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Project Objectives 

1. Identify how adaptation planning responds to a neoliberal context and 
whether it reflects neoliberal rationales and/or alternative rationales. 
 

2. Determine if market mechanisms are influencing decision making and 
evaluate if neoliberal visions of adaptation are functioning. 
 

3. Identify and explore instances of opposition to neoliberal parameters 
and practical approaches employed to pursue adaptation within this 
framework. 

3 



Neoliberalism, Urbanism and 
Planning  
 
Neoliberalism is:  
‘the prevailing pattern of market oriented, market-disciplinary regulatory 
restructuring’ (Peck et al., 2009, p51). 
 
Relation to Urbanism:  
‘an essential descriptor of the contemporary urban condition’ (Brenner and 
Theodore, 2005, p101)  
 
Relation to Planning  
‘an essential descriptor of the political trends and bureaucratic 
transformations forming the conditions under which planners work’ (Sager, 
2011, p149) 
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The Role of Planning in Climate 
Change Adaptation 

 

 Type of Role: 
Spatial planning should not be considered as a delivery mechanism for 
climate change policy. Rather, what it means to respond to climate change is 
defined, contested and made material through processes of negotiation and 
conflict.’ (Bulkeley, 2009, p294) 
 

Suitability for Role: 

‘this is not a task for which planning is constitutionally well equipped’ - 
based on the conflicting political and economic forces which influence the 
profession (Howard, 2009, p30). 
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 ‘Individuals and businesses will adapt 
to developments as they unfold’ 

 ‘Governments have an important role 
to play in creating the right framework 
and in providing appropriate 
information to allow the private sector 
to make well-informed decisions’ 

Neoliberal Ideas in Adaptation? 

Adapting to Climate Change in Australia 
Australian Government Position Paper (2010) 

 
Granberg and Glover (2011) identified:  



Subsequently further policy:  

‘Most adaptation would occur without the 
need for government involvement’  

‘It is appropriate that households, businesses 
and the community are responsible for the 
climate risks they face (given that the costs 
and benefits of adaptation are largely 
private)...’  

‘Private landowners have a private incentive 
to adopt measures to manage environmental 
risks to their personal safety and property.’ 

Barriers to Effective Climate Change Adaptation 
Australian Government Productivity Commission Draft Report (2012) 

Neoliberal Ideas in Adaptation? 



Linking Neoliberalism and 
Adaptation 

Sustainable development through market environmentalism, ecological 

modernisation and environmental populism (Grist, 2008; Brown, 2011). 

Neoliberal  processes in the production of vulnerability and reduced capacity 

for collective action (Fieldman, 2011). 

Application of critical theories of neoliberal urbanism to adaptation practices 

(Whitehead, 2013):  

• automatic/autonomous adaptation 

• adaptation markets and competition 

• market financing and public delivery of adaptation.  
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Case Study: Queensland  
Selection Rationale: 

 

 

 

 

 

 

9 

Queensland: 

Criteria 1: 
 Significant vulnerability and 
existing planning for climate 

change impacts. 

Criteria 2: 
 Recognised influence of 

neoliberal ideas on urban 
governance. 

(Geddes, 2008)  
(Gleeson and Low, 2000) 

(Buxton et al., 2012) 
(Wright and Cleary, 2012). 

et al.  

(IPCC, 2007) 
(Low-Choy et al., 2010) 

(Matthews, 2013) 
et al.  



Case Study: Methods 

Interviews:  

• 1.5 to 2 hour semi-structured interviews 

Participants: 

• 6 planners representing two large metropolitan cities in Queensland 

• Knowledge and experience in the area of adaptation planning in Queensland  

• Public and private sector planners, involved in planning at local, regional and 

state scales and from various geographic regions 

Analysis:  

• Thematic analysis using NVivo 
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Case Study: Methods 
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Strategies: Characteristics: Rationales: Models: 

(Castree, 2010) (Sager, 2011) (Whitehead, 2013)  

•  Privatisation 
 

•  Favoring private 
sector solutions 

•  Neoliberal: 
deregulation  

•  Autonomous 
adaptation  

•  Marketisation •  Employing 
competitive 
governance 

•  Neoliberal: 
entrepreneurialis
m 

•  Market adaptation  

•  Deregulation •  Emphasising  
property rights  

•  Other: social 
justice 

•  Competitive 
adaptation  

•  Market proxies  •  Prioratising 
economic 
development 

•  Other: 
environmental 
stewardship 

•  Public sector 
adaptation  

Themes to identify: 



Preliminary Outcomes 
Findings of first round of interviews: 

• Skepticism at property markets reflection of environmental risks. 

• Trend to the devolution of responsibility for adaptation: ‘total abdication of 

responsibility... under the guise of empowering local government’. 

• Tension between adaptation and property and development interests 

avoided by operating within accepted parameters. 

• Varying capacity to fund adaptation suggesting neoliberal conditions of 

inter-locality completion and regional inequality. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

12 



Preliminary Outcomes 
Broad findings of investigations: 

• Planning as a process is not engaged in promoting a neoliberal agenda, 

however some neoliberal influences are evident as they shape the context 

and parameters of adaptation. 

• Visions of market based and private sector or individual level adaptation 

are not shared by planners. 

• While no overt instances of opposition or resistance were evidenced there 

is a strong sense of commitment to operating within the parameters to 

achieve locally beneficial outcomes.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

13 



State of Australian Cities Conference  
  

DOING ADAPTATION DIFFERENTLY? 
HOW NEOLIBERALISM INFLUENCES 
ADAPTATION PLANNING IN 
QUEENSLAND  
 
 
 
 
Lachlan McClure  
Douglas Baker 
 
School of Civil Engineering and Built Environment  
Science and Engineering Faculty  
Queensland University of Technology 



Analytical Framework 


