
X14 nzherald.co.nz | The New Zealand Herald | Thursday, March 27, 2025

P
A
nzherald.co.nz/business

Supercharging
the city

Wednesday,
March 26, 2025

P
h

o
to

 / 
M

ic
h

ae
l C

ra
ig

 

Convention Centre 
raring to go

‘Power broking’ 
Auckland’s future 
and why it deserves 
a ‘city deal’

City Rail Link’s 
‘final whistle’

Politicians, plans 
and projects 



B2 nzherald.co.nz | The New Zealand Herald | Wednesday, March 26, 2025

PROJECT AUCKLAND2025

Time to accelerate Auckland’s growth
Top Cabinet Ministers have their say on Auckland
InfrastructureMinister Chris Bishop
will front the annual Project Auckland
luncheon at the Northern Club today
on Government plans to accelerate
Auckland’s growth.
TheMinister’s address will be live on
nzherald.co.nz/business at 12.30pm.

Hewill be introduced byHerald
Editor-in-Chief Murray Kirkness who
will moderate a Q&A session.
They will be followed byMinister for
Auckland Simeon Brown who is the
city’s champion at the Cabinet table.

Murray Kirkness will then
join Project Auckland Editor
Fran O’Sullivan and Auckland
Business Chamber CEO
Simon Bridges to unpack the
Cabinet Ministers’ comments.
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Inside Success for Auckland
— that’s the deal

City needs to fulfil its potential as NZ’s economic powerhouse

It’s time for theCoalition
Government tobackAuckland’s
call for a regional or city deal—
and importantly implement it in

double-quick time.
Aswe report today, there’s strong

support for thedeal— thenext step
inAuckland fulfilling its potential as
NewZealand’s economicpowerhouse.

AucklandCouncil submittedan
extensiveproposal that detailed the
region’smajor prioritieswith the
potential to increaseNewZealand’s
grossdomestic product (GDP)by3-7%.

PhilWilson, chief executiveof
AucklandCouncil, says it’s time to stop
theparochial argument that somehow
investment inAucklandcomesat a
cost toother regions in thecountry.

“Actually, investment inAuckland is
to thenational advantagebecause
NewZealandneedsaglobally
competitive cityof scale that provides
thenextgenerationwithbusiness and
employmentopportunities.”

Wilson is right.
His thesis is backedupby the

Committee forAuckland.
As thecommitteenotes,Minister for

Auckland, SimeonBrownhas signalled
stronger collaborationbetween
central and local government.
Similarly,Housing, Infrastructureand
TransportMinister Chris Bishophas
outlinedurbandevelopment and
transport priorities forAuckland.

“These statements and initiatives
arewelcome, but theydonot yetmeet
the scale of thechallengeorof the
opportunity,” the committee says.

“Individual initiatives, usually

portfolio-driven, arewhatbothcentral
and local players havebrought to the
Aucklandproject in the last 15 years.

“Weknownow that, nomatter how
significant they individually are, they
are likely to continue tobe inadequate.
Over the last 15 yearsno such similar
projectshavehelpedAucklandmove
ahead, relative to its competition.

“ForAuckland tomove forward, a
NewAucklandAgenda is needed.”

As thePrimeMinister toldProject
Auckland in2024, “for too long
Aucklandershavebeen soldavision
of their city asone that accepts
infrastructure fallingapart, congestion
worsening, health andeducation in
decline, violent crimecommonplace
onour streets, and thedreamof
owningyourownhomegetting further
outof reach.”

His visionwas for a city that is
“wealthier, healthier, andmore
connected tounlock its potential.”

A citywithdeepanddecisive
collaborationbetweencentral and
local government, that does the
everydaybasicswell andbuilds a
strong foundation for futuregrowth
andopportunities.

There is constructive tension
between theGovernment andcityhall.

Butwhen it comes tomakingcritical
investmentdecisionsaffecting
Auckland theGovernmentholds the
cards.

It’s now time to share thepower.
ProjectAucklandwas launched in

November2006aspart of aNew
ZealandHerald leadership campaign.

Auckland’s thenpowerbrokersgot

together anddetermined itwas time
put anend toadeeply fragmented
metropolis, rivenwith rivalries
between thevariousmayors andcities
comprisingAuckland.

Wesupported thecampaign for
Auckland tobeaSuperCity.

Thebackstory is telling:Major
opportunitieshadbypassedadeeply
fragmentedAuckland, rivenwith
rivalriesbetweenmayors andcities—
thenpart of thewidermetropolis.

A typical examplewasAuckland’s
failure toget onboardwhenHelen
Clark’s LabourGovernmentoffered to
facilitate a spankingnewsports
stadiumon thewaterfront in time for
the2011 RugbyWorldCup.

Rival city bossesdisagreed. The
offer languished.

