Did the Bureaucracy Delay the Christchurch Recovery?
It has been suggested that in a less developed country, recovery from catastrophes can be quicker than in “richer” countries
. The argument is that institutional arrangements and intervention by governments in more developed countries delay recovery.

This note examines whether institutions and “the bureaucracy” delayed recovery from the Christchurch earthquake of February 22, 2011.

Delay in recovery caused by unusual impact
The impact of the February 22 event was unusual in several respects, and those unusual features contributed significantly to the delay in recovery. They were:
· Record-level accelerations
.

· Damaging aftershocks extending for a period of at least 15 months after the major earthquake of 22 February 2011.
· Unusually extensive liquefaction.
· Rockfalls and landslides in the hill-suburbs continuing even two years (so far) after the February event.

These physical aspects of the event caused the delay in recovery both because of their flow-on effects in insurance, and because of government decisions taken to deal with them. But regardless of government action and insurers’ decisions, prudent property owners would themselves have delayed rebuilding until they were reasonably sure both that further damage was unlikely and that their sites were safe to build on.
Insurance
Several features of the insurance regime caused delays:

· The Earthquake Commission (EQC)
 legislation was unclear as to whether the limits on claims were to apply per event or annually. This left uncertain the allocation of liability as between EQC and private insurers and hence court action, which was necessary to clarify the law. The Court of Appeal gave its decision on 6 September 2011. 
· Insurers and reinsurers did not provide cover for repaired or rebuilt structures until they were reasonably sure that after-shocks had settled down.
· The impact of the government decision to prevent rebuilding in zones considered to be hazardous was not a situation explicitly dealt with in private insurer’s policies. This caused delays in settlement. The issue is still before the courts.
· The number of claims to be adjusted and properties requiring inspection was immense. Nearly 460,000 claims were received by EQC, and this may well be a world record for claims on one insurer from one connected series of events. Over NZD5bn has been paid out to date by EQC
.  The rate at which assessments were done was constrained by the number of assessors available – even though people with little expertise in insurance or building were used.
· Institutional structures for resolving differences between claimants and both EQC and private insurers appear to have been sluggish and inefficient.

Delay in resolving insurance issues has clearly retarded repair and rebuilding of very many properties. However the evidence suggests that for nearly a year after the February 22nd event, the physical impacts of the disaster were the binding constraint on the pace of rebuild.
Bureaucracy

Over a significant part of Christchurch, including the central business district (CBD), rebuilding could not take place until government decisions were made. These were of two kinds: 
· Rebuilding and repair was forbidden in zones where the suitability of land for rebuilding was uncertain. After all land was assessed, some zones were withdrawn from housing use because of the unsuitability of soils with a high of risk liquefaction in future. (After all, a large part of Christchurch was originally built on swamp and marsh.)

· Re-planning of the CBD and adjacent areas inevitably took quite some time. Significant public consultation and input was sought and obtained. It had been almost universally accepted that Christchurch should be rebuilt better than it was before the earthquakes. For the CBD, this involved some changes in street patterns, amalgamation of some land titles and subdivision in different patterns. Such intervention in property rights could not be done hastily or arbitrarily
.
NZ resources

