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Beca Responses to HCG's Letter to DBH of 16 September 2011 

1 With Reference to HCG Page 3 

HCG : “According we request that the paragraph be shortened to the following: 

Where we have directly quoted from others, we have italicised the quotation.” 

Beca sees no reason to change our original statement in either report.  We have reported a factual 
reason for why, quite obviously, the names have been blanked out, particularly in reproduced 
drawings.  Not to give a reason would look like Beca has initiated a cover-up. 

No action contemplated. 
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2 With Reference to HCG Page 4 

HCG: We request that this section be deleted in total, or at least as a minimum be reworded to 
remove all hearsay and non technical expert unsubstantiated anecdotal statements, particularly in 
paragraph 2 and 3, or highly qualified along the lines of "It should be noted that evidence or 
photographs was not available to substantiate any of the Public Witnesses statements.". 

DBH’s scope for our investigation clearly requires Beca to consider and report on witness 
statements.  We have not reported hearsay. 

No action contemplated. 
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3 With Reference to HCG Page 5 and Top of Page 6 

 HCG: Again, it appears inconsistent for a technical report to have reference to hearsay, and/or 
reference to anecdotal subjective comments from non experts that is after the fact and was never 
referred to the owner’s structural engineer at the time of the earthquakes. 

Paragraph 1 is unsubstantiated and gives the impression that the building was deteriorating 
between Boxing Day, and 22 February. This information was never conveyed to the owner’s 
structural engineer in this time period, nor observed by the owners structural engineers during site 
visits. 

…… 

We request that this section be deleted in total, or at least as a minimum be reworded to remove all 
hearsay and non expert unsubstantiated anecdotal statements, particularly in paragraph 2 and 3, or 
highly qualified along the lines of "It should be noted evidence or photographs were not available to 
substantiate any of the Public Witnesses statements....". 

and 

The second sentence is unsubstantiated hearsay and contradictory to the detailed closeup 
inspection done by the owners structural engineers at the time, accordingly we request that this 
sentence by deleted, or at least qualified as unsubstantiated. 

Beca has not reported hearsay, and has correctly reported contradictory witness accounts.  
Whether or not information was conveyed at the time to the owner’s engineers is immaterial to our 
investigation.  We have no evidence of the owner’s engineers having undertaken a “closeup 
inspection” of all elements.  Our Paragraph 3 with its “Balance of probability” statement is a fair 
summary.  We could more strongly discount the evidence conveyed to us by the person who 
identified damage from Manchester Street, although it was reportedly on the east face rather than 
the west face visible from the Ernst Young building. 

Will review wording re credibility of evidence and slightly modify if necessary.  Witness reports will 
be retained, as will “balance of probability” statement. 
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4 With Reference to HCG Page 6 

HGC: Paragraph 4 reads as follows: 

It is possible that the damage/cracking that occurred in the 4th September and Boxing Day 
earthquakes could have made the building perceptibly more responsive in the larger aftershocks 
experienced by occupants up the 22nd February 2011. However, the cracks in the shear-core (after 
September) are unlikely to have led to an appreciable loss in horizontal stiffness, as the severity of 
the aftershock shaking was unlikely to have been sufficient to reopen the cracks. 

As noted above the public witness account on this topic is highly subjective and similarly this 
paragraph is likewise highly subjective in its attempt to explain the public witnesses comments. 
Accordingly we request that this paragraph be removed. 

Beca has been encouraged by the panel to state our opinion.  We have made fair comment, and do 
not believe that it is highly subjective.. 

No action contemplated. 

HGC : Request to re-order the list after: “ In our opinion, the collapse was primarily due to four 
factors:”: 

The first item in the list is the one we are most sure about.  The last one is the most general of the 
reasons.  The order of the points is not important in the context of our investigation. 

Will re-order as requested simply as a sign of goodwill. 
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5 With Reference to HCG Page 7 

HGC: Paragraph 2 reads as follows: 

This building appeared to have been designed to the Standards of the day and be well-constructed. 
Nevertheless, it contained details that meant it was particularly vulnerable. 

The actual age of the building is an integral part of the report on the performance of the PGC and 
according we request that paragraph 2 be amended as follows: 

This building, which was designed and constructed in the 1960’s, appeared to have been designed 
to the Standards of the day and be well-constructed. Nevertheless, it contained details, (typical of 
1960’s practice), that meant it was particularly vulnerable. 

Beca does not want to go as far as saying “(typical of 1960’s practice)” as we have not studied that 
aspect.  We have no objection to the inclusion of “which was designed and constructed in the 
1960s”. 

