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Saturday 8 August 2009, 30th anniversary of New Zealand’s biggest urban landslide, Abbotsford
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Thirty years ago, on Wednesday 8 August 1979, New Zealand’s biggest urban landslide hit Abbotsford in Dunedin.  It left a 150m wide, 30m deep chasm, destroyed 69 houses (further houses had to be transported away from the danger area), and displaced 640 people.  Claims to the Earthquake and War Damage Commission (now EQC) eventually totalled $7.17 million (not adjusted for inflation).

With land movement obvious over the previous two months, and after engineering and geological reports, Green Island Borough declared a state of emergency on 6 August 1979 and began progressive evacuation of the area.  Some people were reluctant to leave their homes.  

When the main slip occurred at 9.07pm 17 people were carried down the slope in their houses and were marooned amongst the mud and rubble.  Mercifully, no deaths resulted and all people were rescued by 1am the next morning.

Landslides are common – what you can do to help protect your house and business
Landslides are common in New Zealand – local authorities, utility companies and emergency services are responding to them all the time.  Most are not on the scale of Abbotsford and people can take action to help reduce damage to their home and business and help themselves survive.
Before a landslide:
· Find out from your council if there have been landslides in your area before and where they might occur again.
· Check for signs that the ground may be moving. These signs include: 

· sticking doors and window frames 

· gaps where frames are not fitting properly 

· decks and verandahs moving or tilting away from the rest of the house 

· new cracks or bulges on the ground, road or footpath 

· leaning trees, retaining walls or fences 

· water springs, seeps or waterlogged ground in areas that are not usually wet.
If you think a landslide is about to happen you will need to know how to respond immediately:
· evacuate and take a getaway kit with you 

· contact your local council’s civil defence emergency management office 

· warn neighbours who might be affected.
After a landslide:
· do not return to a site that has been affected by a landslide until it has been properly inspected 

· take photographs and notes for insurance purposes when it is safe to do so.
Possible causes

Landslides are caused by various combinations of heavy rain or increased ground water, earthquakes, weak rock, steep slopes (sometimes created by development or road building), and deforestation.  

Other land slides

At the end of June this year the Lake Taupo township of Waihi Village was temporarily evacuated after heavy rain, a swarm of earthquakes and observed changes in the flow of streams and hot springs.  The Village is near the site of previous fatal landslides.

Taihape and Utiku are now monitored by networks of lasers, rainfall gauges, groundwater instruments and data-loggers providing real time monitoring of what is happening to the ground beneath them.  Both areas sit astride large, slow-moving landslides.

In July this year a landslide derailed a train near Upper Hutt and blocked access to Wellington.  That same evening, other landslides and flooding cut road access to the capital. 

What was possibly the world’s biggest landslide (certainly it appears to be the biggest for which there is any remaining geological evidence) occurred in Fiordland 13,000 years ago.  Ten kilometres of the southern Hunter mountains collapsed creating a 26km3 landslide.

Useful websites

GNS Science has information about its monitoring of landslides on its GeoNet website http://www.geonet.org.nz/landslide/ and at http://www.gns.cri.nz/what/earthact/land_stab/index.html
EQC is New Zealand’s primary provider of natural disaster insurance to residential property owners.  It insures against damage caused by earthquake, natural landslip, volcanic eruption, hydrothermal activity, tsunami; in the case of residential land, a storm or flood; or fire caused by any of these. http://www.eqc.govt.nz/
The Ministry for Culture and Heritage website  http://www.teara.govt.nz/ can also be searched for landslide archive material, including Abbotsford.

The Otago Civil Defence Emergency Management Group has prepared a booklet Surviving an Emergency in Otago which includes information on how to prepare for landslips and other emergency hazards.  Copies are available from all Otago’s councils, it can be downloaded from the Otago Regional Council website (www.orc.govt.nz) or requested by emailing info@orc.govt.nz


People can find practical information about what they can do to help themselves prepare for an emergency on the Ministry’s “Get Ready Get Thru” website  www.getthru.govt.nz
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