Is Adaptation a Local Responsibility?

Abstract
Adaptation is now firmly embedded in the societal discourse regarding the

management of climate risk. In this discourse, adaptation planning and
implementation at the local level is seen as particularly important for developing
robust responses to climate change. However, it is not clear whether the mantra that
adaptation is local holds true given the multi-level nature of climate risk governance.
Using a multi-method approach, this paper examines the extent to which adaptation
should be framed as a local issue and, specifically, the role of local government in
adaptation relative to other actors. In so doing, the paper first explores the extent to
which the local framing of adaptation is embedded in the international adaptation
literature. This is followed by a specific case study from Southeast Queensland,
Australia, which focuses on the critical examination of the processes of responsibility
shifting and taking among actors involved in coastal adaptation planning. Results
indicate the assumption that adaptation is local remains widely held in adaptation
science, although counter arguments can be readily identified. Interviews with
adaptation actors revealed unclear divisions of responsibility for climate change
adaptation as a significant constraint on actors’ willingness to implement adaptation.
Furthermore, attributing responsibility for adaptation to local actors might not
necessarily be a robust strategy, due to the existence of particularly strong constraints
and value conflicts at local levels of governance. Greater appreciation by researchers
and practitioners for the interactions between local actors and those at higher levels of
governance in shaping response capacity may contribute to more equitable and

effective allocations of responsibilities for adaptation action.
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1. Introduction

Climate change adaptation has now firmly established its place as a crucial and much
needed response to global climate change (Adger and Barnett, 2009; Biesbroek et al.,
2010; Ford and Berrang-Ford, 2011). Within the international discourse on climate
policy, the adaptation needs of developing nations and support for adaptation through
various finance mechanisms has evolved to become a key negotiating point and
element of policy design (Schipper, 2006). As a consequence, the framing of climate
change as a global commons problem that can be addressed by greenhouse gas
mitigation has been expanded to account for the differential impacts and adaptive

capacities that exist at national and sub-national levels.

At the national level, planning for adaptation has become a major strand of public
policy, with many governments creating new institutions to deal with this wicked
policy problem (Hallegatte, 2009; Pathwardhan et al., 2009). Although developing
nations are recognized as being particularly vulnerable to the effects of climate
change, concern for adaptation has grown rapidly in developed nations also due to
growing awareness of their vulnerability to climate variability and extreme weather
events as well as climate change (Ford and Berrang-Ford, 2011; Preston et al., 2011).
However, even in relatively wealthy developed nations, actors have identified a range
of constraints that impede adaptation options or their effectiveness including
information deficit, economic/financial resources to undertake adaptation,
institutional capacity, technological capacity, political challenges, and societal trends
(Ford and Berrang-Ford, 2011; Klein et al., 2014; Moser and Ekstrom, 2010;
Mustelin, 2011).

In this process of expanding adaptation planning, a strong emphasis has been placed
on action at the local level (Corfee-Merlot et al., 2011; Measham et al., 2011), which
effectively shifts the discussion of the scale of agency from the global to the local
level. For example, adaptation is conceptualised as “a local issue addressing local
circumstances and needing local solutions and actions” (BlueScope Steel, 2011, p. 9)
and as “always local and regional” (Carter and Raps, 2008, p. 29). Underlying these
pecerptions is the principle of subsidiarity, which is the belief that “any particular task

should be decentralized to the lowest level of governance with the capacity to conduct



it satisfactorily” (Marshall, 2008, p. 80), and is essentially a question regarding which
level should be responsible for which action. Indeed, those advocating
decentralisation continue to claim that “local actors are always able and willing to
govern their natural resources effectively (Andersson and Ostrom, 2008, p. 71). At
least in the context of developed nations, subsidiarity has manifested as local
government being recognized as the key actor for adaptation planning and
implementation and therefore the actor with the greatest responsibility (Baker et al.,
2012; Edvardsson Bjonberg and Hansson, 2011; Mustelin, 2011; Otto-Banaszak et al.,
2010). However, formal governments are not the only actors with local agency.
Community-based adaptation, in particular, focuses on “local problems and locally
appropriate solutions” and “provides an opportunity to extend the local context of
choice” (Ensor and Berger, 2009, p. 231). Hence, formal governments at the local
level can work in collaboration with other local actors to pursue adaptation planning

and implementation.

