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This summary is an excerpt from the Priorities for action report.
See also the Full assessment report.

Summary for decision-makers

Climate change is increasingly affecting These risks are already seriously affecting
the core systems in Aotearoa New Zealand people, or will soon, and will take time to

- the essentials that keep daily life running, prepare for. And they are the risks where
the wellbeing of communities, the natural acting soon can have the biggest influence
environment that supports life and livelihoods, on many other risks.

and the way the country plans, decides and

They are shown under four categories:
+ key infrastructure

This report sets out the 10 risk areas that stand communities and safety

out in the country’s second national climate + nature and the bioeconomy

change risk assessment. + decisions and funding.

acts together.

These are the significant risk areas where focused
action would make the biggest difference.

Figure A.1: The ten most significant climate-related risks

Key infrastructure risks Communities and safety risks
Water infrastructure «  Social and community wellbeing
Buildings «  Emergency management

+ Road and rail networks « Nga mea hirahira o te ao Maori -

risks in the Maori world

Nature and the bioeconomy risks Decisions and funding risks
Ecosystems and biodiversity « Central and local government funding
Forestry « Decision-making and delivery

Watchlist: Agriculture and horticulture

Source: Commission analysis
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Key infrastructure

Risks to water infrastructure

This risk is about the infrastructure that provides people with drinking water, carries
stormwater away from towns, and manages sewage. Climate change will put
increasing pressure on every part of this system, which is already under strain.

Drinking water pipelines are exposed to river and surface flooding, and drinking water
supplies face increasing stress from drought, declining water quality, and higher
temperatures. Rising seas, coastal flooding and more frequent and intense rainfall
events threaten wastewater and stormwater networks.

As climate hazards continue to intensify, water services will be increasingly affected.
For daily life, this could mean more service interruptions, boil water notices, or burst
pipes, with flow-on risks to rivers and beaches, lost productivity for businesses and
communities, and public health implications.

Some communities could even face the eventual withdrawal of services. The risk is
greater because much of the infrastructure is already in a degraded state.

Major reforms to water infrastructure management are underway and present
an important opportunity to plan for and embed resilience to climate hazards.

Itis one of the most significant risks because critical services need to be immediately
secured, and because action to strengthen the resilience of water infrastructure
will help with many other climate-related risks. If it is not addressed, our assessment
indicates it will be the first climate risk to reach an extreme severity level within the
next 25 years.

Risks to buildings

Buildings across Aotearoa New Zealand are exposed to a range of climate-related
hazards that threaten both their structural integrity and performance.

Flooding is a prominent hazard. Hundreds of thousands of buildings are in areas prone
to flooding. For example, approximately 556,000 buildings are currently exposed to
inland flooding, with a combined replacement value of NZ$235 billion.

Most buildings in Aotearoa New Zealand were not designed with high temperatures
in mind. Under future climate conditions, this could make them at times unliveable,
posing acute health risks. Some building types are more vulnerable because of their
age, design, or foundation, while others were built in areas now understood to be
hazard prone.
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Households with fewer financial resources will find it harder to strengthen their
homes, relocate away from hazards, or absorb higher insurance costs. In some regions,
the level of exposure to hazards will be beyond what can be managed, and people

may need to move.

This is identified as one of the most significant risks because of the centrality of
buildings to daily life, and because better management of climate-related risks
to buildings will help address challenges around insurability, displacement, and
community cohesion.

Risks to road and rail networks

Climate hazards are putting increasing pressure on the country’s road and rail
networks, causing both short-term disruption and long-lasting damage. Climate
change is expected to reduce the reliability and service levels of road and rail networks
in a variety of ways, from more frequent closures, delays, and speed restrictions to
higher maintenance and repair costs, and more frequent emergency works.

Alarge proportion of the network is already exposed to climate hazards: for example,
around a quarter of roads and more than a third of rail lines are in areas exposed to
surface, river, and coastal flooding.

Transport networks play a crucial role in national resilience. They connect communities,
support emergency responses, and keep supply chains functioning.

