A Royal New Zealand Air
Force helicopter flies low
over the river at Mataura.

COMMUNITIES RALLY IN

FLOOD CRISIS

C

ommunity resilience during
a crisis was one of the
overwhelming positives Angus
McKay took out of Southland’s massive
flooding in February.
Angus, Emergency Management Southland’s
manager and group controller, says this was
the biggest natural emergency event since
EMS was formed in 2010, and may have
been “the biggest event we’ve ever had, and
that’s spread right across Southland”.
“Since the floods of the 80s and 90s we’ve
been waiting for this to happen,’’ he says.
“There was a lot of flood mitigation work
done after those earlier big floods and really
this is the first time any of that’s been tested.”
Angus praised the response of the
communities hit hardest, most notably
in Fiordland, Gore, Mataura and
Wyndham, where local agencies, service
providers, support groups and residents of
neighbouring areas rallied to house, feed,
clothe and help people displaced by the
rising floodwaters.
“This has just been exceptional by
everybody. People wanted to take part, help,
and do the best they can.
“A lot of our (EMS) work for the last
10 years has been about building those
relationships, building the community
response groups that we have, talking
to people about communities helping
themselves … and that’s absolutely what
we’ve seen.
“At one point we had 26 different
community hubs open looking after people,
and that was just the locals opening their
doors and saying ‘send us more people’.
“I think it was Lumsden that said ‘we’re
having such a great time looking after people,
we can look after more’, and the Tokanui
pub had a great night on the Wednesday.
“That’s the Southland way though – just
getting on with it and making it happen.”
On February 3 a state of emergency was
declared in the Fiordland Community
Board area after Milford Sound got dumped

with about as much rain in 24 hours as Christchurch gets in a year – 550
millimetres of rain, according to MetService.
“From my point of view I was expecting to see a nice progression down
the catchment,’’ Angus says. “It rains in the headwaters and it comes
down the catchments and you’ve got a few hours to work out what
you’re going to do.
“But we just seemed to have water coming into the system from all
over the place.”
Evacuations were carried out after about 300 trampers were stuck in huts
on walking tracks in Fiordland. Two were injured when a landslide hit the
Howden hut on the Routeburn track hut with 31 people inside.
A further 195 tourists were stranded at Milford after the Milford
road was extensively damaged as raging floodwaters washed out large
chunks of the road.
Angus praises the way the Te Anau/Fiordland community rallied together
to help those in need.

Elected representatives on aerial reconnaissance (from left) Civil Defence Minister
Peeni Henare, Invercargill Deputy Mayor Toni Biddle, Gore District Mayor Tracy Hicks,
MP Mark Patterson, MP Liz Craig and Southland District Mayor Gary Tong.

“There was a massive piece of work done by the
local community.”
First, local helicopter companies pitched in to rescue
people stranded on tracks or on sections of the Milford
road which had been pulverised by the raging torrent of
water or by the many landslides that occurred.
“We reckon on that first Monday afternoon there were
about 70 people evacuated by helicopter from the east side
of the Homer Tunnel.
“On the Tuesday straight away at first light, again in pretty
bad weather conditions, the helicopters were out all day
pulling people off the tracks and out of the huts. On some
of those huts they were landing on the roof.

“In my mind they undoubtedly
saved a lot of lives.”
Then the Te Anau community, including the Fiordland
Community Board, set up in the Te Anau Events Centre
and started looking after people, feeding them and
keeping them warm. “Some people had no belongings.
They were wet like a drowned rat.”
As heavy rain continued and a huge body of water made
its way down the Mataura River towards Gore, Mataura
and Edendale a state of emergency was declared for the
wider Southland region at 2.20pm on February 4. This
empowered Angus, as controller, to order the evacuations
of those three towns as danger approached.
It was big team effort in the Emergency Co-ordination
Centre (ECC), Angus says, as all the agencies worked
together with Civil Defence as the lead agency. In a state
of emergency the controller is empowered by the Civil
Defence Act to “look after people and get the job done”.
“It was about making some joint decisions about what
we need to do. I don’t tell the police how to evacuate
people but I task them to do that job, and I don’t tell the
fire service how to rescue people but I task them to do
that job.”
At the peak of the emergency, there were probably 60
people in ECC on any one shift, mostly made up of local
council staff and dozens of volunteers from throughout
the country. “We kept that going for three weeks and then
as we transitioned towards that recovery phase the number
of people working here dropped down.”

Angus says the call to evacuate parts of Gore, Mataura and
Wyndham on Wednesday 5 February wasn’t hard to make.
Environment Southland’s “very good” hydrology team had
provided information that the water was going to rise above
the level of the flood banks.
“At that time it became an easy decision. You know if the
water’s going to come over the top of the stop banks we’ve
got to evacuate people.”
Angus always has three priorities in these situations.
“One’s about the safety of the public and people
responding, the second one is about finding out what’s
happening – gaining that situational awareness – and the
third one’s about informing the public, and putting any
warnings out that we need to.”
The emergency mobile alert had been sent out on the
Tuesday evening, so people knew they had to get ready for
the possibility of evacuation.
“From my point of view it couldn’t have gone smoother …
That’s a real credit to all these community organisations
that we’ve worked with, building those relationships. By
and large, everyone just got on with it and did it.”
Angus was happy to see central government’s support for
the emergency response, culminating in a visit to the ECC
and Southern Field Days at Waimumu from Prime Minister
Jacinda Ardern, as well as Rural Communities Minister
Damien O’Connor, who pledged $100,000 to the Rural
Support Trust, and Civil Defence Minister Peeni Henare,
who put up $100,000 for the Mayoral Relief Fund.
Prime Minister Ardern visited the Rural Support Trust
tent at Waimumu to offer her thanks for their work
supporting farmers badly affected by the flooding.
Emergency Management Southland has a key relationship
with the trust. “They’re our real conduit into that rural
community,’’ Angus says.
“In the first couple of days they rang over 1,000 rural
properties to do a needs assessment check and find out how
many people needed support and they’re still working now
in the recovery phase providing welfare support, providing
practical support for the cleanup, helping to co-ordinate all
the different agencies.’’
While the flood protection systems performed “quite
well” there were areas where some improvements would
be needed.
“Environment Southland is looking at the whole network
… Flood protection costs a lot of money. It costs millions
and millions of dollars to improve it. But I think when we
look at climate change and sea level rise these are the big

questions about funding that need to be looked at for the
next 50 to 100 years.”
Once the waters receded – Angus admits he was “amazed”
at how quickly this happened – “we needed to make sure
that no-one fell through the gaps. Civil defence is all about
people and we need to make sure that we look after the
welfare of people.”
At the time of writing the state of emergency had been
replaced by a transition notice, a civil defence status
initiated after the Kaikoura earthquake in 2016.
“It’s an indication that we’ve moved out of that initial
craziness of the response phase and we’re into a longer term
recovery phase,’’ Angus says.
“It’s an acknowledgement that we still might need some
powers. The transition notice lasts for 28 days and it still has
quite a lot of the powers that a controller has.’’
Southland District Mayor Gary Tong, Milford Sound Tourism
general manager Tim Holland and Emergency Management
Southland group manager Angus McKay at Milford Sound.

