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Cyclone 
Gabrielle
Health & Safety 
Learnings 

August 2023

Cyclone Gabrielle's Impact
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Regional Impact

450 Millimetres 
of water

¼ of the usual annual rainfall 

MOST Telco towers 
down

Comms lost to the region 

900+ Homes
Red or Yellow Stickered

18 Bridges 
Destroyed

SH5 & SH2
Roads Closed
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Customer Impact

25k Customers 
without power

Immediately following cyclone

75k Customers 
without power

following loss of transmission 
supply to Hawke’s Bay 

3135 SAIDI Minutes
System Average Interruption Duration Index
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Unison + Transpower 
Asset Impact

2Unison 
Fibre Links

Damaged / Destroyed

3Unison
Substations

Flooded and out 
of service

500 Unison Pole 
structures

Damaged or destroyed

10 Transpower  
Tower structures

Damaged or destroyed

2Transpower
Substations

Flooded and out 
of service
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Bridges Destroyed
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Unison Substations Flooded + Out of service

A
ft

er

B
ef

o
re

Awatoto Substation

A
ft

er

B
ef

o
re

Esk Substation
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Unison Esk Substation Flooded + Out of service
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Transpower Substation Flooded + Out of service
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Fibre Link between Napier + Hastings Destroyed
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Fibre Link between Napier + Hastings Destroyed
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Response Phases

Phase 1
Restore Hastings

Phase 2
Restore Napier

Phase 3
Rural Restoration

Phase 4
Rebuild
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Focus 
• Keep our people healthy 

and safe

• Ensure public property was 
not damaged by our 
network assets

• Our People:
• Workers (includes 

employees & contractor 
workers (approved & 
external)

 Unison Network

 Unison Contracting 
Services 

 Unison Fibre

• Public 

Initial H & S Priorities 

14
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6 Line Mechanics Isolated – Tutira SH2
What Happened 

• Weather Warning Hawkes Bay – Orange rain and 
wind warning

• Monday 13th February normal heavy rain event 
(nothing significant)

• Feeder trip (Tutira area) – weather no different to 
normal weather event, minimal faults – team left 
3pm

• Tutira – rugged terrain with 3 ways in/out – 1-way 
safest route SH2

• 5:00pm onwards the cyclone arrived!

• 6-line mechanics attempted to leave remote rural 
area – weather worsened 

• First crew stuck due to a slip, picked up by the 
second crew, travelling together got stranded on SH2

• Camp out in their vehicles overnight 

• 2 hourly welfare check ins with NOC 

• Confirm their next of kin aware of the situation 

• Team – wet, cold

• Rescued truck driver 

Tutira

16

6 Line Mechanics Isolated – Tutira SH2
Evacuation Response 

• Contact made via RT – seek shelter with 
a local farmer – make contact once at 
farmers property 

• Tuesday mid-morning – cell & 
communication networks failed

• Team left RT’s in vehicles – no way to 
communicate with the team

• Helicopter arranged – unbeknown pilot 
commandeered by FENZ rescues

• Difficulties communicating with next of 
kin

• Helicopter provider picked up another 
pilot (lived in Esk Valley) – team got 
home later the afternoon
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6 Line Mechanics Isolated – Tutira SH2
Learning?

Organisational Failure (Root Cause)

• Lacked a clear & formalised decision making & 
escalation processes during extreme & adverse 
weather warning events to:

• Determine when operational workers should be 
dispatched to rural/remote areas,

• When they should reasonably be requested to 
evacuate, and

• If unable to evacuate move to a safe location 
until weather permits safe evacuation

What have we done?

• Established a working group with UCSL operational 
and UNL NOC representations – formalise a process:

• Safety Comms – Immediate approach 

• Formalising a process

18

6 Line Mechanics Isolated – Tutira SH2
What have we done?

• Simple flow process (draft)

• Utilise Unison weather stations real 
time weather updated (33 units over 
network)

• Grab and Go Bags

• Community Collaboration

• More RT comms (star link & satellite)

• Other EDB’s have

• Rejected:

• Individual feeder risk scores to 
link to ADMS

• Advanced weather forecasting 
cost prohibited 3.5K month



11/10/2023

10

19

Initial Key Project Health & Safety Risk Assessments

Napier Power on!