This is a significant risk because when roads and rail fail, the effects ripple far beyond
transport. Much key infrastructure is tightly bound up with road and rail corridors,
while the emergency management system, critical supply chains, and large sectors of
the economy also depend on reliable transport networks. Strengthening the resilience
of road and rail networks will help to address many other climate risks.
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Communities and safety

Risks to social and community wellbeing

This risk is about the increasing impacts of climate change on people’s wellbeing -
impacts the country is not well prepared for. It brings together two of the assessed
risks that are closely connected in real life: what can happen when people choose or
are forced to move by climate impacts, and the wider risk of effects on mental health
from climate change.

The experience of devastating extreme weather events can cause long-lasting hurt,
grief and fear that affects people’s health. For example, in a survey of people affected by
Cyclone Gabrielle one year later, 43% of respondents reported a direct negative mental
or emotional impact.

Indirect impacts of climate change - including uncertainty about housing and
livelihoods - can erode people’s sense of safety and belonging. This is heightened when
ongoing and progressive climate hazards, such as sea-level rise, threaten places that
matter deeply to people, and communities have to consider moving permanently.

While in some places it may be a necessary solution in the face of repeated climate
pressure, the prospect of relocation (particularly when it comes suddenly) can break
relationships, divide communities and undermine trust in institutions. Planning and
managing relocation well, working together with the affected communities, can help
reduce those effects.

This is one of the most significant risks because of the high human and financial costs:
both when people are forced to move, and when there is little relief for climate-related
distress, grief, discontent and uncertainty. There are long lead times for the measures
that would reduce this risk, so it is important to start as soon as possible.

Risks to emergency management

The country’s emergency management system is under acute pressure and may
struggle to respond to the increasing frequency, severity and extent of disasters that
can result from climate hazards.

Pressure on the system from climate change is already rising: in the past five years,
80% of the declared states of emergency were for severe weather or flooding.
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Strong emergency management saves lives and livelihoods, reduces injuries and
trauma, limits damage to homes and businesses, and supports the long-term health,
economic and social conditions in communities. The system is made up of people who
work in a wide range of organisations, at community level, as full- and part-time workers
and as volunteers. Together they are facing a steepening challenge.

Reviews following recent disasters have highlighted an urgent need to strengthen
the emergency management system. The signalled changes in current reforms are
promising, but it is too early to assess their potential to deliver the improvements

needed to respond to the increasing frequency and scale of climate change impacts.

This is one of the most significant risks because the current emergency management
system lacks the capacity or capability to deal with significant, complex, widespread
events impacting multiple regions at once.

Nga mea hirahira o te ao Maori - risks in the Maori world

Climate hazards interact with longstanding structural factors to create a set of
interconnected risks that specifically affect whanau, hapd and iwi.

For iwi/Maori, climate change is not only a physical or economic problem. It reaches
into identity, language, knowledge, governance and intergenerational wellbeing.
Many cultural sites of significance to iwi/Maori sit in places now highly exposed to
climate hazards. Access to taonga species is already changing in some rohe as marine
heat, acidification, sedimentation and extreme weather events affect habitats and
traditional harvesting practices.

Economic impacts will be felt in the climate-sensitive primary sectors where there are
high levels of iwi/Maori ownership and employment. Climate change also exacerbates
existing health risks for iwi/Maori. Many of the climate risks for te ao Maori arise not
only from physical hazards, but from legal exclusion and inconsistent recognition of
decision-making rights.

This is one of the most significant risks because climate change compounds the
effects of distinctive historical, cultural, legislative, and economic conditions that
continue to shape iwi/Maori resilience. This results in increased exposure to climate
hazards and further constrains the adaptation options available to iwi/Maori. The
inclusion of an ao Maori domain has been a key development since the first risk
assessment in 2020. It was analysed by independent kaupapa Maori researchers
whose report is published in full alongside this assessment. Their findings support its
inclusion as one of the most significant risks.
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Nature and the bioeconomy

Risks to ecosystems and biodiversity

Climate change is affecting the country’s ecosystems - including land (terrestrial),
freshwater, coastal and marine ecosystems - and indigenous biodiversity. Increasing
land and marine temperatures change the environmental conditions species live in,
while extreme weather events and wildfire cause shocks to ecosystems.

This risk is greater because of existing pressures and threats to the country’s ecosystems
such as land degradation, invasive species, resource extraction and pollution.

