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Abstract 
 

Coastal setbacks are a popular land use and hazard planning tool to avoid development in 

areas susceptible to coastal hazard risk. Controversy and debate however surround coastal 

setbacks, from determining the line, through to their implementation into plans. This is due 

to the multiple coastal setback methods that exist, as well as the reluctance to establish 

setbacks due to the restrictions they impose on coastal development. The purpose of this 

research was to examine and evaluate the use of coastal setbacks in New Zealand as a 

hazard planning tool. This was done by adopting a qualitative research approach in order 

to gain the views and opinions of those in the coastal hazard planning field as a primary 

method.  

The findings of this research highlight that the focus of coastal setbacks has been on 

delineating the line, rather than on the line as a management tool. Greater consideration 

needs to be given to the latter, to ensure effective management takes place.  The 

communication of setback in plans has been recognised as highly valuable in ensuring that 

justification and understanding is provided to the public. However, the process of 

implementing setbacks into plans has been deemed a difficult task due to a number of 

barriers. This includes: the desire of people to live on the coast at all costs; local politics; a 

lack of guidance by central government; a lack of council resources; existing development, 

as well as a prevailing „manage the hazard‟ coastal paradigm.  

This research has identified several ways in which improvements can be made to help 

overcome these barriers. This includes the need for greater central guidance, greater 

community involvement and owner responsibility. The adoption of a risk-based approach 

to coastal hazard planning and hazard identification is also highly supported, as well as the 

adoption of setback method guidelines. These changes to the status quo will help lead the 

way to a more effective approach in dealing with hazard avoidance, resulting in more 

resilient coastal communities in the future.  
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Introduction 
 

“The problem of designing and planning coastal cities in the face of climate change is a 

daunting one. Evidence suggests that coastal cities around the world are growing faster 

than their non-coastal counterparts and are already denser” (Beatley, 2009: xiv). 

  

 

1.1 Introduction 

 

The desire to live on the coast has set a global trend of increasing coastal urban development 

(Turner et al., 1996). Approximately 3 billion people live within 200 kilometres of the 

coastline, and this figure is expected to double by 2025 (Creel, 2003). As this trend continues, 

the vulnerability of coastal communities to coastal hazards also increases (Peart, 2009). This 

is because development has been located too close to the shoreline to allow for the dynamic 

nature of the coast, including changes and trends in shoreline movements (Ministry for the 

Environment, 2008). This is a growing concern at a global, national and local level, 

particularly with the added stress of global warming on the coastal environment (Turner et al., 

1996).  
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Living in the coastal environment exacerbates the hazard risk to property as well as personal 

safety (Hume and Blackett, 2007). Not only is there a physical and social risk, but also a high 

economic impact, posing a threat to the long-term financial security of many coastal 

homeowners (Hayward, 2008). As well as this, more valuable assets are now located on the 

coast, including infrastructure such as roads as well as buildings and other services (Hume 

and Blackett, 2007). Coastal subdivision and development also adversely affect the visual 

amenity and intrinsic value of the coast. Healy (1997) compares subdivision of coastal land to 

extractive industries such as mining that in the long-term is not sustainable. Coastal squeeze 

and ribbon development is also a concern where public access becomes confined to the 

diminished ribbon of land between the beach and the coastal property, as it is lost to the sea 

(Hume and Blackett, 2007). The loss of dune systems due to coastal development is also a 

significant loss as not only do they provide important habitats, but also work as a natural 

buffer system (Peart, 2009).  

 

Pressure to develop on the coast will only continue to increase, putting coastal settlements at 

greater risk (Peart, 2009). “Coastal hazards arise from the intersection of natural coastal 

processes with human activities and assets” (Turbott, 2006: 9).  Types of coastal processes 

include erosion, flooding of low lying areas, coastal cliff instability, storm surge and tsunami 

(Jacobson, 2004; Turbott, 2006), with coastal development particularly vulnerable to coastal 

erosion (Forsyth, 2009). Coastal hazard risk can be defined as “the value of assets under threat 

multiplied by the probability of damage occurring and life lost” (Turbott, 2006:9). Exposure 

to coastal hazard risk has resulted in efforts to stabilise the shoreline, often through built 

structures such as seawalls, which can exacerbate the coastal processes such as erosion further 

(Forsyth, 2009).  

There is also growing concern surrounding coastal development, particularly due to the 

effects of global warming which will inevitably increase the risks of coastal hazards. As stated 

by Beatley (2009: xii) “climate change is perhaps our planets gravest threat and challenge, 

and coastal communities are where the full brunt and impact of the predicted physical changes 

will be the greatest”. The impact of global warming is likely to have severe consequences for 

the coastal environment exacerbating coastal erosion and inundation events due to predicted 

sea level rise. It is also expected that the intensity of severe storms may increase, but there 

remains uncertainty associated with how future climate change will influence the frequency 

(Ministry for the Environment 2008). The Fourth Assessment by the Intergovernmental Panel 
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on Climate Change (IPCC) in 2007 estimated a range of projected sea level rise of 0.18-0.59 

metres by 2090-2099, relative to the average sea level over 1980-1999, if green house 

emissions do not exceed the levels observed this decade. A report released by the Royal 

Society of New Zealand in September 2010 provides new speculation that sea level rise 

figures could actually be much higher than predicted.   

 

1.1.1 Coastal Setbacks  

 

The adverse effects of living in the coastal environment are known, yet unwise coastal 

development continues to occur. A challenge for planners is to overcome this trend, and see 

coastal development occur in a more sustainable manner where development is avoided from 

areas susceptible to hazards.  “Avoidance of coastal hazards is ultimately the most effective 

and sensible approach to resilience in the face of physical forces” (Beatley, 2009: 60). Coastal 

setbacks are one way in which hazard avoidance can be achieved, where development is 

„setback‟ from the coast from a prescribed distance.  

 

Generally setbacks are based on coastal hazard assessments, making them „hazard zones‟ in 

order to ensure development is avoided from hazard risk. Setbacks have also been based on 

the protection of coastal values such as the protection of coastal biodiversity, and maintaining 

public access, particularly when coastal hazard assessments have not been undertaken. There 

is therefore huge motivation for the establishment of setbacks for the long-term protection of 

the coastal environment, as well as the security of homes and infrastructure.  

 

 

1.2 Research Problem  

 

Increased pressure on the coastal environment can be worsened in the face of no or inadequate 

planning (Cullinan, 2006). As coastal development continues coupled with the effects of 

climate change, this raises interest over the value of coastal setbacks as an effective hazard 

avoidance tool. A number of district and regional councils throughout the country have 

identified coastal setbacks as well as employing rules to control subdivision and development. 
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The use of coastal setbacks varies throughout New Zealand. This includes the methods in 

which determines them, as well as how they are used to manage the coast.  

Controversy often surrounds the topic of coastal setbacks. This is due to the reluctance to 

establish them, as ultimately they are a development restriction tool. This has resulted in 

many debates over whose coastal setback method is better, as well as community opposition 

to have them removed from district and regional plans, or to change rules that are imposed. 

This has lead to implementation issues of coastal setbacks into plans (Ministry for the 

Environment, 2003).  As coastal setbacks are only advocated for in New Zealand, not all 

coastal communities have provided for them in plans. Because of the inconsistent approach 

that exists, as well as barriers surrounding implementation, this research seeks to investigate 

the value of setbacks, as well as how the use of setbacks as a land use and hazard planning 

tool can be improved. 

 

 

1.3 Research Context   

 

The New Zealand coast of 18, 200 km is one of the longest and most diverse of any country in 

the world (Hume and Blackett, 2007). The open coast has varying geomorphological 

characteristics from steep, rocky headlands to sandy beaches (Bell et al., 2001). It is believed 

that around 80% of New Zealand‟s coastline is exposed to the open sea with the remainder 

being sheltered (Gibb, 1982, 1984 in Glasby, 1991). Coastal erosion is the most widespread 

coastal hazard currently in New Zealand (Gibb, 1982, 1984 in Glasby, 1991) and according to 

Peart (2009) almost half of New Zealand‟s coastline is highly susceptible to erosion, with a 

quarter retreating at an average of half a metre a year. Coastal cliffs with high eroding rates 

and low lying coastal areas where urban centres have developed are the two coastline types at 

greatest hazard risk (Bell et al., 2001). 

Like most countries, New Zealand had a legacy of citing coastal development in areas subject 

to significant adverse effects from natural coastal hazards (Gibb, 1998). Coastal development 

has been popular now for over a century in New Zealand, taking off largely after World War 

Two (Hayward, 2008; Peart, 2009). What began as the building of baches or cribs as small 

holiday homes, has turned into serious property investments in the form of modest properties 
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seeing a major physical and social shift occurring on New Zealand‟s coast (Hayward, 2008).   

Around 70 percent of the population now live in coastal towns and cities (de Lange 2007; 

MfE 2008 in Forsyth, 2009), with twelve of New Zealand‟s fifteen largest towns and cities 

being located on the coast (The Royal Society of New Zealand, 2010). Sandy beaches in 

particular have been targeted for subdivision and development. For example 80 percent of 

beaches on the Coromandel Coast are developed (Hume and Blackett, 2007).   

High coastal concentration of population investment and subdivision is particularly visible in 

the North Island. The coastal city of Auckland for example is home to around one third of the 

population, yet it is one of the smallest regions in land size (Hayward, 20008). High 

population growth has also concentrated in the Bay of Plenty coast, and is now the fastest 

growing region in New Zealand, with the projected population to double or triple by 2050 

(Hayward, 2008). Urban sprawl is evident along New Zealand‟s coastline, particularly in the 

Bay of Plenty. Coastal property values continue to rise even in areas where coastal hazards 

have been identified through local plans, where protection works exist, and there is well 

documented history of erosion events. This includes such locations as Waihi Beach and 

Wainui (Doole, 2005 in Turbott, 2006). This provides evidence that the existence of coastal 

hazards does not have any obvious affect on coastal property prices (Turbott, 2006).  

The coastal environment also holds important values for tangata whenua (the indigenous 

people of New Zealand) who have a historic, traditional, cultural and spiritual relationship 

with the coast. This is based primarily on their holistic and intertwined world view in which 

all the elements of the natural world, including the seas and the land are descended from a 

common ancestor, which are all interconnected with one another (Williams, 2006).   These 

elements are often referred to as taonga which are items that are treasured and respected 

(Kawharu, 2002). Coastal areas are also home to significant „waahi tapu‟ sites, as places 

linked to significant battles or other historic events and urupa, or burial sites (Hayward, 

2008). The cultural significance of the coastal environment provides another reason of the 

importance of protecting the coast from unwise development.  
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1.4 Research Aim and Objectives 

 

The aim of this research is to examine and evaluate the use of coastal setbacks in New 

Zealand as a hazard planning tool. In achieving the aim, three research objectives have been 

developed which are:  

1. How are setbacks communicated in plans? 

2. What barriers surround the effective implementation of coastal setbacks? 

3. How could the use of coastal setbacks, as a land use and hazard planning tool, be 

improved? 

 

 

1.5 Research Structure 

 

Following the introduction, Chapter 2 provides a literature review on the research background 

of the study area. This includes the theoretical foundations of coastal hazard planning, 

international studies on coastal setbacks, as well as barriers and tools for effective coastal 

hazard planning in practice. Chapter 3 places coastal setbacks in the New Zealand context by 

providing the coastal hazard planning framework. Chapter 4 outlines the qualitative research 

methodology chosen in order to answer the research objectives. Chapter 5 to Chapter 7 are 

results chapters which are based on the results of key informant interviews and relevant 

planning documents. Chapter 8 discusses the results in relation to the three objectives of this 

study. Chapter 9 concludes this study, reviewing the findings of each of the chapters and 

making recommendations that could improve the way coastal setbacks are currently used. 

This chapter is summed up by indicating areas where further research could be undertaken in 

order to provide greater use of coastal setbacks as a hazard planning tool in New Zealand.  
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2 

 Literature Review 
 

 

2.1  Introduction 

 

Coastal setbacks have become a popular management tool in the field of coastal hazard 

planning as a way of avoiding development from coastal hazardous areas.  It is also 

recognised that the risk of damage from hazards is significantly reduced when appropriate 

land use planning is in force (Burby, 2005). There are huge variations at a global, national and 

local level as to how the width of the setback lines are determined, as well as how they are 

used as a management tool. This chapter will explore the relevant literature surrounding 

coastal setbacks, including an overview of common approaches in contemporary coastal 

hazard planning. An international review of coastal setbacks will follow, including 

discussions of the variables that exist. The chapter then concludes with a discussion of 

concepts that are vital to effective coastal hazard planning, and particularly for 

implementation of coastal setbacks into plans.  

 

 

 



  Chapter Two: Literature Review 

8 
   

2.2  Theoretical Frameworks  

 

There are a number of contemporary concepts that are applicable to coastal hazard planning 

including: natural hazard mitigation, sustainable development, integrated coastal 

management, and risk management. This section will explore the contemporary concepts 

mentioned, and how they relate to the narrower field of coastal hazard planning and in 

particular, coastal setbacks as a land use planning tool.  

 

 

2.2.1 Natural Hazard/Disaster Mitigation 

 

Mileti (2001) recognises that there has been a static approach to dealing with mitigation, 

which has created a disjointed management approach. This is an outcome of the short-sighted 

and narrow conception of the human relationship to the natural environment. Mileti (2001) 

stresses the need for a shift in policy to sustainable hazard mitigation in order to overcome 

these issues. “This concept links wise management of natural resources with local economic 

and social resiliency, viewing hazard mitigation as an integral part of a much larger context” 

(Milet, 2001: 2).  

Avoiding coastal hazard risk through hazard mitigation provides a proactive rather than 

reactive measure (Godschalk, 2003). The value of hazard mitigation (also known as disaster 

mitigation) was recognised by White and Haas in 1975. They noted that instead of picking up 

the pieces after disasters, better land use controls and other preventative measures could 

reduce the level of effects in the first place. This recognition saw a shift towards adopting 

mitigation as the cornerstone of addressing natural hazards (Mileti, 2001). Their work also 

had an impact by introducing an interdisciplinary approach to research and management, 

giving birth to a „hazards community‟, with people from various fields now addressing the 

impacts of disasters, which was largely only science based in the past (Mileti, 2001). Pearce 

(2003) also notes this shift in disaster management and natural hazard planning, moving 

disaster management from a focus on response and recovery activities to a focus on 

community planning, such as land use policies. There is increasing awareness that mitigation 
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is the most cost-effective approach in the long run, by reducing the need to use resources in 

later phases (Godshalk et al., 1999). 

Natural hazard mitigation has huge value, due to its ability to reduce the long-term risk to 

human life and property from natural hazards, maintain the natural environment and also 

reduce the monetary damages received (Godschalk et al., 2000; Mileti, 2001). This is usually 

achieved in the form of land use planning that limits development in sensitive areas, and is 

regarded as vital for sustainable hazard mitigation (Godschalk et al., 1999). Mitigation can be 

achieved through structural or non-structural mitigation activities. Structural mitigation 

includes strengthening buildings and infrastructure exposed to hazards to increase the 

resilience and damage resistance of structures, as well as building protective structures such 

as seawalls.  Non-structural mitigation includes avoiding hazard areas by directing new 

development away from known hazard locations through land use plans and regulations; as 

well as maintaining protective features of the natural environment and other ecological 

elements that absorb and reduce impacts, helping to protect exposed buildings and people 

(Godschalk et al., 1999).  

Godschalk (2003) argues that hazard mitigation in the urban environment should have an 

overriding goal to develop resilient cities. “Such cities would be capable of withstanding 

severe shock without either immediate chaos or permanent harm” (Godschalk, 2003: 136). 

The concept of coastal resilience has emerged in the last decade as a new way of thinking 

about the planning of coastal communities (Beatley, 2009). The word resilience means to 

„jump back‟ or to „rebound‟, with a resilient community being defined by Godshalk (2003: 

137) as “one that lives in harmony with natures varying cycles and process”.  Resilience has 

become the new term for long-term mitigation to an extent but some variation does exist 

between their meanings. Resilience is broader and is associated with stronger social and 

community systems (Beatley, 2009). Resilience also focuses on creative adaptation as well as 

developing an underlying capacity (Beatley, 2009). A land use tool for coastal resilience 

described by Beatley (2009) is zoning and development regulations, with particular mention 

given to coastal setbacks as one way resilience can be achieved.  

Land use planning, hazard mitigation, and sustainable communities are concepts with a shared 

vision in which people and property are kept out of the way of hazards, and development is 

resilient in the face of natural forces (Mileti, 2001). There is also recognition of the many 

interests that exist in the community, by striving to create partnerships and attempts to 
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balance competing interests while working towards common goals. Emphasis is also placed 

on working and relating with communities, which puts a strong need on hazard managers and 

community planners to involve the public in their planning (Pearce, 2003). 

 

 

2.2.2 Sustainable Development 

 

“Sustainability has emerged as the dominant paradigm of the world‟s coastal management 

programmes in the late twentieth century” (Kay and Alder, 1999: 12). The concept of 

sustainable development first emerged in 1987 through a publication called „Our Common 

Future‟, also known as the Brundtland Report by the World Commission on Environment and 

Development (Cicin-Sain, 1993). Sustainable development was defined as “development that 

meets the needs of the present without compromising the ability of future generations to meet 

their own needs” (World Commission on Environment and Sustainable Development, 1987: 

43). Sustainable development involves three major emphases: economic development to 

improve the quality of life of people; environmentally appropriate development; and equitable 

development (Cicin-Sain, 1993).  

In 1992 the concept of sustainable development was further expanded at the United Nations 

Conference on Environment and Development „Earth Summit‟ in Rio de Janeiro where two 

international agreements took place (Cicin-Sain, 1993). This was the release of „Agenda 21‟ 

which provides a comprehensive plan for global sustainable development and „The Rio 

Declaration on Environment and Development‟, which consists of 27 principles to guide 

sustainable development around the world. 

“Sustainable development is about the intersection of social, environmental and economic 

goals” (Levett, 1998: 295). Sustainable development is a highly used phrase yet has many 

different meanings and interpretations (Hopwood et al., 2005). Two models have 

conceptualised this differently being the traditional 3-ring circus model development (Figure 

1) and the Russian doll model (Figure 2).  In the „three-ring circus‟ model social, economic 

and environmental goals are equal and are all dependent of one another (Levett, 1998).  The 

Russian doll model however is deemed to be a much stronger model because it implies “that 

sustainability is about ensuring that human society lives within the environmental limits and 
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that the economy meets societies needs” (Levett, 1998: 295). This provides weight as to the 

importance of protecting the environment, as to not have adverse effects on the social and 

economic factors.  

 

 

Figure 1 Conventional ‘three-ring circus’ model of sustainability (Levett, 1998) 

 

 

Figure 2 Russian dolls model of sustainability (Levett, 1998)  

 

Sustainable development is an important concept for coastal hazard management, with a 

number of the principles adopted at the „Earth Summit‟ applicable to the field. It  recognises 

that economic development and environmental protection are interdependent activities, and 

that a comprehensive strategy is needed to assure present and future needs are met (Berke, 

1995).  It recognises that wise use of resources and safeguarding the benefits provided by 
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healthy ecosystems can act as a catalyst to the long-term development process. The concept of 

sustainable development therefore provides rationale for a comprehensive conservation and 

hazard reduction strategy (Berke, 1995). Chapter 7 of Agenda 21 provides guidance on 

natural hazard reduction which includes “redirecting inappropriate new development and 

human settlements to areas not prone to hazards” (United Nations, 1992) and “developing 

methodologies for determining risk and vulnerability within specific human settlements and 

incorporating risk and vulnerability reduction into the human settlement planning and 

management process” (United Nations, 1992). The concept of risk will be discussed under 

risk management.  

Several of the underlying principles of sustainable development outlined in Agenda 21 can be 

applied to natural-hazard reduction. The principle of „needs‟ and „ecological limits‟ is 

relative, as it must be recognised that natural hazards are limiting factors to development, and 

that safety needs of the community must be met (Berke, 1995). A second principle is that of 

precautionary action. Scientific uncertainty exists in the coastal environment, as in all other 

areas of environmental management (Forsyth, 2009).  The precautionary approach requires an 

informed but cautious approach to decisions where full information on effects is not available, 

particularly when there is high level of uncertainty and where decisions are effectively 

irreversible.  A precautionary approach is also particularly relevant where effects are of low 

probability but high potential impact, such as the effects of tsunamis (Ministry for the 

Environment, 2008). There are some barriers however in applying the precautionary principle. 

Most notably is that planners may construct their own meanings of what the precautionary 

approach is, or may look for scientific proof for adopting the precautionary approach, which 

tends to subvert the very purpose of the precautionary principle (Forsyth, 2009).  

A third important principle is „intergenerational equity‟. Development should account for 

natural hazards in decision making, to assure that development that takes place is sensible, 

with a long-term approach in mind. Otherwise it is often future generations that are left to deal 

with the mess of unwise development that has become the victim of a coastal disaster (Berke, 

1995). „Responsible regionalism‟ involves insuring that community development actions 

consider the hazard impacts on other communities. For example shoreline development is 

prevented, due to the knowledge that this will induce irreversible erosion on other beachfront 

properties, increasing their vulnerability to coastal storms (Berke, 1995). The final principle is 

„participation‟ where decisions must be formulated through a fair and equal process that 
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provides an opportunity for all affected parties to participate in the shaping of natural hazard 

reduction actions (Berke, 1995). 

Berke (1995) defines sustainable development in the context of natural hazards reduction as a 

process of development that achieves five interrelated and complementary goals: long-term 

economic development; health and safety through recogntion that natural hazards pose an 

ecological limit to development; distributional equity for current and future generations; 

accountability of individuals (and communities); and participation of all interest groups 

effected by predisaster planning (Berke, 1995).  Sustainable development is an important 

concept in relation to setbacks, particularly of the Russian doll model, which puts the 

environment at the forefornt of social and economic factors.  

 

 

2.2.3 Integrated Coastal Management   

 

Integrated coastal management (ICM) has become a guiding paradigm in coastal planning and 

management throughout the world (Westcott, 2004). The concept of ICM (also referred to as 

integrated coastal zone management) can be defined as “an approach to managing a defined 

coastal area that understands the coast as a complex and dynamic system that encompasses 

many interactions between people and ecosystems, and must be managed as an integrated 

whole”  (Cullinan, 2006: 3). Its main purpose is to guide development in an ecologically 

sustainable, comprehensive and holistic way (Cullinan, 2006). A principle of ICM is that only 

a true integrated program can succeed. Therefore a major function of ICM is to provide a 

framework for coordination of a wide array of interests (Clark, 1997).  

One of the main features that distinguishes ICM from other approaches, is that it is based on 

the understanding that any human use of the coast affects both other users and the coastal 

ecosystem as a whole (Cullinan, 2006). It is also unique in that it solves problems involving 

land-water interaction, which can include maintaining coastal biodiversity, resolving 

conflicting demands over the use of coastal resources, and for guaranteeing the long-term 

economic stability of the coastal resource base, making it multipurpose orientated (Clark, 

1997). ICM supports the „ecosystem approach‟ that has developed over recent years. This is 

based on the understanding that ecosystems must be understood and treated as complex, 

dynamic systems which we do not fully understand. This supports the need for management 
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to be built on the best science available, and for policies to recognise the natural 

characteristics of coastal ecosystems (Cullinan, 2006).  

Agenda 21 is the first strong advocate for ICM, devoting Chapter 17 to the protection of 

oceans, seas and coastal areas. One of the basic recommendations was that management of 

coasts and oceans should be „integrated in content and precautionary in ambit‟ (Cicin-Sain, 

1993). It states the need for an integrative approach, the adoption of prevention and 

precautionary principles and full public participation (Cicin-Sain, 1993).  

ICM addresses the failure of the „sectoral approach‟ to managing human activities in the 

coastal zone that does not take into account the fact that the coast is an integrated system with 

distinctive characteristics (Cullinan, 2006). There are several areas where integration needs to 

occur.  This includes: integration among and between relevant stakeholders;  integration 

between the land and the water sides of the coastal zone; integration between levels of 

government and integration between nations and integration among disciplines (Cicin-Sain, 

1993). ICZM helps to resolve inter-sectoral conflict and achieve balance of the uses (Clark, 

1997). An important concept of ICM is „horizontal integration‟ whereby all private and 

governmental sectors are brought into a single lateral framework for management in order to 

reduce fragmentation, duplication, and misunderstanding (Clark, 1997).  

 

ICM integrates hazards protection into development standards and planning guidelines, 

emphasising the preservation of landforms that take the brunt of storms and protect lives and 

properties (Clark, 1997). ICM is central to effective coastal hazard planning. This includes 

being interdisciplinary in nature, and recognising the unique physical interactions occurring 

within the coastal zone. As erosion can pose a major hazard for those that live close to the 

waters edge, the ICM advocates „soft solutions‟ such as setback lines which are considered a 

key component of the ICM concept, where structures are kept a safe distance from the 

shoreline (Clark, 1997).  It is integrative of all aspects of human use and development into 

management, providing a bridge between science and policy (Kolff, 1999). Therefore, it holds 

great capability in providing successful implementation of coastal setbacks, from technical 

reports to the recognition in plans.  
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2.2.4 Risk Management 

 

Assessing and managing risk is vital in coastal hazard planning, due to the dynamic, 

unpredictable nature of the coast, including the effects of climate change. The key step in 

disaster reduction is risk management, which aims to lower the threats from known hazards 

(Smith, 2004) and therefore can be a useful tool when establishing appropriate setback lines.  

The term „vulnerability‟ plays a crucial role in the discussion of risk, as it is the variable that 

adjusts the relationship of the probability of occurrence of a hazard and the damage, which is 

the resulting risk (Schmidt-Thome, 2006).  Risk is dependent on the intensity of a hazard and 

the potential extent of damage, being the vulnerability. The key challenge is therefore to 

control or influence the main driving forces behind the risk - hazard and vulnerability.  There 

are no common understandings of these terms, with multiple definitions existing (Schmidt-

Thome, 2006).   

Exposure is also considered an important element by Lindley et al., (2006) that influences the 

level of risk. Therefore Lindley et al., (2006) implies that risk is a product of hazard, exposure 

and vulnerability as conceptualised in Figure 3  “For risks to be realised, there must be a 

spatial coincidence of both the hazard and vulnerable elements within an exposed area to the 

hazard” (Lindley et al., 2006: 549).  

 

 

Figure 3 ‘Risk Triangle’ (Crichton, 2001 in Lindley et al., 2006) 
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Risk has been identified by the Australian and New Zealand Standard on Risk Management as 

“the chance of something happening that will have an impact on objectives” (AS/NZS 4360, 

2004: 5). Covello and Merkhofer (1993:2) define it as “at minimum, a two-dimensional 

concept involving: the possibility of an adverse outcome, and uncertainty over the occurrence, 

timing, or magnitude of that adverse outcome”. Klinke and Renn (2002) note that risk is both 

an analytic and normative concept, as consequences can be altered by either modifying the 

initiating activity or event, or by mitigating the impacts. Therefore, the assessment and 

management of risk is vital in reducing these impacts, and providing more sustainable coastal 

communities. 

Risk assessment is a process for generating a probability distribution or similar quantification 

that describes uncertainty about the magnitudes, timing, or nature of possible health or 

environmental consequences associated with possible exposure to specified substances, 

processes, actions or events (Covello and Merkhofer, 1993). According to Kates and 

Kasperson (1983) in Smith (2004), risk assessment has three distinct steps: the identification 

of hazards likely to result in disasters; the estimation of the risks of such events; and the 

evaluation of the social consequences of the derived risk. Therefore, the process often 

involves both quantitative and qualitative aspects. The process of identifying, analysing and 

assessing risks is covered under the term „risk management‟ (Edgecumbe, 2001). This 

includes developing a process that rigorously considers the risk to the environment and 

humans, and using the outcome from this, to inform environmental decision (Harding, 1998).  

There is no simple way for assessing and managing risks with a number of methods existing 

(Klinke and Renn, 2002). There are also debates surrounding the use of the concept. First, 

even when risks have been quantified uncertainties attach to the estimate and its interpretation 

(Smith, 2004). This raises questions as to the appropriate handling of uncertainty in risk 

assessments, and the legitimate role of „science-based‟ versus „precaution based‟ management 

approaches (Klinke and Renn, 2002). Another issue is that regional differences in natural 

hazards can lead to different perceptions of both the vulnerability and risk in different 

cultures. The perceptions of vulnerability and risk are therefore based on the different natural, 

social and cultural contexts of understanding the terms, and consequently there are differences 

in defining the variables to measure them (Schmidt-Thome, 2006).   

There are great difficulties in deciding what is an acceptable level of risk, who benefits from 

risk assessments and management, who pays and what constitutes success or failure in risk 
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reduction policy. There is agreement however, that a sound approach to risk assessment and 

management requires both good science and good judgement (Smith, 2004). This will provide 

an outcome that is defensible and appropriate when considering its role in setback 

determination.  Hayward (2008) notes that often assessments of the costs of coastal hazards 

are in monetary term, with little acknowledgement given to the broader social and cultural 

risks. In comparison to the economic effects there is little research or national led planning to 

protect the social and cultural assets vulnerable in coastal communities (Hayward, 2008).  

GNS Science (Institute of Geological and Nuclear Sciences) in New Zealand takes a risk-

based approach to natural hazard planning in their active fault guidelines and landslide 

guidelines. These provide a rationale approach based on international best practice on levels 

of risk. In planning for landslide risk, GNS Science provides guidelines based on four main 

principles which could also be applied to coastal hazard risk. This includes: gathering 

accurate hazard information and identifying hazard areas; preventing development in 

hazardous areas; taking a risk-based approach in areas already developed and communicating 

the risk of hazards in hazardous environments (Saunders and Glassey, 2007).  Identifying 

hazards on planning maps is “essential for communicating the risk they may represent and 

mitigating such hazards” (Saunders and Glassey, 2007: 26). Communication of risk could also 

occur through non-regulatory methods such as hazard identification programmes and 

incentives to retire as risk land. The approach taken by GNS Science involves three main 

steps: risk analysis, risk evaluation and risk management. This is provided for in Figure 4.  

A risk analysis involves four steps which involve identifying hazard areas, as well as 

evaluating the consequences if people were affected.  In order to determine the elements at 

risk, GNS Science recommend using a Building Importance Category (BIC). In the guidelines 

developed by Kerr et al., 2003 for Planning for Development on or close to Active Faults, a 

BIC has been used to indicate the importance of a building within an identified hazard area. 

This would differ depending on the building type, size, use and occupancy. Risk evaluation 

involves making judgments on the acceptability of the risk. This includes considering 

community values and expectations, as well as what areas are already under pressure from 

development. In regards to risk management, the manual provides a number of options 

including: ignore the risk, mitigate the risk, accept the risk as well as avoid the risk.  This 

provides a tool which would also be applicable to managing coastal hazards, and a way that 

setbacks could possibly be improved in practice.  



