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RE AT THE CANTERBURY
REGIONAL COUNCIL

On Mondoy Mevembar 16, 1292, a fire swapt
through the Canterbury Regional Council’s Kilmeore
Streat Heodguartars with devastating resulfs.

I EBwvents on the night of the fire

It was eight o'clock in the evening when the Cauncil’s
Property Managear, Neville Bishell, received a phone
call from the alarm service company alerting him that
an olarm had gone off in the Kilmere Street building.

When he arrived at tha scene, the top floor of the
building wos already well alight.  Firelightars were
doing their best to contain the blaze and save what
they could.

By 9.15, thousands of litres of water hud already been
pumped into the fifth Hloor whers the heat fram the
flumes had reached temperatures of around o
thousand degrees. Water had siorted to seep through
tha cailing of the floor below and smoke was
spraading throughout the building.

By now other Council staff had also arrived ot the
scene and were offering to do whatever they could to
help. Together with firelighters they salvaged building
floor plons from the third floor (which proved
invaluable to brigade stoff battling the bloze],
retrieved computar bock-up tapes on which all Couneil
digital dato wos stored, and helped lay large plostic
sheats over desks and cabinets throughout the
building in a bid to prevent further water dumage.

It was midnight befora the fire was finally brought
undar contral.

An inspection the fellowing morning revealad savare
structural damage to the top floor ond substantial
smoke and water damage to the four floars below.

it was clear the building would have 1o ha rebuiltto a
farge extent - a job thot was expectad to toke five to
six months, during which fime the Council would have
1o find itself a ternporary home,

2 Getting the Council up and mnning again

1 the days following the fire, numerous decisions had
to be taken by Council manogement and their
insurance ossessors both towards organising new
premises and praventing further damage to the
Kilmore Street building and s contants,

The first priority was 1o get tha water out of the
building. Once emergency power was installad,
rommercial operafors went to work - sucking 28,000
litres of water from the carpets during the first day of
the salvage operation. That same day all compurter
equipment, photocopiers and elecfronic equipment
ware remaoved from the building and tronsported to
a safe place.

Oin the Wednesday tha Council opted to lense several
furnished floors in the AMP building in Cathedral
Syuare os its femporary premisaes, also renting o huge
warehouse at Ferry Road for the storoge of
documents. Floor plans for the use of the AMP
building ware drawn up oz well as schedules for the
shifting of docurments from the Kilmore Street building.

The following du!,r.‘rhe Council’s centralised records
and library systams were packed and moved to the
Ferry Road warehouse.

On the Fridoy, staff enterad the fire ravoged
Heodquarters to deor ouf their offices. They wara
allowed o take one box of documents with them to
their temporary hame in the AMP building, the rest
had to be packed for the shift to the Ferry Road
warehouse. Personal belengings had to ba taken
hame.

The move wos moda thot weekend., Computer
equipmend, copiers, electronic equipment, the
centralised records systems and o limited number of
boxes of office documants wantinto the AMP building.
Al other office documents and some furniture were
transferred to the Farry Road worehousa.

Manday the 23rd, staff took up residence in their new
home. It had taken less than o wask for the Council
to ke up and running agaoin,

3  Records role

Afer the fire, it fell to the records section to undartoke
a ronge of unexpected duties the most importont of
which were:
® organising tha shift of the centralised
racords system and library;
B assisfing with the appraisal of damaged
office documents;
B assisting with the packing and registrakion
of office documents; and
m replacing fire damaoged office documents.




31 Shifting the centralised records system and
library

At the tima of the fire only octive items of the
contralised racords and library system ware housed
in the Kilmare Street building. This material was stored
on the third floor in obout 25 cobinets, mast of which
had lockable doors.

Their posifion on the third floor maant none of the
iterns sufferad any fire damage. The lockable cobingts
hod also saved them from woter damaoge. |t waos,
therefore, simply o matter of pocking them safsly and
in a logical ordar, bafore they could be transported
and stored.

Brambles storage hoxas wara used #o pock the tems
away sofaly. These hoxes, made of durakle
cardhoord, were capable of taking 15 tems* each.
Each wos pocked acrording to the alphonumericol
ardar in which they'd bean stored in the cobinets.

After the oppropriate item number and range wos
recorded, the boxes were loaded into a remeval van
arnd faken to the Ferry Road warshouse where they
ware aqoin slored in alphanumarical saguence,
occording to the instructions on the front of sach box.

Two days later boxes containing files weara transfarrad
from the warehouse to the Council’s termporary home
in the AMP building allowing individual officers to
freely access and refrieve data, without any prakblems.

