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- City planning a'r,)d,»_th‘e-v:g[e qu,_ plann ers :
- after'the great Wellington earthquake

URBAN DESIGN




he tectonic forces triggering the Great

Wellington Earthquake to come will

devastatethe city and could kill an
estimated 900 people (Dominion Post 2004, p.2}. It
will also lead to a shake-up of the city's planning
policies. As the recovery process gets underway,
hard questions will inevitably be asked about the
loss of life and property and how existing planning
policies might have contributed to these losses.
There will be a call for the city to be reconstructed
more safely than before.

A symposium in Napier last July, initiated by
the Ministry of Civil Defence and Emergency
Management has given fresh impetus to the
disasterrecovery process.

The Ministry is working to establisha
framework for recovery and guidelines for recovery
practice in New Zealand, as a meansto advancing
the development of local disaster plans under the
new Civil Defence and Emergency Management
legislation.

The symposium attracted a wide cross-section
of participants but there was little interest from
the planning profession.Only 4 out of 230 or
more could be identified as having a city planning
background and there was no representation from
the Ministry for the Environment.This low planning
turnout was disappointing. City planning will be
an important part of post-disaster recovery and
reconstruction, and planners need a better idea of
their rolein the process.

This short paper presents some preliminary
thoughts on what is aneglected area of planning
and looks at what plannersmight do to prepare for
an earthquake disaster. Before considering this it is
helpful to reflect on the direction of city planning
today and some of the factors that might be taken
into account in the post-disasterplanning of the

city.

City Planning Today

Wellington City might be supremely sited, as its
coat of arms proclaims,butitis also located in an
extremely vulnerable position on the so called
'Pacific Ring of Fire' The hazardouslocation has not,

however, had ahuge impact on the planning and
developmentof the city.The pattern has been one
ofincreasingintensification of development as
the city has been built and re-built over successive
generations.

Today, the District Plan and related documents
specifically promote intensificationas ameans
of achieving amore sustainablecity.The Outer
Town Beltactsto curb sprawl and suburban rules
encourage higher residential densities and more
mixed use development.

Intensification has been most dramaticin
the central city area. In the old days building
development was constrained by the maximum
reach of fire department ladders but from the
commencement of statutory planning, successive
policies have promoted high-rise development and
an ever increasing intensity and diversity of land
uses and activities. The most recent phenomenon
has been the growth of inner-city apartments,
which has resulted in some 10,000 people now
living in the central area.

The whole gamut of social, economic and
planning change in recenttimes has achieved
alevel of growth and vitality that, according to
one commentator, has transformed arather drab,
climatically challenged city into arguably New
Zealand's first truly urban centre (Zollner 2003,
p.12).Exciting moves are now afoot to expand
the city into the more sparsely developed railway
and port lands to the north of the existing central
business district.

Earthquake Hazard Mitigation

In modern Wellington you would be hard pressed
to find any obvious physical manifestation of
planning measures designed to mitigate the effects
of an earthquake disaster.

Some 30 years ago when the Council
purchased the Midland Hotel on Lambton Quay
and developed the site as an inner-city park, one
of the reasonsfor acquisition was reputedly to
provide refuge space for the public in the event of
an earthquake.There was talk of a string of similar
parks being provided along the main shopping
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BELOW::The Government Centreideal - office buildingsin
park-like surroundings that would facilitate evacuation
after an earthquake.

LEFT:: Woodward Street - an intensive and attractive urban
space but arguably more hazardous in an earthquake.

streets, but this idea was never pursued and no
longer featuresin any Council plans or policies.

Various mitigation provisions have, however,
beenincluded in the District Plan.In 1979 the
main Wellington earthquake fault-line, which cuts
through the historic suburb of Thorndon, close to
the central area, was identified in the Plan and rules
were included to limit the intensity of development
along the fault zone.More recently other fault-lines
inthe rural area have also been included.

Also in 1979 provisions were introduced
requiring the undergrounding of servicesin all
new subdivisions. Although adopted primarily
for amenity reasons, there has alwaysbeen tacit
recognition that the elimination of overhead poles
and wires would be advantageous in the event of
an earthquake disaster.

In 1985 a plot ratio bonus scheme was
introduced for new central area developments,
that offered additional building floor space as
anincentive for the provision of certain public
benefits, one being the strengthening of existing
earthquake-risk buildings on the site. Later, new




provisions were added to permit the transfer

of approved developmentrights to other sites

to secure the protection and strengthening of
earthquake-risk heritage buildings.These schemes
were subsequently replaced by direct Council
financialincentives to owners under the Building
Safety Fund and Heritage Policy to assist the
retention of heritage buildings.

More recently, the Plan has identified ground
shaking hazard areas throughout the city. The
associated rules, however, only require resource
consents to assess the siting of critical facilities
such as fire stations, medical centres or power
sub-stations.

All of the earthquake hazard mitigation
measures implemented to date would, of course,
be helpfulin the event of a major disaster- but the
key questionis whether they really do enough?
The honestanswer to this must be no. Against the

of Urban Design and Physical Planning at the
Warsaw Technical University, presented a paper at
aconferencein Wellington on the design of cities
in earthquake-proneareas (Ciborowski1981, p.55).
At asubsequenttalk to the local planning group,
he made an interestingobservationon planning
in Wellington City. He compared the Government
Centre as it was being developedat the time, with
its orderly arrangementof office towers and other
official buildings set in landscaped surroundings,
with the more congested developmentin the
adjacentcommercialareas. He suggested that
the master-planningfor the Government Centre
provided amodel for the future planning of the
city as awhole, from the viewpoint of reducing
vulnerabilityto earthquakes.