Aswe reported in2024, aworking
grouphasbeenstudying rival
proposals tobuild either anew
stadiumon thewaterfront,which
wouldbring thousandsofpeople into
downtown, or anexpansionof Eden
Park.

We’re stillwaiting.
Thepace is underwhelming.
TheSuperCity turns 15 this year.
It’s time for celebrationbut also

time to lift the tempo for thenext 15
years.

Enjoy the report.

FranO’Sullivan
ExecutiveEditor
ProjectAuckland



Light at the end of the tunnel
The machine tunnelling
New Zealand’s longest

wastewater tunnel -
the Central Interceptor

- will reach its final
destination this Friday.

Running for 16.2kms
from Herne Bay to
Māāngere Bridge, it
promises to deliver

cleaner beaches
and waterways in
central Auckland.

Final breakthrough this Friday

Find out more: watercare.co.nz
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Forging a better partnership

Simeon Brown sees
an opportunity for
central and local
governments to
workmore
closely together

Our deals over
Watercare and Auckland
Transport act as insights
into what regional deals
could be. They are not

full regional deals, they’re
not wide-ranging, but
they demonstrate the

kind of opportunities that
could exist within

regional deals across the
country.

Simeon Brown

Simeon Browne and Auckland mayor Wayne Brown at a press conference on
changes to Auckland Transport in central Auckland last year.

A s theMinister for Auckland,
Simeon Brown sees his role
as making sure the key
issues facing the city are

addressed at a national level in Cabi-
net. It also means advocating for
those issues across other ministerial
portfolios.

“A third of the population lives
here. It is a huge part of the economy
— 38% of GDP. It’s our international
city,” he told the Herald.

“My job is to ensure we deliver
what Auckland needs, so it can con-
tinue to grow and have a prosperous
future for those people who choose
to call this part ofNewZealandhome.”

There’s a national context here:
“Enabling Auckland's growth is fun-
damental to our government's wider
agenda of growing the economy. We
know that whatmatters for Auckland
matters for New Zealand.

“That's why the Prime Minister

appointed me as Minister for Auck-
land. It's to ensure we've got a joined-
up, co-ordinated approach to the key
issues facing Auckland.

“That means economic growth, re-
storing law and order, delivering pub-
lic services and infrastructure, all of
those are critical, not just for Auck-
land, but for New Zealand.”

This means working with Auck-
land Mayor Wayne Brown.

Both Mayor Brown and Minister
Brown say they have a great working
relationship. They have successfully
negotiated a series of major issues in
the nearly 18 months since he be-

came Minister for Auckland, includ-
ing a deal on Watercare.

“We managed to secure long-term
investment in Auckland’s water infra-
structure. It’s one of the reasons Ghel-
la, the company building the Central
Interceptor wastewater project and
digging major tunnels under the city,
decided to keep its tunnelling mach-
ine inNewZealand.We’ve given them
confidence that there’s a pipeline of
water infrastructure work.”

Another area where the minister
worked with the mayor was on
reforms to Auckland Transport. “The
deal we made will enable Auckland

Council and the government to work
more closely on the long-term infra-
structure plan needed for transport
in the city. It means giving Auckland
Council much more say over trans-
port outcomes.

The two haven’t agreed on every-
thing. One point of contention was
Brown’s decision to remove theAuck-
land Regional fuel tax.

He says: “That was a commitment
we made in the election campaign.
It provides relief to Aucklanders
when they fill up at the pump. The
mayor and I have different views on
that, but we continue to build on the
relationship and deliver where we
can.”

The transport portfolio was trans-
ferred to Chris Bishop in the Prime
Minister’s recent Cabinet reshuffle to
give Brown sufficient leeway to con-
centrate on his new and very hefty
portfolio — Health.

In his role as Local Government

Minister, Brown announced in Nov-
ember that all regions had been
invited to submit proposals andwork
with government to agree on 30-year
visions and 10-year plans as part of
a regional deal process.

He says the goal is tounlockecono-
mic growth, productivity, housing
and infrastructure opportunities in
the regions. “We’ve said we’ll negoti-
ate at least one deal by the end of
the year.

“Auckland Council has put for-
ward a proposal. Cabinet will con-
sider it and decide which region will
negotiate the first deal.”

Brown sees this as an opportunity
for central and local governments to
work more closely together on pro-
jects that will move the dial. Both
central and local governments have
funding and regulatory tools they can
bring to the table, but he says the
question is how the two can work
together in partnership.

“Our deals over Watercare and
Auckland Transport act as insights
into what regional deals could be.
They are not full regional deals,
they’re not wide-ranging, but they
demonstrate the kind of opportun-
ities that could exist within regional
deals across the country.”

The Minister for Auckland role is
a new Cabinet portfolio.

Brown says that after more than
seven years as a member of Parlia-
ment for an Auckland electorate, the
newrolehas givenhimgreater insight
into the issues facing the entire re-
gion, the challenges of delivering for
the entire city and what that means
for the nation.