1) North Tie: 
Stringing new 33kV conductor and restringing 
existing double conductor circuit 33kV, 
installing new 33kV poles, tubbing of existing 
33kV pole.

Area is within a flooded river catchment area:

Abnormal Hazards:

• Flood water – unknown 
depth/contaminated?

• Untried installation method – 20 tonne
digger

• Unseen damage to existing structures –
pole failure

• Mobile cranes – worker cages.

20

Initial Key Project Health & Safety Risk Assessments

Napier Power on!

1) North Tie: 
Key Controls:

• Trench installed drain flood water, wet 
suits, rescue plan

• Engaged experienced forestry 
excavator operator – under supervision

• Work on 1 conductor at a time, 
stabilize poles with temporary blocs, 
controlled strain on conductor, poles 
anchored with diggers

• Approved mobile crane operator, 
certified cages, lift plan etc
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Key Health & Safety Risk Assessments

2) Increasing the load on 33kV 
Feeder with 11kV Feeder & LV 
underneath: 
Hazards Managed:

• Increase in conductor sag resulting in 
33kV conductor clashing with 11kV 
feeder or LV underneath.

Hazards Managed:

• Confirm status of asset – Aerial + ground 
feeder patrol 

• Site specific design – ensure no 
excessive sag on 33kV will affect 11kV 
below

• Gradual livening process – feeder 
specific inspections

• Visual ground feeder patrol once livened 
– no excessive sag or debris/obstacles.

22

Key Health & Safety Risk Assessments

3) Back feed 33kV from Whakatu to Redcliff via 
Transpower 220 line: 
Running 33kV cables under and around energised 220kV Transpower assets and 
installing poles underneath or around energised 220kV Transpower assets.

Abnormal Hazards:

• Pole accidental contacts energised 220kV above/on sides (installation)

• Unburied energised cables exposed in Transpower privately owned farmland.

Key Controls:

• Partnership with Transpower (TP) contractor Ventia overall site management 

• Written permission from Transpower

• Site specific design – ensure MAD’s not compromised – 2.2 metres

• Unburied cables – protected – any joints buried

• Normal de energised, isolation, earthing, PPE, EPZ controls 

• Connection of Unison’s 33kV to Transpower 220 Lines (Whakatu & Redcliff) –
made by Transpower workers

• Unison to leave cable disconnected TP contractor to connect.
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220 at 33kV – 99% of Urban Napier Restored

24

Rural Response

Generation

Engagement on the ground

Prioritised repair and restoration 

Individual customer contact Co-ordination with emergency management
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Other - Key Health & 
Safety Risks

1. Contaminated silt/soil/flood water

2. Non approved contractor engagement 

3. New Napier Depot (beside a container storage facility, 
no running water, no toilet facilities) 

4. Aggressive customers (in field & reception)

5. Traumatic situations (in field) 

6. Fatigue management (6-day weeks, 12-hour days)

7. Mental Wellbeing

8. Awatoto Napier City Council Contaminated Cordon Site 

9. Livening of flood damaged ICP’s

10. Contaminated Customer Equipment Arrived at Depot

Learnings

26
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Health & Safety Resources 

• Spilt across Hawkes Bay Depots & 
Unison Companies

• Assigned to specific tasks based on skill 
sets:

• Contractor pre-qualification & 
competency assessment

• Contractor inductions

• Worksite/compliance (not audits) –
support, coach & mentor style approach 

• Wellbeing support

• Fatigue management (tracking hours)

• Onsite monitoring required (abnormal 
hazards) – contaminated site

28

Communication 
• Initially safety alerts via email – wasn’t getting to workers

• In person Toolbox Meetings (daily, 3 times a week, 
weekly) – standard agenda

• Contractors – via email 
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Example Toolbox Meeting Agenda 

30

Example Toolbox Meeting Agenda 

Learning:
Formal “toolbox” meeting structures for both 
field workers and other operational staff i.e.
NOC.
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Expect the unexpected 

• Logs

• Vehicles

• Dead animals

• Flood waters

• Car's upside down

• Deceased  bodies?

