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Turning Disaster into Opportunity 

I have fallen into the trap of repeating a fallacy, because I accepted it at face value.  It is 

the one that says that the Chinese character for crisis is made up of two characters – 

one representing danger, the other opportunity. I even used it as an opening to an 

address I gave to the Garden City Rotary last week.  It is a great way to engender 

optimism in the face of the enormity of the task we are faced with in Christchurch. 

Unfortunately a bit of research for today’s address proves that it is not actually correct, 

despite the fact that it has been repeated many times over. If you say something often 

enough then it may make people think it’s true, but it doesn’t actually make it true. The 

truth is that there is a character in common between the two words, danger and 

opportunity, but that is it. The word for danger is wēijī and the word for opportunity is 

jīhuì’. The jī that is common to both words means “an incipient moment; a crucial point 

in time when something begins or changes”; so jī is a word that can change its meaning 

depending on the other character to which it is attached.  Turning wēijī into jīhuì – or 

disaster into opportunity - is the theme that I want to explore today. 

This actually fits more closely with the perspective that I have developed over the past 9 

months – there are crucial moments in a recovery that can turn disaster into opportunity. 

Unfortunately, if we do not appropriate these moments to such a purpose, we can in fact 

add further harm to the damage we have already sustained.  One of the lessons I have 

learned is that disaster recovery has a significant international body of knowledge built 

off the experiences of what has worked and what hasn’t, and that at its best it provides 

an opportunity to build true resilience.  



Unfortunately such an approach is not a naturally occurring state of being, which my 

original hypothesis would have implied; danger and opportunity emerging hand-in-hand 

from the crisis.   

Opportunity really only emerges from a form of engagement that we are not used to 

using in New Zealand.  The mode of engagement must be: inclusive, deliberative, 

innovative and transformative. It is one that  

 

  Involve s  loca l pe ople  in joint le a rning a nd public de cis ion-making 

  Ca pita lis e s  on loca l culture  a nd knowle dge 

  Mobilis e s  loca l ca pa city to re build 

 Ena ble s  loca l communitie s  to ma ke  choice s  tha t build s a fe r, more  s us ta ina ble  

communities 

  S e cure s the things that are good for the community, and discards the things that hold 

us back 

 

I attended a presentation a couple of weeks ago, which was outstanding for the 

contributions of the presenters and the selected talks that were screened.  It was an 

independently organised TED event.   I assume that everyone here knows about TED, 

but for the record it is a nonprofit organisation devoted to Ideas Worth Spreading. It 

started out (in 1984) as a conference bringing together people from three worlds: 

Technology, Entertainment, Design - TED. Since then its scope has become much 

broader. The annual TED conferences bring together thinkers and doers, who are 

challenged to give the talk of their lives (in 18 minutes or less). They believe 

passionately in the power of ideas to change attitudes, lives and ultimately, the world. 

They describe their website as a clearinghouse that offers free knowledge and 

inspiration from the world's most inspired thinkers. 

I had previously looked at various TED talks online, but hadn’t experienced a TED event 

where a range of speakers present over a day on a single theme, each with their unique 

perspective.  TEDxEQChCh was such an occasion, with each speaker briefed to 

challenge us to reimagine Christchurch from a different perspective.  



The interspersing of some of the international TED talks – not about Christchurch, but 

about community development and urban design - added further perspectives to the 

local presentations. The day ended with Art Agnos the man who had been the Mayor of 

San Francisco at the time of their earthquake.  His was a powerful message to end with.  

He talked about the capital that is invested in order to ensure a successful enterprise, 

and then he talked about the capital that a politician has to invest to ensure a successful 

city.  The political capital wasn’t money it was the politician’s popularity and it was 

important to take the opportunity to invest that political capital in your city or 

community’s agenda.  

He said no matter how long you serve, your time as a politician comes to an end, and 

what sticks to you is the knowledge that you used that opportunity to do something 

lasting.  

He made the hard decision to take a citizens’ advisory committee recommendation to 

the Council even though it was bitterly opposed by the business community, who 

whipped up a wider community response – closed down their businesses for the day 

and marched on city hall with a 22,000 signature petition.   

It cost him his job 2 years later, but what a legacy he left the communities that were 

freed from the shadow of the elevated freeway, which he had demolished, and which 

unleashed the full potential of the San Francisco waterfront. This story told me two 

things.  One, it is important to face the facts of the situation with an open mind and not 

to be overwhelmed by vested interests – in other words transparency and accountability 

are vital.  The second was to do the right thing, regardless of the political 

consequences.   

I don’t believe that Christchurch City has yet grasped the reality of what they must 

confront, but unfortunately anyone who dares to challenge what is occurring is cast as 

criticising the incredible response effort that occurred in the CBD after the second 

earthquake and the extraordinary efforts of those who got our infrastructure up and 

running as quickly as they did.  



