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Cutting Our Own Track. 
Adaptation Action in Westport is leading Aotearoa.  
If not now, then when? If not us, then who?
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Introduction, location and context
Ki uta ki tai, from mountains to sea, the mighty Buller River shapes the story of Westport, a small port town on Te Wai Pounamu’s West Coast. Known to Māori as the Kawatiri Awa it means swift and deep, and has the highest flow of any river in the country during floods. Following the flooding events of 2021 and 2022 it was clear that the town’s low-lying nature and proximity to river, sea and mountains makes it extremely vulnerable to natural hazards. Westport also sits within one of the most breathtaking landscapes in Aotearoa, and hosts an incredibly passionate community. 

Westport’s ongoing struggle for survival has been studied and documented since it was first settled as a gold mining town in 1861, yet a number of competing forces have held the town in a perpetual state of vulnerability. With job instability, high social deprivation and population flux, Buller has grappled with the magnitude of problems confronting the low ratepayer base. It raises the question; can Westport change its fortunes and still live in harmony with the landscape?

The Kawatiri Multi-Tool Business Case was approved and funded by Cabinet in 2023, offering a suite of tools utilising the PARA (protect, avoid, retreat, accommodate) framework, and DAPP (dynamic adaptive pathway) planning tools to reduce the hazard risk to Westport over time. This enabled a workplan to be progressed, including physical flood protection, emergency management improvements and Master Planning for future growth and relocation. The Westport Master Plan fits within the ‘retreat’ portion of this plan, while flood walls buy time to implement an intergenerational and proactive plan for Westport’s future. 

Westport’s need for adaptation was included as a case study in the first National Adaptation Framework published in 2022, shortly after the Kawatiri Business Case was submitted to cabinet. It considers new funding and financing models for co-investing in flood risk reduction and climate adaptation. This documented the opportunity that we continue to advocate as both necessary and achievable for equitable adaptation in Aotearoa, New Zealand.

Objective/ purpose of the panel
This panel will offer a unique diversity of insights to a plan that is evolving by Westport, for Westport. From local and professional perspectives, this is the story of a small town leading the way in adaptation action and attracting national media attention. Led by Buller District Council, under the Resilient Westport programme of works, the Master Planning process provides a holistic road map that guides future land use, infrastructure investment and development, as a viable solution for managed retreat.

The panellists each bring experienced perspectives from ‘governance to grassroots’, and from ‘inside-out to outside-in’. Examining all angles will contribute to a cohesive story about what it takes to ‘move a town’. From experience we know that with consistent leadership and emerging champions, it is possible to shift the dial from reactive to proactive adaptation with support from the community. Woven across each of our panel presentations are practical insights into: HOW to get started, HOW to have the conversation, and HOW to maintain momentum. 

The perspectives brought to this panel discussion look at the experience of adaptation from five different angles:

1. Governance experience and mayoral leadership, forging a pathway into the unknown on behalf of a district facing enormous challenges, and spearheading the process for Cabinet to explore solutions at a local and national policy level. 
2. Lived experience as a lifelong resident leading emergency response and flood recovery efforts, now supporting the Resilient Westport adaptation programme engagement, and a participant in community-led initiatives to inspire change and regenerate Buller.
3. Transferable experience as a new resident in a seconded Council role, bringing learnings from the Christchurch earthquakes to lead the ‘retreat’ Master Planning for Westport by establishing confidence, trust and social licence.
4. Immersive experience as a consultant working in the community, using participatory design tools to co-create an intergenerational vision, inspire champions with a shared purpose, and identify viable development strategies to catalyse change.
5. Gen Z experience representing the youth voice, growing up in Westport and fighting for decisions that embed social justice and environmental change at a policy and political level.


Theme: Cities, settlements and infrastructure
This panel has assembled to give a uniquely Aotearoa perspective, responding to the primary theme of ‘Cities, settlements and Infrastructure’, and the sub-themes of ‘Health, wellbeing and future generations’ and ‘The Art of Adaptation, Communication and Education’. 