• Mud/Silt/Debris Build Up  
– unknown depth?

• Never assume that 
damaged structures or 
ground are stable

• Sharp objects – tin

• Leaning unstable trees 

32

Examples: What could our workers be exposed to?

Dust/Fibres/VapoursChemical ContaminantsBiological

• Asbestos
• Inhalable dust 
• Harmful bacteria 
• Solvents, pesticides etc
• Fungi
• Heavy Metals 

• Petrol, oil, lubricants,
• Pesticides
• Corrosive acids
• Oxidizers
• Fertilisers 
• Heavy metals (lead, arsenic, mercury

• Human waste (sewage)/ 
wastewater

• Animal blood, offal & bone, 
rotting animals

• Untreated trade waste

Asbestosis, Mesothemlioma
Respiratory irritation

• Chemical injury
• Skin & respiratory irritation
• Carcinogens
• Sensitisation 

Communicable disease related to 
bacteria (Leptospirosis), virus 
(norovirus) , protozoa, skin 
infections & rashes 

Contaminated Silt/Flood Water
Hazards: Harmful contaminants inhaled, ingested or absorbed through skin

.
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Contaminated silt/flood water
Seek Advice! - MOH, Work Safe NZ, Unison’s 
Occupational Physician 

Key Controls: 

• Encourage vaccinations (tetanus, Hep A)

• Covering open wounds, grazes etc. (deep wounds not 
permitted to work in these areas)

• Well stocked first aid kits (saline, eye wash, waterproof 
coverings)

• Clean areas – workers can eat, drink & have breaks

• Hand washing facilities (water & soap)

• PPE: P2/N95 masks & eye protection (dust 
uncontrollable), gloves

• Check surrounds & search for items that look different 
(broken building material, chemicals, rotten animals, 
discoloured silt, smells etc.)

• Wash & disinfect contaminated items

• Shower before going home

34

Contaminated silt/flood water
Seek Advice! - MOH, Work Safe NZ, Unison’s 
Occupational Physician 

Key Controls: Excavation to remove silt/sludge

• Use an excavator with doors and windows closed and 
air recycled (preference)

• Where this is not possible, excavator operator to wear 
P2/N95 mask, tightly fitted safety glasses or googles 
and work gloves.

• Avoid removal of silt or other flood deposits by 
hand. Where unavoidable, wear cut resistant long 
sleaved gloves over nitrile gloves.

• Avoid or minimise splash and/or dust protection 
(water)

• Monitor weather e.g. Wind can disturb surrounding 
areas and create a dusty contaminated environment.
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Contractor Management 
Non approved contractor onboarding process (external contractors)

1. Competency Assessment (network or non network)

2. Workers Inducted – cyclone specific induction 

3. Workers Come Equipped: i.e. WSP, Standard PPE & Additional PPE, 

Certified PPE & plant, first aid kits etc

4. Workers Out & Managed To Work

Key Processes:

• Unison designated relationship Manager 

• External crews with Hastings based crew, under their supervision along designed 
Field Leader 

• Compare current network competencies to Unison network competencies & only 
approve like for like 

• Master spreadsheet (emergency contact details, last 24 hour  break, 
competencies)

• Daily time sheet – track hours

• Accommodation & food 

• Check WSP & confirm compliance to Unison safety rules 

36

Contractor Management - Learnings
• Inducting external contactor workers prior to arriving to Hawkes Bay.

• Designating H & S team roles specific to onboarding, pre qualifying and inducting 
contractor workers.

• Cyclone specific health and safety induction 

• Collecting contractor workers hours in a timely fashion to monitor fatigue.

• Identify local contractors being engaged to induct into flood specific health and safety 
requirements and monitor fatigue risks

• Keep Intergroup as an approved contractor for any future contaminated sites 
specialised clean-up work.

