
 
 
 
 

 

 

 

Leveraging the 

Health and Safety at Work Act (2015) 

for disaster risk reduction 

 
 

 

 

 

 

 

PROJECT TEAM 

Tracy Hatton, Sophie Horsfall, and Charlotte Brown, Resilient Organisations 

Toni Collins, University of Canterbury 

Dave Brunsdon, Kestrel Group 

 

 

 

 

  

 
 



Leveraging the Health and Safety at Work Act (2015) for disaster risk reduction    

 

Acknowledgements 

The project team would like to thank EQC for funding this project through their 2020 Biennial Grant 

programme. 

We are grateful for the time and insight shared by organisations who participated in the interviews 

for this project. We also extend our appreciation to those who participated in the survey and the 

insights they provided. 

 

 

Disclaimer 

We have prepared this information using our best endeavours to understand all appropriate 

legislation, policy guidance and best practice. All the information published here is true and accurate 

to the best of the authors' knowledge. Information in this report should not be a substitute for legal 

advice. No liability is assumed by Resilient Organisations Limited for losses suffered by any person or 

organisation relying directly or indirectly on information provided in this document.  

 

 

 

 

  



Leveraging the Health and Safety at Work Act (2015) for disaster risk reduction    

CONTENTS 

 

1.0  Introduction ...................................................................................................................... 1 

2.0  Methodology .................................................................................................................... 2 

2.1  Overview .................................................................................................................................. 2 

2.2   Interview respondents ............................................................................................................. 2 

2.3 Survey respondents................................................................................................................... 2 

3.0   Our Findings...................................................................................................................... 4 

3.1   What are organisations obligations under the law? ............................................................... 4 

3.2 How do organisations understand their obligations? .............................................................. 6 

3.3   What do organisations actually do to reduce earthquake risk? ................................................... 8 

3.4 Organisations’ earthquake impact concerns .......................................................................... 10 

3.5  Acceptable impacts................................................................................................................. 11 

3.6 Challenges to improved earthquake risk reduction ................................................................ 12 

3.7  Where organisations want help ............................................................................................. 13 

3.8  COVID-19 and earthquakes .................................................................................................... 14 

4.0   Leveraging Policy and Legislation to Encourage Behaviour Change within Organisations ... 15 

4.1 What more needs to be done to improve organisational DRR action .................................... 15 

5.0    Conclusion ..................................................................................................................... 17 

Appendix 1:  Review of the Law .................................................................................................. 18 

Appendix 2:  Stakeholder Two Pager .......................................................................................... 27 

Appendix 3:  Proposed Earthquake Preparedness Handout ......................................................... 29 

Appendix 4: Survey Questions .................................................................................................... 31 



Leveraging the Health and Safety at Work Act (2015) for disaster risk reduction   1 

1.0  INTRODUCTION 

There is a well-established tradition within New Zealand of effectively using legislation and policy to 

help manage our significant earthquake risk. Current legislation with provisions seeking to reduce 

exposure to or limit the impact of earthquakes includes the Resource Management Act 1991, the 

Building (Earthquake-prone Buildings) Amendment Act 2016 (changes to the Building Act 2004), and 

the Civil Defence and Emergency Management Act 2002. Although not directly intended as a lever to 

reduce disaster risk, the Health and Safety at Work Act 2015 also has potential to support disaster 

risk reduction (DRR) efforts. 

Disaster risk reduction is the practice of reducing disaster risks and includes avoidance or 

prevention, mitigation actions to reduce impacts and/or vulnerabilities, and strategies to improve 

preparedness for any adverse effects.  The HSWA is primarily relevant to the mitigation strand of 

DRR.  

The key objective of the Health and Safety at Work Act 2015 (HSWA) is to give “workers and other 

persons the highest level of protection against harm to their health, safety, and welfare from work 

risks as is reasonably practicable”1. The HSWA was enacted in response to the Pike River mining 

disaster when it was discovered that New Zealand’s health and safety law was not sufficiently robust 

to hold those in charge accountable for their actions, or lack thereof, in relation to workplace health 

and safety. This Act has been a radical change to our health and safety law. One of its main purposes 

is to make those responsible for workplaces more accountable for the health and safety of workers 

and other people using workspaces. It also establishes the key role of WorkSafe New Zealand 

(WorkSafe),1 a government agency, to oversee compliance with the Act.  

