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Abstract

Land use change, managed retreat, and relocation programs are examples of

exposure reduction measures in flood risk management (FRM). Exposure

reduction measures are especially prone to conflict at the local level due to

competing interests, values, and attachments. In this paper, we build upon the

capability approach to justice and specifically the concept of political capabili-

ties to advance justice in exposure reduction measures in FRM. A capabilities-

based approach to justice helps to recognize the multiplicity of valuable ways

of life and addresses a wide range of inequalities including concerns related to

recognition justice. The innovation of our capabilities-based approach to jus-

tice is that we include both actors who have too little political influence as well

as those who have too much and can thus excessively steer FRM in their

advantage. A political capabilities analysis is different than a focus on princi-

ples or rights because it draws attention to realized political influence and

includes the informal stages of FRM politics such as lobbying. The political

capabilities concept also shifts the focus from vulnerability to human agency,

thereby addressing concerns in the FRM literature about the loss of self-

determination and misrecognition. The paper concludes with a critical discus-

sion of the opportunities and limitations of using the political capabilities

concept in FRM.

KEYWORD S

capability approach, climate adaptation, flood risk management, justice, lobbying, political
inequalities

1 | INTRODUCTION

In this paper, we focus on controversies about Flood Risk
Management (FRM) strategies that aim to reduce the
exposure of inhabitants and infrastructure to flood
hazards by means of land use change or relocation.
Examples of exposure reduction strategies in FRM are
regulations that prevent construction in flood plains,

buy-out programs as part of managed retreat, and coastal
realignment in the name of nature restoration (Ajibade
et al., 2020; de Bruijn et al., 2022; Haasnoot et al., 2020;
van Staveren et al., 2014). The need for FRM is increasing
because climate change brings about hazards, in which
there may be huge differences in the capacity of groups
and individuals to respond to this hazard and the extent
to which people are exposed to them (Adger et al., 2006;
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O'Brien et al., 2007; Pelling et al., 2015; Reisinger
et al., 2020). In this, uncertainties about the exact nature
of climate impacts make it difficult to determine where
current land use can be sustained and where this is no
longer feasible or desirable (Haasnoot et al., 2020; Klijn
et al., 2016; van Alphen et al., 2022). Exposure reduction
measures are especially prone to conflicts due to the
cultural, emotional, and financial attachments of inhabi-
tants (Adams, 2016), uncertainties about the impacts of
natural hazards (Zegwaard, 2016), and conflicting views
about the best land usage in the future (Brackel, 2021;
Hommes et al., 2016; Morita, 2016).

This paper examines which lessons we need to draw
from controversies described in FRM literature and what
the political capabilities concept can contribute to
advance justice in FRM (Holland, 2017). To reach this
objective, we provide a review of how justice is currently
approached in FRM scholarship. Our review of FRM con-
troversies results in two gaps that need to be addressed
by FRM justice frameworks. Subsequently, we show how
the capability approach (CA) to justice can help to
address these concerns.

The first key concern is that FRM controversies show
salient inequalities in informal political influence in
FRM decision-making. However, the FRM justice litera-
ture draws heavily on formal principles or rights-based
frameworks, which do not sufficiently pay attention to
what different people are able to do with the rights and
resources provided to them in practice. Political influ-
ence, socio-economic inequalities, and patterns of cul-
tural misrecognition are intertwined (Fraser, 1995;
Young, 1990), so political inequalities need to be
addressed in a comprehensive manner. The CA is
context-sensitive and able to capture inequalities as they
arise out of a multiplicity of patterns of disadvantage
including concerns of recognition justice (Martin
et al., 2016; Robeyns, 2003). Building upon the CA, we
propose in this paper to resolve this gap and focus on
leveling political capabilities to advance justice in FRM.

The second key outcome from the controversies
described in FRM literature is the intrinsic value of
self-determination for achieving justice in the decision-
making about and the implementation of exposure reduc-
tion measures. Freedom of choice and self-determination
are central concepts in the CA as well, which will be fur-
ther explained in section three. The CA's focus on the full
breadth of people's agency in decision-making processes
also resonates well with multiple streams in the recogni-
tion justice literature (Anderson & Honneth, 2005;
Martin et al., 2016; van Uffelen, 2022).

Subsequently, in section four, we apply the political
capabilities concept from the CA to FRM and illustrate
the importance of securing sufficient political capabilities

in conflicts about exposure reduction measures.
Furthermore, we argue that political capabilities should
be guaranteed at the “sufficiency” level and encompass
both a lower and upper threshold to address inequalities
in political influence. To conclude, we reiterate the main
findings, provide suggestions for further research, and
reflect upon the usability of sufficient political capabili-
ties as a framework for justice in different FRM policy
contexts.

