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Re-imagining managed retreat: Reframing people-place connections in times of disruptive change – Reflections from Aotearoa New Zealand and the Pacific


	
Session Description
Managed retreat or planned relocation has long been the last-resort adaptation option for communities impacted by extreme events and disruptive change. Climate-compounded risk exposes many cities, settlements and communities to escalating risk, especially along rivers and low-lying islands and coasts. Even when managed retreat is compelling it usually only takes place with major government intervention after a disaster. Few governments in the Global North and South have the fiscal capacity to finance managed retreat in coastal cities and settlements at the scale necessary given projected sea-level rise. Ad hoc, incremental retreat is more likely. Conventional framing of managed retreat downplays deep-rooted connections to place. Retreat severs these connections and is resisted by many facing this prospect, especially those with ancestral ties to place. How might the concept and practice of managed retreat be reframed across the Pacific and in Aotearoa New Zealand with its history of colonization and Treaty of Waitangi (Te Tiriti o Waitangi) obligations?

Purpose of this panel session
This session calls for re-imagining managed retreat, drawing on reflections from the Pacific and Aotearoa New Zealand. We explore how to reframe managed retreat to enable enduring people-place relationships even in times of disruptive change, insurance woes, and government fiscal constraints. We focus attention on the perspectives and experiences of Indigenous People and communities with long-standing ties to place. How might community-based adaptation be enabled in extremis – in ways that uphold human rights and advance justice and climate resilient development? How might managed retreat be re-imagined in Aotearoa New Zealand and the Pacific and beyond? We invite participants to explore retreat temporalities; post-retreat praxis; and radical reconfigurations of managed retreat that reframe people-place connections in times of disruption. 

Contributions to knowledge and practice
Panelists shed light on the vexing challenges of enabling equitable and empowering managed retreat. Through panelist presentations and group discussion, the session re-imagines managed retreat and suggests alternative approaches to relocation in extremis whilst nurturing people-place connections.


	INDIVIDUAL PANELLIST CONTRIBUTION

Moderator Details
Full Name:  Bruce Glavovic
Organisation:  Massey University
Bio sketch:  Bruce has worked as a policy advisor, consultant planner, and academic in South Africa, the USA, and New Zealand. His applied research centres on how to make societal choices in turbulent times, with a focus on climate change adaptation; natural hazards planning; coastal governance; and collaborative planning and conflict transformation. 

Full Name:  Huhana Smith
Organisation:  Massey University
Bio sketch:  Huhana (Ngāti Tukorehe, Raukawa ki te Tonga) is an interdisciplinary researcher who engages in major environmental projects through kaupapa Māori and action-orientated art/design about freshwater and marine health and climate change pressures that beset coastal ancestral lands and related biodiversity for Kuku, Horowhenua, within Aotearoa New Zealand and into the world. 

Panellist 1
Full Name:  Patrick Nunn, Carmen Elrick-Barr and Roselyn Kumar (University of the Sunshine Coast), Isoa Korovulavula, Krishna Kotra and Arishma Ram (University of the South Paciﬁc), Tim Smith and Dana Thomsen (University of Waikato) 
Organisation: See above
Bio: Patrick is Professor of Geography at the University of the Sunshine Coast in Australia.  Trained as a geographer and geologist, specializing in the effects of sea-level changes on landscape evolution, he was based at the University of the South Pacific where he became immersed in Pacific geological histories and cultural worldviews. 

Presentation 1: Practice before place? Sustaining locally-relocated coastal communities in the Western Paciﬁc Islands 
Most people on tropical Paciﬁc islands live along their coasts. Sea level in the western Paciﬁc is currently rising faster than the global average (3-4 times higher). This is amplifying challenges for coastal dwellers from climate-driven sea-level rise and storm surge. While acknowledging a range of adaptation options exist for Paciﬁc island coastal dwellers, it is likely that hundreds of coastal communities in this region will be forced to relocate locally over the next few decades when in-situ adaptation may no longer be adequate. Although it is acknowledged that custom and land availability are important to local relocation of affected coastal communities, an important question is whether or not sustainable livelihoods are more important than choice of place. In other words, does the ease of sustaining (subsistence-focused) livelihoods outweigh the importance of place for communities planning to relocate?  The situation is illustrated with case studies from the Federated States of Micronesia (Pohnpei – Sokehs), Fiji (Kadavu – Narikoso) and Vanuatu (Torres – Tegua). It is concluded it is more important to emphasize the beneﬁts of planned relocation and the cultural resilience existing within affected communities rather than taking a deﬁcit-based approach to the issue of relocation.


