



	Knowledge Café
South Dunedin Future:  Lessons learned and lingering questions from an Aotearoa local adaptation planning programme
 

	

Summary of proposed co-creation session:  New Zealand’s Climate Change Commission has said that the South Dunedin Future (SDF) programme is “a shining example of people working together locally to tackle climate change” for local adaptation planning.  In this session, the SDF team will share lessons learned and insights from our experiences developing an adaptation plan with this community.  While the team has been able to test and apply innovative approaches, we have lingering questions that we would like to test with attendees at Adaptation Futures in a knowledge café.

Methods and format:  In this session, Dunedin City Council will present the SDF case study, from the perspective of the programme management, community engagement, risk and adaptation workstream leads, as well as a lingering question or challenge from each workstream.  The project team will facilitate roundtable discussions, participants rotate) to crowd-source knowledge from attendees to inform the final stages of the work.  For hybrid attendees, we will provide an online facilitator and virtual whiteboard.

Aims and expected outcomes:  This session provides an opportunity:
· to see and hear how Aotearoa is approaching community led adaptation.
· to contribute your experience and work collaboratively on a real live study with peers from around the world. 
· to learn how a programme of work is navigating a changing political landscape. 
We will collate results and make them public.  

Overview of case study:
South Dunedin is located on the east coast of the South Island in Aotearoa New Zealand and is built on the flat area between Otago Harbour, the southern coastline and surrounding hill suburbs. It is home to about 13,500 people, 1,500 businesses and a range of critical infrastructure and amenities. This former coastal wetland has been developed, filled in and reclaimed, creating a basin with no natural outflows. Over time, erosion and high groundwater have impacted the community, and the sea level is estimated to have risen about 20 centimetres during the past 120 years. In 2015 and again in 2024 heavy rainfall exceeded the operating capacity of stormwater systems, which led to extensive flooding. These heavy rainfall events are expected to increase in intensity and frequency in the future, and rising sea-levels and high groundwater further exacerbate flood risk. 

To make a plan to adapt to climate change in South Dunedin, the local and regional Councils established five workstreams: Natural Hazards, Strategic Programme Management, Communications and Engagement, Risk Assessment and Adaptation Planning.  Strategic Programme Management is responsible for the integration of workstreams.  Communications and engagement puts the community at the heart of adaptation planning.  The Risk Assessment provides a spatial representation of coastal, pluvial, groundwater, landslide and liquefaction risk to South Dunedin for a range of timeframes and climate scenarios.  Adaptation Planning develops a flexible approach to respond to and manage risks over time using elements of dynamic adaptive planning pathways.  The team has been further supported by Aukaha who represent local indigenous perspectives throughout all workstreams.

Strategic Programme Management
Through the strategic programme management approach for South Dunedin, the various workstreams are weaved together by late 2026 informing the next funding cycle as a starting point for investment and change in South Dunedin. Successful implementation of adaptation planning hinges on clear thresholds, comprehensive understanding of urban economics and land-use opportunities relevant to a particular context, as well as funding and delivery mechanisms. Looking forward, uncertainty remains as to whether an implementation agency will be required as well as how the adaptation actions will be funded and realized.  

Communications and engagement
Community engagement is often central to theories and literature for effective adaptation planning.  Robust community engagement results in more buy-in, enhanced resilience and improves equity and justice.   How to achieve this successfully is a challenge particularly when the risks are often future risks rather than a here and now problem.  This recency bias and the long-term timeframes make it difficult to maintain a social license to act into the future.  This work has provided the opportunity to grapple with how to develop pathways with communities that can provide certainty with long-term social license.

Risk assessment
The concept of risk is broad and can vary significantly depending on the context and perspective. Consequently, there is no single best methodology or tool for a climate risk assessment that covers the time-varying, direct and indirect cascading impacts of climate. To navigate this, the SDF risk assessment workstream identified two primary aims: to outline the case for change and to support spatial adaptation planning. Complementary to these aims, the workstream adopted principles to guide decision-making regarding the often imperfect data inputs required for the assessment.

