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ABSTRACT 

The objective of this paper is to describe the Wellington Earthquake National Initial Response Plan 
(WENIRP), in particular its purpose, development and the concept of operations.  The need for this 
plan was established following the evaluation of Exercise Capital Quake 2006, where it was identified 
that a greater level of coordination and automatic response was needed at the national level for a major 
Wellington earthquake.  The real risk of such an earthquake in the Wellington region, along with its 
dense population and the critical nature of its political, economic and infrastructure functions meant 
that a national-level initial response plan was required for a timely and effective response.   
 
The project to develop the plan was initiated in December 2008.  After consultation with stakeholder 
agencies, a draft plan was produced, which was then reviewed twice by stakeholders, before being 
tested in individual workshops.  The plan is still in development, awaiting final approval.  Once com-
pleted it will document how the initial national response to a Wellington Earthquake will be conducted 
by government agencies, lifelines and NGOs.  This includes stating response objectives and priorities, 
specifying tasks for response agencies and describing the logistics and information systems. 
 
The final plan will provide the Director of Civil Defence Emergency Management a framework on 
which to base the national response to a major Wellington Earthquake.  This framework has been de-
veloped and agreed with stakeholder agencies and industry, to enable any response to be conducted in 
a timely and effective manner, with obvious benefits to the affected population. 
 

-------------------------------------------------------------------------------- 

 
1.  Introduction 
 
The Wellington Region sits astride a number of active faults, as well as atop the subduction 
zone between the Pacific and Australian Plates.  It has a number of densely populated areas that 
are vulnerable to a major earthquake.  In addition, as the capital, it has vital political and 
economic functions, as well as critical national infrastructure.   This paper describes the 
Wellington Earthquake National Initial Response Plan (WENIRP), a plan to coordinate the 
initial national response to a major earthquake in the Wellington Region.  It will first discuss the 
background behind the plan, the plan’s purpose, scope and audience, and how the plan fits into 
the overall Civil Defence Emergency Management (CDEM) structure and context.  It will then 
describe the plan’s development, including the agencies involved, the process followed and the 
scenario used.  Finally it will describe the plan in outline, giving a broad description of how the 
plan will be used and its connection with earthquake engineers.  The paper will conclude with a 
discussion of the plan’s vulnerabilities, which will form the basis for future work, as the 
WENIRP by itself is not the complete solution to the problems posed by a major Wellington 
earthquake. 
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2.  Background and Purpose 
 
2.1 Background 

In order to prepare for a major earthquake in the Wellington Region, a national level-exercise, Capital 
Quake, was conducted in 2006.  This exercise highlighted a number of deficiencies, and the post-
exercise report contained a lengthy list of corrective actions that were required to improve New Zea-
land’s ability to respond to such an event.  Rather than implementing each item separately, the Minis-
try of Civil Defence and Emergency Management (MCDEM) determined that a full contingency plan-
ning process would be used to ensure that all the issues identified in the exercise were discussed and a 
practical and integrated plan developed.  The main issues included the need to identify key immediate 
decisions and automatic actions, activation of New Zealand Defence Force (NZDF) support, the man-
agement of the maritime and air environments and the tasking and control of scarce air transport as-
sets.  These issues have been addressed in this plan.  
 
At the time there was no functioning contingency plan available to coordinate the national response to 
a major earthquake in the Wellington region; the most recent had been published in 1989, but had not 
been updated.  A planning team from within MCDEM was appointed to develop a plan to manage the 
national response to a major Wellington earthquake. 
 
 
2.2 Context for the Plan 

The WENIRP fits within the context of the Civil Defence Emergency Management Act 2002 (CDEM 
Act) and National Civil Defence Emergency Management Plan 2005 (CDEM Plan), for an earthquake 
that has damaging impacts on Wellington.  It is a supporting plan to the Guide to the National CDEM 
Plan 2006, and is designed to operate within the framework and structures described in the National 
CDEM Plan and Guide (see Figure 1). 
 
National and Regional agencies will be able to refer to the WENIRP while developing and maintain-
ing their own plans before and following a major Wellington earthquake; Local agencies should in 
turn use the relevant Regional response plan to develop their own.  This is shown Figure 1; 

 
 

Figure 1:  The WENIRP within the CDEM and Response Framework 
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2.3 Plan Purpose and Scope 

 
The purpose of the WENIRP is to direct and coordinate the immediate national response to a major 
Wellington earthquake until a formal response structure and specific National Action Plan has been es-
tablished.  A ‘major’ earthquake is defined as one that is either Magnitude 7 or greater in the Welling-
ton Region, or where the impact is sufficient to lead the National Controller to activate this plan.  
 