  Chapter Two: Literature Review 

18 
   

Figure 4 Risk-based planning approach (Adapted from Saunders and Glassey, 2007).   

 

Risk 

Analysis

• Step One: Identify coastal hazards in the district or region

• Step Two: Identify the nature of the hazard

• Step Three: Identify the consequences of the hazard

• What are the elements at risk?

• Step Four: Estimate the risk to a subdivision or development

• Likelihood of a hazard x consequence

Risk

Evaluation

• Step Five: Assess and evaluate the level of risk to a subdivision or 
development

• How does the risk compare with other hazards?

• Is the risk acceptable?

Risk 

Management

• Step Six: Treat the risk

• What action should be taken to avoid or mitigate the risk within 
the hazard areas?

• Step Seven: Monitor and Review

• Are our outcomes being achieved?

• Is new information available?

• Does the district plan need to be updated?
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Risk management has been identified as a useful tool in hazard planning where consideration 

is given to the potential environmental, social and economic consequences if a hazard were to 

inflict the community. There are questions however over its interpretation as well as its use in 

practice. GNS science provide an example of how a risk management approach can be applied 

in hazard planning, which raises the question if this should be the guiding paradigm of coastal 

hazard planning.   

 

 

2.3   Changing Paradigm of Coastal Hazard Planning  

 

There is a changing paradigm in managing coastal hazards worldwide, moving from a 

„humans against nature approach‟ towards an increased emphasis on managing humans rather 

than nature (Hume et al., 2007). This shift has been driven by the adverse effects of 

engineering structures, the potential effects of climate change on coastal erosion, flooding and 

coastal storms, the recognition of the importance of sustainability and concerns about the 

resilience of coastal settlements (Hume and Blackett, 2007). “Dunes have been bulldozed to 

provide building platforms and to improve views for example.  This has resulted in a 

multitude of problems, including houses and infrastructure that dominate the coastal 

landscape and properties being threatened by coastal erosion and flooding” (Peart, 2009: 257). 

There are three main categories of hazard management options, being: protect, accommodate 

or retreat.  Accommodation involves the continued use of vulnerable areas and acceptance of 

the risk to coastal property (Fish et al., 2008). The concept of managed retreat is increasingly 

being considered as a sustainable option. Managed retreat is largely restricted to the extent of 

how developed the coastal environment is: 

“Setback regulations, which prohibit construction within a certain distance from the 

sea, are a pre-emptive retreat strategy. In locations that are already extensively 

developed, coastal realignment may be necessary. In this case, buildings are moved 

back a certain distance from the sea” (Fish et al., 2008: 331). 

Historically, the management of coastal erosion has been dominated by the „hold-the-line‟ 

paradigm (Blackett and Hume, 2006). This is through reactive and engineering-based 
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approaches such as sea walls (Ministry for the Environment, 2008). However, it is now 

recognised that working with natural processes, rather than against them, is more likely to 

have long-term positive environmental outcomes (Forsyth, 2009). In recent years, solid 

structure responses have often been considered as inappropriate for cases of coastal erosion. 

Partly related to the growth of environmental awareness, coastal management philosophy has 

veered toward soft solutions that attempt harmony with nature. There is also realisation that 

beach erosion problems are only part of the coastal management spectrum and require focus 

on protection of the natural and intrinsic character of the coastal environment and  practice of 

„sustainable management‟ of the coastal resources (Healy, 1997). This changing coastal 

paradigm provides recognition of the greater understanding of coastal processes, and the need 

to plan with them, rather than against them. Coastal setbacks support this paradigm, where 

development is avoided from the hazardous area. Not only does it help to avoid risk, but also 

the protection of other important coastal values.  

 

 

2.4  Coastal Setbacks 

 

The best option for managing coastal hazards is simply to avoid development in areas 

susceptible to hazards. Ideally, new subdivisions and developments should be located so that 

the need for hazard protection works is avoided (Forsyth, 2009). A way in which this is often 

managed is to establish coastal setbacks by predicting shoreline position after a certain 

number of years (Zhang et al., 2002). Although coastal setbacks are a commonly used 

approach in coastal planning, there is no common way as to how the avoidance area is 

determined, and as well as how it is used as a management tool. This section of the literature 

review seeks to explore the value of setbacks as well as to give recognition to the different 

approaches that have been developed to determine coastal setbacks. 

 

 

2.4.1 The Concept of Coastal Setbacks 

 

A coastal setback can be simply defined as a “prescribed distance landward of a coastal 

feature, within which all or certain types of development are prohibited” (Daniel and 
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Abkowitz, 2005: 57). Typical coastal features include the vegetation line, dune toe or mean 

high water line (Fenster, 2005). This regulatory method provides a soft solution to managing 

coastal hazards, where the active beach zone is provided enough space to move naturally 

(Cambers, 1998). Sanò et al., (2010) note that coastal setbacks should be integrative in their 

approach, which includes combining risks of erosion and extreme events with the function of 

coastal ecosystems, the value of coastal landscape and the right of public access to the beach. 

Coastal setbacks also reduce the loss of property from coastal hazards, along with reducing 

public costs from poorly sited development (Owens, 1985). In this regard, coastal setbacks 

hold a number of important values, including facilitating the concept of sustainable coastal 

development by preserving the natural features of the environment (Norcross-Nu‟u, 2005; 

Fenster, 2005).  

Coastal setbacks were first used in Florida in the 1960‟s with the setback line being a standard 

distance from the high water mark or most seaward dune crest (Carter, 1988 in Ferreira et al., 

2006). Coastal setbacks have also been given other terms, which include „building restriction 

lines‟ „buffer zones‟ and „foreshore protection reserves‟ (Gibb, 1998).  Coastal setbacks are 

often conceived through „coastal hazard zones‟ (CHZs), since this is where development is 

considered „at risk‟. Gibb (1998) who introduced the concept defines a CHZ as “an adequate 

width of land between any development and the beach that accommodate the actual and 

potential effects of natural hazards” (Gibb, 1998: 11).   

 

 

2.4.2 Types of Coastal Setbacks 

 

Two types of coastal setbacks have been identified; fixed and floating setbacks. Fixed 

setbacks are a fixed distance landward of a feature along the coast (Fenster, 2005) where the 

distance is established prior to a permit application (Houlahan, 1989). Fixed setbacks provide 

ease in defining the setback line on a map, and hence, checking permit compliance (Houlahan, 

1989). One of the most concerning aspects surrounding this type of setback is that they do not 

take into account the dynamic nature of the coast, and the fact that the level of hazard may 

vary from along the coastline. They may also cut through significant landscapes and 

ecosystems, making them impractical (Bridge and Salman, 2000).  
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Floating or variable rate setbacks allow setback lines to change according to the topography 

of an area or as a result of shoreline movements over time (Houlahan, 1989). This makes 

allowances for differences in behaviour, erosional history and use of beaches (Cambers, 

1998). In most situations coastal setbacks of this nature are determined by multiplying the 

average annual erosion rate by the time in years of desired protection (Fenster, 2005). 

Variable rate setbacks are proving a more popular approach in the US as acknowledged by 

Houlahan (1989) due to the understanding of the dynamic nature of the coastline (Houlahan, 

1989).  

 

 

2.4.3 Coastal Setback Methods  

 

A common methodology for determining the width of setbacks has not evolved, with 

numerous approaches existing. There has been a trend from arbitrary developed setbacks, that 

were at best based on past experience of inundation by storm surge and waves, or long-term 

average rates of erosion, to setbacks being based on the understanding of the dynamic nature 

of the coast and the latest scientific knowledge and technology (Komar et al., 1999). This 

pattern can be seen in the Caribbean Small Islands, and Maui in Hawaii. Historically, the 

coastal setbacks employed in the Caribbean Small Islands had no scientific basis. This 

changed in the mid 1990s as fixed setbacks were implemented, based on the elevation 

normally reached by high seas (Watson and Nurse, 1994; Cambers, 1997 in Daniel and 

Abkowitz, 2005). This has developed further in recent years with setbacks being determined 

by sophisticated calculations and GIS modelling (Daniel and Abkowitz, 2005). The coastal 

setbacks of the Hawaiian island of Maui were based on lot depth from 1990 to 2003. Average 

lot depth was determined by adding the lengths of both sides of the property and the centre 

line running perpendicular to the shoreline, and dividing them by three. In 2003 Maui became 

the first county in Hawaii to adopt erosion rate based construction setbacks (Norcorss-Nu‟u 

and Abbott, 2005).  

Although there is a trend towards developing setbacks through scientific methods, arbitrary 

setbacks are still being implemented. A recent example can be seen in the Mediterranean 

when the United Nations Environment Programme (UNEP), Mediterranean ICZM (Integrated 

Coastal Zone Management) Protocol was signed in 2008 at the Convention for the Protection 
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of the Marine Environment and the Coastal Region of the Mediterranean (Barcelona 

Convention). Under Part II, Article 8, Point 2 it states that coastal zones may not be less that 

100m in width. This is effective to the entire 22 coastal states of the Mediterranean (Sanò et 

al., 2010). Sanò et al., (2010) remarks that although the setback is considered a reasonable 

measure when no scientific assessment has occurred, it will be inadequate under future 

scenarios, especially as a result of climate change. It is also noted by Cambers (1998) that 

arbitrary setbacks are difficult to justify and explain to developers. Hence, this makes them 

less justifiable in practice, when the decision behind it cannot be explained (Cambers, 1998). 

The concept of coastal setbacks on open duned coasts was first introduced to New Zealand by 

Healy in 1974 following applications of the concept from Australia. The first attempt at 

identifying the independent parameters involved in assessing a quantitative coastal hazard 

zone was made by Healy in the 1976 Town and Country Planning Appeal Board case of the 

Piripai subdivision, Whakatane. At that time, the parameters of long-term erosion, short-term 

cut and fill, potential sea level rise effect and a dune topographic stability factor were 

quantified (Healy, 1997). Gibb also set a precedent for coastal setback methodologies who, as 

mentioned, introduced the concept of coastal hazard mapping and the term coastal hazard 

zone into New Zealand in the 1980s, with an underlying philosophy, “prevention is better 

than cure” (Gibb, 1998: 5). The methods derived by Gibb have proven to be popular, not only 

in New Zealand, but at an international level (Komar, 1999 and Daniel and Abkowitz, 2005). 

His methods stem from the work of the Queensland Beach Protection Authority where he 

helped develop the original empirical formula in 1974 for a „buffer zone‟.  

 

The method used to establish the horizontal distance is a key component in the process of 

establishing setbacks (Fenster, 2005). Most coastal hazard setback methods derive from the 

effects of coastal erosion, since this is often considered the greatest threat to the coastline. 

However, some authors have explored coastal setbacks in regards to coastal flood hazards and 

coastal landslip hazards. It is not in the scope of this thesis to determine the best method, or to 

criticise the approaches, but rather to give consideration to the fact that there are a multitude 

of ways in which to determine setbacks. 

Coastal hazard setback methods are by foremost based on coastal processes. Common 

consideration of coastal processes is given to long-term and short-term erosion, rate of erosion 

caused by sea level rise, dune stability, and the effects of extreme storms on the shoreline. 

Other common variables also include the effects of climate change on sea level rise, as well as 
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a time period in which to plan for. Dealing with uncertainty is a major difficulty surrounding 

setback methods. This is due to the nature of the coastal environment, making it difficult to 

predict with great accuracy where the coastline will be after a certain number of years. 

Therefore one variable that is often included in coastal setback methods to compensate for 

this is a factor of safety. Common coastal setback methods employed in New Zealand are 

provided for in Appendix D, along with a discussion on these aforementioned variables.   

 

 

2.4.4 Integrated Setbacks  

 

Even though CHZs and setbacks are often used synonymously there is a clear difference 

between them, in that setbacks may include other considerations other than coastal hazards. 

This includes preservation of „natural character‟ of the coast line, or protection of sites of 

special or cultural interest (Healy, 1997). Healy (1997) comments that the concept of the 

preservation of the natural character of the coastline has been a supporting argument for 

determining coastal setbacks. However, there appear to be no specific guidelines for the 

quantitative delineation of setback relating to protection of outstanding features or 

preservation of the natural character. To assist in promoting this concept Healy (1997) 

proposed that:  

“For new subdivision developments, the development should not impose on the 

landscape, as defined by being visible when viewed by a person of average height 

standing on the beach berm, or otherwise viewed from the middle of the beach at low 

tide if no berm exists” (Healy, 1997: 533)  

The reasoning for this is that this way people that are on the beach are not threatened by 

development overlooking the beach. It would also give incentive to ensure that the frontal 

dunes were built up to enhance their role as defence against costal hazards, as well as enhance 

their dune ecological and landscape values (Healy, 1997). Although landscape is often not a 

factor considered within the previous methods described, some methods have incorporated 

this aspect. An example is Dahm and Gibberd (2009a) that provide setback recommendations 

for the Otorohanga District for the five different management areas identified. One interesting 

concept was the recommended setback for the coastal hard shores, which suggested a 70 
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metre setback plus a further „natural character and landscape setback‟ where natural character 

value has been identified (Dahm and Gibberd, 2009a).  

Kirk et al., (1999) adopts an integrated approach when determining setbacks that is more open 

to other considerations than purely coastal hazards. The approach is not prescriptive like the 

majority of other ones that have been identified. Instead a holistic view is taken, which is 

considered to have the flexibility to adapt to a wide variety of coastal hazards. The method 

puts a much greater emphasis on the human uses of the coast since it is acknowledged that 

hazards result from the interaction of physical process systems and human uses of the coast. 

The approach is deemed to be founded on internationally accepted principles of coastal 

processes and geomorphology; a thorough assessment of human uses and physical aspects of 

coastal systems and their interaction (Kirk et al., 1999).  

Cambers (1998) also adopts a method which gives consideration to other components, other 

than those considered within coastal hazards. This includes: coastline shape and how sheltered 

a beach is from incoming waves; coastal features such as sand spits and bards; offshore 

features such as coral reef; mans activities such as sand mining and offshore dredging; 

planning considerations such as lot size and national park designations (Cambers, 1998). Sanò 

et al., (2010) provides a set of steps which could be used as a guide to determining coastal 

hazards which also gives a more holistic approach. The authors believe a systematic approach 

for the assessment of coastal setbacks should be applied as a standard procedure in coastal 

planning. Ten steps are recommended which include: indentifying coastal processes, as well 

as the identification of ecological and landscape values, buffers and corridors; identification 

of cultural and human landscape value and identification of public coastal use, analysis of 

transit and accessibility issues. Steps are also provided on implementing setbacks into plans 

which includes: an analysis and proposal of legal and administrative provisions, as well as 

public involvement and discussion on the proposed setbacks. Although this does not provide a 

particular method in which to determine setbacks, it does provide a holistic and seemingly 

practical approach where the integration of science, values and policy takes place.  
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2.4.5 Single verse Multiple Setback Lines 

 

Many methods have taken the approach to designate multiple setback lines, with different 

levels of risk. In the Coromandel, New Zealand for example, development setbacks are 

referred to as Primary Development Setbacks (defining the areas currently at risk from 

erosion) and the Secondary Development Setback (defining the additional width that may be 

affected over the next 100 years) (Dahm, 2009b).  Partitioning varying levels of risk in 

setback lines can allow management and financial resources to focus on the higher hazard 

areas (Houlahan, 1989).  It is often also viewed as more practical in context, especially where 

development already exists (Gordon, 2006). Healy (2002) disagrees with this view however, 

noting that determining one integrated hazard zone is considered superior to implementing 

multiple zones of supposing reducing hazard. 

It is recommended by Schmidt-Thome (2006) that a multi-hazard and risk approach to 

planning is taken. Multi-hazard maps are extremely useful in order to give an integrated 

overview of hazards in a particular area.  The aggregation of hazards into multi-hazard maps 

is a challenging task, and the intended purpose must be clear. Since all natural hazards have 

different variables on how they are measured, many of which cannot be combined, a simple 

aggregation of variables into a single legend is basically not possible. It is therefore necessary 

to categorise the single hazards into classes, for example from „no hazards‟ to high levels of 

hazards‟. The prime target of multi-hazard maps is to support land use restrictions at an early 

stage. Multi-hazard maps can also support the allocation of special funds to support 

adaptation in areas with multi-hazards (Schmidt-Thome, 2006).  

 

 

2.4.6 Coastal Hazard Mapping 

 

One of the most effective tools to display natural hazards is through coastal hazard mapping. 

Since maps only display a two-dimensional part of reality, the scope and target of hazard 

maps has to be clearly defined. The way of presenting the data, the legend and explanatory 

notes on maps has to be selected carefully in order to avoid misunderstandings. There is no 

international standardised way of representing hazards on maps. It is therefore of upmost 
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importance to clearly outline the purpose and the scope of each hazard map (Schmidt-Thome, 

2006).   

Godschalk et al., (2000) also recognises the importance of hazard mapping in order to 

effectively avoid hazards. This requires the designation and mapping of hazard areas so that 

people understand where these areas exist. Accurate hazard area maps must be based upon 

solid coastal science and engineering data as well as careful judgement (Godschalk et al., 

2000). Godschalk et al., (2000) provides recommendations of best practice criteria for hazard 

area definition. This includes: that coastal hazard areas should be identified on maps that are 

readily available to the general public and to decision makers that are regularly updated, and 

easy to understand. Further recommendations include: accuracy of hazard area boundaries to 

enable users to have confidence in them; inclusiveness of all types of hazard areas such as 

those resulting from extreme events as well as ongoing coastal erosion; feasibility of mapping 

hazard areas and the ability to distinguish hazard intensities, such as high, medium, and low 

hazard areas. 

 

 

2.4.7 Coastal Setback Variation   

 

The approach of having various ways in which setback lines can be determined can lead to 

confusion, uncertainty, technical and scientific debates between the experts, court proceedings 

and implementation problems (Ministry for the Environment, 2003). There will always be 

differences in expert opinion, especially surrounding the interpretation of risk, such as the 

level conservatism that should be applied. The Ministry for the Environment (2003) suggests 

that this effect can be lessened by clear guidance on the issue. Jacobson (2009) believes there 

should be national standards for assessing coastal hazards and identification of coastal hazard 

zones. He also believes that the resistance to coastal hazard zones needs to be overcome 

(Jacobson, 2009).  
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2.5  Coastal Setback Implementation and Considerations 

 

Determining an appropriate coastal setback is only the first step of the process before it can be 

made effective in a regional or district plan (Forsyth, 2009).  Mileti (2001) suggests that in 

order to achieve a sustainable approach the building of local networks, capability and 

consensus needs to occur. There are a number of stakeholders involved in hazard planning, 

including planners, hazard specialists, emergency agencies as well as the local community. 

Consensus of local stakeholders needs to be achieved to ensure that the complex challenges of 

planning and implementation are overcome. This is by generating ideas as well as fostering a 

sense of community.  Integration of plans related to hazard planning also needs to occur to 

ensure consistency is achieved, and that management „gaps‟ are dealt with (Mileti. 2001). An 

adaptive approach to planning is considered to be one of the most effective frameworks for 

facilitating policy learning (Brody, 2003). This is particularly important in the field of natural 

hazards, due to the constantly changing environmental conditions with new information 

always being presented. Therefore hazard mitigation plans and policies must be flexible. 

Controversy and barriers surround coastal hazard management (Ministry for the Environment, 

2003), hence, these need to be overcome to enable coastal setbacks to serve their purpose. 

„Implementation gaps‟ exist and have become a central concern to planners. Lowrey (1985) 

insists that there is a need to understand how they occur and what can be done to avoid such 

gaps in the design of plans and programmes. Issues surrounding coastal hazard planning will 

be discussed as well as tools needed for effective hazard planning. This relates to Objective 2 

and Objective 3 of this thesis.   

 

 

2.5.1 Coastal Development verse Coastal Protection  

 

There is clear conflict between coastal protection and coastal development and poses one of 

the greatest barriers to implementation. Developers want to take advantage of prime 

beachfront property, with coastal development also providing much needed tax revenue for 

some countries. On the other hand, there is a need to protect public safety from coastal 

hazards, and to protect the coast from inappropriate development (Daniel and Abkowitz, 
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2005; Lee, 1993). Finding the right balance leads to conflicts (Lee, 1993), and poses the 

question - where should the line be drawn? The potential threat of rising sea levels is likely to 

heighten these concerns and strengthen the calls for changes in the way the „political ecology‟ 

of the coast is managed (Lee, 1993). There needs to be a real acceptance that dynamic and 

coastal features are not a place for permanent habitation (Jacobson, 2009). Some coastal 

experts recommend drawing setback lines across properties as part of facing up to reality, and 

as fundamental to improved management of these areas (Dahm 2003 in Forsyth, 2009). 

Territorial authorities have had a major struggle to get coastal hazard setback zones accepted 

in established communities, especially when homeowners find they are located seaward of the 

proposed setback boundary. Examples can be seen at Papamoa Beach and Waihi Beach (Bell 

et al., 2001). Turbott (2006) notes that a setback can be applied to ensure that all development 

is located behind the line, however, when there is existing development the situation is not so 

simple. This is often when implementing a setback in practice becomes a problem. This is 

because it raises concerns over protecting private property, as the reduction in market value 

that it could potentially have on coastal property that are identified to be at hazard risk 

(Beatley, 2009). Turbott (2006) also notes that international research indicates that the 

absolute preference for a shorefront location overrides hazard risk. Turbott (2006) gives 

reasons why coastal hazard risk is not being internalised within market values.  This includes 

that possibly hazard information is not readily accessible in some cases. But Turbott (2006) 

discusses that evidence suggests that even where hazards are well known by the public, 

market values do not seem to be affected. This gives reasoning to suggest that the benefits of 

living on the coast override the perceived hazards (Turbott, 2006). 

A study by Brody (2003) found that the likelihood of effective hazard mitigation plans 

decreased when there was an increased demand to allow coastal development in identified 

hazard areas. This is because adopting policies to limit development in high hazard areas 

constrains local economic and fiscal benefits from development in hazardous areas (Burby 

and Dalton, 1994). In some communities, limiting development is also not an appropriate or 

realistic response to natural hazards when coastal development is an important element of the 

economic base (Burby and Dalton, 1994). The likelihood of limiting development is less 

likely to occur, if the economic loss is substantial. Community opposition from a number of 

stakeholders also holds huge power, stifling policy adoption. Previous research has found 

appropriateness and tractability to be important factors in the adoption of hazard mitigation 

measures (Burby and Dalton, 1994). 
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2.5.2 Low Priority of Hazard Risk   

 

Planning for hazard risk is usually a low priority due to other local concerns considered to be 

more immediate, providing a major obstacle to hazard resilience (Beatley, 2009). This is also 

noted by Glavovic et al., (2010), that communities focus on issues of immediate importance 

rather than taking steps to reduce hazards, therefore a recent hazard event can lead to greater 

hazard avoidance measures. A study by Godshalk et al., (2003) on community involvement in 

hazard mitigation planning in Florida and Washington State also found that public 

participation was motivated by concrete concerns and here and now issues. Therefore, the 

interest for planning for natural hazards is reduced when the community has not been exposed 

to the impacts (Godschalk et al., 2003). This is known as the „window of opportunity‟ 

phenomenon in which following a disaster interest peaks and then declines (Birkland, 1996, 

1997; Prater and Lindell, 2000 in Godschalk et al., 2003).  

Another important barrier mentioned in relation to this is that “societal values, political 

imperatives and regulatory provisions promote economic growth over community safety and 

sustainability. Consequently, local authorities are more inclined to facilitate rather than 

restrict property development, even in high risk localities” (Glavovic et al., 2010: 693). 

Because the consequences of hazard risk may not manifest for decades, communities are often 

in denial about  issues like sea level rise, when they have not been directly impacted (Beatley, 

2009). However there is some belief to assume that great recognition is occurring in New 

Zealand. A national survey on 42 coastal communities by GNS Science and the National 

Institute of Water and Atmosphere (NIWA) in 2003 found that 68 percent thought coastal 

erosion was the hazard most likely to affect their community, with 35 percent believing that 

coastal erosion would most likely affect their community within a year, and 31 percent within 

the next ten years (Hume and Blackett, 2007). This provides some reason to believe that 

people are more accepting of the reality of coastal hazard risk.  

The desire to live on the coast often overrides the perceived risks. For this reason there has 

been growing awareness of owner responsibility. Alexander (1999) notes that there has been a 

trend towards the principle that an individual should bear at least some personal responsibility 

for their losses, rather than relying primarily on taxpayer money. Godshalk et al., (1999) notes 

that many recent policy initiatives in the United States hold that individuals and communities 

ought to assume greater responsibility for the consequences of their actions and decisions 

relative to natural hazards. For example in the United States, the Federal Emergency 
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Management Agency‟s (FEMA) National Mitigation Strategy emphasise personal 

responsibility, making it clear the “those who knowingly choose to assume greater risk must 

accept responsibility for that choice” (FEMA, 1995c: 11 in Godshalk et al., 1999). Greater 

owner responsibility would not doubt ensure property owners considered the hazard risks 

more fully.  

 

 

2.5.3 Local Government Barriers  

 

Implementation has been viewed as administrative politics - a process by which programmes 

are adjusted to suit the bureaucratic needs and preferences of those responsible for 

implementation (Lowry, 1985). This is also suggested by Deyle (1994) who suggests that 

management innovations typically deal with initiatives that can be made without changes to 

statutory authorisation and have little political context. This demonstrates the political nature 

of hazard management as well as a barrier that can halt is success. “Policy outputs result from 

political demands and supports existing in the environment in which governments operate, as 

mediated by various characteristics of the political system” (Burby and Dalton, 1994: 230).  

Limiting development in high-risk locations often results in significant political opposition, 

especially in coastal areas. Local elected bodies often reflect a disproportionate representation 

of real estate and development interests, and therefore often reflect and express a growth-

orientated view point (Beatley, 2009). Previous studies have shown the political nature of 

decisions, where if the community recognise hazards as a problem and make local political 

demands for its solution, local governments are more likely to adopt hazard mitigation polices 

(Burby and Dalton, 1994). 

Short decision making time frames are also considered a barrier by Beatley (2009) and a 

major reason why often a particular action is not taken. This is because of short electoral 

cycles, meaning local council members do not want to risk enacting projects that enhance 

long-term coastal hazard planning, that require high investment and attention if the affects are 

not likely to be seen for many years.  For this reason projects with short-term visibility that 

will pay off fast usually win, because they often gain higher community support. Funding is 

also important to coastal hazard planning success, where the greater monetary resources at the 
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local level, the more likely councils should be able to support measures designed to limit 

development (Burby and Dalton, 1994).  

A lack of direction at the local level can also be a hindrance to successful setback 

implementation. An example is provided in the United States, where the absence of the 

preparation of local comprehensive local plans by the state, often means local plans are often 

absent (Burby, 2003). What happens at the local level depends on the priority given to 

planning at the state level. In states where local planning is mandated, localities tend to do a 

better job managing growth and development (Beatley, 2009). This could therefore be 

investigated in New Zealand, where greater direction from the regional level provided more 

effective hazard planning at the local level. 

Studies in the United States have shown that a greater effort at the state level to implement 

hazard mitigation strategies, the more likely local councils will address hazards in land use 

plans (Burby and Dalton, 1994). Also direction at the state level can lead to greater local level 

development restrictions, because they can shift the responsibility to state officials (Wyner 

and Mann, 1986 in Burby and Dalton, 1994).  Research by Burby and Dalton (1994) found 

that where mandates existed and states expended more effort in monitoring and enforcing 

them, land use plans were more likely to recommend development limitations. In states 

without mandates, three factors were strongly associated with plan recommendations to limit 

development: local political actions to reduce hazards, planning staff capacity and staff 

commitment to hazard reduction, and community wealth. These factors had less effect in 

states with mantes, as they did not have to rely on local political demands and internal staff 

capacity and commitment to recommend development limitations (Burby and Dalton, 1994). 

There are a number of barriers at local government level which can affect the implementation 

of coastal setbacks as outlined. Incentives are suggested by Godschalk et al., (1999) as a way 

to encourage communities to implement mitigation measures. This could include tax credits 

or low interest loans (Beatley, 1992 in Godschalk et al., 1999). A Community Rating System 

for example was introduced in the United States where flood insurance premiums were 

reduced where flood reduction measures had been undertaken (Godschalk et al., 1999). This 

provides one way where encouragement can have positive outcomes. 
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2.5.4 Communication and Public Participation  

 

Providing good information to all stakeholders is recognised as highly valuable for successful 

management of the environment. This also includes transmission of information from the 

technical reports to planners in council as well as to the general public.  This can be an issue 

as scientists and non-scientists tend to use different modes of communication (Murck et al., 

1997 in Edgecumbe, 2001). Therefore there needs to be greater integration between scientists 

and planners to ensure good transfer of scientific information in order to successfully apply 

guidance and planning tools (Glavovic et al., 2010). 

This leads to the need for justification into the decisions made also. A lack of openness can 

lead to mistrust and concern within the community that coastal setbacks are not being 

managed appropriately (Edgecumbe, 2001). In the small Caribbean Island of Nevis, for 

example, setbacks of 90 metres have not been fully implemented because they are not 

regarded by people as realistic (Robinson, 1997 in Cambers, 1998). For this reason it is 

important that setbacks are properly justified, especially in areas where existing development 

could be affected. Three important plan quality characteristics suggested by Brody (2003) are 

that plans must have a strong factual basis, clear articulated goals and appropriately directed 

policies.  

It has also been identified that a difficulty in managing natural hazards is public perception 

and acceptance of risk. Community awareness and education initiatives can increase a 

community's knowledge of natural hazards (Quality Planning, 2008). Therefore there are clear 

benefits in providing public involvement in the decision making process, to increase the likely 

acceptance.  

In order for coastal setbacks to be successful, stakeholders, including developers and the 

general public must be shown the rationale and the need for such planning tools (Cambers, 

1998). As with all decision making processes, education, participation and communication are 

vital for effective coastal management (Cambers, 1998). Public involvement in the 

implementation process in North Carolina in the late 1970s and late 1980s proved to be a very 

controversial topic and a long winded five year task. This was due to the long process of 

securing the technical, legal and political support to determine and implement the setback 

(Owens, 1985).  Even though not all the decisions were approved by everyone, the 

involvement of the public in the decision making process, and clear, well understood rational 
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for their decision, meant there was strong support for the changes made. Public education and 

consensus building are essential. Establishing public understanding of the need for action and 

of the rationale for the choices made is critical in creating a political environment in which the 

choices can be made and implemented (Owens, 1985).   

Although the dangers of natural hazards are known, planners often have difficulty in 

attracting high public involvement in hazard mitigation planning due to a lack of interest from 

the community (Godschalk et al., 2003). Authors such as Burby (2003) note that it has been 

of particular difficulty to get high levels of public involvement that involve making plans to 

reduce the dangers of natural hazards. A study by Godshalk et al., (2003) found that a reason 

why the public were often not interested in issues related to natural hazard planning was 

because the public often felt they lacked the ability to provide input on issues related to 

engineering and technical complexity.  

