Blast victim to seek damages
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A Nelson man severely burned in a gas explosion "feels sorry" for a Takaka gasfitter charged over the blast and is planning to seek "substantial" compensation.

Ron Clark suffered burns to his face, legs and arms in the 2009 Milton Street Fish and Chip Cafe explosion.

Gasfitter Paul Gee has been found not guilty of allegations relating to the explosion but the Plumbers, Gasfitters and Drainlayers Board did find him guilty of "professional shortcomings and unacceptable conduct" relating to work on a house in Malvern Ave, Atawhai.

"I never thought the guy was guilty," Mr Clark said. "This was an institutional problem."

It was "rude" the board "went after the guy at the street level", he said. "I felt really sorry for Gee. He was definitely the scapegoat."

Mr Clark reopened his takeaway business six months after the explosion and then sold it. Insurance only paid for part of the rebuild, he said. "By the time we finished building the shop our debt per income ratio was too close. We just had to get out."

The whole ordeal had left them $200,000 out of pocket and they'd been living on a boat for the last year waiting for a conclusion to Mr Gee's case.

Mr Clark will be seeking legal advice about where to direct his compensation claim in light of the board's decision.

"I just feel the whole thing was caused by someone else and we were just the victim."

Board deputy registrar Kern U'ren said the not guilty finding didn't preclude civil action being taken against Mr Gee. "It doesn't mean there isn't a case to be considered in a Civil Court. A Civil Court has a wider jurisdiction.

"No doubt the board going forward will have a review of its process and whether or not the appropriate investigation was undertaken and all that sort of stuff but that's not part of this particular matter."

A statement issued by the board yesterday said Mr Gee incorrectly installed a gas water heater by not allowing sufficient clearance between it and an openable window in the Malvern Ave house.

"Mr Gee is not a mere plumber as he referred to himself, but an experienced gasfitter. For a practitioner of Mr Gee's status, these applied professional shortcomings are seen as being very serious and his conduct unacceptable."

Mr Gee, a former Allgas employee, claimed the certification documents for the work at Milton St had been forged but the board didn't accept this.

It found additional gasfitting work had been carried out at the store which, together with the intervening explosion, may have considerably altered the original installation. "For this reason, the board finds Mr Gee did not carry out gasfitting work contrary to regulation."

Mr Gee has been working in New Plymouth for the last couple of months, having been unable to get work locally as a result of the charges. This has caused him to be separated from his wife and two children, and he said the case has devastated his family.

"It really needs a public inquiry. I tried to warn about something for two to three years before the explosion and I was totally ignored."

Mr Gee plans to appeal the decision, in the hope it will see a truly independent body hear his case. "I'll represent myself if I have to."

Mr U'ren was unapologetic for the charges that Mr Gee had faced, and the impact it had had on his life. "It's a due process that has to be followed just like any other tribunal or court of law. That's what it takes."

The Plumbers, Gasfitters and Drainlayers Federation is petitioning for a royal commission of inquiry into the board.

Mr U'ren said three members of the board, including its chairwoman and deputy chair, were replaced by the Government this week after coming to the end of their three-year term.

Building and Construction Minister Maurice Williamson yesterday refused to discuss the issue with the Nelson Mail.

Nelson MP Nick Smith, having previously accused the board of making Mr Gee a scapegoat, said he didn't think an inquiry was needed.

"The Government is very focused on trying to tidy the show up. I'm prepared to give the new board a fair go."

Dr Smith said he hoped Mr Gee could return to the region and his business.

"He needs to consult with lawyers as to whether there's anything available for him seeking redress."

The board is yet to consider what penalties Mr Gee should face. He could be censored, fined, suspended or deregistered.
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