Labour has recently appointed
Carmel Sepuloni to the shadowAuck-
land portfolio.

Project
Auckland
Bill Bennett
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Glass half-full, half-empty
year ahead for Auckland

Aucklandersmust
remainmotivated
to domore and fill
our cup up

When the cities of
Australia have nearly all

roofed their tennis
stadiums and are

attracting international
events they didn’t used
to as a result, us staying

still is in fact going
backwards and puts our
Summer ASB Classic at

risk.

The Prime Minister should guarantee one-third of the cost of roofing the Auckland Tennis Centre stadium — if
Auckland can find the rest.

I t’s going tobeaglasshalf-full,
half-emptyyearahead for
AucklandandNewZealand
businesses.

Atone level, I’venodoubtwewill
end theyearbetter thanwestarted,
outof recession, due to severalmacro
factors.

First, theeffect of interest rates
continuing to fallwillmakea
significantdifference.

Myroughdiagnosis ofmuchofour
malaise in the last yearormore is that
businessesandhouseholdshave
beenentirely squeezedandcash
strappedbyhigher costs and lower
cash levels.

Lower interest ratesobviously
reallyhelpwith this as,whetherwe
area shopon thehigh streetor a
regular Joeor Joannepayingoff a
loan,weall have lower repayments
tomakeandmoredisposable income.

Second, againat ahelicopter level,
is our lowdollar against the
greenback.

Thereareprobablyplentyof
reasonswhy farming inNewZealand
is goingbetter—actually reallywell
— right now.But a lowdollarhas to
be rightnear the top,meaningmore
competitivepricingbyus
internationallyand thusmore sales
andbettermargins forusathome.

The funds from thiswill over time
slosharoundour economy intomore
investmentandconsumer spending
in regionalNewZealand, andalso
moregoing intoouronebig city
whether that’s at large services firms
oronaweekendaway towatch the
rugbyoraconcert.

Look slightlybeyondand thereare
other “game-changers” coming.

SkyCity’s conventioncentrewill
beabigdeal,meaninghundreds
more jobs and thousandsmore
domestic and international tourists in
our city centre.

TheCityRail Link,which I am
biasedabout as akeyprogenitorof

theproject,will alsobemassive.
Evenwitha few teething issues, it

willmake formuchmoreefficient
Auckland travel andwill bring
welcomecommercial rejuvenation
around the impressive stationsat
AoteaSquare, just offKRoad, andat
MtEden.

But thereare also reasons tonote
that theglass is still half empty.

Thesepositives Ihavementioned
areoff thebackof avery lowstarting
pointof recessionandpoor
sentiment.

Moreover, ongoingOfficial Cash
Ratecuts andour lowdollar are
evidenceofhowweak thingshave
been.

Noone shouldbepatting
themselveson thebackover these
matters; theyarehardly
accomplishments.

Instead,weneed to remain
motivated todomoreand fill our cup
up, if not tooverflowinganytime real
soon, at least to fuller than it is.

Mydiscussionswithmany in
Aucklandbusiness andwider
communitypoint to at least a couple
ofways toachieve this.

Governmentandbusinessneed to
act swiftly andboldly inkeysectors
—with government reforming them
andbusiness stepping into them
again in abigwayandmaking them
hum.The sectors I have inmindare

ones Ihavewrittenabout for the
Heraldbefore— tourismand
international educationwhichare
both lowhanging fruit andcanadd
billionsmore intoour region.

Our target shouldn’t simplybe to
get back topre-Covid levelshere
(though thiswouldbea start) but to
well exceed the revenuemade from
those times.

This sectorial approach isn’t about
“pickingwinners” but instead
focusingwherequickest gains canbe
achieved.

Longer termwemust continue
pushing inon sectors suchasour

technologyand innovation
industries, ouruniversities, andalso
ourcultural sector.

Thesecanbebigdriversof growth,
and theway forward is to continue
clearingaway regulatoryhurdles, to
support and incentivisewhere
practical, and to foster collaborative
modelswhether this be in the form
ofphysical hubsormorevirtual.

Finally,weat theAuckland
BusinessChamberhavealsobeen
thinkingaheapabout energy,
transport (water is also significant),
andourmajor events infrastructure.

Congestion is unproductiveandso
finishing thenetworkand then
pricing itmustbe right. In energy,we
needmoreabundant supply,more
affordably.

A 10-pointplan theChamberput
forward lastmonthpoints to the
reforms required toensure this, as
well as the industryand tech (think
datacentres,AI andmore) thatwill
beenabled to growasa result.

All the talkof stadiums for events
canbewearying.

The realist inmedoesn’t seeany
government stumpingupbillions for
anythingentirelynewwhen they
haven’t finishedour roadsorother
morebasic infrastructureyet.

Weshould, however, keep
chippingawayon this andonesmall
startwouldbe roofing theAuckland
TennisCentreonStanleyStreet (the
ManukaDoctorArena).