Whilst there have been considerable advances in co-ordinated policy and planning for adaptation, much of the dialogue around the relocation of towns and settlements remains academic. Ongoing national inquiry considers whether community-led adaptation and managed retreat are real or hypothetical concepts, and if they are in fact incompatible with one another? Both have lacked a viable precedent in Aotearoa, with pre-emptive relocation almost unheard of in the absence of buyouts or equity transfer. Communities asked to engage with hazard mapping and climate change scenarios are unlikely to accept the need to halt development and move out of harms way. The readiness to adapt varies from one town to another and depends on what change has already been experienced and how recently.

The risks for starting a process like this with a vulnerable community who have experienced a natural disaster are daunting, especially when there are no confirmed solutions. Equally, imposed solutions won’t get the buy-in they need to endure, and can provoke resistance. In the case of Westport, the town faces too many hazards to stay where it is indefinitely. It needs infrastructure investment as an enabler for growth, and it needs growth as an enabler for relocation over time. 

This complex work needs to attract investment at all levels. The challenge is to stay visible and viable. As a nation, we face the reality that increasingly frequent disasters will create a recency bias at a political level, which reinforces a reactive cycle of increasing need. To address this, we need to lead the way with tangible action, drawing attention to progress and consistent delivery. A community is one of few groups with the accountability to think about the long-term consequences of challenges like these. By encouraging consideration for future generations, and elevating these community voices, we can jointly catalyse lasting change.

Contribution to new knowledge or practice
Starting a conversation with the community signals a commitment, one that must establish the ground rules and a direction of travel. The language and tools we use to communicate must adapt to the place, making room for the inherent potential that lies beyond the problems. The common thread for communities experiencing any kind of change is the ability to explore possibilities without the fear of pre-determination. In this sense, a place-led response is invariably nuanced by community voices. 

We have found that exploring hope and potential has an even greater pulling power, when something loved is connected with something that is desired. This is deeply human, complex and personal. It is also universal and scalable and can provide context and license for accelerating change when needed. These are regenerative strategies that can help heal and repair the mauri and the mana of the land and water—and also the people. The relevance of this approach to other towns, cities and communities in Aotearoa is far reaching, no matter the starting point for conversation. 

The Westport Master Planning process is the first of its kind in Aotearoa, using participatory design to help a whole town and its constellation of settlements adapt to a changing environment. It leverages the abundant resources of the Buller to enable growth and become the most safe and resilient destination on the Coast. The starting point is an intergenerational vision and concept framework, with viable strategies to start planning a new town now, while Westport continues to thrive.

Through this panel format, we hope to inspire bravery and confidence for other councils, communities and countries who want to know what practices would be most effective and applicable to them across a suite of options. Each confident step into the unknown can be made with the safety net of experience-based examples like Westport, knowing the risk of doing nothing is greater. The example of Westport will provide new knowledge about how to inspire communities to lead the change from within and become ‘Good Ancestors’.

This panel discussion represents a rare example of adaptive design and has garnered attention at both a national and international level. A uniquely tailored method with a large group of stakeholders has grown true champions for change. The journey from values to potential has flipped a prevailing mood of fear, division, and negativity within the community to one filled with opportunity, energy, and hope. This positive story of shared values and self-determination has influenced both local decision makers and the national media, and offers a chance for wider Westport and Buller to finally change its fortunes, and to share this knowledge for the benefit of adaptation action everywhere.
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	INDIVIDUAL PANELLIST CONTRIBUTION

Moderator Details
Full Name: David Irwin
Organisation: Isthmus Group
Bio sketch: David is a founding Director of Isthmus and Fellow of the NZILA with thirty-five years’ experience in landscape architecture and urban design. His experience encompasses city, town and coastal environments, and his work has been awarded numerous times for its quality, innovation and contribution to regenerating Aotearoa.

Panellist 1
Full Name: Mayor Jaime Cleine
Organisation: Buller District Council

Bio: Jamie has been Mayor of Buller District since 2019. He has significant experience leading communities through emergencies including three flood events during 2021-22. He has a strong understanding of the complex adaptation challenges facing communities and the need for a collaborative, long term, strategic planning approach, in partnership with government. 

Presentation 1: “Knowing the risk and taking the risk”. Leading change in the face of uncertainty. A candid review of the financial, political and environmental challenges of adaptation at a governance level. 