Beca will add “which was designed and constructed in the 1960s”. 
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6 With Reference to HCG Page 11 

HGC: Paragraph 5 reads as follows: 

A building designed in 1988 could be expected to be designed to essentially the same standard as 
a similar building in 2010. 

We believe that this paragraph is factually incorrect and accordingly misleading. The Forsyth Barr 
Building was designed to the 1984 NZ Loadings Standard. This standard has been revised in 1992, 
2003, 2004 and 2008. 

The Forsyth Barr building was designed to the 1982 concrete material standard applicable in 1986-
88. This concrete material standard has subsequently been revised in 1995 and 2006. 

The progression of changes included in these revisions are very material as they impact on analysis 
techniques and material and element properties to be used, and acceptable minimum limits for 
determining inter-storey drifts and hence separations. 

Accordingly we request that this paragraph be deleted. If not, we request that it be changed to be 
factually correct, and to be relevant to the materials used. We are available to assist should you 
wish to do the latter. 

Our statement is neither factually incorrect nor misleading, as the changes in the Standards noted 
are relatively minor with respect to the overall seismic performance of the building.  While some 
requirements went up, others were reduced (as noted in HCG’s report on 29th November 2010.   
We believe that it is important to report to the public that buildings of this era are essentially 
modern.  We acknowledge that our use of the word “standard” might be confused with “Standard”, 
and we will re-phrase our statement to achieve our original intent.  In other parts of the report we 
explain the changes over time with respect to the stair seismic gap requirements. 

Beca to re-phrase statement to achieve our original intent. 
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7 With Reference to HCG Page 12 

HGC: The owner’s structural engineers inspected the building after the 4th September and 26th 
December earthquakes, and advised the owner that it was safe to occupy. 

Beca agrees that “safe” should be changed.  We have not been able to confirm our reference to an 
inspection after the Boxing Day earthquake.. 

Report to be revised to reflect this. 

HGC: The first bullet point reads as follows: 

Known alternatives to the seismic gap detail used in this building should be used on all new 
buildings, and for replacing the stairs in this building. These alternatives minimise significantly any 
likelihood of the stairs collapsing because of insufficient allowance for interstorey drift. 

The use of the word ‘known’ as the first word in the bullet could be unfavourably interpreted as 
alternatives were known at the time. Accordingly we request that this bullet be reworded as follows: 

Alternatives, now known, to the seismic gap detail used in this building should be used on all new 
buildings, and for replacing the stairs in this building. These alternatives minimise significantly any 
likelihood of the stairs collapsing because of insufficient allowance for interstorey drift. 

The second bullet reads as follows: 

The seismic gaps in the upper levels of the Forsyth Barr building, where the stairs are still intact, 
should be measured for effective width, and the presence of any obstructions such as construction 
detritus of other material recorded. 

Beca believes that there were alternatives to this stair detail being used by other designers at the 
time.  Therefore, the use of “known” and the implication are correct. 

We have since visited the stairs in the upper level. 

No change to report recommended, except for update on our recent site visit. 
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8 With Reference to HCG Pages 13&14 

HGC: This section reads as follows: 

Minor structural damage was observed after the 4th September 2010 earthquake, including some 
cracking and deformation of a few flights of stairs. The Level 1 rapid assessment undertaken within 
a few days of the earthquake under the authority of Civil Defence resulted in the building being 
initially placarded Red (Unsafe). This was later revised by the Level 2 assessment undertaken by 
Beca (the building manager’s engineer), first to Yellow (Restricted Access) and, following further 
investigation of the stairs (breaking open of the timber-framed bulkheads under the worst flights and 
checking the seating of the lower landings – which indicated no significant movement) and propping 
of a vehicle ramp in the podium, to Green (Inspected). The assessments are reproduced in 
Appendix A2. 

Subsequently, the owner’s structural engineer undertook an inspection of the building, and prepared 
instructions for the repair of cracked structural elements. The instructions relating to the stairs were 
general ones for epoxy grout injection to the crack width. 

Building occupants interviewed have stated that repairs to earthquake damage to floor coverings on 
the stairs were underway in the period between the September 2010 and February 2011 
earthquakes. 

We have a number of comments here: 

1. To be consistent with the policy to remove names of Engineers, or that of an Engineering 
Company, from the DBH Technical Reports, the name of ‘Beca’ should be removed from 
paragraph 1 as they were acting for the building manager at this stage. Our involvement 
with this building didn’t start until 15 October 2010. 