The WENIRP is designed to control only the first 3-5 days of the response.  The reason for this is that 
the specific impacts of such an earthquake, as well as the resources available immediately afterward, 
cannot be accurately predicted in advance, making it difficult to plan for the event.  The approach 
adopted was that the WENIRP would only seek to control the first 3-5 days, as this gives sufficient 
time to activate response structures, gather information on impacts and resources, mobilise those re-
sources and then conduct a full planning cycle.  The result of this will be a National Action Plan, a 
document tailored to the specific conditions for the event, which will then supplant the WENIRP and 
coordinate the national response.  The National Action Plan will in turn be replaced by a National Re-
covery Action Plan once the response has finished and a transition to recovery is initiated (see Figure 
1).   
 
The decision on whether government will remain in Wellington or relocate, and the means by which 
this will be done, is outside the scope of the WENIRP. 
 
 
2.4 Plan Audience 

The WENIRP is intended for the following users; 

 
a. the National Crisis Management Centre (NCMC)1  
b. Central Government agencies involved in the response, 
c. Civil Defence Emergency Management (CDEM) Groups2, 
d. Crown-owned entities, 
e. Lifeline Utilities, and 
f. Non-government agencies involved in the national-level response. 

 
While the information contained in the WENIRP may be a useful reference to other users (such as 
local councils), it is set at a national level, and does not directly address the response actions to be 
followed by those users. 
 
 
3.  Plan Development 
 
3.1 Project Outline 

The first major element in the project was a planning workshop in March 2009, aimed at developing 
an outline concept for a response.  This was followed by smaller one-on-one workshops with 
stakeholders, to refine particular aspects.  This formed the basis for the first draft of the plan, which 
was then reviewed by all stakeholders.  Feedback was then incorporated into a second draft, which 
was then again reviewed by all stakeholders.  The third draft was used as the basis for a series of one-
on-one workshops with key stakeholders, working through the initial response, and ensuring that the 

                                                   
1 The NCMC facilitates a whole-of-government response by gathering and managing information, providing 
strategic oversight, decision-making and the coordination of the national response.  Its primary location is in the 
basement of the Beehive, though it can be established at alternate locations if required. 
2 A CDEM Group is a grouping of local authorities, emergency services, lifeline utilities and other relevant 
agencies, which coordinates civil defence emergency management activities within a specific region. 
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draft document incorporated their actions and tasks.  The final draft has been presented to ODESC,3  
and is expected to be ratified by them at their next meeting (April 2010).  Following this, the WENIRP 
will be published by MCDEM. 
 
 
3.2 Participants 

The following agencies participated directly in the project; 
 
  Wellington CDEM Group 
  Manawatu-Wanganui CDEM Group 
  Hawke’s Bay CDEM Group 
  Nelson-Tasman CDEM Group 
  Marlborough CDEM Group 
  Canterbury CDEM Group 
  Auckland CDEM Group 
  New Zealand Defence Force 
  New Zealand Police 
  New Zealand Fire Service  

  Ministry of Health 
  Ministry of Foreign Affairs and Trade 
  Ministry of Social Development (for welfare 

agencies) 
  Ministry of Transport (for government trans-

port agencies) 
  Ministry of Economic Development  
  National Lifeline Utilities 
  Earthquake Commission 

 

3.3 Scenario Development 

In order to plan the initial response, it was necessary to develop a scenario, to give something to plan 
for.  This scenario became the basis for the initial workshop and subsequent discussion.  Given the 
very wide range of scenarios that would meet the definition of a major Wellington earthquake (see 
2.2), the scenario selected as the basis for planning was based on impacts rather than specific source 
(epicentre location, depth, magnitude).  The scenario was weighted towards the worst-case end of the 
spectrum of possible events.  It assumed that there would be direct impacts in the area between 
Palmerston North and Kaikoura, that all roads into Wellington and Marlborough would be cut, that 
port and airport facilities would be damaged and initially unusable in Wellington and that there would 
be hundreds of casualties and thousands rendered homeless.  The worst affected area would naturally 
be Wellington City, the Hutt Valley and Porirua, but there would be severe effects across central New 
Zealand. 
 
