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ABSTRACT: Effective recovery from disasters depends not just on the physical impacts 

of the event but also on how the societal environment supports the complex and 

protracted processes of recovery. Research highlights the importance of not only strong 

local government capacity, but also of a cohesive system of public, private and volunteer 

groups integrated into the community. Our research explores a range of issues in the 

context of recent recovery efforts in New Zealand. The research has highlighted that 

effective recovery planning must consider in advance issues around 1) psychosocial 

support and community involvement in the recovery process 2) the needs of vulnerable 

populations and 3) policy and economic issues. The 4 September 2010 and 22 February 

2011 Canterbury earthquakes provide a rare opportunity to improve and enhance existing 

knowledge of the recovery process. 

1 INTRODUCTION 

Large scale disasters in New Zealand are, fortunately, rare. However, this rarity coupled with the 

potential magnitude of the short and long term consequences that can ensue in the wake of hazard 

events makes it important to ensure that the process of learning from the events that do occur is 

optimised. The 4 September 2010 and 22 February 2011 Canterbury earthquakes, with its widespread 

social and economic impacts, provides a unique opportunity to explore the complex factors that shape 

the recovery process. 

International research on recovery highlights the importance of not only strong local government 

capacity, but also of a cohesive system of public, private and volunteer groups integrated into the 

community (Mileti 1999; Rubin 2000: Norman & Coles, 2002; Dynes 2003; Coles & Buckle 2004; 

Gordon 2004; Smith & Wenger 2006; Hayashi 2007; Johnson 2009; Rubin 2009; Siembeida, 2010; 

Topping et al., 2010). Mileti (1999) describes the shift in conceptualising disaster recovery from a 

linear phenomenon to a more interactive process between decision makers and a variety of groups and 

institutions, including households, businesses, and the broader community. Underpinning this process 
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is the need for effective recovery policy, and communication and dialogue with affected communities. 

2 RESEARCHING RECOVERY IN NEW ZEALAND 

A limited number of reports and papers describing and/or reviewing the recovery aspects of specific 

New Zealand events have been published (e.g. Baines, 1984 – Southland floods (1984); Bell 1986 – 

Aorangi floods (1986); Davy 1992 and Sides 1989 – Edgecumbe earthquake (1987); Luketina 1986 – 

Southland floods (1984); Paton et al., 2001 – Ruapehu eruptions (1995-1996); Ward et al. 2008 – 

Ohura flooding (1998); Forsyth et al. 2004 and Becker & Richardson 2000 – Queenstown floods 

(1999); Becker et al. 2007 – Mount Adams landslide (1999); Walton et al., 2004 - Weather Bomb 

floods (2002); Forsyth & Johnston 2005, Leonard 2004 and Johnston et al. 2011 (a and b) – Te Anau 

earthquake (2003); Gordon 2008 and Spee 2008 - Matata debris-flow (2005); Hudson & Hughes 2007 

and Saunders et al. 2005 – Manawatu floods; and Wilson et al. 2008 – Canterbury snow storms 

(2006)). This research has highlighted that effective recovery planning must consider in advance 

issues around 1) pre-event recovery planning, 2) psychosocial support and community involvement in 

the recovery process, 3) the needs of vulnerable populations and 4) economic issues. 

3 PRE-EVENT RECOVERY PLANNING 

Recovering from the impacts of a disaster is a complex process and involves communication and co-

ordination with many different agencies and individuals in order to achieve the holistic and sustainable 

regeneration of a community. As the recovery process is complex, issues around recovery should be 

considered before a disaster actually occurs (Norman 2006, Becker et al. 2010).  By considering the 

issues that may arise before an event actually happens, recovery can be better targeted, more efficient 

and more effective in the long-term (Becker et al. 2010).  Tangible recovery planning can then be 

undertaken, making provisions for identified issues before an event occurs. Internationally, there 

appears to be limited strategic planning for recovery before an event (Schwab et al. 1998). In a New 

Zealand context, Becker et al. (2006, 2008) presented a pre-event recovery planning framework for 

land use. There is no published research on the extent to which such measures have been effective or 

otherwise. The Canterbury earthquake offers an opportunity to assess the efficacy of pre-event 

planning measures in localities that integrated liquefaction mitigation measures into sub-division 

plans, relative to localities that didn‟t.  

4 PSYCHOSOCIAL SUPPORT AND COMMUNITY ENGAGEMENT 

Recovery from disasters encompasses the psychological and social dimensions that are part of the 

regeneration of a community (Paton et al. 2011).  Psychosocial recovery involves easing the physical 

and psychological difficulties for individuals, families/whānau and communities, as well as building 

and bolstering social and psychological wellbeing (MCDEM 2005, Norman 2006).  Many components 

of psychosocial recovery will not be delivered by the health and disability system, but by individuals 

and families; community organisations such as church groups; welfare agencies; or other groups that 

are socially active. Currently, only limited research has been conducted in New Zealand to identify 

how communities and individuals benefit from multi-agency community psychosocial support and 

consultation during and after disasters.  

