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The current earthquake prone building system 

The earthquake-prone building (EPB) system was introduced in 2017 following recommendations from the 

Canterbury Earthquakes Royal Commission to establish a single nationwide approach for identifying and 

managing earthquake-prone buildings.  

The system divided New Zealand into three seismic risk areas (low, medium and high), each with set 

timeframes for identifying, strengthening or demolishing earthquake-prone buildings. 

The New Building Standard (NBS) is the benchmark used to assess whether a building is earthquake-

prone. It compares the expected seismic performance of an existing building with that of a new building 

designed to current codes, and the result is expressed as a percentage (%NBS). 

Buildings assessed at less than 34% NBS must be strengthened or demolished within the required 

timeframe for their seismic zone. 

More than 8,000 buildings have been classified as earthquake-prone.  

The earthquake-prone system review 

In response to widespread concerns about its effectiveness and workability, an extensive review of the EPB 

system and the way New Zealand manages seismic risk in buildings began in 2024. 

The review was led by MBIE with oversight from a steering group chaired independently. It drew on 

research, modelling and cost-benefit analysis, input from sector focus groups and public submissions. 

In November 2024, remediation deadlines for EPBs that had not lapsed as at 2 April 2024 were extended 

by four years to allow time for the review and any subsequent changes to be implemented. 

The review found that while some parts of the EPB system are working well, significant issues remain, with 

around 5,800 EPBs on the register still awaiting remediation or demolition.  

Key issues identified include: 

• remediation can be disruptive, unaffordable for the owner, or uneconomic 

• some buildings have been vacated or strengthened disproportionately to their risk because of 

misunderstandings of percentage NBS ratings 

• buildings are being captured by the system that were not intended to be 

• enforcing remediation obligations is costly, time-consuming and impractical for territorial authorities 

• restrictions imposed by heritage status create additional barriers to remediation 

The review proposed that reducing life-safety risk should remain the EPB system’s primary objective.  

It also recommended a stronger focus on keeping costs proportionate to the consequences of building 

failure, which would make it easier for building owners to meet their obligations. 



The new earthquake-prone building system 

Cabinet has approved changes to the EPB system to create a more proportionate, risk-based EPB system 

that reduces costs while addressing life-safety risks in the most vulnerable buildings located in medium and 

high seismic zones. 

The %NBS measure will no longer be used to identify EPBs. Instead, EPBs will be identified as: 

• Unreinforced masonry buildings with unsecured façades and walls facing public areas or above 

neighbouring properties will automatically be deemed EPBs because of their risk profile, with no 

further assessment required. 

• Concrete buildings of three storeys or more will be assessed for EPB status using a new targeted 

retrofit methodology focused on the critical vulnerabilities that can lead to collapse. 

Seismic zones will also be updated to reflect the latest scientific knowledge. All EPBs in low seismic zones 

(Auckland, Northland and the Chatham Islands) will have their status removed, and no new EPBs will be 

identified in those areas. 

Coastal Otago, including Dunedin, will shift from a low to a medium seismic zone. This means 150 EPBs in 

Dunedin will remain in the system, and more may be identified.  

These changes will remove around 55 percent of EPBs (approximately 2,900 buildings) from the system, 

about 1,440 will face more cost-effective remediation requirements, and 840 will require no remedial work 

at all. Only around 80 buildings will still need a full retrofit because of the risk they pose. 

Remediation requirements under the new system 

Rather than requiring all EPBs to be remediated to at least 34 percent of the New Building Standard (NBS), 

the new mitigation requirements will vary by building type and location. The four levels of mitigation are:  

• remaining on the public EPB register 

• façade securing 

• targeted retrofit 

• full retrofit.  

These are outlined in the table below:  

 



Owners of EPBs with a “risk register only” requirement (around 840 one- to two-storey unreinforced 

masonry buildings in rural areas or small towns with a population size below 10,000) will not be required to 

display an EPB notice. Their EPB status may be removed if they carry out at least façade securing. 

Remediation deadlines will become more flexible. EPB owners will be able to apply to their council for 

extensions of up to 15 years in total to complete seismic work. This will also apply to owners whose 

deadlines expired on or before commencement, with the new timeframe beginning from the date their 

application is approved rather than being added to the previous deadline.  

To support building owners in meeting their remediation obligations and keeping costs down: 

• Building consent applications for alterations to earthquake-prone buildings that involve only the 

necessary seismic remediation work will no longer require owners to meet other Building Code 

provisions relating to fire and disability access “as nearly as reasonably practicable.” However, 

territorial authorities will still need to consider those provisions when reviewing such applications. 

• Earthquake-prone buildings undergoing a change of use will be required to meet their mitigation 

requirement under the EPB system, rather than being held to a higher seismic standard. 

Priority buildings  

In New Zealand’s earthquake-prone building (EPB) system, priority buildings are a special category of 

EPBs that present a higher risk to public safety or to essential community services. Because of this, they 

must be identified and remediated twice as quickly as other EPBs in the same seismic risk zone. 

Priority buildings previously included: 

• buildings with high pedestrian or vehicle traffic near façades or parapets 

• critical emergency and community service buildings (e.g. hospitals, police stations, fire stations) 

• schools and educational buildings (particularly those regularly used by children and young people). 

Under the new system, fewer buildings will be classified as priority buildings, which currently have half the 

remediation timeframe of other EPBs in the same seismic zone.  

The definition of a priority building will now focus on:  

• parts of unreinforced masonry buildings that could fall onto footpaths and roads with high levels of 

pedestrian or vehicle traffic 

• a building that could collapse and block an emergency services route in an earthquake. 

Priority status will be removed from buildings such as hospitals and fire stations, and their remediation 

deadlines will be extended. This will give government agencies more time to plan and carry out seismic risk 

mitigation across their portfolios. 


