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Introduction
Concepts of justice have become central to climate change adaptation scholarship and practice, with just adaptation now an established field of inquiry. In recent years, governments have increasingly adopted language around climate justice, just transitions, and equity, including in Aotearoa New Zealand under the former Labour government. However, the extent to which this rhetoric has led to substantive actions addressing injustices remains uncertain. Justice is inherently contextual, necessitating attention to time- and place-specific factors. This raises critical questions about what just adaptation means in Aotearoa. Furthermore, concepts of justice are often seen as abstract, difficult to operationalise, and sometimes ideological, complicating their integration into adaptation policy.
Objectives
This paper bridges theory and practice by developing and applying a framework to assess the extent to which central government adaptation policies and guidance engage with notions of just adaptation, highlighting opportunities, constraints, and points of intervention.
Methodology
The framework is informed by theories of justice, just adaptation scholarship, and the Aotearoa context, including Te Tiriti o Waitangi. It was applied to analyse key government adaptation policies and guidance produced under the former Labour government. This analysis was supported by interviews with adaptation professionals involved in developing these documents and in broader adaptation efforts at central and local government levels.
Findings
At a strategic level, adaptation policies under the Labour-led government aspects of just adaptation, particularly in acknowledgment of the inequitable distributions of climate impacts and statements of commitment to upholding Te Tiriti o Waitangi. However, these efforts were constrained by a failure to acknowledge and directly address the structural causes of susceptibility to harm.
Furthermore, the implementation of policies and guidance is hindered by operational barriers, including the absence of legislative mandates, inadequate funding, and limited empowerment of local governments, communities, and iwi/Māori to lead adaptation. These operational challenges stem from deeper structural issues, which have been exacerbated by the recent change in government.
Adaptation in Aotearoa New Zealand is shaped by the prioritisation of Western, scientific epistemologies of risk, which frame susceptibility to harm as an individual responsibility, obscuring its structural root causes. Additionally, justice considerations are sidelined by a political system that favours technocratic and neoliberal approaches, particularly under the current coalition government.
Significance for Policy and Practice
Achieving just adaptation requires more than addressing operational constraints; it demands structural transformation in how adaptation is governed. Without addressing the entrenched neoliberal and anti-political logics shaping policy, adaptation efforts will remain inequitable, and ultimately insufficient to address the climate crisis.