This project investigates what (if any) influence this new legislation has had on organisational DRR 

behaviours, examines what organisations are doing to stay safe in our seismically active 

environment, and what motivates, helps, or hinders organisations implementing earthquake risk 

reduction efforts. 

The project has three main objectives: 

1. To understand organisations’ obligations under the Health and Safety at Work Act 2015 

and other related legislation,  

2. To understand the actual actions taken by organisations to reduce earthquake impacts 

on their organisation and employees, and 

3. To identify ways in which policy and legislation can be better leveraged to encourage 

behaviour change within organisations.  

 

1 WorkSafe New Zealand website  http://worksafe.govt.nz/laws-and-regulations -  Worksafe New Zealand 

was established under the WorkSafe New Zealand Act 2013, s 5 and is responsible for administering the 

HSWA.  See also the HSWA s 3 which states the main purpose of the Act is “to provide a balanced 

framework to secure the health and safety of workers and workplaces…” 

http://worksafe.govt.nz/laws-and-regulations
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2.0  METHODOLOGY 

2.1  Overview 

This project was undertaken in the following sequential steps: 

1. A review of the Health and Safety at Work Act 2015 in relation to earthquake hazards, 

and how it interplays with other legislation. In particular, its interplay with the Building 

(Earthquake-prone) Amendment Act 20162.  

2. Interviews with eight senior company representatives from organisations of different 

sizes and industries, exploring earthquake risk reduction attitudes, what drives or 

informs their approach, and what barriers they face in reducing earthquake impacts.  

3. An invitation to over 4000 organisations nationwide to participate in a survey exploring 

themes from the above interviews and the generalisability of the interview findings and 

how they varied across industry and organisation size. 179 useable responses were 

received. 

2.2   Interview respondents 

Organisations of varying sizes and industries from around New Zealand were contacted to take part 

in an interview. Out of the eight organisations that accepted the invitation there was an even spread 

between small and medium enterprises (SMEs) and large organisations, with all the organisations 

having locations within regions of high seismic activity (e.g. Canterbury and Wellington).  

There was a noticeable difference between the size of the organisation and their motivation to be 

involved in this research. Larger organisations were open to sharing their earthquake risk reduction 

strategies, which were mainly led by health and safety managers or through cross-departmental 

senior management teams. Smaller organisations were keen to learn what they should be doing or if 

what they were doing was enough.  

2.3 Survey respondents  

Survey invitations were sent by physical mail to 4000 organisations with contact details purchased 

from a business database company. Invited participants represented the demographics of New 

Zealand businesses across size, geography, and sector. The project was also featured in media 

coverage (sample below –Figure 1), on social media channels including paid promotion and in 

industry association newsletters including National Emergency Management Agency (NEMA), AF8 

Project, West Coast Lab, Tourism Industry Aotearoa, and New Zealand Institute of Safety 

Management. Despite inviting over 4000 organisations to take part, we received only 179 useable 

responses. We suspect that COVID-19 has increased survey fatigue amongst businesses. COVID-19 

has created extra work and business stresses to manage as well as increasing the number of survey 

requests being received. 

 

2    These changes have been made to the Building Act 2004, subpart 6A – special provisions for earthquake-
prone buildings, ss 133AA to 133AY. 
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Figure 1 - Canterbury Today Feb/March 2021 edition 

58% of survey respondents were SMEs having fewer than 20 full-time equivalent employees (FTE). 

42% of respondents had over 20 FTE employees. Larger organisations were overrepresented in the 

survey with 2020 StatsNZ data showing that only 3% of New Zealand organisation have over 20 FTEs.  