“Beca” has been deliberately left in our report to ensure that we are seen to be open, as 
investigators, about our previous involvement. 

No change to report recommended. 

2. Paragraph 2 appears factually incorrect, in that when we were engaged by Pace Project 
Management on behalf of the Building Owner, we were advised by Pace Project 
Management that the stairs were not part of our scope of work as they had been addressed 
by the Beca as part of their initial engagement, accordingly our report of 29 November 
(included in Appendix A2.2 of the Technical Report) does not address the stairs at all, and 
in fact during our initial site visits the stair repair work was already underway. 

Please amend existing wording, or add this clarification. 

The Introduction to HCG’s report of 29 November 2010 says that they were engaged by the owner 
to complete a full structural review following the Darfield Earthquake.  The Scope of Work does not 
document that the stairs were excluded.  HCG have supplied a copy of a Site Report dated 17 
September 2010 reporting an inspection of a repair to a ramp beam. 

We will change the report to include receipt of advice from HCG that their report does not convey 
the verbal exclusion they were given by the owner’s project managers.  

3. Given that the stair repair work had been instructed prior to our involvement we would have 
thought that there would at least have been a repair methodology/specification issued for 
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this work and that the same would have been part of the Technical Report prepared by 
Beca. 

Beca did not instruct any repair work to the stairs per se.  We provided our client, the property 
manager Colliers, with a standard Christchurch Eq RAPID Assessment Form – Level 2, and a copy 
of this is included in our report   We were advised on about the 25 September 2010 that no further 
services were required from Beca as the building owner was instructing others to undertake further 
investigations. Our file note of 6th September 2010 recommends Cleaning of loose debris from the 
seismic separations at the base of all stairs, and The scissor stairs are available for normal use 
after health and safety issues have been addressed. We are searching our archives for evidence of 
when/whether this was transmitted to our client. 

No change to our report.         

4. One final point - given the role of Beca between 5 September and 15 October particularly as 
relates to the stairs, it appears that there may be a conflict of interest issue here, unless there was 
another independent Engineer involved in the repair work that was carried out on the scissor stairs 
prior to our involvement from 15 October 2010. If that was the case then this probably should be 
clarified in the Technical Report 

If the above is correct then the Building History table of page 12 of the Technical Report, as 
reproduced below, may need to be expanded to include a section after the 15th September 2010 
Level 2 Rapid Assessment to address what actually was done with respect to the stairs. 

As explained above, we did not instruct anyone to repair the stairs. 

Table 4.1 (Major Changes to Building During its Life) will have last entry modified by splitting into 
two – distinguishing between stair floor repairs (overseen by Pace) and structural repairs to building 
(instructed by HCG).  
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9 With Reference HCG Page 15 

We request this bullet be expanded to read: 

Although the actual seismic gaps at the bottom landings of the stairs met the code of the day in 
1988 they were too small for the earthquake shaking experienced on 22nd February 2011. 

Whereas the specified seismic gaps met the code of the day, we now know that the gaps as 
constructed almost certainly did not in all locations. 

We will modify the body of our report and the conclusions to reflect our findings from 14th 
September 2011. 

Is the reference to NZS 4203:1976 in paragraph 3 of this section meant to be to NZS 4023:1984? 
Particularly as clause 3.8.4.2 (a) of NZS 4203:1984 refers to the requirement to provide double the 
calculated gaps/clearance for stairs. 

We will check the reference. 

We will correct this reference if found necessary. 

The first bullet point reads as follows: 

Known alternatives to the seismic gap detail used in this building should be used on all new 
buildings, and for replacing the stairs in this building. These alternatives minimise significantly any 
likelihood of the stairs collapsing because of insufficient allowance for interstorey drift. 

The use of the word ‘known’ as the first word in the bullet could be unfavourably interpreted as 
known at the time. Accordingly we request that this bullet be reworded as follows: 

Alternatives, now known, to the seismic gap detail used in this building should be used on all new 
buildings, and for replacing the stairs in this building. These alternatives minimise significantly any 
likelihood of the stairs collapsing because of insufficient allowance for interstorey drift. 

See our previous response (HCG Page 12).. 

No change will be made. 

The second bullet reads as follows: 

The seismic gaps in the upper levels of the Forsyth Barr building, where the stairs are still intact, 
should be measured for effective width, and the presence of any obstructions such as construction 
detritus of other material recorded. 

We will modify our report and conclusions to reflect our site inspection of 14th September 2011. 
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