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BY CONTRIBUTOR LUKE CHANDLER AND NORTH & SOUTH DEPUTY EDITOR JOANNA WANE.

B
y the time dawn broke on Sep-
tember 4, 2010, hundreds of 
people were out on the streets 
of Christchurch taking photo-
graphs. 

Keen amateurs and camera-phone owners 
joined experienced professional photogra-
phers in documenting the chaos that only 
two hours earlier had ravaged their city. 

Images of fallen shop fronts, crevassed 
roads, damaged chimneys and liquefaction 
flooded Facebook pages and Twitter feeds. 
If anything, the Canterbury earthquake was 
probably going to be the most photographed 
disaster in New Zealand’s modern history.

That changed dramatically soon after the 
February 22, 2011 earthquake when the po-
lice and army formed a cordon around four 
square kilometres of the city’s CBD, a large 
fence was erected and all photographers, 
including the media, were excluded from 
what became known as the Red Zone.

For the Canterbury Earthquake Recovery 
Authority (CERA), the decision was about 
safety. Others saw it as a smokescreen to 
keep prying eyes away from New Zealand’s 
largest-ever demolition effort. Excavators 
were ripping apart two buildings a day and 
yet the history, the heritage and the architec-
ture revealed in the process was being trucked 
away to landfill without a second glance.

It was only in May 2011 that photographs 
from the Red Zone began to appear on the 
internet. The images looked like the work of 
an amateur, but for most Cantabrians that 
didn’t matter; this was their first real glimpse 
of what was happening inside the ruined 
heart of their city.

Three months later, The Press profiled the 
work of the two people who had been com-
missioned to document the disaster for the 
National Library (which encompasses the 
Alexander Turnbull Library). 

One was former journalist and experienced 
oral historian Dr Hugo Manson. The other 
was a relatively unknown photographer from 
Wellington, Ross Becker. While the rest of 
the media remained barred, Becker had been 
given the green light by CERA to take pictures 
inside the Red Zone.  

A link in the online version of the Press 
story connected readers to the Picasa 
website where Becker had been publicly 
sharing his photographs of the earthquake 
damage since May. But this time the link 
started at the “albums” level – juxtaposed 
with albums filled with images of ravaged 
buildings and ruined streets were photos 
of Becker’s holiday to Italy in January 
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How did a 70-year-old retired electrical 
engineer and part-time photographer 

from Wellington end up being given 
almost-exclusive access to Christchurch’s 

Red Zone to record one of the greatest 
disasters in New Zealand history? 

These US scenes  
of abandonment 
and disaster show 
how striking 
and powerful 
photographs 
can be.

The website of BeckerFraserPhotos, set up by Ross 
Becker and wife Moira Fraser to market themselves as 

“documentary photographers and digital curators”.
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NZIPP Professional Photography Awards, 
that missed the point. 

When CERA took control in the aftermath 
of the February 2011 earthquake, Becker 
became the sole photographer endorsed by 
CERA and given an entrée into the Red Zone 
during its media ban. In exchange, CERA 
began using his photos on its website. The 
site described Becker as a “New Zealand 
documentary photographer” working on a 
project that “has received significant funding 
from the National Library of New Zealand”. 

Becker has taken thousands of photo-
graphs, which are freely available to the 
public, under a Creative Commons licence. 
However, despite being commissioned by the 
National Library – and funded by the tax-
payer to the tune of some $80,000 – Becker 
has retained joint copyright and charges a 
fee for any commercial use of the images.

T
he National Library’s decision to 
send a single, relatively inexperi-
enced photographer to document 
one of the most significant events 

in our modern history is a national disaster 
in its own right, says McKee.

“This is New Zealand’s biggest natural 
disaster in living memory, but instead of com-
missioning the country’s best documentary, 
urban landscape and architectural photo- 
graphers to create a strong and significant 
visual record, the National Library commis-
sioned a conference photographer.