2 | INTEGRATING JUSTICE IN
FLOOD RISK MANAGEMENT

This section describes existing approaches to justice in
FRM controversies related to exposure reduction mea-
sures and subsequent building blocks to advance justice
in FRM. There are ample examples of controversies
related to land-use change and (in)voluntary relocations
in FRM literature (Baker et al., 2018; Begg, 2018; de la
Vega-Leinert et al., 2018; Edelenbos et al., 2017; Lynn,
2017; Otto et al., 2018; Roth et al., 2017). A number of
lessons can be drawn from literature about these FRM
controversies to advance justice in FRM.

2.1 | Competing justice claims and
inequalities in FRM decision-making

Justice is a multifaceted normative demand. One way
to organize and describe this multifaceted character is to
make a distinction between distributive justice, proce-
dural justice, and justice as recognition. In this, distribu-
tive justice pertains to situations in which there are
competing claims for a certain good or value. In such sit-
uations, there will be winners and losers, and the legiti-
macy of this outcome is decided upon the application of
certain distributive principles. The commitment by which
these principles are executed and how decision-making
takes place determines the degree of procedural justice
(or fairness). Finally, there is recognition justice, which
relates to the opportunities individuals and groups are
given to have their claims being taken seriously.

In the context of FRM, distributive issues pertain to
competing values such as safety from flooding, economic
development, resource efficiency, ecosystem protection,
landscape design, or attachment to place. Thus, we also
take (latent) conflict as a starting point for understanding
FRM. Starting from the struggles around FRM controver-
sies has a number of implications for integrating “justice”
in FRM. Not only do people disagree between the relative
priority of different values, also within the larger multi-
faceted concept of “justice” multiple possibly contesting
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conceptions of justice are possible (Hickey &
Robeyns, 2020). For instance, articles about economic
inequalities in FRM mention a variety of distributive jus-
tice principles (Johnson et al., 2007; Rulleau et al., 2017).
Distributive justice principles can be complementary to
or compete with each other; as is the case with the utili-
tarian principle (measures should benefit society as a
whole), the egalitarian principle (fair distribution
between individuals), and prioritarian principle (concern for
the most vulnerable) (Thaler, Seebauer, & Schindelegger,
2020, p. 107). Which conception of distributive justice should
guide the distribution of risks, costs, and benefits in a society
is subject to political debate.

Different justice claims draw attention to specific con-
cerns related to the multi-faceted concept of (in)justice.
Beyond distributive justice and procedural justice, other
dimensions of justice relevant for FRM are as follows:
ecological justice, recognition justice, restorative justice,
retributive justice, intergenerational justice, or multispe-
cies justice (Ajibade et al., 2022; Cañizares et al., 2023;
Celermajer et al., 2021). Policy arrangements often con-
tain characteristics of multiple principles, trying to find a
balance between different justifiable principles and
claims of injustice (Clément et al., 2015; Driessen & Van
Rijswick, 2011; Kaufmann et al., 2018; Keessen
et al., 2016). For example, FRM policy needs to strike a
balance between a utilitarian concern for the wise usage
of scarce public funds, prioritarian concerns for the most
vulnerable, and concerns about ecological impact. Subse-
quently, disagreement between actors about which values
to prioritize is an inherent part of water management
(Joy et al., 2014; Zwarteveen et al., 2017).

With regard to procedural justice, many authors writ-
ing about justice in FRM, climate adaptation, or disaster
risk reduction focus on FRM governance and processes
for fair decision-making (Ajibade et al., 2022; Alexander
et al., 2016; Arnall, 2019; Begg, 2018; Tadgell et al., 2018;
Wilmsen & Webber, 2015). This focus on procedural
aspects of “justice” is understandable considering the
contested nature of FRM: conflict between actors and dis-
agreements about competing values are omnipresent.
However, as the previous section described, it is impor-
tant to examine the connections between procedural
justice and for instance patterns of misrecognition and
other kinds of inequalities. Procedural justice theories
can help to design fairer processes to resolve conflicts in
FRM, for instance by mitigating the extent to which exist-
ing socio-economic and cultural inequalities influence
the design of flood-risk management measures and
strategies.

In FRM literature, the focus is often on procedural
justice conceptualized in a more narrow sense as good
government conduct during the implementation of FRM

measures. The systematic literature review by Tadgell
et al. (2018) provides a synthesis of principles for good
conduct in state-led relocation programs in lower-income
countries: proactivity (take action before a crisis takes
place), participation and communication, permanence
(new sites should be habitable for the long-term), ade-
quate compensation, and livelihood protection. Other
examples of principles encountered in the literature are
voluntariness, the principle of last resort, and that citi-
zens should be “better off” than before the relocation pro-
gram (Arnall, 2019; Begg, 2018; Cernea, 1997; Doberstein
et al., 2020; Hayward, 2008; Tadgell et al., 2018;
Wilmsen & Webber, 2015). Ajibade et al. (2022, p. 1) also
mention good practices in managed retreat such as
“improving community wellbeing, rootedness, and access
to livelihoods, while also incorporating diverse justice
concerns to different degrees.”