While “most adaptations will be undertaken at local level” (Grasso, 2010, p. 26) in
terms of practical implementation, the evidence that local scale is best placed to
govern adaptation is however more complex. A growing literature on multi-level
governance clearly demonstrates that adaptation by local actors is often enabled but
more so hindered by broader governance arrangements that include actors at higher
levels (Keskitalo, 2010; Lawrence et al., 2013; Simonsson et al., 2011; Urwin and
Jordan, 2008). In such multi-level systems of governance, the local level is often the
weakest component and thus has limited capacity to plan for long-term adaptation let
alone implement adaptation strategies (Measham et al., 2011; Reisinger et al., 2011).
Hence, a potential mismatch seems to exist between the concept of the localness of
adaptation and its actual implementation at the local scale. Yet, to date, this issue has
not been formally problematized or investigated although some critical reflection is
starting to emerge (see Amundsen et al., 2010; Baker et al., 2012).

The objective of this paper is to elucidate this issue by addressing two related
questions: 1) to what extent is the paradigm of local responses to adaptation
embedded in adaptation science, and 2) to what extent is this paradigm consistent
with stakeholder perspectives on the governance of adaptation in practice? In

addressing these questions, the paper draws on research on cognitive reasoning in the



framing of adaptation (Preston et al., 2013) to identify the extent to which adaptation
is understood as a local process within the adaptation science literature. This is
followed by a case study focusing on researchers and practitioners in the region of
South East Queensland, Australia (Mustelin, 2013). We define adaptation science
broadly as “research that generates knowledge that can inform adaptation and its
implementation” (Preston et al., 2013, p. 1). Given the governance context for
adaptation in Australia represents important background for the case study, this paper

proceeds with an overview of that context.

2) The Australian Adaptation Policy Context

The Australian governance system is a liberal democracy comprised of three tiers of
government: the Federal, state and territory governments, and the local governments.
In the distribution of powers, local governments are “a silent partner” (Althaus et al.,
2007, p. 88) as they are not recognised in the constitution as having legal mandates,
but are arms of state and territory governments (Smith et al., 2011). This division of
powers also poses severe challenges to the range of policy instruments available at the
local level (Althaus et al., 2997; Macintosh et al., 2014). State governments have to
approve all local government planning schemes, which should align with state
planning policies. Local governments are responsible for “land use planning,
infrastructure and asset development, operation and maintenance, as well as ensuring
community well-being and safety” (Queensland Government, 2009, p. 120) —
activities that are funded through local property taxes. Local governments, however,
remain highly dependent on financial allocations from the state (Althaus et al., 2007).
In all encompassing policy issues, Australian governments work together through the
Council of Australian Governments (COAG).

All levels of Australian government have engaged in adaptation through different
initiatives and programs, although there is no State or Federal mandate to undertake
adaptation planning (Gero et al., 2012). The ‘economic rationalist paradigm’ with its
focus on asset loss and disruptions to the business continuity has been, to a great
extent, the base of adaptation planning and policy action in Australia (Smith et al.,

2011, p. 69). The majority of research and policy discussions have focused especially



on managing the risks and liabilities posed by sea-level rise to coastal communities
(Alexander et al., 2011; Barnett et al., 2013; Standing Committee on Climate Change,
Water, Environment and the Arts, 2009; Preston, 2010).

From the perspective of the federal government, the responsibility for coastal
adaptation resides with “states, territories, local government, industry and
communities” (DCC, 2009, p. 8). Furthermore, according to the Federal
government’s 2010 position paper, adaptation “is also a shared challenge, and a
shared responsibility” (DCCEE, 2010, p. 22). In this context, the Federal role is to
share information and invest in science and knowledge to enable other actors to
adapt (DCCEE, 2010; Productivity Commission, 2012), which largely reflects a
knowledge deficit framing of the adaptation challenge (Adger et al., 2009; Lemos et
al., 2012; Tribbia and Moser, 2008).