“What I don’t think anyone anticipated 
was that, following the February earthquake, 
Christchurch’s CBD would be shut down and 
the only photographer to be granted near-
exclusive access would be the one with the 
National Library endorsement.”

McKee isn’t alone in his concerns. One arts 
manager describes Becker’s work as techni-
cally sound, but essentially “point and shoot” 
with little artistic merit. “Compared to what 
some of the other photographers were doing, 
and were capable of doing, it’s just worlds 
apart, really.”

Others were even more blunt. “It’s like 
getting Uncle Bob to photograph your 
daughter’s wedding because he has a nice 
camera,” says one experienced cameraman. 

“Ross is a personable guy who means to 
do well, but he’s basically at the level of 
keen enthusiast. That’s not his fault. The 
National Library appointed him and CERA 
held the keys to the door. But if you’re a true 
professional, you should know when you’re 
out of your depth.”

In a written response to criticism over his 
lack of experience, Becker told North & South 

photography had been a lifelong passion, par-
ticularly the technical and processing aspects. 

He said the purpose of the National Li-
brary commission was to create a research 
collection documenting changes to the built 
environment. Contracted for four days per 
month, he generally spent only one of those 
days in the central city. Approval for his access 
to the Red Zone was not given until April 27, 
2011 – more than two months after the Febru-
ary earthquake that devastated the CBD and 
killed 185 people. 

Asked what qualities he has brought to the 
job, Becker described his work as techni-
cally accurate photographs of buildings with 
high-quality metadata, including geotagging 
with a GPS reference, and talked of a “high 
level of commitment to recording and sharing 
what has happened in the central city and 
residential red zones”. Feedback, he said, has 
been “overwhelmingly positive”. 

“The most important outcome of the shared 
copyright ownership of the photos is that it 
allowed me to share the majority of the photo-
graphs freely on the internet using a creative 
commons licence. The photographs have been 
viewed 34 million times in 167 countries, so 
the open access has been important to many 
other people who have viewed the collection.”

W
hile Becker had the support 
of CERA to work in the Red 
Zone, photographers from 
The Press and other media 

organisations had to contend with fortnightly 
tours of the CBD in the confines of a bus. In 

2011, the Rugby Sevens’ costume parade in 
Wellington on February 5, a party in Nelson 
for “Luke and Michelle” on February 26 and 
a trek on the Kepler Track in March.

O
ne person concerned by what 
he considered to be the low 
standard of the National 
Library photographer’s 
work was Melbourne-based 

photographer Anthony McKee, who began 
his career in Christchurch in the late 1980s. 

Searching the web, McKee was taken aback 
to discover Becker was a retired electrical 
engineer turned photographer, who “takes 
many pictures of library functions and con-
ferences both in New Zealand and overseas”, 
according to his member profile on the 
PhotoSales website (shown opposite). On 
another site, Becker gave his age as 70 and 
described himself as “mostly retired”.

McKee wrote to the head of the National 
Library, Bill Macnaught, asking that photo-
graphers with more experience be given the 
task of documenting the disaster.

In his reply, Macnaught told McKee he had 
“complete trust” in Becker’s competency. “Mr 
Becker is self-taught but has been generating 
commissioned work for 30 years,” he wrote. 
“He is well respected in New Zealand’s library 
sector, having been the official photographer 
for LIANZA, the professional body for 
some years. He has served as the official 
photographer for International Federation 
of Library Associations [IFLA]. He is also 
contracted as the official photographer for 
the NZ Parliament.”

(An email to North & South from the IFLA 
described Becker as having worked in “a 
voluntary capacity”. And although he has 
been employed on occasional photographic 
assignments at Parliament, the Office of 
the Speaker says the position of “official 
photographer” does not exist.)

In Becker’s online Picasa gallery, The 
Library World, McKee found hundreds of 
photographs taken by Becker at New Zea-
land library functions and hundreds more 
from IFLA conferences all over the world, 
including Milan in 2009, Gothenburg 2010 
and Puerto Rico in August 2011. 