Introduction Westport is no stranger to the reality of natural hazards. It has a history dotted with significant disaster events- floods, earthquakes, liquefaction, coastal inundation, river flooding and ex-tropical cyclones have all impacted the town in recent times.  In 2018 Councils and the community established a working group tasked to understand and respond to this hazardscape.  Floods in 2021 provided a call to action but who is ready to answer that call and how will they respond?

Objectives To lead the community in a strategic response to Westport's complex risk profile takes courage, consistency and collaboration. This illustrates how a step change in thinking has scaled up the risk response in Westport, and how this was initiated through an intergenerational, multi-pronged adaptation approach, leveraging a high national profile to benefit the Westport community and demonstrate leadership.

Methodology  
Working closely with the West Coast Regional Council, the Buller District Council led the development of the Kawatiri Business Case.  This work built relationships across central and local government to advocate for policy change and enable an intergenerational response to risk reduction over time.

Findings
A clear problem definition alongside a strong narrative is critical to effective action. Whilst the rulebook is not yet written and supported by legislation, it is possible to spearhead change at a local level. Knowing the risk, it is necessary to take some risks and accept the pathway may be imperfect. Advocacy is both necessary and achievable for equitable adaptation in Aotearoa, as Westport has demonstrated.


Panellist 2
Full Name: Stephanie Newburry
Organisation: Resilient Westport

Bio: Steph is the senior engagement advisor for the Resilient Westport adaptation programme. Steph was an emergency response coordinator during the 2021, 2022 Buller floods. She is a local business owner and resident and has held many key roles within organisations in the Buller community including the health and wellbeing sector.

Presentation 2: “Holding two conflicting truths”. A lived experience of cognitive dissonance, and the tension between risk and survival. Exploring the ‘coal face’ of adaptation challenges through a local lens.

Introduction. The 2021 flood destabilised a tight-knit community who began questioning the future of Westport. We looked to national leadership, not for quick fixes, but to be heard and to start the conversation. At the time, we faced no option other than to reinvest in the same risk and increase our tolerance. This presentation looks at the choices a community is forced to make when they sense no-one is listening, and the changes that can happen when they know they are heard. 

Objectives. Providing insights into the lived experience of a community following the aftermath of a significant flood event, I will explore what factors led courageous Coasters to lose clarity as uncertainty took hold, and then regain that clarity some years later.

Methodology. Where does the point of cognitive dissonance take hold. Holding two conflicting truths - "I know this place is unsafe" and "I have no option but to stay" - creates unbearable discomfort. To resolve this tension, the mind reshapes reality. This isn’t denial; it’s survival. The focus shifts to blame: Who or what was responsible, and could it have been prevented? Psychological defense mechanisms offer a sense of control over an uncontrollable situation.

Findings. When people saw hope, choice, and a pathway forward, they could talk about risk again - without fear, without defensiveness. The Westport experience proves something critical: honest conversations don’t just surface risk; they empower action. When people see a future, they can hold both risk and solutions and take tangible steps toward adaptation.


Panellist 3
Full Name: Paul Zaanen
Organisation: Buller District Council (secondment from Joseph and Associates)

Bio: Paul is Council’s Project Lead for Westport Master Planning, seconded into this role from Joseph and Associates. Paul specialises in strategy and project management, with experience in adaptation planning and community engagement. He has played key Council and NGO roles in the post-disaster regeneration of Christchurch and Westport.

Presentation 3: “Being adaptive to enable adaptation”. A learned experience and honed intuition to create the conditions needed for confidence, social license, agility and wiggle room. 

Introduction. Beyond the technical details of hazards, district plans and subject matter experts there is an often-overlooked element to hazard management and best practice– the importance of when and HOW to have the conversations. Councils, Government, Academia and Communities tend to have a similar desire for betterment, safety and security – yet why do the majority of planning processes lead to an escalation of mistrust, resistance and inertia?
Objectives. The important components of pre-engagement become clearer through learned experience that can be shared. This includes HOW trusted relationships can be established around a common intent, and HOW valuable community networks can help nurture champions for change. This presentation identifies the foundational building blocks that create the right conditions for participation and action.
Methodology. Utilising wide ranging experience from the Christchurch Earthquakes and Westport floods, this explores the applied learnings of a working model for adaptive project management and engagement. Key to this model are the contractual relationships that ensure flexibility within complex projects, keeping an agility in respect to project scopes and briefs. This puts community development at the core of transformative adaptation.
Findings. Each community is different, each individual responds differently –therefore complex issues are discussed in a nuanced manner that works for those most affected. Knitting this together into a workable project plan requires an agile approach to project management, balancing financial parameters and building confidence with governance and executive leadership to allow innovative pathways to emerge from the process itself, without predetermined outcomes.