 
4. Plan Outline 
 
4.1 Activation, Priorities and Objectives  

The WENIRP may be activated following a major earthquake in the Wellington region.  Activation 
will depend on the magnitude, location and impact of the earthquake, and will occur either on direc-
tion of the NCMC or automatically.  Activation at the direction of the NCMC is most likely in the 
event of a moderate range of impacts, as it requires some communications channels to be intact.  An 
automatic activation requires agencies to have their staff external to Wellington attempt to make con-
tact with their offices in Wellington (following a major earthquake in Wellington).  If communications 
into Wellington are unworkable, agencies will then assume activation of this plan.  Once NCMC is 
operational, the National Controller will confirm the plan’s activation. 
 

                                                   
3 ODESC (Officials Committee for Domestic and External Security Coordination): this is the committee of gov-
ernment officials charged with providing strategic policy advice to the Prime Minister on matters of domestic 
and external security.  It normally comprises the chief executives of agencies such as the Defence Force, Police, 
MCDEM, Treasury and Foreign Affairs.  It is chaired by the chief executive of the Department of Prime Minis-
ter and Cabinet. 
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The strategic goal for the initial response, as provided by the Director CDEM, is “To swiftly alleviate 
the suffering of the people in the area affected by the earthquake.”  The national response priorities 
are; 
 
a. To preserve life and care for the injured, sick and dependent people, 
b. To provide access to the affected area, 
c. To provide essential services of shelter, water, food and healthcare to people in the affected areas, 
d. To maintain law and order, 
e. To prevent further casualties from related hazards, and 
f. To preserve governance.   
 
4.2 Outcomes 

As stated above, the WENIRP is not meant to control the entire response.  It will be superseded by a 
situation-specific National Action Plan, and as such, many of the outcomes that the WENIRP is aim-
ing at will not have been fulfilled when this occurs.   Ideally, the following activities will either have 
been completed or be well underway when the National Action Plan is initiated: 
 
a. A full awareness of the extent and range of impacts has been established, and communicated across 

all agencies, 
b. Rescue operations are established within the affected area, 
c. Appropriate care to casualties and the sick within the affected area is being provided. Medical 

evacuation is underway from the affected areas, where required,  
d. Effective public and primary health care within the affected area is being provided, 
e. Public information is being coordinated and delivered accurately and rapidly, 
f. A system for the provision of food, water and shelter in the affected areas is established and operat-

ing effectively, 
g. Fires are under control or extinguished, 
h. Government is operating effectively,  
i. Reliable communications into and within affected areas has been established, and 
j. Infrastructure critical to the response is being repaired 
 
4.3 Concept of Operations 

On activation of this plan, the NCMC, responding agencies and CDEM Groups will automatically ac-
tivate their usual or alternate response coordination facilities in accordance with their own plans and 
procedures, without waiting for central direction.  The critical elements of the initial response will be: 
 
a. Information Gathering:  Determining the status of key infrastructure, capabilities of response agen-

cies and the numbers and locations of injured and displaced as soon as possible to allow the devel-
opment of a National Action Plan,  

b. Mobilisation and Logistics:  Establishment of a transport and logistics system to provide resources 
to response operations, and enable access to and from isolated areas.  Direct support to the affected 
area is to be provided by air (likely Ohakea and/or Palmerston North for fixed wing aircraft, 
Paraparaumu, Masterton and/or Nelson for helicopters) and by sea (likely from Auckland, Napier, 
New Plymouth or Christchurch) (see Figure 2, below), 

c. Public Information:  Establishment of an all-of-government communications group to ensure the 
timely transmission of information to the public, both domestic and international, 

d. International Assistance:  Establishment of an NCMC International Assistance Cell to oversee the 
coordination of international assistance, 

e. Urban Search and Rescue:  Coordination of urban search and rescue (USAR) operations, and 
f. Critical Services:  Restoration of services as rapidly as possible in the worst affected areas. 
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Figure 2:  National Response Map 

 

It should be noted that as a national level plan, the WENIRP does not deal directly with the earthquake 
impacts.  This is done at the local and community levels.  Instead, the WENIRP is designed to 
coordinate the national response, ensure the accurate passage of information and (most importantly) 
describe how resources required by regional, local and community responses will be procured and 
distributed. 
 