One of the albums in the gallery had been 
put together to introduce New Zealand 
parliamentary librarian Moira Fraser to 
an audience in Sri Lanka. It described her 
role managing 60 staff at the New Zealand 
Parliamentary Library, as president of the 
New Zealand library association (LIANZA) 
from 2006-2007, and as chairperson and 
treasurer of the Parliamentary Libraries 

Melbourne-based professional photographer Anthony McKee, back in Christchurch  
last September as a judge at the NZIPP Professional Photography Awards. He considers the 
National Library’s decision to send a single, inexperienced photographer to document one  
of the most significant events in our modern history as a national disaster in its own right.

Ross Becker’s member profile on the PhotoSales website evolved from “retired electrical 
engineer turned photographer” (top) to “full-time documentary photographer” (above).

7 2  |  N O R T H  &  S O U T H  |  F E B R U A R Y  2 0 1 3

“It’s like getting Uncle 
Bob to photograph 
your daughter’s 
wedding because 
he has a nice 
camera... If you’re 
a true professional, 
you should know 
when you’re out 
of your depth.”

Standing Committee of the IFLA.
On a page entitled “I love my family” was 

a photograph of her husband, Ross Becker.
On September 10, 2010 – just six days after 

the first earthquake struck – Fraser sent out 
a tweet: “@Ross_b has an interesting assign-
ment to contribute photos to the Nat Lib’s 
archive of Canterbury Earthquake. I’ll be 
photographers asst.”

Again McKee raised his concerns, this time 
to the Office of the Auditor-General, question-
ing the grounds on which the National Library 
had chosen Becker for the commission.

Four months later, a response was sent by 
email from an inquiries co-ordinator: “We 
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are satisfied that the selective procurement 
procedures used were acceptable. The 
urgency of the situation and the low 
financial level of the contract meant that it 
was appropriate for the Library to use their 
preferred photographer. Accordingly, we do 
not propose to take this matter any further.”

The coordinator went on to say, “We note 
that, in the past, public records of disasters 
have been built from donations of photo-
graphs and other records from many people. 
It seems likely that this will be the case for 
the Canterbury earthquakes also.”

For McKee, who was back in Christch-
urch last September as a judge at the 



help with their funding. “People, we have a 
dilemma and we’d like your views and hope-
fully some contributions. We’d like to go on a 
helicopter flight over the red zones (central 
city and residential). It will cost $800 and at 
the moment it is Ross and Moira paying for 
it, which is really more than we can afford.”

Within a day they had raised the nominat-
ed amount from Christchurch residents and 
they had a helicopter flight, although their 
images were hardly unique; over previous 
months dozens of photographers, includ-
ing news photographers from The Press, had 
made countless flights over the city. For most, 
this was their only way of capturing images 
from inside the Red Zone.

Concerns over the National Library’s choice 
of photographer finally made The Press in 
March last year. The story, headlined “Row 
over amateur landing photo job”, began: 
“The National Library is defending the ap-
pointment of a retired electrical engineer as 
official photographer of the Christchurch 
earthquakes,” and went on to quote Becker 
as saying his employment by the library was 
“nothing to do with anyone but me and the 
National Library”.

New Zealand Institute of Professional 
Photographers president Mike Langford, 
who grew up in Christchurch, commented in 
the story, “In terms of looking at the history 
of the event, I don’t think he’s [Ross Becker] 
captured any of the extremity of it.”

However, the fracas was soon forgotten 
and, in early May, Becker was back in The 
Press for more positive reasons, after he and 
Fraser returned from a private trip overseas. 
At an Anzac Day function for quake contribu-
tors at New Zealand House in London, he 
had snapped a “one in 100 years” photograph 
of a rainbow over the London skyline. 

Despite acknowledging the image was 
technically “not brilliant” because of water 
spots on the lens, Becker was selling digi-
tal copies for $500 each, with half of the 
proceeds going to the earthquake appeal. 