Panellist 4
Full Name: Helen Kerr
Organisation: Isthmus Group

Bio: Helen is a Principal of Isthmus and registered landscape architect with twenty-five years’ experience. She is urban design discipline lead for Isthmus’ three Aotearoa studios and is based in Ōtautahi, Christchurch. Her work in strategic visioning, master planning and blue-green infrastructure specialises in regenerative and participatory design with communities.

Presentation 4: “Looking back to look forward”. A participatory design method that embraces place-based storytelling, enabling a community shift in mindset to expand the regenerative potential of adaptation action.

Introduction. Throughout 2024, Isthmus led a participatory design process with more than 160 residents, businesses, schools and stakeholders from the Buller District to generate a viable vision for the future of the wider Westport area. Enabled by a flexible process, the brief evolved as a regenerative design process, looking beyond the problem to viable strategies contributing to community wellbeing and regional prosperity.  

Objectives. The challenge soon became apparent- to grow a new town alongside Westport, must ensure that Westport continues to thrive as its use evolves. Over time this supports the relocation of homes, businesses and public assets to safe, high ground. It requires a strategy to ‘bend the growth curve’, attracting more people to wider Westport.

Methodology. The pace and rhythm of the participatory design process was critical for creating the mood for change, in turn giving leaders confidence to support the plan. It spanned five ‘Design Week’ workshop series, spaced six to eight weeks apart. The success of this project hinged on the story of place, a starting point for exploring the rise and fall of settlements over time in a dynamic changing environment. 

Findings. The Master Plan encompasses not only adaptive pathways, but mechanisms to ensure this vision is coupled with viable development strategies. The HOW is key to increasing desire and appetite for change. The Master Plan recommends that a Westport Special Purpose Vehicle (WSPV) be established, taking the form of an entity with representation from both local and central government, alongside private investors.

Panellist 5
Full Name: Toroa Charteris and Zabeel Scanlan
Organisation: Buller High school students

Bio: Both Zabeel and Toroa are students at Buller High School. Zabeel is head student for 2025. Both are actively engaged in community life, with strong generational ties to the Coast. They were part of the Westport Master Planning Design Week workshops and have presented to elected members as youth representatives.

Presentation 5: “Amplifying youth leadership”. Why a youth voice and advocacy matters, and how this can raise awareness, galvanise communities and accelerate adaptation action in towns, cities and settlements. 

Introduction.  This panel will explore the vital role of youth perspectives in climate action and future planning. Although youth often lack formal decision-making power due to societal structures, this can also allow a more unbiased perspective, offering a bigger picture beyond short-term interests. Our generation is adaptable, driven, and determined, which are essential qualities for tackling complex challenges like climate change.

Objectives. The discussion will shift the narrative around climate change—recognizing it is not just a global issue but one that affects our lives and the future of our towns and cities here in Aotearoa. We’ll emphasise the need for immediate action, exploring practical ways we can make a difference today.

Methodology. We’ll begin by sharing individual experiences, highlighting how climate change affects young people and why our voices matter in shaping long-term decisions. Personal stories of resilience, leadership, and responsibility will show how local and lived experiences drive our passion for change. The Westport Master planning experience highlights an opportunity for the voice of youth to shine through.

Findings. Leadership is about taking responsibility and inspiring others, and young people are ready to step into these roles. By working with our communities, building strong relationships, and showing respect for diverse perspectives, we can foster meaningful change. Young people also have a right to hold decision makers accountable, pushing for legislation that supports long-term resilience. Ultimately, with a clear vision, determination, and a future-focused mindset, we can lead the way in creating sustainable, resilient communities for generations to come. 