When thecities ofAustraliahave
nearlyall roofed their tennis
stadiumsandareattracting
international events theydidn’t used
toasa result, us staying still is in fact
goingbackwards andputsour
SummerASBClassic at risk.

Theanswer to raise the
inconsequential $14million for the
roof is simple.

OurPrimeMinister should
guaranteea thirdof the funding if
Aucklandcan raise the rest. In terms
of thatother two thirds, local
government, business and
philanthropicAuckland thenall need
to stepup.

Progress suchason this roofmay
seemsmall beer butwouldbe
meaningful in termsof economic
impact for thecity.

Itwouldalsomean thatwhen it
rains inTamaki, noonewouldgetwet
at the tenniswhile theglasswould
certainlybemore thanhalf full.

● SimonBridges is CEOof the
AucklandBusinessChamber.
● AucklandBusinessChamber is an
advertising sponsor of theHerald’s
ProjectAuckland report.
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Asian business leaders can help
unlock Auckland’s economic potential
Auckland ‘needs to engagewith Asian business groups and integrate their perspectives into city-wide economic strategies’

If wewant to drive
economic growth, we
need to listen to and

involve Asian business
leadersmore in decision-

making ... their insights
and global networks are

key to Auckland’s
success.

Lisa Li

We are part of the Asia-
Pacific region, and our
economic future is tied
to Asia. Auckland’s role

as a bridge between New
Zealand and Asia is

critical, and leveraging
the relationships of Asian

business leaders can
enhance trade and

investment.

Sameer HandaSameer Handa with former Black Caps captain Ross Taylor on the Prime
Minister’s 2025 Indian mission.

N ew Zealand’s largest city is
home to a large and rapidly
increasing Asian popula-
tion, butwould benefit from

greater input from its Asian business
community, say Lisa Li and Sameer
Handa.

Li, ChinaTravelmanagingdirector,
and Handa, an advisor to the Asia
New Zealand Foundation, agree the
cityneeds toutilise its rapidly increas-
ing Asian community to help shape
the economic landscape.

But thewider business community
fails to recognise the valuable contri-
bution Asian business leaders can
provide and they remain under-rep-
represented in key decision-making
roles.

The pair argue greater recognition
of Asian businesses leaders is re-
quired to spark fresh opportunities
and strengthen Auckland’s position
as an international hub for business.

“Auckland has the largest Asian
population in New Zealand, and
Asian business leaders offer invalu-
able insights and networks that can
strengthen our city’s economic resili-
ence,” says Li. “However, their voices
often go unheard, and their expertise
remains underutilised.”

Handa says the days of New Zea-
land primarily aligning with Europe
are behind us: “We are part of the
Asia-Pacific region, andour economic
future is tied to Asia.

“Auckland’s role as a bridge bet-
weenNewZealandandAsia is critical,
and leveraging the relationships of
Asian business leaders can enhance
trade and investment.

“With over three billion people in
China and India alone, the opportun-
ities for trade and export growth are
enormous.”

Handa, who was a business deleg-
ate in the Prime Minister’s recent
mission to India, says New Zealand
needs to position itself strategically to
tap into thesemarkets, not just for tra-
ditional goods but also in emerging
sectors such as infrastructure, avia-
tion, and technology.

He emphasised the broader signifi-
cance of exports for New Zealand’s
economy: “We are a country of
around five million people. For us to
do well as a country, we need to
export more. That's where Asia
provides us a much bigger market.

“China and India alone are three
billion people out of eight billion in
the world. So those are massive
markets, including premiummarkets
like Japan and South Korea, where
we can get good prices for our pro-
ducts.”

The untapped potential of Asia
business isn’t just about trade.

“Many Asian countries have sub-
stantial funds that they could invest
in Auckland if we make a compelling
case for why our city is a safe and
stable place to invest,” he adds.

Tourism focus
Li stresses Auckland needs to main-
tain its status as an international
business and tourism destination.
“The city needs to actively bid for
global events and invest inmarketing
itself as a prime destination for busi-
ness and leisure. If we cut marketing
budgets, we risk fading into the back-
ground,” she says.

They believe many of the city’s
Asian business leaders feel sidelined

in Auckland’s policy-making and
business development discussions.

Auckland Business Chamber is ac-
tively engaged with the city’s Asian
business community and Tātaki
Auckland Unlimited is dedicated to
fostering a vibrant business environ-
ment that includes support for Asian
enterprises.

But as Li notes, there is a distinct
lack of Asian directors on Auckland-
based company boards where their
input could make a vast difference
to bridging gaps.

“There are already established
Asian business associations doing in-
credible work, but they need more
support,” she says. “Auckland needs
to actively engage with these groups,
recognise their initiatives, and inte-
grate their perspectives into city-wide
economic strategies.”

