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Damage  The Cathedral suffered 
significant earthquake damage on 
February 2011, mainly to the west 
side.  The spire fell down, the tower 
was badly damaged and was later 
removed.  And the west wall partially 
collapsed.  The whole east side 
remained in good shape though.  The 
December aftershock finally collapsed 
most of the west wall.  Otherwise, The 
Cathedral stands today just as it did 
before the earthquakes, though now 
there are cracks in many places.   
The Cathedral's foundations are 
substantial and escaped damage.  
And the local land did not liquefy 
during the earthquake and isn't likely 
to either.  In fact, The Cathedral is 
sited on the best land in the CBD.  So yes, a 
big problem it was, but clearly fixable too.   
But the future of The Cathedral was uncertain.  
How so? Well, worryingly, there was no will 
from the Anglican Church to stand strong and 
fix the damage! But other significant buildings 
of the same era were being protected from the 
weather and restored: The Arts Centre (the 
old Canterbury University), the even older 
Provincial Chambers and the Trinity Church.  
Note the words "protected from the weather" 
 

Anglicans want Modern   
In 2012 the Anglicans decided to demolish The 
Cathedral and build a modern one.  Our city 
was still reeling from the earthquakes and this 
came as a big shock to most.  The Catholics, 
with their severely damaged Basilica decided 
to use St Mary's church as a temporary base.   
In stark contrast, The Anglicans used $5.7M of 
Cathedral insurance funds to build what they 
called a "temporary Cathedral" nearby.  Note 
the word "temporary".  They sent top people on 
an expensive global "Cathedral Tour" seeking 
inspiration for a modern Cathedral.  Several 
months later, they presented their design to 
New Zealand.  Some said it looked like an 
upturned boat hull.  This is an unflattering and 
unfair way to describe their design.   
Some said it resembled "women's parts". 

 

Heritage Rating Encourages Restoration     

It is important to remember that The Cathedral is protected by a Class 1 heritage rating, the 
highest possible.  For the Anglicans to demolish The Cathedral, they must first obtain 
permission from Heritage NZ.  They have not yet asked for this, and given the iconic status 
of The Cathedral, and the many local restorations of similarly earthquake damaged 
buildings, it is doubtful if it would be given.   
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Opposition Grows into Legal Action  Growing discontent with the direction of the 
Anglicans fuelled widespread activity aiming to halt them.  Some groups formed.  First was 
ICONIC, working to help all local heritage buildings, then the "Restore Christchurch 
Cathedral" (RCC), and then the financially strong "Greater Christchurch Building Trust" 
(GCBT).  The GCBT legally challenged the Anglicans, alleging misuse of their "Cathedral 
Trust".  The decision by justice Chisholm ordered a halt to demolition, ordered the Anglicans 
to engage with the people, and questioned their use of insurance funds to build a temporary 
"Cathedral", saying that was only for the true Cathedral.  He later added to his ruling, saying 
that the building of "a" Cathedral was allowed, not just repair of "the" Cathedral, thus 
removing one barrier in the Anglicans' path.   

The result of all this was that demolition was halted in the interim, and the Anglicans were 
required to seek public input to their decision making. 

 

"Three Options" Forums - 2013   

Forced to engage with the public, the 
Anglicans presented three options for The 
Cathedral.  These were a Restoration, a 
Traditional (Replica) or a Contemporary 
(Modern) design.  The Replica option 
looking similar to The Cathedral.  A cynic 
would easily see that they added the 
Replica option to split and confuse people,  
reducing the chance of clear support for 
Restoration.  They published these options 
on their website and asked for votes.  They 
also held two well attended public forums.  
As I was at both, I know that the mood was 
for Restoration, plus a bit of anger.  I think 
that these forums were likely to have been 
a way for the Anglicans to explain the 
options rather than to sincerely gather and 
use the feedback.  Several months later, 
the Anglicans announced they would 
continue along their original path, that of 
the Modern design.  They said website 
voting had favoured this, though adding 
that other factors were involved. 

 From the outset, The Press presented 
news coverage, opinion pieces, and a 
variety of design concepts for The 
Cathedral, some being quite outlandish.   

They occasionally published a self-selecting poll seeking views from the public.  The 
Anglicans' website poll was also self-selecting.  The Press polls showed most people did not 
want a Modern Cathedral.  Most favoured Restoration ahead of other options.  The voting in 
these polls was often disturbed though by the presence the Replica option, which some 
people probably took to represent retention of the Cathedral.  To clear up the confusion, the 
GCBT wisely hired Colmar-Brunton to independently seek the truth.  Their results showed 
that people favoured a Restored rather than a Modern Cathedral, and that many people had 
been confused by the information from the Anglicans and also perhaps from the media.  This 
poll is the only independent gauge of public views taken on The Cathedral. 

 

Doubtful Reasons  During and before this legal, design and polling activity, the Anglicans 
had given a sequence of reasons why they "had to" demolish The Cathedral.  They gave 
reasons of safety, followed by cost, then of technical difficulty to not restore.  Even though 
only the Anglicans knew all the facts, the opposition groups were able to show that these 
statements were false, or at least, very doubtful.  All this was presented and debated publicly 
in The Press.  Absurdly then, the Anglicans fell back on this: "The Cathedral's layout is not 

The Cathedral - as we hope to see it again



suitable for our modern activities".  They complained that some columns were blocking 
views.  Only happens with a packed house! And sadly, this is a rare occurrence in modern 
times. 
 

