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3. Statutory basis for national management of an 
emergency 
Summary The Civil Defence Emergency Management Act 2002 (CDEM Act) and other legislation 

identifies the statutory powers, structures and arrangements that government uses to 
manage an emergency. The CDEM Act places obligations on agencies to prepare for 
and manage emergencies effectively and efficiently.
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3.1 Government crisis management arrangements

The government crisis management arrangements (see Figure 3.1) form the basis 
by which the government may oversee response and recovery management for 
any incident, crisis or emergency requiring national co-ordination or support. At the 
strategic level the arrangements do not vary, though arrangements at the operational 
level may do so depending on the lead agency and the event.

The operational arrangements for an emergency, whereby MCDEM is the lead agency, 
are set out in Figure 3.2. Alternatively, when an emergency is managed by another lead 
agency, MCDEM may support the lead agency by co-ordinating CDEM response and 
recovery activities1.

These represent strategic arrangements for civil defence emergency management at 
a national level, while the Co-ordinated Incident Management System provides the 
operational framework (see section 14, Co-ordinated incident management system).

These arrangements apply both to managing a state of national emergency and 
supporting an emergency of national significance under the CDEM Act.
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Figure 3.1: New Zealand’s government crisis management arrangements

1 For example, MCDEM as a support agency will coordinate the CDEM aspects of a counter-terrorism (Police), pandemic influenza 
(Ministry of Health), or biosecurity emergency (BiosecurityNZ) in support of the relevant lead agency.
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Figure 3.2:  National crisis management model in an emergency for which MCDEM is 
the national lead agency at the operational level.

3.2 Minister’s power

Part 4 
Statutory basis for managing national emergencies

10 Minister’s power
(1) Under section 66 of the Act, the Minister has the power to declare that a state 

of national emergency exists over the whole of New Zealand or any areas or 
districts.

(2) The Minister can make the declaration only if it appears that the emergency is, 
or is likely to be, so severe that it is beyond the resources of the CDEM Group 
or CDEM Groups affected or likely to be affected.
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3.3 Other emergency situations

11 Other emergency situations
(1) In some circumstances, agencies may manage emergencies using this plan in 

combination with their own emergency management plans.
(2) The arrangements set out in this plan may be used to support efforts to 

manage other emergencies (for example, an emergency managed by a lead 
agency other than MCDEM).

(3) If the impacts on the community cannot be dealt with by emergency services, 
or otherwise require a significant or co-ordinated response, while other 
arrangements are in effect, a declaration may be made under the Act to 
formally invoke the powers of the Act and the provisions of this plan.

3.4 System of Domestic and External Security Co-ordination (DESC)

Government crisis management arrangements

12 System of domestic and external security co-ordination (DESC)
(1) DESC is used by central government for the management of significant crises 

or security events where impacts of national significance warrant the co-
ordination of national effort.

(2) DESC operates at a strategic level to co-ordinate whole-of-government planning 
and prioritising.

(3) DESC brings together information for ministers, co-ordinates analysis and 
development of options, and assists decision making in Cabinet.

(4) DESC is collective without affecting the existing responsibilities of ministers or 
departments.

(5) At the strategic level ODESC exercises policy oversight and advises the Prime 
Minister, Cabinet, and, when activated, the Cabinet Committee on Domestic 
and External Security Co-ordination chaired by the Prime Minister.

(6) At the operational level a lead agency (which is MCDEM in the case of a 
civil defence emergency) monitors and assesses the situation, co-ordinates 
national support, reports to ODESC, and provides policy advice. In a national 
emergency, the lead agency directs and manages operational responses on 
the ground.

(7) ODESC—
(a) is a group of senior officials; and
(b) is chaired by the DESC co-ordinator, normally the chief executive of DPMC; 

and
(c) supports ministers in developing high-level strategic direction, policy, and 

priorities, and in authorising additional resources to deal with crises; and
(d) is the strategic mechanism for co-ordinating a whole-of-government 

response to events.
(8) ODESC is supported by government public service departments, non-public 

service departments, and groups of officials drawn from those departments to 
provide a whole-of-government overview, to address particular issues, and to 
co-ordinate strategic level public communications.
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3.5 Ministry of Civil Defence & Emergency Management (MCDEM)

13 Ministry of Civil Defence and Emergency Management (MCDEM)
(1) MCDEM is the agency in central government that co-ordinates the civil defence 

emergency management necessary during states of national emergency or 
civil defence emergencies of national significance.

(2) At the operational level for civil defence emergency management events, 
MCDEM—
(a) monitors and assesses the impact at the site of the event; and
(b) provides operational support for civil defence emergency management 

activities at the local level; and
(c) co-ordinates the operational response of government and national 

resources during states of national emergency or civil defence 
emergencies of national significance.

(3) When DESC is activated for civil defence emergency management events, MCDEM, 
as lead agency, provides advice to, and takes strategic direction from, ODESC.

(4) In fulfilling these functions, MCDEM will—
(a) use NCMC facilities and establish linkages with relevant CDEM Groups 

and agencies; and
(b) co-ordinate clusters of agencies engaged in common areas of civil 

defence emergency management activity; and
(c) provide national co-ordination for recovery activities.

3.6 Other agencies

14 Other agencies
(1) Other agencies with civil defence emergency management operational 

roles will co-ordinate with MCDEM or through established clusters to provide 
integrated and co-ordinated inter-agency responses.

(2) Each agency remains responsible for the management of its own response.
(3) Particular agencies may be requested to be represented at the level of ODESC 

and report to ODESC on their respective area of responsibility and respond to 
strategic direction from ODESC.
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3.7 Director of Civil Defence Emergency Management

Statutory officers

15 Director of Civil Defence Emergency Management (Director)
(1) The responsibilities of the Director are, in part, to—

(a) co-ordinate, for the purposes of civil defence emergency management, the 
use of resources made available under this plan; and

(b) during a state of national emergency,—
(i) direct and control, for the purposes of civil defence emergency 

management, the use of resources made available under this plan; and
(ii) control the exercise and performance of the functions, duties, and powers 

of CDEM Groups and group controllers; and
(c) ensure the Minister and ODESC are adequately briefed on the situation in 

a disaster area; and
(d) inform the Minister and ODESC of assistance likely to be required for 

response and recovery operations; and
(e) establish processes under this plan that will allow response and recovery 

to be effected for the emergency; and
(f) recommend to Cabinet any special policies for implementation of civil 

defence emergency management support; and
(g) exercise the powers under sections 8(2) and 9(2) of the Act.

(2) The Director is a member of ODESC.

3.8 National Controller

16 National Controller
(1) A National Controller can be—

(a) appointed by the Director; and
(b) delegated the Director’s functions and powers under sections 8(2)(h) and 

9(2)(a) of the Act.
(2) If appointed,—

(a) a National Controller,—
(i) during the state of a national emergency, directs, controls, and co-

ordinates, for the purposes of civil defence emergency management, the 
use of resources made available under this plan; and

(ii) during a civil defence emergency of national significance, co-ordinates 
national resources to support the local response; and

(b) a National Controller co-ordinates international operational support with 
the Ministry of Foreign Affairs and Trade.

(3) If a National Controller is not appointed the Director retains the powers under 
sections 8(2)(h) and 9(2)(a) of the Act.