While in the UK, Fraser and Becker gave 
a lecture at the National Library of Wales, 
titled “Documenting History as It Happens”. 
A story on the library’s website promoting the 
event said the “two photographers” would 
discuss and show pictures of the “pioneering 
response” by the National Library of New 
Zealand to ensure the aftermath of the 
earthquakes was documented for the nation.

Yet despite being the library’s official photo-
grapher for the disaster, Becker had spent 
more time in the UK and Europe than he did 
in Christchurch in the months between the 
September 4 and February 22 earthquakes. 

freely available. There are a number of local 
photographers and documentary makers 
who have had their income affected by the 
earthquake who would love the opportunity 
to access the Red Zone. We have had to turn 
them away as well.”

In a post on the photography website DP-
Review in October 2011, Becker commented, 
“All my images that I post to Picasaweb 
(about 20,000) are licensed under Creative 
Commons BY_NC_ND. In the few cases I’ve 
become aware of where commercial organisa-
tions have used an image without consent or 
payment (& in every case it’s a newspaper), 
they usually then pay up when I point out 
their infringement.”

That same month, Moira Fraser shared 
on Twitter her resignation as parliamentary 
librarian, after 12 years in the job. “On Mon-
day I announced that I am moving on from 
the Parliamentary Library on 2nd December. 
New adventures beckon.”

By December 13, Becker and Fraser were 
back in Christchurch and this time using 
their Facebook page, CHCH EQ Photos, to 
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an opinion piece on October 13, 2011, senior 
staff photographer Dean Kozanic wrote, “It’s a 
real shame that those whose job it is to record 
those moments and scenes were excluded.”

Veteran Christchurch photo-journalist 
David Wethey, who was supplying images 
to picture agencies and emergency services 
after the September earthquake, eventually 
gave up trying to access the Red Zone once 
CERA took control. “Shooting from the 
media buses was pretty limiting and often 
it was easier to just shoot from the perimeter 
with telephoto lenses or make photographs 
of the area from a helicopter.” 

Other professional photographers request-
ing access to the Red Zone were typically 
sent a form letter by CERA’s media advisers: 
“We must have evidence that the images have 
been commissioned and requested for a con-
firmed project and cannot be specifically for 
the personal financial gain of the requestor. 

“As you may be aware, Ross Becker has 
already been retained by the National Library 
to capture a running imagery of the CBD and 
its recovery. These images are all publicly and 

Veteran Christchurch 
photo-journalist David 
Wethey, who was 
supplying images to 
picture agencies and 
emergency services 
after the September 
earthquake, 
eventually gave 
up trying to access 
the Red Zone once 
CERA took control.

Above and opposite: Ross Becker sent in these four photographs as examples of his National Library commission. North & South’s digital artist 
Martin Thomas, who examined the images, says they have been shot on high-quality equipment. However, one has a lens aberration, affecting 
the sharpness of the picture, and some of the processing work is less than ideal. “You can see he’s come from an industrial background, as 
an engineer. They show a structural point of view. He’s photographed the buildings, but there’s no awareness of the absence of life – of the 
people who were there and the impact on their lives. Yet these are the images that are representing New Zealand around the world.”



first photographer she called was Ross Becker.
“I was aware that immediately after the 

[1931] Napier earthquake, the documentary 
was very thin,” says Carnaby, who had known 
Moira Fraser professionally for years and was 
familiar with Becker’s work. “He was the only 
person I knew who I thought might be able 
to get in really quickly. 

“It wasn’t a case of whether he was a superb 
photographer. With that documentary record 
in my mind – at the Turnbull, it’s not so much 
whether it’s a good painting or photo graph, 
it’s the story it tells – I knew Ross was very 
capable and would get a good record.”

Carnaby says her two priorities were  to en-
sure the National Library was able to preserve 
a digital record in its archive and also to make 
the images readily accessible worldwide. “We 
didn’t at that stage employ him. I covered his 
costs, that was all. He hopped on a plane and 
at that stage it was an enormous favour, really. 