However, it is often debatable which justice claims
should be granted priority or how generic principles
should be interpreted in specific situations. For example,
the “last resort principle” aims to protect people from
those in power who might “use the excuse of reducing
community exposure to climate change in order to con-
duct forced migrations for political or economic gain”
(Barnett & Webber, 2009, p. 27 as cited in Arnall, 2019).
The subsequent question is: are there technically feasible
alternatives available that would allow people to stay?
And if so, how many resources is a society willing to use
for protection measures to ensure that affected communi-
ties can continue to live and work in the same place? This
openness for debate implies that there remains space for
disagreement and discussions while applying proposed
principles for good government conduct in FRM at the
local level. And again, how these disagreements are set-
tled and the degree to which they are influenced by exist-
ing inequalities matters.

Moreover, accounts of procedural justice in FRM too
often only cover controversies occurring after the deci-
sion to implement measure X in a location Y has already
been taken by a governing entity. Authors focus on
instrumental participation, the mere implementation of
government decisions, and formal procedural checkboxes
such as the right to appeal and implementation criteria.
Yet, procedural justice becomes relevant earlier in the
political process: the informal debate about the question
of whether measures to reduce exposure are necessary at
all and where/how they should be implemented. In an
evaluative framework for FRM governance, Alexander
et al. (2016) argue that procedural justice contributes to
the legitimacy of FRM and consists of three elements:
(i) there are opportunities for stakeholders to challenge
decisions that have been made, (ii) stakeholders have
equal access to the appeal process, and (iii) the process
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of resolving disputes is considered to be fair (ibid).
These are relevant criteria, but the informal decision-
making and lobbying phase before FRM measures are
implemented also needs to be included in a procedural
justice framework.

Social scientists, practitioners, and communities often
call for closer involvement of affected citizens in the
decision-making process to translate FRM knowledge
into action (Binder & Greer, 2016; de Jonge et al., 2022;
Priest, 2023; Roth et al., 2017; Thaler, Seebauer, &
Schindelegger, 2020). As Cook et al. (2022) point out,
these calls should go beyond instrumental participation
and also look into real power-sharing. However, strength-
ening participation and access to formal decision-making
processes does not resolve all issues. Attention to a wider
spectrum of political influence is required. All inequal-
ities that shape people's ability to exert political influence
by advocacy, lobbying, and protesting are important fac-
tors to address to achieve justice in FRM. This includes
mechanisms of misrecognition that shape people's politi-
cal capabilities.

2.2 | Recognition justice and the value of
self-determination

Building upon critical theorists such as Fraser (1995),
Honneth & Fraser, 2003, and Young (1990), Environmen-
tal justice literature often refers to the “tripartite” model
of justice since struggles for distributive justice, proce-
dural justice, and justice as recognition are in practice con-
nected (Schlosberg, 2007; Zwarteveen & Boelens, 2014).
Misrecognition, the social devaluation and marginalization
of people's way of being and doing reinforces inequalities
and causes real psychological harm (Anderson &
Honneth, 2005; Taylor, 1997; van Uffelen, 2022). Manifes-
tations of misrecognition in FRM can for example be
found in the negligence of local knowledge and the intrin-
sic value or spiritual dimensions of ecosystems (Boelens
et al., 2010; Stensrud, 2016). Other examples of misrecog-
nition in FRM are disregard for land-based livelihoods, the
persistence of mechanisms of coloniality (Sultana, 2022),
and the reinforcement of social discrimination through
FRM decision-making and outcomes (Martin et al., 2016).1

The connection works both ways: patterns of misrecogni-
tion and cultural injustices shape people's ability to influ-
ence FRM decision-making and subsequently cause
unequal outcomes, just as economic inequalities influence
someone's social standing and opportunities to exert politi-
cal influence (Fraser, 1995; Robeyns, 2003).

The lack of self-determination is also related to recog-
nition (in)justices, as certain ways of life and relating to
water are devalued and marginalized (Boelens et al., 2010;

Eriksen et al., 2015; Martin et al., 2016). Academic litera-
ture about FRM controversies shows the need to address
the intrinsic value of self-determination, especially in the
case of exposure reduction measures and relocations. Self-
determination signals the importance of having the opportu-
nity to sketch one's own life trajectory (Minaravesh, 2023).
Disregard of self-determination and freedom of choice fea-
tured in several studies documenting protests by local inhab-
itants against involuntary relocation or land use change
programs (Bertana, 2020; Tadgell et al., 2018).

