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Exploring risk 
Exploring uncertainty

Dealing with an emergency
Dealing with a crisis

Dealing with the present

Exploring the future

Event or 
circumstance occurs

Before

After



4

Risks vs Uncertainty



5

Risk, Uncertainty and Profit (1921) 
by Frank Knight

The practical difference between the two categories, risk and 
uncertainty, is that in the former the distribution of the 
outcome in a group of instances is known… while in the case 
of uncertainty this is not true, the reason being in general that 
it is impossible to form a group of instances, because the 
situation dealt with is in a high degree unique. (p.233)

Risk vs Uncertainty



Reduction

• Risk – watch for weak and emerging signals/incidents/hazards 
• Uncertainty – watch for what is different 

Readiness

• Risk – measure probability/magnitude, exercises, test plans
• Uncertainty – explore goals, ethics, and shared values;

build flexibility, capability, redundancy and skills

Response

• Risk – execute plans, monitor,
• Uncertainty – trusted relationships, alignment, and opportunities

Recovery

• Risk – back to normal
• Uncertainty – move to a new normal
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Before it happens: Exploring risk and uncertainty
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Emergency vs Crisis



NEMA assesses and advises the Minister on 
whether the criteria have been met for 
Cabinet to declare a State of National 
Emergency.

Emergencies and crises are 
on the rise
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Reduction

• Emergency – prepare for incidents and hazards
• Crisis – navigate uncertainty

Readiness

• Emergency – complicated
• Crisis – complex

Response

• Emergency – may feel shocked
• Crisis – may feel overwhelmed

Recovery

• Emergency – aim to get back to normal asap
• Crisis – aim is to find a ‘new normal’
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After it happens: Dealing with an emergency or crisis
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Possibly two types of crises
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New Zealand Legislation
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33 National Risks 

across five broad 

categories:

1. natural hazards

2. biological hazards

3. technological 

hazards

4. malicious threats

5. economic crisis

December 2024



How NZ responds to an event or circumstance
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How NZ responds to 
an emergency
Figure 3: Emergency response



How NZ responds 
to a crisis
Figure 4: Crisis response
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2019:
National Disaster Resilience 
Strategy (2019)

Mentions:
'crisis’ - 6 
'crises’ - 1
'emergency’ - 85
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How NZ responded to 
the COVID-19 pandemic

An emergency response can 
occur simultaneously with the crisis 
response.

Emergency response Crisis response



In the National Civil Defence Emergency Management Plan Order 2015, which is 
secondary legislation, ‘emergency’ appears 786 times and ‘crisis’ appears 9 times. 

‘Emergency’ trumps ‘crisis’

… and in secondary legislation

In primary legislation…

... and in Cabinet

There is a Minister for Emergency Management and Recovery,
 but not a Minister for Crises
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In title In text Specifically defined

‘Emergency’ 4 220 9

‘Crisis’ 0 5 0

Term searches across current public act legislation (primary legislation) as at 12 September 2024
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Key Legislation

The Acts providing a definition of 
‘emergency’ are:

• Civil Defence Emergency 

Management Act 2002

• Fire and Emergency New Zealand 

Act 2017

• Hazardous Substances and New 

Organisms Act 1996

• Land Transport Act 1998

• Customs and Excise Act 2018

• Railways Act 2005

• Lake Wanaka Preservation 

Act 1973

• Building Act 2004

• Mines Rescue Act 2013.



Emergency means a situation that—
(a) is the result of any happening, whether natural or otherwise, including, without limitation, any 
explosion, earthquake, eruption, tsunami, land movement, flood, storm, tornado, cyclone, serious fire, 
leakage or spillage of any dangerous gas or substance, technological failure, infestation, plague, 
epidemic, failure of or disruption to an emergency service or a lifeline utility, or actual or imminent 
attack or warlike act; and
(b) causes or may cause loss of life or injury or illness or distress or in any way endangers the safety of 
the public or property in New Zealand or any part of New Zealand; and
(c) cannot be dealt with by emergency services, or otherwise requires a significant and 
co-ordinated response under this Act [bold added]

Emergency 
services

means the New Zealand Police, Fire and Emergency New Zealand, Taumata Arowai, and providers of 
health and disability services

Hazard means something that may cause, or contribute substantially to the cause of, an emergency
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Definitions from CDEM Act 2002



Health and 
disability 
services

means services as defined in section 4 of the Pae Ora (Healthy Futures) Act 2022. The 2022 Act 
definition includes: 
(a) personal health services; and
(b) public health services; and
(c) disability support services; and
(d) services provided to a person who has requested assisted dying under the End of Life Choice Act 
2019

