
I would like to begin by acknowledging Dr Chryssy Potsiou the President of FIG and Mr Mark 
Allen the President of the NZ Institute of Surveyors.  
And also Margareta Wahlstrom, who I met in Christchurch 4 years ago, and who invited me to 
join the Parliamentarians Advisory Group to the UNISDR, which led me to a much deeper 
understanding of the role of Disaster Risk Reduction in building resilience to adversity, 
whatever the cause. 

As Mayor of Christchurch, I would normally be asked to provide a welcome to such an 
important event as this and to encourage you to enjoy all the intriguing aspects of our ever-
evolving city.  But I am delighted to be asked to speak at the first plenary session – the 
Christchurch Story – our response to the 2011 earthquake. 

The FIG motto is ‘Ensuring rapid response to change – Ensuring the Surveyor 
of Tomorrow”.  That captures the essence of our experience.  It is the capacity to respond and 
adapt that facilitates recovery and our ability to co-create our future that builds resilience.  

Becoming responsive, innovative, adaptive and creative as individuals will not fully prepare us 
for the uncertainties our world offers from time to time. 

Getting to know neighbours will do much more than just stocking up to get by for a few days 
without food, water and electricity.  But working with your neighbours or wider community in a 
collaborative way is the best resilience building tool of all.  From a professional perspective, 
working within a well-organised profession which shares best practice and networks 
effectively also means you are more resilient.  The FIG working weeks aims to achieve this 
for your profession. 

 



I always like to start my presentations with this slide because…  it’s a great picture of me.  

We were smiling for the cameras that day – but it was only for the cameras because this was 
the day after Christmas – the 26th December 2011 – 10 months after the devastating 
earthquake on 22 February.  We were cleaning up after the aftershock that struck on the 23rd 
of December 2011. That was the most demoralising of the aftershocks - we had got through 
the year and thought “at last, a holiday break” and then we had another big setback. 

We had thousands of aftershocks – but more than 50 were greater than magnitude 5. 

But despite this, communities and neighbourhoods pulled together – and the Good News 
according to the San Francisco Emergency Management website is that You’re better 
prepared than you think.  And we know that’s true. 

We can talk about the technical aspects of the built environment, but in the end it’s all about 
people.

 

This is where it started for me – the low-lying suburb of Bexley where I was living on 
September 4 2010.  No-one needed an alarm clock that morning with a 7.3 earthquake at 
4.35am shaking us awake.  It caused widespread liquefaction. 



 

And this is what happens when you build homes on unreinforced concrete slab foundations 
on the edge of wetlands susceptible to liquefaction and lateral spread. 



 

This is what breaking the back of a church looks like – I think this I took the only civilian photo 
of what the inside looked like on the day. It’s a good reminder of the force of the first 
earthquake. 



 

This is February 22, 2011.  I love this photo because it captures a sense of what was to 
come.  Strangers coming together – uncertainty coupled with optimism.  We had done this 
before and we would do it again.  I knew there was serious damage in the city – at this 
moment I had no idea just how much damage.  Nor that 185 people had died and hundreds 
more were seriously injured. It was not until the next day when I based myself at the local 
police station, that I could see the television images of what had happened. I was shocked. 
But I settled into a community response role, venturing into the city only for briefings. 



 

This extraordinary image of the dust rising from the city centre circled the globe.  It is a 
powerful image of the immediate shock of the impact of an earthquake with its epicentre so 
close to the heart of the city.   First responders were the people who were there, soon 
followed by the traditional USAR teams.  People worked tirelessly though the day and the 
night to rescue everyone they could. Great acts of courage were displayed by service 
personnel and civilians alike. 



 

Surveyors were among the range of building professionals who played a critical role in the 
immediate aftermath of the earthquakes – as you will see from the pictures. The photo on the 
left was taken on Sunday 27 February, so 6 days after the earthquake. In the foreground the 
surveyor’s tool of trade and in the background the CTV building site where 115 people of the 
185 people who died, were tragically killed.  It is important that as a city we pay tribute to all 
those who played these important roles.  As an International Association you can take real 
pride in what these surveyors did for us. 



 

Surveyors also played a critical role during the following weeks monitoring a number of 
central business district buildings on a 24 hour basis. There were buildings that were 
potentially sensitive to additional movement.  

The left hand photo was taken a few weeks later and that building in the background is the 
Hotel Grand Chancellor which developed a pronounced lean which was visible even to people 
who were not surveyors or other technical professionals!  The photo on the right I took from a 
helicopter 4-5 days after the February earthquake. 

On one day within ten 10 minutes the whole hotel moved about a metre horizontally.  The 
eventual demolition of the building was fraught with risk and required very careful monitoring 
at all times by the surveying team. 



 

Meanwhile back in the community people came together. 

These quotes both come from the San Francisco hub for emergency preparedness. Good 
News.  You’re more prepared than you think. And “Actual emergencies look more like 
people coming together than cities falling apart”. 

These represent the Christchurch story – we were more prepared than we thought – and that 
was all about connected communities – and neighbourhoods came together supported by 
communities throughout the city and beyond.   

Before September 2010, if you’d said to me that an army of young students, organised by 
social media, would provide a critical response capacity in the immediate aftermath of the 
September and February earthquakes I’m not sure that I would have believed you. 

