qualitative risk matrix that categorised tolerance levels from very low (indicating the 

community cannot tolerate those risks occurring) to very high (indicating they can tolerate the 

risks). Where median results fell between the average return period (ARP) options provided, they 

were rounded up to take a conservative approach. The community-defined thresholds, alongside 

sea level rise projections under the RCP 8.5 climate scenario, were then used to estimate when 

these tolerance levels would be reached in the future.  

Integration into the decision-making process 
The risk threshold results were used to calculate the estimated time available before the risk 

thresholds were reached. This provided an indication of how much time there was before 

adaptation actions needed to be implemented. The tolerance levels and recommendations for 

mitigation actions were then presented in a comprehensive Community Panel Recommendation 

Report. 

The JWP endorsed the recommendations and 

took the report to their relevant councils. The 

councils adopted the plan but did not commit 

to any actions or mitigation.  

Some areas were identified for immediate 

mitigation where community risk tolerance 

thresholds had already been exceeded. For other 

areas, councils understood that "the status quo is 

an okay option for them right now" until impacts 

reach the community-defined threshold levels. 

Reflections on the process 
Collaboration was key throughout the process, specifically between the partner councils, as the 

local councils didn’t have the resources to support the technical assessments needed and the 

community panel. The collaborative process was unique, with everyone learning and adapting 

throughout the project.  

The high level of engagement from the community panel and commitment to the cause were key 

points of success in the process. Community panel involvement extended from the planned ten 

meetings to over four years of service. While some of the extension was driven by COVID, the level 

of detail and thorough nature of the panel also lengthened the process.  

There was some underrepresentation of specific groups. Local iwi representatives wanted to 

participate but lacked capacity at the time, so the project continued with the understanding that iwi 

could join when they were able. Because of this and other factors, the project struggled to fully 

“For some compartments, the threshold had already 

been met or had already been exceeded... So those 

were the key areas in which we put forward actions 

that we know could be implemented right now... 

versus some parts of the coast where their threshold 

might not be reached for another 30… the status 

quo is an okay option for them right now."  

Council Resilience Specialist 



Risk Tolerance Engagement Case Study 

Wharekawa Coast 

 

6 

incorporate Te Ao Māori and Mātauranga Māori. There was also a lack of youth engagement, 

despite community panel efforts to include Rangatahi. 

Resources 
For more information and resources on the Wharekawa Coast project visit 

wharekawacoast2120.hauraki-dc.govt.nz/. 

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 Wharekawa Coast case study. This is designed to help understand how transferable the 

Wharekawa Coast approach is to other contexts. 

 

Temporal aspects 

The period over which risks 

emerge and decisions play out 

Medium immediacy (climate adaptation planning), intergenerational 

longevity (100-200 year time horizon).  

The Council looked 100 years into the future, whilst the community looked 

at what impacts would be tolerable once every 200 years. 

It was understood that decisions made today shape the community's 

futures across generations. 

Scale 

The level at which risk 

tolerance is evaluated 

Community-level assessment across 20km coastline, requiring 

representation from diverse geographic sub-compartments with varying 

hazard exposure. 

Consequences 

considered 

Different types of impacts 

considered during elicitation. 

Ecological and environmental values, home and property disruption to 

residents, road access, recreation and tourism, critical infrastructure, 

cultural and heritage values, community safety and wellbeing. 

Risk perspectives sought 

Ranging from individual 

through to collective views. 

Individual views accumulated to provide collective thresholds, balanced 

through community panel deliberation and ground-truthing. 

Understanding risk 

capacity 

How appetite and capacity 

were considered and/or 

addressed. 

Risk appetite was more heavily examined than risk capacity. The process 

focused extensively on what the community was willing to accept through 

risk tolerance thresholds and adaptation pathway preferences, whilst 

capacity was addressed through community education using risk 

assessment booklets and external technical assessments. 

Public role 

How involved the community 

are in the process. 

Empowering approach – the community panel operated independently to 

develop recommendations that councils were expected to implement. 

Information needs Mixed data requirements: quantitative thresholds for policy 

https://wharekawacoast2120.hauraki-dc.govt.nz/
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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Information gained from 

process and how it was 

gathered and presented. 

implementation, qualitative insights for understanding community 

priorities and building legitimacy. 

Monitoring changes 

Importance placed on tracking 

risk tolerance over time. 

The collaborative framework recognised that views on risk tolerance evolve 

over time. The process established a foundation for ongoing monitoring 

and potential revision of thresholds as conditions and priorities change, 

although specific monitoring protocols were not detailed. 

Community context 

Key social, cultural and 

environmental factors. 

Demographics: Geographically dispersed rural community spread across 

over 20km of coastline, including locals, property owners, businesses, and 

mana whenua with varying demographics across the area. 

Relationship with council: Strained trust relationships due to recent council 

boundary changes, with the area having moved council jurisdiction. 

Hazard experience: High familiarity with flooding from numerous recent 

events, providing residents with practical understanding. 

Engagement preferences: Comfortable with informal discussions "over cups 

of tea" and community gatherings, requiring socialisation and local 

expertise. 

Why they chose the methods and tools 

The Wharekawa Coast project selected a multi-method approach to address the challenges of 

engaging a geographically dispersed community across over 20km of coastline with varying 

degrees of hazard familiarity and council trust. 

A community panel was chosen as an engagement method because recent community experience 

of coastal inundation indicated that the community needed a change and a fresh perspective on 

the region’s hazards. The area had also recently moved council jurisdiction and lacked strong 

relationships or trust between community and council. The panel approach enabled representation 

from locals, property owners, businesses, and mana whenua to ensure diverse perspectives across 

the demographic spread. This method provided essential ground-truthing opportunities where the 

panel could meet with locals, council staff, and technical experts to triangulate information and 

validate that findings reflected genuine community views. The panel format was particularly 

suitable for building community buy-in and trust between the community and council through 

direct engagement. 

Surveys using risk assessment booklets were selected to maximise engagement across the 

community, with support from communications and social science teams. The area's familiarity with 

flooding from numerous recent events meant residents could meaningfully respond to survey 

questions about risk scenarios. Surveys enabled the efficient collection of both quantitative risk 

tolerance data and qualitative insights across the geographically dispersed community, whilst 

allowing all community members who wanted involvement to have input into decisions. 

Risk matrices provided a consistent and structured approach for collecting perspectives across the 

geographically dispersed community. The matrix format, incorporating scenarios of coastal inundation, 

erosion, and freshwater flooding, was suitable because residents had experienced these hazards and 

could relate to the presented scenarios. This tool enabled systematic comparison of risk tolerance 

across different locations along the 20km coastline where spatial proximity to hazards varied 

significantly. 
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