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Seismic Risk 
Area

TAs must identify potentially earthquake-
prone buildings within:

Priority Other

High 2 1/2 years 5 years

Medium 5 years 10 years

Low n/a 15 years

Seismic Risk 
Area

Owners must strengthen or demolish 
earthquake-prone buildings within:

Priority Other

High 7 1/2 years 15 years

Medium 12.5 years 25 years

Low n/a 35 years

Figure 1 – New Time Frames

A new legislation aimed at earthquake-prone buildings (EPBs) 
came into effect on July 1, 2017. 

The new legislation ensures that central governments provide 
more leadership and direction for managing earthquake-prone 
buildings. Territorial Authorities (TAs) will no longer be required 
to develop individual policies for doing this, but will still be 
responsible for administering the new requirements in their 
district. 

Key highlights of the new legislation:
•  Provides guidance from central government and reduces 

variability in the management of EPBs by TAs.
•  More accurately targets high risk areas and puts vulnerable 

buildings first.
•  Keeps the public informed through mandatory disclosure of 

earthquake-prone status.
•  Achieves a balance between protecting people from harm, 

cost of strengthening or removing buildings, and the impact 
on heritage structures.

TA’s now have between five to fifteen years, depending on the 
risk zone, to identify buildings that are potentially earthquake-
prone and require further assessment by the building owner. 
Once confirmed as earthquake-prone, the TAs will be issuing 
a notice to be displayed in a prominent place on the building, 
and information relating to the earthquake vulnerabilities of 
the building will be kept on a central register. The notice will be 
issued to the building owner as well as any parties that have an 
involvement in the property – such as a mortgage or registered 
encumbrance. 

The EPB notice serves two intentions; to inform the public of 
the risk and; to motivate building owners to act to remediate 
their buildings.

What defines an earthquake-prone building (EPB)?
Under the new legislation, an earthquake-prone building is one 
that would have its ultimate capacity exceeded in a moderate 
earthquake and, if the building were to collapse, would be 
likely to cause injury, death, or damage to another property. 
This definition applies to specific features of a building and the 
building as a whole. In practice, an EPB is often referred to as 
one that meets less than 34% of the new building standard 
(NBS). 

The seismic rating takes into account multiple factors such 
as level of seismic risk around New Zealand. This results in a 
building at 33%NBS in Wellington being stronger (in absolute 
terms) than a building at 33%NBS in Auckland, where the 
seismic risk is significantly lower. 

What are the time frames being applied under the new 
framework? 
New Zealand will now be divided into three seismic risk areas 
– high, medium and low. The division of the risk areas and 
timeframes are outlined in Figure 1. 

Once a territorial authority (TA) identifies the building as being 
potentially earthquake-prone, the timeframe for the owner 
to act takes effect. The owner will have 12 months to engage 
an engineer and provide the TA with an assessment of their 
building to confirm the building’s earthquake status. TAs will 
have limited discretion to extend this timeframe for up to a 
further 12 months – for example, where there is insufficient 
engineering resource available to undertake assessments.
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Are there any buildings that are exempt? 
Certain buildings and parts of buildings are exempt from the 
new legislation. These are; farm buildings, stand-alone retaining 
walls, fences, monuments that cannot be entered (for example, 
statues), wharves, bridges, tunnels, storage tanks and most 
residential buildings. 

These structures either already have legislative requirements in 
place, or have no practical way of applying earthquake-prone 
provisions under the new legislation.

What happens when the timeframes are not met?
If the owner does not engage an engineer and provide an 
assessment of their building to the TA within the 12 month 
timeframe, the legislation requires that the TA is to proceed as 
though the building has been deemed as earthquake-prone. 
Owners who do not meet the timeframe for strengthening 
an EPB could be convicted and fined up to NZ$200,000. In 
addition, the legislation gives TAs the authority to impose 
safety measures such as put up hoarding around the building 
to prevent occupation of the building, carry out strengthening 
works, and recover the cost of the strengthening works from 
the building owner.

Obligations under the Health and Safety Reform Bill
Worksafe will generally investigate workplace incidents with 
serious harm consequences and this could include serious harm 
because of an earthquake. Worksafe’s stance is that as long as 
the building owner has been complying with the legislative 
requirements and the timeframes imposed, they are unlikely to 
take any further action if a serious harm incident occurred as a 
result of structural failure of the building. 

However, if the building owner does not comply with the 
legislative requirements and a serious harm incident occurs 
after an earthquake due to structural failure of the building, 
then the building owner could face enforcement actions for 
not taking practicable steps to ensure the safety of the building 
occupants and people near the building. 

Worksafe’s stance is different when it comes to building 
components such as ceiling systems, mechanical plants, 
verandas, glass etc which could fall and break during an 
earthquake. Worksafe’s position is that the building owner 
and occupier needs to take practicable steps to identify and 
manage any parts of buildings which could cause serious harm 
to occupants in case of an earthquake and to take practicable 
steps to eliminate them.

What will happen with assessments that have already 
been undertaken for EPBs?
Transitional provisions will be included in the new legislation for 
engineering assessments already undertaken under the current 
system for managing EPBs. The intention is to leverage off the 
work that’s previously been done, rather than unnecessarily 
repeat work. 

How EQ STRUC can help you!
We understand that this change can be confusing. As structural 
engineers who specialise in working with EPBs, we’re dedicated 
to making the entire process as stress-free as possible. 

We’re happy to assist you during this process, or answer any 
questions you may have. Please contact us on 0800 377 8782 
or head to eqstruc.co.nz/EPB-framework for more information. 

Step 1 An Initial Seismic Assessment (ISA) is usually the first 
step. The results of the ISA will determine if further action is 
required.
Step 2 If further action is required, a Detailed Seismic 
Assessment (DSA) is conducted to better understand the 
performance of the building in an earthquake and identify areas 
for improvement.

Step 3 Concept strengthening solutions and the likely cost of 
the repairing or strengthening are discussed in detail with the 
client.

Step 4 The conceptual designs and documentation are then 
progressed to obtain a building consent.

Step 5 The final stage is to tender the proposed works, appoint a 
suitable contractor, manage the project through to completion, 
and obtain final sign-off.

The EQ STRUC Process


