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Introduction The Buller District on New Zealand's South Island stands at the forefront of climate change impacts, experiencing significant climate-related hazards that demand immediate attention and action. In 2021, the Buller District Council launched a comprehensive climate change adaptation planning programme, bringing together a diverse coalition of experts from academia, consulting, and local government sectors. This collaborative initiative aimed to deliver an integrated approach that combined rigorous geospatial risk assessment with locally-tailored adaptation plans, all developed through extensive community engagement.
Objectives
· To critically examine the implementation challenges of translating theoretical adaptation frameworks into practical community-level action
· To identify and analyze key structural barriers encountered in implementing best practice principles across diverse communities
· To provide actionable insights for improving the alignment between adaptation theory and practice in resource-constrained contexts
Methodology Our study employs a critical reflection methodology, deliberately moving beyond traditional success narratives to examine the practical challenges of implementation. The analysis draws on documented experiences from the Buller District's adaptation planning programme, incorporating insights from multiple stakeholders including academic partners, consultants, local government officials, and community participants. This approach enables a comprehensive examination of the gaps between theoretical frameworks and practical implementation.
Findings Our analysis reveals three critical areas requiring urgent attention:
1. Research-Practice Integration: Current research frameworks often fail to adequately account for on-the-ground implementation challenges, creating a disconnect between theoretical best practices and practical realities.
2. Engagement Scalability: Existing community engagement models, while theoretically sound, often prove financially and logistically challenging to implement in smaller, resource-constrained communities.
3. Structural Barriers: The study identifies specific institutional and systemic obstacles that hinder effective adaptation planning, particularly in smaller jurisdictions with limited resources.
Significance of the work for policy and practice This case study provides crucial insights for bridging the gap between adaptation theory and practice, particularly valuable for resource-constrained contexts. The findings directly inform:
· Research priorities: Highlighting the need for more implementation-focused studies that address practical challenges
· Policy development: Identifying specific areas where policy interventions could enable more effective adaptation planning
· Practice improvements: Offering suggestions for developing more scalable and financially viable engagement processes The work contributes to the growing body of knowledge on practical climate adaptation implementation, particularly relevant for smaller communities facing similar challenges globally.