In the context of relocation, the distinction between
voluntary and involuntary is fuzzy and many FRM gover-
nance arrangements consist of a mix of voluntary and
involuntary elements (Arnall, 2019). In forced acquisi-
tions, citizens may not even be given the choice to sell
and receive compensation. Alternatively, relocation pro-
grams that see all other community members relocate or
public services phased out may be voluntary on paper,
but are often not experienced as such. Moreover, whether
justice in FRM requires people to stay or enable them to
live in a safer place depends on the specific context. The
right against displacement, Nine (2016) argues, should be
protected, since the home is constitutive for a person's
autonomous agency and identity formation. Other
scholars also defend the right of voluntary immobility
and staying behind (Farbotko et al. 2020). Koslov et al.
(2021), on the contrary, emphasizes the stress inherent in
staying put in areas susceptible to flood risk. Yet, in all
cases where people are relocated, quality participation in
the development of relocation sites is critical, as the new
place should allow people to lead a life similar to what
they had chosen for themselves in their old location
(Nine, 2016). Regardless of whether people choose to stay
or go, loss of self-determination and freedom of choice
about one's environment, livelihood, and way of life is a
special kind of harm that cannot easily be expressed in
monetary terms.

Just as with intangible losses such as attachment to
place and psychological stress, the infringement of per-
sonal autonomy and loss of place or community cannot
be fully compensated by buy-out sums and/or cost–
benefit analyses based on utilitarian starting points.
Moreover, Babcicky and Seebauer (2021) demonstrate
that psychological indicators are relevant for understand-
ing flood risk impacts on different people and differences
in flood preparedness, fear of flooding, and self-efficacy.
de la Vega-Leinert et al. (2018, p. 598) also stress that in
Europe, transforming coastal land use affects people's
“sense of safety and their sense of control over their land,
their livelihoods and by extension, their lives.” Hence,
taking emotions, human agency, and psychology seri-
ously in FRM is important to reach an integrated under-
standing of human wellbeing. Drawing lessons from the
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practice of development-forced displacement and resettle-
ment for climate adaptation, Wilmsen and Webber
(2015) argue that: “Affected people can help to plan, to
build their capacities to respond to the difficult condition
of resettlement – to engage in practice and not just in
principle. This goes beyond participation to ensure that
affected persons have control over their own futures”
(Wilmsen & Webber, 2015, p. 79).

Existing governance frameworks often fail to include
the value of self-determination explicitly enough, while
affected citizens often do express their concerns about a
lack of self-determination. Despite the literature being
full of examples of controversies related to self-
determination, existing ethics/governance frameworks in
FRM focus primarily on formal participation criteria,
principles of distributive justice, communication, or law-
fulness. This raises the need for a conceptual framework
that includes the full scope of justice, including human
agency and self-determination, but is also able to provide
guidance on the design and implementation of contested
FRM measures.

3 | THE CAPABILITY APPROACH

In the following sections, we propose building on the
capability approach to Justice and specifically the concept
of sufficient political capabilities as a way to advance justice
in FRM. A strong asset of the political capabilities concept
is the focus on the agency of people and their ability to
engage in FRM politics, rather than on their vulnerability
(Holland, 2017). Securing sufficient political capabilities
does not only have instrumental value to reduce inequal-
ities in FRM conflicts (§2.1), but also intrinsic value as it
can help to mitigate psychological harm and protect the
value of self-determination (§2.2).

3.1 | Foundations

The capability approach (CA) is a framework for ethical
and political analysis developed by Sen (1985, 1999, 2009)
and Nussbaum (2000, 2011), and elaborated by among
others Holland (2008, 2017) and Robeyns (2017). The CA
is a comprehensive method of analyzing and promoting
human wellbeing by expanding people's capabilities
(Alkire, 2008). The CA defines capabilities as what “peo-
ple are able to be or to do” (Robeyns, 2017, p. 38). In
other words, capabilities are a person's real opportunities
to achieve personally valuable ways of being and doing
(Holland, 2017, p. 397). The CA is deliberately
open-ended about what these valuable beings or doings
are (Robeyns, 2017).

Individuals who belong to different communities and
live in different contexts can decide for themselves what
constitutes a valuable way to live (Deneulin, 2011;
Rawls, 1993; Robeyns, 2017; Schlosberg, 2012). Because
the CA is able to incorporate contextual differences and
is open to value pluralism, many scholars highlight the
CA as a suitable approach for dealing with inequalities in
climate adaptation (Doorn et al., 2018; Dryzek &
Pickering, 2018; Holland, 2012; Jepson et al., 2017;
Kronlid, 2014; Schlosberg, 2012; Sheller & Leon, 2016;
Walker, 2009). The open-ended nature of the concept of
capabilities enables flexibility and creates space for the
democratic determination of the most highly valued
capabilities in a specific context (Deneulin, 2011;
Walker, 2009).

The capability approach addresses inequalities in a
comprehensive manner, including patterns of social mar-
ginalization and discrimination. Capabilities are the
opportunities or freedoms to realize valuable function-
ings (ways of being or doing). Just as there is a difference
between a country's GDP and its citizens' wellbeing, there
is a difference between the resources provided to people
and what different people can actually do with these
resources (Sen, 2009). The CA can be used to analyze
people's differentiated abilities to use resources to achieve
ways of being and doing. Conversion factors describe
how inequalities manifest in FRM because different peo-
ple have unequal abilities to mobilize resources and
rights, also due to social norms and patterns of marginali-
zation (Robeyns, 2003, 2017).

