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WCC’s submission to the Royal Commission of Inquiry on the Canterbury 

Earthquakes. 
 
Hello Councillors, 
The Inner City Association wishes to submit written feedback on the WCC’s submission to the 
Royal Commission of Inquiry on the Canterbury Earthquakes that is being considered at the 3 
November 2011 Strategy & Policy Committee meeting. 
 
Overall, the paper provides a balanced submission and raises important questions, and we 
support much of it.  For instance, the section on ‘Issue 6’ captures a number of important 
issues, including the lack of tax deductability and funds available to preserve privately held 
heritage buildings across NZ.  We have raised these issues previously and it is reassuring to 
see them picked up in this submission.   
 
We do have concerns with some aspects of the paper as outlined below. 
 
Provision of certainly for building owners 
There is no reference to the question about whether the continual upgrade of earthquake 
building standards (resulting from developing knowledge about building systems, seismology, 
and earthquake risks) will be applied to existing buildings and the economic/financial/usability 
impact of this.  This question is a major cause of uncertainty and the potential unsustainable 
cost for owners, is a factor for owners in considering what level of strengthening is done and 
when.  The Council itself has raised the issue that building owners need certainty in other 
papers and forums but this seems to be lacking in the submission.  
 
The two following bullets are examples of where this question arises. 

 Section 5.5 (4th bullet, p6) – requirement for all building owners to provide information 
on building performance.  A 5-10 year basis is suggested.  This seems to suggest 
that earthquake building standards will continue to increase and be applied to existing 
buildings.  The compliance cost of obtaining engineering reports is high ($20-$30k) 
and creates a substantial additional cost to be borne by owners if required on an 
ongoing basis.   Compliance would be difficult (potentially impossible), particularly 
given the rapidly escalating costs of insurance, and impact on the viability of a cost-
benefit ratio.  

 Section 5.7 (p6) – change of design standards/codes of practice – WCC seems to be 
supporting the design philosophy of ‘damage resistant’ buildings, on the basis that 
these incur only marginally increased construction costs – rather than the current 
philosophy of design for controlled failures and people being able to exit the building. 
 There isn’t any distinction between new buildings and applying these standards to 
existing buildings.  We accept ‘damage resistance’ may be an appropriate philosophy 
for new buildings but none of the discussion highlights the 
economic/financial/usability implications for existing buildings.  

 
Distinguishing between economy-wide and building-specific cost-benefit analysis 

 Section 5.1 (4-5) and Annex 1.1 (p11-12) – these sections note that "previous cost 
benefit analysis suggests that for both commercial and residential buildings there is a 
compelling benefit to cost ratio in favour of undertaking strengthening work in regions 
where seismic risk is high". While the submission then goes on to note that "the costs 
fall almost exclusively upon building owners, whereas some of the benefits are 
external and may be distributed throughout the community", it does not sufficiently 
distinguish between the economy-wide cost-benefit calculation and the building 
specific cost-benefit calculations.  The submission seems to suggest that all building-
specific cost-benefit ratios favour undertaking strengthening work. This is very clearly 
not the case and we recommend the report more clearly specify that the cost benefit 
analysis being referred to is an economy or region-wide calculation and not a 
building-specific calculation. In the absence of a wider distribution of the costs it is the 



building-specific cost-benefit ratio that drives any decision not the region-wide 
calculations.  

 
We are unable to be present at the meeting and trust that this written submission will be 
considered as part of the debate. 
 
If you have questions about this feedback, please contact either Geraldine Murphy (0274 
507804) or by return email, or Gus Charteris (021 384 544). 
 
 