Under the higher climate impact scenario considered (see Box 1.2), from around the
middle of the century the combined effects of climate change and existing pressures
on ecosystems could push some systems past a point where they can recover. The
consequences are important not only for the intrinsic value of ecosystems, but also
for the effects that will flow across all aspects of life: water, soil and air quality, the
viability of jobs and businesses that depend on nature, the health of individuals and
communities, and cultural and recreational connections to nature.

We have combined climate-related risks to ecosystems and biodiversity into one
significant risk because they are interconnected - with each other and with the wider
risks in the assessment. Addressing risks to one ecosystem type is likely to reduce risks
to others, while strengthening the resilience of these systems together will help to
address many other climate-related risks. This makes it a priority for action.
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Risks to forestry

This risk is about how climate change will affect the country’s managed and
production forests, and how the sector can better prepare for these impacts, including
extreme weather, drought and wildfire, and new pests and disease.

Forestry delivers a suite of benefits to the country: wood products, export earnings
and removal of carbon dioxide from the atmosphere. The sector is growing rapidly

in both value and area, with the area in managed and production forests expected to
nearly double over the next 50 years. It is also central to the country’s action to reach
net zero emissions.

Damage to these forests reduces not only their capacity to absorb carbon dioxide
and the sector’s economic contribution, but also exposes waterways and downstream
communities to devastating sediment and debris flows.

This is one of the most significant risks because the risks to forestry from climate
change are already great and there is a need to accelerate adaptation planning and
action in forestry to increase resilience. Most forests planted now will not reach harvest
age for more than 20 years - meaning they will grow under changing environmental
conditions and intensifying extreme events. Acting now will help avoid locking in
future outcomes that increase the risks to forestry.

Watchlist

We are also highlighting two closely related risks as ones to watch for the speed at
which their severity might change. These are the risks to pastoral agriculture, and the
risks to horticulture. These risks were rated at minor severity at present, but they are
expected to move to major by 2050. Our assessment shows that as a range of climate
hazards affect the productivity and profitability of these key economic sectors (see
Risks to watch: agriculture and horticulture in Chapter 3: Findings), the impacts are
likely to reach into other areas of the economy. This warrants early attention

and preparation.
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Decisions and funding

Risks to central and local government funding

This risk is about the growing pressure that climate change places on both central and
local government finances. This is in the context of many councils, especially smaller
ones, already facing constrained budgets or having already reached their debt limits.

As climate impacts intensify, governments face higher costs for disaster response,
infrastructure repair, welfare and health services, and long-term adaptation. Disasters
like the 2023 severe weather events in the North Island - which cost the Government
NZ$6.65 billion - are hard to budget for because their exact timing, location, and
scale can't be predicted. Yet they will become more frequent and extreme as climate
change intensifies.

At the same time, climate-related impacts on the wider economy - including on
primary industries - can reduce revenue from taxes and rates. Together, higher and
more volatile expenditure and more uncertain revenue threaten governments’ ability
to maintain essential public services, invest in resilience, and plan for the long term.

The importance of central and local government funding for the operation of the whole
country and economy makes this one of the most significant risks. Recent research
suggests that 97% of the Government’s expenditure on natural hazards since 2010 has
been on responding to and recovering from disasters, with only 3% on risk reduction
and resilience. If central and local government are forced to spend more on repeatedly
recovering from natural disasters rather than planned adaptation, it could become
harder over time to fund other core services such as health and education, pushing the
costs on to future generations.
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Risks to decision-making and delivery

The demands of climate change are putting Aotearoa New Zealand's ability to plan,
decide and act together under increasing pressure. This risk area is focused on what
is needed to support adaptation in ways that work for everyone in the country, and
that can endure the pressure of intensifying impacts. It includes assessment of risks
to how central and local government work together, how well people trust democratic
institutions as they come under pressure for difficult decisions, and to the Crown’s
ability to uphold Te Tiriti o Waitangi/The Treaty of Waitangi.

As climate change hazards intensify, the kinds of issues that require stable decision-
making and effective delivery are becoming more complex. The country needs to

be able to drive forward on adaptation, to reduce the escalating impacts and costs of
climate change. Otherwise, decision-makers will be increasingly caught up in urgent
responses, which take time and resources away from planning for the future and
reducing harm, and could result in locking in future vulnerabilities.

This is one of the most significant risks because of the need for immediate action.