And I’m pretty sure that our national civil defence planning did not foresee the advent of this 
wonderful force – the Student Volunteer Army. 

This is a photo of the Student Volunteer Army pouring into a residential street struck by 
liquefaction.   

The SVA was created via Facebook after the September 2010 earthquake and served as a 
platform where people could find the necessary information about how to volunteer.  



Over the next two weeks, SVA provided safe and organized volunteer placement, transport, 
food, and support for over 2500 students.  Following the September event SVA cleared over 
65,000 tons of liquefaction. 

After February 2011, SVA came together again., building on their experience the preceding 
year to successfully dispatch thousands of volunteers across the city. 

The SVA are building on their experiences and what they learned in 2011, and building a new 
approach to service for young people at the University of Canterbury.  Sam Johnson, one of 
the SVA founders is going to be speaking to you and he is a truly inspirational young man 
who is doing great things for youth leadership. 

The other picture shows another Army – the Farmy Army.   

The Farmy Army gathered together over 800 farmers over the course of their operations, who 
drove their tractors and other equipment into our city and got on with helping with the clean-
up. 

The coordination of the Farmy Army was supported by New Zealand Federated Farmers, a 
membership-based industry organisation which advocates for its farmer-members. 

The range of reviews and reports that seek to identify lessons learned from the Christchurch 
story are being pulled together:  and they need to reflect these community-led elements which 
contributed hugely to the recovery effort. 

These pre-existing strengths and resources, coupled with the expertise of professionals such 
as your own, are for me the building blocks of recovery and resilience. 

My message today is how important it is to recognise these building blocks when considering 
how to respond after an event like this, because they can shape the nature and speed of 
recovery and build resilience at the same time. 



 

The surveyors were there too with your lateral thinking expertise and capacity for bridge 
building – in more ways than one.  

The strong professional bonds of your profession helped your colleagues here in Christchurch 
to respond quickly and effectively.  And they were supported by their colleagues right across 
New Zealand.  Essential equipment was sourced.  Key people were assigned to critical 
tasks.   

I know the aftershocks were an enormous challenge – what needed to be reviewed, did 
assumptions have to be re-evaluated.   

In many respects, you are here this week to celebrate this incredible response and continue 
to strengthen your profession and so I can certainly say:  Good news: You Are More Prepared 
Than You Think. 



 

Now we are writing another chapter in the Christchurch Story.  From crisis comes the 
opportunity for innovation and a sense of ‘anything is possible’. 

“Never let a serious crisis go to waste…it's an opportunity to do things you think you could not 
do before”.   

That was the Mayor of Chicago, Rahm Emmanuel, speaking when he was the Chief of Staff 
at the White House.   

There is a powerful sense of optimism in this statement as well – it's an opportunity to do 
things you think you could not do before.” 



 

And here are some of those pre-existing and emergent groups that have taken leadership 
roles in the city. 

What an incredibly powerful platform for our future if we capture that energy, innovation, 
creativity, wit and resilience in our regeneration.  This is just a snapshot of what I’m talking 
about. All of them great communicators – connected to communities of interest or place - all 
of them trusted.  The foundation stones of community resilience. It’s all about people and this 
says to me that we have it all – and now we have the tools to make it happen. 

Communities have come to the council during our long term plan process and asked us to do 
things differently.  To partner with them instead of doing things for them. 

And again the surveying profession has stepped up to play a role.  

My next slide has a video. 



 

This video shows a local surveyor undertaking crucial work to restore the jetty at Governors 
Bay.  This is not a commission from the Council – it is an ‘in kind’ contribution from one of the 
local residents to a project which will see the Council and the community co-fund the 
restoration of this important local asset.  I don’t know if we would have seen this before the 
earthquake sequence. To me it represents the very best of never letting a serious crisis go to 
waste and one of the real legacies of our experience. This is community resilience in action. 



 

Thank you for allowing me to address you.  I am utterly optimistic for the future of our city.  I 
meet people who have moved here because of the sense of possibility and opportunity they 
can feel. 

The transitional movement working in partnership with professionals such as your own have 
opened the door and we can see a better way of working for the future. 

Surveyors with their innovative expertise have contributed significantly to our recovery and 
now to our regeneration as a city, and have demonstrated the true value of the profession. 
Many are among our unsung heroes. 

It was this strong membership network that enabled surveyors to be mustered and assigned 
quickly to critical projects such as 'building monitoring' for public safety and to the task of 
observing a geodetic control network through the city for the public to have confidence in the 
position of property boundaries, the level of their land and of public utilities.  Members of the 
New Zealand Institute supported them and survey equipment suppliers ensure members had 
the necessary equipment. 

These strong professional bonds in the survey and geospatial community is what you are 
celebrating here this week.  It is out of these bonds that comes resilience and a higher level of 
preparedness than we might think exists. 

Coupled with the way your profession demonstrated its ability to work with the wide range of 
communities affected by the earthquakes, we can say  this is good news - you are more 
prepared than you think. 



And today is my chance as Mayor of Christchurch to thank your profession for what you did to 
make this world a safer place for us all. 

Thank you. 

 