• Multiple parities working together (Unison & contractors) – Unison Site Supervisor in 
Charge

• External contractors having different safety and PPE requirements specifically relating to 
EPZ, electrical hazard boots/dielectric boots, lift plans when short jacking truck 
mounted crane stabiliser legs, earthing & bonding, safety helmets for working at height. 

• Apply additional PPE exemptions – excavator operators 

• External contractors – limited exposure and experience with helicopter operations –
buddy up with Unison staff! 

• Worker change overs (14 days) – some workers slipped through the process and were 
not initially inducted or their hours tracked until identified by H & S during site visits
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New Napier Depot 
• Rural Restoration Area – North or 

inland from Napier 

• External Contractors & Rotorua/Taupo 
Unison Teams  (18 lines crews, 40 
additional heavy vehicles)

• Open yard: Needed water, toilet 
facilities, cooking facilities (breakfast), 
offices, store 5L diesel tank

• Container stack in close proximity  

• Quick change management & risk 
assessment process 
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Aggressive 
Customers/ 
Members of 
the Public 
• Onsite (UNL Reception): Security 

guards engaged office hours

• Offsite (Worksites): Guidance:

• Verbal abuse (non-threatening)

• Verbal threat, violence 

• What to do if you didn’t feel safe
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Traumatic Situation 
Support & Guidance 
• In field someone finds:

• Person in urgent need of care

• Deceased individual

• Debrief(s)

• EAP counselling services

• Other support

• Māori/Pacifica work groups

• Buddy systems

• Self care activities

• Workers partners involvement/debriefs 
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Fatigue Management
• Initially tracked hours via spreadsheet – moved to our timesheet 

software (One Energy)

• Track field staff hours via One Energy as soon as practicable – some 
staff hours were not tracked for approx. 1 week 

• New fatigue individual assessment tool and risk assessment (staff 
working 6-day weeks up to 12-hour days)

• A new fatigue individual assessment tool was developed to 
assess individuals

 Fatigue at accumulated 70 hours or when showing 
signs/symptoms. 

 The employee's GM was required to approve this 
assessment.

• 24-hour break after 70 hours, 48-hour break after 4 weeks (scheduled)

• Stronger monitoring (and recording) of office-based staff fatigue. 
Explore appropriate processes to track (record) office-based staff 
(UNL, UCSL) hours to pick up earlier staff that have worked 70 
accumulated hours and exceeded 16 hours etc.

• Regions that provide resources i.e., Rotorua and Taupo – consider how 
standby rosters will be affected and additional fatigue management 
requirement.
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Fatigue Management

42

Fatigue Management
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Mental Wellbeing
• Sought advice from Leading Safety

• Developed a mental wellbeing support 
intervention plan

• Key interventions included:

• Individual cards daily check in for staff on 
how staff were feeling & key support 
contact details

• Leaders Guide: Managing workers witnesses 
serious injury, traumatic event

• EAP available if required 

• Support person – ex employee– attended 
morning BBQ’s and walked around offices

• New wellbeing noticeboards 

• Wellbeing regular check ins with 
leaders/managers 

• Onsite Gym – continued 

• Onsite massages

44

Mental Wellbeing
• Consider whether staff i.e. faults staff that 

deal with distressed customers when 
reconnecting and livening properties should 
have more frequency welfare checks ins.

• Seek external advice on mental health 
support services and interventions before 
implementing Unison intervention plans.

• More welfare check ins with field staff on 
how they and their families are coping given 
the work demand/hours expectations.

• Morning BBQ’s provide workers with a good 
start to the day, a way to socialise and 
connect with other workers and discuss 
health and safety matters

• Post traumatic scene managers guide –
debriefs
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Napier City Council 
Contaminated Cordon Area –

Awatoto Industrial 

45

46

Awatoto
Substation
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Contaminated Cordon Site 
• Limited/no formal information, guidance from NCC.