Another key issue is lack of visibi-
lity. “Asian business leaders often fly
under the radar,” says Handa.

“They are doing outstanding work,
but mainstream media and business
forums don’t highlight their contri-
butions enough. If Auckland wants to
strengthen its global competitiveness,
wemustdoabetter jobof showcasing
these leaders and their achieve-
ments. As Lisa mentioned, there are
many networks and associations fo-
cused on Asian businesses and Asian
leaders.”

He points to associations like New
Zealand Asian Leaders, the Asean
Business Council, Asia New Zealand

Foundation, and the Asia advisory
board recently set up by the Auck-
land Business Chamber.

Overcoming challenges
Existing challenges including the high
cost of living, talentmigration and un-
derdeveloped infrastructure are a
threat to the city’s growth, he says.

“The past 18months have been the
toughest we’ve seen in a long time,”
he explains. “The high cost of doing
business, coupled with skilled profes-

sionals moving to Australia, is creat-
ing a brain drain that could take years
to recover from.”

He says it is critically important to
invest in infrastructure. “We need to
build aworld-class city. Adirect trans-
port link between the airport and city
should be a priority and improving
infrastructure will boost productivity
and make Auckland more attractive
to global investors.”

Li concurs: “Auckland has the pot-
ential to be an international metro-

politandestination, not just a gateway
to the rest of New Zealand. But right
now, confidence is low. Many resta-
urants and businesses are shutting
down, and the tourism sector is suf-
fering. We need investment and mar-
keting to rebuild the momentum we
had before Covid-19.”

“If we want to drive economic
growth, we need to listen to and
involve Asian business leaders more
in decision-making. Their insights
and global networks are key to Auck-
land’s success.”

SameerHanda
MNZM
Chair: Bank of India (NZ).
SameerHanda is themanaging
directorofGlowbalNZLtdand
Three60ConstructionLtd.He
chairsBankof India (NZ) Ltd, is an
advisor to theAsiaNewZealand
Foundation, andhas contributed to
multiple tradedelegations toAsia.
Sameerholds amechanical
engineeringdegree andanMBA
fromSydneyUniversity.

Lisa Li
Managing Director, China
Travel
Originally fromChina, LisaLi
moved toNewZealand in 1998.
ShehasaMasters in International
Business from theUniversityof
Auckland, leadsChinaTourism
Group’sNewZealandbranch, sits
onmultiple advisoryboards, and
has servedas SecretaryGeneral of
theChineseChamberof
Commerce for 20years.
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Inspiration from public transport nirvana
Amonth back
from Japan and I’m
still fizzing, writes
Viv Beck

When it gets youwhere
you need to go

affordably, public
transport is great. It’s had
a bad rap here but when
the City Rail Link finally

opens next year, we
don’t have amoment to

waste waiting for a return
on this huge investment

of public money.

W ecircledhalf of Japan
usingonlypublic trans-
port andourown legs to
get around.Wesawtiny

kids getting themselves to school
alone inbig cities.And it’s soclean.

It’s easy to think thegrass is
greeneronholidaybut it surewas
good to get aroundsoeasily and to
feel so safe—dayandnight—with
somuch to seeanddo.

If a train isdue todepart at 9.32am
andarrive at 11.16am, it does, to the
minute, every time.

Onecardgets youonevery type
ofpublic transport—bullet trains
(phenomenal at 320km/h), ferries,
buses, express and local trains.

When it gets youwhereyouneed
togoaffordably, public transport is
great. It’s hadabad rapherebutwhen
theCityRail Link finallyopensnext
year,wedon’t haveamoment to
wastewaiting for a returnon this
huge investmentofpublicmoney.

The soonerpeople jumponboard
andmake themostof improved
servicesand faster journey times, the
better.Morepeopleoff the region’s
roadswill help easecongestion.This
will helpdrivegrowthand
productivityandbringmorepeople
back to thecity centre, not just to
workbut for recreationyoucan’t get
elsewhere.Wewant it tobean
enjoyable, accessibleplace for
Aucklanders andvisitors alike.

Morepeople addscale,which
helpspeople feel safer. Tokyo is
incredible: thedensestpopulation in
theworldwith 37millionpeopleand
dubbed the safest city in theworld.

Increasedpolicehavehelped
people to feel saferhere too.We’re
expectingmore; thenewpolice
stationwill behalfwaybetween the
waterfront andKarangahapeRoad,
and rightby the train station tipped
tobe thebusiest in thecountry.

Rejuvenation is happening
Apersonwho raisedconcernsabout
theAucklandcity centre stoppedme
in the street recently to sayhecan
seegreenshoots.

He’s right.Andwhile thereare
areaswheredevelopment is further
advanced, like thewaterfront,

rejuvenation is happening inother
places too.