Although survey respondents were spread across Australia and New Zealand Industry Codes (ANSIC), 

there was an over-representation in manufacturing; electricity, gas, water and waste services; 

professional, scientific and technical services; public administration and safety; education and 

training; health care and social assistance; and arts and recreation services. Underrepresented 

industries were agriculture, forestry, and fishing; rental, hiring, and real estate services; and 

administrative and support services. Geographically, Canterbury and Wellington regions were over-

represented. We suspect that participation rates reflect how relevant the survey topic was perceived 

by some organisations, with those from higher seismic zones or with recent earthquake experience 

more likely to participate. 
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3.0   OUR FINDINGS 

3.1   What are organisations obligations under the law? 

The HSWA is the primary legislation that governs workplace health and safety in New Zealand. It 

establishes the role of a Person Conducting a Business or Undertaking (PCBU) who has a primary 

duty of care to provide a safe workplace3. This duty requires the PCBU to ensure as far as reasonably 

practicable the health and safety of workers while they are at work and the health and safety of 

other people in that workplace4. As part of their responsibilities, PCBUs have a duty to engage with 

workers about their health and safety by sharing relevant information in a timely manner; providing 

opportunities for workers to express their views and to contribute to any decision-making process 

regarding workplace risks. PCBUs who fail to comply with their duties under the HSWA can incur 

significant fines and the possibility of a term of imprisonment. 

The HSWA requires all PBCUs to be cognisant of, and reduce or eliminate, health and safety risks not 

only within their workplaces but also regarding the building they work within. This obligation 

includes an awareness of the risks relating to how their building and its fixtures and fittings will 

perform in a seismic event.  

There can be more than one PCBU for a given building – for 

example when a commercial building is tenanted. Both the landlord 

and the tenant would be a PCBU and are responsible for the health 

and safety of those working in that building. When this is the case, 

the HSWA has important implications for all parties because it 

requires both PCBUs to work together to fulfil their primary duty of 

care by communicating, consulting, co-operating, and coordinating 

their activities.5 This includes ensuring emergency plans work and 

people are safe during emergencies. A PCBU cannot delegate their 

obligations to another.6 

As the HSWA does not give specific details about the liability of PCBUs in relation to the seismic 

safety of buildings, WorkSafe released a policy clarification entitled “Dealing with earthquake-

related health and safety risks: information for PCBUs and building owners”. This document covers 

key actions PCBUs should be undertaking to meet their obligations under the HSWA. 

  

 

3  A PCBU may be an individual person or an organisation. When the PCBU is an organisation, the obligations 
are performed by ‘officers’. An officer is a person who occupies a specified position or who occupies a 
position that allows them to exercise significant influence over the management of the business or 
undertaking. This includes, for example, company directors and chief executives. Officers must exercise due 
diligence to ensure the PCBU meets its health and safety obligations. 

4  Health and Safety at Work Act 2015, s36. 
5  Health and Safety at Work Act 2015, s35. 
6  Health and Safety at Work Act 2015, s31. 

While this project 

focuses on commercial 

landlords, it should be 

noted that residential 

landlords are also 

considered a PCBU 

under the law. 
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 The important points from the policy clarification were: 

1. If a PCBU is meeting the requirements of the Building Act 2004, then WorkSafe will not 

enforce to a higher standard. 

2. If a PCBU is not meeting the requirements of the Building Act 2004 then it is the Local 

Council who should intervene and take any necessary action. If the PCBU is not meeting 

the requirements of the Building Act 2004 and someone is harmed, then the PCBU may 

be liable under the HSWA and WorkSafe may take action against them.  

3. All PCBUs are expected to: 

a. proactively manage risks arising from objects in and around buildings in the 

workplace on a regular and ongoing basis. 

b. keep abreast of new or emerging information that is relevant to the building’s 

performance in an earthquake. 

c. prepare for an earthquake. 

d. work with other PCBUs with overlapping duties (e.g. landlords and tenants). 

The policy clarification outlines broad obligations on PCBUs to prepare their workplaces for an 

earthquake, as well as a small number of specific activities. These specific activities include 

undertaking earthquake drills, fixing and fastening of furniture and equipment, provision of survival 

kits, and gathering up-to-date staff contact information. 