• Industrial plants, fertilizer production, wool 
processing, animal by product, wool processing, 
NCC wastewater treatment plant (sewage plant)

• Significant flooding – large spillage of hazardous 
substances, silt deposition, raw sewage waste 
overflow 

• Initially – caustic chemical  biological risks – no 
access

• Army/police refused to access and manage the 
cordon – NCC needed to do this

• Wait for the contaminated flood water to reside 

• 27 February – 9 samples sites provided indication 
of heavy metals, pesticides & very high levels of 
biological contaminants i.e. e coli, faecal coliforms 
– results until 3 March 

48

Contaminated 
Cordon Site 

• Identify (quickly) an 
external specialist 
contactor required to 
clean up a contaminated 
site (not a Unison core 
business process) 
unknown to Unison.

• Engage SQEP 
Environmental Scientist –
understand Unisons site  
health risks.
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Contaminated 
Cordon Site 
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Contaminated 
Cordon Site 
• NCC cordon – entry & exit 

requirements

• PPE requirements: Protective 
coveralls, P2/N95 
masks, gloves, eye protection, 
enclosed footwear

• Vehicle washdown process
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Contaminated 
Cordon Site 
9 March 2023
• SQEP (Stantec) & Cleaning Contractor 

(Intergroup) & Unison reps – visit our site 

• Site specific risk assessment & silt sampling 
SQEP:  

• Pesticides (OCPs), total petroleum 
hydrocarbons, polycyclic aromatic 
hydrocarbons, seven heavy metal suite 
(arsenic, cadmium, chromium, copper, lead, 
nickel and zinc), and presence/absence of 
asbestos, microbiological bacteria 

• SQEP provide health and safety work practices 
– establish Unison site specific risk 
assessment 
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Contaminated 
Cordon Site 
• 27 February - 9 samples sites provided 

indication of heavy metals, pesticides & 
very high levels of biological 
contaminants i.e., e coli, faecal
coliforms – results until 3 March

• 9 March  - Unison proactive – engage 
enivro scientist & specialised cleaning 
company – samples taken 

• 9 March - NCC also took samples of 
residential & industrial sites – missed 
Unison site? 

• 17 March - NCC provide results
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Contaminated 
Cordon Area 
• Untreated waste from WWTP 

discharged via drain – west of 
our zone substation site

• Unison samples = pesticides, 
heavy metals & TPH all below 
human health guidelines 

• No asbestos 

• High microbiological (e coli, 
faecal coliform) counts > 6000 
counts (NCC recommending < 
100 counts)

54

Contaminated Cordon Area 

Site specific risk assessment to cover:

• Silt removal and cleaning of our zone substation 
switch yard & switch room – Intergroup – priority 
test transformers, switch room, switch yard

• Cleaning inside & outside of our ground 
mounted assets (RMU’s, TX)

• Switching & livening assets

• Livening LV installations

• Construction of new pole structures

• Open trenching and above ground new cable 
installation & jointing 

• Extending the earth grid
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Contaminated Cordon Area 
Key Control Measures:

• Onsite health & safety advisor RA inductions, coaching & monitoring

• Entry and exit requirements (Full Disposable Cover PPE)

• Clean shaven & no facial hair – until risk reduced 

• Hygiene practices – hand washing

• Isolation of equipment & tools for cleaning after use or disposal of 
items i.e. PPE

• Coveralls (not breathable) – 2-hour limit before break in designated 
clean zone 

• Isolate staff  & tools/equipment from contaminated silt – stand on 
planks – tables etc

• Alcohol disinfectant 

• Switching de-energised & remote livening inside cordon – live 
switching outside cordon – enable FR PPE 

• Dispose silt at NCC designated area 

• Switch room – hot wash, clean & disinfect 

• Intergroup onsite supervision – switch yard 

• Restrictions – additional controls – cable troughs in switch room 

• Avoid standing in pooled water

56

Awatoto Substation
- Before & After Cleaning Photos
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Awatoto Substation
- Before & After Cleaning Photos
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Awatoto Substation
- Before & After Cleaning Photos
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Awatoto Substation
- Before & After Cleaning Photos

60

Site Specific Risk 
Assessments
• Evolved = cleaned site

• Created a clean zone – reduce PPE 
requirements

• 5 versions

• BAU works - live work, switching

• NCC Mid April – biological counts 
degraded at fast rates but not yet at < 100 
counts

• Liven zone substation!

