
 

Dealing with earthquake-related hazards: Information for employers and owners of workplace buildings
- Position Statement
Who should read this statement?

Emplo yers  a nd o wners  o f buildings  tha t a re o r co nta in wo rkpla ces
Advis ers  to  o wners  a nd emplo yers  o n building-rela ted ma tters  (s uch a s  engineers )
Directo rs , chief executives , hea lth a nd s a fety ma na gers

 

Background
New Z ea la nd’s  recent ea rthqua ke his to ry ha s  heightened a wa renes s  o f the ris k o f ha rm fro m buildings  a nd a s s o cia ted fa ilures  in the event o f ea rthqua kes .

Under the Hea lth a nd Sa fety in Emplo yment Act 1992 (HSE Act), emplo yers  a nd o wners  o f buildings  which a re pla ces  o f wo rk mus t identify a nd ma na ge ha za rds
in the pla ce o f wo rk where pra ctica ble - this  includes  building-rela ted ha za rds .

Building o wners  mus t a ls o  meet the requirements  o f the Building Act 2004 (Building Act). This  includes  s ta nda rds  fo r buildings ’ ea rthqua ke res ilience. All new
buildings  mus t co mply fully with this  building s ta nda rd. Ho wever, Pa rlia ment ha s  reco gnis ed the po tentia l co s t a nd impra ctica lity o f getting a ll exis ting buildings
to  the s a me s ta nda rd. It ha s  decided tha t if a n exis ting building do es  no t meet mo re tha n o ne-third o f the new building s ta nda rd fo r ea rthqua ke s trength des ign,
it is  deemed to  be ea rthqua ke-pro ne a nd lo ca l co uncils  a re empo wered to  require o wners  to  underta ke wo rk to  impro ve it.  Wo rk ta ken ca n include
s trengthening o r demo litio n. The G o vernment ha s  a ls o  a nno unced tha t it is  intro ducing legis la tio n tha t will require a ll exis ting buildings  to  be s trengthened s o
they a re no t ea rthqua ke-pro ne (o r demo lis hed) within a  s ingle na tio na l timefra me o f 15 yea rs . Under this  pro po s ed new la w, lo ca l co uncils  will co ntinue to  be
res po ns ible fo r enfo rcing the Building Act a nd mo nito ring building o wners ’ pro gres s  a ga ins t the releva nt timefra mes .

As  the hea lth a nd s a fety regula to r, o ur o bjective is  to  ens ure wo rkpla ce ha za rds  a re identified a nd effectively ma na ged. We wa nt to  o utline ho w we will enfo rce
emplo yer a nd building o wner o bliga tio ns  under the HSE Act in res pect o f ea rthqua ke s a fety.

 

Our position on earthquake-related hazards and the HSE Act where you comply with the Building Act
We will no t ta ke hea lth a nd s a fety enfo rcement a ctio n a ga ins t yo u in rela tio n to  the s tructura l integrity o f yo ur building to  withs ta nd a n ea rthqua ke beca us e this
is  co vered by the Building Act requirements  a nd a ny enfo rcement a ctio n will co me fro m yo ur lo ca l co uncil. 

If yo ur building is  ea rthqua ke-pro ne, then we co ns ider this  to  be a  Building Act is s ue a nd yo ur lo ca l co uncil will enfo rce the Building Act’s  requirements  a nd
releva nt timefra mes . If we beco me a wa re o f is s ues  rela ting to  the ea rthqua ke res ilience o f yo ur building then we will ra is e the is s ue with the releva nt lo ca l
co uncil.

Key ta keo ut: In s ho rt, if yo u a re do ing wha t yo u’re s uppo s ed to  be do ing under the Building Act, then we a re no t go ing to  enfo rce to  a  higher s ta nda rd in rela tio n
to  yo ur building’s  ea rthqua ke res ilience under the HSE Act. If yo u’re no t do ing wha t yo u s ho uld be do ing under the Building Act, we expect the releva nt lo ca l
co uncil to  ta ke a ctio n—no t us .

