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And God blessed them, and God said unto them, “Be fruitful and
multiply, and replenish the earth, and subdue it: and have dominion
over the fish of the sea and over the fowl of the air, and over every

living thing that moveth upon the earth”.

—Genesis 1:28

New Zealand begins with the sea and ends with the sea. Understand
this and you begin to comprehend New Zealand and the New
Zealander. The thundering surf is our frontier. And our only frontier
guards, gulls and migratory birds. With justice, then, the Polynesian

voyagers called the land Tiritiri o te Moana — the gift of the sea.

—Brian Brake and Maurice Shadbolt, New Zealand: Gift of the Sea




ABSTRACT

Climatic changes are being recorded and experienced and coastal communities
are already adversely affected with impacts projected to intensify many times
over in coming decades. Adaptation is embryonic at best and needs to take place
in the face of already diverse and contested interests presenting coastal
communities with a dilemma: Well-intentioned approaches dressed in the
rhetoric of adaptation (as legislative and guidance imperatives, and case law) are
compounding existing problems by fostering unsustainable and maladaptative
development. While ‘business as usual’ dominates, the need for an overcoming
of conventional approaches through new governance modalities has never been

more urgent and will become increasingly compelling in the future.

This thesis focuses on New Zealand’s Coromandel Peninsula in an ethnographic
case study that underscores the need to understand the messy local factors and
power networks encasing climate change adaptation barriers and opportunities.
Drawing upon and combining insights from political ecology and environmental
planning, and building on a framework to diagnose barriers to climate change
adaptation, this research discloses an urgent need for adaptation to dismantle
currently gridlocked structures and evolve from persistent technical solutions,
particularly against the background of coastal erosion. The findings show that
adaptation must first and foremost be addressed at the community level and be
integral to creative (environmental) governance approaches. The navigational
chart for overcoming barriers requires a new view of the complexities involved

as part of the adaptation processes.
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