“That’s why I’m so sad it’s become such a 
negative story – and he did a superb job.”

A formal written contract wasn’t drawn up 
until after the February 2011 earthquake. By 
then, Carnaby had left the library, but she 
remains supportive of Becker’s ongoing role, 
believing continuity was important and that 
he’d built up a level of trust. 

“When I took him round Lyttelton after 
the February earthquake, people actually 
knew him. He was so gracious and kind, I 
think, in what he did.”

Asked why the library didn’t choose 
someone based in Christchurch, rather 
than Wellington, to record the wreckage 
of their city, Carnaby says she made the de-
cision deliberately because she felt a local 
photographer would be “too traumatised”. 

That’s simply nonsense, says Christchurch 
City Art Gallery curator Ken Hall. “They 
wanted to be in there. It’s what they’ve been 
doing for their whole lives. Every single one of 
them was aware of the historical significance 
of the moment.”

Hall curated the exhibition Reconstruc-
tion: Conversations on a City, which ran at 
the gallery for almost four months last year 
in response to the earthquakes (reproduced 
as a publication on sale through its website).

After some delicate negotiations, the gal-
lery got permission from CERA to send three 
photographers into the Red Zone: Murray 
Hedwig, Doc Ross and John Collie, the gal-
lery’s photographer. Hall says they were 
allocated minders and given access for two 
to three hours. “They could have and should 
have been in there for much longer, but they 
made very good use of the time they had.” 

The exhibition also featured one aerial 

capture the devastation of the inner city. 
“As a result of Mr Becker’s virtually ex-

clusive access to the CBD post February, the 
people of New Zealand will not see – through 
a variety of eyes and minds – the stories of the 
people working in the Red Zone and get an 
understanding of what it was like for them,” 
he says. 

“They will not see the danger those work-
ers probably faced every day. They will not 
see the stories of people’s lives left behind in a 
moment’s panic. They will not see considered 
and crafted images of the urban landscape 
made with time and care. They will not see 
highly detailed architectural images of what 
was left prior to demolition of some beautiful 
and significant buildings.

“They will not see the story of the commu-
nity of people that surely must have devel-
oped in the Red Zone during this time, nor 
shall they see the inner fabric and workings 
of the actual process of bringing down virtu-
ally an entire CBD. It’s a great shame that 
what could have been a significant record 
has been lost to the country, simply because 
the option taken by those in control was the 
easy or convenient one. It should never have 
been allowed to happen.”

Ross Becker may have photographed 
hundreds of fatally damaged buildings be-
fore they were demolished, says Anthony 
McKee, but it’s unlikely he captured what 
was important to most Cantabrians – “their 
history, their heritage and their soul”.

Talent he suggests the National Library 
could have drawn on instead include at least 
three experienced local architectural  pho-
tographers – including former New Zealand 
Professional Photographers of the Year,  and 
an Adobe-certified expert in Photoshop, 
who could have created linear panoramas 
of entire city streets. 

Another local photographer, with 20 years’ 
professional experience using a camera 
mounted on a remote-controlled helicopter, 
could have produced architecture and land-
scape photographs that would otherwise have 
been too dangerous to obtain. 

“And then there are the real documentary 
photographers, including one former Christ-
church photographer with a Pulitzer Prize 
for her work in documenting Hurricane 
Katrina,” says McKee.

“CERA’s decision to exclude some of New 
Zealand’s best photographers from the Red 
Zone was unfortunate, but the National 
Library’s decision to send just one, inexperi-
enced photographer to document the most 
significant event in New Zealand’s modern 
history is unforgivable.”  +

In December 2011, the couple established 
BeckerFraserPhotos, describing themselves 
on the website as documentary photogra-
phers and digital curators – citing their 
coverage of the Christchurch earthquakes. 
Services offered include delivering presen-
tations and workshops. It is BeckerFraser-
Photos – not the National Library – that 
is credited as a content partner by both 
CEISMIC and DigitalNZ.  

