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Introduction

Westport, a small town on the West Coast of Aotearoa New Zealand, has a long history of severe flooding. Following two major flood events in 2021 and 2022, a bold flood management plan was proposed: an 18 km-long stopbank encircling the entire town. This local example reflects a broader challenge in climate adaptation – determining which risks warrant large-scale interventions and who gets to shape those decisions.
 
How flood risk is understood is inextricably linked to decisions about how to respond (Feindt & Oels, 2005). However, decisions concerning adaptation are deeply political and actively contested (Dolšak & Prakash, 2018), and are intrinsically bound to how different people understand problems and possible solutions (Remling, 2018). What is deemed appropriate adaptation by one group might be seen as maladaptive by another. Simply put, adaptation decisions are never neutral; they are political “all the way through” (Eriksen et al., 2015, p. 523).

Objectives

This research examines the decision-making process behind Westport’s floodwalls, and seeks to understand the political mechanisms that shape adaptation choices. It explores how governance structures frame flood protection as a technical or managerial issue, foreclosing discussion on fundamental questions – What level of risk is the community willing to accept? What is the core problem being addressed? What are the justice implications of proposed solutions? Central to this inquiry is whether existing democratic structures enable meaningful contestation of ideological differences or if certain perspectives are marginalised, shaping adaptation outcomes in ways that obscure power dynamics and alternative approaches.

Methodology

This study adopts a post-structural discourse theory approach, analysing 20 semi-structured interviews with residents, scientists, and local-government officials. Using post-political theory as an analytical lens, this research investigates how governance structures privilege certain forms of knowledge while obscuring underlying power dynamics. By identifying the specific post-political mechanisms at play, this research provides empirical insight into how these processes function in practice, shaping adaptation decisions and limiting democratic debate.

Findings

This research highlights diverse perspectives on flood risk, ranging from acceptance of flooding as an inevitable part of life to strong advocacy for large-scale structural protection regardless of cost. However, possible responses to flooding were never openly debated, and the proposed floodwall remained largely unchallenged during formal consultation. The financial burden of the floodwall and its impact on rates remained unknown, undermining the government’s philosophy, which relies on price signals to guide rational decision-making. Democratic debate on alternative solutions and the broader implications of the floodwall was constrained, suppressing ideological differences and leading many in the community to question the legitimacy of the decision-making process.

Significance of the work for policy and practice 

By identifying the post-political processes that shape flood adaptation decisions, this research highlights the need to re-politicise decision-making. Creating space for open contestation of differing viewpoints would support more inclusive, democratic, and just responses to flood risk, ensuring that adaptation strategies are shaped through genuine public debate rather than predetermined technical solutions. By providing empirical evidence of post-political governance, this study deepens our understanding of how certain perspectives are privileged while others are marginalised, reinforcing the importance of democratic engagement in climate adaptation planning.
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