Enhancing public awareness of the desirability of mitigation is also important, with greater 

public education and public awareness essential for responsible decision making Godshalk et 

al., (1999). Involving the community can have a number of benefits including: building of 

community relationships, improving the quality of decisions made, as well as increase the 

local capacity to understand the coastal environmental issues (Hume et al., 2007). Hume et 

al., (2007) noted that community groups are having a bigger role in coastal hazard mitigation 

decisions, as more consideration is given to the community voice.  Forsyth (2009) 

acknowledged that providing public awareness that advises people on coastal erosion hazards 

and issues must form a valuable background to the actions of territorial authorities. Education 

campaigns were suggested by Godschalk et al., (2003) as a way to build more citizen interest 

in hazard mitigation issues. They can point out the risk of potential hazard threats, which 

demonstrate what can be done to create hazard resiliency. 

 

 

2.6  Conclusion 

 

The coast is a dynamic, unpredictable and interconnected environment, where the need to 

protect it from inappropriate development is now highly recognised. A number of concepts 

have developed that are applicable to coastal hazard management including: natural hazard 
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mitigation, sustainable development, integrated coastal management, and risk management. 

These provide frameworks that support the need for a proactive, rather than reactive approach 

through land use planning. The concepts also support a shift in environmental management to 

an integrative, collaborative and comprehensive management system, important in the 

consideration of successful setbacks. A trend that also has developed in recent literature is the 

need to plan for „resilient‟ cities. This concept is of particular relevance to the use of coastal 

setbacks, where communities are able to „bounce back‟ after a disaster because development 

is avoided from hazardous areas  

Coastal setbacks are a useful hazard planning tool which seeks to avoid development in 

hazardous areas, but with that also holds a number of other benefits, such as landscape and 

biodiversity protection as well as the protection of public access. This literature review 

demonstrates that there is no one way to determine where the line in the sand should be 

drawn. There is huge variability in terms of what components are considered.  It raises the 

question of would it be of benefit to have one common methodology to determine setback 

lines in order to create consistency. 

It is also acknowledged that determining the setback is only the first stage of the process with 

a number of barriers surrounding their implementation. Reasons for this include the huge 

demand for coastal development, a low level of importance given to hazard risk, as well as a 

number of local level issues such as local politics, a lack of direction provided from central 

government and a lack of resources. Public participation in planning is recognised as being 

highly valuable in hazard planning, including through coastal planning paradigms such as 

sustainable development and integrated coastal management. The importance of 

communication between all stakeholders is also acknowledged, to enable justification and 

understanding of decisions to be reached.  

The way in which setbacks can be applied effectively in practice in New Zealand is therefore 

of upmost interest, particularly as coastal development and sea level climbs. The following 

chapter will investigate New Zealand‟s institutional framework for managing the dynamic 

coastline. This will help to determine what legislation is in place currently that frames the way 

that coastal setbacks are determined and implemented. 
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3 

Planning Context 
 

 

3.1  Introduction 

 

There are a range of regulatory planning tools which govern coastal hazard planning in New 

Zealand. This includes foremost the Resource Management Act, with other relevant 

legislation including the Local Government Act, the Civil Defence Emergency Act and the 

Building Act. How these relate to coastal hazard planning will be discussed, along with a 

range of other important planning tools available. Critiques of these tools will also take place 

throughout this context chapter. This is to address the direction of coastal hazard planning in 

New Zealand in particular reference to use of coastal setbacks as a hazard planning tool.  
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3.2  Resource Management Act (RMA) 1991 

 

The framework governing coastal hazard planning has changed since the introduction of the 

RMA 1991 and is constantly evolving (Rosier and Hastie, 1996). Previous planning 

legislation such as the Town and Country Planning Act 1977 was based around an activity-

based approach. This has now changed with the RMA concentrating rather on the effects of 

activities. Resource Management Act 1991 is the primary piece of legislation that governs 

planning in New Zealand. The central purpose of the Act under section 5(2) is to “promote 

sustainable management of natural and physical resources”. Therefore the Act provides a 

greater ecocentric approach, where human needs are balanced with the sustainable 

management ethic (Ballinger et al., 2000). Sustainable management under the Act means:  

Managing the use, development and protection of natural and physical resources in a 

way, or at a rate, which enables people and communities to provide for their social, 

economic, and cultural well being and for their health and safety while – 

(a) sustaining the potential of natural and physical resources (excluding minerals) to 

meet the reasonable foreseeable needs of future generations; and 

(b) safeguarding the life-supporting capacity of air, water, soil and ecosystems; and 

(c) avoiding, remedying, or mitigating any adverse effects of activities on the environment  

 

Part II of the RMA does not provide any particular management direction in regards to natural 

hazards but provides the general goal of sustainable management, along with matters of 

national importance (under section 6) and other matters (under section 7). These sections have 

particular relevance to the preservation of the natural character of the coastal environment, 

public access to the coast and climate change (Turbott, 2006). It also reflects the paradigm 

shift in managing coastal hazards by recognising and providing for the preservation of natural 

character of the coastal environment and the protection of them from inappropriate 

development (Hume and Blackett, 2007). 

 

Under s17 of the Act, there is a duty to avoid, remedy or mitigate adverse effects. „Effect‟ is 

defined under section 3 to include temporary or permanent effects, present and future effects, 

cumulative effects over time, and potential impacts of high probability, or of low probability 

with high potential effects, and therefore includes such effects of tsunamis.  The effects of 
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climate change are also included in this definition, which was enforced in The RMA (Energy 

and Climate Change) Amendment Act 2004. The amendment introduced the requirement for 

anyone exercising powers or functions under the RMA to have particular regard to the effects 

of climate change (Part 2, s7 (i)).  This demonstrates the recognition that there is increasing 

need to plan for the effects of climate change that can exacerbate natural hazards, as well as 

the importance to adopt appropriate measures to alleviate the risk (Ministry for the 

Environment, 2008).  

 

With the introduction of the RMA, there has been devolution of functions and an emphasis on 

local authorities assuming responsibility for local matters, including natural hazards planning 

(Glavovic et al., 2010). The RMA sets out the responsibilities for natural hazard management 

in sections 30 and 31, which outlines the functions of regional and territorial authorities. Both 

are responsible for the avoidance or mitigation of natural hazards. Territorial authorities are 

required to have a district plan, with a key role in managing land use activities such as 

subdivision in the coastal environment (Rosier and Hastie, 1996).  Regional councils are 

responsible for preparing and implementing regional policy statements, which define the roles 

and responsibilities for natural hazard management in that region. Regional councils must also 

prepare a mandatory regional coastal plan that covers the coastal marine area. This provides 

guidance to the territorial authorities as to how the coastal environment should be managed. 

Under s 35 councils are also responsible for identifying and monitoring natural hazards.  This 

is vital in ensuring effective coastal hazard planning takes place. 

 

The coastal marine area is defined in the RMA 1991 as: 

The foreshore, seabed, and coastal water, and the air space above the water- 

(a) Of which the seaward boundary is the outer limits of the territorial sea: 

(b) Of which the landward boundary is the line of mean high water springs, except that 

where the line crosses a river, the landward boundary at that point shall be whichever 

is the lesser of- 

(i) 1 kilometre upstream from the mouth of the river; or  

(ii) The point upstream that is calculated by multiplying the width of the river 

mouth by 5 
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In general, regional councils are responsible for the area below mean high water springs 

(MHWS). Territorial authorities are responsible for district plans that manage the effects from 

the use, development or protection of land above MHWS. Figure 5 depicts these 

responsibilities in regards to MHWS below. 

 

 

Figure 5 Responsibilities in the coastal zone (Rosier and Hastie, 1996) 

 

Consultation is a mandatory requirement in plan and policy development.  The RMA provides 

for community involvement by publicly notifying resource consents when the effects are 

deemed to be more than minor under section 93.  However, only around 5% of applications 

are notified (RMA Link, n.d). There are also statutory requirements for consultation before 

the notification of any proposed plan under Clauses 2-3C of the First Schedule.  

In regards to coastal development, section 106 of the RMA states that a consent authority may 

refuse subdivision consent, or may grant a subdivision subject to certain conditions if it 

considers that: 
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(a) The land in respect of which a consent is sought, or any structure on the land, is or is 

likely to be subject to material damage by erosion, falling debris, subsidence, 

slippage, or inundation from any source; or 

(b) Any subsequent use that is likely to be made of the land is likely to accelerate, worsen, 

or result in material damage to the land, other land, or structure by erosion, falling 

debris, subsidence, or inundation from any source 

Section 77 enables territorial authorities to create esplanade reserves or strips at the time of 

consent for new subdivision. These can provide for the protection of conservation values, 

including the mitigation of natural hazards, as well as to enable public access along the coast 

as outlined in s229.  This was regarded as the Queens Chain with a chain equal to 66 feet or 

approximately 20 metres, which was established by Queen Victoria to reserve a strip of land 

along the coast.  This was first enforced though New Zealand‟s Land Act in 1892 and is now 

provided for under the RMA 1991 (Peart, 1999).  Although providing a buffer at the coast, the 

Ministry for the Environment (2008) notes that they do not provide a primary mechanism for 

reducing coastal hazard risk, but rather can assist in mitigation, due to the progressive loss of 

the reserve or strip through coastal erosion.  

 

Section 10(1) addresses existing use rights for land use, which is a significant coastal hazard 

issue for practitioners (Ministry for the Environment, 2009). Under this section, land may be 

used in a manner that contravenes a rule in a district plan or proposed district plan if both:  

 

(a)  (i) the use was lawfully established before the rule became operative or the proposed 

plan was notified; and 

(ii) the effects of the use are the same or similar in character, intensity, and scale to 

those which existed before the rule became operative or the proposed plan was 

notified 

 

However existing land use rights are removed under s10(3): “if construction or alteration of, 

or extension to, any buildings to which this section applies increases the degree to which the 

building fails to comply with any rule in a district plan or proposed district plan” 

(RMA,1991). Section 10(4) also states that 10(1) does also not apply to any use of land that is 

under regional control or certain land uses under s 30(1)(c), or restricted under s 12 being the 

coastal marine area. Due to existing use rights on land subject to hazards under section 10 of 
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the RMA, rules in district plans cannot be used to control activities that were established prior 

to the setback rules. This right also stands even when a property has been destroyed by a 

natural hazard.  

 

“A dwelling with an existing use right can be reconstructed as of right where it has 

been destroyed by a natural hazard and where the operative district plan otherwise 

prohibits the erection of dwellings” (McKinlay v Timaru DC EnvC C24/01 in Turbott, 

2006). 

 

Existing use rights can be extinguished with the use of regional rules, with section 20A 

limiting existing use rights when a new regional rule comes into force. This can allow 

regional councils to control development within hazard areas. However this does not often 

occur with Canterbury Regional Council being once exception (Turbott, 2006). 

 

The precautionary principle is an integral part of the RMA, most notably in section 32, which 

requires an analysis of a plan provision to consider the risks of „acting or not acting‟ if there is 

uncertain or inadequate information (Ministry for the Environment, 2008). The precautionary 

principle is also reflected in the New Zealand Coastal Policy Statement which falls under the 

requirements of the RMA.  

 

 

 

3.3   New Zealand Coastal Policy Statement 

 

The national importance of the coastal environment is recognised in the New Zealand 

Coastal Policy Statement (NZCPS) 1994, which provides the national policy framework for 

integrated coastal management under the Resource Management Act (RMA). A NZCPS is 

mandatory under section 56 of the RMA 1991 with the purpose being: “to state policies in 

order to achieve the purpose of this Act in relation to the coastal environment of New 

Zealand” (RMA, 1991). 

 

The Department of Conservation prepared and publicly notified the Proposed New Zealand 

Coastal Policy Statement 2008 (Proposed NZCPS). This suggests a number of changes to how 
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coastal hazard management is dealt with under the NZCPS 1994, largely by providing greater 

detail and direction.  The Board of Inquiry‟s report of recommendations was delivered to the 

Minister of Conservation in July 2009. This has now been released to the public. This again 

has recommended a number of changes as to how the coast is managed. Although it is not in 

affect at the time of writing this report, the recommendations will be discussed to reflect the 

latest stages of the NZCPS in accordance with the NZCPS 1994 and the Proposed NZCPS 

2008. Relevant coastal hazard management policies from the operative NZCPS 1994 are 

provided for in Appendix E in order to discuss the changes in the context section in reference 

to these.   

 

The operative NZCPS 1994 provides a number of policies relevant to coastal planning. This 

includes: the preservation of natural character from inappropriate development, providing for 

appropriate subdivision, use and development of the coastal environment; the adoption of a 

precautionary approach when the adverse effects are unknown, as well as the recognition of 

natural hazards in order to avoid or mitigate their effects.  In regards to coastal hazard 

policies, the Board of Inquiry (2009) notes that local authorities need to identify areas in the 

coastal environment that are likely to be affected by coastal hazards and where development 

should be avoided. Managed retreat is also encouraged, as well as a greater need to recognise 

the value of dune systems as a soft protection measure.  

 

The operative NZCPS contains specific policies on coastal hazards under section 3.4 which 

give affect to the principles of the RMA. The Proposed NZCPS provides updates of these 

policies: Most recognised changes include a much more directive policy of 3.4.1 given under 

policy 51: 

 

Policy statements and plans shall identify areas in the coastal environment that are 

potentially affected by coastal hazard (excluding tsunami), giving priority to the 

identification of areas at high risk. Hazard risks shall be assessed over at least a 100-year 

timeframe, having particular regard to: 

a.) short-term natural dynamic fluctuations of erosion and accretion; 

b.) long-term trends of erosion and accretion; 

c.) slope stability or other geotechnical issues; 

d.) the potential for natural coastal features and areas of coastal hazard risk to migrate 

as a result of dynamic coastal processes, including sea level rise; 
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and 

e.) the effects of climate change on:  

(i) matters (a) to (d) above: 

(ii) storm frequency, intensity and surges; and 

(iii) coastal sediment dynamics 

taking into account the most recent available national guidance on the likely 

effects of climate change on the region or district.  

 

 

The Recommended NZCPS 2009 makes further changes to this under policy 27. The most 

significant change is by identifying tsunami areas rather than excluding, as well as adding to 

the list of things that decision makers need to have regard to when assessing hazard risks. 

This includes:  

 

“(d) the potential for inundation of the coastal environment, taking into account 

potential sources, inundation pathways and overland extent;  

(e) cumulative effects of sea level rise, storm surge and wave height under storm 

conditions;  

(f) influences that humans have had or are having on the coast;  

(g) the extent and permanence of built development” 

 

 

Policy 52 of the Proposed NZCPS provides guidance on subdivision in coastal hazard areas, 

stating that local authorities shall avoid new subdivision in these areas, as well as 

redevelopment that may exacerbate the hazard risk. It also states that they shall encourage 

redevelopment, or change in land use that would reduce risks from coastal hazards, including 

the option of managed retreat. This is again updated in the Recommended NZCPS 2009 under 

Policy 28 which states that “increasing social, environmental and economic risk from coastal 

hazards” must be avoided.   

 

The Recommended NZCPS 2009 provides a new policy which provides “strategies for 

protecting significant existing development from coastal hazard risk”. This includes 

recognising and considering the environmental and special costs of permitting hard protection 

structures to protect private property, as well as a focus on risk management that reduces the 
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need for protection structures. Decision makers must also evaluate the public costs and 

benefits of any proposed coastal hazard risk reduction option.   

  

Large changes to policies related to subdivision have occurred through the proposed NZCPS. 

Policy 3.2.1 has been updated in policy 14 in the NZCPS which states:  

 Policy statements and plans shall identify where, in the coastal environment 

(outside the coastal marine area): 

(a) subdivision, and the development of subdivided land, to provide dwellings or 

commercial premises, will be appropriate; and 

(b) subdivision and development, of specified types, will not be appropriate. 

 

The policy also lists other aspects that local authorities shall give affect to, including: the 

encouragement of a mixture of land uses along the coast and the use of setback subdivisions 

in order to “to protect the open space character of the coast, its natural character, and its 

amenity values, and to provide for public access and avoid or reduce natural hazard risks”.  

 

In regards to subdivision, the Board of Inquiry comments that there is inadequate buffer zones 

and future proofing of amenity, open space, public access, coastal hazards and climate 

change. They continue by stating that there is lack of forward thinking at a strategic and 

spatial level. The Board of Inquiry also states that there needs to be a stronger direction 

through the NZCPS, which is reflected in the recommendations they make.  This includes 

providing a clear consideration of what should be protected from subdivision, including those 

that are of national priority. What can be noted from the three documents is a progression to 

far greater direction though the NZCPS. However as it is still the 1994 NZCPS that is 

operative at the time of writing this thesis, it is yet to be seen as to what decisions central 

government make on its future.  

 

 

3.4  Civil Defence Emergency Management Act 

 

The Civil Defence Emergency Management Act 2002 (CDEMA) provides a comprehensive 

management of hazards and risks, and emergency response and recovery (Quality Planning, 
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2008). The CDEMA aims to build community resilience through an all-hazards approach that 

is rooted in a „4R‟ (Reduction, Readiness, Response and Recovery) emergency management 

approach (Glavovic et al., 2010). 

Its purpose includes: 

“3(a) to improve and promote the sustainable management of hazards (as that term is 

defined in this Act) in a way that contributes to the social, economic, cultural, and 

environmental well-being and safety of the public and also to the protection of 

property” (CDEMA, 2002).  

Hazard is defined under the Act as “something that may cause, or contribute substantially to 

the cause of, an emergency” (CDEMA, 2002:10). The Act requires that a risk management 

approach be taken when dealing with hazards (Quality Planning, n.d.), with consideration 

given to the likelihood of the event occurring and its consequences. The precautionary 

approach is also adopted in this respect (Forsyth, 2009). Integration of the Act with councils 

is achieved through s12 of the Act, which states that: “(a) every regional council and every 

territorial authority within that region must unite to establish a Civil Defence Emergency 

Management Group for the purposes of this Act as a joint standing committee....” (CDEMA, 

2002). The functions of a CDEM Group provided under s17 are to: 

(a) in relation to relevant hazards and risks, 

(i) identify, assess, and manage those hazards and risks: 

(ii) consult and communicate about risks: 

(iii) identify and implement cost-effective risk reduction. 

A group plan must be prepared by every CDEM group as stated under s48. This must provide 

for the hazard and risk to be managed by the group, as well as necessary management actions. 

The Act requires that public consultation takes place in the development process of the plan, 

with reviewing of the CDEM Plan taking place every five years (Ministry of Civil Defence 

and Emergency Management, 2010).  
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3.5  The Local Government Act  

 

The Local Government Act 2002 (LGA) is the foundation legislation for the local government 

sector (Forsyth, 2009). Its purpose under s3 is “to provide for democratic and effective local 

government that recognises the diversity of New Zealand communities” (LGA, 2002). This 

includes providing for local authorities to focus on promoting social, economic, 

environmental, and cultural well-being of their communities under the principles of 

sustainable development.  

 

The focus on community planning is recognised through the requirement of local authorities 

to prepare Long-term Council Community Plans (LTCCPs). These provide a strategic 

direction over a 10 year period, providing a community vision. The purpose of a LTCCP 

under s93(6) is to: 

 

  (a) describe the activities of the local authority; and 

(b) describe the community outcomes of the local authority‟s 

district or region; and 

(c) provide integrated decision-making and co-ordination 

of the resources of the local authority; and 

(d) provide a long-term focus for the decisions and activities 

of the local authority; and 

(e) provide a basis for accountability of the local authority 

to the community; and 

(f) provide an opportunity for participation by the public 

in decision-making processes  

 

These plans can outline the views held by the community in respect of present and future 

coastal hazard management (Quality Planning, 2008). This can have significance in district or 

regional plan or strategies where community views are turned into policies (Quality Planning, 

2008). It can also have an affect as to where funding for the management of coastal hazards 

goes. Consultation requirements under the Act also ensure community involvement is 

achieved, when preparing LTCCPs or by laws under the Act. This is through „special 

consultation procedures‟ in place. Consultation is also highly encouraged under s82, ensuring 

community participation is achieved on issues such as coastal hazard management. 
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3.6  The Building Act 

 

The Building Act 2004 provides New Zealand‟s main framework and legislative requirements 

for governing building work (Quality Planning, 2008). Its purpose includes under s3(d) to 

ensure “buildings are designed, constructed, and able to be used in ways that promote 

sustainable development” (Building Act, 2004).  

 

Sections 71 to 74 of the Act relate to building consent limitations and restrictions for the 

construction of buildings on land subject to natural hazards in order to improve hazard 

resistance (Quality Planning, 2008). Section 71 requires a consent authority to refuse a 

building consent if land on which the building work is to be carried out is subject or is likely 

to be subject to one or more natural hazards, or the building work is likely to accelerate, 

worsen, or result in a natural hazard on that land or any other property. An exception is given 

however, if the building consent authority is satisfied that adequate provision had been made 

to protect the land or building work, or to restore any damage to the land or other property as 

a result of the building work.  

 

Under section 72, consent authorities must grant building consent for building work on land 

subject to natural hazards if the building work will not accelerate, worsen, or result in a 

natural hazard, and it is reasonable to grant a waiver or modification of the building code in 

respect of the natural hazard concerned. Section 73 provides conditions on buildings consents, 

including a notification condition on any building consent granted, with s74 providing steps 

after notification. This includes that Registrar-General of Land must include an entry on the 

certificate of title, that identifies (b)(iii) “particulars that identify natural hazards concerned” 

(Building Act, 2004).  

 

 

3.7  Other Planning Tools 

 

There are a range of regulatory planning tools in New Zealand which govern natural hazard 

planning. For example under the Local Government Official Information and Meetings Act 

1987 (LGOIMA), a Land Information Memorandum (LIM) can be requested which includes 

information about any hazards the Council is aware of that may affect the parcel of land. This 
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is one way in which public awareness can be raised and is a key element in providing known 

site and hazard risk information to someone interested in a particular piece of land (Ministry 

for the Environment, 2009).  

The Ministry for the Environment (MfE) (2008) provides best practice guidance to strengthen 

the integration of coastal hazards with climate change considerations in land use planning 

through its report „Coastal Hazards and Climate Change: A Guidance Manual for Local 

Government In New Zealand‟. The report states that although there are uncertainties 

surrounding the extent of changes expected, policy makers must continue to make decisions 

that either implicitly or explicitly make assumptions about what this rise will be over a 

planning timeframe. One approach that is advocated is adopting a risk assessment process for 

giving effect to uncertainties such as those associated with future sea level rise. It 

recommends that rather than defining a specific climate change scenario or sea level rise to be 

accommodated, it is based on the acceptability of the potential risk. This should be a 

„balanced consideration‟ between:  

“the possibility of particular sea levels being reached within the planning timeframe; 

the associated consequences and potential adaptation costs, and; how any residual 

risks would be managed for consequences over and above an accepted sea-level rise 

threshold, or if the accommodated sea-level rise is underestimated” (Ministry for the 

Environment, 2008: 22).  

The Ministry for the Environment (2008) recommends that sea level rise considerations 

within such a risk assessment are based on the IPCC Fourth Assessment Report seal level rise 

best estimates. This includes consideration of the potential consequences from higher sea-

levels due to factors not included in the current global climate models.  A base value sea-level 

rise of 0.5 metres is recommended for planning and decision timeframes, as well as an 

assessment of potential consequences from a range of possible higher values, of a least 0.8 

metres (Ministry for the Environment 2008).  

An option that is currently being considered by the Ministry for the Environment is a National 

Environmental Standard (NES) on sea level rise. National Environmental Standards can be 

issued under sections 43 and 44 of the RMA which are national regulations which prescribe 

technical standards. This means that all local authorities would plan for the same projected sea 

level rise. This would help reduce resources spent on identifying the value they should use, 

reduce litigation, and to ensure that the value can be amended to reflect the best available 



  Chapter Three: Planning Context 

 

49 
 

information (Ministry for the Environment, 2010). The option being considered is to develop 

an NES that prescribes a base amount of future sea level rise to plan for, along with requiring 

consideration of the consequences of higher sea-level rise values. It is proposed that the 

standard would be legally drafted based on the Ministry for the Environment (2008) guidance 

manual. A draft discussion document has been prepared and the Ministry for the Environment 

is now in the process of identifying further information to support the need for the proposed 

NES on future sea-level rise (Ministry for the Environment, 2010). 

NIWA is currently working on a project on providing a technical best practice guidance 

manual to assist regional councils and local authorities to define coastal hazard zones. It will 

not prescribe particular methods in which to determine hazard zones but rather the various 

levels of approaching the issue. The draft guidance manual is expected to be released by the 

end of 2010, and will support the Ministry for the Environment (2008) guidance manual 

report (Ramsay, in press). 

 

 

3.8  Criticisms of the Status Quo  

 

The direction of the current coastal hazard legislation has created debate. Peart (2009) for 

instance suggests that an independent body to protect the public interest in the coast should be 

established. For example a „New Zealand Coastal Commission‟ would be “overseen by a 

group of commissioners who have high public standing, and staffed by a group of skilled 

coastal planners and scientists to achieve a significant sea-change in the way we manage our 

coasts” (Peart, 2009:259). She also provides further details on what such a commission would 

be responsible for. This includes identifying areas which would be off limits to development, 

creating a network of heritage coasts. In regards to the NZCPS, Peart (2009) suggests that the 

Commission would be in charge of development and implementing it providing clear 

direction as to how it should be managed.  They would also regularly evaluate the 

effectiveness of coastal management through „State of our Coasts‟ reports. “The commission 

could act as an advocate for good coastal outcomes, advising the government on any needed 

change to the coastal legislation and policy frameworks and becoming a party to resource 

consent applications in its own right” (Peart, 2009:259).  
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Glavovic et al., (2010:692) also comments on the current framework for land use planning in 

that it is “robust and facilities coordinated, devolved decision-making to promote community 

sustainability and resilience”. However, there is an opportunity for greater integrated natural 

hazard planning. This is because currently there are a number of provisions to consider from 

various statutes, creating gaps, overlaps and inconsistencies. This ultimately creates 

variability into how coastal hazards are dealt with at the local level.  Better inter-

governmental cooperation is also suggested. Specifically Glavovic et al., (2010) suggests that 

there needs to be better integration of planning and emergency management for effective 

natural hazard reduction.  

 

 

3.9  Conclusion 

It is clear that New Zealand has a number of tools to enable coastal hazard planning to occur, 

that seek to avoid and mitigate hazard risks (Glavovic et al., 2010). The devolution of powers 

through the introduction of the RMA provides greater responsibility at the local level. 

However, there are also implications of this including a lack of direction from central 

government and hence inconsistency as to how coastal hazard planning occurs between 

regions. Other advocacy tools provided by the Ministry for the Environment provide 

direction, yet there is no enforcement of this. This questions as to whether New Zealand needs 

a more comprehensive framework which provides councils with direction as to how 

development should be managed in coastal hazardous areas.  
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4  

Methodology  
 

 

4.1  Introduction 

The current chapter examines the selected research approach used to investigate the research 

objectives outlined in Chapter 1, and the overall aim of evaluating the use of coastal setbacks 

in New Zealand as a hazard planning tool. A qualitative approach was adopted due to the 

interpretative nature of the research, which allowed the views, opinions and experiences of 

those with knowledge on the subject area to be gathered and analysed. Key informant 

interviews were therefore a primary data source as a means to address the research objectives, 

representing three main groups; coastal consultants, researcher‟s council planners. Data was 

also collected through a review of relevant literature, New Zealand case law, and a document 

analysis, particularly of council plans.  Data was analysed from transcribed interviews, 

followed by data reduction, organisation and interpretation. Ethical consideration was also 

given which is detailed in this chapter, followed by a reflection on the identified limitations of 

the research. 
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4.2  Research Approach  

A qualitative approach was adopted for the purpose of the study.  This is due to its interpretive 

and naturalistic approach, which means that “researchers study things in their natural settings 

attempting to make sense of phenomena in terms of the meanings people bring to them” 

(Denzin and Lincoln, 2003:5). Qualitative research is the most appropriate when there is a 

need to study reality from the inside out, from the point of view of the subject. It provides this 

through its subject centred approach, as well as other qualities of being flexible, detailed, field 

focused, dynamic, normative, empathetic and holistic (Sarantakos, 2005). These are seen as 

important qualities in which data should be collected, particularly when the outcome of results 

is unknown (Sarantakos, 2005). 

A largely inductive approach is also taken through the research design, being a notable 

characteristic of qualitative research and naturalism in which the intent is to be “true to data 

themselves” (Miller and Brewer, 2003: 239).  Induction argues that empirical generalisations 

and theoretical statements should be derived from the data (Miller and Brewer, 2003: 239).  

This is important in the current research, where the research findings can emerge through raw 

data, rather than be constrained to the preconceptions of what might emerge which is often the 

case in a deductive analysis such as hypothesis testing research (Thomas, 2003). This is a 

highly valuable approach in addressing the research objectives which are primarily based on 

the views collected.  

Qualitative research draws heavily on impressions, descriptions and quotes, valuing personal 

involvement (Davidson and Tolich, 1999).  A qualitative approach was therefore deemed 

necessary in order to capture participant‟s views and opinions due its interpretive nature. Key 

informant interviews were carried out to obtain this information, with a focus on individual 

perceptions, opinions and views.  This was seen as more valuable than adopting a quantitative 

approach that is based heavily on of quantity, amount, intensity or frequency and considered 

to be a „value-free framework‟ (Denzin and Lincoln, 2003). 

As well as key informant interviews, other methods were also used including a review of 

literature and a document analysis was also carried out as part of the data collection.  Using 

multiple methods has been known as „convergent methodology‟, „multimethod/multitrait‟, or 

what has been called „triangulation‟. Given the basic principles of geometry, multiple 

viewpoints allow for greater accuracy. In social sciences this concept is traced back to 
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Campbell and Fiske (1959) who argue that more than one method should be used in the 

validation process to ensure that the variance reflected that of the trait and not of the method 

(Jick, 1979). 

Researcher bias is a significant issue surrounding qualitative research. This is due to the 

personal interpretation of the information, and therefore different results may eventuate for 

different researchers (Sarantakos, 2005).  Another limitation surrounding interpretation is that 

different methods used can interpret meanings differently (Denzin and Lincoln, 2003).  Due to 

these above limitations it is hard to evaluate if the true meanings of individuals are identified. 

However due to more than one method being adopted, this provides some ease to the degree 

of limitation of a qualitative research approach.  

 

 

4.3  Data Collection 

The research involved two stages of data collection being primary and secondary data 

collection. Secondary data provided the background information, which included the 

completion of a literature review, as well as contextual information on New Zealand, and 

legislation that governs coastal hazard planning in New Zealand. The primary research stage 

took place in a number of locations throughout the North Island of New Zealand, and 

involved key informant interviews with council members, consultants and academics. These 

were identified as the three main groups that would have specific views and knowledge on the 

subject area.  