The costs of adaptation are likewise shared but the brunt would be borne by
individuals and businesses. For example, the Department of Climate Change and
Energy Efficiency (DCCEE, 2010, p. 22) notes that it is not feasible for government
to bear all costs for adaptation or to make decisions “on behalf of individuals and
businesses that are better placed to manage their own risks”; a view that clearly
favours the principle of subsidiarity and is also strongly reiterated by the Select
Council on Climate Change’s (2012) report on adaptation responsibilities. This
allocation of responsibility to individuals, communities and businesses assumes that
these actors have the capacity and will to undertake adaptation (Andersson and
Ostrom, 2008; Burton and Mustelin, 2013; Marshall, 2008). However, this
assumption requires critical evaluation in order to reconcile conventional wisdom

with adaptation implementation in practice.

3) Methods

3.1. Local Adaptation in Adaptation Science
To explore the frequency with which the notion that adaptation should be pursued at
the local level appears in adaptation science, a quantitative content analysis was

conducted on peer-reviewed and grey literature containing language commenting on



the localness of adaptation by using a series of focused key word searches with the
Google Scholar™ internet search engine. Google Scholar enables searches for exact
phrases within entire documents (as opposed to just titles, abstracts, or keywords) and
captures a broader range of literature compared to other conventional databases. In
addition, Google Scholar allows ‘wild card’ searches that enable multiple variants of
search terms to be captured with a single search. Using Google Scholar, documents
(excluding citations and patents) published over the past 10 years (2003-2012) were
identified based on a set of search terms. Search terms were comprised of three
components. The first two were identical across each search and consisted of the
phrase climate change and the word adaptation. The third search term component
varied to reflect different language by which the concept of local adaptation could be
expressed (see Appendix Table 1). Documents that were retained included peer-
reviewed journal articles and masters and doctoral theses as well as grey literature
comprised of conference papers, books and book chapters, institutional and project
reports, as well as policy briefs. Within each document, the passage of text containing
the specific search term was excised from the document and entered into a database.
The language was then reviewed to a) validate that it was in fact consistent with the
concept of local adaptation and b) if so, to evaluate whether that language endorsed
the concept, was critical of the concept, or was neutral. Endorsement meant the
assumption was accepted unconditionally. All documents and corresponding text
from all search term variants were compiled, and used in the quantitative analysis of
the frequency with which the notion of local adaptation appears in the adaptation

literature.

3.1. Perspectives on Local Adaptation from Local Stakeholders

In addition to the general evaluation of the concept of local adaptation in adaptation
science, the current study also sought to explore similar themes in a more specific
context. Within Australia, the region of South East Queensland represents a useful
case study for exploring adaptation governance as it is considered a “hotspot’ for
climate change impacts in Australia (Burton, 2014; Hennessy et al., 2007). As part of
this study, 45 individual semi-structured interviews of adaptation researchers and
practitioners in the region were conducted between 2010 and 2011. Interview
participants included local government officials (n= 17), Queensland state

government officials (n=6), adaptation researchers (n=10), non-governmental



organizations (n=5), and individual residents (n=7). The respondents were identified
through snowball sampling, which utilises recommendations from the initial
respondents to identify new respondents. The interview process followed an approved
human research ethics protocol in terms of contacting respondents, and storing data in
anonymous form (Griffith University ENV 35 09 HREC). All interviews were audio

recorded and transcribed.

The interview protocol was semi-structured with five predefined themes, which aimed
to elucidate perceptions regarding climate change risks and adaptation strategies,
adaptation as a policy issue, responsibility allocation between actors, public
participation in decision- and policy-making, and timescales and evidence for
adaptation policy development. These predetermined categories functioned as
guidelines but the conversation was always based on upon the individual’s
knowledge, position and willingness to discuss (Fontana and Frey, 2003). The
qualitative data program NVivo 8 (Bazeley, 2007) was used in the analysis. The
coding process was based on a combination of existing literature and the predefined
and emergent themes from the interviews (Mustelin, 2013) that neither completely
relies on existing literature nor only relies on the data itself (Bernard and Ryan, 2010;
Dey, 1993).