3.2 Appraising damaged office documents

The Friday following the fire, Council stoff returned to
the Kilmore Street building to clear out their offices.
[t waos clear frem the beginning that this would involve
a wide range of material from perzonal items to
Council documentation and files balonging 1o the
central records systermn,

The majarity of the decuments suffered darmage of
some sort - most affecied by woter to varying degrees.
Those from the fifth floor were generally bath fire and
water domuapead, often severely. '

Given the known costs of salvaging fire and water

domaged documents, stoff ware instrudted to consider
anly those docuoments which were stll of value to the
Cauncil ar those which cowld not be easily replaced
far solvage. |twas up fo records staff 4o aasist officers
in making decisions on whether to try o save or
dispose of domaoged documents.

Atthe end of the day maost of tha wet or fire damaged
material was set asids for disposal - with the excepfian
of four large pellets of documents which had been
sarmarkad for special freotment.

3.3 Packingand registration of office documents

Dracurnants from individual offices wera to go to ana
of four locations.

Ornly ane box of undomaged docurments was to go
to ihe AMP buiiding. All other undomaged documents
would go to the Ferry Road warehouse. Damaged
documants ne longer of any value would go to the
dispesal container - those to be salvaged were fo be
token to o cool store.

Records staff had to ensure all the material was
pocked and labslled in such a woy that decuments
would end up at their proper desfination from where
thay could he easily retrieved when needed.

Packing and labelling of boxas destined for the AMP
building proved relatively eosy. After packing in
Brambles boxes, labels detailing the owner and
destination were recorded. This proved entiraly
adaguata with not a singla hox lost,

Undomaged material destined for the Ferry Road
warehouse was alzo pucked in Brambles boxes - with
20 boxes on averape allocated 10 soch officer. Boxes
ware idantified by o lobal showing the owners name,
o sequentiol number ond he destination “Ferry Rogd.”
This also proved more than sufficient with all boxes
destined for Ferry Road ending up there.

Domogad documents destined for disposol were
simply left in the offices for Property sfaff to collect
and deliver to tha disposal container. This matertal
was not recorded. At the time it was fzlt the time #
would have token could be better spent on other
things, including the sdalvage of more valuable
documents. The decision coused some problems in
the yaar fallowing the fira with officars on the lookaut
for missing documents never quite sure wheiher
moterial wos simply mislaid or hod been disposed
of.

Packing of tha material 4o be salvaged wos the mast
difficult. Stoff wara instructed to use plastic bags to
prevent moisture escaping. Spontanecus drying of
documents could gasily lead to poges permanently
sticking together. A restriction on the omount of
malerial per bag, of 7 cm in thickness, wos olso
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imposed, for aose of freeze drying. Afer packing
the plostic bags, permanent labels were attached on
which officars had to writs thair narmes with permanant
markers. After labelling the damoged material was
slacked onto pallets and iransporiad to a cold shore.
From there it would be sent to the Nofional Library in
Wellington for freeze drying.

A more efficient way of packing was suggested by
the freeze drying equipment operator on his arrival
inm Christchurch le coordinate fransportafion of the
documents to Wellington. He felt by distinguishing
between tha wat and very wet material the Council
could moke more ecanomical vse of the freeze driar,
Az o result o certain emount of matericl had to be
repacked.

After this waos done, all the documents were
transported to Wallington to the Mational Library.
Within a couple of weeks it was all returned, dry.

34 Replacing fire ded office documents.

Un its return from 1he National Library, o portien of
tha material was found to be fire damaged. Cn close
inspection betwean ona fo thraa centimetres of the
adges of the documents ware found to hove been
singed by tha fira. Luckily, this only affected the typing
margins and the actual text of the documents
remoined readable.

After consulting with the insuranca company it was
decided to photocopy all the fire domaged
documents. Those considerad to be of temporary
volue were copied onto regulor popar. Those of
ongaing volue, such os Council minuwtas, had te be
photocopied anto archival poper.,

It took one Records Officer two monihs to complate
the photacopying. Most of tha fime was spant corefully
splitting the individual pages using Teflon spotulas
before tha documents could be copiad.

After photocepying all the fire domoged documents
were stared off site. The copies were indexed and
abserbad ing the centralised records system.

4 Conclusion

The fire at the Canterbury Regional Council
Heodquartars tock averyone by surprisa. Thanks 1o
the exparlize of the firelighlers the patential for diracl
damage by fire and water to the building and its
cantents {including documents) was greatly recuced.

Decisions by senior management acting on the advise
of their insurance ossessors in the days following the
blaze maant the Council was up and running again
in less than o wesk,

Records staff played a significant role in the
maragement of undomoged records, the
replacement of badly damaged records and the
prevenfion of further damags to wet documents -
ralying heavily on tha freeze drying services of the
Mafianal Library in espect to the latter,

One of the lessans et was the need for a mora
pro-octive rele in profectisxg the Council's pramisas
and belongings from the Ilireot of fire, As a result o
sprinkling systern was installad in the building and
the Records Supervisor was recruited onto the
Canterbury Disaster Salvage Teamn,