TakeVulcanLane.Aheritagegem
located just offQueenStreet. It has
ahistoryof outdoordiningoutside
pubs likeTheOccidental. Recentlya
fewnewbusinesseshaveopened,
and it hasbeena joy to seedayafter
day, night after night, people spilling
outonboth sidesof the lane— from
QueenStreet through to thehistoric
O’Connell Street.

LorneStreet alsohasanewspring
in its step,withavibrant, diverse
offering that is populardayandnight.

Ourdiversity is apointof
difference.Over the last fewyears,
we’vebeenofferingwalking toursof
someof theethniceateries that
peoplemaynot knowabout.We’re
ecstatic to seepeople coming from

around the region, somereturning
againandagain for these tours.

Withamandate to support
business,wehavebeenconcerned
that somedecisionshavebeen
counter-productive to rejuvenation,
suchasnot allowingdrop-offs and
taxis through theAoteaArtsQuarter
inQueenStreet. Ifwehadmillionsof
people living closebyand
impeccablepublic transport like
Japan for thosewhodon’t, the impact
wouldnothavebeensomarked.

Nowweare comingout theother
sideof adecadeof construction,we
need tokeepevolvingasaplace that
is ripe formoreapartment living,
student life, tourists, arts andculture.
Evenwith theCRL,wewon’t have
Japan’s infrastructure, butwecan
andwill increasinglybeavibrant
place that attracts people to spend
timehere.

Growth is just the tonic
Morepeople,morebusiness,more
events,more investment—growth is
thenumberonepriority rightnow.

Wecontinue to stress theneed for
customersand suppliers to get
aroundandalso for investors,
including thosewilling to repurpose
oldbuildings fornewuses.

Importantly, growthneeds
cohesiveandpurposeful leadership
across thepolitical spectrum,
alongside theprivateandsocial
sector, to get thebest returnonall
the investment todateand toattract
more.

The sumof growingpartswill
createavibrant, safe 24/7
internationalplace thatdeliversmore
than20%ofAuckland’sGDP.
● Heart of theCity is anadvertising
sponsor of theHerald’s Project
Auckland report.

B6 nzherald.co.nz | The New Zealand Herald | Wednesday, March 26, 2025



nzherald.co.nz | The New Zealand Herald | Wednesday, March 26, 2025 B7

PROJECT AUCKLAND2025

Nine events booked for 15,500 people
at NZ International Convention Centre

NZICC numbers

32,500
sqm of floor space, divisible into 33
meeting areas;

6674
sqm ofmulti-purpose hall space;

3000
people theatre, exhibition or dinner
space

2700
people pre-function capacity

3150
people convention capacity

4000
people one-off events capacity

938
SkyCity hotel rooms, connected via
Hobson and Federal St airbridges;
The Grand by SkyCity, SkyCity Hotel,
Horizon by SkyCity linked to NZICC.

2700
sqm ofmeeting space, configured
for up to 33 events:

10
restaurants within a 10-minute walk;

8000
hotel rooms, dining precincts,
shopping, entertainment within 20
minutes’ walk.

Upcoming events:
1. International Coral Reef Symposium, July 2026: estimated 2500 people;
2. International Society forMicrobial Ecology, August 2026: estimated 1700
people;
3. International No-Dig, September 2026: estimated 800 people;
4. The International Confederation of Principals Convention, September 2026:
estimated 1600 people;
5. Federation of Asian andOceania PestManagers Associations Conference,
November 2026: estimated 2200 people;
6. International Dairy FederationWorld Dairy Summit, November 2026:
estimated 1500 people;
7. International Association for Educational & Vocational Guidance Conference,
November 2026: estimated 1200 people;
8. World Congress on Public Health, April 2028: estimated 2000 people;
9. IEEE International Geoscience and Remote Sensing Symposium, July 2028:
estimated 2000 people.

Estimated economic
impact
The upcoming publicly announced
events are expected to deliver

$34m
and approximately

92,000
visitor nights to the region.
If all future bids in progress for
NZICC are successful, these will have
an additional estimated economic
impact of

$37.7m
and

87,000
estimated visitor nights

Top: Around 15,500 people are already booked to
attend events at the NZICC. Above: Horizon by
SkyCity is between TVNZ and the NZICC. Inset Robert
Cullen, executive chef at the NZICC.

Photos / Michael Craig, Supplied

P est managers, school prin-
cipals, coral reef scientists,
dairy specialists, public
health officials and ecolo-

gists are some of the 15,500 people
already booked to attend nine conv-
entions and conferences at the New
Zealand International Convention
Centre.

As Fletcher Construction slogs the
final months on the $1 billion-plus
hub, the SkyCity casino, hotel and
restaurant business has been quietly
notching up bookings.

The numbers are huge. The first
event for coral reef experts is to bring
2500 to Auckland in one event alone.

Fletcher is due to finish its work
on the centre between Hobson St and
Nelson St at the end by June 30.

Then, SkyCity will begin the seven
months of intense commissioning
and preparation of its huge new ven-
ue, ready to open next February.