4.4 Earthquake Engineers 

The involvement of earthquake engineers in the first 3-5 days of a response was considered, along 
with a number of other critical resources.  Engineers are anticipated as being a critical resource, but are 
not included in a specific sense.  The reason that the WENIRP does not make detailed provision for 
the involvement of earthquake engineers (or other critical resources) is that it is a national level plan, a 
‘plan of plans’, meant for a wide and disparate audience.  Detailed planning arrangements, such as 
those for the sourcing, deployment, tasking and support of earthquake engineers, should sit in other 
plans, in this case either with CDEM Groups or with the Department of Building and Housing.  
MCDEM has a role to play in determining priority of tasking and transport into the affected area.  
Once the WENIRP is published, the Department of Building and Housing, MCDEM and CDEM 
Groups will be required to conduct this detailed planning, to ensure that engineers can be deployed in 
a timely manner. 
 
 
4.5 Vulnerabilities 

There are three main vulnerabilities to the WENIRP.  They are: the resilience and redundancy of the 
all-of-government response structure, inter-agency communications and individual agency planning. 
 



7 

New Zealand has an existing all-of-government response structure, outlined in the National CDEM 
Plan.  However, the majority of the organisations and staff who would operate this structure reside in 
the most-affected area; central Wellington City.  The likely impacts of a major earthquake in Welling-
ton will damage emergency operations centres, destroy power, water and telecommunications net-
works which these need to operate and severely disrupt transportation networks which allow staff to 
move to them.  Staff may be killed or injured, and in many cases will have families to tend to.  This 
could be mitigated by a ‘hardening’ of response facilities (i.e. generators, alternate communications) 
or by the preparation of alternate facilities and staff in other centres (most likely Auckland).  These 
measures are being adopted, but slowly, and on an agency-by-agency basis at present. 
 
All agencies that would be involved in the response are reliant on normal landline and cellular tele-
communications.  These are likely to be destroyed or disrupted within the affected area.  Some agen-
cies have good alternate communications within their own organisation, but there is limited inter-
agency communications at present.   
 
The WENIRP is designed to coordinate the initial national response, but does not detail the actions of 
individual agencies, nor does it coordinate regional, local and community responses.  This is best done 
by those specific agencies, but this may reduce the effectiveness of any response, should agencies fail 
to develop their own plans.  MCDEM is working with tasked agencies to ensure that their plans and 
procedures are in place. 
 
One final point is that the WENIRP was not comprehensively tested during its development.  While 
this is not quite a vulnerability, it is an issue that will require addressing.  The reason for this lack is 
that it would require a national level exercise, at the same scale as Exercise Capital Quake, to do so.  
These are resource intensive, and are normally held every two years, as part of the National Exercise 
Programme.  The exercise planned for 2010, Exercise Tangaroa, is based on a distant source tsunami.  
The next national exercise will be in 2012, and the need to test the WENIRP will hopefully be a 
consideration when future exercises at this level are planned. 
 
 
5. Conclusion 

The WENIRP is designed to coordinate the first 3-5 days of the national response to a major 
Wellington earthquake.  The need for it was identified following Exercise Capital Quake in 2006, and 
it has been developed in consultation with those regional and national government agencies that would 
have key roles in such a response.   This plan is designed to fit within the structure defined by the 
National CDEM Plan and Guide.  Its scope has been limited to only the first 3-5 days because it was 
difficult to accurately predict the exact conditions that might be prevailing following a major 
Wellington earthquake.  It is further limited in scope to only the national level, as detailed response 
actions by agencies and local government is best completed by those organisations rather than 
centrally.  This has resulted in some vulnerabilities to the plan, but these can (and will) be mitigated by 
agencies conducting their own preparations.   

The WENIRP concept of operations defines the immediate actions for response agencies, primarily 
concerning information gathering, establishment of a transport and logistics system, issuing of public 
information and search and rescue operations.  The WENIRP looks to support local and community 
responses by providing information, direction and resources at appropriate points, rather than directing 
such responses in detail. 

The WENIRP has some vulnerabilities, and will require robust testing to determine its validity.  
However, it is the result of a lengthy and consultative development process, and while there will be 
improvements to be made in future, the current version can reasonably be expected to form a sound 
basis for the initial response to a major Wellington earthquake.  
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