Recovery means the co-ordinated efforts and processes used to bring about the immediate, medium-term, and 
long-term holistic regeneration and enhancement of a community following an emergency

Risk means the likelihood and consequences of a hazard

State of 
emergency

means a state of national emergency or a state of local emergency

Definitions from CDEM Act 2002 etc 
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https://www.legislation.govt.nz/act/public/2002/0033/latest/link.aspx?id=LMS575481#LMS575481
https://www.legislation.govt.nz/act/public/2022/0030/latest/link.aspx?id=DLM7285902
https://www.legislation.govt.nz/act/public/2022/0030/latest/link.aspx?id=DLM7285902
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Upcoming legislation



The review (often referred to as the TAG review) was initiated 
because of concerns about how the emergency response system 
operated during the:

1. Kaikōura earthquake (November 2016), and 

2. Port Hills fires (February 2017).

Mentions:
'crisis’ - 12 
'crises’ - 2
'emergency’ - 384
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2017:
Ministerial Review: Better Responses to Natural 
Disasters and Other Emergencies in New Zealand - 
Technical Advisory Group (17 Nov 2017)



Emergency 
management 
legislation 
continues to 
evolve
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The Bill was introduced in June 2023, and was 
intended to replace the  the Civil Defence 
Emergency Management Act 2002. However, it 
was discharged 8 May 2024.
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2024:
Emergency Management Bill

Excerpt from Hon Mark Mitchell, 2 April 2024



• The coalition proposed reforms based on the learnings from the 

Report of the Government Inquiry into the Response to the North 

Island Severe Weather Events (23 April 2024). 

• The authors had found that the emergency management system was 

‘not fit-for-purpose’. 

• There was a major disconnect between communities and CDEM 

agencies: ‘We observed a striking disconnect between the way 

communities and CDEM agencies – particularly councils and CDEM 

Groups – viewed the response to the severe weather events. Many 

CDEM agencies had a perception or assumption that communities 

and volunteer groups knew their role in the immediate response. 

Often these expectations did not seem to be evident to the 

communities themselves.’

• ‘Urgent system change is required.’ 
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2024:
Reforms

Mentions:
'crisis’ - 20 
'crises’ - 0
'emergency’ - 724



In April 2025, NEMA published the discussion document Strengthening 
New Zealand’s emergency management legislation. It contains the 
Government’s proposed objectives for the Bill and was published to 
help people make submissions.
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2025 NEMA discussion document

Mentions:
'crisis’ - 0 
'crises’ - 1
'emergency’ - 515
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Minimising disruption to essential services

Fragility of an interconnected system
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What to watch for:
A: CDEM Amendment Bill  2025?
The Government’s proposed objectives for reform of 
the CDEM Act are to: 

1. strengthen community and iwi Māori 
participation in emergency management 

2. provide for clear responsibilities and 
accountabilities at the national, regional, 
and local levels 

3. enable a higher minimum standard of emergency 
management

4. minimise disruption to essential services 

5. ensure agencies have the right powers available 
when an emergency happens. (p. 8)

B:  5-Year Review 2019/2025?

Mentions:
'crisis’ - 9 
'crises’ - 0
'emergency’ - 135



Known probabilities

Unknown outcomes

(e.g. climate 
change/solar flares)

True
uncertainty

True  
risk

(e.g. Tariffs)

Unknown 
probabilities

Known 
outcomes

(e.g. eruptions, 
earthquakes)

Known 
probabilities

Unknown 
probabilities

Predictable 
outcomes

Unpredictable 
outcomes
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Risk allows for assessments and planning. 
Uncertainty challenges existing risk management approaches.

Animal Metaphors



Lessons in nature
AI/Intelligence
Hubris
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3. Scan the 
scanners

… but 
uncertainty 

demands 
adaptability 
and ethics 

[You change]

… it enables 
you to keep 

moving forward

… but be 
critical & 
curious, ask 
questions and 
seek out 
diverse views

2. Risk lends
 itself to control

 [You change the 
environment]

1. Make space
 for being wrong
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‘I beseech you, in the bowels of 
Christ, think it possible that you 
may be mistaken.’ 

- Oliver Cromwell, 1650

Being open to the possibility of error



Thank You

Contact details:
Level 1A, 15 Allen Street, PO Box 24222, 
Wellington 6011, New Zealand
Email: enquiries@mcguinnessinstitute.org
Website: www.mcguinnessinstitute.org
LinkedIn: Wendy McGuinness

mailto:enquiries@mcguinnessinstitute.org
https://www.mcguinnessinstitute.org/
http://www.linkedin.com/in/wendy-mcguinness-1aaa7523
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Where to from here
McGuinness Institute’s upcoming work
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