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Why talk about risk? 
All communities around New Zealand face 

natural hazard and climate change risks. At 

some point, you, your community, and your 

council will need to weigh up the risks and 

costs of action or inaction.  

Councils often need to understand how 

much risk a community is willing or able to 

bear (often known as your risk tolerance) so 

they can choose how to manage a risk, how 

to prioritise different risks, or how to plan 

for, or avoid, some future risks. 

Isn’t risk just a technical issue?     

Technical hazard assessments give important information 

about how likely and severe hazard events might be, but 

they don’t tell us what risks people are willing to accept or 

what they want to protect.  

Understanding community risk tolerance answers the 

question: “What losses are we willing to accept, and what do 

we want to safeguard?” It helps ensure risk management 

decisions reflect both scientific knowledge and community 

values. Every hazard and community is different, so risk 

tolerance needs to be understood in context.

 

Levels of risk 
Usually, an agency wants to know what is acceptable 

risk, what is tolerable risk, and what is intolerable risk. 

Acceptable No action needs to be taken, or no 

restrictions need to be in place to 

counter the risk of damage or loss.  

Tolerable Some work may need to be done to 

lessen the risk if the cost or impact of 

reducing the risk is not high. 

Intolerable Action must be taken to reduce the risk. 

 

Risk thresholds 
People may be comfortable living with a certain level 

of risk for now, but that can change. At some point, 

the risk might start to feel too high, and that’s when 

it crosses a risk threshold, the point where the way 

a hazard is managed needs to change. Risk 

thresholds are often based on a combination of the 

size and type of impact and the expected frequency 

of impact. 

Risk thresholds can guide both short-term decisions 

(like upgrading a local drain) and long-term planning 

(like changing where new homes can be built).  

 

Weighing things up 
Risk tolerance emerges from weighing up various 

factors. It requires understanding the nature, 

likelihood, and potential impacts of a hazard and 

what this means for you and your community. It also 

means understanding the impacts and costs of any 

actions that could be taken to reduce the risk. Make 

sure you fully understand how the hazard might 

affect you, both now and in the future. Note that if 

you have multiple potential hazards in your area, this 

process can be challenging. 

What to think about when weighing things up 

When thinking about your risk tolerance, it is 

important to think about your or your community’s 

ability to deal with disruption, or your risk capacity. 

A community’s risk capacity can be affected by a 

range of factors, including financial situation, 

insurance, how connected a community is and how 

likely it is to work together to deal with a situation. 

To understand your individual risk capacity, it can 

help if you think through the following for your own 

household. 

• How well connected are you with people who 

may be able to help?  

• What is your family’s financial situation?  

• What is your insurance situation?  

• How did you find any previous experiences of 

adverse events?  

• How might these things impact your capacity to 

manage an adverse event (including recovering 

from the event)?  

Talking with communities about what levels of 

risk feel acceptable, and what would trigger a 

change in response, is a key part of good 

planning. 
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Stress and uncertainty 

It’s natural to feel stressed or overwhelmed when 

you learn about a hazard you didn’t know existed. 

People often feel shocked, and that stress can affect 

how you think and make decisions. When you're 

feeling anxious or upset, it can be harder to take in 

information or weigh up your options clearly. Good 

processes take this into account. They allow time for 

people to settle, ask questions, and talk things 

through.  

 

Talk with others 

Be prepared to take time to think about and discuss 

these things with your family and neighbours.  

Everyone sees things in different ways, even when 

they find themselves in the same situation, so it is 

worth talking to people before an event happens.  

Some people are more likely to focus on the 

likelihood and less on the consequences, while 

others will do the opposite. Make sure you have 

discussions within your household to understand the 

different perspectives that you all have. It is also 

good to hear how others are thinking about the risk 

because they may have some useful ways of seeing 

things that can help you understand your own 

feelings and perspectives. You may even find that 

your risk tolerance is different from what you initially 

thought.  

Risk management decisions 

In general, agencies are trying to understand risk 

tolerance at a community level. Usually, there is no 

single right answer. Arriving at a community’s risk 

tolerance will involve weighing up different 

information, and this can be done by agency staff or 

a group of community members, or often, 

discussions involving both groups. Sometimes the 

results can be brought back to the community so the 

decision can be discussed and assessed by people in 

the community. Whatever the process, the agency 

should make it clear exactly how the decisions are 

made and who is involved in those conversations. 

What is your perspective being used for? 

It is worth checking how your input to Council 

processes will be used. The council may want 

something very different from the conversation than 

your community does. For example, they may be 

doing the work as part of a future-focused planning 

process, where you may be more interested in doing 

something about the hazards that threaten you now. 

This is not because of any shortcomings on anyone’s 

part. Communities can have different priorities from 

those of the local council or a government agency 

(which is why they are consulting in the first place). 

So make sure you are clear on the purpose, and the 

Council is aware of any specific needs you have. 

You may want to do something more  

as a community 

Your community may want more action than the 

agency is thinking about. It could be worth working 

with your neighbours to consider what you can do to 

manage the risk for yourselves or how you might 

advocate for yourselves as a whole group – a 

stronger form of advocacy than doing it as 

individuals. 

Where communities have good leadership, it may be 

possible to take what has been learned from an 

assessment of risk tolerance and start to develop a 

plan for how to deal with it (if that is not something 

the agency is already doing).  

Who pays? 

‘Who pays’ is a question that may be worth raising, 

early in a process, particularly if the process is aimed 

at considering what to do about a hazard and its 

effect on your community, because it will help with 

weighing up the risk. Understanding your risk 

tolerance involves weighing up the risk of the hazard 

occurring and the impacts and cost/impact of 

measures to reduce the risk (including who pays).  

It’s okay to ask for more information about things 

that are concerning you. This helps create space to 

understand the situation and come up with practical 

steps, including plans for what to do if something 

does happen. 