 

What happens if  serious harm occurs as a result of  not complying with the Building Act?
As  a  regula to r, we will genera lly inves tiga te wo rkpla ce incidents  with s erio us  a ctua l co ns equences —this  co uld include s erio us  wo rkpla ce co ns equences  o f a n
ea rthqua ke. If the s erio us  ha rm incident o ccurred a s  a  res ult o f a  fa ilure in yo ur building’s  s tructura l integrity (its  s tructura l res ilience to  a n ea rthqua ke) then we
a re unlikely to  ta ke a ny further a ctio n pro vided yo u ha ve been co mplying with the Building Act a nd the timefra mes  impo s ed by yo ur lo ca l co uncil.

If, ho wever, a fter a n ea rthqua ke-rela ted s erio us  ha rm incident, it beco mes  clea r tha t yo u fa iled to  co mply with the Building Act in terms  o f the s tructura l integrity
o f yo ur building, then yo u co uld fa ce enfo rcement a ctio n under the HSE Act fo r fa iling to  ta ke pra ctica ble s teps  to  ens ure the s a fety o f emplo yees  a nd o ther
peo ple in o r nea r the building.

Key ta keo ut: If yo u’re no t do ing wha t yo u’re s uppo s ed to  be do ing under the Building Act a nd s o meo ne is  s erio us ly ha rmed fo llo wing a n ea rthqua ke yo u co uld
fa ce enfo rcement a ctio n under the HSE Act.

 

Taking practicable steps to identify and manage hazardous objects and to properly plan for emergencies
Our a bo ve po s itio n rela tes  to  ha za rds  co vered by the Building Act. Our po s itio n do es  no t co ver s o me co mpo nents  a tta ched to  buildings  o r to  o ther cha ttels
yo u ma y ha ve in o r a ro und yo ur building. If thes e co mpo nents  o r cha ttels  a re ha za rds  to  peo ple, then we expect yo u to  identify a nd ma na ge thes e ha za rds ,
where rea s o na bly pra ctica ble, a s  yo u wo uld a ny o ther wo rkpla ce ha za rd. Fa ilure to  pro perly identify a nd ma na ge thes e types  o f ha za rds  is  a  brea ch o f the HSE
Act.

We a ls o  expect bus ines s es  to  ta ke pra ctica ble s teps  to  implement s ys tems , pro ces s es , a nd pla ns  fo r ens uring the hea lth a nd s a fety o f peo ple during
emergencies  – s uch a s  ha ving emergency pla ns  a nd pra cticing eva cua tio n drills .

Mo s t New Z ea la nd bus ines s es  a re a wa re o f the need to  prepa re fo r ea rthqua kes . Acco rdingly, we ha ve no  immedia te pla ns  to  check pro a ctively whether yo u
a re do ing thes e things . We ma y fo llo w up o n co mpla ints . We ma y a ls o  inves tiga te a nd ta ke s o me s o rt o f enfo rcement a ctio n where we believe s o me s o rt o f
s erio us  brea ch o f the HSE Act ha s  o ccurred during a n ea rthqua ke-rela ted incident a nd it a ppea rs  the duty-ho lder(s ) fa iled to  do  thes e things  pro perly.

 

Building component s
Building co mpo nents  a re things  a tta ched to  the building which co uld be, but a re no t neces s a rily pa rt o f the s tructura l integrity o f the building. Thes e a re things
s uch a s  ceilings , vera nda s , o r gla s s  which co uld fa ll o ut a nd brea k. Rega rdles s  o f whether yo u’re a  building o ccupier o r a  building o wner, yo u need to  ta ke
pra ctica ble s teps  to  identify a nd ma na ge a ny pa rts  o f buildings  which co uld ca us e s erio us  ha rm to  o ccupa nts  in ca s e o f a n ea rthqua ke, a nd to  ta ke pra ctica ble
s teps  to  elimina te them; o r if tha t’s  no t pra ctica ble, to  is o la te them fro m peo ple; o r if tha t’s  no t pra ctica ble to  minimis e the ha za rd. 

Owners  a nd emplo yers  need to  co ntinua lly a na lys e a ny ris ks  in res pect o f ea ch building they o wn o r o ccupy to  determine wha t pra ctica ble s teps  ca n be ta ken
to  ma na ge ha za rds . Wha t is  pra ctica ble in a ny given ca s e will depend o n the circums ta nces . Ho wever, in underta king s uch a na lys es , yo u will need to  co ns ider
ma tters  s uch a s  the extent o f the ris k; the na ture, s everity a nd pro ba bility o f a ny injury o r ha rm tha t ma y o ccur; the pra ctica lity o f elimina ting, is o la ting, o r
minimis ing the ha za rd; a nd the a va ila bility a nd co s t o f s a fegua rds . If yo u’re a n emplo yer a nd yo u ha ve a  co ncern a bo ut a  building co mpo nent which yo u
ca nno t dea l with, yo u will need to  invo lve the building o wner. If yo u’re a  building o wner a nd a  pro blem ha s  been ra is ed a bo ut a  building co mpo nent, then yo u
will need to  ta ke a ll rea s o na bly pra ctica ble s teps  to  ma na ge the ha za rd.