All kinds of inequalities need to be accounted for to
level political capabilities in FRM. Conversion factors
represent the social, personal, and environmental context
in which individuals operate: including historical
inequalities that shape differences between people's capa-
bilities. In her response to Fraser's critical theory critique
of the capability approach, Robeyns (2003) employs gen-
der inequality examples to explain that the CA also inte-
grates concerns related to recognition justice, although
not exclusively. The capability approach to justice “offers
a comprehensive view of the conditions needed for a
good life that incorporates aspects of recognition, partici-
pation and distribution” (Martin et al., 2016, p. 258). The
CA also acknowledges the salience of physical or mental
(dis)abilities2 that shape people's opportunities to realize
basic needs (Robeyns, 2003). Capabilities are defined as
opportunities because freedom is a central concept for
Sen (1999).

Sen stressed the importance of the “process of choice”
with the following thought experiment: If someone does
not leave their room all day because they prefer to stay
inside, that is fundamentally different then if they do not
leave their room all day because there is a gunman in
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front of their door (Sen, 2009, p. 228). This thought exper-
iment shows that a situation's “justness” cannot only be
determined based upon the substantive outcomes and
that the process needs to be considered as well to charac-
terize a situation as just. A situation can still be just when
someone has the capability to do X, but chooses not to do
X. This is relevant for FRM, since exactly this dimension
of the “process of choice” chimes with the concerns iden-
tified in the literature review about involuntary reloca-
tions and self-determination.

3.2 | Reducing inequalities with the
capability approach

The capability approach to justice can highlight differ-
ences between the needs of individuals/communities in
climate adaptation and FRM and can subsequently justify
additional government support for more disadvantaged
groups (e.g., tools, additional money, or adjusted training
courses). For instance, some people require additional
support and resources to reach a similar level of flood
resilience as other people who are given the same
resources. Intersectional perspectives on adaptation jus-
tice can be incorporated into the CA, because an analysis
of people's differentiated capabilities acknowledges all
axes of existing social inequality, such as class, race, gen-
der, age, ableness, geography, natural resource depen-
dency, and their interrelations with other (dis)advantages
(Ajibade et al., 2022; Mikulewicz et al., 2023; Wolff & De-
Shalit, 2007).

Even though a plurality of capabilities has intrinsic
value,3 public resources are limited. Hence, difficult
choices often have to be made about which capabilities to
prioritize in public policy. Focusing on the fertility of the
capability, or how this capability can mitigate other disad-
vantages, is helpful to determine effective policy interven-
tions (Nussbaum, 2011, p. 45). In their empirical research,
Wolff and De-Shalit (2007) describe multiple (dis)advan-
tages and how they interrelate to create unequal outcomes.
They empirically identify fertile capabilities (those that
help to create more capabilities) and corrosive disadvan-
tages (those that spill over to other domains).

Political capabilities are an example of a fertile func-
tioning (Wolff & De-Shalit, 2007), because people with
high political capabilities can engage successfully in
decision-making processes about resource distributions
and subsequently change policy conditions that shape
other capabilities. Next, we will argue that considering
the contested nature of exposure reduction measures, the
concept of political capabilities is well-suited to advanc-
ing justice in Flood Risk Management.

4 | LEVELING POLITICAL
CAPABILITIES

4.1 | Political capabilities

Nussbaum (2011) defines political capabilities as “hav-
ing political control over one's environment.” The first
fleshed out paper on political capabilities in climate
adaptation and water management was written by Hol-
land (2017). She critiques top-down initiated participa-
tory fora and public consultations, as these do not truly
advance procedural justice. Public participation has
been reported to falsely legitimize expert-driven FRM
and transform into lip service of government agencies
(Bertana, 2020), while in other cases it has failed to rep-
resent all citizens equally. For Holland, empowering
vulnerable communities to shape adaptation decisions
is an indicator of procedurally just climate adaptation
(Holland, 2017). For disadvantaged groups “having the
political capability to adapt means being able to apply
enough political pressure within unjust adaptation
decision processes to successfully push decisions in a
particular direction” (ibid., p. 397). Transformative
adaptation, according to Holland, is a continuous pro-
cess of decision-making in which citizens have real
opportunities to influence decision-making processes. A
procedural justice approach harnessing political capa-
bilities focuses on the agency of individuals, while
acknowledging that these individuals function within a
web of asymmetric power relations and structural injus-
tices (Arts & van Tatenhove, 2004; Eriksen et al., 2015;
Grin, 2012). Power asymmetries and existing inequal-
ities can be challenged by strengthening conditions for
political equality (Srinivasan, 2007). However, focusing
solely on the lower threshold and disadvantaged com-
munities produces a limited understanding of political
capabilities.