4) Results

4.1. ‘Local’ Adaptation in Adaptation Science

The paradigm that adaptation responses should occur predominantly at the local level
was prominent in the analysed literature. Of the 129 documents that were identified as
containing putative language addressing the localness of adaptation, 59 precent
endorsed, 33 percent were neutral and only 8 precent criticised the assumption that
adaptation is, in fact, local. For example, documents that endorsed this assumption
included statements such as “adaptation is local and short-term” (Bosello et al., 2010,
p. 81); “almost all adaptation is local” (Satterthwaite et al., 2010, p. 74); “ultimately,
most adaptation is local” (Duffy, 2011, p. 197); “Though climate changes may be
global and regional in nature, most adaptation is local and requires community

planning and grass roots movements” (Lambert et al., 2011, p. 483); and “We



recognise that adaptation is local — it happens in specific places albeit sometimes in

response to impacts elsewhere” (UK Stationary Office, 2010, p. 34).

The few authors who were critical of the localness of adaptation noted that the
assumption faces several challenges including, for example, the complexity of multi-
level governance of adaptation. Thornton and Manasfi (2010, p. 134) note that “when
socio-ecological systems are linked through vast institutions (eg. global markets) and
environmental processes (eg. climate change), the adage that “all adaptation is local’
proves false”. Stressing the role of climate impacts, Burton (2008, p. 1) in turn argues
that “the “adaptation is local’ mantra is no longer valid. Climate impacts are
pervasive, inevitably crossing geographic and political boundaries”. In a similar
fashion, Stern and Kasperson (2010, p. 78) note that “The earlier idea that mitigation
is global and adaptation is local has collapsed. It is now widely recognised that
adaptation needs national and international cooperation to succeed”. Measham et al.
(2011) also question whether *adaptation is local’ mantra is valid given that so often
action at the local level is constrained by other levels and networks. Pielke et al.
(2007, p. 597-598) also critique the assumption by claiming that “Progress on
adaptation is also distorted by the common assumption that marginal adaptation is a

local issue, whereas mitigation is a global one”.

Assuming the identified literature is reasonably representative of the discourse
regarding the localness of adaptation in research and practice, it reflects a clear bias
toward the assumption that adaptation is, or should be, largely a local process. Hence,
adaptation practitioners that seek to understand at what level adaptation should be
dealt with may therefore focus on local responses. Furthermore, those occupying
higher levels in the governance of adaptation that subscribe to the principle of
subsidiarity seek to devolve responsibility for adaptation to the local level can find
their rationale well supported by the adaptation literature. Nevertheless, it is also clear
that dissenting opinions exist in the literature that question whether adaptation is best
led from the local level and/or which argue that adaptation governance involves more
than local actors alone. Given this disparity in perspectives, more focused exploration
of assumptions regarding the localness of adaptation among stakeholders in a
common context may yield insights that can lead to a more robust framing of local

adaptation responses.



4.2. Governance of Adaptation: Stakeholder perspectives

Interview participants offered a range of perspectives regarding the opportunities and
constraints associated with local level responses. Here, insights emerging from the
interviews are structured to highlight not only the perspectives of those within local
government, but also the relationships between local government and other actors
involved in the governance of adaptation. First, such relationships are explored among
formal government institutions at the local, state, and federal level. This is followed
by an exploration of relationships among a broader array of actors, including
communities and residents with local agency. The results portray the different

perceptions of who stakeholders perceive as responsible for adaptation.