Paton et al. (2001) showed the heterogeneity of even small communities in a case study of the impacts 

of the 1995-1996 Ruapehu eruptions, and highlighted the need to manage the community recovery 

process in a contingent rather than a prescriptive manner. That is, community diversity (e.g., 

demographics, experience, community characteristics) has a significant influence on how communities 

confront recovery issues, their ability to use resources to meet their own needs, and their ability to use 

their experience to develop future resilience (Paton 2006).  

Ward et al. (2008) described the community recovery process following the Ohura floods in 1998. 

Despite the multi-agency community consultation that took place and the development of a future 

mitigation plan for Ohura, the agreed actions within the plan did not progress due to a number of 
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interrelated factors. Their research highlights some of the inherent problems of getting communities to 

participate in complex decision-making in times of stress immediately after the disaster event. These 

findings reiterate those of Gordon (2008) and Spee (2008) who investigated the social response to the 

2005 Matata debris flow and outlined the problems of community participation in complex decision-

making after the debris flow event. 

Johnston et al. (2011b) reviewed the role of community participation in reducing anxiety and trauma 

in communities during two New Zealand earthquakes: the 1987 Edgecumbe and 2003 Te Anau events, 

and explored the effectiveness of various approaches in providing information, reducing stress, and 

facilitating a recovery process. 

5 VULNERABLE POPULATIONS 

Impacts of disasters are not uniformly distributed across society, within impacted areas and beyond. 

Recent work by members of our research team has explored vulnerability within various contexts 

including older adults, schools and escalation of domestic violence, and are expanded on below. Work 

in other areas such has as rural communities, including Maori communities (Hudson & Hughes 2007; 

Becker et al. 2001, Wilson et al. 2009) is beyond the scope of this review paper but has contributed to 

our improved understanding of the complexity of the recovery process. 

5.1 Older adults 

Past disasters and the subsequent analysis of their effects have highlighted the need for disaster 

preparedness and response to improve outcomes for older adults (Bolin & Klenow 1988; Cutter, 

Boruff & Shirley 2003; Perry & Lindell, 1997). This is because disasters exploit existing social 

conditions that put older adults in a more vulnerable position. This is frequently due to cognitive and 

physical decline relating to age and illness (Tuohy 2010a and 2010b).  These factors can impact on 

social isolation, social connectedness and the ability to access and be aware of current health pandemic 

information.  Social networks can also become diminished due to death of friends, family and other 

support people.  Disaster planning for older people is an under-researched area and there is an urgent 

need for further work in New Zealand and overseas (Tuohy 2010a and 2010b).   

Research by Tuohy (2009) illustrated many of these issues in a case study of the response to the 2007 

Kaitaia flooding. This study concluded that: 

 “social support was identified as a significant factor that assisted in post disaster recovery for 

older adults. Older adults’ health and welfare will impact on their recovery without the provision of 

appropriate age specific support. Older adults are often less visible in the community; and often are 

reluctant to ask for help, despite having reduced personal social support networks due to illness 

and death. Therefore health and broader social conditions must to be considered in emergency 

planning for the recovery needs of older adults.” 

5.2 Schools 

The role of schools following hazard events has received some recent attention in the literature and has 

clearly identified the need for proactive interventions to help children and adults deal with disasters 

(Ronan et al. 2008; Peek 2008).  For example, as was done following 2003 Te Anau earthquake 

(Johnston et al. 2011c), re-opening a school following a hazardous event appears to have more 

potential in helping recovery than a prolonged school closure.  While clearly more research is needed 

to increase confidence, some suggestive evidence supports the idea that helping schoolchildren get 

back into routines is useful, and can potentially aid in normal recovery (Ronan & Johnston, 2005, 

Stuart et al. 2010).   More generally, getting back into routines within a community is currently 

considered to be part of “best practice” following a hazardous event (Ronan et al., 2005).  In addition 

to helping normal response and recovery actions, response- and early recovery-based programmes can 

also engage in outreach, and screen for those in greater need (Ronan et al., 2005; Ronan et al. 2008 ).  
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For this group (e.g., they have experienced more distress related to the hazardous event), Ronan & 

Johnston (1999) demonstrated in their quasi-experimental study that hazard-relevant education 

programmes such as those which followed the 1995 Ruapehu eruptions, can assist children to reduce 

hazard-related fears and increase their coping ability. 

