
 

 

15 October 2015 

 
Team Leader, Consent System 

Ministry of Building, Innovation and Employment 
PO Box 1473 

Wellington 6140 
 

Attn: Dave Gittings 
 

Dear Dave 

 

Inappropriate use of geotechnical reports 

 

As Chair and Past Chair of the New Zealand Geotechnical Society (NZGS), we have received 

advice from members concerned about the use of geotechnical reports for purposes beyond 

that for which they were prepared. A common concern is reports prepared in support of 

resource consent applications for subdivision being submitted and accepted with building 

consent applications without additional geotechnical commentary. There have even been 

instances of pre-purchase reports being submitted and accepted with consent applications 

despite the reports containing exclusions against being used for any form of Consent. This 

appears to be a relatively widespread problem across the industry, with many owners, 

developers, designers and Building Consent Authorities participating either knowingly or 
unwittingly. This practice presents risks during construction where unexpected conditions are 

encountered and must be appropriately responded to, and to BCA’s and the ultimate 
homeowner in the longer term if latent issues are not identified and adequately addressed in 

design and construction. Problems are compounded when the geotechnical engineer who 
prepared the original report is not engaged to provide design support or construction stage 

inspection. In some cases, they are not even aware that their original work is being 
inappropriately re-used. The long term implications for the site/project/home 

owner/Council/and remaining participants can be severe. 

 

Some owners and developers appear to view provision of a geotechnical report as simply 

satisfying a compliance issue – they need one to get a consent and do not understand the 

different information and levels of detail needed for the various stages of a project. Nor do 

many of the participants in the process appear to grasp the sensitivity of some sets of 

geotechnical recommendations to the underlying development proposals, such that the 

proposals may often be altered, without any reference back to the geotechnical engineer to 



 

 

check the implications. This often occurs despite statements in the geotechnical report 

explicitly stating that the report is no longer valid if the development proposal is changed in a 
significant way. Many BCA’s do not appear to consistently check that the scope (or stage) 

and/or purpose of a geotechnical report is appropriate to support the particular consent or 
certification being sought.  

 
A further challenge occurs when building consent conditions require a construction review 

producer statement by the original geotechnical designer (a prudent requirement) and that 
required consent condition has not been passed on to the designer or, in some cases, to any 

geotechnical professional at all. There are even instances when the Building Consent 

Conditions refer to 'the geotechnical report that was submitted with the Consent Application', 

when in fact, there wasn't one.  The use of generic conditions, without consideration of the 

specific details and circumstances of each application can lead to retrospective, expensive 

and less reliable investigation and a necessarily limited/qualified certification. At worst, it 

could result in Consents being granted for work that cannot be made to meet the Building 

Code. 

 

There are some things that the NZGS believes the geotechnical profession can do to help 

address the situation: 

 

•         Ensure all geotechnical reports have a clearly defined scope and purpose; 

•         Ensure all geotechnical reports clearly identify further stages of investigation, design 
input and construction monitoring that are or can reasonably be expected to be required; and 

•         Strongly encourage their ongoing involvement through detailed design and 
construction of the project. The project geotechnical engineer or engineering geologist should 

be engaged to review any plans for conformance with the recommendations presented in the 
geotechnical report.  

 
 The NZGS will promote these measures to its membership.  

 

BCAs are a key participant in the process, and there are a wide range of approaches to and 

degrees of understanding of geotechnical reporting and certification evident amongst consent 

processing staff. Council staff who understand the geotechnical 

investigation/design/observation process and who have the time and mandate to ensure the 

right things are done at the right time are key to managing the inherent risks and potential 

sub-standard performance of the foundation component of buildings that can occur under the 



 

 

current system. The same applies to other geotechnical related construction work such as 

retaining walls requiring consent, and appropriate investigation of liquefiable soils.   
 

The NZGS would welcome any measures you may take to improve the current situation. We 
are keen to help MBIE develop and disseminate a simple briefing document for Council staff 

on the geotechnical design process and the appropriate content and use of different types of 
geotechnical reports. This may complement the various Practice Advisory documents on 

structural and geotechnical design practice, and on geotechnical investigation. 
 

We’re happy to expand on this letter if needed, and look forward to working with MBIE to 

improve the current situation. 

 

Yours sincerely 

 

     

 

Charlie Price      Gavin Alexander 

Chair       Immediate Past Chair  

chair@nzgs.org     gavin.alexander@beca.co.nz 

 

 

cc Mike Stannard, Gilles Seve, MBIE, by email 