4.2.1. Perceptions regarding Multiple Levels of Governance
Interviews with local and state government representatives revealed several areas of

tension regarding who should be acting and taking responsibility for climate
adaptation (Table 1). Local government respondents, for example, noted the lack of
leadership and guidance in this policy arena from federal and state governments. As

noted by one local government interviewee:

“Governments at the local scale really struggle with taking action on the basis of
leadership as opposed to taking necessary and urgent action because of imminent
financial or economic threat. And when the Commonwealth is not doing anything
and the state is not doing much. It makes it very difficult for local government to

stick its head out and say we are going to lead in this space” (C1A).

Thus, the respondent concluded that local government cannot take a leading role on a
national issue when other levels of goverments are responsible for leading. The need
for national guidance was also expressed by a state government respondent who
argued it was increasingly difficult to engage with climate change as a policy issue

given the lack of consistent approaches at the federal level.

However, other interviewees felt that it was not a question of attributing

responsibility to one level or another. Rather, adaptation should be viewed as a shared



responsibility with engagement across all levels of governments as “it is too big for
any one level of government” (C2C). Yet, in this instance, the interviewee still
identified national leadership as the key for effective response. Another local
government interviewee noted that all levels of government seemed to be engaged in
a waiting game to see who would publicly take responsibility for different roles in
adaptation and/or be willing to intervene in difficult cases such as facilitating
community relocation and/or bearing significant costs associated with adaptation. An
interviewee working with all levels of governments noted that often calls for national
leadership were merely an indication of unwillingness to make decisions on

adaptation at other levels:

“When you hear about the lack of leadership, they are actually saying that they
want a higher power to say “you must do this” and take full responsibility for all
of the consequences that has been directed to make those decisions. There is a
level of fear and denial and unwillingness to make a commitment at this point in
time.” (E6)

This need for guidance and leadership in relation to adaptation planning was at the
time recognised by the state of Queensland*. The Queensland Coastal Plan 2011
included the identification of coastal hazard areas and new regulations for future
development. This included a mandated application of a minimum sea level-rise
scenario of 0.8 m by 2100 for both State and local government planning. A state
government interviewee noted how the new rules and regulations should be seen as an
act of responsibility taking by the state: “That is what we have tried to say, just to take
decision-making away from the councils and say ‘use these figures’ and then we have
to defend those figures” (QS2). This responsibility taking would promote greater
consistency across levels of governments and place the State in a position where it
could “fight” court battles on behalf of local governments if they were challenged by

developers and citizens in regard to planning decisions.

However, the issue was not simply choosing figures and estimates for regulations.

The state government recognised the complexity involved in first understanding and

! The research was undertaken during the Queensland Labour government, which had a strong focus on
adaptation planning. The new Liberal government, in power since 2012, has not continued with most
policy developments specifically focused on climate change.
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interpreting climate change science, which largely emerges from the top down, and
providing specific guidance to governments at the local level. A state government
interviewee reflected over this difficulty in taking responsibility for the provision of
adaptation guidance given the dynamics of both the natural environment and

governance:

“What is the consistent predictable guidance that the state can give that councils
can safely incorporate these issues into their future planning? That's a very hard
guestion because the information changes, the policy environment changes,
there's even differences between the states in the scenarios that they're planning
for so there is a lot of caution in producing a definitive position on what the
climate change scenario will be in 2100 and beyond. So therefore the guidance is

not very, very easy for an individual council to use and apply.” (QS6)

The same interviewee noted that while there is a need for strategic guidance and
regulations from the state to some extent, local governments could not just walk away
from responsibility. To the contrary, greater responsibility taking at the state
government level may create additional responsibilities for local government. For
example, the new regulations for coastal hazards included specific risk assessment
methodologies for coastal erosion and inundation that local governments need to use
as the basis for future planning. Such assessments require significant expertise, which
is rarely found within local governments themselves, and thus local governments had
to hire such skills externally at a high price. Hence, while state government took
responsibility for establishing policy guidance for managing coastal risks associated
with climate change, the costs of assessment, planning and implementation to
undertake risk management actions was shifted to the local level without necessarily

additional support and resources. One state government interviewee remarked:

“The state has come up with a lot of planning instruments, which condition
development assessment and need parts of the legislation reflected in planning
schemes so they make the rules, but then we take our hands off and leave it to

council to implement.... So we made the rules but devolve responsibility” (QS4)