Last September, Becker and Fraser spent 
time in Italy documenting disaster recovery 
efforts in L’Aquila, where more than 300 
people were killed in an earthquake almost 
four years ago. Becker told North & South it 
was a private trip and he currently had no 
further speaking engagements planned.

Late last year, the couple moved to Christ-
church, where they now live. A selection of 
Becker’s framed photographs taken since the 
earthquakes have been displayed for sale in 
one of the city’s cafes. 

Last October, a Press report on the “disap-
pearing city centre” described how 1350 
buildings had been partially or completely 
demolished in central Christchurch – an 
average of nearly two buildings every day 
for the past two years. Of those buildings, 
174 were heritage listed. 

For those past two years, Christchurch 
photographer Doc Ross has documented 
the earthquake from the boundaries of the 
Red Zone. He laments the lack of vision that 
allowed the opportunity to be lost to fully 

did so at the exclusion of all others. I think 
there’s going to be a huge hole in the social 
fabric and recorded history of the country 
as a result.”

T
he CHCH EQ Photos page set 
up by Ross Becker and Moira 
Fraser on Facebook has had 
millions of hits from all over 
the world. Canterbury Uni-

versity’s CEISMIC digital archive includes 
almost 6000 of his images. Large collections 
can also be freely accessed through CERA, 
the National Digital Heritage Archive and 
Becker and Fraser’s own Picasa albums.  

Becker told North & South the sharing of 
his work is done “pro bono” as part of his and 
Fraser’s commitment to the documentary 
heritage of Christchurch. As a consequence 
of the images’ ready availability on the inter-
net, he says the commercial use is limited. 

Chris Szekely, the Alexander Turnbull’s 
chief librarian, says Becker was commis-
sioned to make a longitudinal study of 
changes in the city’s built environment. 
Metadata captured along with the images, 
including captions and geotagging, will allow 
sites to be identified even when streets and 
buildings are no longer there. 

“The nature of the tragedy changed as a 
result of the February 2011 quake but the 
commission did not. In this respect – as a 
recorder of changes in Christchurch’s built 
environment – Mr Becker has satisfactorily 
performed his brief,” says Szekely, who claims 
the National Library was not aware CERA 
had granted Becker any “exclusive” rights.

“In hindsight, it may well have been worth 
considering commissioning a series on the 
human aspects of the tragedy. This would 
have had a substantially different brief and 
may have required different skills.”

Szekely says the National Library rarely 
makes commissions and that typically its 
role is to collect and preserve. The two most 
recent commissions were in the 1980s and 
in both cases, copyright was retained by the 
photographers.

So far, Becker has supplied more than 9000 
images to the National Library. In February 
2011, he was one of 140 recipients of a Can-
terbury Earthquake award, for “photographic 
records of earthquake damage”. 

In the week leading up to the awards, Moira 
Fraser was in contact with the council con-
vener, asking for her name to be added to the 
award, to acknowledge that she and Becker 
work as a team. The request was granted. In 
the following week she then asked for her own 
copy of the award; that request was declined.

photograph by Ross Becker – an image of 
the cathedral, taken from a helicopter, which 
Hall describes as a “fantastic shot”. However 
he, too, believes the National Library should 
have consulted more widely before contract-
ing a photographer.

“It was someone’s good idea to get some-
one with a camera in there, but it needed the 
broader consideration and the wider conver-
sations that could have made a difference,” 
he says. “People like Doc and Murray have 
been working for years photographing the 
urban environment, building up a body of 
work and a real familiarity with the spaces 
and the buildings and a long attachment to 
those things as well. 

“They have an ability to transform the image 
beyond pure record into something that’s a lot 
more evocative and powerful; works that have 
real feeling in them. You look at them and they 
kind of hit you in the gut. That’s pretty magic, 
actually. There’s certainly a lost opportunity 
that those things were not really recognised.”