Start of the End Game?  By mid 2014, a quiet has descended.  The Anglicans are 
expected to ask Heritage NZ for permission to demolish prior to building their Modern 
design.  But nothing comes from them.  Then, in mid March 2015 they announced they were 
looking at the Miles Warren version of the Replica option, though still keen on the Modern 
option.  So, what is the Miles Warren design? It is a new Cathedral, using modern materials, 
and designed to look like the Original Cathedral.  It is most accurately termed then, a 
"Modernised Replica".  Mr Warren proposed this at the time of the "Three Options" forums.  
It requires demolition of The Cathedral and is not a restoration.  Mr Warren presents it as an 
"improved" Cathedral, rather than a replica.  But still, the Anglicans did not ask Heritage NZ 
for permission to demolish.  Are they waiting for something to save them? Why else would 
they delay asking for this ? 
 

Deteriorating Cathedral  It is the beginning of March 2015.  Let's look at The Cathedral as 
she waits in The Square.  She stands firm, having shouldered off the many aftershocks.  The 
roof remains true 
and intact, and the 
east side looks like 
no earthquake had 
ever come there.  
It is only the 
cracks on the 
north and south 
walls and the large 
opening where the 
west wall used to 
be that signal she 
stands alone, 
unprotected and 
unrepaired by her 
owners.  

The Anglican's lack of care for her tells us that they want the option of Restoration to slink 
away like you'd want gone a thin mongrel dog, his heels loping away behind a nearby weed 
fringed, grafittied and broken concrete-block wall.  This is telling.  To keep the Restoration 
option open, from the point of view of good sense at least, should have seen them providing 
basic weather protection to the exposed west face - from the outset !  This once beautiful 
aspect is ugly now, and the opening allows weather and pigeons free access to relentlessly 
degrade the dank inside.  The Anglicans' treasures patiently await there...  to see the light of 
a day...  a day free from damp pigeon shit. 

 
 

Offers to Protect Rejected  In early March 2015, Geoffrey Rathbun presented to the 
Anglicans a detailed $65,000 plan to cover off the west face, essentially protecting The 
Cathedral from further damage, and at no cost to The Anglicans.  This should have been 
done years ago, but no one can say how much longer The Cathedral will remain there 
exposed in The Square.  So it would not be a wasted effort, and as you will read, there are 
some seriously good hidden benefits to his proposal.  Geoffrey is a mechanical engineer and 
has energetically helped the restoration groups from the outset.  In 2014, to get closer to the 
average Joe, he set up "Keep The Cathedral" - Street Campaign and got results.   

He realised that by covering off the west wall, the degradation would be essentially halted, 
and The Cathedral would look much better from The Square.  It would lift everyone! Our 
battered civic pride would be regained a bit.  It could have been up within two months.  The 
strong steel panels would also have helped in removal of the remains of the west wall and 
the still intact western porch.  This particular removal work needed to be done regardless of 
the path forward. 
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Most importantly though, he saw that 
the initiative would have started a 
cooperative effort, with real useful work 
happening on The Cathedral.  A unique 
and powerful thing would be alive.  Reality 
based dialogue would be sparked.  
Perhaps allowing a happy solution to form?  

The Anglican's reaction to this kind offer 
would be important to observe, and dare I 
say would provide a chance to judge.  
Sorry, but they are the central player and 
cannot avoid this.  Historically, they, 
amongst other Churches too, have been 
our spiritual leaders.  Naturally, virtuous 
leadership was expected.  Would they do 
the right thing ?  

Six weeks later, exactly at the end of 
the proposal's validity, the Anglicans 
rejected it, saying they were "working on a 
permanent solution".  Given the 
unpredictable altitude the "The Cathedral's 
Future" has flown since the earthquakes, 
their statement was of dubious truthfulness.   

Strangely, during this period, The Press chose not to 
cover this important and unique story.  But they were fully 
informed.  What they did though was to publish a mini-
avalanche of pieces (2 front page articles, a supportive 
editorial, 3 extra images, and an extended "Cathedral Letters" 
editorial) promoting the Miles Warren Replica and debate 
about it.  Thankfully, my proposal was beautifully presented 
by The Star and interviews were aired on national and local 
radio.  One could safely say that The Press might have easily 
replaced one of the Miles Warren articles with my story and 
still have deluged the public with Miles Warren.   

About a month later, The Press published a prominent 
story about another "covering off" proposal.  This one was 
presented to the Anglicans by the RCC group.  And good on 
them too !  Their proposal was probably similar to my earlier 
one.  My proposal was mentioned in passing by a sentence in 
that story.  

 
               ................................................................... 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

One might not then be surprised to hear that Geoffrey is talking with the NZ Press council 
about what appears to be a lack of "balnce" and "fairness" at The Press.  This issue is pre 
yours sincerely   Geoffrey Rathbun, B.E.(Mech), M.E. (Mech),   

    Organiser of "Keep the Cathedral" - Street Campaign 
    Ilam, Christchurch 
    www.keepthecathedral.wordpress.com 
    4th of June, 2015 
anced and fair coverage from the media is crucial to help 
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