In a strong showing of early suc-
cess, a spokesman released to the
Herald details of all the events for the
first time, but said more than this will
be announced.

“These are the ones we can talk
about publicly,” the SkyCity spokes-
man said.

“We are still working through
bookings around opening, given the
announcement a couple of weeks
back, so are unable to announce our
first event at this time,” he said.

He was referring an earlier an-
nouncement from SkyCity setting the
opening date for February 2026.

SkyCity chief executive Jason
Walbridge said then: “The date is later
than we’d hoped but offers contin-
gency, as well as certainty for our
customers.

“We are thrilled to name February
2026 as the date we can open the
NZICC’s doors to the New Zealand
public and the world.”

The building would be a world-
class hub that would transform the
visitor and events economy in Aotea-
roa, Walbridge said.

Last month, the NZICC began unv-
eiling the food offering, at the Asia
Pacific Incentives and Meetings

Event, known as AIME, in Melbourne.
The business “shared a sneak peek

of its culinary identity at the hosted
buyer lunch on day one of the
tradeshow”, the NZICC said.

“This event offers a first taste of
NZICC’s food offerings, providing an
exclusive glimpse into the innovative
and sustainable dining experience
that will define New Zealand’s
premier convention centre. As Asia
Pacific’s leading trade event for the
meetings and events industry, AIME
provides the perfect platform for
NZICC to share a preview of its culi-
nary vision ahead of the building’s

completion later this year.”
Executive chef Robert Cullen is

overseeing theNZICC’s culinary oper-
ations.

“Michelin-trained, Cullen has
gained extensive experience fromhis
work across the United Kingdom,
Russia and Southeast Asia.

“Most recently, he provided his
culinary expertise for King Abdullah
II at the Royal Hashemite Palace in
Jordan,” the NZICC revealed.

In Melbourne, Cullen served a
signature lambdish andKiwi canapés
including Southland’s cheese rolls
and lamingtons.

Increased tourism revenue and
stronger global business connections
are being forecast when the NZICC
opens.

Lynda Keene, Tourism Export
Council chief executive, said that the
outlook for tourism was a mixed bag
and recovery “still has some way to
go”.

The council is forecasting the tour-
ism sector to lift nationally.

In the year to March 2026,
arrivals are forecast to

climb to 3.72 million,
which is 96% of pre-
pandemic actuals,
and by the year-
end of 2027, the
projection is for
3.95 million arri-
vals, (102% of pre-
pandemic levels).
Ken Pereira, Tā-

taki Auckland Un-
limited head of busi-

ness events, expects to
see strong numbers gen-

erated by the NZICC.
The Auckland Convention Bureau

— a specialist unit within Tātaki Auck-
land Unlimited — has examined the
economic impact for all business
events at the NZICC from next Feb-
ruary onwards.

The estimated economic impact to
Tāmaki Makaurau of the upcoming
publicly announced events at NZICC
is approximately $34m and expected
to deliver approximately 92,000 visi-
tor nights to the region, Pereira said.

Benefits from the announced
events (and the not yet publicised
ones) were put at approximately
$47.5m and are expected to deliver
126,000 visitor nights to the region.

“If all future bids in progress for
NZICC are successful, these will have
an additional estimated economic
impact of $37.7m and 87,000 estim-
ated visitor nights,” he said.

Business events such as confer-
ences, conventions and incentive
programmes, bring value to Auck-
land in many ways. That can be via
attendee and event spending on ac-
commodation, dining, transport, en-
tertainment and shopping.

This spending directly benefits lo-
cal businesses and contributes to the
overall economy of the region.

There were also benefits in terms
of cultural and knowledge exchange,
job creation and infrastructure de-
velopment, Pereira said.

Project
Auckland
Anne Gibson



PROJECT AUCKLAND2025

Smarter ways to fund the city’s future

Aucklanders are not
the Eftposmachine

of Auckland
Council. Wemust
demonstrate that

we are changing the
waywe do things to

operate as
efficiently as

possible.
Desley Simpson

DeputyMayor
Desley Simpson is
driving financial
sustainability

M anaging Auckland’s fin-
ances is a constant bal-
ancing act — funding es-
sential services and infra-

structure while keeping costs under
control.

With a growing population and
rising expenses, the challenge is
finding smarter ways to fund the
city’s future without overburdening
ratepayers.

Deputy Mayor Desley Simpson is
leading that effort. Chair of the Reve-
nue, Expenditure, andValue Commit-
tee, she continues to drive financial
sustainability while safeguarding the
services residents rely on.

Auckland Council’s total revenue
for 2024/25 is $7.9 billion,with around
35% coming from rates.

Simpson is determined to keep
that percentage low, maximising
revenue streams to reduce the coun-
cil’s reliance on rates.

“The Future Fund was established
at the end of last year with $1.3b from
the sale of airport shares. Due to a
higher price and lower fees, we rec-
eived approximately $31 million
more than anticipated,” she says.