 

 

4.3.1 Literature Review 

 

As part of the secondary data collection stage a literature review was undertaken with the aim 

of exploring the body of academic knowledge on the research topic and to place it within a 

theoretical framework.  The purpose of a literature review is to help limit the scope of the 
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inquiry as well as convey the importance of the problem area (Creswell, 2003). This includes 

determining research gaps, and hence, the direction of the present research including the 

research aims and objectives, as well as the appropriate methodology to adopt.  The literature 

review includes previous empirical research carried out by researchers on the topic of coastal 

hazard planning. This includes theoretical foundations of hazard planning, specifically 

focussing on coastal setbacks within the international context, to gain knowledge of current 

practice. This includes conveying the variability that exists globally as to how setbacks are 

determined, as well as limitations and tools needed for effective coastal planning.  

 

 

4.3.2 Document Analysis 

 

A document analysis was also carried out, which largely provided contextual information to 

set the scene of coastal hazard planning practices in New Zealand. This included an analysis 

of relevant legislation, case law, council documents, and coastal hazard technical reports. 

Chapter 3 of this is a document analysis to provide the contextual setting, results Chapter 5 of 

the results including a document analysis of how councils have managed coastal development 

through coastal setbacks. This was necessary to provide an understanding of the current 

situation, and determine what issues had been identified in the New Zealand context. This 

analysis is provided for in Chapter 3 of the thesis.  

 

4.3.3 Key Informant Interviews 

 

Primary data was collected through 12 interviews throughout the North Island of New 

Zealand, which provided sixteen key informants in total, due to more than one person being 

present in some instances. These locations included: Wellington, Lower Hutt, Tauranga, Mt 

Maunganui, Auckland and Hamilton. These key informants were chosen on the basis that they 

would provide an overview of the varying opinions held, as well as provide specific 

information relevant to answering the research objectives.  These people fit into three broad 

groups, being researchers, consultants and planners. Table 1 provides a list of these 

representatives from a number of organisations. The North Island based key informants were 
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chosen as a number of coastal consultants are based there that were deemed valuable to speak 

to, as well as greater experiences of councils in dealing with coastal erosion matters in 

developed areas. 

 

Table 1 Key Informant List 

Key Informant Number Role/Background 

Key Informant  1 Tauranga City Council 

Key Informant  2 Environment Bay of Plenty 

Key Informant  3 Western Bay of Plenty District Council 

Key Informant  4 Environment Bay of Plenty 

Key Informant  5 Auckland Regional Council 

Key Informant  6 Auckland Regional Council 

Key Informant  7 Coastal Consultant  

Key Informant  8 Coastal Consultant 

Key Informant  9 Coastal Consultant 

Key Informant  10 Coastal Management Consultant  

Key Informant  11 Academic/Former Consultant 

Key Informant  12 AgResearch  

Key Informant  13 Tonkin and Taylor 

Key Informant  14 GNS Science 

Key Informant  15 GNS Science 

Key Informant  16 Coastal Consultant 

 

As it was not possible to gain the views of all Councils in New Zealand, Environment Bay of 

Plenty (EBop), Tauranga City Council (TCC), Western Bay of Plenty (WBoP) and the 

Auckland Regional Council (ARC) were chosen to gain council perspectives on the matter. 

However, it is noted that these views are not representative of all councils and will vary 

between locations.  
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Interviews were conducted during the month of July 2010 over a two week period, ranging in 

length from 30 minutes to two hours. A semi-structured interview style was adopted, with pre-

determined open ended questions acting as a guide. Open ended questions allow the interview 

to follow the interviewees‟ experiences, as opposed to a pre-determined question structure. It 

also allows further questions to be asked where appropriate, and enables participants to 

express a wide range of information important to them, leading to more relevant information 

informing the study (Richards and Morse, 2007). This allowed the respondents to develop 

their answers in their own terms and at their own length. Questions (Appendix C) were 

developed to ensure that they were clear, non leading, and straightforward to answer, and 

facilitated discussion. The interview questions were based on the research objectives, with 

each objective being broken down into several questions. These were organised under main 

stakeholder groups also, to ensure the main questions relevant to that key informant were 

covered. Interviews were undertaken in person, recorded and transcribed afterwards.   

 

 

4.4  Data Analysis 

In order to analyse the data from the key informant interviews the following steps were taken 

as suggested by Davidson and Tolich (2003): data collection, data reduction, data organisation 

and data interpretation. Before analysis of the data of key informant interviews could occur, 

they were transcribed to provide a written form. The interviews then had to be reduced and 

organised, which was achieved through the coding of information into the main themes, 

known as coding. Coding techniques are useful when dealing with unstructured data, by 

allowing the researcher to simplify and focus on certain characteristics of the data (Richards 

and Morse, 2007). This process involved identifying main themes that could then be linked 

back to a research objective.  

Once the interviews had been coded, the information was then organised into each main 

theme. This was to make it easier for interpretation, including the identification of patterns 

and trends. This information was used to draw conclusions relating to the research objectives. 

This was further backed up by the information gained through the literature review and 
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document analysis that could help support and give weight to the findings and 

recommendations made in the last chapter of this report.  

 

 

4.5  Ethical Considerations 

Before field research began, Category B (Ethical Approval at Departmental Level of a 

Proposal Involving Human Participants) ethical approval was granted in accordance with the 

University of Otago‟s ethical guideline. This was to ensure that the research design would 

ensure anonymity and confidentiality of all key informants.  

Ethical considerations were important due to the nature of the methodology, which involved 

semi-structured, open ended questions. This meant that how the interview unfolded could not 

be pre-determined. As qualitative data involves gathering the opinions and values of others, it 

was highly important that measures were in place to ensure that the information gathered was 

treated carefully and with caution.  

Prior to the interview an information sheet (Appendix A)was given to participants that clearly 

stated that all participants may withdraw from the interview at any time prior, during or after 

the interview without any disadvantages for themselves or another person. No participant 

received any kind of personal advantage or retribution for their participation. A consent form 

(Appendix B) was signed by each of the interviews before the interview.  

All possible steps were taken to maintain interviewee confidentiality. Each key informant is 

referred to as a number in order to ensure that no statement can be assigned to individuals and 

no statements have been cited that could be used to identify the informants. The records and 

transcripts of the interviews have been stored appropriately, and are exclusively available only 

to the researcher and interviewees on request.  
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4.6  Research Limitations  

As with any research, there were limitations associated with the methodology adopted. Many 

of these were beyond the control of the research yet it is important that they are identified to 

inform readers of the validity of the report, and where improvements could be made to future 

research. 

Due to a lack of financial resources, it was impossible to interview all those that could have 

provided useful opinions. This is because those participants that were of particular value were 

based in a number of locations throughout the North Island.  This meant that not all locations 

could be visited. Time limitations also existed as the research was undertaken over a two 

week period. This meant a lot of time could not be spent in one particular place. As this thesis 

is only over an eight month period, there had to be some restrictions as to how many people 

should be interviewed to provide enough time to interpret that data collected. If it had been 

over a longer period a number of other coastal councils would have also been interviewed to 

gather greater opinions held by local government. It is considered however, that most of the 

key stakeholders were identified and interviewed.  

Three of the interviews that took place had more than one key informant present. This could 

be seen as a limitation by affecting their comments made, compared to if it had been a one on 

one interview. However, it could have provided benefits to the information gathered by 

creating a group discussion, helping ideas to be explored further. This aspect is not believed to 

be a significant limitation to the research at all due to the comprehensive and valuable 

information gathered by these key informants.  Although a few limitations of the research 

process have been identified, these were largely unavoidable due to the nature of the work. It 

is therefore considered that the methodology adopted was successful in gathering the 

appropriate data with which to answer the research objectives, with the resources available.  
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4.7  Conclusion  

This chapter provides a comprehensive description and justification of the methodology 

chosen. This includes the value of taking a qualitative approach in the research design, as well 

as the importance of undertaking both primary and secondary research to answer to research 

objectives.  The literature review, a document analysis and key informant interviews have 

formed the basis from which conclusions were drawn. A number of limitations were also 

addressed, providing a fair criticism of the results, as well as highlighting areas where 

improvements can be made to the process. The following chapters discuss the results that 

been obtained through the methodology undertaken outlined above.  
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5 

Setbacks in Practice  
 

 

5.1  Introduction 

 

The transfer of setbacks into local authority plans is not a simple task. The reasons why will 

be explored further in Chapter 6, which deals with barriers to effective coastal hazard 

planning. This chapter will explore setbacks in practice, in relation to Objective 1. This 

includes the value of good communication of setbacks in plans, as well as the variation that 

exists as to how setbacks are used in practice. In order to convey this, the Bay of Plenty and 

Auckland region provide a case study to examine the implementation of setbacks. This 

section is based on a document analysis of regional and district plans, as well as views by key 

informants (hereafter KI) on how setbacks are used as a hazard planning tool. 
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5.2  Setbacks in Practice 

 

A lot of effort surrounds determining where the setback line should be drawn, but as indicated 

by key informants how that line is then used to manage coastal hazard is a far greater issue. 

This view was strongly supported as well as recognition that there is a “gap in the transfer of 

science into the management outcome” (KI 1).  

Too much time “drawing these lines of maps” has occurred “and often it doesn‟t get backed 

up by any particularly sensible policies in plans” (KI 11). As KI 12 acknowledged everyone 

focuses on the line, but “the issue is really what are the rules within those zones?”. This is 

because the science will always be tested, and “there is enough data around the world” to 

determine setback lines with as suggested by KI 1. The “crux of why management falls over” 

relates to the fact that that “a primarily physical assessment of hazards is converted into a 

coastal management boundary”, without recognition “of what it actually means, and how the 

uncertainties are hung around it” (KI 11). This again reinforces the gap that exists between the 

science and the management.  

Writing rules around a coastal setback is “not the easiest task” as stated by coastal planner KI 

1. Because a hazard line is not tagged to a specific thing it makes it difficult to implement. 

This means “there has to be a real clear and present reason why you choose to place a 

prohibited activity status” in the hazard zone (KI 1). Therefore you need to understand the 

risks, in order to insure they deliver on their intent  

The implementation of coastal setbacks into plans was raised a significant issue by a number 

of key informants. It shows that greater emphasis needs to placed on how they are used 

manage the coastal environment. This will be explored further through the need of good 

communication of setbacks and applied rules to enable successful management outcomes.  

 

 

5.3  Communication of Setbacks  

 

Good communication is essential to the effective implementation of coastal setbacks. This 

includes providing clear understanding as to what the purpose of the setback is as well as 

consistency in the rules applied helps to create a better relationship between the community 



  Chapter Five: Setbacks in Practice 

 

62 
 

and council. Being explicit about what the setback provides for is important, and that 

providing clear understanding helps to avoid conflict. Key informants suggested that a 

successful setback was based on a relatively simple method and which could be understood 

by lay people. This is because if it‟s clearly explained and based on real information, people 

can understand how that setback was logically determined, and “people are quite of accepting 

of it” (KI 9).  

The communication of setbacks has been undermined where councils have tried to protect 

multiple values in the rules they apply.  Being clear about the purpose of the setback is 

important as disguising a rule as something else just leads to problems. According to KI 1 this 

has occurred with some first generation plans. But the reality is “you need to know exactly 

what you are assessing, and your rules need to be specific to know what exactly you are 

looking to manage”. The reason for this is: 

“You need to give certainty to the person wanting to utilise their property, what the 

issues are that they need to be going through in the consent process. You can‟t have a 

person front up and go I‟d like to build in this area, oh it‟s a hazard zone, and then the 

consent planner two weeks later tells you you need to get an assessment from an 

ecologist on those matters, and then you just hold up the whole process. You need to 

be clear about what you are trying to protect from day one” (KI 1) 

Being explicit about what the purpose of the setback was also raised as important by both key 

informants from the Auckland Regional Council. Outside the Auckland region hazards zones 

have been used to protect areas of high conservation value, as well as setbacks being included 

in special natural heritage zones.  Using something else to get another result is not supported 

by KI 6, as rules are unlikely to be as effective, and “all of a sudden they lose what they were 

actually going for” (KI 6). It can undermine what you are trying to do, so therefore being 

honest about the value of the setback is important. “If you are concerned with an erosion 

hazard or any particular hazard you address that specifically” (KI 5).  

The importance of communicating risk was recognised as important by GNS Science Key 

Informants through the use of setbacks. “Because people need to know what they are dealing 

with” (KI 13) and councils have a duty to provide information any hazard information they 

know (KI1 4).  
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Good communication between the consultant and the planner is also important in the view of 

KI 1. To not work together would create “a huge flaw in the process”. This is because the 

planner may not understand the intricacies of the hazard zone, but the engineer might not 

understand how to write a rule. Therefore having a good relationship with the person with all 

stakeholders involved is really important.  

Consistency is also necessary: 

“In terms of how you apply it, if councils are inconsistent, and you are an owner and 

you go behind the setback, and I might thump the table and my house goes 5 metres 

seaward of yours because I was a squeaky wheel, then you lose complete faith in the 

line.....And councils don‟t realise, if you start catering to a squeaky wheel and bending 

the rules you actually lose credibility with the wider community” (KI 7).  

Good communication of setbacks has been demonstrated to be of high value in order to 

achieve success in their implementation This includes providing the information to the public 

of the known risks; being clear in the rules established about what their purpose and value is; 

and ensuring that those within the hazard zone abide by the same rules to ensure consistency 

and fairness is maintained. In order to put this into context, the approaches adopted in the Bay 

of Plenty will be explored.    

 

 

5.4  Case Study: Bay of Plenty  

 

The Bay of Plenty region demonstrates the way in which setbacks can be used as a 

management tool. Bay of Plenty is used as a case study because of the growing coastal 

development pressure as well as the coastal hazards they are exposed to. Bay of Plenty is also 

recognised as a region that is far more advanced in its dealings with coastal management.  

Waikato is another region that is recognised as being comprehensive in their approach to 

coastal setbacks: 
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“[they] should be congratulated for being quite active and getting on with it and 

doing something about it. I guess we should thank them for highlighting the... 

inadequacies that surround hazard identification from a technical point of view and 

then how you convert that into planning guidelines in their lines” (KI 11). 

This section will include an overview of the Bay of Plenty Regional Coastal Environment 

Plan, the Tauranga City Plan, and the Western Bay of Plenty District Plan. Of the two other 

districts in the region, the Proposed Whakatane District Plan identifies three erosion hazard 

zones, as well as two inundation zones. The approach taken is similar to that of the Tauranga 

City Plan and includes relocation conditions. Currently the Opotiki District Plan is in the 

process of adopting hazard zones and subsequent policies for Ohiwa Spit only. This will 

include relocation conditions (Environment Bay of Plenty, 2009). Opotiki District Council 

has based assessments on the ASCH rather that have any legal hazard zones in place till this 

point (Environment Bay of Plenty, 2009).   

 

 

5.4.1 Bay of Plenty Regional Coastal Environment Plan 

 

The Bay of Plenty Regional Coastal Environment Plan 2003 addresses coastal hazards in 

accordance with their key policy objective that there will be “no increase in the total physical 

risk from coastal hazards” (Bay of Plenty Regional Council, 2010). The Plan identifies Areas 

Sensitive to Coastal Hazards (ASCH) along the open coast of the region that is subject to 

coastal hazards within the next 100 years.  “The purpose of the ASCH is to define those areas 

of the open coast where caution should be exercised when considering subdivision, use and 

development” (Environment Bay of Plenty, 2003:61).  

For any development proposed within the ASCH, a detailed assessment is required.   The 

district councils are required to include hazard assessments in their plans, along with the rules 

used to manage development in that area (Bay of Plenty Regional Council, 2010). 

Environment Bay of Plenty has also produced indicators with which to measure coastal 

hazard risk, in order to ensure that their underlying policy is being met (Bay of Plenty 

Regional Council, 2010).  
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The results from the 2007 „Coastal Risk Indicators Review‟ by Environment Bay of Plenty 

determined that 1401 residential dwellings were within the coastal hazard zone in the Bay of 

Plenty Region. The Western Bay of Plenty district was deemed to be at highest risk, with 

Tauranga having the lowest level of the four districts (Environment Bay of Plenty, 2009).  

The way in which Western Bay of Plenty District Council and Tauranga City Council provide 

for coastal hazard planning through setbacks will now be explored.  

 

 

5.4.2 Western Bay of Plenty District Plan  

 

The Western Bay of Plenty District Plan has identified a Coastal Protection Area (CPA), 

which is divided into two parts, being the Primary Risk Area and the Secondary Risk Area. 

This combines both inundation and erosion into one hazard layer.  

“The Primary Risk Area includes all private properties within the CPA that are 

subject to immediate threat from coastal hazards. The Secondary Risk Area includes 

all land in the remainder of the CPA which is likely to be affected by coastal hazards 

within the next 100 years” (Western Bay of Plenty District Council, 2002: 12-1).  

There are a number of rules under Section 12 of the operative Plan in order to control 

development in the CPA. This includes that new buildings and external additions to buildings 

within the Secondary Risk Area are restricted-discretionary and require a building consent 

(12.3.1). Within the Primary Risk Area this is a discretionary activity (12.3.2). Subdivision 

(excluding minor boundary adjustments) is prohibited within the Primary Risk Area and non-

complying in the Secondary Risk Area (12.3.3) (Western Bay of Plenty District Council, 

2002).  

There are also a number of Activity Performance Standards for restricted discretionary, 

discretionary and non-complying activities. For restricted discretionary activities for example 

there is a provision of an access yard of at least six metres (12.3.5.1 (a) (i)), in order to enable 

the creation of alternative legal access should the seaward road be removed.  In addition the 

Council will also have particular regard to the extent to which the building is relocatable 

(12.3.5.1 (a) (ii)). Under the Proposed District Plan (which still has some sections under 

appeal) another performance criteria has been added, for restricted discretionary activities, 
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being to prevent the use of concrete and block wall foundations, flooring and walls under  

8.4.1 (iii) (Western Bay of Plenty District Council, 2010).  

The Western Bay of Plenty also applies a number of conditions to consents to deal with 

development in the hazard zone, with a number particularly relating to relocation.  One 

particular condition is:  

“That where the toe of the foredune comes within 8 metres of the building foundations 

(excluding decks and conservatories) the owner be required to relocate the building so 

that it is over 15 metres from the toe of the foredune. If it is not possible to achieve a 

15 metre set back upon relocation, then the dwelling will have to be removed from the 

property” (Turbott: 2006: 77).  

 

Other conditions include that the dwelling be designed and constructed so it can be readily 

relocatable; that the position of the building from the toe of the foredune be accurately 

measured on a two year basis and that conditions be registered on the Certificate of Title of 

the property by covenant or suitable legal mechanism (Turbott, 2006).  

 

Aligning hazard lines to property boundaries has been an approach taken by Western Bay of 

Plenty for Waihi Beach and Pukehina (Environment Bay of Plenty, 2010).  This is to ensure 

the same rules apply to the whole property. Hence, the situation is avoided where they can 

develop in one section of the property and not in another. “It makes thing easier for them [the 

councils] to apply, and takes the heat off as well” (KI 7). Figure 6 provides a section of Waihi 

Beach which shows Western Bay of Plenty District Councils approach to property align their 

hazard zones.  
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Figure 6 Primary and Secondary risk hazard zones property aligned at Waihi Beach (Provided by 

Western Bay of Plenty District Council). 

 

Western Bay of Plenty District Council Key Informant explained the choice to property align 

coastal hazard setbacks in order to make it sensible and pragmatic. 

“If it‟s at least half or more that‟s included [in the hazard zone] then why not include 

the whole lot, cause then if someone‟s building is going to be half over or half not, do 

you then get a consent just for the bit that is affected, then the whole thing gets 

messy.... It‟s probably not the purist, because a purist would say, that‟s where the line 

is, but it‟s pragmatic when someone comes in for a consent, then you know what‟s 

going on, it‟s all or nothing” (KI 3) 

This approach “sounds quite nice and sensible and logical, but what if it just nicks the 

property, which way do you go?” (KI12). Unless you want a big fight in the Environment 

Court, KI 12 suggested “you just have the line where it is, and you don‟t try and realign it or 

adjust it to property boundaries” (KI 12). KI 4 also commented on Western Bay of Plenty‟s 

approach, stating that “it just makes it a lot simpler I think in terms of applying rules”. 

Legend 

         Primary Risk 

Secondary Risk  
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Another issue of this approach though is that “it does introduce potential inconsistencies of 

what your neighbours can do” (KI 4). 

KI 10 disagreed with this approach because “it should never be tinkered with to deal with that 

scenario if it‟s a true hazard line. Because the hazard line should not worry what it does or 

doesn‟t include. It should be what is the risk to the property?”. KI 10 however does see the 

logic in it especially when already so much uncertainty exists that properties could be 

considered as either in or not. However, “if you are talking about houses 20 metres from the 

sea well then you probably are going to have to draw lines through the properties because 

that‟s the way it is”. This is because “it makes a nonsense if you have a line that goes all over 

the place”. One other aspect mentioned by is that the hazard zone “can change from day to 

day”. Therefore property aligning setbacks may not be so practical when the hazard zone 

could be in a different place when recalculated as stated by KI 4.  

 

 

5.4.3 Tauranga City Plan 

 

The Tauranga District Plan is currently being reviewed and has now been titled the Tauranga 

City Plan 2010.  Although the Proposed Plan has no legal effect currently, it is focussed on in 

this chapter in order to demonstrate the direction that the council is heading in. Chapter 8 on 

„Natural Hazards‟ under the Proposed Plan provides rules in order to manage development in 

the hazard zones. The Plan has identified a Coastal Hazard Erosion Plan Area (CHEPA) 

which identifies where erosion along the open coast is likely to occur. These are also provided 

for the in the Operative Plan. This includes three zones: 

Current Erosion Risk Zone (CERZ): the zone that is subject to, or is likely to be subject to, 

adverse effects from annual storm effects. 

50-year (2060) Erosion Risk Zone (50-year ERZ): the area that is subject to, or is likely to 

be subject to, a net shoreline retreat from sea-level rise to 2060.  

100-year (2110) Erosion Risk Zone (100-year ERZ): the area that is subject to, or is likely 

to be subject to, a net shoreline retreat from sea level rise to 2100.  
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An example of these zones is provided for in Figure 7 which is of a section of Papamoa, from 

the Proposed Plan. A Coastal Protection Plan Area has also been identified under the 

Proposed Plan, which identifies areas of undeveloped rural land along the open coast, to 

identify the area likely to be at risk from coastal erosion or inundation within 100 years. This 

Plan Area includes Papamoa East through to the Kaituna River mouth (Tauranaga City 

Council, 2010).  

 

Figure 7 Proposed Plan CHEPA for Taylor Road, Papamoa (Provided by Tauranga City Council)  

 

The Plan provides a number of rules, including (8.8) that subdivision is a prohibited activity 

within the 50 and 100 year ERZ where an alternative building site is not provided. Within the 

matters of discretion of restricted discretionary activities, discretion is given to: “(e) the 

provision of an alternative building site: and that alternative building site remains as vacant 

land for the duration of the land use consent until it is required for the relocation of 

buildings”. There is also clear recognition of the importance of maintaining healthy dunes to 

provide a natural buffer.    

A multi-zone approach taken by Western Bay of Plenty and Tauranga is viewed as effective 

as it “provides for a cascading solution on existing developed areas” (KI 1) and “a framework 

Legend 

 Current Erosion Risk Zone 

 50-yr Erosion Risk Zone 

 100-year Erosion Risk Zone 
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for policy in the plans (KI 16). Therefore different levels of restriction can be applied 

depending on the risk. However what is interesting about Tauranga is that the same rules are 

applied in the 50 and 100 year zone. This is an issue that has been raised by the public as “if 

there is no difference in the rule base, why should there be different zones?” KI 1 assumes in 

this case risk zonation is “purely more about identifying the notation of risk on the plan to a 

person”. 

Tauranga City Council takes a managed retreat solution as does Western Bay of Plenty 

District Council. It requires the identification of an alternative building site within the 

property. Whakatane‟s approach is based on the same model, but their alternative building site 

doesn‟t have to be on the site they own. “So they could pick the house up and transfer it 10km 

down the road, and they‟ve got another site somewhere else, and that‟s how they manage it” 

(KI 1). 

One pragmatic rule in dealing with minor issues adopted in the view of KI 1 from Tauranga 

City Council is that minor constructions on private property are a permitted activity in the 

CERZ. The CHEPA guidelines have been designed and redesigned and provide “an 

alternative solution or acceptable solution to constructing minor structures on your property”. 

This is because putting up a clothesline or building a small deck or other small structures does 

not increase the risk: 

“And that was an issue we had with the plan when it was first drafted, was all those 

things would require resource consent. So we came up with that pragmatic solution in 

setting up those guidelines. So that‟s management. It really is a complex issue. It 

sounds really simple I think on face value” (KI 1) 

This Bay of Plenty case study demonstrates the approach taken by one region. It shows that 

even within a region, neighbouring districts can have variation in the determination of setback 

zones as well as the rules applied. In order to show variation at a regional level, this will be 

compared with Auckland‟s approach. This region was chosen because of the significantly 

different approach taken. It is also New Zealand most populated city, and therefore is exposed 

to development pressure.  
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5.5  Contrasting Approach: Auckland  

 

Auckland Regional Council does not identify hazard setbacks in their regional coastal plan.  

In 2006 Tonkin and Taylor were commissioned to do a „Regional Assessment of Areas 

Susceptible to Erosion‟ in order to determine coastal hazard zones for the Auckland region. 

This report can be found on the Auckland Regional Council website under „Technical 

Reports‟ and identifies areas at coastal hazard risk.  The ARC chose not to provide this 

information in their Plan, but rather to take an advocacy approach were the hazard 

information is provided, but people make their own judgment about living in a hazardous 

environment. 

The Plan does identify Coastal Protection Areas, which are areas of significance due to their 

ecological, landform or geological value. These are not based on hazard identification 

however (Auckland Regional Council, 2004). The approach taken, as expressed by KI 5 and 

KI 6 from the ARC is to provide coastal hazard information. However, regulating identified 

hazard zones through the coastal plan is not seen as the best option.  “This just gets peoples 

backs up” (KI 5).  Rather people should make their own choices about living in hazardous 

areas:  

“It‟s about trying to get it out to the public and getting people to understand it. So 

that‟s where our role comes in, trying to identify the people that are at risk, and again 

taking responsibility for that risk that they face, especially from coastal inundation” 

(KI 6)  

Auckland is also not exposed to the same level of risk compared to other regions like the Bay 

of Plenty and Coromandel, and therefore setbacks aren‟t deemed to be necessary:  

 “We don‟t have much erosion. That‟s the main point. And we don‟t have a lot of 

developed coastline that doesn‟t have something in front. Particularly the beach 

areas, say the North Shore they‟ve all got sea walls. There are no areas that are 

natural” (KI 5). 

The coastline is also so variable, that “every 100s of metres there are different processes in 

place that will change that line....and that‟s what makes it arbitrary and that‟s why you always 

get challenged on them”.  KI 7 commented that the information provided by Tonkin and 

Taylor was not adequate enough to base coastal hazard lines on, as the Auckland Regional 
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Council did not invest adequately. Therefore a “zillion questions” would be raised if they 

were implemented if the method used “looks a bit flip floppy”. A robust method is needed to 

stand the test of those that submit he stated. KI 7 felt that the council should be taking greater 

action. This is because it is the responsibility of the regional councils to make the hard 

decision and provide direction for their district councils (KI 7).  

Tonkin and Taylor KI 12 can partly understand why Auckland Regional Council decided not 

to use the information from the 2006 assessment in their coastal plan. This is because the 

coast is already highly developed, that an identified hazard zone would create many unhappy 

properties owners. KI 12 however thinks it is “short sighted”, by dealing with it “on a house 

fall by house ... basis”, and “its pretending the problem doesn‟t exist”. A big problem for 

Auckland in the view of KI 12 is cliff erosion, where there are increasing multibillion dollar 

properties that are building palisade walls on the edge of the cliff to hold up the property: 

“But the cliff is going to continue to erode and at some point all you are going to see 

along there is concrete palisade walls poking up through the top of the cliff, which to 

me is a natural character thing and is a real shame” (KI 12).  

The district plans within the Auckland region address coastal hazards in various ways. No 

district council identifies hazard zones per se, but rather zones which consider a number of 

coastal concerns such as public access, landscape values and erosion. Rodney District Council 

and Franklin District Council will be used to identify this approach. The Rodney District Plan 

2000 addresses coastal hazards through shoreline yard development controls. The shoreline 

yard restriction is generally 50 metres in the rural zones and 23 metres in the residential zones 

where development is to be avoided. These are not identified as hazard zones but rather a 

provision for an esplanade reserve (Rodney District Plan, 2000). 

 

The Plan also has an Open Space (Conservation) Zone which also provides for a range of 

purposes including being a recreation zone, an esplanade reserve as well as providing a buffer 

against erosion and flooding (Rodney District Plan, 2000). Areas susceptible to coastal 

erosion are also noted on the Land Informant Register (Berry, 2000). The Plan also identifies 

certain coastal settlements which are subject to coastal inundation and flooding in a severe 

storm event. This is specifically for the High Intensity and Medium Intensify Residential 

Zones, where rules are imposed as well as additional assessment criteria (Berry, 2010). 
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The Franklin District Plan 2000 has coastal setbacks in place known as Coastal Protection 

Yards. These yards serve the purpose of maintaining natural character of the coastline, as well 

mitigating the effects of erosion. These coastal yards are not based on a particular 

methodology, but rather on a subjective assessment (Franklin District Plan, 2000). Buildings 

and structures must be setback 30 metres from MHWS in the residential, rural-residential and 

business zones, and 60 metres in other zones (Tonkin and Taylor, 2007). Where development 

is proposed within the protection yard, Council also require an assessment on the vulnerability 

of the subject area to erosion as part of the application (Franklin District Council, 2000).  

Plan Change 14 (which is currently under appeal) addresses the management of coastal 

hazards with the establishment of a Coastal Protection Setback with subsequent rules in place 

(Berry, 2010). The purpose of these is to provide for a range of values including most notably 

the avoidance of coastal hazards; protection of natural coastal buffers; maintenance of natural 

coastal processes;  protection and enhancement of coastal margin habitat and ecology; 

provision for the protection of amenity and the maintenance and enhancement of public 

access (Tollemache, 2005).  

The approach taken in the Auckland region is vastly different to that of the Bay of Plenty 

region. First, the ARC does not identify a coastal setback in their Plan, leading to highly 

different approaches by their territorial counterparts. Also the setbacks employed in the 

Auckland region provide for a number of values, rather than identifying hazard zones. It 

therefore indicates that coastal setbacks do not necessarily have to be based on hazard zones. 