Local government interviewees also pointed out that state policies were the main

impediment to local adaptation as they restricted local governments’ options for the
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selection of adaptation pathways and strategies. Local government interviewees also
noted that most issues and costs end up being local government responsibilities
including, for example, investments in coastal protection mechanisms. Interviewees
also noted that the Queensland Coastal Plan requires local governments to use
specific advanced methodologies for coastal erosion assessments and modelling of
inundation risks, which translates into additional costs in hiring consultants as such
expertise is often not found within local governments. However, such costs were not
only shifted between governments but also from government to communities where
assets to be protected are located and where revenue for the implementation of
management actions is sourced through taxes. Therefore understanding the localness
of adaptation requires considering not only formal government institutions, but also
how those institutions interact with other actors that affect, and are affected by,

adaptation decision-making.

4.2.2. Perceptions of Community, Individual and Government responsibility
The discussions around government responsibility versus community and individual

responsibility raised a number of issues. Several respondents felt that individuals
should not blame the government if they own assets in hazard prone areas, because
the financial burden of managing the risk through adaptation measures such as
enhanced coastal protection would be shared with other members of the community.
This responsibility for loss and damage of properties that are located in potentially
hazardous areas raised several conflicting perceptions. Interviewees noted that from a
local government perspective, it is the individual’s responsibility to protect her own
property from coastal hazards. Yet those individuals, once allowed to acquire or build
assets, often attributed responsibility for the protection of those assets or
compensation for loss and damage to government. While at the surface, this conflict
suggests a simple case of mutual aversion to risk taking, for the individual, such
situations are complicated by the role of local government in restricting homeowners

from undertaking additional protective works and measures:

“It's your problem, yeah. But they won't let you retain. Like your yard is falling
into the ocean, but they don't let you do anything, they won't let you come from
the beach and put more rock there or retain it. So it's not as bad as what's that

policy in Byron Shire? Planned retreat. That is just dumb. You can't give someone
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approval to live there and then say “well if it washes away, it's your problem".
No, I'm sorry, it's not.” (R1A)

Another local government interviewee concluded that the responsibility of local
government is to provide information to the community, but it is the responsibility of
the individual and the broader community to make decisions as to which risks they
are prepared to face: “As long as we let people know what the story is, it's up to them
to make their decisions, to be responsible for their own actions” (C2E). Another local
government representative noted that people often acquired a sense of security once
they were able to purchase a property and assumed that this would guarantee a

permanently safe environment.

The shifting of responsibilities for hazard mitigation and adaptation among different
actors is ultimately linked to the deliberative processes and power relationships that
drive policy agendas. The respondents reflected a perception that politicians were
reluctant to take responsibility for leading adaptation efforts when there was a lack of
community support for particular policies or measures. Hence, community pressure
arising from public perceptions of how adaptation responses, or lack thereof, impact
people’s lives was identified as a very strong driver of local government’s
determination of which policies and measures are feasible to implement. While this
suggests the potential for local non-governmental actors to assume significant
responsibility in adaptation planning and implementation, interviewees also
recognised that particular decisions at one level of government could be overridden at
other levels in the event of differing agendas, mandates and political aims. Hence, the
power of public opinion has differential influence over different elements of the

governance network.

Several interviewees also noted that these dynamics and power relationships that
determine the allocation of responsibility could change. Currently local governments
maintain a policy that “the protection of your property is your business and that it is
not our business to protect your property” (C1G). However, this interviewee noted
that the courts would over time help in determining which new issues would fall
under government responsibility. For example, the responsibility for maintaining

beaches under a climate change scenario was a new area of potential government
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responsibility, yet one which remained largely abstract given the on-going

deliberation, court cases, and policy uncertainty.