It will take time to work through adaptation decisions and implement policy and
programmes that match the speed and scale of climate change - especially to do this
in ways that build public trust and confidence, and uphold the Crown'’s responsibilities
under Te Tiriti/The Treaty.

See Chapter 3: Findings in the Priorities for action report for more information on these
10 significant risks, and the watchlist. Table A.1 shows the assessment ratings of all 37 climate-
related risks - which are covered in more detail in our Full assessment report.
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What this assessment
provides

Comprehensive scan at national
level

The 2026 national climate change risk
assessment provides a scan of the country’s
climate-related risks, focusing on the potential
consequences for people, places and ways of
life, and where effort can go to reduce harm.

The assessment looks closely at how climate
change acts on different aspects of life, and
what is in place to respond to those effects.

The scope of the assessment is national and
broad ranging, considering not only how
climate change could change the natural
environment and the towns and cities

that peoplelive in, but also the economy,

te ao Maori, the health and wellbeing of
communities, and potential future implications
for decision-making and funding. The process
raises those specific issues to national risks,
which can inform government action to adapt
to the changing conditions.

Because of its broad scope, the assessment
relies on a wide range of evidence from
many sources. It uses expert judgement from
the Commission and others to interpret that
evidence and draw conclusions.

Priorities for action

The most significant risks are the climate-
related risk areas where our assessment
suggests focused action under the
Government's next national adaptation plan
can make the biggest difference and achieve
the greatest system-wide impact.

Decision-makers have a range of options
available to address the risks. These include
accelerating and joining up work already
underway by the Government and supporting
coordinated adaptation around the country
(including providing clarity about how costs
can be shared and met).

Action to address the challenges presented
by climate change can return benefits that
strengthen the economy, society and the
environmental foundation of the country.
Investing attention and resources into
carefully prioritised adaptation action would
substantially reduce future costs and losses
associated with climate change.

Acting to strengthen the country’s
underpinning structures and tools - such

as funding and financing systems, trust in
democratic institutions, social connections
and wellbeing - will be important to support
the adaptation needed for climate change.

A view of what is underway

Action has begun in many ways across the
country. The assessment reflects what is
underway at central and local government
level, as well as identifying what other actions
can help to reduce the impact of climate change.

This report includes examples of what is
happening already within local communities
and businesses - the kinds of adaptation
action that will be essential across the
country, and which can be strengthened
with comprehensive national planning.
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A summary of climate change
already happening and
projections for the future

Chapter 2: Climate change in Aotearoa

New Zealand provides a summary of current
and projected climate change and the hazards
that result, based on updated data, with
information about people and infrastructure
exposed to those hazards. This shows:

Climate change is reshaping the hazards
that the country faces

Communities, ecosystems and
infrastructure in Aotearoa New Zealand
are exposed to shifting and intensifying
pressures in 2026. As well as the physical
hazards people in this country are used to
dealing with (such as earthquakes), there
are new - and intensifying - hazards from
climate change that are creating challenges
outside historical experience.

Warming air and oceans, rising seas and
changing physical and chemical patterns

in the atmosphere and oceans are driving
more frequent, intense and compounding
extremes - especially extreme rainfall and
flooding (inland and coastal), rainfall-
induced landslides, heat extremes, drought,
marine heatwaves and ocean acidification.

This is not business-as-usual hazard
management

Climate change is shifting the country’s
‘normal’. Hazards are becoming more
acute, as progressive changes and extreme
events load on top of other challenges.

The interval between damaging climate-
related events is reducing, while the
underlying conditions (such as air, water
and soil temperatures) are altering. This
combination is going to require ongoing
adaptive management - systems will
need to change in response: how water is
managed, how homes are kept safe, how
people farm, how decisions are made.

Supporting global efforts to limit warming
is integral to climate risk management
Chapter 2: Climate change in Aotearoa
New Zealand sets out projected differences
in climate variables and their effects at

two different levels of global warming later
this century.

Higher global warming levels drive more
severe and widespread hazards, reduce
the feasibility and cost-effectiveness of
adaptation options, and increase residual
risks and losses. Continued support for
and contribution to global efforts to
reduce emissions and limit warming shapes
this country’s future hazard environment
- it would help keep risks manageable
and avoid reaching adaptation limits for
communities and sectors.

The hazards that underlie the
assessed risks

« Extreme events like extreme rainfall,
marine heatwaves, wildfires.