The Bay of Plenty and Auckland are only two examples of how setbacks have been 

employed. It indicates the variation that can exist at the regional and local level. 

 

 

5.5.1 Integrated Setbacks  

 

There were differing views from key informants as to whether integrated setbacks which 

considered a number of values were beneficial in practice. KI 10 believed it was appropriate, 

in particular in dealing with “the whole coastal squeeze issue”, and ensuring public access is 

maintained. However, there are implications, particularly of a one multi-value setback. This is 

because the value of the setback can be watered down too much for the people at the back, 
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creating unnecessary restriction (KI 10). Integrated setbacks were also supported by KI 16, 

stating that foremost they need to based on hazard risk, and then values such as natural 

character can be incorporated to provide a “foreshore protection zone”, rather than a “hazard 

zone”.  

Greater recognition of the alternative benefits of setbacks is occurring, with increased 

consideration given to natural character, amenity and views, and therefore the values provided 

for in the RMA. “So now there is probably more of an overlay type of approach in terms of 

public access and amenity” (KI 12). Integrated setbacks are “just inevitable” (KI 7).  However 

integrated setbacks have much more value for green field development where coastal values 

are still intact (KI 7).  

Hazard zones have spin off benefits in protecting other coastal values, and therefore they 

often don‟t need to be considered, as they are protected within the hazard zone (KI 4). This is 

also recognised by KI 1. Identifying these values “in the district planning maps so people 

could simply look at it and have a pretty good idea of whether they could develop there or 

not” would be great.  But ultimately these things are considered when a subdivision or land 

use consent goes through (KI 4).   

There was however the opinion from three coastal consultants that different coastal hazards 

should not be integrated into one zone, such as erosion and flooding. This is because “they are 

very different. They are managed quite differently” (KI 9). “Inundation tends to be an 

episodic hazard whereas erosion is something that is progressive” (KI 8). “The line would 

become meaningless it wouldn‟t be useful. It‟s better to have them separate for management 

purposes; you can do more with them” (KI 7).  

There is clear value of integrated setbacks, and this recognition is growing. This topic relates 

back to the communication of setbacks and the importance of being explicit about what the 

setback represents in order for integrated setbacks to be effective in practice.  
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5.6  Conclusion  

 

The implementation of setbacks into plans was indicated as a significant issue, as ultimately 

setbacks are worthless without management around them.  This chapter demonstrates the 

importance of clear communication in plans in order for management to be effective, and 

ensuring that consistency in the rules by councils is maintained. It is also shown that the way 

in which setbacks can be used as a management tool varies between regions, and also 

neighbouring districts. There is a wide range of approaches of delineating setbacks as also 

demonstrated in this chapter, with different values considered, as well as different ways of 

drawing the line.  This purpose of this thesis is not to evaluate the approaches taken between 

councils but to demonstrate that there is no one way in which setbacks can be used to manage 

coastal hazard risk.  The following chapter will look at the higher level issues of coastal 

planning, which can influence whether coastal setbacks are effective or not.  
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6 

Barriers to 

Implementation 
 

 

6.1  Introduction  

 

Coastal hazard planning is a challenging and complex area of planning, with a number of 

barriers in the way to overcome. This chapter seeks to address what issues in coastal hazard 

planning exist in relation to coastal setbacks in order to answer Objective 2.  Changes that 

could be made to see more effective coastal setbacks in the future based on the view of those 

that work in the field will also be addressed through these findings in relation to Objective 3.  

A number of issues were brought up, and those that were deemed to be of greatest threat to 

successful coastal setbacks are focussed on in this chapter.   
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6.2  Statutory Framework  

 

Current legislation was identified as a major barrier to successful coastal hazard planning and 

therefore the effectiveness of coastal setbacks in practice. One of the few positive comments  

made was that there had been improvements to legislation “but it‟s been slow and halting and 

one step forward, two steps back, two steps forward, one step back” (KI 10). “One of the 

things about coastal management is that we have always reacted to stuff, like storms and those 

kinds of things. Very rarely is there evidence that we‟ve actually planned for stuff and 

carefully thought about it” (KI 11). The majority of views were pessimistic of the current 

planning regime for a number of reasons.  

A mistake was made when the management of the coast was absorbed into the „effects based‟ 

RMA, which has meant legislation doesn‟t deal with the coastal marine area very well in KI 

10‟s opinion. The introduction of the NZCPS tried to address this issue, however “it hasn‟t 

really worked, because local government isn‟t strong enough” (KI 10). KI 13 commented on 

coastal managements as “almost a no man‟s land”. This is because the direction that comes 

from the NZCPS “is quite vague”. It has also been regarded as “a vacuum of guidance”, by KI 

11, which has meant the whole perspective of coastal management has been tackled too 

narrowly, “and that‟s where we‟ve kind of got stuck” (KI 11).  

The „effects based‟ approach of the RMA was considered “ad hoc” by KI 13, and a barrier to 

a long-term sustainable vision. “But if you keep solving it in ad hoc packages you are going to 

end up with something that is going to look like a patchwork quilt and is just basically ugly 

which goes against everything the New Zealanders value about the coast “(KI 13). This is 

because there is “no overall perspective”, with each issue dealt with on its own merits giving 

“really disjointed coastal management” (KI 13).  

Many other comments were made regarding the RMA, including that it “sounds good in 

theory but it is very inflexible” (KI 7) as well as noting that “under the RMA, we should 

avoid or mitigate, and most of the time we only mitigate. It is very rare that there will be any 

avoidance behind undertaken” (KI 14).   

The NZCPS has been regarded as “the main issue at the moment to do with generic coastal 

management is the NZCPS” (KI 2). This view is also held by KI 5, in that it‟s still just a 

generic type document and actually doesn‟t make a lot of difference. The delay from central 



  Chapter Six: Barriers to Implementation 

 

78 
 

government to release the new NZCPS is also viewed as a significant issue as it is stalling the 

current direction of coastal management, as well as creating confusion for people on what you 

can do as mentioned by KI 13. This has also been regarded as a barrier by KI 2, particularly 

when a lot of councils are currently reviewing their coastal plans and have no direction from 

central government.  

 

 

6.2.1 Local Government  

 

The lack of integration between the direction that comes from central government and what is 

happening at local government level is regarded is an issue.  This means “a lot of the time 

you‟re going down a track and then you‟ll need to change something and backtrack or go 

back to the drawing board  and realign it so that is giving effect to a policy document that sits 

higher in the hierarchy” (KI 2). Plans are also not responsive enough to change as stated by 

KI 1. For example if a new IPCC figure comes out “it might take you four years before you 

decide to implement a plan change. Part of the way through you‟ll get a new one. Part of the 

way though the process, how do you deal with that?” (KI 1). This is particularly a problem 

when coupled with a lack of resources at in council. This is largely a capacity issue as 

identified by KI 11 and KI 4, as “most council‟s tend not to have teams of coastal people, they 

are reacting to policies and they‟ve got deadlines that they‟ve got to meet” (KI 11).  

The integration of planning legislation with other relevant legislation such as the CDEMA 

Act also surface as a problem.  The CDEMA has a philosophy of the 4 „R‟s. However the Act 

passes over the responsibility of „reduction‟ over to the RMA: 

“Now planners often aren‟t often aware that under the CDEM they are responsible 

for risk reduction...So part of the problem is they are developing these CDEM group 

plans which are very much response, operational focussed, rather than risk reduction 

focussed” (KI 14)  

It was also suggested that planners and emergency management officers need to ensure 

consistent policies between the CDEM group plans and regional policy statements, “because 

otherwise you are going to have inconsistent policies between the two, and how are you going 

to achieve sustainable management under both acts without having some consistent, 
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integrated approach?” (KI 14). There have been improvements in regards to this with the 

second generation CDEM group plans and the regional policy statements as noted by KI 14, 

particularly in Environment Waikato and Environment Bay of Plenty.  

 

 

6.2.2 Central Government  

 

One significant barrier recognised was the lack of national guidance provided on coastal 

hazard management, hence, creating problems at the local level when they are left to make 

difficult decisions. “Because we do under the RMA have all these tools available. We have 

national policy statements and NES and all that, and they are not being used to the best of 

their ability” (KI 14).  This was also raised by KI 10 who explained that the lack of work done 

by some council on coastal hazards to some extent is a failure of local government but also 

due to a lack of central guidance:  

“The whole RMA was based on delegation and providing national oversight through 

national standards and national policy statements. But there have been none. So you 

can‟t blame local government entirely. It‟s partly that and partly national government. 

So where does one begin as to where the fault lies?” (KI 10) 

“The governance we have now doesn‟t allow for decisions to be supported” (KI 13). This is 

an issue surrounding coastal hazards especially as there is fantastic resistance to impose 

coastal setbacks (KI 10). “It‟s pretty much got to happen for people to adapt to future changes 

and to maintain resilient communities and in the face of climate change. People are going to 

resist it like nothing, so who actually makes that decision?” (KI 13).  

Due to a lack of guidance through the RMA and NZCPS it has also created inconsistencies 

between councils as to how they deal with coastal hazard management, including coastal 

setbacks. This means where we‟ve ended up in the situation where “you‟ve got these overly 

prescriptive approaches that some regional councils have adopted like EBoP for one, through 

the to the other extreme where councils haven‟t even started” (KI 11). 
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The Wellington City Plan for example “just doesn‟t deal with coastal hazards at all”. One 

reason suggested for this it that coastal hazards are not a huge issue for Wellington compared 

to the likes of Kapiti for example.  

Crown ownership was raised as a significant issue to in regards to coastal hazard planning by 

KI 10. Because you can‟t get coastal hazards right until you get the underlying legislation 

right and the underlying ownership issues right. KI 10 believed that the Crown needs to 

exercise ownership. Because at the moment people are still building private seawalls on 

public land on the beach. And it just doesn‟t deal with that because of the ownership issue. 

“It‟s still a pioneer approach” (KI 10). 

The Department of Conservation (Doc) as a coastal agency has also been criticised, with KI 

10 stating “that in a way DoC has failed as a coastal champion” (KI 10). DoC‟s original 

purpose did not include the conservation of coastal resources, which means they haven‟t dealt 

with it well. In regard to the proposed NZCPS 2008, “they didn‟t really apply that much 

expertise or seniority, they didn‟t put together a team that was commensurate with producing 

what is still, the only national policy statement” (KI 10). KI 7 also concurred with this view, 

in that “the NZCPS has really not had an organisation that has effectively promoted it”. The 

political interference into the NZCPS was also regarded as strong, that even when that 

political interference doesn‟t occur “the way in which the department makes its decision about 

getting involved or not getting involved and the way it operates is so brutally frank crass and 

inadequate”. There is therefore a need for an agency “that has clear responsibilities, undivided 

responsibilities” (KI 10). 

The need for greater central guidance was strongly supported. There needs to be a “better 

vision at the regional level so they can actually say, right that beach, that is a no go area, don‟t 

even bother, this beach here, okay that we can subdivide” (KI 13). KI 14 stated providing 

central guidance takes the pressure out of council‟s hands, as well as remove politics from the 

local level.  

“Now central government has decentralised, and its power to the people, which is fine, 

community based decisions for community problems, but communities and councils want 

a certain amount of direction. There is conflict between wanting help, but then they don‟t 

want to be told what to do. I think that can be worked through. There is a very clear point 

towards central guidance” (KI 14).  
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The suggestion was also raised to the idea of having incentives and greater national 

monitoring to lead to capacity building and better and more consistent results by KI 10.  

“In some places in Australia if people produce good plans they get assistance....... If 

counties or areas wanted government subsidies they had to produce good plans. So all 

these things could lead to capacity building and can lead to better and more consistent 

results. But not just putting in a national policy statement, it‟s not going to do it. So you 

need a whole range of things and more guidance is a good thing” (KI 10).  

Another reason for the support for higher national direction is that there is “no organisation 

stepping in” (KI 13). This is because organisations are strapped for cash, and they have to 

make choices of where they get involved (KI 13). There currently isn‟t an independent body 

that is actually thinking about coastal issues: 

“So who is? No one. It‟s the ad hoc Bobs at universities. And if you cast your eyes 

across universities there are really only half a dozen people working on coastal 

things...So New Zealand is very poorly served in terms of having some form of critical 

think tank around coastal management” (KI 11)   

Results have shown that legislation is halting the effectiveness of coastal hazard planning. A 

number of issues were raised, including the RMA 1991 being „effects based‟ creating an ad 

hoc approach to the way coastal planning is dealt with. A lack of guidance is also an issue 

which is demonstrated with the current status on the NZCPS, creating an issue for local 

councils. A lack of integration between central and local government was raised as an issue, 

as well as the relationship between agencies involved in coastal hazard planning, particularly 

between CDEM group plans and regional policy statements. 

 

 

6.3  Desire to Live on the Coast  

 

The desire to live on the coast was recognised as a significant barrier to the implementation of 

setbacks. This is because people are willing to take on the risk of living in a hazardous 

environment to live as close to the beach as possible. Coastal property owners don‟t seem to 
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grasp the concept of the risk associated with living on the coast. “I still don‟t think we have 

learnt from my observation just how dangerous the coastline can be” (KI 16).  

When directly faced with the realisation of coastal hazards it has been demonstrated as not 

being easy to influence people to move out of the area: “What do you do at places like 

Haumoana where the people don‟t want to move and they have waves crashing through their 

houses regularly (KI 14). In Haumoana the council have tried to do a number of things in the 

past to encourage people to leave the hazardous area, such as offering them blocks of land as 

discussed by KI 11, yet the community won‟t budge.   

People will also accept the risk due to the belief that they will not be directly affected. The 

attitude also exists that it is their choice to live in a vulnerable environment if they are willing 

to pay the cost. As KI 3 stated people assume “it‟s not going to happen in my lifetime, my 

grandkids can worry about it. I have enough money, I don‟t care‟. I suppose you can say it‟s 

slightly arrogant” (KI 3). 

People also seem to disregard past events which have damaged coastal property, which sees 

development continuously occurring in known susceptible areas. Ohiwa Spit in the Bay of 

Plenty provides a good example of this where this has occurred.  

“There is this historic perspective that we tend to forget about as New Zealanders. We 

are not really learning from our past mistakes, we are not learning from history, we 

are not learning from the information that is out there on properties and land. How do 

we kind of stop that?” (KI 15)  

The perceived benefits of living on the coast often prevail over the possible risks as stated by 

KI 14: “I think the biggest issue is that people want to live as close as they can to the ocean, 

and it can be quite difficult to convince people of the necessity I guess, of setting development 

back”. KI 13 also comments that erosion is not thought about when buying a coastal property. 

“They are looking for this wonderful spot at the beach, and it‟s a good price”. In the face of 

coastal erosion or inundation there is an attitude that people will be protected with sea walls, 

and therefore living in a susceptible area is not a problem in the view of KI 13. This view is 

also taken by KI 7 that “we are still in that coastal engineering paradigm where people, if they 

are threatened, a hazard is managed by managing the hazard rather than managing the people 

(KI 7). As suggested by KI 11 what‟s been the point of hazard setbacks if this is the case? 

The continual rising of property prices also does not help people‟s perceptions of risk: 
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“And for the coastal area as well, property prices haven‟t really helped in the last 

number of years, because people are willing to take the risk, because of the perceived 

benefits of the living by the coast, where you have the amenity value, recreational 

value, access and all that” (KI 14).  

It is also suggested that hazard events can create great acceptance of the risks exposed to on 

the open coast. “There is nothing like having a big landslip next door to stir the neighbours up 

a bit” (KI 5). However the effects of this are quickly lost. “If you try and do that two years 

later, nothing. No one wants it near them, everyone wants it [setback lines] taken off” (KI 6).  

As demonstrated the desire to live on the coast therefore provides a major obstacle to 

successful planning, particularly when people are willing to take on those „risks‟, and still live 

in vulnerable areas because “they just don‟t care about the rules” (KI 3).  This is also an issue 

when the greater community are left to pay for property that is affected by coastal hazards. 

This pushes the need for greater owner responsibility if people want to take those risks as 

suggested by key informants.   

 

 

6.3.1 Owner Responsibility  

 

If people want to live in a hazardous environment, then one idea suggested is that greater onus 

needs to be put on the individual so they pay the consequences.  Rather than having setbacks 

in place, if people knowingly decide to building in a hazard area, then the responsibility is left 

with them, and not the ratepayer as suggested by ARC key informants. 

KI 5 suggested that insurance companies should focus on the individuals at risk, and raise 

their premiums, rather than spreading the risk across everybody which is currently the case. 

”It‟s trying to push the individual responsibility aspect”. The approach that needs to be taken 

is about identifying those areas at risk and letting people know. However KI 6 knows this will 

be a difficult task, “I haven‟t worked exactly how easy it‟s going to be”. KI 6 makes an 

argument that why should the councils pay if a property is affected by a coastal hazard, 

because “if someone‟s house burns down they don‟t go to the council you‟ve got to fix my 

house, it doesn‟t work like that”.  



  Chapter Six: Barriers to Implementation 

 

84 
 

Councils need to take a stand, so “if you buy 50,000 dollars of shares and they go bung, well 

council won‟t come and give you your money back. So if you make a stupid decision and buy 

in a perilous zone, and you lose your house, well it‟s unfortunate, but tough.  In some ways 

that is what is playing out at Haumoana” (KI 11). As explained by KI 11 the Council have 

refused to get involved where recently a number of properties have been affected by the 

coastal processes. The reason for their decision is because as soon as they start protecting 

some properties there will be an expectation that everyone along that strip will be protected.  

Key Informant 11 believes this is a sensible decision by the Hawke‟s Bay Regional Council. 

“The locals hate it of course but you‟ve only got 50 locals so they are kind of expendable” (KI 

11). 

 The situation of Auckland‟s North Shore coastal cliffs was also highlighted, where property 

owners are spending millions of dollars building palisade walls in order to protect their 

property from hazard risk.  

“They shouldn‟t be allowed to build a palisade wall and stuff up the cliff, and when 

your house goes that‟s a shame.  You take the risk. That comes back to what do you 

do. I‟m not suggesting it‟s easy. But some hard decisions need to be made somewhere 

along the line” (KI 11). 

The desire to live on the coast is a major implication for coastal hazard planning, where the 

perceived benefits outweigh the perceived risks. A possible way to help deal with this is to 

place greater responsibility on the individuals who chose to take those risks. Therefore the 

greater community aren‟t left to pick up the pieces.  

 

 

6.4  Existing Property 

 

Existing property has been viewed as a significant barrier to establishing setbacks in many 

cases. A large proportion of the coastline is developed, therefore the implementation of 

setbacks can affect many coastal property owners.  Identifying coastal properties at risk can 

be viewed as “as an erosion of their private property rights” (KI 1). This view was also 

supported by KI 9 and KI 12, with KI 11 stating that: 
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“The problem always comes when you are suddenly putting lines through people‟s 

property, and when people have got their houses seaward side of the hazard line, 

which you don‟t find in many places but you do find in the Bay of Plenty and parts of 

Waikato. That is the real hazard of the dilemma really. What do you do about that?” 

(KI 11).  

Establishing coastal hazard setbacks zones is a struggle for already established communities. 

This was the case for Papamoa Beach and Waihi Beach in the Bay of Plenty (Bell, 2001). One 

of the main reasons for this issue is the perceived affect that it can have on property prices as 

indicated by KI 14 and KI6.   

“No matter what information I put in front of you [as a property owner] you are not 

going to be comfortable. It all comes down to how people view their property as their 

kingdom, and how people view the imposition of new rules over them. It‟s an 

unfortunate planning scenario” (KI 1)  

There is however little indication of the implementation of setbacks into plans having a huge 

effect on property prices. KI 14 notes that further research needs to be undertaken as to what 

the affects are “but anecdotally it doesn‟t have any long-term effect” (KI 14). This was also 

acknowledged by KI 1 and KI 6.   For example in the Bay of Plenty coastal setbacks have not 

affected property values to date as stated by KI 12. KI 1 and KI 6 both acknowledge 

worldwide research that suggests when you put a hazard line over a person‟s property; the 

property value will decrease for a short period of time and then bounce back. Because of this 

people often accept it, as “hazard identification of property doesn‟t affect property prices in 

the long-term” (KI 6). This is also suggested by KI 1 by using Tauranga as an example: 

“generally a property is transferred every three years, so therefore new people buying into that 

know that they are buying into the hazard zone” (KI 1).  

The impact that setbacks can have on existing use rights was also raised as an issue.  As stated 

by KI 2, people are often not fully aware of section 10 of the RMA. Section 10 protects 

existing lawfully established activities; however when dealing with natural hazards this 

section of existing use protection does not apply if you‟re managing activities to reduce risks 

from natural hazards. Therefore the regional council has the power to step in and take away 

existing use rights through setbacks. “So that‟s a really interesting little diversion, that hasn‟t 

really been dealt with, and no one‟s really talking about what the implications of that could 

possibly be” (KI 2). This issue is also raised by KI 1 and KI 10 of the implications of 
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imposing lines on people now when the property is already established. For example half their 

property maybe in a zone which means any further development maybe prohibited, but 

discretionary in another as explained by KI 1.  

Although hazard lines are not supported in regards to the effects on property rights, as one 

council member said “if we know information we are required to give that out” (KI 6).  

“That‟s what the LGA requires us to do, disclose any information that we have on a particular 

hazard on a particular property” (KI 6). This is also supported by KI 1 stating that if there is a 

hazard risk “we should be providing for that, for the management of that (KI 1). KI 11 

believes that “[hazard zones] should be on LIM reports, so when you do a search on your 

house if it‟s in a hazard zone, it should be flagged as being in a hazard zone. 

Institutional changes to property rights are needed as stated by KI 7, rather than the archaic 

approach that currently prevails in “which once a section is there it has to be protected, it has 

to be maintained”. Because of this approach beaches are being destroyed with sea walls. KI 7 

suggests that when you are creating a section “that section has a design life rather than being 

in perpetuity”. This is seen as a way to avoid a lot of the unnecessary constraints currently: 

“Because you could allow subdivision in the risk zone, but then you would just say, 

that section which previously had a design life of 120 years, you‟ve cut it in half. The 

front section has a design life of 30 years, maybe 60 and back section has a design life 

of such and such, you buy it, you pay the price that reflects that. So people can enjoy 

that amenity in that situation in a brown field situation, but they are explicitly aware 

of what they are buying” (KI 7).  

Property rights provide a major barrier to the success of implementing setbacks due to the 

implications is can have on coastal property owners. Because the coast is highly developed it 

places a major constrain on coastal hazard planning. The option of creating sections with a 

design life was raised in order overcome this barrier. The topic of managed retreat was also 

raised by key informants as a way in which to deal with properties that fall within the hazard 

zone.  
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6.4.1 Managed Retreat  

 

Although the topic of managed retreat falls out of the scope of this thesis, it was deemed 

applicable to mention, as it is an implication of coastal setbacks where relocation rules are 

imposed: 

“You can‟t look at setbacks in isolation because what you are looking at there is, it‟s 

almost a retreat issue; what do you do with development that is on the coast in areas 

where you should have had setbacks? Where does it retreat to?” (KI 10) 

The social issue surrounding managed retreat is a barrier to successful hazard management. 

Coastal planner KI 12 thought that a significant issue was how you would enforce the 

provision of requiring someone to relocate their house, and believed this was a largely an 

“unexplored issue”.  Ultimately the political and public pressure would be so strong that the 

council would have to come and try alternative methods first such as sand dumping or the 

construction of sea walls (KI 12).  KI 11 believed that the reality of relocating is not there, 

and it will not occur when the time came to enforce it. This is also because of the cost to 

individuals and many would not be able to afford it. This was particularly be the case if their 

properties had already been established prior to the rules coming into force as these houses 

would not have been designed to be easily moved: 

“We don‟t want to get into the position where people just abandon their properties, 

and therefore the council is left to clean up those properties falling into the beach. 

That in itself has a social cost, a loss of access cost, and a ratepayer cost, a huge 

issue” (KI 11).  

Relocatability is not seen as a sustainable option by KI 14. It is not appropriate to allow new 

subdivisions to occur when they would have to be relocated in 50 years. The solution of 

relocatable buildings is “a copout” (KI 8). “Relocatability can be a crock that might work in 

theory, but will it work in practice” (KI10). KI 10 provides an example at Kapiti District 

Council where there was an early instance of having two zones, and one zone had to be 

relocatable. However, it just had to be a relocatable construction, rather than physically 

capable of being relocated:  
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“But the issue still is when it comes to the crunch will it happen or will they say we 

need a sea wall, we are not going to move. Are these things actually going to work or 

is the resistance going to be too much” (KI 10).   

Relocation will pose a significant issue in the future as outlined by KI 11, particularly as the 

intensification of development continues in coastal areas. Many multimillion dollar properties 

are also located in the coastal environment which provides an issue when it comes to 

imposing relocation rules. It can often mean the back section has to be left undeveloped so 

you can shift your house back if need be. Therefore the “value of that land is left idle”.  

“The intensification of development will test this rule over time. Because as the land 

value goes up it will become prohibitive for people to shift. But the reality comes down 

to what the size of your house is and what the size of your section is....it shows on 

paper that you can do something [by having an alternative site] but in reality you 

can‟t. So therefore it‟s a restriction by default” (KI 11).  

It is hard to find a balance between the property owners at the front of the beach who won‟t 

want to move, and the wider interests of the community “who see managed retreat as a really 

good way to solve the problem of coastal erosion and climate change. So finding that balance 

between the community, government and market as well” (KI 15).  

Managed retreat is a way in dealing with property that falls within hazard risk zones. 

Although the theoretical underpinnings are there, managed retreat in practice is yet to be seen 

in the New Zealand context. However, the opinions gathered suggest that the likelihood of 

enforcing these rules is unlikely to be high, and the unsustainable practices of hard 

engineering structures are likely to prevail.  

 

 

6.5  Sustainable Management  

 

Ultimately the purpose of the planning framework is to manage resources in a sustainable 

manner. There was a clear indication however that achieving sustainability did not always 

occur. This creates a major barrier to the success of coastal setbacks if the short-term 

economic benefits outweigh the long-term health of the physical environment;  
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 “There is always a belief that if we compromise on the environment to manage the 

social and economic needs that everything it going to be ok. I guess my view is that the 

health of the environment underlies everything else” (KI 13).  

 This trade off of the environment for economic and social benefits is not viewed as a good 

strategy by KI 13 and KI 14. In regards to subdivision KI 14 believes that we are still not 

developing in a sustainable manner. For example a lot of new developments also have 

emergency plans because they are building in a hazardous area “and my question is, if you 

need to have an emergency management plan, if you need to rely on sirens or evacuation or 

that sort of thing is it sustainable? Are we planning for future generations?” (KI 14). Short 

electoral cycles also complicate the issue of making long-term decisions as mentioned by KI 

13. 

The current prevailing paradigm has also been regarded as not sustainable by KI 7. This is 

because an assumption still exists that if a setback is not successful in its purpose, sea walls 

and other hard structures are an alternative solution to fall back on. However his is viewed as 

“a cross subsidy, it‟s a mark externality”. This is because the people along the coast are 

protected, and the adverse consequences “are externalised onto other parties”.  

“We see the courts and councils making a lot of bad decisions around sea walls, not 

driven by any rational assessment of the sea wall under the Act, but driven more by a.) 

The prevailing management paradigm, the coastal engineering paradigm and b.) 

driven by the prevailing attitudes to property rights and what‟s appropriate and 

what‟s not appropriate. So a lot of unsustainable decisions are being made so there 

are a lot of issues around that” (KI 7).  

The need to think outside the RMA was mentioned by KI 14 and KI 7 and to develop smarter 

in regards to the design state.  Realistically “in a country like New Zealand you can‟t say 

there is going to be no development on the coast, because that‟s just not practical, so we have 

to develop smarter to incorporate whatever hazards there are into a development at the 

planning stage” (KI 14). This includes ensuring that critical facilities aren‟t in hazardous 

areas, as well as roads that allow for evacuation as suggested by KI 14.  

There is a clear indication that the overriding purpose of the RMA is not upholding in 

practice. This is because the short-term benefits of allowing coastal development outweigh the 

long-term risk. It is recognised of the value of protecting the physical environment, as the 
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importance of developing more sustainable communities from the design stage where 

possible. Existing development however makes this seemingly straightforward suggestion less 

realistic.    

 

 

6.6  Community Involvement  

 

The topic of community involvement was raised by a number of key informants, with 

recognition given to the high value it can have in implementing setbacks.  

“My personal opinion is that the real change [to coastal hazard planning] comes at 

the community level and you are best to feed good information to communities, that‟s 

the faster way to get change” (KI 7)   

Involving the community can lead to greater understanding and acceptance and better 

outcomes as stated by KI 1 and KI 7. The setbacks “that you see in the Environment Court are 

usually ones where they haven‟t engaged the community” (KI 7). Even if the community is 

not completely in acceptance of the setback rules planned KI 1 states there is merit in 

consulting because “if you get to understanding you are in a far better place than they were at 

ignorant” (KI 1). 

Other benefits expressed by KI 1 and KI 16 were that those that have lived in the coastal area 

at interest can be a very good source of anecdotal information, and often “your community is 

far better equipped to give you the information you need than what it is to go and hire 

consultants to do it” (KI 1). Supposedly empowering the community to come up with 

solutions is also suppose to get you the best outcomes (KI 14) showing the benefits that 

community involvement can play.  

Not all comments on community participation were as positive with KI 1 stating that 

community involvement is like a “double edge sword”. The implication of community 

involvement means slowing down the process of getting the setbacks into plans. Another 

issue expressed was community participation can only be allowed to a certain point, before a 

decision has to be made as debates cannot be resolved by consensus when there are a number 

of vested interests involved as stated by KI 13. “So somebody has to make the decision and 
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somebody has to make it happen” (KI 13). KI 14 also stated “I don‟t envy whether it‟s a 

council or somebody else going in and trying to have an in-depth conversation with the 

community. It‟s really hard and really time consuming”. 

Although there are reasons for and against community involvement, there was a clear 

indication that in many cases a lack of participation exists, which is an issue itself: 

“I think it‟s been one of those things that has been like an elephant in the room. From 

the perspective of community involvement in coastal setbacks, that is probably the 

most topical issue that we‟ve had, probably throughout the country in recent years” 

(KI 2).  

 

There is a clear benefit in involving the community in coastal hazard planning. However, key 

informants have identified a number of barriers which affect their involvement. These will 

now be explored, to help identify where changes need to occur.  

 

 

6.6.1 Barriers to Community Involvement 

 

One important issue expressed was that in a number of cases it is only those that will be 

directly affected, being beachfront owners that will involve themselves in the submission 

process. This means that the views of the wider community are often not conveyed. Lobby 

groups as noted by KI 13 “are probably the most powerful community group that any planner 

has to deal with” and will often represent beachfront owners. Because of their vested interest 

“they try and convince any member of the council and any member they come across that 

they legitimately represent their wider community”. In fact they typically represent a very 

small part of it (KI 13). This issue is also recognised by KI 10 that groups like the beach 

protection society are only representing own interest of having their property protected, “so 

it‟s a real problem as to how you get the community involved” (KI 10).  