5) Discussion

The results of the literature review indicate a bias within adaptation science toward
the framing of adaptation as a local process. However, the existence of studies that
adopt a more nuanced, multi-level perspective on adaptation suggest this framing is
incomplete (Keskitalo, 2010; Urwin and Jordan, 2008). Interviews with stakeholders
in South East Queensland further illustrate the complexity of adaptation governance
and provide insights into stakeholder perceptions on how responsibility for adaptation
should be allocated. For example, many local governments and residents rarely have
the capacity in terms of skills and resources to plan and implement climate change
adaptation strategies or are constrained by other levels and actors in their efforts to do
so (Amundsen et al., 2010; Lawrence et al., 2013; Reisinger et al., 2011; Simonsson
etal., 2011). And yet, such assumptions often feature prominently in the current

adaptation discourse (Mustelin, 2013; Preston et al., 2013).

The case study of South East Queensland suggests a lack of willingness to take
leadership and/or responsibility as most actors were busy delegating the responsibility
to other actors. Only in the case of the Queensland Coastal Plan 2011 was there a
notion of positive responsibility taking where the aim by the state was to promote
coherence and offer legal protection for local governments. However, given the rather
strained relationships between most State and local governments in Australia in recent
years (Measham et al., 2011), this act was not perceived positively by local
governments who would have had to bear additional requirements and costs as a
result. Following a change of state government in 2012, the Queensland Coastal Plan
was however revoked, and recently both Queensland and New South Wales have
shifted the responsibility of choosing sea level rise benchmarks from state to local
governments. While in one way this provides local governments with more power for
decision-making, it simultaneously illustrates the difficulty when power is delegated
but without adequate resourcing or lifting of other regulatory constraints. Given that
successful adaptation is directly dependent on available resources and capacity to act

(Fankhauser et al., 1999), delegation of responsibility but without resources or
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mandates hampers local level action and results in potentially negative responsibility
shifting (Conway and Mustelin, 2014).

This observation of a lack of willingness stands in contrast to observations in
developing nation contexts regarding leadership and responsibility for adaptation. In
developing country contexts, actors are more likely to compete for leadership in and
responsibility for high profile policy issues, such as climate adaptation and the
environment (Artur and Lillhorst, 2012; Conway and Schipper, 2011). Having a
policy mandate on climate adaptation means that financial resources are more likely
to be targeted to the particular ministry or department who is seen leading these
efforts. Hence, taking responsibility and claiming leadership opens up access to
financial resources to support policy development and implementation. Yet, in the
Australian context, adaptation leadership is seen to impose extra costs without
additional resources and hence represents financial and political risks. Whether this is
representative of a significant distinction between developing and developed nations
in the governance of adaptation in regards to potential incentives to spur action and

responsibility taking need further examination and thought.

While different levels of government acknowledged adaptation as a shared
responsibility, local governments, in particular, expected national and state
leadership in terms of clear regulations and decisions on which estimates and
projections should be followed in the planning process regarding, for example, sea
level rise. Waiting for the Federal Government to lead in this policy space to some
extent reflects a partial ‘Leadership-in-waiting Myth’ (Moser and Dilling, 2007),
which relies on the assumption that someone will step up to lead if actors wait long
enough and provides a convenient way to shift responsibility upwards from local
level. This stands in contrast to the principle of subsidiarity as the local level is not
seen, at least not by the local actors, to be the most effective level in implementing
adaptation. In a recent study by Barnett et al. (2013, p. 61) on responsibility for
adaptation to sea level rise in Australia, the authors also note that local communities
perceived the Federal level as responsible as “they have the capacity to raise the
revenue necessary to cover the considerable costs” and few attributed major

responsibility to the local level.
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The persistent vacillation among actors regarding responsibility for adaptation in the
Australian context could also explain observations in the literature that actors are
preparing to adapt (Berrang-Ford et al., 2011; Ford et al., 2011), but not necessarily
adapting and/or pursuing capacity building activities that are considered to have
relatively low political risk and low cost (Preston et al., 2011). If leadership is one of
the key enablers of adaptation, then one would expect documents such as the Select
Council on Climate Change’s (2012) responsibility allocation on adaptation among
the different levels of Australian governments to bring such leadership forward. As
Barnett et al. (2013, p. 1) note, one of the most important barriers to adapting to sea-
level rise is “a governance barrier of uncertainty about roles and responsibilities

across levels of government and sectors”.