The policy clarification does not make it clear what a PCBU is obliged to do to keep ‘up to date with 

new or emerging information about their building’. The HSWA suggests that a PCBU must be 

proactive in this area and seek out new information on anything that could relate to their building 

and its seismic risk. It is unclear whether this means a PCBU must seek regular expert assessments of 

the building to meet their statutory obligations or if this action only needs to be taken if there are 

concerns.  

Even with WorkSafe’s policy clarification on earthquake-related health and safety risks in the 

workplace, the interplay between the HSWA and the Building Act 2004 is unclear and leads to 

uncertainty regarding the exact liability of a PCBU if their building fails in an earthquake. Where a 

building has been identified by a Territorial Authority as “earthquake-prone”, policy guidance states 

that the PCBU is required to act in accordance with their obligations under the Building Act 2004. A 

problem arises for buildings that are not classed as earthquake-prone under the legislation but may 

still pose a risk in a seismic event. In this situation, it is unclear what action a PCBU must take to 

meet their obligations under the HSWA. There is an ongoing obligation to identify potential risks 

posed by the building, including those posed by non-structural elements and fixtures and fittings. 

What this means in practice is unclear. 

The HSWA places broad obligations on organisations. However, how WorkSafe or others will 

examine the liability of a PCBU, or officer should a worker suffer harm in a workplace in a seismic 

event is unclear. As a result, the HSWA may not currently be working as effectively as a tool to 

reduce earthquake risk in workplaces as it could.  

Currently there is no case law regarding how the HSWA applies to natural hazard risks. The first 

major case will be WorkSafe’s current case against multiple PCBUs over the management of health 
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and safety risks leading up to the 2019 Whakaari Island volcanic eruption, which resulted in the loss 

of 22 lives and serious injuries to a further 25. As the HSWA is modelled on the Work Health and 

Safety Act 2011 in Australia, New Zealand courts may look at how Australian courts have interpreted 

the legislation. Courts there have held that those responsible for health and safety at work must be 

active and diligent in obtaining information about the nature of the business, the risks, obtaining 

expert advice and ensuring the safety of employees. It is clear from our legal review that PCBUs 

under the HSWA are expected to prepare for an earthquake but there is uncertainty about what 

they are obliged to do to meet their legal responsibilities and these need to be clarified. 

A full review of the HSWA and its implications for seismic safety can be found in Appendix 1. 

3.2 How do organisations understand their obligations?  

The majority of respondents understood that the HSWA is 

applicable to earthquake risks in the workplace. HSWA 

obligations and concern for staff safety and wellbeing were the 

top two motivators for organisations to manage their 

earthquake risk. Larger organisations are more motivated by 

legislation than smaller organisations. Top prompts to take 

action identified by respondents, were the 2011 Christchurch 

earthquake and the enactment of the HSWA.  

3.2.1  PCBU responsibility for earthquake risk  

Under the HSWA, PCBUs have a primary duty of care to provide a safe place of work as far as 
reasonably practicable. Given the HSWA requirements, it was expected that all organisations 
surveyed would allocate senior leadership as holders of earthquake risk responsibility within their 
organisation. However, 37% of respondents suggested earthquake risk reduction was the 
responsibility of others within the organisation. (Figure 2).  
 

 
Figure 2 - Earthquake risk responsibility in organisations (multiple answers allowed) 
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82% of survey 
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earthquakes as a risk 
for their 
organisations. 
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Of the 37% of respondents who do not see senior leadership holding earthquake risk responsibility, 

10% were senior leaders,  37% middle management and 30% staff. The HSWA states that PCBUs 

have a duty to engage with those who work in the workplace and should be communicating their 

involvement and mitigation of earthquake risk within their organisation. Although PCBUs may 

delegate their education responsibilities, we would still expect middle management and staff 

respondents to be aware of senior leadership responsibility. PCBUs cannot transfer or opt-out of 

their obligations.  

Over half of the survey respondents leased their premises but 

only 16% of them believe their landlord has an earthquake  

risk responsibility. The HSWA is clear that a building may 

have more than one PCBU. A commercial landlord and a 

tenant business owner are both PCBUs with a responsibility 

to manage the health and safety of those working in 

their building.  