One basic policy decision on rebuilding had a significant effect on the pace of rebuilding.
· Implicit in government decision-making was a desire to maximise the use of New Zealand labour and resources. With the global financial crisis still having significant effect on the NZ economy and unemployment higher than historically, there was potential New Zealand labour for the rebuild. Unfortunately the skill levels amongst the unemployed did not generally match the needs of Christchurch. Using international contractors with skilled labour from Asia (such as those that built Dubai and similar cities) would perhaps have expedited rebuilding. It would however have been politically difficult if not impossible.
On the other hand
Many government actions have speeded up the recovery in a way that would have been difficult or impossible in less developed countries,
· Over many years government regulations have required a high standard of building design and construction.  Buildings in Christchurch not only protected many folk from harm in the earthquakes themselves, but most dwellings remained habitable, despite extensive damage. Although living conditions ranged from difficult to primitive, mass evacuation was not necessary. Had housing been of a lower standard with more collapses, temporary housing would have been needed. This would have required the creation of refugee camps - typical of so many disasters. And as shown in Turkey (1999) and Japan (1995), it is much easier to put people into temporary housing that find a way to get them out.
· Grants made available within days of the earthquake protected jobs and enabled businesses to survive. This required funds being available to the government, and an administrative system to effectively pay out the funds rapidly. Neither condition applies in many developing countries.
· The proportion of buildings insured was very high by world standards.  The amount of insurance of commercial buildings was driven quite significantly by the requirements of financiers as a pre-condition of loans. With dwellings, the high level of insurance of dwellings derived from government regulation. 
· Lifelines were restored rapidly.  Cellphone networks were restored within hours (with texting available sooner), and electricity for most in very few weeks. Air and sea transport were restored very quickly. The resilience of networks was much greater than can be expected in most developing countries.
· Management of the recovery has been done primarily by CERA (the Canterbury Earthquake Recovery Authority) - a specially created central government department, situated in Christchurch. CERA is led by people who had shown outstanding leadership after the September event and in the response to be February event. The institutional structures of central government and of local government would clearly have been unable to have moved as quickly and effectively as CERA, and neither would have been likely to have had as much public support.

Overall, the government actions, both those taken over many prior years and during the recovery, contributed significantly to the speed of the recovery. 
Next time 
Despite the positive features noted above, significant improvements should be made in preparation for future catastrophes. Most aspects of the recovery could have been done better in some respect. Changes that would expedite recovery include:

· A change in the boundary between the cover provided by EQC policy and that provided by private insurers.

· A much more responsive and efficient mediation and arbitration system for disputes over insurance claims.
· Much better training for assessors and wider use of assessors from abroad.
· Substantial expansion of training of Kiwis in the skills needed for the rebuild.
· Greater readiness to use firms and labour from abroad where this would significantly expedite recovery.

Conclusion
The evidence indicates that delays in the recovery from the Christchurch earthquakes were primarily caused by the nature of the events and their impact. Technical difficulties relating to insurance appear to have been the main institutional factor. In my opinion, the recovery from the Christchurch earthquakes was facilitated rather than hampered by NZ being a developed country. In any country, recovery could proceed faster if (foolishly) no attempt were made to mitigate the risk of future disasters, or to build better after the event than before.  In countries where there is little insurance protection, rebuilding does not have to await insurers’ decisions on claim settlement, but funds to rebuild are much less readily available.  In Christchurch the objective of rebuilding well, rather than rebuilding immediately, inevitably did cause some delays. Of much more significance are the lessons that be learnt from the recovery in Christchurch to improve the recovery from future events.
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� Christchurch highlights how rich can lag at rebuilding, by Rod McGuirk, AP, in Japan Times FEB 23, 2013 URL:


http://www.japantimes.co.jp/news/2013/02/23/asia-pacific/christchurch-highlights-how-rich-can-lag-at-rebuilding/#.UTZ4LMrosZg


� The peak accelerations in this earthquake were the strongest recorded in New Zealand, with maximum values of 2.2g vertically and 1.7g horizontally, with over 0.7g horizontally around the CBD.


“Spectra and Pgas for the Assessment and Reconstruction of Christchurch,” GNS paper; to 2012 New Zealand Society for Earthquake Engineering conference, www.nzsee.org.nz/db/2012/Paper115/pd


� EQC is the government owned insurer of dwellings, their contents and the land they sit on. The cover is prescribed by law and automatic for every property with a fire insurance policy. The cover is limited e.g. NZD100,000 for dwellings themselves. See http://www.eqc.govt.nz/about-eqc


� As at March 2013


� The decision to rebuild better is basic to recovery planning. It was a theme of the conference in Wellington After the Quake (1995), on http://www.cae.co.nz/; and was a feature of the rebuilding of Kobe (see Reconstructing Kobe: the Geography of Crisis and Opportunity, David W Edgington, UBC Press, 2010; for example at p91.





