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Introduction

At the time of natural disasters the immediate concern is for the safety and wellbeing of
the affected population. However, once the immediate threats to people have passed, or
are being managed, it is necessary to remove debris as quickly as possible to allow
communities to rebuild. Disaster events can generate large quantities of debris and the
management of this debris can present a major challenge. Recent overseas earthquakes
have highlighted range of debris management issues within a post-earthquake recovery
environment. Having guidelines and procedures in place for the management of disaster
debris assists in the timely an efficient removal of debris, followed by appropriate
recycling and/or disposal to appropriate locations. An inefficient or poorly planned
response can impose additional social, economic and environmental burden on an
already impacted community.

In 1995 the United States Environmental Protection Agency (EPA) published a discussion
document “Planning for Disaster Debris”. The report highlights a range of issues and
illustrates theses around cases studies from recent events (Hurricane Andrew 1992,
Northridge earthquake 1994; Hurricane Iniki 1992 and Hurricane Hugo 1989). The report
concludes that “any community likely to be faced with significant debris from a natural
disaster should develop a debris management plan... The development of a disaster
debris management plan usually requires input from neighbouring communities, state
officials, local contractors and a variety of local agencies”.



New Zealand’s last large scale urban earthquake was in the Hawke’s Bay in 1931. The
approach to debris disposal following that event was different to the way society would
respond today. The environment was only first identified as a focus for policy in 1953,
with the enactment of the Town and Country Planning Act, 22 years after the 1931
earthquake. Hence with no planning regulations, earthquake debris was used to reclaim
land around the coast. There was no consideration of Maori concerns, contaminated
material, environmental effects of disposal on the surrounding environment, or
implications for coastal processes. Today with the Resource Management Act 1991,
such disposal could not be so easily achieved, particularly within the coastal marine area
or major waterway.

In recent years many New Zealand councils have had experience with flooding events
and have developed experience managing debris removal. The issue of disaster debris
removal has also been raised in recovery planning of most CDEM groups. Research by
Becker et al. (2006) has explored the role of pre-event recovery planning and established
a framework for councils to address many common recovery issues before events occur.

A new project has been initiated to explore the key issues of post earthquake debris
disposal within the context of a Wellington and Christchurch earthquake scenario. Our
research will address (1) the type and volume of earthquake debris; (2) strategies for
debris collection; (3) temporary storage and staging area, (4) recycling and disposal
optimisation; (5) identification of and/or issues for development of suitable disposal sites;
(6) hazardous waste identification and handing; (7) effective project management in a
post-disaster environment, linked to CDEM recovery plans; (8) mutual aid arrangements;
(9) coordination and dissemination of public information; and (10) land-use planning
issues and instruments in Regional and District Plans.

Outputs from this research are due in early 2009.
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