It would therefore seem that multi-level governance arrangements, with clear roles
and responsibilities, would increase the effectiveness of adaptation and its
implementation (Amundsen et al., 2010), rather than simply delegating responsibility
for adaptation to the local government and other local actors. Yet, successful
examples of effective multi-level governance remain elusive. Multiple authors have
noted that multi-level governance can act as constraint itself (Keskitalo, 2010;
Measham et al., 2011; Mustelin, 2013; Moser and Ekstrom, 2010; Reisinger et al.,
2011; Simonsson et al., 2011; Urwin and Jordan, 2008) due to the increased
complexity and a number of actors that, in the end, can potentially undermine the

capacity of the system to operate effectively (Keskitalo, 2010).

6. Conclusions

This paper examined the extent to which the mantra that adaptation is local holds true
given the multi-level nature of climate risk governance and its complexities. While
the discourse within adaptation literature continues to often perceive adaptation as a
local level issue, as demonstrated by the case of South East Queensland, in practice
the ability of local actors to advance an adaptation agenda effectively is lacking in
many ways. This is supported by a growing research focus and literature on
constraints and limits to adaptation that address, in particular, adaptation planning and

implementation in multi-level governance settings.
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The assumption that adaptation is a local level issue and most effectively
implemented at the local scale should therefore warrant further reflection both among
scientists and policymakers alike. As Baker et al. (2012, p. 134) remark, future
research examining those factors that constrain adaptation “should be sceptical of the
habitual preference for local scale solutions, which may be the product of devolution
ideology rather than demonstrated effectiveness”. Hence, future adaptation research,
planning, and implementation should incorporate investigation and deliberation
regarding the particular aspects of the ‘localness’ of adaptation, and the kinds of
factors and issues that in turn necessitate the involvement of higher levels of
governance. For this exploration to be useful, its focus should be on critically
assessing those examples of adaptation projects, programs, and policies, which seem

to have overcome multi-level governance constraints in an effective manner.
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Table 1. Perceptions on responsibility for adaptation between different levels of

government.

Local and State - Federal

Local - Federal

State - Local

Local > State

Local € State

Federal government to educate the public on climate
change

Lead the issue and give guidance to other levels of
governments

Disburse funding for other levels

Determine which side of climate change debate is right

Local government cannot lead a national issue
Adaptation a shared responsibility across all governments
(but Federal level should lead)

Local governments are responsible for responding to
climate change

State gives the rules but implementation local
responsibility

State can protect local governments through state-wide
frameworks and decisions on sea level rise

Role of the state to set sea level rise scenarios and give
legal protection for local governments

State determines assessment approaches and
methodologies

State needs to give clear guidance to local governments
State needs to provide funding with new regulations

Local government should be able to determine their own
development pathways through anticipatory planning

The arrows in the table indicate the direction of responsibility shifting: = shows to whom
particular responsibility is attributed whereas < shows who is taking responsibility from whom.
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Appendix. Search criteria used with the Google Scholar search engine to identify documents
containing putative language consistent with the assumption that adaptation is local. Each search term
was comprised of three components: component A = “climate change”; component B = “adaptation”
and component C which was variable. The table below summarises the C component and the number

of documents identified that were included in the current study.

Table 1. Search criteria (component C) for the Adaptation is Local heuristic (Search Date: 3/10/2013)

Search #

Search Terms

Number Included

"adaptation is local"

47

"adaptation is * local"

(4)]
oo

"adaptation * be local"

“adaptation is place based"

“adaptation is * place based"

“adaptation * be place based"

"adaptation is community based"

“adaptation is * community based"

“adaptation * be community based"

"adaptation occurs at the local level"

"adaptation * occurs at the local level"

"adaptation * occur at the local level"

"adaptation * implemented at the local level"

zlz|r X}« —| | N mol o o >

"adaptation is * implemented at the local level"”
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129
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