+ Progressive and ongoing hazards like
sea-level rise.

« Changes to variability like trends in
temperature or rainfall.
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What makes up the full national
risk assessment

The Climate Change Response Act 2002 (the
Act) requires an assessment every six years

of the risks to the country’s economy, society,
environment and ecology from current and
future effects of climate change. This assessment
is also required to advise the Government on
the most significant risks requiring attention

in the next national adaptation plan.

The 2026 assessment is the country’s second
national climate change risk assessment. It was
carried out by He Pou a Rangi Climate Change
Commission (the Commission). It builds on
the first assessment published by the Ministry
for the Environment in 2020 and draws on
the latest available evidence, international
models for climate risk assessments, input
from engagement with interested people and
organisations through the process, and advice
from expert reviewers.

Four reports make up the assessment.

+ This Priorities for action report is focused
on the most significant risks requiring
immediate action to reduce serious
consequences for people, places and ways
of life. This report also provides a summary
of recent projections for climate change.

« The Full assessment report covers all 37
risks assessed, and provides an overview
across seven interconnected systems or
‘domains’ of risk (see box). It includes a
more detailed presentation of current
information about climate change in
Aotearoa New Zealand.

+ A companion report, Nga mea hirahira
o te ao Mdori, provides a kaupapa Maori
assessment of seven national climate-
related risks that specifically affect iwi/
Maori (these form part of the 37 risks).

+  Our approach to assessment is described
in a separate Summary of method report.

Other supporting material can be found on
our website.

What happens next

After publication of a national climate change
risk assessment, the Minister of Climate
Change must respond, within two years, with
a new national adaptation plan. This needs to
address the most significant risks identified in
the risk assessment.

The Commission has a role advising on the
implementation and effectiveness of the
national adaptation plan, and on how future
plans can be more effective. Our next progress
report on adaptation is due by August 2026.
That report will review progress under the
existing plan, and will also contain advice for
the next one.

The seven domains of risk

« Natural environment
« Built environment
+ People, health and communities

+ Nga mea hirahira o te ao Maori -
things of importance in the Maori
world

« Economy and finance

+ Sectors relying on the natural
environment

+  Governance.

See Table A.1 on following pages.

For the four reports in this
assessment, and supporting

materials, see https://www.
climatecommission.govt.nz/
nccra-2026
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Box A.1: How to read the table of risks and scores

The risks are assessed in three ways

How severeitis: the How ready the country Connections to other
severity assessment is: the policy readiness risks: the indirect and
looks at the nature and assessment reviews cascading risks assessment
scale of the potential existing government examines the relationships
consequences of each risk;  policies and plans and between different areas,
this is rated from ‘minor’ to  assesses how well they can and identifies options for
‘extreme’ for three periods  address each risk; this is action in one area that
(present day, mid-century,  rated from ‘no significant could reduce multiple risks.
and end of the century). gaps’ to ‘insufficient’.

|

What the severity ratings mean

Minor: there could be occasional, minor loss and damage, and temporary impacts.

Moderate: there could be repeating loss and damage, and climate impacts could
upset how well key systems run.

Major: there could be large or frequent loss and damage, serious or long-term
disturbance to people, places and ways of life, and disruption to whole systems.

Extreme: there could be very large, very frequent loss and damage, permanent
effects on people and the environment, and failure of systems. At this level, there
is a high chance of reaching thresholds, when changes cannot be reversed.

See Chapter 1: Introduction for the formal assessment criteria for risk severity, as well as
for policy readiness and cascading risk scores.
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Table A.1: The risks we identified and how they scored in the assessment

Element at risk

Risk severity

Current

Cascading risk score

Potential to address

Policy readiness

Readiness to other risks

implement

2090*
GWL 3-3.5

Coverage Shortfall** Overall readiness

GWL 2

Water infrastructure Built environment - Significant gaps Insufficient

Effective adaptation implementation Governance -_ Insufficient Insufficient Extreme Insufficient

ﬁ‘b;];t:;; ;z:og]g\j;:—r:::‘i::;’r"llzhi::‘npg]ie/:;ig;z? S S Governance -- Insufficient Insufficient Extreme Insufficient

Enduring adaptation governance Governance -_ Significant gaps Insufficient Extreme Insufficient