In her 2017 article, Holland (2017) does not consider
the opposite possibility that some actors have too
much power to shape adaptation decisions (Brackel
et al., 2021). Capability scholars were initially most con-
cerned with bringing all human beings above capability
thresholds, so that their most basic needs are secured.
Yet, a more recent development in capability scholar-
ship is to not only include thresholds, but also capability
ceilings (Baard & Melin, 2022; Holland, 2008, 2014;
Robeyns, 2022). If people harm other people, future gen-
erations, or the environment by employing their capa-
bilities to the fullest, posing limits to their capabilities
may be justifiable (Holland, 2012, 2022; Robeyns, 2022).
We argue that this principle should also be applied to
political capabilities.
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4.2 | Political inequalities in flood risk
management

A capabilities-based framework for procedural justice in
FRM should be applicable to situations in which people
have too much political capability and situations in
which people have too little political capability to shape
FRM decision-making. An example of people having “too
little” political capability would be marginalized commu-
nities that are subject to state-led relocation processes
and hardly have the means to oppose or steer develop-
ments (Ajibade, 2022; Wilmsen & Webber, 2015). On the
other end of the spectrum, we can find resourceful actors
such as second-home owners and capital-rich companies
that are able to secure high-value buy-out sums or flood
protection measures funded with public money (Alexander
et al., 2016; Brady, 2015; Fouqueray et al., 2018;
Schakel, 2021).

Capabilities should be understood and analyzed in a
contextually embedded fashion (Robeyns, 2017). Espe-
cially when looking at political capabilities, we should
examine existing power structures, institutions, and
power asymmetries to understand opportunities
and obstacles that different actors experience. People's
abilities to influence decision-making intersect with pat-
terns of (mis)recognition and social discrimination. In
the USA, several geographers describe racial patterns in
buy-out locations and investments in flood protection
(Hardy et al., 2017; Loughran et al., 2019). Another exam-
ple is the disparity between flood protection levels in the
Dutch Delta and the Caribbean islands part of the Dutch
kingdom (Haringsma, 2023). Moreover, highly educated
and elderly citizens are overrepresented in participation
sessions and FRM decision-making (van Buuren et al.,
2012; van der Meer, 2018; Warner et al., 2020). In the
Netherlands, only the highly educated appear to have
independent influence on public policy (Schakel, 2021;
Schakel & van der Pas, 2021).

The FRM literature presents several examples of situ-
ations in which it can be argued that individual citizens
or local action groups had too much political power. For
example, in the context of the 13/14 winter floods in
England, the inhabitants of Somerset were able to attract
a lot of attention through political networks and media
(Alexander et al., 2016, pp. 45–46). Consequently, 10 mil-
lion GBP of central government disaster relief funds were
spent on only 150 homes in Somerset, while 4000 victims
of flooding in the north of England did not receive this
kind of compensation. Talking about the situation, an
English NGO employee remarked: “large floods do
become political footballs” (Alexander et al., 2016, p. 45).
Similarly, in France, there have been reports of rich
coastal communities pressuring local decision-makers to

choose sea defenses over managed retreat (Clément
et al., 2015; Fouqueray et al., 2018). In this French case,
mayors used coastal land as electoral bait, since it helps
to create employment and population growth, despite the
associated risk of unsustainability and maladaptation
considering long-term sea-level rise and coastal erosion
(Fouqueray et al., 2018).

In the future, it is imaginable that powerful local
action groups will obstruct climate adaptation measures
or leverage funds to realize their desired type of adapta-
tion or FRM project. In some cases, these local commu-
nity efforts are much needed and can help to realize just
climate adaptation, but this is not always the case. Hand-
ing over power to “the community” might sound laud-
able, but it is worth remembering that local populations
are not monolithic. The local community level is fraught
with competing interests and values. Hence, it is impor-
tant to consider the distribution of political influence
within and between communities when analyzing proce-
dural justice in FRM.

Inequalities in political influence should at least be
monitored to render visible which groups are systemati-
cally underrepresented in a FRM policy process. In
response to a relocation process in Dhaka, Bangladesh,
for instance, more affluent private landowners were able
to write petitions and appeal to the Supreme Court claim-
ing that their rights had been violated, while lower-
income people from the same area were simply displaced
(Nijhum et al., 2019). In New York, wealthy communities
were found to have more capacities to leverage funds and
lobby for voluntary buy-outs (Brady, 2015; Siders, 2022).
And in their review of managed retreat cases, Ajibade
et al. (2022, p. 3) find that “wealthy and white communi-
ties are often protected through in-site adaptation […]
[whereas] ‘the poor often have little control over where
they live’.”