A Kāi Tahu risk assessment was facilitated by Aukaha, a papatipu rūnaka-owned consultancy. Incorporating mana whenua values assessment and drawing from Te Taki Haruru, Dunedin City Council’s Māori Strategic framework, it analyses risk from a holistic, te ao Kāi Tahu perspective. As well as risks to specific places and features important for the cultural associations to mana whenua, it considers risks to Kāi Tahu perspectives and values relating to wider environmental, social and economic factors across South Dunedin. 

The assessment of physical risks produced detailed information across many physical elements of South Dunedin, considering direct and cascading risks over time. While it doesn't provide all the answers, it represents a significant step forward for the programme. The increasingly complex picture of risk presents challenges in communicating the results to broad audiences, including clearly articulating the inherent limitations of any multi-hazard risk assessment of this scale. Ultimately, we are left to consider what is most material when assessing and communicating risk to inform community adaptation.

Adaptation planning
Academic literature provides idealized ways to develop and implement flexible, open-ended adaptation plans with robust, resource intensive quantitative techniques.  The SDF programme has incorporated elements of dynamic adaptive planning pathways scaled to the available time and resources to support adaptation planning to deliver an implementable long-term pathway.  

This has at times meant deviation from theoretically ideal practice.  Rather than a traditional engineering long list of options with each option evaluated individually or exploring the infinite combination of options, the team developed a list of seven possible adaptation futures to depict what South Dunedin could look like in 2100 in response to climate change.  This accelerated thinking about systems level approaches and interactions and to engage with communities about what they want for the future of their children and grandchildren and has enabled multi-diciplinary assessments of possible futures, including a robust te ao Māori (indigenous Māori world view) lens provided by Aukaha.  From here, we are building pathways beginning with low and no regrets actions and designing progressive interventions retaining where possible flexibility across as many possible adaptation futures as feasible.  

While this approach has largely been effective for this context, there are tradeoffs between theoretical approaches to plan for uncertainty and requirements for vision and direction.  With the breadth of adaptation planning approaches, this case study has attempted to balance providing government and communities with a plan and retaining the flexibility that climate change requires in the future to adapt to uncertainty when we shift into the implementation phase of adaptation planning.
 

	PARTICIPANTS

Participant 1
Full Name:  Dr Laura Robichaux
Organisation: Beca, Ltd
Bio 
Dr. Laura Robichaux has more than a decade of experience in climate adaptation, coastal hazards, engineering and risk management research and consultancy.  She is Beca’s adaptation planning lead and works with governments and large asset owners to develop 100-year adaptation strategies.

Participant 1 Contribution: 
Laura leads the adaptation planning workstream of the South Dunedin Future project.  She brings an understanding of the economics of risk and insurance as well as social impacts of projects and strategies in the Pacific, New Zealand, the United States and in the Caribbean.  Her PhD was focused on the multi-disciplinary challenges associated with implementing climate change adaptation actions.  She is a finalist for the Tū Māia/Integrity award from Ministry of Defence for her contributions to adaptation planning for the New Zealand Defence Estate and has contributed to multiple award-winning adaptation plans.  For this session, she brings her experience on more than 40 adaptation planning projects over the past decade across a range of scales and geographies as well as her implementation focused research.
 
Participant 2
Full Name:  Jonathan Rowe
Organisation: Dunedin City Council
Bio 
Jonathan has a background in sustainable development. Prior to joining Dunedin City Council to lead the South Dunedin Future programme, he spent 15 years working in central government, primarily for Ministry of Foreign Affairs and Trade (MFAT) and the New Zealand Aid Programme.
 