Terrestrial ecosystems Natural environment -_ Significant gaps Significant gaps

Mental health People, health and communities -_ Insufficient Insufficient Insufficient

Ability of the emergency management system to respond People, health and communities -_ Moderate gaps Significant gaps Significant gaps

Social cohesion and wellbeing (from displacement) People, health and communities Moderate _ Insufficient Insufficient Extreme Insufficient
h’?g:\t'liT::tyez::;g]i?\::;:i:::lier;?::g:—i;r:king) Governance Moderate - Insufficient Insufficient Extreme Insufficient Low
Forestry Sectors relying on the natural environment Moderate _ Insufficient Insufficient Extreme Insufficient

Buildings Built environment Moderate _ Significant gaps Significant gaps Major Significant gaps

Road and rail networks Built environment Moderate _ Significant gaps Significant gaps Major Significant gaps

i?rctl)irgleirr]\(\)/::isieosd;\éiir:isth d pathogens) Natural environment Moderate - Moderate gaps Significant gaps Major Significant gaps

Waste management infrastructure Built environment Moderate _ Significant gaps Significant gaps Major Significant gaps

Damage to Maori infrastructure Nga mea hirahira o te ao Maori Moderate _ Significant gaps Significant gaps Extreme Insufficient

Disruption to tikanga and hapa/iwi identity Nga mea hirahira o te ao Maori Moderate _ Significant gaps Significant gaps Extreme Insufficient

Loss of access to taonga species Nga mea hirahira o te ao Maori Moderate _ Significant gaps Significant gaps Extreme Insufficient

Loss of Indigenous knowledge systems Nga mea hirahira o te ao Maori Moderate _ Significant gaps Moderate gaps Extreme Insufficient

Legal exclusion and governance failures for Maori Nga mea hirahira o te ao Maori Moderate _ Significant gaps Significant gaps Extreme Insufficient

Freshwater ecosystems Natural environment Moderate _ Significant gaps Significant gaps Major Significant gaps Very High
Coastal ecosystems Natural environment Moderate _ :  Extreme Significant gaps Significant gaps Moderate Significant gaps Very High
Marine ecosystems Natural environment Moderate _ Significant gaps Moderate gaps Major Significant gaps

Central and local government funding Economy and finance Moderate _ Significant gaps Significant gaps Major Significant gaps Low
Insurability of assets Economy and finance Moderate _ Significant gaps Significant gaps Major Significant gaps Low
Fisheries Sectors relying on the natural environment Moderate _ Moderate gaps Significant gaps Significant gaps Low
Economic losses for Maori in primary industries Nga mea hirahira o te ao Maori Moderate _ Significant gaps Significant gaps Significant gaps

Increased Maori health vulnerabilities Nga mea hirahira o te ao Maori Moderate _ Significant gaps Significant gaps : Significant gaps

Ports and airports Built environment Moderate Moderate No significant gaps _
Physical health People, health and communities Moderate Moderate Significant gaps H Insufficient Significant gaps Low
Pastoral agriculture Sectors relying on the natural environment Minor __ Moderate gaps Significant gaps Significant gaps _
Horticulture Sectors relying on the natural environment Minor _— Moderate gaps Significant gaps Significant gaps Low
Social infrastructure and community services People, health and communities Minor Moderate _ Significant gaps Significant gaps Significant gaps Low
(Bf:;imnesSuS:;];r;:2Lclili)litcri(l))l;%:ia:risgitsi?::tions) Economy and finance Minor Moderate _ Significant gaps Moderate gaps Significant gaps Low
Electricity and telecommunications infrastructure Built environment Minor Moderate _ Significant gaps Moderate gaps Moderate _
Stability of the financial system Economy and finance Minor Moderate _ No significant gaps No significant gaps Low
Tourism Sectors relying on the natural environment Minor Moderate Moderate _ Moderate gaps i Moderate gaps ; Low
Electricity supply Built environment Minor Minor Moderate Moderate Significant gaps Moderate gaps Moderate Low

*Global warming levels for 2090 indicate lower and higher climate impact scenarios. The low climate impact scenario is based on global

warming of 2.0°C by 2090 (GWL 2). The high climate impact scenario is based on global warming of 3.0-3.5°C by 2090 (GWL 3-3.5).
**Policy shortfall scores are a measure of residual risk: The scale is the same as for risk severity.
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