Panellist 2
Full Name:  Meg Parsons, Karen Fisher, and Allan Rarai (Auckland University, Aotearoa New Zealand)
Organisation: see above
Bio: Meg is a passionate transdisciplinary social scientist specializing in environmental management and climate change adaptation, focusing on specifically Indigenous peoples and other under-represented groups. Her expertise spans climate adaptation's social and cultural aspects, emphasising climate justice, gender justice, Indigenous and local knowledge, and decolonial environmental management practices.

Presentation 2: Envisioning equitable managed retreat in Aotearoa and Vanuatu: An Indigenous climate justice approach
Managed retreat is increasingly necessary as climate-compounded risks threaten communities in Aotearoa New Zealand and the Pacific. However, dominant approaches often overlook Indigenous peoples’ deep connections to place, severing ancestral ties and undermining identities, modes of living, and livelihoods. Using an Indigenous climate justice framework, this paper reimagines managed retreat as a just and culturally responsive adaptation strategy, centring Indigenous rights, knowledge, and self-determined adaptation pathways. Drawing on case studies from Aotearoa and Vanuatu, we examine how Māori and ni-Vanuatu communities are actively shaping relocation processes. In Aotearoa, managed retreat must be understood within the context of Te Tiriti o Waitangi, highlighting Māori-led initiatives that restore relationships with whenua and enable self-determined futures. In Vanuatu, Indigenous governance systems and customary land tenure offer models for collective decision-making and adaptation that resist top-down, externally imposed solutions. Our research highlights the need for policies that move beyond state-driven, technocratic approaches towards participatory, place-based strategies that uphold Indigenous sovereignty and relational governance. By reframing managed retreat as an opportunity for cultural resurgence, environmental restoration, and intergenerational resilience, we show how Indigenous-led adaptation can inform more just and sustainable climate responses. This research contributes to broader discussions on climate-resilient development by showing that equitable managed retreat requires centring Indigenous perspectives, ensuring adaptation strategies sustain enduring people-place relationships while addressing the escalating risks posed by climate change.

Panellist 3
Full Name:  Virginie K.E. Duvat (la Rochelle University, France) and Alexandre K. Magnan (Cawthron Institute, Aotearoa New Zealand)
Organisation: See above
Bio: Virginie is Professor in Coastal Geography at La Rochelle University, La Rochelle, France. She specializes in coastal environments and climate change research, with a focus on coastal risks and potential nature-based solutions in overseas island French territories. 

Presentation 3: Planned internal relocation as part of wider adaptation pathways. Insights from Pacific atoll islands
To face increasing coastal risks fuelled by climate change, various adaptation options are considered by atoll countries and territories, including in particular hard protection (preferred option to date), Nature-based Solutions (increasingly used) and island raising (considered a longer-term solution and a potential alternative to international migration, e.g. in the Maldives and Tuvalu). Internal relocation within the same atoll island or atoll, which refers to long-term community movement from one threatened island area to a safer, has previously been disregarded by scholars as a relevant adaptation strategy. However, it offers real potential to address the dual context of increasing climate risks and the shrinking of the solution space (1). This communication assesses the potential of internal relocation for atolls by applying to Rangiroa Atoll, French Polynesia, Central Pacific, a two-fold assessment. First (2), we questioned the atoll’s physical relevance (are some islands high enough to host settlements in the future?) and its societal feasibility (are the political-institutional and socio-economic conditions in place? Are people willing to relocate?). Second (3), we assessed the potential effectiveness of a wider range of coastal adaptation options to understand when and under which conditions (e.g. warming scenarios, synergies and tradeoffs between options) internal relocation could become a “solution”. The findings show that (i) internal relocation is both relevant and feasible on Rangiroa Atoll, and (ii) that it needs to be seen as part of a broader solution space described through a context-specific adaptation pathway approach.