It was these response efforts that have masked the inadequacy of the Christchurch City 

Council in terms of the city’s recovery, which suffered a major setback when the Council 

failed to develop any recovery planning processes after the first earthquake.  We lost 

several months as a result and have had to start from scratch post February 22.  I am 

aware that some people think that it doesn’t matter, but it does, because if we are to 

learn anything from what has occurred, it must be that we entrench recovery planning & 

resilience building into our preparation for disaster at every level.   

That means we need to be honest about what didn’t work at the same time that we 

acknowledge the success of what did.  And we don’t need to accuse people of a lack of 

respect for those who did deliver when we highlight as we must what the shortcomings 

were.  How on earth do we turn disaster into opportunity if we are not prepared to learn 

from what really happened? 

Entrenching recovery planning & resilience building into our nation’s disaster 

preparedness is extremely important.  It is written into our Civil Defence & Emergency 

Management regime, but it is not built into our preparedness training.  This has been 

picked up in the international discourse under the headings of emergence & resilience. 

 Emergence: The concept of emergence describes governments being increasingly 

called upon to serve in highly complex and uncertain circumstances, where public 

issues regularly emerge as surprises and require equally emergent responses. This 

transforms the role of government and the relationship between government and 

society. It emphasises the need for more agile, innovative and adaptive approaches to 

governance and public administration. 

 Resilience: The concept of resilience acknowledges that notwithstanding the efforts 

of governments and citizens to explore, innovate, prevent, pre-empt or course-correct, 

unforeseen events will arise and unpredictable shocks will occur. The role of 

government extends to promoting the resilience of individuals, communities and society. 

At its essence these concepts promote the ideal of partnership between government 

and society in a way that offers a real platform for turning disaster into opportunity.    



But it requires a maturity that I have yet to see in the processes that are emerging from 

both central and local government in Christchurch.  The TEDx event was organised by 

local people – social entrepreneurs – with a passion for ensuring that we do reimagine 

Christchurch as an obligation of citizenship, not as an expression of self-interest.  One 

of the messages that came through many of the presentations was that we were to stop 

thinking of ourselves as consumers, but to think of ourselves as citizens.   

Contrast the Christchurch City Council’s “Share an Idea” process, which is the basis for 

the CBD Recovery Planning they have been charged with under the Canterbury 

Recovery Act.  Thousands of people have attended an Expo and are responding to the 

questions that have been asked, which is great.  But there is no sense of engagement 

in this process.  It’s a one-way street. Or a one-way post-it note. 

These thousands of short ideas will feed into a draft Recovery Plan for the CBD, and 

then the Christchurch City Council will call for written submissions and then hold 

hearings – the way they always do – business as usual.  This phrase – business as 

usual - is anathema to successful recovery and despite everything that has happened 

since the first earthquake that’s exactly what is happening.  

Government – both central and local – must stop thinking of we, the citizens, as 

taxpayers and ratepayers and as consumers of the services they provide.  It is they who 

need to change their way of engaging with us and this means they have to be prepared 

to reimagine their roles.  This is enormously challenging, but if we can’t do this in the 

light of what we have experienced then we will lose the chance to turn our disaster into 

the real opportunity it presents.  I found some descriptors, which define a much better 

role for central and local government:  

• Enablers within a framework of collective responsibility; 

• Partners who use their power and that of the State to support the contributions of 

others.  Partnership depends on trust, goodwill and mutual respect; 

• Facilitators who convene citizens and organisations to build communities of 

purpose, to identify the areas of risk and greatest potential; 



• Collaborative actors who work with others to coordinate decisions and to achieve 

concerted actions; 

• Stewards of the collective interest with the power to intervene and to course-

correct when the public interest demands it; 

• Leaders to achieve convergence and a common sense of purpose. 

Leadership is one of those ‘can’t do without’ qualities that successful recovery requires 

– and we at last have that in the shape of the new Chief Executive of the Canterbury 

Earthquake Recovery Authority, Roger Sutton, who takes up the role in about a week’s 

time.   

The challenge for him will be to break the traditional hierarchical culture of the public 

service and find a mechanism for meaningful engagement with other government 

departments and the Christchurch City Council, along with community stakeholders.   

I remain convinced that the government department model chosen for CERA lacks the 

authority and independence that is needed in recovery, which is why we proposed that it 

be established as an Independent Crown Entity.  A governance board would have 

separated its operations from the Minister, which is actually important given the risk of 

political priorities driving aspects of the recovery rather than the needs of the affected 

communities. As a government department without overarching responsibility for all 

aspects of recovery we are already seeing the results of other departments continuing 

their roles in separate silos and adding unnecessary layers of complexity.   