In his paper, Ciborowski went on to identify the
specific planning and urban design measuresthat,
in his view, should be applied in the wake of an

The secret lies in identifying in advance those decisionsthat
will need to be made after a disaster that are most likely to
have long-term repercussionsfor hazard mitigation.

forces driving the development of amore compact,
crowded and thereforeinherently more vulnerable
city, the existing measures, in terms of reducing the
loss of life and property, would be marginal at best.
Inthe currentdevelopment climate, the adoption
of new mitigation measures of any consequence
would appear to be highly unlikely as it would

raise the spectre of rethinking existing planning
strategies.

The Ideal Earthquake-Resilient City
If little more s to be done, then it would seem
that the only real opportunity for change
would be through the implementation of more
comprehensive mitigation measuresduring the
recovery and reconstruction period following the
next big earthquakeevent. If this does not happen
soon, there is time to give some thought to what
might be done.

In 1981 Adolf Ciborowski, then with the Institute

earthquakedisaster. These were:
The decentralisationof population and
economic activity on aregional basis

+ Decreasingurban densities both in terms of
population and building intensity
The rationalisation of land use to locate uses
of high sensitivity to low hazard areas and vice
versa

. The provision and use of parks and open space
to isolatefires and to provide refuge areas and
space for temporary housing
Adapting the street system (including street
widening)to improve access for emergency
services and for evacuation purposes
Regulating the siting and design of buildings
to minimise damage, provide protection from
falling debris and to enhance escape and
evacuation
The safe provision of infrastructure and utilities,
including the undergroundingof power.

The avoidance of urban gas distribution was

specifically mentioned

Intheir totality these measures conjure up an
image of the ideal earthquake-resilientcity- a city
characterisedby a dispersed, spacious and ordered
form akin to many of the well known planned cities
of the world.

The rebuilding of the old industrialcity of
Tangshan in China after the great earthquake of
1976 -which killed an estimated 240,000 people
-provides possibly the best example of a city
re-designedto mitigate the effects of future
earthquakedisasters.Chen et al (1988, pp.93-94)
describes how the new city was laid out on a
grid system. All narrow roads were widened and
public parkinglots establishednear highway
exits to facilitate evacuation. Lifeline systems were
decentralised and buildingsdesignedto higher
seismic standards. Existing parks that had been
used for temporary housing were expanded, and
new parks were created, The people of Tangshan
are doubtless proud of their reconstruction efforts,
but modern Tangshan is reported to have amajor
drawback that stigmatises other planned cities:a
lack of spontaneity, excitementand vibrancy.

Wellington City clearly contrasts with the ideal
form.This is not to say that grand scale master-
planning should be emulated in Wellington
in the post-disaster world.The geography and
history of the city would certainly work against
this. Nevertheless, elements of those planning
and urban design measures that would assist
in reducing vulnerabilitycould be adaptedto
improve the future resilience of the city. As part of
apre-event planningprocess considerationneeds
to be given as to what these elementsmight be,
and how they might be appliedin the Wellington
context. As has been said (Schwab 1998, p.48):

The secret lies in identifying in advance
those decisionsthat will need to be made after
adisaster that are most likely to have long-term
repercussions for hazard mitigation.

If nothing is done, plannerswill inevitably be on
the back foot amid the tumult and turmoil of the
disaster.The danger will be the marginalisation of



any effective planning contribution in the recovery
and reconstruction of the city.

The Post-Disaster Plan for Wellington and
the Role of Planners

Ifthe post-disaster plan for Wellington is not

to be amaster-plan,ablueprint or some other
preconception of the reconstructed city, then what is
ittobe? It should instead be the identificationand
elaboration of processes for ensuring an effective
planning contribution to post-disasterrecovery

and reconstruction.The primary aim would be the
planning and design of a saferand more resilient
city. Thiswould happen within the wider context of
civil defence and emergency management recovery
planning.To get things moving, there are five tasks
that would warrantimmediate attention.

The firstwould be to ensure that business
continuity planning within the Council,and indeed
other key planning organisations, is taken seriously.
Business continuity planning should not justbe
amatter of keeping a copy of the District Plan
and some stationeryin a safe place. Planners will
need the capacity for quick and effective action,
particularly in the early days or weeks of a disaster
when electronic systems will be out of action.

Second, thereis work to be done in ensuring
that the new Group Plan for disaster management -
being prepared under the Emergency Management
and Civil Defence Act 2002 - recognises urban
planning as an integral part of the post-disaster
recovery process. Without proper recognition,
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BELOW:: Midland Park - Recreation space and refuge space
in the event of a major earthquake.

event of amajor disaster. This should not wait until
the disaster strikes.

Conclusion

Itis notknown when, but one day Wellington

will be devastatedby an earthquake.While some
planning mitigation measures are in place they
arelikelyto be of only marginal effect in terms of
reducing the loss of life and property. Existing urban
containment and intensification policiesare at

odds with those that would achieve a safer urban
form.Given the forces driving city development, it

is unrealisticto expect any changein the present
direction.The postdisaster period of recovery and
reconstruction would instead provide the best
opportunity for change.The aim would not be the
imposition of someradicalnew master plan for the
city, but theimplementation of enhanced mitigation
measuresthat would work to counter some of the
shortcomings from the past.To be effective, planners
need to plan for their rolein the recoveryprocess
-orrisk being relegatedto the sidelines.