On a positive note, only 1% of organisations surveyed indicated that no one in their organisation was 

responsible for earthquake risk. 

3.2.2  Keeping up to date with new or emerging information  

The WorkSafe policy clarification requires PCBUs to keep up to date with new or emerging 

information to ensure that their workplace is prepared to deal with an earthquake. This includes 

information regarding their building. 65% of respondents indicated they use WorkSafe to find 

information to help them understand how to reduce earthquake risk. This is followed by EQC (57%), 

NEMA and CDEM websites (55%), engineers and other professionals (44%) and business.govt (40%) 

(Figure 3).  

 
Figure 3 - Information sources used by survey participants to help understand how to reduce earthquake 

risk (more than one answer allowed) 
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3.3   What do organisations actually do to reduce earthquake risk? 

There is a multitude of actions that organisations can take to reduce risks from seismic events or 

manage the impacts of these. Many of these actions are beneficial for multiple hazards. Survey 

respondents indicated they undertake a variety of earthquake risk reduction measures, with only 1% 

of the survey respondents taking no risk reduction actions (Figure 4).  

 

Figure 4 - Earthquake risk reduction/transfer activities undertaken by organisations (multiple answers 

allowed) 

3.3.1  Insurance 

Insurance remains a key element in organisations’ risk transfer strategies. 

88% of organisations surveyed have property and building insurance, 62% has stock and contents 

damage and 58% business interruption insurance. There was no statistically significant difference in 

insurance levels across organisation size. 

3.3.2 Personal preparedness 

67% of organisations surveyed indicated they make some effort to educate staff on earthquake 

preparation. This is a positive sign as personal preparedness needs to become a New Zealand norm, 

particularly in high seismic zones.  
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3.3.3  Drills 

65% of survey respondents undertake regular evacuation drills as part of their risk reduction 

activities, with 89% of businesses with 20 or more full-time employees (FTE) undertaking 

evacuations drills compared to 44% of SMEs.  

3.3.4  Business continuity planning 

64% of respondents indicated their organisation has business continuity plans to assist with the 

impacts of any event. Larger organisations (89%) were more likely to have business continuity plans 

than smaller organisations (46%)., This indicates that there is still work required to ensure that 

smaller organisations engage with the increasingly wide range of freely available business continuity 

resources targeted at SMEs. 

3.3.5  Fixing and fastening 

Just under three quarters (73%) of respondents undertake some kind of fix and fastening activity of 

moveable items (e.g. bookcases, stock). Of those organisations, 30% had fastened all, while 43% 

indicated ‘some’. Understandably, the prevalence of fix and fastening activity was highest in high 

seismic zones (such as Wellington and Christchurch) with 80% of organisations undertaking this risk 

reduction activity, compared to only 52% in lower seismic risk zones. Importantly, 27% of 

respondents had not undertaken this simple and cheap activity to reduce risk of harm. 

3.3.6  Seismic strength and non-structural elements 

41% of organisations evaluated seismic strength prior to or after occupation for one or all of their 

buildings. Assessment of the safety of non-structural elements was undertaken by 33% of 

respondents. Overall, larger organisations were statistically significantly more likely to undertake 

seismic strength evaluations of their buildings after occupation and assess non-structural elements 

of their building compared to smaller organisations. Those who owned and occupied their premises 

were more likely to assess the safety of non-structural elements (42%) compared to those who lease 

from others (22%).  

3.3.7  Survival kits 

Only 38% of organisations indicated that they had emergency supplies for sheltering in place and 

30% had take-away emergency supplies. Wellington had a higher percentage of organisations 

providing emergency supplies for sheltering in place (60%) and evacuating (56%) compared to those 

in Christchurch who only had 30% (sheltering in place) and 22% (take-away). We suspect the 

geography of Wellington and likely scale of damage in an earthquake event may be a factor in this. 

Organisations in Auckland were more likely to have emergency supplies for sheltering in place (50%) 

than for evacuation (15%).  