 

Chat t els and Equipment
In mo s t wo rkpla ce buildings  there a re o bjects  s uch a s  cha ttels , fixtures , fittings , a nd equipment which co uld s erio us ly ha rm s o meo ne if thes e items  were to
mo ve o r fa ll during a n ea rthqua ke. Thes e a re o bjects  s uch a s  fridges , ca binets , s helves , o r ma chines . Emplo yers  need to  ta ke a ll pra ctica ble s teps  to  ma ke s ure
s uch o bjects  a re s a fe. This  mea ns  elimina ting s ignifica nt ha za rds  if pra ctica ble; is o la ting them fro m peo ple if elimina tio n is  no t pra ctica ble; o r minimis ing the



ha za rd if elimina tio n o r is o la tio n is  no t pra ctica ble o r effective. Minimis a tio n co uld include ba s ic s teps  s uch a s  a ncho ring o bjects  to  ens ure they ca nno t mo ve
o r fa ll o n peo ple during a n ea rthqua ke. It is  impo rta nt to  no te this  hiera rchy o f co ntro ls . Yo u ha ve to  co ns ider elimina ting a  s ignifica nt ha za rd befo re yo u
co ns ider is o la ting it a nd yo u mus t co ns ider thes e befo re yo u ta ke s teps  to  minimis e the ha za rd.

Key ta keo ut: The HSE Act a pplies  to  ho w yo u ma na ge ha za rds  a ris ing fro m o bjects  in a nd a ro und wo rkpla ce buildings . Thes e a re no t co vered by the Building
Act. We expect yo u to  pro a ctively identify a nd ma na ge thes e types  o f wo rkpla ce ha za rds  o n a  regula r a nd o ngo ing ba s is . Fa iling to  do  s o  will receive a ttentio n
fro m us  a s  the regula to r a nd it co uld a ls o  res ult in s erio us  ha rm.

 

Be vigilant
If yo u’re co mplying with the Building Act requirements  a nd yo u’re pro perly ma na ging wo rkpla ce ha za rds  then yo u will no t receive a ttentio n fro m the hea lth a nd
s a fety regula to r.

Ho wever, yo u s ho uld keep a brea s t o f new, releva nt info rma tio n tha t might ra is e co ncerns  a bo ut s a fety in yo ur wo rkpla ce. We’re no t expecting yo u to  co nduct
deta iled res ea rch. But we do  expect yo u to  pa y a ttentio n to  current events  a nd to  s ta y mindful a bo ut wha t o thers  a re s a ying o r do ing. If yo u’re pa ying a ttentio n
to  the news , ha ving dis cus s io ns  with o ther building o wners  a nd emplo yers , s ta ying in co nta ct with yo ur co uncil, underta king regula r s a fety checks  a nd
res po nding to  a ny is s ues  o r co ncerns  tha t a re ra is ed then yo u’re pro ba bly s ta ying o n to p o f the is s ue. Fo r exa mple, recent ea rthqua kes  here in New Z ea la nd
a nd o vers ea s  ma y ha ve highlighted new is s ues  tha t yo u might need ta ke into  a cco unt a s  a  building o wner o r emplo yer.

Yo u mus t a ls o  co ns ider a ny new info rma tio n tha t might be releva nt to  yo ur building’s  ea rthqua ke s a fety. If, fo r a ny rea s o n, yo u a re co ncerned a bo ut yo ur
building’s  s tructure o r s a fety then yo u s ho uld get releva nt pro fes s io na l a dvice s uch a s  a n engineer’s  a s s es s ment to  help determine if yo u’ve go t a n is s ue.