A contextual political capabilities analysis should be
performed to ascertain whether to prioritize raising peo-
ple above a basic political capability threshold or creating
political capability ceilings. The legal-institutional con-
text provides the conditions for citizens' political capabili-
ties. For instance, according to Dutch law, it is possible to
expropriate citizens in the name of flood management
(Thaler, Doorn, & Hartmann, 2020). Hence, relevant
questions of procedural justice include: which situations
merit this measure and how can a just process be guaran-
teed considering the immense impact on the lives of
affected citizens. In Austria, for example, landowners
cannot be involuntarily expropriated and thus have a
stronger bargaining position. Subsequently, the prices for
voluntary buy-outs of agricultural land that is set to be
repurposed as a retention area for flood risk management
tend to be higher (ibid). In a situation like this, different
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concerns of justice become relevant, such as the costs of
flood risk management for society as a whole, and how to
secure other important values such as flood safety,
resource efficiency, and sustainability (de la Vega-Leinert
et al., 2018). In sum, excesses in either direction – having
too much or too little political capability – create the risk
of unjust situations in FRM. In certain contexts, solely
focusing on strengthening political capabilities does not
resolve the issue of political inequality and the resulting
injustices in FRM.

4.3 | Leveling political capabilities

Substantive commitments to strengthen political equality
in flood risk management are necessary since existing
inequalities and informal politics influence the outcomes
of formal procedures. An account of justice that is con-
cerned with the actual opportunities for political partici-
pation protects “equality of substantive political freedom
seen properly in the perspective of capabilities, not
merely civil liberties and political rights.” (Srinivasan,
2007, p. 457). Procedural justice is not only about good
government conduct in the implementation of projects
but also about citizens' ability to propose alternative
plans and amend government plans. Some people have
good knowledge of how government and the wider plan-
ning system work and can mobilize relevant networks,
while others feel that “the government” is a threatening,
black-boxed institution. Despite the usefulness of trying
to develop substantive principles of good FRM, what mat-
ters most for application in practice is identifying which
actors are able or unable to push, prioritize, and interpret
the range of values, norms, and principles that apply to
FRM (Holland, 2017). Creating more equality in terms of
political influence might help to settle disagreements
about FRM in a more just manner.

A contextual analysis of political capabilities can help
to show which actors are below or above the threshold of
sufficient political control over their environment. This
information can help to develop tailored mitigation mea-
sures to create a level playing field and remove barriers
to influence FRM and climate adaptation decisions.
Scholars should take into consideration the following ele-
ments to operationalize the concept of political capabil-
ity: (a) the ability to mobilize expertise and/or counter
expertise, (b) the possibility of alliances with other (more
powerful) stakeholders, (c) the ability to learn media and
presentation skills, (d) knowledge of government proce-
dures and timing of decision-making processes, (e)
resources: time to attend meetings and organize activi-
ties, funds to support lobbying activities, and relevant
network to strengthen lobbying efforts, (f) social/cultural

capital and social cohesion of a community (Edelenbos
et al., 2017; Holland, 2017) (Figure 1). These informal
dimensions of having sufficient political capabilities, next
to formal political rights, can also help to guide scholars
and policy-makers on how to implement political capa-
bility thresholds and ceilings.4

Assessments of what constitutes “too much” political
capability will vary by place, policy domain, and time,
sometimes even within the same country. Nevertheless,
we can learn from the experiences and justice claims
voiced by people affected by (in)voluntary relocations in
the past all over the world. In situations where basic civil
rights and legal protections are not respected or enforced,
securing sound procedures/institutions for information,
compensation, and appeal require attention (political
capability thresholds). Hard-fought political freedoms,
which are still contested around the globe, should not be
thrown away, so securing the lower threshold of suffi-
cient political capabilities remains vital. In contexts
where civil rights are generally respected and sound pro-
cedures have been implemented, more attention can be
paid to improving procedural justice related to unequal
lobbying power and limiting the opportunities of certain
actors that harm other beings and have too much influ-
ence in FRM decision-making (political capability
ceilings).

In order to balance people's political capabilities, a
range of context- and power-sensitive planning and
implementation tools should be developed to mitigate
possible biases and structural barriers. For example, the
right regulations within a democratic state can help to
create a more level playing field for lobbying activities.
Options to be investigated are increasing avenues of con-
testation (Gaventa, 2006; Stirling, 2008), increasing the
transparency of the policy process, rules for funding
interest groups and political parties, capacity building
activities, and the provision of expertise or financial
resources. Which support tools are most needed and
helpful will have to be decided on a case-by-case basis.
Nevertheless, the first step consists of analyzing the dis-
tribution of political capabilities in a specific FRM
controversy.