3.3.8  Summary 

WorkSafe’s policy clarification clearly outlines an expectation that risk reduction activities such as 

earthquake drills, fixing and fastening, and survival kits be undertaken. However, these results 

indicate there is still work required to improve engagement with these activities.  
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3.4 Organisations’ earthquake impact concerns 

For the organisations surveyed, their greatest concern around the impacts of an earthquake was the 

health and safety risk to employees and customers. Large businesses were statistically significantly 

more concerned with these risks than SMEs (Figure 5). Impact on business activities, for example, 

customers, loss of utilities and business confidence are also of significant concern to organisations. 

 

Figure 5 – Organisations' impact concerns following an earthquake. 
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3.5  Acceptable impacts 

During a severe earthquake, survey respondents on average indicated they are accepting of up to 

three months of disruption as buildings are repaired.  However, fatalities, injuries and building 

collapse are totally unacceptable impacts for survey respondents (Figure 6).  

 

Figure 6 - Acceptability of impacts on organisations following a severe earthquake 
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3.6 Challenges to improved earthquake risk reduction 

Cost and disruption to operations were the two biggest challenges organisations reported when 

trying to implement seismic risk reduction measures. Capacity to carry out activities, other priorities, 

access to relevant and usable information, and working with building owners/landlords were also 

seen as minor challenges (Table 1).  

Table 1 - Challenges organisations face implementing earthquake risk reduction methods 

 
Not a 

challenge 
Minor 

challenge 
Moderate 
challenge 

Significant 
challenge 

N/A 
Don’t 
know 

Cost 17% 29% 29% 18% 4% 3% 

Disruption to operations (from 
risk reduction activities) 

26% 31% 16% 11% 11% 5% 

Working with building 
owners/landlords 

37% 19% 16% 7% 15% 6% 

Capacity to carry out risk 
reduction activities 

33% 35% 20% 6% 1% 5% 

Access to relevant and usable 
information 

38% 34% 17% 5% 3% 3% 

Support from franchisor or 
parent company 

20% 4% 5% 4% 62% 5% 

Interest from employees 41% 29% 16% 3% 7% 4% 

Not sure where to start/don’t 
know what to do 

36% 24% 10% 3% 21% 6% 

Support from your 
organisation’s 
owners/managers 

58% 13% 9% 3% 12% 5% 

Support from head office 39% 6% 7% 3% 41% 4% 

Other priorities 26% 22% 16% 3% 23% 10% 

 

The interview and survey results highlighted the need for clearer direction and help for SMEs. The 

larger organisations interviewed understood and actioned the HSWA within the organisation. 

Meanwhile, smaller organisations interviewed wanted to increase their knowledge in reducing 

earthquake risk and need help getting started. This trend was supported by survey results, with 

SMEs indicating that ‘knowing where to start’ was statistically significantly more challenging than for 

larger organisations. SMEs also included a greater number of comments in free text responses asking 

for more accessible and relevant information on what they should be doing.  

A handful of survey respondents also noted challenges engaging or working with government 

agencies. Respondents with ministry owned buildings found challenges in the lack of engagement 

from ministry owners regarding earthquake risk reduction, while other public sector departments 

noted the lack of evacuation drills in some government sectors.   
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3.7  Where organisations want help 

Interviewees and survey respondents were asked a free text question on ‘What would help you to 

improve your organisation’s earthquake preparedness’. The following table provides an overview of 

responses.   

Information, alerts, 

and reminders 

 

The most common responses were for relevant and easy to find 
information regarding: 

• plans or template for organisations to get started 

• one-pager on what organisations should be doing 

• learnings from Christchurch earthquakes (especially business 
continuity) 

• changes to regulation, preparedness, and hazard information  

• earthquake appropriate furniture and storage solutions for 
commercial businesses 

• guidelines for SMEs 

• guidance appropriate to specific industries (or help and support 
from industry groups) 

• how and where to get professional advice 

• history of earthquakes in less earthquake focussed areas 
(Auckland) 

• reminders for when drills should take place 

• regular newsletter 

• ongoing awareness programme by central government. 

Funding 

 

• Government grants, funding and real cost compensation were 
mentioned by respondents, in particular for cheaper go bags and 
shelter in place supplies.  