Participant 2 Contribution: 
Jonathan is the Programme Manager for South Dunedin Future, a joint initiative between the Dunedin City Council and Otago Regional Council to develop a climate change adaptation plan for the low-lying and flood affected South Dunedin. Jonathan has worked across the Pacific, has had diplomatic postings in Cook Islands and Fiji, where he led work in areas of health, education, infrastructure, climate change, and disaster response. He has also had roles in Parliament advising the Minister of Foreign Affairs (2015) and Minister of Climate Change (2019-21).  Jonathan brings his expertise navigating political and institutional frameworks to develop and implement plans as well as his lessons learned leading the South Dunedin Future programme.  He will be the session lead and moderator.


Participant 3
Full Name: Joao Machado
Organisation: WSP
Bio
Joao Machado has over 24 years experience in urban planning, infrastructure funding and delivery, and urban regeneration in New Zealand and abroad, with 17 years in local and regional government primarily in the Auckland Region where he was a key member of the team for the Auckland Unitary Plan (2011-2018).
 
Participant 3 Contribution: 
Joao is the Strategic Programme manager for the consultant team supporting the South Dunedin Future programme and leading the urban economics and land-use benefits realisation analysis for adaptation planning.  For the past seven years as a planning consultant, Joao has been involved in spatial planning across New Zealand including projects in the Kaipara and Ōtorohanga districts, urban spatial and infrastructure planning in Auckland, Kaipara, Tasman, Dunedin, and Queenstown-Lakes districts, and leading strategic land-use inputs for various major infrastructure projects across New Zealand. Joao is passionate about public participatory strategic planning processes to inform and weave together urban and environmental regeneration, climate adaptation, active transport / walkable communities, and infrastructure funding plus delivery.  Joao brings this lens to crafting strategic spatial plans.
 
Participant 4
Full Name: Gemma Greenshields
Organisation:  G & T Connect
Bio 
With over 18 years’ experience in engaging communities, Gemma is an award winning practitioner who is particularly passionate about inclusive engagement for climate adaptation planning.  Her career began as a statutory planner, and following the Christchurch earthquakes, she worked closely with the recovery team supporting community engagement. 
 
Participant 4 Contribution: 
Gemma is the communications and engagement lead for the South Dunedin Future programme.  She has personally been through managed retreat, so she brings empathy and these insights to her work.  Gemma loves working with people and holding space for robust discussions.  Gemma and the Dunedin City Council were recognised for their innovative communication and engagement work on the St Clair to St Kilda Coastal Plan, winning the Australasian Project of the Year for the International Association of Public Participation in 2021 and winning the NZ Planning Institute Nancy Northcroft Supreme award in 2022.    Gemma has presented at a number of conferences sharing her experiences of engaging communities on adaptation planning and brings these insights to the South Dunedin Future programme and this session.


Participant 5
Full Name: Dr Katherine Cowper-Heays
Organisation: Tonkin & Taylor
Bio 
Dr Katherine Cowper-Heays has 13 years’ experience consulting in natural hazards, climate risk, and adaptation planning, with projects spanning across New Zealand, the Pacific, and beyond. Katherine’s research has focused on climate impacts on water systems, and she is a member of the WaterNZ Climate Change Special Interest Group.

Participant 5 Contribution: 
Dr Katherine Cowper-Heays leads the risk assessment workstream for the South Dunedin Future programme. She is passionate about using her range of skills and experience to make sense of the unique challenges posed by climate change. This has been demonstrated through her work on South Dunedin Adaptation Plan, Ministry for the Environment Local Guidelines for Climate Change Risk Assessments, and Bay of Plenty Regional Climate Change Risk assessment. Katherine has also published a number of conference papers and journal articles and is actively involved in industry associations focussed on climate change.  She has extensive experience in climate change risk and disaster risk reduction, as well as water resources, flooding, and coastal hazards. Challenges posed by climate change are often novel and uncertain. By drawing on her range of experience Katherine has contributed to making sense of these unique challenges and will share these insights from a variety of risk assessment approaches to this session.
 



 