A reason for the greater community not getting involved is that people who live on the coast 

have a lot more to lose than those that “visit the beach once a year” (KI 10). Also “the 

community at large are not aware of the choices that they are making when they think about 

erosion strategies” and that there are “clear winners and losers in those sorts of debates”, 
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particularly when sea walls are approved and stated by KI 13.  KI 9 states that this was an 

issue for Environment Waikato when the only people that were interested in the decision to 

put up a sea wall were those people from the front row of houses: 

“But it‟s very hard to engage and involve the wider community who are actually the 

ones who wear the long-term effect  of that decision, but they don‟t realise they are 

actually affected by that decision and that was a real challenge, to try to I guess 

involve the wider community. It‟s the whole public versus private debate” (KI 9). 

Council‟s involvement of the public has also been viewed as a barrier to good public 

participation. There is “not really much of a direct route for communities into the planning 

arena...usually the communities are at the receiving ends of hazard management plans” (KI 

13). There is also confusion of the terms „participation‟, „engagement‟ and „consultation‟: 

“A lot of the councils will say, oh yes we had a lot of consultation. Yes they showed up 

if that‟s what you mean by participation. But if you mean they actually got involved in 

determining their own future you are a bit short on that measure” (KI 13) 

Another reason given is that involvement is not always welcomed by the community, giving 

reasons for councils to avoid it:  

“Our whole thing is communicate, that‟s what we are meant to do. We need to push 

that out. But that view is not always accepted by certain groups. It‟s not politically 

palatable to put it out there. People seem to get upset when you start telling them that 

they‟ve got problems on their properties” (KI 6). 

There is a clear indication that community involvement can provide benefits in the process of 

setback implementation. It shows the need to involve the community in the process, which 

can ultimately create greater acceptance by the community when they are part of the decision 

making process. As the greater community often choose to not be involved, there is also the 

need for greater awareness and understanding to ensure they understand the implications of 

bad decisions.  
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6.7  Local Politics  

 

Political influence is prevalent in local government and recognised as a significant barrier to 

the implementation of setbacks. The general issues surrounding coastal hazard planning are 

political and public pressure. “The non-technical things are the big issues” (KI 12). This is 

because councils do not want to take the risk of imposing restrictions on coastal properties 

due to the detriment it could incur on their own future in council as noted by key informants. 

Local politics is also responsible for a lack of creativity in coastal management because 

“council are very averse to new things because that‟s not tried, true and tested” (KI 11). 

Councils are not willing to take the risk to try new things.  

“Often there are a lot of power plays going on in council, and politicians especially with 

elections coming up don‟t want to make some hard decisions (KI 14). This is also supported 

by KI 13 noting that “district councils are probably the worst when it comes to politics. The 

regional councils are better because they are that further step away”. KI 10 also commented 

on local politics with the problem being: 

“You‟ve got council officers and you‟ve got elected councillors and you‟ve got the 

whole issue of what the community will put up with. That‟s where the problem occurs 

there is just enormous resistance” (KI 10)  

 

The North Shore City Council is an example which has experienced firsthand the controversy 

of implementing setbacks on a developed coastline. The new coastal protection rules in the 

Proposed Plan 1994 were the greatest concern of the public with over 750 submitting on 

coastal related issues (Coombes, 2000). Because of the negative response esplanade reserve 

provisions were removed as well as a variation to the foreshore yard provisions to lessen 

development restrictions (Coombes, 2000). The Council was raised by a number of key 

informants as succumbing to the influences of local politics. “The politicians just grabbed a 

hold of it and threw it out the window and quick as they could before they got thrown out 

after them” (KI 7). “If you are somewhere like North Shore City Council, you are so litigation 

averse that you keep everything to the minimum, and if anyone challenges you, you roll over 

and let them to what they want. So the whole thing is toothless” (KI 11).   

Regional councils are the ones that have to make these hard decisions as the smaller councils 

are much closer to the hot seat, where a local issue can throw a member out. By getting that 
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guidance from the regional council “the local guy can say, I‟m sorry mate, it‟s those pricks at 

the regional council, even though deep down they are totally in support for what‟s being 

done” (KI 7). KI 2 also commented on the effects of working in a political organisation on 

policy writing in “that you can have policy that makes really good sense. If the councils don‟t 

like it then there‟s a good chance that it‟ll be changed to something that makes less sense” (KI 

2). In regards to this KI recognises that one of the biggest challenges for coastal planers and 

regional councils:  

“..is to be able to influence the politicians to come round to your way of thinking, so 

they feel like they are being told not what to do, but they‟re supporting your policy 

because it‟s a good idea” (KI 2).  

 

Local politics is a huge barrier of coastal setback implementation. Without direction from the 

regional or national level, it makes it difficult to implement controversial topics without 

adversely affecting those decision makers. The need for greater guidance to lessen this 

problem will be discussed in Chapter 8.  

 

 

6.8  Conclusion  

 

Coastal setback implementation is affected by a number of aspects surrounding coastal hazard 

planning, a number of which are interconnected. This includes the statutory framework which 

is providing a lack of direction for local councils. This is a major issue coupled with the 

effects of local politics meaning effective hazard planning decisions are often not being made. 

Coastal development is a clear issue, with there is a desire of people to live on the coast 

regardless if they exposed to a potentially hazardous environment and demonstrates the need 

for a greater push for individual responsibility. Property rights are another barrier and 

questions whether setbacks have been established too late. The topic of managed retreat has 

also surfaced as a tool to enable setbacks to be effective on developed coasts, but how this 

will work in practice is still to be seen.  

The concept of sustainable management was also considered an issue, because the economic 

benefits still prevail over the physical environment, resulting in a prevailing „manage the 
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„hazard‟ paradigm. There are recognised benefits of involving the community in the process 

of establishing setbacks, with a large support for a greater need as well as providing greater 

awareness to the greater community. A lack of resources was another issue raised throughout 

this chapter, showing the importance of time, money and experience to enable setbacks to be 

implemented. Overall, there is a clear indication of the multiple issues that surround coastal 

setbackimplementation.
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7 

Where to Draw the Line? 
 

 

7.1  Introduction 

 

A number of coastal setbacks methodologies exist in New Zealand, with an overview of some 

popular methods provided for in Appendix D. This means that there is variation as to how 

they have been determined resulting in different outcomes as to where the hazard line should 

be drawn. Although to discuss methods fully is not in the scope of this thesis, it was deemed 

necessary to consider the variation that does exist and the views of key informants of this. 

This is because impractical lines will not hold in practice and therefore have to be properly 

justified:  

“I mean if you do the method too conservatively it will seriously affect how you can 

use it planning. And a lot of the problems that you have in applying strict measures to 

hazard lines come back not to the policies that you are applying, but to the 

methodology we used to fix the hazard line. They become impractical..... So the two 

things, the method and the planning are not as independent as sometimes it is assumed 

that they are” (KI 7).  

Careful consideration therefore needs to given as to how setbacks are determined. This results 

chapter relates to Objective 3 in particular, as to where changes could be made to improve the 
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use of setbacks as a hazard planning tool. Two particular themes developed from key 

informants in regards to setbacks methods. This included general support for national setback 

method guidelines as well as the adoption of a risk management framework. 

 

 

7.2  National Guidelines  

 

National guidance on setback methods was seen as a positive direction by a number of key 

informants from a range of consultants, researchers and councils. One reason for the support 

was that it was felt that some councils lacked direction and the resources to make decisions, 

and greater guidance from a national level would help overcome this. “A lot of councils I‟ve 

talked to are looking for a uniform direction. And most people in council want to do the right 

thing for current and future communities but they don‟t have the tools necessarily to do that” 

(KI 12).  

It would also avoid expensive battles over which method to use as “a lot of the councils 

around here have spent ages battling about what methods they use, where the lines are and 

whether it‟s actually appropriate to do it or not. And that seems a bit of a waste of time” (KI 

4).  This would help support under resourced councils as suggested by KI 2 “to having access 

to at least some standardised plan change, that they could tinker with for their hazards in their 

own area, but the basis of the plan change is already there” (KI 2). 

Coastal setbacks are a contentious issue, and therefore taking the responsibility out of 

council‟s hands as to what method to use would be beneficial as stated by KI 3. “It makes it 

much easier for us to put them in place. Basically people can‟t argue them then” (KI 3). 

Ultimately a lot of arguments over methods end up in the Environment Court, but if 

guidelines were set there wouldn‟t be an appeal as stated by KI 3:  

“We just have to give effect; we just got to do it. And that takes a huge amount of 

pressure off the councils, that way, legally and everything else, well certainly at the 

legal side. So it‟s got big advantages there” (KI 3). 

Having guidelines in place would help to avoid arguments which are based on what method 

should be used. This is also supported by coastal consultant KI 16 due to his own experience, 
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where organisations have used different hazard methodologies, and hence produced different 

coastal hazard zones for the same area.  “And so that‟s caused huge confusion amongst the 

decision makers. They don‟t know which hazard zone to adopt”. As KI 16 explained this 

means decisions often end up in the Environment Court, with huge amounts of money wasted 

in the process and “as long as you‟ve got controversy you‟ve got potential to wastes 100s of 

100s of dollars, like the Fore World case in Napier” (KI 16).  

In the case of Fore World Developments Ltd v Napier City Council W 029/06 appellants 

sought to have land zoned „main residential‟ to enable subdivision, despite coastal erosion 

concerns. Appellants also sought changes to the coastal hazard zone which overlayed the 

majority of land at interest. This included three graduated coastal hazard zones, with rules for 

each zone. In conclusion the Court held that there will be no graduated hazard zones as well 

as no rezoning.  The court upheld the appeal in part by Fore World setting the extent of the 

CHZ on the Fore World land at 24 metres from the toe of the existing barrier scarp. What 

made this an interesting case was due to the large number of coastal hazard expert witnesses 

that were called. There were four coastal geomorphology and engineering witnesses for Fore 

World and three between the Hawkes Bay and Napier City Council.  

Communicating what the line actually means to the property owners as well as to the 

councillors and council staff is not straight forward and therefore having guidelines would 

provide a clear rationale (KI 10).  It would also stop arguments between consultants or „pre-

Madonnas‟ as KI 3 refers to them as: 

 “Sometimes you get the feeling that practitioners pick their methods or approaches 

according to their clients‟ needs. And you want to try and move the selection of 

methods, and the way those methods are used more towards understanding the issues 

properly” (KI 7). 

Determining where the line should be drawn needs to be taken out of the hands of politicians 

“because a politician at a local level will side with the majority or hear the squeaky wheel” 

(KI 1). Hazards are bringing restrictions to land, therefore the methods employed will always 

be tested. “You need a methodology that is robust and effectively creates a rod for council‟s 

back that says in this scenario thou must do these things, and it is expected of New Zealand 

that you will protect the coast from these issues (KI 1). Therefore not only is KI 1 supporting 

greater guidelines on a setback methodology, but also greater guidance on the protection of 

the coast.  
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A consistent approach to determining setbacks is also viewed as important in order to avoid 

variation between regions as to how setbacks are determined. “I don‟t see that there is room 

for neighbouring regions to take a totally different approach on coastal hazard definition” (KI 

11). From an overarching national approach, “from the uptake of councils doing it seriously, 

though to the actual methods that they adopt” it‟s “pretty diabolical” (KI 11).  

Uncertainty surrounding coastal processes was raised as a major issue when determining 

where to draw the setbacks. This has often lead to debates in the Environment Court as to 

what level of precaution do you adopt (KI 11). For example, in Skinner v Tauranga District 

Council A 163/02, the Court decided that the safety buffer zone was too cautious and it was 

removed from the Tauranga District Councils proposed plan hazard risk zones. The 

information base is not always there to manage uncertainty. Therefore more sophisticated 

methods that incorporate uncertainty in a better way are needed as indicated by KI 7. This 

would “also  drive councils down the path of better monitoring and better information 

gathering and so on” (KI 7). 

As discussed by KI 11 a lot of the litigation that occurs is because: 

“Coastal science generally isn‟t sufficiently advanced enough to yield results of a 

precision that councils want. If you are plus or minus 15 metres out on your hazard 

line judgement, in regards to science you‟d probably think that was pretty good, as a 

council you don‟t know want to do with that, and as a property owner that is half your 

property gone” (KI 11). 

This data demonstrates a high level of support for setback methodology guidelines with 12 of 

the 16 key informants showing support. This is because it could save on arguments, cost and 

time, as well as avoiding any political decisions by removing the responsibility from the local 

level to determine the methodology to use. However, a few were not as supportive as 

discussed below.  
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7.2.1 Reasons against guidelines 

 

Not all were in support for guidelines on setback methods with three of the key informants 

giving the negative implications of such a standard. Particularly KI 5 and KI 6 from Auckland 

Regional Council were against the idea for a number of reasons. These opinions also reflect 

their approach to not have coastal hazard zones in their regional coastal plan: 

“Certainly my response is that a general standard is inappropriate, and that it‟s not 

going to assist us in any matter at all..... At a national level I just don‟t see any real 

value coming from that” (KI 5)  

“You can condemn one and say that‟s a waste of time and say this is the perfect one” (KI 5). 

Also a standardised method will quickly become outdated because “our research will lead us 

to another conclusion. By the time they‟ve got it to a standard, you‟ll find it‟s over taken” (KI 

5). KI 6 also notes that generalist information wouldn‟t work at a local level, and hence 

supports the need for guidelines that allow flexibility:  

“We‟ve had regional landslide maps that don‟t really tell us anything. Regional 

assessments, they don‟t give you anything. They are based on so many assumptions 

that it becomes meaningless at a local level, where it really counts” (KI 6)  

A national standard for the Auckland region is not considered appropriate, as KI 6 feels that 

they are equipped with the resources to make their own decisions. “You do have to see that 

Auckland is a different beast; we do have more money and more resources so we can look at 

these things closer” (KI 6). KI 6 felt that councils had a duty to the work themselves, rather 

than leaving it up to central government:  

“But I don‟t think you shouldn‟t be resolving yourself from the hard work that you 

have to do. We could get knocked back by most of the territorial authorities; a lot of 

the territorial authorities will be saying give us a national standard. But there is work 

to be done; we just have to do it. We can‟t be looking for the quick fix. And a lot of the 

times we do” (KI 6)  

One of the biggest barriers as noted by KI 2 and 11 to having a consistent methodology was 

existing development, in that it is impractical to change current lines from where they 
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presently are.  The implications of applying the same rule nationwide would just not be 

practical:  

“The problem is, if you change the methodology now, and you affect some properties 

that haven‟t been identified within that coastal hazard area, you‟re going to be 

devaluating that person‟s property” (KI 2).  

The Bay of Plenty region has produced “robust and defendable” hazard lines that have been 

defended at the Environment Court, and therefore changing the lines would not be appropriate 

in the view of EBoP planner KI 2.  There is benefit in leaving well resourced councils like 

Tauranga to go on and do the work they see as having community buy in. However KI 2 

suggests that under resourced councils like Opotki and Whakatane could benefit by having “a 

standardised way of doing things” (KI 2).  

Although many supported greater guidance on setbacks methods, no key informant supported 

a uniform setback as “all beaches are different”. It would be “completely the wrong approach” 

(KI16).  Therefore guidance rather that a prescriptive mandatory approach is required. As 

outlined, there are clearly implications for having consistency and greater direction in place 

on coastal methods. This is largely due to the different approaches to coastal management that 

councils have decided to take, as well as it being impractical to change current hazard lines in 

place. Overall these results show support for guidelines in order to provide greater direction 

for councils. As there is talk of Government introducing a NES on sea level rise it was viewed 

as applicable to ask key informants views on it, and whether such a standard would be of 

benefit by creating central guidance on a controversial topic.  

 

 

7.2.2 NES on Sea Level Rise  

 

A NES on sea level rise was supported by a number of key informants in order to provide 

greater recognition that sea level rise is occurring. “We definitely should have full recognition 

by the government that sea level rise is absolutely happening both nationally, locally and 

globally” (KI 16). KI 3 also supported it as climate change “is an international phenomenon, 

and there should be some consistency” (KI 3).  KI 4 believes there is no guidance currently as 

to what figure should be used, and therefore a NES would provide that.  
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Having a NES on sea level rise makes it easier to convince the sceptics of global warming, by 

making it central government policy, “we have to give effect to it” (KI 2). There is no 

argument then as to whether sea level rise is occurring or not, so “they can stand up and say 

the government says this is the figure, we are moving on with it. It‟s not up for debate” (KI 1). 

This is important when a lot of the public are still in denial about sea level rise as mentioned 

by KI 2.  

KI 14 and 16 suggest such a standard would have to be flexible and easily updated, 

particularly when new information on climate change is continuously being released.  This is 

because any change in sea level rise instantly outdates hazard lines.  

“In 2005 I used the IPCC 2000 upper limit recommendation which was half a metre, 

and that was endorsed by MfE. And then in 2007, 2 years later 0.8 of a metre. When 

you lock that into the calculation your hazard zone goes back another 20 or so metres. 

........so that‟s the implication of hazard mapping (KI 16) 

A NES was considered too arbitrary as well as there being a lack of hard evidence of what 

future sea level rise will be by Auckland Regional Council key informants. “There are so 

many variations that we need to understand before we start putting policy around it” (KI 6). 

Stormier weather would have a far greater affect than anything to do with sea level rise, 

believing with KI 5 believing “sea level is totally irrelevant. It‟s the storms that cause the 

erosion. That‟s what‟s important, and yet we are not even looking at it” (KI 5). KI 5 and KI 6 

also felt that there was too much hype around sea level rise, and resources should be spent on 

hazards of greater threat. KI 5 stated that  

“The major affect of sea level rise are effects on roads, and it‟s going to happen on a 

spring tide during a storm. If they flood the motorway and they are closed for half an 

hour or 2 hours so what.  No number of planning rules are going to make any 

difference to that. No government policy is going to make any difference to that. So in 

effect, why worry about it? Because to redo all your motorways is just not going to 

work. It‟s just unrealistic to expect it” (KI 5)  

Rather than waste money on this matter, “in the end it may be far more cost effective to 

looking at drought and things like that, than anything to do with all this fuss about sea level” 

(KI 5). In regards to a NES on sea level rise, there are reasons for and against one. There is 

recognition that providing greater direction to councils would be of use to them, but it would 
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need to be able to be updated regularly and be flexible. Negative feedback came from 

Auckland Regional key informants who believed such a standard would be too arbitrary, and 

ultimately it was not a big issue for their region.  

 

 

7.3  Risk-based Approach  

 

Five of the key informants sought a risk-based approach to hazard planning.  Such an 

approach needs to be incorporated into the setback determination process. The main reason 

why this was felt is that social and economic consideration must also be given when 

implementing setbacks as that affects the level of risk the community are exposed to. “At the 

moment we are doing a fairly broad line, that doesn‟t matter if there is a hospital or house” 

(KI 12). There seems to be an assumption that identifying the hazard is enough, but where is 

the risk concentrated? “So if this is going to erode, what is it going to affect? What‟s the cost 

to our region if 10km of farm erode or 1km of the front of Mt Maunganui erodes? But you 

don‟t see that kind of analysis” (KI 11).  

A weakness of the current approach in the view of KI 11 is that the physical dimensions of the 

hazard are focussed on “as if the coastal landscape is void of people” (KI 11). KI 11 also 

comments that even though terms like „risk‟ and vulnerability‟ are referred to they are not 

incorporated into setbacks. This is because councils don‟t have the information and also the 

terms are often misinterpreted confusing it with probability with the opinion that councils are 

“wholly inept at dealing with uncertainty in planning” (KI 11).  

 “[The councils] whole idea of risk is actually skewed. You can‟t show me studies 

where they have quantified a risk to a community. They‟ve confused that term with 

different sea level rise projections and different places they might put the line over a 

different time horizons, but that‟s not a risk, that‟s just a probability function. And risk 

is actually a product of whether an event is going to occur and the consequences” (KI 

11) 

If risk it not incorporated it yields a „dumb‟ answer, which is neither safe nor scientifically 

appropriate (KI 11). Consideration needed to be given to what economic and social assets are 

in that hazards zone as “until you‟ve aggregated that you can‟t be in a position really to know 
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what is at stake. And surely that‟s going to drive the priority areas of where you are going to 

put your management effort” (KI 11).  

The „Coastal Hazards and Climate Change‟ guidance manual published by the Ministry for 

the Environment in 2008 which provides a risk management approach, was discussed by KI 8 

as being largely misinterpreted. The intention of the manual was to look at a range of different 

sea level rises and see what the impact would be, and then decide on the sea level rise you are 

will to accept as explained by KI 8: 

“[The Manual is] not saying that you start off with a sea level rise of 50 cm or 80cm 

and do your calculations, [but] decide what is at risk. Are you building a toilet block 

or a nuclear power station? And decide on what level of sea level rise you need to 

accommodate for the lifetime of that. So your sea level rise should be the thing that 

comes at the end of it, not the thing that you start with, depending on the level of risk. 

So is it a huge subdivision or just a toilet block that you are building? Can it be easily 

moved” (KI 8) 

A number of aspects need to be considered when councils are looking at where and how they 

should be spending their resources, and ultimately need to be those areas at greatest risk: 

“Risk varies as a consequence of, well the infrastructure and the type of 

infrastructure, its age, what its built on, the amount of public services that are in a 

place, plus the community composition, whether its old people, young people, their 

ability; their susceptibility to impact varies, and so to whether it is a light industrial 

area or a residential area or whatever it is” (KI 11)  

A whole different strategy is needed which identifies those communities that are more 

vulnerable than others and what makes them vulnerable; 

“There is a glaring hole in hazard analysis in New Zealand which is there isn‟t a 

single rigorous analysis of coastal vulnerability to climate change, whether it be 

storms and sea level rise, even if it‟s only half a metre, what it could potentially do to 

Auckland‟s economy is massive. But there is all this mucking around worrying about if 

someone‟s batch at Omaha or Pukehina is going to, whether they should be allowed to 

build, and that‟s where a lot of the resources are going. It‟s bloody crazing” (KI 11). 
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A risk-based approach to coastal hazard planning as well as to determining setbacks is highly 

supported by the key informants, in order to take into account social and economic assets as 

well. KI 11, a former consultant, in particular had strong views on this, with the belief that 

currently it is not considered well. The results show that there has been recognition of the 

need for a risk-based approach by central government, yet it is not occurring in practice.  

 

 

7.4   Conclusion  

 

This Chapter presents the views of key informants as to changes needed to the current status 

quo, particularly in regards to how setbacks are defined. Although all views weren‟t 

optimistic of national guidelines on setback methods, there was a clear indication that it had 

the potential to deal with a number of issues at the local and regional level. An overriding 

prescriptive method was not supported at all, but rather guidelines as to the approach that 

should be taken, which also would allow flexibility to occur. It was thought appropriate to 

mention the proposed NES on sea level rise as this would determine would sea level rise 

value should be used. Again there were reasons for and against this standard but ultimately it 

would provide greater guidance, with the perception taken that this is something that council‟s 

desire. There was high support for a greater risk management approach in coastal hazard 

planning that considers the social and economic aspects, rather than just the coastal processes. 

This is applicable to how the line is defined, as also how it is used in practice.  The discussion 

chapter will discuss these ideas further.  
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8 

Evaluation of Coastal 

Setbacks   
 

 

8.1  Introduction  

  

The findings of this research have signified the issues and debates surrounding coastal 

setbacks, from their determination, through to their implementation into plans.  This has 

raised concerns by key informants, supporting the need for changes and improvements to the 

status quo in order for setbacks to be more effective in practice. In order to address that, this 

discussion chapter will be organised into the three research objectives:  

1. How are setbacks communicated in plans? 

2. What barriers surround the effective implementation of setbacks?  

3. How could the use of coastal setbacks, as a land use and hazard planning tool, be 

improved? 
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8.2  How are setbacks communicated in plans? 

 

Good communication of setbacks in plans is vital for them to be effective in practice. The 

focus to date however has been on delineating the line, rather than on the line as a 

management tool. Greater consideration needs to be given to the latter, for effective 

management takes place. The communication of setbacks in plans is not straightforward, with 

a number of notable barriers. This has resulted in an implementation gap from the transfer of 

science into a management tool. The reasons for the existence of implementation gaps will be 

explored in 8.3, which will discuss the barriers surrounding coastal hazard planning. This 

section will discuss the communication of setbacks in plans, in order to emphasise the 

importance of communication, as well as the variation that exists of the use of setbacks in 

New Zealand.   

 

 

8.2.1 Value of Communication  

 

The need for justification is a significant reason as to why communication is of high value. 

Justification of why decisions are made can only occur when good, clear information is 

provided through the plan.  A lack of openness can lead to mistrust and concern within the 

community of the decisions being made by the council.  Justification is therefore vital to 

ensure setbacks are successfully implemented.  It has been recognised that successful setbacks 

are ones that are understandable for lay people, where it can be understood how the setback 

was logically determined.  

Good communication between the consultant and the planner is also important, as without a 

good working relationship it can create “a huge flaw in the process” (KI 1). The importance of 

good communication is also supported by the findings in Chapter 2. This includes the transfer 

of information from the technical reports to the planners and the general public. This is 

particularly important when scientists and non-scientists use different forms of 

communication. The planner may not understand the exact details of how the line was 

determined, and the consultant may have no experience writing a rule. Therefore effective 

communication between the transfer is adamant to ensure collaboration between the science 

and the management.  
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There have been circumstances where setbacks have not been clearly defined through the 

rules employed. Key informants described this as occurring when hazard zones have been 

used to protect something else such as areas of high value, and vice versa. This has been 

considered a weak approach where certainty is not provided on the purpose of the setback 

resulting in ineffective rules in the long-term.  If a setback is used in order to protect houses 

from hazard risk then that needs to be explicit. This again comes back to justification. If there 

is no clear reason why particular setbacks and rules are imposed, it makes it difficult to gain 

community support.  There is a clear indication of the huge value of communication from 

both international literature, and from those that work in the field.  Most notably it leads to 

better community relations, where there is less reason for disputes. This is vital when local 

politics are so prevalent as will be discussed in 8.3.  

 

 

8.2.2 Defining the Line 

 

There were mixed results of the use of integrated coastal setbacks that are based on a number 

of values.  As mentioned above integrated setbacks can become an issue where the rules are 

not clear as to what is being protected. Therefore if coastal setbacks are to be based on a 

number of values, careful and explicit defining of their purpose needs to occur.   

There is a clear trend however in the recognition of the value of integrated setbacks. It points 

towards the approaches by Healy, Kirk and Dahm and Gibberd in New Zealand at considering 

not just the hazard risk but a number of other values, including landscape protection (Healy, 

1997) and social and economic values (Kirk et al., 1999). Otorohonga and Franklin are two 

well known New Zealand examples by key informants where setbacks are multifunctional. 

This shows a trend towards greater appreciation of coastal values that are outlined in the 

RMA. It also shows recognition that it‟s not just property that needs to be protected from 

hazard risk, but also that the coast needs to be protected from development. A changing 

coastal paradigm in this sense is prevalent, moving towards an increased emphasis on 

managing humans rather than nature.  

The benefits of a holistic approach to development setbacks is also now well recognised 

internationally (Cambers, 1998; Sanò et al., 2010). This approach supports sustainable coastal 

development by preserving the natural features of the environment (Norcross-Nu‟u, 2005; 
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Fenster, 2005). However, not considering hazard zones in setback determination is an issue 

for concern as ultimately it should be the primary consideration to ensure development is set 

far enough back. This indicates that there is lack of information available on which to base 

coastal hazards on for many local and regional councils. As supported by both key informants 

and international studies, it is better to define a line and take a precautionary approach, than to 

not define a line at all.   

Combing different hazards such as erosion and inundation was not supported, nor was it by 

international studies such as (Schmidt-Thome, 2006). Flood and erosion hazards for example 

should be recognised separately, because they can be managed differently.  For example 

flooding can be managed by raising the floor level. Yet if a property becomes susceptible to 

erosion raising the floor levels won‟t help.  Therefore it is practical to identify and treat 

hazards separately. 

The benefit of having multiple zones which vary in risk was also recognised as a way of 

implementing policy. This was also supported by international studies, whereby partitioning 

varying levels of risk in setback lines can allow management and financial resources to focus 

on the higher hazard areas (Houlahan, 1989). This is particularly valuable for existing 

development allowing different levels of restrictions depending on the exposure to risk. 

Tauranga City Council however demonstrates that the use of multiple zones is not being used 

to the best of its ability where the same rules are applied to the 50 and 100 year hazard zone. 

Therefore improvements need to be made in local council to ensure the real value of defining 

different levels of risk is met.   

An interesting approach taken by Western Bay of Plenty is its approach in aligning hazard 

lines to property boundaries. Either a property is within a hazard zone or is without it. This is 

a very practical solution in order of being able to apply the same rules to the whole property. 

However, this is the only council known to do that in New Zealand, showing that there are 

also implications of this approach. Figure 6 shows how taking this approach has created a 

zigzag line, and not truly indicating the hazard risk. The impacts of this approach have not 

been investigated, but questions whether greater debate is created, particularly for those that 

just fall within the hazard zone. What is notable throughout this section as how the line is 

defined in plans can vary remarkably. This is also the case in regards to how the setback is 

managed.  
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8.2.3 Setbacks as a Hazard Planning Tool 

 

As indicated in the results, not all regions have chosen to identify coastal hazard zones. The 

approach of the ARC is working towards individual responsibility, where the information on 

hazard risk areas is provided, yet is not enforced through rules. This however could also be 

seen as a lack of guidance by the region for their district councils. This is an area of concern 

with studies showing that regional or state level direction often results in more effective 

hazard planning at the local level (Burby and Dalton, 1994; Burby, 2003). One particular 

reason for this is because local councils can shift responsibility of decisions to the regional 

level (Wyner and Manm 1986 in Burby and Dalton, 1994).  This generates support for 

regional councils to provide support and direction to their local counterparts. This will be 

discussed further in 8.3.  

District councils within the Bay of Plenty region show recognition in dealing with properties 

that fall within the hazard zone by introducing rules to deal with relocation. The reality of this 

in practice is yet to be seen but the opinions on the topic of managed retreat are rather 

pessimistic. Overall it has been identified as an unsustainable solution, particularly when 

planning for new development.  Fish et al., (2008) recognises managed retreat as an 

increasingly sustainable approach, through its pre-emptive strategy. This view is not 

supported in regards to new development however by key informants. Although it may be a 

good way of dealing with hazard risk on already developed coastlines, the application of 

relocation rules for new development is questionable. This is because if these rules are 

needed, is it a sustainable development in the first place. This is a particular area where 

further research is needed.  