• Public sector and government contractor respondents noted a 
need for guaranteed financial support (especially in areas of 
social services to provide support during recovery) and 
equipment (e.g. generators). 

Infrastructure  

 

• Respondents noted a need for better transport infrastructure 
and more knowledge of how the power supply and road 
networks would be impacted in a large event. This was 
mentioned by multiple respondents from the Nelson region.  

Innovation 
• The need for the government to engage with seismic solution 

providers to provide more solutions for NZ organisations. 

Utilising businesses 

for earthquake 

response  

 

• A small number of organisations mentioned that their services 
could be used in an emergency but have not been asked to be 
involved in a coordinated response effort. 

• Increasing the opportunities of non-government employees to 
get external training (e.g. emergency management training) so 
their staff can assist in an earthquake event. 

 

Organisations that mentioned they were already prepared and needed no additional help, 

highlighted that they had undertaken building strengthening, taken out insurance, experienced an 

earthquake event and learnt from that experience, or had/are currently working in an industry that 

deals with earthquake risk regularly (e.g. engineering, earthquake rebuilds). The majority of these 

comments came from large organisations. 
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3.8  COVID-19 and earthquakes  

A common comment made by survey respondents in the open answer questions was the role 

COVID-19 has played in helping them improve their business continuity plans, thus making them 

more prepared for any hazards including an earthquake. Throughout the COVID-19 pandemic the 

desire from businesses to comply and do the right thing was generally evident, but media stories 

suggested that businesses were not always clear on what the right thing was. This is reflected in our 

survey findings where respondents want to do more to protect staff and customers but would like 

more information and guidance from the government on how to do this. We note that there has 

been huge progress in providing readily available resources  for crisis preparedness from central and 

local government agencies, however survey findings suggest these are either not well known or are 

not entirely hitting the mark for many organisations. 
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4.0   LEVERAGING POLICY AND LEGISLATION 

TO ENCOURAGE BEHAVIOUR CHANGE 

WITHIN ORGANISATIONS  

It is evident from this study that the HSWA and New Zealand businesses wanting to prevent harm to 

staff and customers are aligned. This creates a clear driver for organisations to understand and 

reduce earthquake risks.  

4.1 What more needs to be done to improve organisational 

DRR action  

For the most part, the survey results are encouraging. New Zealand organisations are undertaking a 

wide range of effective earthquake risk reduction activities. In particular, larger organisations with 

more resources are implementing a range of earthquake risk reduction activities to meet legislative 

requirements. However, we would note that there is still significant room for improvement for all 

organisations to follow, at least, the guidance given by WorkSafe in “Dealing with earthquake-

related health and safety risks: information for PCBUs and building owners”. This document suggests 

the minimum requirements include assessments and regular checks of the building and building 

parts, fixing and fastening, discussions with other PCBUs (particularly between landlords and 

business owner tenants), earthquake drills, survival kits, and keeping up to date contact information. 

In addition, other actions businesses could be undertaken including staff education (personal 

preparedness), insurance (e.g. property and building, stock and contents damage, business 

interruption), business continuity planning, assessing supplier preparedness and earthquake 

monitoring systems,  

This highlights a potential need for targeted information including: 

• Fixing and fastening in a commercial setting. For example, EQC has a range of information at 

Be Prepared | EQC | Fix. Fasten. Don't Forget for homebuyers, tenants, and landlords but no 

specific information for commercial businesses. 57% of respondents reported using EQC as 

an information source and this presents an opportunity for education. 

• Preparation for shelter in place and go bags for organisations in locations such as 

Wellington. 

• Undertaking earthquake drills. 

• Clarification about who is the PCBU in the organisation and the role they play in earthquake 

risk reduction responsibility. 

• Requirements of PCBUs in commercial landlord and tenant agreements to work together 

and be involved in earthquake risk reduction. 

• Expectations around the level of assessment building owners and tenants should undertake 

regarding seismic strength or non-structural elements of their building.  