5 | CONCLUSION: SUFFICIENT
POLITICAL CONTROL OVER ONE'S
ENVIRONMENT

In this paper, we proposed the capability approach
(CA) as a framework to address questions of justice in
FRM. Inequalities in political influence are often present
in FRM controversies and especially relevant in the case of
contested exposure reduction measures and involuntary
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relocations. Assessing people's political capabilities can
help to analyze and possibly address inequalities in politi-
cal influence in FRM in a way that also acknowledges
broader social and cultural inequalities through the con-
version factors. We propose defining political capabilities
as having sufficient political control over one's environ-
ment. In this way, the analysis can include both actors that
have too little as well as those that have too much political
influence. Besides, the literature also highlights the rele-
vance of the value of self-determination in flood risk con-
troversies. The importance of self-determination is well
reflected in notions that are fundamental to the CA, such
as freedom and human agency, and also reflects concerns
related to recognition justice. People want to have suffi-
cient control over their environment and to choose their
preferred livelihood and way of life. Our analysis also
shows that self-determination does not imply unlimited
political control, as this necessarily comes at the expense
of others. Key is that all people reach a level of sufficient
political control.

5.1 | Limitations

A limitation of our conceptualization of political capabili-
ties is the underrepresentation in political decision-
making of other species and future generations. There
are interests and values that span beyond the geographic
boundaries of communities, but still should be included
in adaptation decisions, such as environmental integrity
or resource efficiency. Exposure reduction measures may
be justified out of concerns for future generations, public
resource efficiency, or ecological justice. Currently, these
non-human concerns are only accounted for as far as
humans advocate for these interests.

A possible objection against using the CA is that the
analysis of inequalities in political capabilities and pro-
viding differentiated public support is information and
resource-intensive. It is important to acknowledge multi-
ple dimensions of social inequality and contextual differ-
ences, but practitioners often struggle with limited time
and resources. While this objection applies – in differing

FIGURE 1 The icons represent people debating/involved in FRM politics. The bullets with text show an illustrative and non-exhaustive

list of informal dimensions of political capabilities. The lower line and arrow represent the lower threshold of political capabilities that needs

to be secured for all citizens in a capabilities-based approach to justice in FRM. The upper line and arrow represent the need for an “upper
ceiling” of political capabilities. Considering the inequalities in FRM decision-making, and especially in the informal phase, to guarantee a

level playing fields requires not only securing that people are above some level of political capabilities but also that they are not above a – to

be specified – upper limit.
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degrees – to all interventions aimed at strengthening pro-
cedural justice, the context-sensitivity of the CA is a
strength but also resource-intensive. Apart from the
moral reasons that dictate why disadvantaged communi-
ties deserve sufficient resources to be invested in these
procedures, there are also more pragmatic reasons for
doing so. The resources invested in strengthening proce-
dural justice may have a positive impact on the commu-
nities affected and strengthen people's capabilities also
beyond achieving flood resilience.

5.2 | Future research

Future research should delve into determining what con-
stitutes as just political capability thresholds and ceilings
in different contexts. What is “too much” and who gets to
decide what is “too much” are important questions for
further scholarly reflection. A key question in research
into limitarianism and capability ceilings is how to estab-
lish upper limits and how to draw these boundaries in a
legitimate manner. We need to avoid falling in the trap of
technocratic top-downism, while at the same time not
shying away from reconsidering existing power asymme-
tries and innovating institutions. New kind of institu-
tional mechanisms and yet-to-be-developed interventions
can help to implement just capability ceilings. Structural
changes in a country's legal-institutional framework may
sometimes be needed to guarantee political equality. For
example, policies could aim at empowering citizen lobbying
groups (Alemanno, 2017), but if large corporations have sig-
nificantly more lobbying power (Schakel, 2021), such an
effort is insufficient to reduce power asymmetries and
improve democratic equality. Flood risk practitioners by
themselves cannot eliminate existing socio-economic and
political inequalities. However, they can help to prevent rein-
forcing these inequalities and perhaps create a more level
playing field in terms of political influence in FRM. This is
relevant, because we need to avoid scenarios in which “big
fish devour the small fish” (Sen, 2009), while deciding upon
the best approach to mitigate flooding in the future.
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ENDNOTES
1 Which kind of inequalities and patterns of disadvantage are most
salient varies per FRM controversy, as a wide range of inequalities
affect people's political influence in FRM conflicts.

2 Although this article focusses on exposure reduction measures in
FRM, the CA has potential added value in the evaluation and pro-
motion of capabilities related to flood safety and disaster pre-
paredness as well. Especially considering differences in someone's
physical abilities related to age or illness are relevant considering
inequalities in flood preparedness and resilience during flooding
events.

3 Nussbaum developed a list of 10 central capabilities: 1. Life,
2. Bodily health, 3. Bodily Integrity, 4. Sense, Imagination, and
Thought, 5. Emotions, 6. Practical Reason, 7. Affiliation, 8. Other
Species, 9. Play, 10. Control over one's environment (political and
material). This list influenced indicators for the United Nations
Human Development Index, an alternative for cross-country com-
parisons based on the Gross Domestic Product. (Nussbaum, 2011).

4 The political capability thresholds and ceilings are represented by
the lines above and below the icons of people debating/conversing
in Figure 1.
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