The message taken from this research is that how setbacks are used to manage the coast is an 

important step that is often not given the level of attention needed. This research suggests that 

communication is vital to ensure that the public are provided with the information to inform 

them of why decisions are made. Unrealistic setbacks are not going to be accepted by the 

community, and therefore the public need to be shown the rationale for decisions made 

(Cambers, 1998).  Although variation exists as to how setbacks are used to manage coastal 

development this has not been regarded as a significant issue. Rather, it‟s ensuring that 

whatever approach is adopted, the decisions are justified and communicated, and that 

sustainable development is upheld in order to create resilient coastal communities.   
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8.3  What barriers surround the effective implementation of coastal 

setbacks? 

 

The task of implementing setbacks into plans is recognised as a significant issue. This is a 

major concern to the value of setbacks in hazard planning, where multiple barriers exist, 

restricting their use in practice. Implementation gaps clearly exist, as also recognised by 

Lowrey (1985) which largely surrounds the political nature of coastal hazard planning. The 

main barriers recognised will be discussed in this section. It must be noted that many of these 

barriers are interconnected, as well as holding different weight in the effect they have on 

setback implementation. Figure 8 below conceptualises the main identified barriers. These 

well be discussed in four main sections: local council barriers, statutory framework, the desire 

to live on the coast, and existing coastal property.  

 

 

Figure 8 The main identified barriers to coastal setback implementation  
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8.3.1 Local Council Issues  

 

Research finding suggest two major barriers exist at the local government level that can 

adversely affect setbacks in practice. This is local government politics and local government 

resources. The political nature of hazard planning is recognised internationally, where 

decisions made are usually ones without the need for statutory authorisation and have little 

political context (Deyle, 1994; Burby and Dalton, 1994). Key informants also supported this, 

noting the implications that political and public pressure can have on implementing long-term 

sustainable decisions.  This is a major concern where councils won‟t make drastic decisions 

for the greater good of the community. It is also responsible for a lack of creativity in decision 

making because new approaches are unlikely to gain political support. The prevalence of local 

politics points towards the need for greater direction from both the regional and national level.  

Regional councils are less affected by political power and therefore they need to take a stand 

for their local counterparts. This enables local councils to shift responsibility to the regional 

council, as suggested by key informants and literature. This supports international findings, 

where it is shown that greater effort by regional councils to implement hazard mitigation 

strategies, the more likely local councils will address hazards (Burby and Dalton, 1994).  Due 

to the political nature of coastal setbacks implementation, greater national direction needs to 

be provided to help overcome this barrier.  

A lack of resources has also been highlighted as an issue surrounding coastal hazard planning. 

A lack of resources, including: funds, time and experience make it hard to implement 

setbacks, particularly when they cannot afford to undertake a hazard assessment, or fight for it 

in the Environment Court.  This also relates back to local politics as councils are unlikely to 

take risks when they feel they cannot back their findings against strong community 

opposition.  

A capacity issue can mean inexperienced individuals may be left up to convert the science 

that they are delivered into management outcomes. This is a major barrier to effective 

management, resulting in inefficient rules that do not properly the support the setback 

implemented.  It can also be responsible for a lack of creative thinking, where the resources 

and experience are just not there for new approaches to be adopted.  
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A lack of in-house expertise means often decisions are left in the hands of consultants. This 

can be dangerous, as ultimately a consultancy is a business, and therefore has a strong vested 

interest in certain types of solutions.  Because consultancies are often an engineering business 

it can mean that hard engineering structures are favoured. This could also be seen as barrier to 

hazards planning when sustainability is not the overriding goal of their decision. 

The value of council resources was also supported by international studies, where the more 

resources that a community has, the more likely hazard avoidance rules will be adopted 

(Burby and Dalton, 1994). Planning staff capacity and community wealth are noted as two 

factors which are strongly associated with planning recommendations that limit development. 

This is portrayed in the Bay of Plenty where Tauranga and the Western Bay of Plenty are 

more advanced than Whakatane and particularly Opotiki in dealing with hazard avoidance 

through the use of setbacks.  

A lack of money, time, and experience is a major barrier to implementing coastal setbacks and 

effective sustainable hazard planning Local politics is also highly prevalent in coastal hazard 

planning decisions. As discussed local council need greater direction from both the regional 

and national level. This will be further discussed in relation to the current statutory framework 

which is responsible for the lack of local guidance.   

 

 

8.3.2 Statutory Framework 

 

There is a general consensus that a lot of work is needed around the planning framework 

which governs coastal hazard planning in New Zealand.  This is particularly in relation to the 

lack of direction currently provided by central government, as well integration between the 

various statutes and agencies involved in hazard planning.  

The state of the Proposed NZCPS 2008 signifies the lack of central direction as this has been 

given little priority by central government. This is a concern, as because of the lack of 

guidance provided by central government it means hard decisions are left up to local councils. 

Because local politics are prevalent at the local level, any drastic change such as 

implementing setbacks is often avoided by councils. Their own safety in council outweighs 

any long-term plans as discussed in the previous section.  It shows that direction is needed to 
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overcome this, and to take the pressure out of local council‟s hands.  Although greater local 

responsibility has occurred through the introduction of the RMA, without effective national 

direction it means often effective, long-term decisions are not being made. The need for 

greater support is evident.  

Lack of integration is also another issue raised. This includes integration between agencies 

and between local and central government. A lack of integration is also evident through the 

„ad hoc‟ approach to managing the coastal environment. This goes against the underpinnings 

of ICM where only a true integrated program can succeed (Clark, 1997). Therefore a 

framework is needed to facilitate sustainable hazard planning, which includes that all 

programs related to hazards and sustainability need to be integrated and consistent (Mileti, 

2001). An ICM approach needs to be adopted which ensures that „horizontal integration‟ is 

achieved to ensure a disjointed management approach is overcome.  

Glavovic et al., (2010) believes there is an opportunity for greater integrated natural hazard 

planning. Specifically Glavovic et al., (2010) suggests that there needs to be better integration 

of planning and emergency management for effective natural hazard reduction.  This was also 

supported through key informant interviews, where it was recognised that „reduction‟ of the 4 

Rs under the CDEMA is not dealt with well. This is because the CDEMA passes the 

responsibility of reduction to the RMA. Yet, this is well recognised. This is creating a 

disjointed approach to hazard planning, which has meant CDEM plans have become more 

response focussed than risk reduction focussed. Hazard risk reduction is the underlying 

purpose of coastal hazard setbacks, so ensuring that it is dealt with properly through the 

statutory framework is vital.  

Greater central government direction and integration are vital components of hazard 

successful planning. This will help to ensure greater consistency, greater working 

relationships, less confusion, as well as room for councils to implement hazard management 

tools, with less concern for their own political future in doing so. 
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8.3.3 Desire to Live on the Coast 

 

As expressed in the literature review and result findings the desire to live on the coast poses a 

significant barrier to setback implementation. This desire outweighs the hazard risk exposed 

to in many circumstances, making setbacks are undesirable. Because of this growing coastal 

developing trend, setbacks are seen as a barrier to future growth by restricting development, 

and therefore their implementation is going to be fought.  

It is very interesting that even when people know the perceived hazard risks of living close to 

the shoreline, it does not affect their decision to do so as suggested by the findings. This gives 

reasoning to suggest that the benefits of living on the coast override the perceived hazards, 

supporting the findings of Turbott (2006). Studies all suggest that the likelihood of effective 

hazard mitigation plans decrease when there was an increased demand to allow coastal 

development in identified hazard areas (Burby and Dalton, 1994).  

The desire to live on the coast has resulted in a trend to protect property at all costs from the 

dynamic coastal environment. Therefore people are willing to take the risk, believing if a 

coastal hazard did eventuate then the council would protect their property. This also 

demonstrates that the coastal paradigm of managing the hazard rather than the people still 

exists.   This goes against theoretical concepts in that the coastal hazard paradigm is shifting 

towards an increased emphasis on managing humans rather than nature (Hume et al., 2007). 

Although this trend maybe prevalent, in practice it still has a long way to go, with sea walls 

often winning the coastal battle.   

A conflict exists between coastal protection and coastal development. Allowing development 

in hazardous areas may be economically beneficial in the short-term, but in the long-term this 

is not likely, when properties ultimately succumb to the dynamic coastal environment. There 

is an assumption that if the economic benefits and social benefits outweigh the adverse affects 

on the environment, then that‟s ok.  The Russian dolls model of sustainability however, put 

the environment at the forefront of everything else (Levett, 1998). If this is the case then the 

environment protection should be the ultimate goal and more weight should be given to it.   

The desire to live is a major barrier to setback implementation. This is because communities 

will do all they can to fight them, particularly when coastal development is of high economic 

value. There is clear ignorance still surrounding coastal hazards. It demonstrates that there 

needs to be a greater mind-shift towards understanding the long-term benefits of setting 
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development back, overweighing the short-term economic benefits. Ultimately it‟s about 

planning with sustainability at mind, avoiding development from hazardous areas, to reduce 

vulnerable coastal property.  

  

 

8.3.4 Existing Property 

 

Existing property is a major obstacle to setback implementation. This is because of the 

implications it can have on those people that fall within the „hazard‟ zone.  Therefore 

communities will do all they can do have them removed, particularly if it could have adverse 

affects on their property value as well as their existing use rights.   

Although there is no hard evidence to suggest that setbacks can adversely affect property 

values in the long-term, property owners are unlikely to want to risk it. Results findings 

suggest that initially the property value might drop, but after six months or so, it will bounce 

back. Greater analysis however on the effect of price value needs to occur. The fact that 

property values aren‟t highly affected when identified to be in a hazard area relates back to 

the overriding desire to live on the coast, outweighing the hazard risk.  

The perceived detrimental effect on properties which are identified as being in a hazard area 

provides reason to fight the establishment of setbacks. Without the justification on which 

setbacks were determined, then councils are unlikely to enforce it because ultimately it won‟t 

hold against community opposition. The Auckland Regional Councils approach reflects this. 

Because of the effects on property, key informants questioned the value of setbacks in 

developed areas. The purpose of setbacks is to avoid development in hazardous areas, yet if 

the development is already there, is there any value of them? Although this is a practical view 

point, the need to identify hazards is important. This allows individuals to make informed 

decisions when deciding to purchase a coastal property. Not establishing setbacks in 

developed areas could be seen as an unsustainable approach, by allowing new development 

that is knowingly exposed to hazard risk 

Existing use rights is also an implication that was resulted from the findings. This is because 

under s10 of the RMA, existing use rights can be removed when you‟re managing activities to 

reduce risks from natural hazards. This can be viewed as unfair when people don‟t know they 
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were exposed to hazard risk when purchasing the property. Neighbouring properties may also 

be exposed to different rules, depending where the line is drawn. This can be seen as unfair 

and unjust.  This again provides reason of fight against them to fight against setback 

implementation.   

Existing property  provide a major barrier to the success of implementing setbacks due to the 

implications is can have on coastal property owners.  Coupled with the impact of local 

politics, major obstacles stand in the way of successful hazard management which seeks to 

avoid hazard risk.  

 

 

8.4   How could the use of coastal setbacks as a land use planning tool be 

improved?  

 

This research has identified a number of ways in which the use of coastal setbacks can be 

improved in practice. These relate largely to Objective 2, as the ways in which the barriers 

identified can be overcome. Other changes to the status quo were also identified, particularly 

relating to changes to how setbacks lines are define. The main changes as identified in Figure 

9 include: the need for greater national direction, greater individual responsibility, greater 

community involvement, an overriding risk management approach, as well as guidelines on 

setback methodologies.  
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Figure 9 Suggested changes to the status quo in order to improve the use of coastal setbacks in practice 

 

 

8.4.1 Greater National Direction  

 

The need for greater national direction is evident as explored in section 8.3. Peart (2009) 

raises the idea of a coastal commission to ensure that there is some agency advocating for the 

coast. The discussions with key informant support the need for such an agency. This is highly 

relevant to improving the effectiveness of coastal setbacks, when there is an independent body 

that can make those decisions away from the politics at the local level.   

DoC as a coastal agency is not highly valued by key informants. This point towards the need 

of a separate agency that deals with the coastal environment to ensure that is their upmost 
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priority.  Currently there isn‟t an organisation that is actually promoting coastal issues.  This 

is major concern, highlighting the need for an agency that does so.  

A coastal commission could provide the national mandate to advocate what should be going 

on in councils. Councils could also use them to ask for independent advice.  This commission 

should represent key components of the community. These people would need to have 

practical experience, be able to give expert advice, as well as have people that can understand 

technical reports. It would need to have a strong relationship with local council, since they 

represent the closest needs and priorities of their region.  The commission could also help 

overcome the „ad hoc‟ nature of coastal planning by overseeing coastal hazard planning 

issues. 

Greater national direction council could also take the form of policy initiatives to improve 

how well plans achieve effective coastal setbacks in order to leady to capacity building and 

more consistent results as raised in Chapter 6.  As suggested in Chapter 2 this could include 

tax credits or low interest loans (Beatley, 1992 in Godschalk et al., 1999). This would help to 

encourage local councils to implement setbacks, particularly for those that lack resources.  

Greater central direction through a coastal commission and the use of incentives could 

provide remarkable changes to the current status quo. Ultimately these approaches are 

recognising the importance of the coastal environment, and the need to encourage sensible 

decision making.  

 

 

8.4.2 Community Involvement  

 

There has shown to be a need for greater community involvement in coastal hazard planning. 

This is because of the benefits it can have in creating greater acceptance by the community of 

establishing setbacks as well as providing useful information in the decision making process. 

As highlighted in Chapter 6, an issue faced is getting the greater community involved in 

coastal hazard decisions.  Therefore greater awareness and understanding needs to occur in 

order to make them aware of the greater implications of bad decisions.  

Involving communities in coastal hazard planning also promotes concepts such as hazard 

mitigation, sustainable development, and integrated coastal management, where emphasis is 



  Chapter Eight: Evaluation of Coastal Setbacks 

 

120 
 

placed on involving the public through the planning process (Pearce, 2003; Berke, 1995; 

Cicin-Sain, 1993). As with all decision making processes, education, participation and 

communication are vital for effective coastal management (Cambers, 1998). Public education 

and consensus building are vital in creating decisions that are reflective of the community 

view.  

Findings suggest that involving the community as much as possible in the early stages of the 

process would be most beneficial to attain acceptance and buy in from the community. 

Providing understanding of why decisions are being made will help avoid conflict, as well as 

a greater relationship between the community and consultants and planners. This would 

include providing information about coastal erosion and what solutions could combat it. This 

will help to ensure less controversy by educating the community about what the hazard lines 

mean. Coastal Consultant Jim Dahm has been known for his „grass-roots‟ approach when it 

comes to working with the community in the Waikato region. This has included talking to 

people individually rather than just dealing with the community as whole. However of course 

this comes at a price with limited resources.   

Community awareness raising was also something that was suggested as being important, as 

currently the greater community don‟t involve themselves or often understand the 

implications of coastal hazard decisions. This could be enhanced through environmental 

campaigns that deal with hazard risk, and maybe dealt with through an agency that advocates 

for the public. This also suggests the need for a coastal commission that could be responsible 

for raising community awareness. Bay of Plenty‟s Dune Care Programme provides a good 

example of where they have enhanced community awareness and education. 

Studies have shown that communities only focus on hazards once they are directly exposed to 

them. This is clearly evident after the Christchurch earthquake in September 2010. This has 

resulted in greater media awareness of preparing for a disaster. Therefore exposing people to 

the dangers of living in coastal hazardous areas is likely to be highly educational. 

Community involvement is vital in coastal hazard planning, with general support that greater 

participation is needed. This will help in two ways: by being able to provide greater 

community consensus, which is what the RMA aims to do, as well by providing local 

information to decision makers. In order for this to occur, greater resources need to be 

expended in this area. 
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8.4.3 Greater Owner Responsibility 

 

There is a perceived notion if a coastal hazard was to inflict havoc on a property, then the 

council would be there to protect them.  People assume that if they pay more to live near the 

beach or on a cliff top, then that extra money is therefore to protect them if necessary. This 

however is not the case with ratepayers paying the cost. The suggestion was therefore given 

that if people choose to live in identified hazardous environments then greater individual 

responsibility should incur.  

The FEMA approach in the United States is one way in which those that live in hazardous 

environments pay the consequences. The National Mitigation Strategy emphasises the need of 

personal responsibility where those that knowingly take the risk are held accountable for that 

(FEMA, 1995 in Godschalk et al., 1999). This is something that New Zealand could possibly 

consider. This could involve a separate rate for people living within the hazard zone that is 

specifically for dealing with coastal hazard management at a regional level. Therefore the 

wider community aren‟t burdened with the cost due to the decisions of others. This is a smart 

and practical approach, where the consequences of decisions lie with the individual.  

Although greater owner responsibility is highly supported, this does not mean unwise coastal 

development should be allowed to occur since it is the individual at risk. This is because it is 

important that the coastal environment is protected for the greater community and future 

generations. Any coastal development should incur a hazard assessment in order to promote 

sustainable development. The need for greater owner responsibility is also being recognised 

internationally as suggested by Alexander (1999). In order for individual responsibility to 

occur, it is important that all hazard information is provided to the public. It is also suggested 

that it should be mandatory for information on hazard zones to be attached to LIM reports to 

allow home buyers to make informed decisions.  

 

 

8.4.4 Guidelines on Setback Methods 

 

A number of coastal setbacks methodologies exist in New Zealand, with an overview of some 

popular methods provided for in Appendix D. This means that there is variation as to how 
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they have been determined resulting in different outcomes as to where the hazard line should 

be drawn. Although to discuss methods fully is not in the scope of this thesis, it was deemed 

necessary to consider the variation that does exist and the views of key informants of this. 

This is because impractical lines will not hold in practice and therefore have to be properly 

justified:  

Research findings suggest that for setbacks to be effectively implemented, the decision of 

where to draw the line needs to be justified. This indicates that there is a link between the 

science and the management. This is because if a line is too conservative or does not yield 

sufficient protection, then implementing effective rules becomes difficult. Therefore careful 

consideration needs to be given as to where the line is drawn. There was support of the need 

for greater guidance on what methodology should be used. A number of reasons for this will 

be discussed as well as the current work by NIWA which aim to provide guidance on setback 

methods.  

Providing greater direction to local councils was viewed as a reason to have guidelines. This 

is because of the debate that can surround which setback to use. People will always challenge 

the science; therefore guidelines would help eliminate some of the conflict that it can create. 

If people are adversely affected by a hazard line they will argue against it. This is an issue that 

guidelines could help overcome. Battles over which method to use was also raised as an issue, 

which can be costly and time consuming. This is particularly a problem for councils that don‟t 

have the resources to go through court proceedings. Therefore providing guidance around 

methods could ultimately stop this issue from eventuating, making decisions in a timelier 

manner where rate payers‟ money isn‟t wasted.  

Consultants ultimately are part of a business, and will strive to get the results their client‟s 

desire. Providing guidance would ensure that decisions are not based on where money is to be 

made, but actually ensuring that they are determining where the environment is potentially 

hazardous.  Councils also want the best outcome for their community, therefore following 

best practice guidelines would ensure sensible decisions are made. It also has the potential to 

remove some of the political power at the local level, where councils can back up their 

decisions made.  

Any guidelines that are put in place need to be flexible at the local level to allow innovation, 

and to give consideration to different coastal environments. No support was provided for 

absolute methods but rather to give guidance around that as best practice and ways to apply 
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those methodologies. You would need to be able to tailor for each special location in order to 

give regard to the fact that the coast is so diverse; no beach is the same. Allowing local 

variation would also ensure that innovation was not lost. 

NIWA is currently working on a project on providing a technical best practice guidance 

manual to assist regional councils and local authorities to define coastal hazard zones as 

discussed in Chapter 3. The question is whether „guidelines‟ will provide enough direction for 

councils and will they take any notice of such a document? Ultimately providing guidelines 

through a NES or the NZCPS would be more advantageous in the weight that it would have. 

Under the current direction of the government who have not released the latest NZCPS it 

seems legislating guidelines is just not realistic however.  

The approach taken by NIWA is sensible and a great first step in providing greater guidance. 

Having minimum requirements that need to be considered is a useful approach without 

restricting councils to a particular method, which would just not get the buy-in.  There would 

need to be recognition as well of the variation of resources between councils when applying 

any guidance. As councils with little funding could not do the same rigour. 

Where greater guidance is likely to take affect is through the proposed NES on sea level rise. 

This will provide an indication as to what sea level rise value should be used when 

determining setback lines. This is of significance because as discussed in Chapter 7 the value 

used can have major implications as to where the line is drawn. There were comparable views 

on this topic, with support in ensuring that sea level rise is given effect to. Again a value 

adopted would need to be flexible and easily updated. The view from Auckland Regional 

Council was however vastly different in that too much time is wasted around the topic of sea 

level rise. Greater consideration should be spent on more pressing issues such as droughts for 

example which has a much greater economic impact than coastal hazards. This perception 

was interesting, particularly being that so much development in Auckland would be 

susceptible to the affects of sea level rise. It shows the realism in their approach in that is just 

wouldn‟t be practical to move development out of that susceptible area, as it would include a 

lot of the lower main city. It is also a concern though that the implications of the effects of 

global warming are being brushed off.  

Having various way in which setback lines can be determined can lead to confusion, 

uncertainty, technical and scientific debates between the experts, court proceedings and 

implementation problems (Ministry for the Environment, 2003). Therefore this issue has been 
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identified also by central government with the suggestion that clear guidance needs to be 

provided (Ministry for the Environment, 2003). There definitely is indication of the benefits 

and need for greater guidance in order largely to ensure that setbacks are less affected in the 

implications of local government politics as discussed earlier.  

 

 

8.4.5 Risk Management Approach  

 

A risk-based approach has been deemed of high value in coastal hazard planning through 

previous studies as well as through key informant interviews. This is also applicable to coastal 

setbacks where consideration needs to be given not to just the physical attributes, but the 

social and economic risks posed as well. By determining those areas of highest risk, it also 

ensures that good management occurs in priority areas. Risk management also incorporates a 

greater sustainable management framework, as well as the growing concept of resilience 

where social and community systems are also included in avoiding hazards (Beatley, 2009). 

Risk is recognised specifically under Agenda 21 also where it states that risk assessment 

should be incorporated in the planning process (Berke, 1995).  

In practice New Zealand lacks at its ability to incorporate a risk management framework. One 

hindrance to its application is that there is no common definition of vulnerability and risk, as 

well as a number of methods existing as how to assess and manage risks. This is also 

recognised by Klinke and Renn (2002). This is providing confusion as to how to effectively 

integrate risk management into practice.   

Findings suggest that identifying the hazards should only be the first step in defining a 

setback.  Evaluation needs also to be given to where the risk is concentrated and what the 

affects of a hazard would be in regards to the cost. This however just doesn‟t happen.  The 

effects of a hospital eroding would have far greater than the effects of a car park eroding. This 

needs be incorporated into the decision process as to where to draw the line. As indicated 

councils just don‟t have this information to give consideration to these aspects.  A lack of 

resources provided by local councils is a concern for vulnerability assessments to be carried 

out. Therefore large changes need to occur for risk management to be effectively 

implemented. This includes greater central government support, where mandatory regional 
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coastal hazard vulnerability assessments are carried out.  Another suggestion would be to 

provide incentives for regions where vulnerability assessments took place.   

The Bay of Plenty is probably the most advanced region in New Zealand in giving 

consideration to risk. This is through a number of reports which have been produced is order 

to come up with Coastal Hazard Risk Indicators in order to measure coastal hazard risk. 

However, this still does not consider the whole picture surrounding risk, such as the economic 

and social effects if a hazard was to hit the region.  

The approach taken by GNS Science is a risk-based approach to natural hazard planning, 

reflected in their active fault guidelines and landslide guidelines. This provides a rationale 

approach based on international best practice on levels of risk. GNS Science has also 

developed a table of consequences depending on the land use category. Therefore depending 

on what the land use is, such as a shopping centre or residential home, different 

environmental, social and economic consequences are determined. This provides a guide as to 

what the council would be willing to tolerate as well as their communities. It is suggested that 

a similar approach be adopted for coastal hazard planning. This includes the four main 

principles of gathering accurate hazard information and identifying hazard areas; preventing 

development in hazardous areas; taking a risk-based approach in areas already developed and 

communicating the risk of hazards in hazardous environments (Saunders and Glassey, 2007).  

Figure 4 provides a list of steps applicable to coastal hazard planning in order to achive a risk-

based approach.  It is suggested that such a framework needs to be introduced through MfE‟s 

guidelines.  

There has definitely been recognition for the need of a greater risk management framework, 

demonstrated through the „Coastal Hazards and Climate Change‟ manual published by the 

Ministry for the Environment in 2008. However, this has been largely misinterpreted, again 

showing the lack of understanding of risk and vulnerability. This is because instead of 

deciding what level of sea level rise you should incorporate depending on the level of risk, 

people take the 50 cm or 80 cm level with considering the impacts. Recognition of a risk 

management approach is provided to some length in the statutory framework. The CDEMA 

requires that a risk management approach be taken when dealing with hazards (Quality 

Planning, n.d.), with consideration given to the likelihood of the event occurring and its 

consequences. The Recommended NZCPS 2009 also shows greater recognition of risk 

management than the operative NZCPS 1994. For example Policy 28 states that “increasing 
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social, environmental and economic risk from coastal hazards” must be avoided.  This is a 

positive example of the direction the coastal legislation is heading towards, yet still has a long 

way to go.  

Risk management is likely to become central to coastal hazard planning, particularly in areas 

where there is already development there. There needs to be a huge increase in understanding 

of risk within the planning community to enable that to happen. This is why a greater 

framework is needed which provides councils and consultants the necessary steps needed to 

ensure that coastal hazard planning proclaims a sustainable and resilient focus.  

 

 

8.5  Conclusion  

 

Greater recognition of the value of setbacks needs to occur in order to ensure sustainable 

coastal hazard planning in practice. Ultimately avoiding areas at coastal hazard risk is the 

simplest answer in which to achieve it.  Literature surrounding coastal hazard planning shows 

a growing trend of the need to build resilient coastal cities. However, the reality of this 

concept has a long way to go.  

The implementation of setbacks into plans was indicated as a significant issue, raising 

awareness of the implementation „gap‟ present. The value of good communication in plans in 

order for management to be effective it vital, in order to justify decisions made around such a 

controversial topic. There are a number of ways in which the line can be delineated and 

expressed in plans, showing that there is no „one way‟ of approaching it.  

A number of obstacles to coastal setback implementation have been identified. This includes 

the implications of local government politics and lack of resources; the current status quo, a 

lack of national direction and integration; the overriding desire to live on the coast despite 

hazard risk, and existing property.  Many of these barriers can be present at one time, creating 

a multi-barrier issue in many instances. There are a number of recognised changes to the 

status quo that could potentially see major improvements for setbacks as a land use planning 

tool. This includes the need for a coastal commission to advocate for the coast; greater 

integration between statutes and coastal agencies; greater community involvement; greater 
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owner responsibility; guidelines on setbacks methods, and the adoption of a risk management 

framework.  

Debates will always surround coastal hazard planning decisions due to the uncertainties 

surrounding the coastal processes. Predicting exactly the shoreline will be will in 100 years 

time will never be perfect. This is however no excuse for not implementing setbacks, where 

there needs to be recognition that taking a precautionary approach is important where a lack 

of information exists. The work by NIWA to provide guidance on coastal hazard setback 

methods is a positive move in addressing the debate that surrounds methods. This will help to 

provide greater direction for local government, which has deemed necessary, as well as 

helping to avoid the debates that can occur.  A risk management approach to planning is also 

needed, where recognition is given to the social and economic consequences of decisions 

made. The realisation is noted that this is gradually occurring in New Zealand, but not well, 

with councils not fully understanding its application. 

People seem to forget why setbacks are put in place. It‟s not to create difficulties for people 

who fall within them; it‟s about planning for the future, planning for sustainable development, 

where the areas at risk are identified. It‟s about ensuring good planning, where sensible and 

sustainable practices are enforced in order to create more resilient coastal communities.   
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9 

Conclusion and 

Recommendations  
 

 

9.1  Introduction  

 

Coastal setbacks have become a widely used tool in coastal hazard planning. There is growing 

recognition of the value of coastal setbacks as a land use planning tool, partly because of the 

increasing rate of coastal development and the probable impacts of climate change on coastal 

margins.  The aim of this research was, therefore, to examine and evaluate the use of coastal 

setbacks in New Zealand as a hazard planning tool.  In achieving the aim, three research 

objectives were developed which were:  

1. How are setbacks communicated in plans? 

2. What barriers surround the effective implementation of coastal setbacks? 

3. How could the use of coastal setbacks, as a land use and hazard planning tool, be 

improved? 
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9.2  Conclusions  

 

The findings of this research highlight the value of effective coastal hazard planning. 

However, there has been relatively little effort devoted to the implementation of setbacks in 

plans to avoid coastal hazards. In many cases the existing setbacks are little more than lines 

on maps, rather than an integrated hazard management tool.  

It has been recognised that setbacks often have limited value on developed coasts. This is 

because their main purpose is to identify where development should be avoided. However the 

need to identify hazard risk is apparent, helping lead to informed decisions surrounding the 

coastal environment. The research findings suggest that coastal hazard planning in New 

Zealand has a long way to go ensure resilient coastal cities in the future. A summary of the 

main findings for the three objectives will now be provided, followed by recommendations in 

order to address some of the significant issues of the status quo.  

 

 

9.2.1 How are setbacks communicated in plans? 

 

The communication of setbacks is important. Setbacks will not be effective if the scientific 

basis for the lines is not communicated to the public, and why certain rules are imposed. 

Because existing development poses such a barrier to setback implementation, it highlights 

that we have to do a whole lot better at explaining the nature of the hazard, the level of risk, 

and the consequences that could eventuate. Then, development restrictions that setbacks 

impose are likely to be more accepted by communities.  

The findings have demonstrated the inconsistency with which councils use coastal setbacks to 

manage coastal development. This includes variation as to whether setbacks are based on 

purely hazard risk, or other values such as protection of public access and amenity.  The 

recognition of other values is becoming increasingly common in New Zealand. It points 

towards greater recognition of matters of national importance under section 6 of the RMA as 

well as the overall purpose of sustainable management. However, hazard risk should be of 

upmost importance when determining where development should be avoided from, to ensure 

sustainable future development.  
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Relocation rules are used in the Bay of Plenty region as a way to deal with increasing hazard 

risk. Whether local authorities will be able to enforce relocation rules and overcome a 

„manage the hazard‟ coastal paradigm, is yet to be seen.  However, the pressure for managed 

retreat is likely to increase, as existing development is exposed to greater risk, providing the 

need for further research in this area.  Variation as to how setbacks were used in practice was 

not regarded is a significant issue. Rather, its ensuring decisions made are justifiable, logical 

and communicated to the public, and ultimately sustainable.  