The largest request by respondents for government help was for relevant and easy to find 

information regarding changes to regulation, earthquake preparedness, and hazard information 

(including for areas of lower seismic risk, e.g. Auckland), guidance appropriate for specific industries 

https://www.eqc.govt.nz/be-prepared
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and support from industry groups, and learnings from the Christchurch earthquakes. Organisations 

want simple and accessible plans, templates and/or one-page checklists to help them get started, 

and to ensure they are undertaking everything they should be doing to reduce earthquake risks. 

Reminders for when drills should take place, regular newsletters, and ongoing awareness 

programmes were also key resources organisations would like to be able to access. There is an 

opportunity to utilise the already well-used information sources on WorkSafe, EQC and CDEM 

websites and produce targeted information for organisations (Refer to Appendix 3: A proposed 

earthquake preparedness handout for organisations). 

While survey results supported the role of the HSWA as a driver of DRR behaviour in larger 

organisations, the results show that there is a need for support and guidance to enhance earthquake 

preparedness in SMEs. Specific guidance for SMEs outlining their obligations and requirements to 

reduce earthquake risk in the workplace would help to improve their earthquake preparedness. It is 

also important to note that most SMEs are tenants and may not understand the important role their 

landlord plays in providing critical information on how their building might perform in an 

earthquake. Providing SMEs with specific guidance on their role in this relationship will assist them 

in working together with their landlords as required by the HSWA. 
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5.0    CONCLUSION  

This research identifies a key role the HSWA has in reducing disaster risk in New Zealand, in 

particular in motivating organisations to reduce health and safety risks of their employees and 

customers during an earthquake. While the majority of organisations are prompted and motivated 

by the HSWA, their ability to enact risk reduction measures is impacted by challenges such as cost, 

disruption to operations and the capacity to carry out risk reduction activities. Currently the HSWA is 

supporting earthquake risk reduction efforts, but it could be further leveraged by central agencies to 

reduce earthquake impacts in New Zealand organisations. The non-prescriptive nature of the HSWA 

is an enabler of outcomes (rather than compliance), but does need to be supported by information 

that helps organisations who generally wish to do ‘the right thing’ 

Our key recommendations are: 

• A need for more relevant and easier to find information that outlines the obligations an 

organisation has to reduce earthquake risks and the steps organisations can take to achieve 

this. A suggested earthquake preparedness handout has been developed as a potential 

solution in Appendix 3.  

• A need for education and guidance where there are PCBUS with overlapping duties. 

Although clearly stated in WorkSafe’s policy clarification, the understanding of the role of a 

PCBU in earthquake risk responsibility was lacking among surveyed organisations, 

particularly in those that leased their premises. Communication between landlords and their 

tenants is a vital obligation in the HSWA (and associated policy clarification). Clearer 

information regarding this subject is needed by both parties. 

Limitations 

Due to the poor survey response rate, we cannot infer generalisability of our survey findings across 

New Zealand. There is a likely bias in our results towards those organisations who are already 

thinking about or are highly conscious of the need to mitigate earthquake risks within their 

organisations. 
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APPENDIX 1:  REVIEW OF THE LAW 

 



Leveraging the Health and Safety at Work Act (2015) for disaster risk reduction   19 



Leveraging the Health and Safety at Work Act (2015) for disaster risk reduction   20 



Leveraging the Health and Safety at Work Act (2015) for disaster risk reduction   21 



Leveraging the Health and Safety at Work Act (2015) for disaster risk reduction   22 



Leveraging the Health and Safety at Work Act (2015) for disaster risk reduction   23 



Leveraging the Health and Safety at Work Act (2015) for disaster risk reduction   24 



Leveraging the Health and Safety at Work Act (2015) for disaster risk reduction   25 



Leveraging the Health and Safety at Work Act (2015) for disaster risk reduction   26 

 



Leveraging the Health and Safety at Work Act (2015) for disaster risk reduction   27 

APPENDIX 2:  STAKEHOLDER TWO PAGER 
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APPENDIX 3:  PROPOSED EARTHQUAKE 

PREPAREDNESS HANDOUT 
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APPENDIX 4: SURVEY QUESTIONS 
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