5.3 Domestic violence 

The link between domestic violence and disasters is complex and reciprocal (Houghton, 2010).  The 

research conducted in New Zealand on this area has shown that domestic violence reporting spikes in 

the months after a significant natural hazard event (Houghton, 2009a; Houghton, 2009b; Houghton 

2010; Houghton et al., 2010).  Disasters are not the cause of an increase in domestic violence, 

however, they are shown to affect the frequency and severity of the violence being experienced, as 

well as acting as a catalyst for domestic violence victims to seek help (Houghton 2010; Houghton et 

al., 2010).  Other factors such as an increased concentration of social support agencies in the 

community, issues of having children at home during the clean-up phase and the immense financial 

stress that can arise during a disaster add to the complexity of the relationship between disasters and 

domestic violence reporting (Houghton, 2010).  Currently, there is little or no planning in place to 

meet the increased demand for social support that is created with such a spike in domestic violence 

reporting, and this hinders the recovery process (Houghton 2010; Houghton et al., 2010).  Future 

measures that incorporate the realities and specific needs of domestic violence victims will lead to a 

more successful recovery process and ultimately to a safer community that is better prepared to 

respond to the next disaster. 

6 ECONOMIC IMPACTS 

True estimates of the economic impacts of disasters are extremely difficult to determine since such 

events are always disaster- and location-specific and there are few systems in-place for quantifying 

economic losses (Cochrane, 2004). The definition of indirect impacts, for instance, varies from study 

to study, yet these second-order effects may easily dwarf direct damages in large disasters. Impacts 

affect communities in complex and sometimes unforeseeable ways. Non-market impacts, such as 

psychological and health effects and the damage to environment are often considerable and rarely 

reflected in macroeconomic assessments. On the other hand, economic benefits can flow from the 

recovery effort as the upgrading of outdated infrastructure and modernization of production equipment 

can led to more efficiency and higher economic growth in the future. Insurance payments can also 

greatly reduce costs faced by the affected communities. The net impact of any disaster has to be 

negative, however. Occasionally resurfacing claims of economic benefits in the aftermath of disasters 

are a testament to the incomplete nature of those assessments: overall, society is scarcely made better 

off by the destruction of valuable resources (not even in a fully insured community).  

Following the 1995-1996 Ruapehu eruption research found the cost of the eruption in excess of ~$130 

million, representing loss of economic production and services, damage to equipment and expenditure 

on mitigation and response activities (Johnston et al. 2000). This estimate is not a comprehensive 

measure and can only represent a minimum value, not the total cost. A number of organisations 

reported direct losses, additional unbudgeted expenditure and additional staff time used in response to 

the eruption but few calculated an actual dollar cost of the eruption to their organisations. Ruapehu 

Research by Walton et al. (2004) again highlighted the difficulty in determining the economic impacts 

of events and also the complex relationship between direct, indirect and intangible losses and also the 

interplay between insured and uninsured losses. 

7 DISCUSSION 

The 4 September 2010 and 22 February 2011 Canterbury earthquakes provide a rare opportunity to 

improve and enhance existing knowledge of the recovery process. Following the first earthquake, over 
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one hundred New Zealand and international social researchers from over thirty organisations have 

been involved in researching a range of social themes. Many have been working directly in partnership 

with key agencies, for example Ministry of Social Development, Ministry of Health, Ministry of Civil 

Defence & Emergency Management and the Recovery Groups.  

Research is focused around a number of key questions, such as: 

 What are the consequences of the earthquake on individuals, communities and organisations, 

over varying timeframes? 

 What are the societal factors that influence community resilience to the impacts of an 

earthquake? 

 What are the trends and emerging issues in Canterbury that influence vulnerability to and 

recovery from the earthquake?  

 What is the vulnerability of the economy to the earthquake and how do factors such as the 

economic structure, levels of insurance, stage of development, prevalent economic conditions 

and the policy environment play a role in that vulnerability and recovery? 

 What are the processes by which society transitions, recovers and adapts (and how can these 

be enhanced) after the disruption caused by the earthquake?  

 How effective are (were) emergency management procedures, and crisis management 

practices for managing societal response to earthquake? 

 What are the strategies for improving resilience and how do we „get these into‟ governance, 

planning (including land use), policy, organisational, economic, and legislative systems and 

frameworks? 

 How can hazard science be better understood, applied, managed and utilised as an integral part 

of the planning, risk and adaptive management processes? 

This consortium is working together to maximise outputs from this research for the benefit of New 

Zealand and the international community. Over the coming months to years the researchers will seek 

to gain an enhanced understanding of the social and economic impacts as they examine the above 

questions in the context of the Canterbury earthquake. 
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