This  might ha ppen if, fo r exa mple, yo ur lo ca l co uncil enco ura ges  building o wners  to  co nduct a s s es s ments  fo llo wing a n emergency, o r if yo u think yo ur building
might ha ve been da ma ged in s o me wa y (yo u o r o thers  might s ee cra cks  in the building o r if buildings  s imila r to  yo ur building ha ve enco untered pro blems ). If a n
ea rthqua ke o ccurs , building o wners  a nd emplo yers  s ho uld us e their judgement to  determine whether to  enga ge a  releva nt pro fes s io na l to  help a s s es s  if the
building ha s  been s tructura lly co mpro mis ed a nd a ny hea lth a nd s a fety co ncerns . It depends  o n a  va riety o f fa cto rs  s uch a s  the s trength o f the ea rthqua ke a nd
whether a ny da ma ge ha s  o ccurred o r might ha ve o ccurred. Yo u need to  heed the a dvice to o . If a n engineer o r o ther co mpetent, pro fes s io na l a dvis o r a dvis es
yo u to  no t re-o ccupy the building, yo u s ho uld no t re-o ccupy the building.

Key ta keo ut: Prepa ring yo ur wo rkpla ce to  dea l with a n ea rthqua ke is  no t a  new requirement. We’re no t a s king yo u to  do  a nything a bo ve a nd beyo nd wha t
yo u’re a lrea dy expected to  do  under the HSE Act a nd tha t’s  to  identify a nd ma na ge ha za rds . Ho wever, yo u do  need to  co ntinue to  be mindful a bo ut new o r
emerging info rma tio n. When in do ubt, get pro fes s io na l a dvice.

 

You should prepare for an earthquake
If yo u’re a n emplo yer, yo u need to  prepa re fo r emergencies . The pro cedures  in the ca s e o f ea rthqua kes  o ften differ fro m tha t o f fire, fo r exa mple. Yo u need to
develo p pro cedures , ens ure the peo ple wo rking in o r nea r a  building kno w wha t to  do  a nd ens ure yo ur pro cedures  will wo rk during a n emergency. This  ma y
include pra ctis ing ea rthqua ke drills , prepa ring s urviva l kits , keeping up to  da te co nta ct info rma tio n, a nd ha ving a ppro pria te pla ns  a nd pro cedures  in pla ce. Yo ur
lo ca l co uncil a nd civil defence ca n help yo u prepa re yo ur wo rkpla ce to  s urvive a n ea rthqua ke emergency. Yo u s ho uld a ls o  wo rk with yo ur building o wner to
ens ure tha t a ny critica l s ys tems  o f building co mpo nents  yo u a re relying o n during a n emergency a re functio na l.

If yo u’re a  building o wner, yo u s ho uld ma ke it yo ur bus ines s  to  unders ta nd a nd s uppo rt yo ur building’s  o ccupa nts ’ emergency pla ns  a nd pro cedures  a nd ens ure
the building’s  emergency s ys tems  a re ca pa ble o f effectively s uppo rting tho s e pla ns  a nd pro cedures  where a ppro pria te. 

Key ta keo ut:  Emplo yers  a nd o wners  o f buildings  need to  prepa re fo r emergencies . Bo th need to  wo rk to gether to  ens ure emergency pla ns  wo rk a nd peo ple
a re s a fe during emergencies .

 

Further information
MBIE’s  Building a nd Ho us ing (Augus t 2012) Advice fo r building o wners  – Building Sa fety in ea rthqua kes

Fo r Ca nterbury building o wners :

MBIE’s  Building a nd Ho us ing (June 2012) Advice fo r Ca nterbury building o wners  – As s es s ing the s eis mic perfo rma nce o f no n-res identia l a nd multi-unit res identia l
buildings

 

Sta tement is s ued: 13 December 2013
Sta tement due fo r review: 13 December 2016

 

http://www.dbh.govt.nz/building-safety-earthquake-advice
http://www.dbh.govt.nz/userfiles/file/publications/building/guidance-information/pdf/seismic-performance-engineers-guidance.pdf

	Dealing with earthquake-related hazards: Information for employers and owners of workplace buildings - Position Statement
	Who should read this statement?
	Background
	Our position on earthquake-related hazards and the HSE Act where you comply with the Building Act
	What happens if serious harm occurs as a result of not complying with the Building Act?
	Taking practicable steps to identify and manage hazardous objects and to properly plan for emergencies
	Building components
	Chattels and Equipment

	Be vigilant
	You should prepare for an earthquake
	Further information