In October 2011, Christchurch commercial 
photographer Richard Linton wrote an open 
letter to CERA in the New Zealand Institute 
of Professional Photographers’ magazine 
Pro Report, questioning the standard of the 
pictorial legacy being created for future 
generations. In reply, Roger Sutton said the 
National Library was recognised as a world 
leader in digital preservation, and Becker’s 
work was only part of an extensive collection 
of documentary evidence being amassed.

Linton remains unimpressed. What’s miss-
ing, he says, is the storytelling behind the 
dismantling of the CBD, through powerful 
images that make an emotional connection.

“That’s been absolutely, totally, outra-
geously neglected. It just does not exist 
and that’s criminal. Think of any major 
world event that’s happened in the past 50 
years – the moon landing, the Vietnam War, 
even Princess Diana’s death. It’s always a 
still photo graph shot by a professional that 
people remember. Everyone knows that pic-
ture of the New York skyline with a guy on a 
crane eating his lunch. Where’s the beautiful 
portrait in Christchurch of a guy sitting on 
top of a building he’s demolishing?”

Linton believes some of CERA’s $25 mil-
lion budget should have been used to fund a 
professional photographer based in the CBD. 

“In every other sector, they’ve cherry-
picked the best people in their professions, 
from engineers to urban designers. How much 
are we spending on CERA’s communications 
team alone?” he says. “My personal beef is 
with the government agencies that made an 
appointment without thinking about it and 

Becker’s detractors also noted what ap-
peared to be minimal coverage of interior 
damage to buildings or of the demolition 
crews working inside them. In online social 
forums, questions over Becker’s lack of ex-
perience and the quality of his work have 
sparked heated debate, with his supporters 
dismissing criticism as professional jealousy 
because they missed out on the contract. 

Indeed, a number of photographic studios 
were forced to close after the quakes, which 
wiped out months of booked work overnight. 
So the money might have come in handy. 
However, those spoken to by North & South  
believe the scale of the assignment was sim-
ply too big for one person to handle, anyway. 

Dave Wethey, who was chief photographer 
on The Press for more than a decade, says he 
was surprised by the decision to grant sole 
access to a Wellington-based photographer. 

“This was a massive once-only job that 
needed specific genre-related skills and 
thorough local knowledge,” he says. “Ideally, 
a team of six photographers including photo-
journalists, documentary, art and architectural 
shooters, who could be called on at any stage, 
should have worked on the project shooting 
stills and video. At a time when such an 
important record of our history had to be 
covered, it was like assigning sole coverage 
of an Olympic Games to one person with a 
point-and-shoot camera.”

Yet perhaps it wasn’t unreasonable for 
CERA to assume a “documentary photog-
rapher” appointed by the National Library 
would have the goods for the job. 

“CERA’s scope doesn’t extend to artistic 
documentation of the disaster!” stated the 
authority’s media team manager in an email 
to McKee when he requested entry to the Red 
Zone on a trip home from Melbourne. “We 
are a government department charged with 
facilitating the rebuild.”

However, late in 2011, when TVNZ’s Media 
7 ran a report on the documentation of the 
disaster, CERA chief executive Roger Sutton 
did admit to some misgivings. “Maybe in the 
future we’ll look back and go, ‘Gee, I wish we 
had a greater photographic record of what 
actually went on in there.’ If I was doing it 
all again I would probably have given them 
[photographers] freer access.”

N
ational Library chief executive 
Penny Carnaby was home in 
Lyttelton when the September 
2010 earthquake struck. Back 
at work in Wellington the fol-

lowing Monday, her aim was to get a team 
into the field as soon as possible – and the 
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“CERA’s decision 
to exclude some of 
New Zealand’s best 
photographers from 
the Red Zone was 
unfortunate, but the 
National Library’s 
decision to send just 
one, inexperienced 
photographer to 
document the most 
significant event 
in New Zealand’s 
modern history is 
unforgivable.” 
Anthony McKee