• Unison – additional sampling to 
understand current micro biological risks
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E.Coli Samples in surrounding area
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Contaminated Cordon Area 

Key Learnings:

• Contaminated land procedure & process

• Pre approve a SQEP – environmental scientist –
don’t rely on councils

• Consider/pre approve specialist cleaning 
contractor & large excavators – contaminated 
land

• Establish JSA’s & chemicals used 

• Additional PPE:

• Coveralls 

• RPE including half face respirators

• Alcohol based disinfectant 

• Hep A vaccination programme  
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Livening of Flood 
Damaged ICP’s
Hazards:

• Livening an unsafe installation

• Frustrated or concerned 
customers interactions 

Key Controls:

• Tasks specific risk assessment

• Buddied UCSL staff with 
livening agent contractor –
worked as pairs 
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Public Safety 
Messaging 
• Public safety messaging 

was included in key 
messages distributed via 
email and social media 
from 16 February and 
radio from 17 February. 

• From 10 March specific 
cyclone safety messaging 
via radio and social media 
platforms was initiated.

• No increase in incidents 
during the clean-up 
period following the 
cyclone.

Print Advert Example

Social Media Example
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Top 10 Do’s & Don'ts

66

Onsite Observations 
– Issues Addressed 
• Short jacking truck mounted crane stabiliser legs 

(no lift plans),

• Some misperception that downed conductors 
didn’t require earthing,

• Some lack of appreciation for inadvertent livening 
from back feed,

• Permitting process required permits to be issued 
for several days (rather than daily as per BAU 
requirements) – signing on and off permits not 
always completed as per BAU requirements in 
some cases there wasn’t an induction onto the 
permit to understand the safety measures for the 
site,

• PPE complacency i.e. safety helmets and eye 
protection (lack of appreciation for the dust risk),

• WSP standard and how this was applied for multi 
gang shut down. 
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Health & Safety 
Performance 
• No injuries/illnesses

• Some incidents – vehicle damage

• Limited near misses – learning 
reflection time post response

• Public safety – silt deposited under 
OH conductors 

• 2 HPI’s
• Helicopter weight (conductor 

stringing) made contact with 
MEWP bucket

• An energised LV overhead line was 
discovered wrapped around a 
transformer pole and stay wire.
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H & S Risk Management 
– Key Learnings 
• Buddy up (no lone working) until you 

understand the situation

• Empower staff to do thorough 
dynamic risk assessments –
recognise hazards are and will be 
abnormal.

• Emergency accommodation solutions 
for key staff, if they are displaced or 
cannot return to home.

• Backup communication solutions 
when traditional comms mediums 
are reduced and/or unavailable.
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H & S Risk Management –
Key Learnings (continued) 
• Access permit processes ensuring normal 

SMEI requirements are followed in 
particular signing on and off not verbally 
and ensuring everyone is inducted onto the 
permit before signing. 

• Coordinated risk management of re-livening 
following damage, predominately flooding.

• Engage a security guard for office receptions 
early

• Customer team have a training programme 
to deal with aggressive members of the 
public. 

• Good stock levels of additional PPE (masks, 
gloves) & hygiene equipment (sanitiser).
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External Specialist 
Resources Engaged 
• Unison’s Occupational Physician  – advise on 

health risks.

• SQEP/Environmental Scientist – Napier City 
Council Awatoto contaminated cordon area –
microbiological health risks, silt sampling and 
recommended controls. 

• Counsellor – mental health support 
initiatives. 

• Onsite peer to peer support

• WorkSafe NZ – contaminated silt/flood water 
control guidance. 

• MOH – health risks.

• Specialised contractor engaged to clean up a 
contaminated site (Awatoto zone substation)
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Questions 

71