It is extraordinary given the powers that CERA can exercise, that it has no such 

overarching powers with respect to other government departments – the Ministry of 

Education makes it own decisions, as does the Tertiary Education Commission, as does 

the Ministry of Social Development.  I would have thought that this would have been an 

ideal opportunity to develop a joined up approach around education, skills development, 

training and social development that could provide a template for the rest of the country 

– especially with unemployment rates at the level that they are.   



An opportunity for local people to be part of the rebuilding effort as skilled or semi-

skilled workers or as trainees or apprentices could be built into contracts, with additional 

benefits for taking on extra trainees/apprentices beyond the stipulated minimum. 

Couldn’t we open our classrooms for night-time classes to reskill those who want to take 

advantage of the opportunities the rebuild will offer? And what about the building of 

temporary accommodation?  We have a fantastic opportunity for the CPIT Trades 

Innovation Centre to be building houses to temporarily house real people as opposed to 

the houses they build temporarily for the purposes of their training.  

The same can be said of the relationship with the community and NGO sector. We 

should be thinking of allowing the affected communities to define their needs and 

meeting those in a joined up way, rather than staying with the contractual model which 

misses the opportunity for government to partner with the community to meet those 

needs.   

I have said on several occasions now that the community in my electorate that is most 

prepared for recovery is Aranui and that is because it has a vehicle to represent the 

collective community voice in the Aranui Community Trust – ACTIS – and ACTIS is 

used to being a decision-maker in partnership with central and local government.  They 

have paid staff, a strong governance board and a physical base that belongs to the 

community. It has been modelling community development for 10 years now.  Since the 

earthquake they have organised weekly hub meetings so that all the community groups, 

churches and NGOs know who is doing what – this isn’t something they have been 

asked to do; they have known it needed to be done.   

I have often asked myself why this model hasn’t been replicated throughout New 

Zealand.  And I believe that the answer is that they were a pilot for a form of funding 

that governments instinctively don’t like – devolved funding.  When the Strengthening 

Communities Action Fund (SCAF) pilot did not lead to an on-going programme of 

funding, I think a number of people went – phew thank goodness that’s over.    But it 

wasn’t over in Aranui and they will benefit from that. And now we in government must 

re-learn that model, because it is the model that works; all the international experience 

says so. 



I also see opportunity in the disaster for growing our contribution to the nation’s 

economy.  

I think about the science and engineering challenges that lie ahead rebuilding in an area 

that is confronted by new seismic risks.  Our Universities, Crown Research Institutes & 

technology businesses could be specifically tasked with developing a programme of 

applied research that capitalises on our world-class status in this field.  I would think that 

the international research and science communities would welcome the opportunity to 

partner with them in seeking answers to questions that are challenging many parts of 

the world.    

And what about sustainability in terms of the decisions we make about where and how 

we build in the future, how we make our houses more resilient and how we protect the 

environment from the new risks that have been exposed in the earthquakes?  There are 

opportunities to make Christchurch much more liveable as well as safer.  I think about 

one of my city councillors who had hot showers throughout the aftermath of the 

earthquake – her hot water cylinder was solar heated – mine was not.  We could 

become an international showcase for the future if we seize the opportunity this 

presents.   

Despite my scepticism about our ability to embrace international best practice on 

recovery, we actually have here in New Zealand world-class experts on disaster 

recovery and building resilience in organisations and communities.  Why don’t we use 

that capacity to equip the affected communities with the skills they need to own their 

own recovery, leaving them with the legacy of confidence and self-reliance?  And then 

why don’t we take these skills out to other communities and businesses in our country 

to prepare them for the kind of disaster we have experienced? 

This leads me to a question I am going to be asking at every meeting I address from 

now on.  How many of you know the risks that you are faced with depending on the 

nature of the disaster and where you are when it occurs – at work – at play – at home?  

 



Have you talked to your family about how you will communicate or where you will meet 

up given a range of possible scenarios – mobile network down, roads closed and 

transport unavailable?  

Have you got enough food and the means of both storing and heating water to get you 

through at least three days – (personally I would say longer)? Have you got enough 

coffee to see you through the same three days?  Have you got a transistor radio and a 

torch (including one not requiring batteries)?  

These are all vital questions, but there is an even more important set of questions and 

they are these – who are your neighbours; what are their needs or skills; what can you 

and they offer to meet the needs of your neighbourhood and what resources are in your 

community to support your neighbourhood in a time of disaster? How does civil defence 

operate in your community and are you involved? Where do you go locally if you need 

information or want to volunteer to help? 

I can tell you from first-hand experience that all of the solutions lie within the community 

within which you live and it is not governments that deliver but governments that 

facilitate and when they don’t even do that, the community we live in is all we have.      

There is much that we can gain from having lived this experience.  If we can turn 

disaster to opportunity then Christchurch will symbolise a critical moment in our history 

that enabled New Zealand to become one of the most resilient countries in the world 

and one which spurred the further development of sustainable practices and 

technologies that made our world a safer and a better place to live. 

 

    


