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Port Saint Louis du Rhône Fréjus (Port) 

How natural is a natural risk? 

2 ICEP Plymouth 2019 



Possible differences 

Place attachment  

“propensity of human beings and other animals to seek out the place where they were born or 

find a place in which they feel comfortable and secure” (Hidalgo & Hernández, 2001, p. 274).  

 

Place attachment + risk perception 

Inconsistent findings in relation to different types of natural risks (Bonaiuto et al., 2016)  

both positive and negative relationships between place attachment and risk perception make 

sense in a given context. 

 

Legal changes have endeavoured to improve natural risk management nationally and across 

the EU (e.g. EU Flood Directive). Still legal innovations are often met with local resistance 

(Castro & Mouro, 2016) 
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PSL and Fréjus are both exposed to comparable flooding risks. The two southern France 

localities differ in economic activity, demographic composition and income.  

 

Study goal 

How local dwellers of these two southern France communities (1) understand the risks 

presented by their immediate environment and (2) act in the perspective of mitigating these 

risks? 

 

I. Social representations theory: local meaning making of scientific ideas (Moscovici, 

2001), also in relation to the environment (Castro, 2006) 

 

II. The events that are represented might however be more or less ‘visible’ if they are 

(Kasperson et al., 1988) 

• Socially amplified 

• Socially attenuated 
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Amplification signals (Burgess, 2012) 

• Projection of harm into the future 

• Associated risks (e.g. pollution) 

• Blame and responsibility 

 

 

Attenuating signals 

• ‘act of god’  

• Anecdotes 

• Economic impact 
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Forty in-depth semi-directive interviews with local dwellers (20 in PSL and 20 in 

Fréjus) 

Interview length: between 40 minutes and 1h30 

 

• Interview guide sections 

• Community description 

• Past natural events 

• How coastal floods were/are dealt with? 

• Source of information 

• Perceived vulnerability and intention to leave 

 

• Interviews were transcribed and content analysed. The analytical approach 

mixed theory driven aspects – Bertoldo et al. (submitted) – and content 

driven aspects.  

 

 

 

Method 
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People living in these two localities described in different terms their exposure to coastal 

floods as: 

 

‘Natural’ risks  here coastal risks are described in nostalgic terms. Risk exposure is 

characterised as part of simpler everyday lives lived in the rhythms of nature. Nobody is 

held accountable.  

 

 

 

Manageable risks  here coastal risks are described in catastrophic terms. Risk 

management here is described in technical terms that shields this sphere from public debate 

and participation. Local authorities are here described as directly accountable for reducing 

risk exposure. 

Categories 
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“We learn here to live with nature since childhood - we are used to it” 

Man PSL 65 yo 

 

[about the sheds] “That's why I say that is the art of living in PSL: the sheds are flooded regularly and 
despite everything we live well because we do not overconsume” 

 Woman PSL 65 yo 

 

“You go elsewhere, it's all flooded. And you go around the cabanon (shed) and... you wonder it's 
impossible! But the old ones when they did it back then, I do not know how they did it, but they were 
not stupid in the end because they had no bull[bulldozer]” 

Man PSL 67 yo 

 

“People are smarter now, but before the old ones, they were tough because here you did not have to 
work to live. Everything was available in abundance” 

"I tend to say that often the Rhone us is our god” 

Man PSL 70 ans 

 

 

 

Coastal floods as NATURAL risks 

ICEP Plymouth 2019 8 

Lost paradise, romantic view 
of ‘nature’ 

No responsibilities Local memory 



“it seems that they have become aware that it is necessary to maintain [the dikes]. But the 

maintenance of the dikes, uh, it's the ... there are responsibilities and people have to 

assume their responsibilities, that's it.” (man, 70, PSL) 

 

“So, it is an outside company that manages the pumps, which manages the ... if there is a 

problem it is ... it must work. It might be struggling, but it must work. If it does not work, it's 

them, the people in charge [who are to blame] It's our homes that are at stake” (man, 16, 

PSL) 

 

“They have to stop building in flood plains, that's clear. I think that since then, there have 

been some who understood that we should not build in a flood plain” (woman, 15, Fréjus) 

 

Well, the risks are often human […]. But there, all that one builds and all the zones which 

were natural which become waterproofed, it is zones which bring water, which bring risks of 

flood, etc. (man, 77 yo, Fréjus) 

 

 

 

Coastal floods as a MANAGEABLE risk 
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“But can we build a hotel there? We do not think this should be authorized... first it is a 

public space, it will privatize the beach” (man, 68 yo, Fréjus) 

 

“Building permits, building plans, all that is very important. If the mayor decides that we must 

build higher, we build higher, that's all” (man, 68 yo, Fréjus) 

Coastal floods as a MANAGEABLE risk 
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Polarization, debate 
Clear responsibility  of 

the public OR the 
administration 

Projection of harm into the 
future 



• In places where coastal floods are part of everyday life, they are part of a 

local know how, a local way of live.  

• Possible limit to local legal change: the ‘Asterix’ spirit “we know 

better” 

• attenuated risks (immanent representations [Harré, 1998]) 

 

• In more densely populated coastal areas, with a large amount of retired people 

from elsewhere, local to make sense of coastal threats and to find accountable 

instances 

• Amplified risks (transcendent representations) 

• Politically polarized 

 

• Context for legal innovations in coastal areas  improve local debate and 

participation for future adaptation plans 

 

 

 

Discussion 
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