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Introduction

Sea level rise and extreme events linked to climate change place coasts at the heart of the major challenges of the 21st century, especially in cities where populations are concentrated. Although these areas share similar vulnerabilities globally, approaches to their management differ according to local contexts. This paper compares French and New Zealand experiences of managed retreat, highlighting the tensions related to their adaptation.

Objectives

In order to understand how society plans change, we try to illustrate why urban and spatial planning can facilitate adaptation and, more specifically, retreat. Accepting that cities must move and be transformed is not easy to people and politicians. In this context, we focus this work on the question of whether and how existing tools can facilitate a shift from static to dynamic cities.

Methodology

After several weeks of fieldwork in New Zealand between May and July 2024 and 39 interviews with researchers, politicians, technicians and associations, we have since also conducted many interviews in France. The whole corpus is processed and a variety of documents from the scientific and grey literature are used in order to complete the interviews’ discourses. We attempted to understand how the national framework can interfere with it, but also how local circumstances can be decisive in shaping national policies. National and local scales are compared, in order to observe particularisms and to show how retreat is processed in these two countries. Focus is put on the specific cases of Matatā (New-Zealand) and Soulac-sur-Mer (France).

Findings

In New Zealand, managed retreat has been used a few times, but mainly in response to a natural event or to anticipate river flooding. The establishment of a group of experts, at a national scale, to draft recommendations to facilitate the implementation of this process on coasts seems unique in the world and shows a real desire to tackle the subject in anticipation, even if the implementation is still complex. The involvement of Māori communities also provides a unique perspective, deeply rooted in a strong culture with close links to nature. In this context, New Zealand seems to be characterised by a rather local model, with district councils playing a key role in risk planning. In France, coastal risk management - as spatial planning - traditionally relies on a more centralised and technocratic approach. Public policies have historically encouraged the construction of hard infrastructure such as dykes, while then controlling urban development through regulatory instruments. Following the Xynthia storm in 2010, managed retreat was introduced as part of the National Strategy for Integrated Coastline Management (Stratégie national de gestion intégrée du trait de côte), and local initiatives were subsequently considered to experiment with this type of approach. Recently, the Partnership Development Projects (Projet partenarial d'aménagement), initiated by the national authorities, have facilitated a process of shared work at various scales.

Significance of the work for policy and practice 

This study examines some key factors that determine the success or limitations of adaptation policies. It also identifies shared lessons and common pathways for enhancing the capacity of coastal regions to adapt, beyond national or local specificities.