(1) Haasnoot M., et al., 2021. Pathways to coastal retreat. Science, 372: 1287-1290. https://www.science.org/doi/10.1126/science.abi6594 
(2) Duvat, V.K.E., et al., 2022. Internal relocation as a relevant and feasible adaptation strategy in Rangiroa Atoll, French Polynesia. Sci Rep 12, 14183 (2022). https://doi.org/10.1038/s41598-022-18109-8
(3) Magnan A.K., et al., In preparation. Designing adaptation pathways for atoll islands. WIREs Climate Change.

Panellist 4
Full Name:  Christina Hanna, Iain White & Raven Cretney (University of Waikato, Aotearoa New Zealand)
Organisation: See above
Bio: Christina's research examines the governance of risk reduction and climate change adaptation, with a focus on the role of environmental planning. An important research theme is the application of managed retreats to reduce risks to human lives, assets, and ecosystems.

Presentation 4: Beyond Retreat: Land-seascape legacies of change and continuation 
Planned retreat is an increasingly common climate adaptation approach. While effective at reducing exposure to unacceptable risks, it is subject to significant resistance. In response, research has focused on risk, governance, and justice, but there has been less attention on spatial perspectives, including how spaces are reconfigured and the resultant land-seascape legacies. To address this gap, we identify 161 cases of planned retreat and develop a typology to analyse land use change in origin sites worldwide. In many cases, we find land transfer from private to public ownership, and restoration of land and environmental relations, to a complete failure to consider spatial legacies. The research stresses the importance of moving beyond planned retreat as risk management to consider longer-term spatial relations. We suggest that narratives of retreat as ‘loss’ fail to capture the dynamic and complex outcomes that arise from these diverse forms of spatial reconfiguration. We emphasize the importance of moving beyond simplistic retreat or loss framings, which may exacerbate public resistance to change, to interrogate the theoretical, political and social implications of planned retreats and encourage strategic adaptation. Consequently, we argue, the definition and practice of ‘planned retreat’ must include early planning for the values, uses, and reconfigurations of origin sites, extending the bounds of reimagination beyond ‘retreat’ and beyond the site.

Panellist 5
Full Name:  Bruce Glavovic and Huhana Smith (Massey University, Aotearoa New Zealand)
Organisation: See above
Bio: Bruce has worked as a policy advisor, consultant planner, and academic in South Africa, the USA, and New Zealand. His applied research centres on how to make societal choices in turbulent times, with a focus on climate change adaptation; natural hazards planning; coastal governance; and collaborative planning and conflict transformation.

Presentation 5: Re-imagining managed retreat: Voices from the frontline of climate-compounded risk in Aotearoa New Zealand
Adaptation researchers might ask: Why do people choose to continue living in harm’s way after repeated disruptive climate-compounded events and dismal prospects? A rational risk calculus suggests that managed retreat is the only logical course of action. However, is managed retreat merely a rational risk calculus? Retreat confronts the very essence of those living in harm’s way. Managed retreat imperils ancestral ties for Māori people, the Indigenous People of Aotearoa New Zealand. Māori cosmology, worldviews and praxis contrast sharply with Western-centric adaptation practice and managed retreat discourse. Reflecting on her decision to move even closer to the Rangitikei River after her home had been severely flooded, with inevitable future floods, a Māori research participant observed: “I am the river, the river is me” (ko au te awa, ko te awa ko au) recounting a Māori proverb that reveals a fundamentally different perspective to the prevailing Western risk calculus. How might managed retreat be re-imagined in a country bound by Treaty of Waitangi obligations? How might those living in harm’s way be given voice in decisions to reduce risk and adapt to disruptive change? We share stories from at-risk communities in the Manawatū-Whanganui and Taranaki regions, including stories from the Waitara River mouth; Anzac Parade and Pūtiki along the Whanganui River; Whangaehu village and Tangimoana along the Rangitikei River; and the Horowhenua coast where tangata whenua are exploring creative pathways to enable climate resilient development in the face of disruptive change. 





