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INNER-CITY ASSOCIATION SUBMISSION ON  
SCOPING PAPER FOR REVIEW OF COUNCIL’S RESPONSE TO 

EARTHQUAKE PRONE BUILDINGS 
 
 Thank you very much for the opportunity to provide comment on the 

scoping paper being considered today.  

 As many of you know this is an area of critical interest to many of our 
members given the very significant financial interests many have in 
earthquake prone buildings in the inner-city.  

 We want to focus on two key issues in our brief comments:  

 The terminology being used to describe multi-unit multi-storeyed 
residential buildings and the “economic impact”; and 

 The availability of information on which WCC’s analysis is being 
based. 

 
 Our view is that the scoping paper should avoid the use of the term 

‘commercial buildings’ when what is actually meant is multi-unit, multi-
storeyed buildings whether commercial or residential.  

 We understand this is simply a terminology issue and that a footnote is 
provided outlining the definition of the term, nevertheless it does give the 
impression that the coverage to residential buildings is new when in fact 
only the extension to other non-multi-unit, multi-storied residential 
buildings is new.  

 We have already seen how this misunderstanding has been picked up in 
the media - a DomPost article on 8/9/11 noted “Wellington council quake 
focus shifts to homes”, with the 6th para specifically noting “the current 
council policy objective is for occupiers of commercial buildings … 
officers are recommending a much wider review to include residential 
homes”.  

 Appropriately accounting for the fact that the current policy already 
covers most inner-city apartments is also important because the use of 
the ‘commercial buildings’ terminology creates a false perception that the 
costs of upgrading inner-city buildings fall only on commercial entities 
and not typical families living in apartment blocks.   

 This isn’t assisted by the choice of words in the sections of the scoping 
paper that note the difficulty in establishing a compelling “business case” 
for many owners of heritage builders. This is exactly right and it’s great 
that it’s acknowledged up from in the paper but it again gives a false 
impression that we are talking about commercial entities only and not 
typical families.  
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 The “business case” terminology doesn’t quite capture the real financial 
burden at the individual level and this relates to the “economic impact” 
terminology as well. Even if there is a compelling business case (i.e. it’s 
worth upgrading the building on paper), in many situations owners – 
particularly of heritage buildings – will be very much constrained by their 
own financial circumstances and ability to take on new debt (particularly 
retired people on fixed incomes who make up a reasonable proportion of 
inner city residents). This is exacerbated by the complete inability to sell 
properties in the current environment if owners cannot take on new debt. 
This leaves them with a stranded asset and very few options.  

 So the key point is – it’s more than the business case alone, it’s about 
the ability of individual families to pay for the strengthening needed in a 
context of high existing debt, wildly increasing insurance rates and few 
options available to exit if they are unable to meet the financial demands.  

 The second point relates the availability of information on which WCC’s 
analysis is being based. 

 It goes without saying that we’ll want to engage with the Council as the 
review develops, but we also think that any modelling of earthquake 
risk/impact could be very useful for owners and bodies corporate as they 
plan any strengthening work and so they can effectively participate in the 
discussion.  

 In summary, we acknowledge the difficult role the Council faces in 
balancing public expectations that something has to be done quickly; the 
legislative constraints you work within; the need to protect the safety of 
citizens and visitors; and the economic impact on the city. However, we 
urge you to: 

 Be explicit about the building types covered by the current 
earthquake prone building regulations (not in footnotes) and any 
proposed extensions, in all documents; 

 Use language that recognises the financial impact on individuals 
and families of increasing strengthening requirements as well as 
the economic impact on the city; 

 Make it easy for owners and bodies corporate to access the 
information you use as the basis for any future recommendations. 

 