 

 

9.2.2 What barriers surround the effective implementation of setbacks?  

 

There are a number of obstacles which affect the implementation of setbacks. The desire to 

live on the coast is at the forefront of these, often leading to fierce opposition to implement a 

development restriction.  A „manage the hazard‟ coastal paradigm still prevails. Although a 

trend towards a „manage the people‟ approach is developing, the latter still has a long way to 

go. As mentioned existing development is a recognised problem due to the implications on 

putting a hazard line through someone‟s house. This is in relation to the perceived effect is it 

can have on property prices as well as the effects of existing use rights under the RMA.  

Local politics is also a major problem for sustainable long-term decisions not being made, 

because of the impacts this can have on the future of local politicians. A lack of guidance by 

central government on hazard planning also warrants these problems where local councils are 

left to make the big decisions. A lack of resources at the local level is also a hindrance when 

the money, time and experience are not there to spend on non-pressing issues. It is also 

responsible for a lack of creativity by local councils as to how effective coastal setbacks could 

be achieved.  
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9.2.3 How can setbacks as a land use and hazard management tool be improved? 

 

There are several ways in which improvements can be made to help overcome current 

barriers. This includes the need for greater central guidance to provide greater direction at the 

local level around an often controversial issue. Greater community involvement can also be 

highly beneficial, in particular for creating good community relations, as well as greater 

acceptance of hazard lines, when justification of decisions is warranted.  Greater owner 

responsibility is also important. This can help to remove conflict, where people who choose to 

live in hazardous areas do so at their own risk, taking responsibility from the greater 

community.  The value of these is further provided in the recommendations below. 

Risk management should be upheld in coastal hazard planning. Currently not enough 

consideration is given to the economic and social consequences of coastal erosion and 

inundation. It has been suggested that New Zealand lacks an ability to incorporate a risk 

management framework.  Decisions are being made as if the coast is void of people which is 

not realistic and ultimately it is not a sustainable approach to take. Risk management should 

be the underlying concept when determining where coastal setbacks should be drawn in order 

to determine what really is at risk, and what areas need greatest attention.  

There is strong evidence that greater guidance is needed on coastal setback methods. This is 

because of the variation that exists as well as the debates that can occur over which method 

should be used. In order to encourage a risk-based approach, guidance on setback methods 

should also advocate for this, including consideration of social and economic risk. Greater 

central direction on hazard identification could have profound effects on the actions taken by 

local council.  This would particularly by central government showing the serious direction 

they are taking on the issue.  
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9.3  Recommendations  

 

Based on the findings from both the primary and secondary research, the following 

recommendations have been suggested, in order to improve the use of setbacks as a land use 

and hazard planning tool.  

 

9.3.1 Recommendation One: Promote a Risk Management Approach 

 

A risk management approach to coastal hazard planning is needed. It is suggested that a 

framework needs to be determined in order to provide greater guidance to those in the coastal 

planning field. This could be similar to the work that GNS Science has provided in their 

active fault guidelines and landslide guidelines. This would include three main steps: risk 

analysis, risk evaluation and risk management as portrayed in Figure 4. This would ensure a 

risk-based approach to determining setbacks also occurred with consideration given to the 

social and economic impacts of a coastal hazard. Risk is dependent on the intensity of a 

hazard and the potential extent of damage, which is the vulnerability. Therefore regional 

vulnerability assessments would also need to be undertaken. Incentives are suggested as one 

way in which vulnerability assessments could be encouraged. Providing a risk management 

framework would be best suited in the NZCPS, in order for it to have the greatest effect.   

 

 

9.3.2 Recommendation Two: Encourage Community Involvement 

 

The benefit of working with the local community on hazard planning decisions has been 

recognised. It is suggested that this is upheld by ensuring community involvement through the 

setback determination process. This is by informing all those that are directly affected, as well 

as holding meetings with those interested. Education campaigns when setbacks are being 

determined or updated would be useful in raising awareness of the issues. These suggestions 

could be enforced by providing policies in the district plan relating to „community 

involvement in coastal hazard planning‟. Incentives are suggested as one way in which 

community involvement at the local level can be encouraged, as well as providing subsidies 

for awareness campaigns.  
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9.3.3 Recommendation Three: Enforce Owner Responsibility 

 

Coastal property owners need to take greater responsibility for unwise decisions. This is to 

avoid the greater community having to pay for the cost when beachfront properties are 

exposed to coastal hazards.  A way this could be achieved is having a separate rate system for 

properties that are identified as being at „hazard risk‟. A sum of money could be put towards 

recovery costs. Therefore if properties were adversely affected, it is the property owners that 

are paying rather than community.  

 

 

9.3.4 Recommendation Four: Promote Coastal Setbacks 

  

Coastal setbacks are currently not mandatory. However, the importance of identifying coastal 

hazard areas has been highlighted. It is suggested that coastal setbacks are more strongly 

enforced through the NZCPS, by making it mandatory that hazard identification occurs on 

subdivided coastal land. Incentives are also suggested for councils that provide effective 

management rules around those setbacks.  Those that are viewed as achieving effective use of 

coastal setbacks could be rewarded for their effort. There could also be subsides given to 

councils who lack the resources to undertake hazard and vulnerability assessments or 

experience to provide appropriate rules.  This would also help to encourage hazard planning 

that was more creative and effective.  

 

9.3.5 Recommendation Five: Promote Coastal Setback Method Guidelines 

 

The current work by NIWA to provide a technical best practice guidance manual on coastal 

hazard methods is encouraging. This will help to provide greater direction to regional and 

local councils, as well as help to avoid debate between experts. It would also help to ensure 

that more time was spent on the management aspect, rather than defining the line.  It is 

suggested that these guidelines would also be best placed though the NZCPS in order for 

them to have greater weight in practice. A section of the NZCPS could be devoted to „coastal 

hazard identification‟ which would include: policies relating to councils duty to identify 
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hazard zones; guidelines on how a risk-based approach should be undertaken, as well as best 

practice guidance as on setback methodologies, and what components should be considered.  

 

 

9.4 Future Research  

 

This thesis therefore provides a good starting point for further research into this area.  One 

particular area of interest would be to look at the effectiveness of coastal setbacks in practice. 

This could include evaluating setbacks that had been established 20 or so years ago, and 

examine whether they had achieved their purpose. This research did not gain the views of the 

community. It would therefore be interesting gain that perspective on the use of setbacks, and 

their opinion on their relationship with the council when it comes to coastal hazards. It would 

be particularly interesting also to evaluate the level of impact that hazard identification has on 

the decisions of property owners to buy a coastal property. Greater research could also be 

undertaken on the affect that hazard identification has on property prices, as research in this 

area is considered to be out of date.  

As indicated throughout this research a greater risk management approach to research is 

needed. A research topic of value would be to come up with a risk management framework 

for coastal hazard planning in order to provide greater guidance for councils. The topic of 

managed retreat is also going to become of growing importance in coastal hazard planning, 

where existing development becomes more vulnerable to hazard risk.  This has high relevance 

to coastal setbacks where relocation rules are imposed. An evaluation of its implications in 

practice would therefore be highly useful.   
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Coastal Setbacks in New Zealand 

INFORMATION SHEET FOR 

PARTICIPANTS 
 

Thank you for showing an interest in this project.  Please read this information sheet carefully 

before deciding whether or not to participate.  If you decide to participate we thank you.  If 

you decide not to take part there will be no disadvantage to you of any kind and we thank you 

for considering our request.   

 

What is the aim of the project? 

This project is being undertaken as part of the Master of Planning programme. The aim of the 

project is to examine and evaluate the use of coastal setbacks in New Zealand as a hazard 

planning tool. This is an area of interest due to increasing coastal hazard risk as coastal 

development continues to increase coupled with the effects of climate change. The use of 

coastal setbacks varies throughout New Zealand. This includes the methods in which 

determines them, as well as how they are used to manage the coast. This thesis will address: 

how are coastal setbacks communicated in plans; what barriers surround the implementation 

of setbacks as a management tool and what changes are needed to improve the use of setbacks 

in practice? 

 

What type of participants are being sought? 

Participants that are being sought are: consultants that are involved in determining coastal 

setbacks, academics in coastal hazard planning, and planners from coastal district and 

regional councils. 

 

What will participants be asked to do? 

Should you agree to take part in this project, you will be asked to participate in a semi-

structured interview that will last up to 60 minutes. The interview will involve a series of 

open ended questions covering the topic of coastal setbacks surrounding their determination 

through to their implementation into plans. Any such information will be used in an 

aggregated form only and no individual will be identifiable in the published data. Please be 

aware that you may decide not to take part in the project without any disadvantage to yourself 

of any kind. 

 

Can participants change their mind and withdraw from the project? 

You may withdraw from participation in the project at any time and without any disadvantage 

to yourself of any kind. 
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What data or information will be collected and what use will be made of it? 

The data that will be collected will focus upon coastal setbacks as a hazard planning tool, 

including the potential for a consistent method to be employed at a national scale, as well 

ways in which coastal setbacks could be made more effective in practice.  Information 

collected will cover general characteristics and personal opinions. The data will take the form 

of notes taken during the interview and audio recording if permitted. This project involves an 

open-question technique where the precise nature of the questions which will be asked have 

not been determined in advance, but will depend on the way in which the interview develops. 

Consequently, although the Geography Department is aware of the general areas to be 

explored in the interview, the Department has not been able to review the precise questions to 

be used. In the event that the line of questioning does develop in such a way that you feel 

hesitant or uncomfortable you are reminded of your right to decline to answer any particular 

question(s) and also that you may withdraw from the project at any stage without any 

disadvantage to yourself of any kind. This information gathered will be used in writing of a 

thesis as part of the Master of Planning programme and only the named researcher and the 

researchers‟ supervisor will have access to the raw data. 

 

The results of the project may be published and will be available in the University of Otago 

Library (Dunedin, New Zealand) but every attempt will be made to preserve your anonymity. 

You are most welcome to request a copy of the results of the project should you wish. 

The data collected will be securely stored in such a way that only those mentioned below will 

be able to gain access to it.  At the end of the project any personal information will be 

destroyed immediately except that, as required by the University's research policy, any raw 

data on which the results of the project depend will be retained in secure storage for five 

years, after which it will be destroyed. 

Reasonable precautions will be taken to protect and destroy data gathered by email.  

However, the security of electronically transmitted information cannot be guaranteed.  

Caution is advised in the electronic transmission of sensitive material. 

 

What if participants have any questions? 

If you have any questions about our project, either now or in the future, please feel free to 

contact either:- 

Alex Scouller     

Department of Geography    

University Telephone Number: (03) 479 4218 

 

or 

 

Mike Hilton 

Department of Geography 

University Telephone Number: (03) 479 8778 
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Coastal Setbacks in New Zealand 

CONSENT FORM FOR PARTICIPANTS 

I have read the Information Sheet concerning this project and understand what it is about. All 

my questions have been answered to my satisfaction. I understand that I am free to request 

information at any stage. 

I know that: -  

1. My participation in the project is entirely voluntary; 

 

2. I am free to withdraw from the project at any time without any disadvantage; 

 

3. Personal identifying information [notes/audio-files] will be destroyed at the 

conclusion of the project but any raw data on which the results of the project depend 

will be retained in secure storage for five years, after which it will be destroyed; 

 

4. This project involves an open-ended questioning technique where the precise nature of 

the questions which will be asked have not been determined in advance, but will 

depend on the way in which the interview develops and that in the event that the line 

of questioning develops in a way that I feel hesitant or uncomfortable I may decline to 

answer any particular question(s) and/or may withdraw from the project without any 

disadvantage of any kind. 

 

5. The researcher understands that some material may be sensitive; therefore, if at any 

time I do not feel comfortable answering a particular question or discussing a certain 

topic there will be no pressure placed upon me to answer. Instead, I may choose to 

either discuss the next topic or stop the interview if necessary. I may withdraw from 

participating in the project at any time and without any disadvantage to myself of any 

kind. 

 

6. The results of the project may be published and available in the University of Otago 

Library (Dunedin, New Zealand) but every attempt will be made to preserve my 

anonymity. 

 

I agree to take part in this project. 

…………………………………………………                   ………………………… 

(Signature)              (Date) 

 

This project has been reviewed and approved by the Department of Geography
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Semi-Structured Interview Research Questions 

 

 

 How do you decide what level of risk to plan for in your setback method? 

 

 What changes have you noticed in regards to how setbacks are determined? Any 

trends developing?  

 

 Is there a tangata whenua perspective on coastal setbacks?   

 

 Should multiple setbacks be integrated / combined? 

 

 Do you think it is an issue that different methods exist? 

 

 Do you think it would be of benefit to have a consistent method to which setback 

methods are defined? Why/why not?  

 

 What is your view on an NES for sea level rise? 

 

 How can effective coastal setbacks be achieved? 

 

 What barriers surround coastal setback implementation? 

 

 Of the setbacks you have recommended, were these used in plans and were they 

changed at all? 

 

 Do you monitor coastal hazard risk? 

 

 Do you think better guidance is needed on how to implement coastal hazard policy 

and rules? 

 

 Do any problems exist with how setbacks are communicated through plan maps?  

 

 Is there an issue with drawing the line between ensuring safe location of new 

dwellings and avoiding undue restriction of private property rights?  

 

 How have communities been involved in hazard management?   

 

 What would improve coastal setbacks in practice? 
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New Zealand Coastal Setback Methods 

 

This appendix provides an overview of popular coastal setback methods in New Zealand. This 

is not an exhaustive list, and relates only to those which have been mentioned in this thesis, 

predominately based on erosion hazards. The setback methods included are by Gibb (1998), 

Healy and Dean (in press), Tonkin and Taylor (2004), Kirk and Single (1999) and Dahm and 

Gibberd (2009a; 2009b).  A summary of some important setback variables including sea level 

rise, planning for a time period, reference features and dealing with uncertainty is also 

included.  

 

1.) Coastal setback method of Gibb (1998)  

 

The methods derived by Gibb have proven to be popular, not only in New Zealand, but at an 

international level (Komar, 1999; Daniel and Abkowitz, 2005). His methods stem from the 

work of the Queensland Beach Protection Authority where he helped develop the original 

empirical formula in 1974 for a „buffer zone‟: 

 

B (Buffer zone width) = [(N x R) + C] + F 

Where:  

R = the rate of long-term erosion (m/year) 

C = the extent of short-term cyclonic erosion (m) 

N  = planning period of 50 years  

F = a factor of safety of 40m to allow for uncertainties in the various factors involved  

               (Gibb, 1998)  

           

Gibbs methods have evolved since it was first developed and tested in the Waiapu County, 

East Cape of New Zealand in 1981 (Gibb, 1998). Erosion, landslip and flooding hazards were 

identified, where different methods were developed for each (Gibb, 1981). These are now 

referred to Coastal Erosion Hazard Zone (CEHZ), Coastal Landslip Hazard Zone (CLHZ) and 

Coastal Flooding Hazard Zone (Gibb, 1998).  

Multiple hazard lines were introduced in 1981 when an assessment of Wainui Beach, 

Gisborne incorporated risk zonation, with a zone of immediate risk and a zone of ultimate 

risk. In 1985 Gibb and Aburn (1986) modified the 1981 equation to assess erosion at Pauanui 

beach to allow for potential shoreline retreat in response to a predicted acceleration in the 

historic rate of sea level rise. This was also the first time extreme, high, and moderate risk 

zones were used (Gibb, 1998). Gibb (1998) also now employs a Safety Buffer Zone to allow 

for uncertainties in the CHZ assessment (Gibb, 1998).  
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Since 1993 these formulas have again been updated. For assessments of CEHZs for coastlines 

with an identified long-term trend of either shoreline retreat or dynamic equilibrium:  

CEHZ = [(X + R) T + S + D] F 

Where: 

X =rate of erosion caused by sea level rise (m/year) 

R =long-term erosion-accretion rate (m/year) 

T =an assessment period 

S =maximum short-term erosion-accretion (m) 

D =stable slope factor  

F =safety factor expressed on a scale from 1.0 (0%) to 2.0 (100%) 

          (Gibb, 1998)  

Factor X is determined by the Bruun Rule, IPCC estimates of sea level rise, subtraction of 

critical local and regional effects and identification of the seaward limit of onshore-offshore 

beach sediment movement. Factor D is the magnitude in metres of retreat of the top seaward 

edge of the erosion scarp cut into sand dunes as a result of slumping to attain a stable slope. 

For the safety factor F which is expressed on a scale from 1.0 to 2.0, it is determined by 

averaging the sum of errors for the other components, and making sure there is an adequate 

distance for a nominal foredune or beach ridge and the end of the planning horizon (Gibb, 

1998). Further equations have been developed for coastlines with an identified long-term 

trend of shoreline advance and well as to identify CLHZ.  

 

  

2.) Coastal setback method of Healy and Dean (in press) 

 

 

Healy has had an important role in New Zealand providing a specific formula for open coast 

sand systems which first evolved in 1976 (Healy and Dean, in press in Auckland Regional 

Council, 2000). The general formula is provided below: 

CHZ = R + 2F
(max) 

+ Δy + D  

 

Where: 

CHZ = a linear distance measured in land from a reference point 

R  = long-term shoreline erosion or accretion rate (m/year) 

F
(max)   

= the decadal term dune-line fluctuation (m) 

Δy = dune line retreat due to sea level rise (m) 

D  = dune line stability factor    

 

(Healy and Dean, in press in Auckland Regional Council, 2000)  
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Healy and Dean evaluate four factors, being: historical shoreline change rate, decadal „cut and 

fill‟, a sea level rise effect and a dune stability factor.  The setback is based upon a 100 year 

planning horizon (Healy, 2002). These factors are derived in a similar way to Gibb. F(max) is a 

measure of the maximum dune-line „cut and fill‟ from rare storm events, representing short to 

medium term trends which are superimposed on the long-term trends. Due to the fact that data 

availability can often be scarce, Healy and Dean recommend a safety factor of 2 be applied. 

To determine the effects of sea level change, Healy and Dean take a similar method to Gibb 

by determining the relative sea level for that specific location and then applying the Bruun 

rule. The dune topographic stability factor (D) makes allowance for the natural angle of 

repose of dry sand which is about 30 degrees (Auckland Regional Council, 2000). The 

setback is then subjected to three tests being: is there sufficient sand in the beach dune 

reservoir; is the hazard zone subject to storm surge flooding; and is the zone subject to 

tsunami inundation (Healy, 2002). Healy (2002) comments that the calculated zone may also 

function for other purposes including: coastal landscape preservation, ecosystem protection, 

and preservation of cultural sites. 

 

 

3.) Coastal setback method of Tonkin and Taylor (2004) 

 

The method of Tonkin and Taylor is based on the sum of expected erosion rates, episodic 

storm-induced erosion and climate change effects. A 100 year planning time scale is 

considered sufficient and appropriate for planning and accommodating development. For 

long-term consistency the year 2100 was used as the actual terminal date of the analysis. 

Appropriate factors of safety are incorporated into each individual component of the equation 

and multiple setback lines are designated (Tonkin and Taylor, 2004). To calculate a soft shore 

erosion zone the following formula is given: 

Hz=ST+SE+DS+SL+LT 

Where: 

ST =short-term fluctuations (m/year) 

SE =shoreline response to storm erosion (m) 

DS =distance from 1.0m above MSL to the active dune/beach 

SL =the magnitude of shoreline retreat due to possible accelerated sea level (m) 

LT =the long-term rate of horizontal shoreline movement (m/year) 

 

Tonkin and Taylor (2004) also produce a methodology for cliff areas which is based on the 

long-term retreat rate plus two times the height of the cliff, with two inundation levels 

delineated (Tonkin and Taylor, 2004).  
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4.) Coastal setback method of Kirk and Single (1999) 

 

Kirk and Single adopt a very different approach for coastal hazard assessments. The approach 

is not prescriptive like the majority of other ones that have been identified. Instead a holistic 

view is taken, which is considered to have the flexibility to adapt to a wide variety of coastal 

hazards (Kirk et al., 1999). The Kirk and Single method puts a much greater emphasis on the 

human uses of the coast since it is acknowledged that hazards result from the interaction of 

physical process systems and human uses of the coast. The approach is deemed to be founded 

on internationally accepted principles of coastal processes and geomorphology, a thorough 

assessment of human uses and physical aspects of coastal systems and their interaction (Kirk 

et al., 1999).  

Steps are given in which coastal hazards can be assessed which includes identifying 

parameters of the coastal site including physical processes and human dimensions. The 

dimensions of hazards also need to be identified. This includes: the physical nature of 

hazards; the human influence of hazards; the identification of coastal sites and estimation of 

future changes in hazardous areas (Kirk et al., 1999).  

The approach provides no formula, and advocates as that no single formula or simple 

mathematical methodology can successfully recognise the hazards affecting the different 

coastal types around the New Zealand coast. They also comment that simple equations do not 

have the capacity to account for human uses of the coast and how these uses exacerbate 

hazards.  The approach does adopt some simple equations such as to calculate run-up, but 

these are considered a small part of the overall assessment (Kirk et al., 1999). 

 

 

5.) Coastal setback method of Dahm and Gibberd (2009)      

 

Dahm and Gibberd (2009b) reviewed the Primary Development Setbacks (PDS) in the 

Coromandel to ensure that the setbacks provided for reasonably safe locations of new 

dwellings, while also meeting property owner desires to avoid unnecessary restriction on the 

use of their property. To achieve this balance, the methodologies adopted estimate the „worst 

likely‟ erosion rather than the „worst possible‟. The methodology used to develop the revised 

PDS (for the Eastern Coromandel) involved the following steps: 

1.) Assessment of maximum likely dune toe erosion associated with dynamic shoreline 

fluctuations. 

2.) Application of a 5m safety factor to these estimates (due to data limitation) 

3.) Cross section of the estimates against maximum measured erosion in the beach profile 

record.  

4.) A stable dune slope of 1:1.5 was applied to allow for collapse of the steep eroded dune 

face. 

5.) Application of a further safety factor of 5m  

6.) Check the revised PDS against all other data available for that site 
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The review of the Western Coromandel included the review of extreme sea flood levels and 

wave overtopping as well as coastal erosion. The allowance for high velocity effects has been 

removed from the setback with all coastal flooding effects to be managed by other means, 

such as by building controls. In general there is no beach profile data for the west coast. 

Maximum likely coastal erosion was estimated using available mapping of historic shoreline 

changes and surveyed cross sections, historic photography, community information, field 

inspections and historic reports. Estimates of erosion are precautionary for return periods of 

50-100 years with existing sea level, with the revised PDS estimated to be precautionary by 3-

5m, based on a sea level rise of up to 0.2m over the next 50 years.   

Dahm and Gibberd (2009a) provide setback recommendations for the Otorohanga District for 

the five different management areas identified. One interesting concept was the recommended 

setback for the coastal hard shores, where a 70 metre setback was recommended plus a further 

„natural character and landscape setback‟ where natural character value has been identified. 

Although no method is prescribed into how setback lines were determined, it shows a large 

focus of protecting the natural character of the coast.  

 

 

6.) Common Setback Variables 

 

 Sea Level Rise  

 

Of the setback methods reviewed the majority include the effects of climate change in regards 

to the predicted accelerated rise in sea level, with consistency in applying the Bruun Rule. The 

most widely used contemporary method of quantifying shoreline change is the 50 year old 

Bruun Rule of erosion. The Rule is a simple generic geometric model of near shore profile 

evolution under rising sea level (Cooper and Pilkey 2004). The Bruun Rule holds that as sea 

level rises, material is eroded from the upper beach and deposited on the near shore ocean 

bottom. The concept is based on an equilibrium profile, where the profile does not change, but 

moves upward and landward due to rise in sea level (Schwartz, 1967).  Most methods that 

consider this used the latest estimates available from the IPCC, with the latest estimates being 

the Fourth Assessment Report which was released in April 2007 (IPCC, 2007).  

 

 

 Time Period 

 

The majority of methods that have been reviewed consider a time period in which the setback 

is appropriate for. It seems quite standard to adopt a 50 or 100 year time frame.  New Zealand 

case law supports the use of a 100 year time frame, as is considered appropriate for 

considering coastal issues (Forsyth, 2009). Time periods are not considered in the approach 

taken by Kirk et al., (1999). They state that multiplying a rate of coastal erosion by a time 

period is erroneous in that it claims it provides protection for a certain amount of years. They 

state that this is confusing a probability and a risk with a time period. The lack of accurately 
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predicting coastal changes also provides reasoning for not considering such a component. 

However, this view is rather unique, and the only method reviewed not to adopt a time frame. 

 

 

 Reference Feature  

 

There are a number of reference features that can be used as a starting point of the setback 

line. This can be a stationary reference feature which includes: a surveyed elevation; dune toe 

or crest; vegetation line; road or other cultural feature; or a dynamic reference feature which is 

usually based on the shoreline; a proxy for the shoreline (such as the mean high water line) or 

cliff edge (Fenster, 2005). Esplanade reserves in New Zealand for example are measured from 

the Mean High Water Springs (MHWS) in coastal environments (Quality Planning, 2009). 

There are problems noted with using a dynamic feature such as the mean high water line, as 

such a feature varies from day to day, making it subjective unless defined by an accurate 

vertical height. If not defined developers and planners may differ in their interpretation of 

high water mark as a baseline (Cambers, 1998). Dynamic features however do provide 

benefits over stationary reference features in that they are in a sense „self up-dating‟ due to 

erosion response (Houlahan, 1989).  

 

 

 Dealing with uncertainty 

 

One variable that is often included in coastal setback methods to compensate for uncertainty 

is coastal processes is a factor of safety. Forsyth (2009) comments that although equations can 

be of great use, in practice many of the terms and factors are difficult to quantify. Therefore 

often a safety component is needed to make up for the „unknown‟. There is huge variation in a 

number of methods explored within New Zealand and overseas. As noted by Healy (1997) it 

is better to err in the direction of too much sand in the coastal reserve than too little. This is 

one factor which is hard to provide a value for due to the different levels or precaution taken 

between methods. Due to the underlying certainty that exists it is suggested that a 

precautionary approach is taken in most cases when applying setbacks.  
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NZCPS 1994:  Policies relevant to coastal hazard planning 

 

 

Policy 1.1.1 

It is a national priority to preserve the natural character of the coastal environment by: 

(a) encouraging appropriate subdivision, use or development in areas where the 

natural character has already been compromised and avoiding sprawling or 

sporadic subdivision, use or development in the coastal environment; 

(b) taking into account the potential effects of subdivision, use, or development 

on the values relating to the natural character of the coastal environment, both 

within and outside the immediate location; and 

(c) avoiding cumulative adverse effects of subdivision, use and development in the 

coastal environment. 

 

 

Policy 1.1.2 

It is a national priority for the preservation of the natural character of the coastal 

environment to protect areas of significant indigenous vegetation and significant habitats of 

indigenous fauna in that environment by: 

(a) avoiding any actual or potential adverse effects of activities on the following 

areas or habitats: 

(i) areas and habitats important to the continued survival of any 

indigenous species; and 

(ii) areas containing nationally vulnerable species or nationally outstanding 

examples of indigenous community types; 

(b) avoiding or remedying any actual or potential adverse effects of activities on 

the following areas: 

(i) outstanding or rare indigenous community types within an ecological 

region or ecological district; 

(ii) habitat important to regionally endangered or nationally rare species 

and ecological corridors connecting such areas; and 

(iii) areas important to migratory species, and to vulnerable stages of 

common indigenous species, in particular wetlands and estuaries; 

(c) protecting ecosystems which are unique to the coastal environment and 

vulnerable to modification including estuaries, coastal wetlands, mangroves 

and dunes and their margins; and 

(d) recognising that any other areas of predominantly indigenous vegetation or 

habitats of significant indigenous fauna should be disturbed only to the extent 

reasonably necessary to carry out approved activities. 

 

 

Policy 1.1.3 

It is a national priority to protect the following features, which in themselves or in 

combination, are essential or important elements of the natural character of the coastal 

environment: 

(a) landscapes, seascapes and landforms, including: 

(i) significant representative examples of each landform which provide the 

variety in each region; 

(ii) visually or scientifically significant geological features; and 

(iii) the collective characteristics which give the coastal environment its 
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natural character including wild and scenic areas; 

(b) characteristics of special spiritual, historical or cultural significance to Maori 

identified in accordance with tikanga Maori; and 

(c) significant places or areas of historic or cultural significance. 

 

 

Policy 1.1.4 

It is a national priority for the preservation of natural character of the coastal environment 

to protect the integrity, functioning, and resilience of the coastal environment in terms of: 

(a) the dynamic processes and features arising from the natural movement of 

sediments, water and air; 

(b) natural movement of biota; 

(c) natural substrate composition; 

(d) natural water and air quality; 

(e) natural bio diversity, productivity and biotic patterns; and 

(f) intrinsic values of ecosystems. 

 

 

Policy 3.2.1 

Policy statements and plans should define what form of subdivision, use and 

development would be appropriate in the coastal environment, and where it would be 

appropriate. 

 

 

Policy 3.2.2 

Adverse effects of subdivision, use or development in the coastal environment should 

as far as practicable be avoided. Where complete avoidance is not practicable, the 

adverse effects should be mitigated and provision made for remedying those effects, 

to the extent practicable. 

 

 

Policy 3.3.1 

Because there is a relative lack of understanding about coastal processes and the 

effects of activities on coastal processes, a precautionary approach should be adopted 

towards proposed activities, particularly those whose effects are as yet unknown or 

little understood. The provisions of the Act which authorise the classification of 

activities into those that are permitted, controlled, discretionary, noncomplying or 

prohibited allow for that approach 

 

 

Policy 3.3.2 

Local authorities should share information and knowledge gained by them about the 

coastal environment, particularly where it relates to coastal processes and/or to 

activities with previously unknown or little known effects. 

 

 

Policy 3.4.1 

Local authority policy statements and plans should identify areas in the coastal 

environment where natural hazards exist. 
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Policy 3.4.2 

Policy statements and plans should recognise the possibility of a rise in sea level, and 

should identify areas which would as a consequence be subject to erosion or 

inundation. Natural systems which are a natural defence to erosion and/or inundation 

should be identified and their integrity protected. 

 

 

Policy 3.4.3 

The ability of natural features such as beaches, sand dunes, mangroves, wetlands and 

barrier islands, to protect subdivision, use, or development should be recognised and 

maintained, and where appropriate, steps should be required to enhance that ability. 

 

 

Policy 3.4.4 

In relation to future subdivision, use and development, policy statements and plans 

should recognise that some natural features may migrate inland as the result of 

dynamic coastal processes (including sea level rise). 

 

Policy 3.4.5 

New subdivision, use and development should be so located and designed that the 

need for hazard protection works is avoided. 

 

 

Policy 3.4.6 

Where existing subdivision, use or development is threatened by a coastal hazard, 

coastal protection works should be permitted only where they are the best practicable 

option for the future. The abandonment or relocation of existing structures should be 

considered among the options. Where coastal protection works are the best practicable 

option, they should be located and designed so as to avoid adverse environmental effects to 

the extent practicable. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 