“From the next financial year, the
Future Fundwill return around $68m
to council per year. That is $42m
more than the original $26m estim-
ated from holding the airport shares.”

Another key source of revenue is
Port of Auckland, expected to deliver
$1.1b in profits over the next 10 years.

“In 2023/24, the port delivered
$42m back to Council, and by 2027,
that figurewill rise to $110m. This kind
of profitability within the group helps

reduce our reliance on rates as a
revenue source.”

Over this financial year, Auckland
Council is working toward $66m in
additional savings, having already
achieved $43.2m of that, on top of
ongoing savings of $90m per year.

Simpson is clear that financial ef-
ficiency isn’t just about cutting costs
but about ensuring that every dollar
is spent wisely and delivers value for
ratepayers.

“We also need to prove to Auck-
landers that we can manage the de-
livery of projects well and deliver
value for money. Sadly, that’s not
always been the case.”

Simpson says council staff have
admitted they may have been “de-
sensitised to costs” in the past.

To address this, the council has
launched the Better Value Projects
programme, aimed at improving how
capital projects are procured and
executed.

“We have started by analysing
three projects: the Milford Beach
steps, Jubilee Bridge, and the Meola
Rd upgrade,” explains Simpson.

“In each case, staff acknowledged
that the projects could (and should)
have been delivered better.

“This is just the beginning. Every
meeting will continue to analyse pro-

jects across the council and its CCOs
until we reach a point where cost-
consciousness and efficiency are em-
bedded across all departments.

“Aucklanders are not the Eftpos
machine of Auckland Council. We
must demonstrate that we are chang-
ing the way we do things to operate
as efficiently as possible.”

Leadership and clear
communication
Simpson’s focus on financial sus-
tainability is aboutmore than just bal-
ancing the books; it’s about ensuring
Auckland is prepared for the chall-
enges ahead.

With a growing population, in-
creasing congestion, and the ever-
present risks of climate change, she
believes the cityneeds to thinkahead,
make smart investments, and com-
municate openly.

The Auckland Anniversary floods
in 2023 provided a stark reminder of
why proactive leadership is essential.

As the city faced one of its most
significant crises in recent memory,
Simpson was widely recognised for
her decisive and practical approach,
ensuring Aucklanders had the infor-
mation theyneededwhen itmattered
most.

That experience reinforced her be-
lief that strong leadership isn’t just
about making decisions, it’s about
bringing people along on the journey.

She says clearly articulating the
city’s long-term vision and ensuring
people understand the benefits of
today’s investments will be key to
shaping a thriving, sustainable future.

Major infrastructure projects like
the City Rail Link, transport initiatives
and resilience planning are all part of
ensuring Auckland remains a city
that works well not just today, but for
decades to come.

“One of the biggest challenges we
have as a city is helping people think
about the long-term, not just today.”

From congestion charging to new
urban developments, she believes it’s
crucial to show Aucklanders the big-
ger picture and that shifting the con-
versation from short-term inconven-
iences to future benefits is essential.

“These changes aren’t just about
the present.

“They’re about a city that runs
more smoothly, is more sustainable,
and works better for everyone in the
long run,” Simpson says.

“We have a unique opportunity
ahead of us,” she says.

“Auckland has a wonderful future
as long aswe continue to think ahead,
plan smart, and take people along on
the journey.”

‘The issues Auckland faces are huge’

Business leaders, young
people, andmana

whenua all tell me: we
need to stop the back-

and-forth political cycle
on climate action.

Richard Hills

Richard Hills, chair of the Policy and Planning Committee, talks
to Tim McCready on the past three years andwhat’s ahead.

Herald: Looking back on this term,
what stands out as a highlight?
Richard Hills:Ahuge focus this term,
hasbeenour response to the floods
and recoveryefforts. Securing$2
billion for thebuyouts, roadandparks
repairs and themaking space for
waterprogrammewascrucial.
I’m leading thehazardsplanchange,
it’swaitinguntilwecan removePlan
Change78, but once implemented, it
will ensuremuchgreater focuson
hazardswhenwebuild.
Through theFutureDevelopment
Strategy,wepushedbackagainst
building in floodplains. Someresisted
that, butwecan’t keepputtingpeople
indanger,wealsocan’t afford
buyouts every timeastormhits.
Anothermajor focushasbeen
increasing investment inclimate
action, thenatural environment, and
waterquality—andconvincing the
Mayor to growtheseprogrammes
rather thancut them.

Herald: You’ve managed to work
effectively with the Mayor despite
his reputation for a difficult
leadership style. How?
Hills: I decided fromthe start towork
withhim.Aucklandvotedhim in, and
it’s important toworkwith themayor
whilemaking sureheunderstands
whatmycommunitywants.Wedon’t
alwaysagree, butweargue it out, then
moveon. If I canprove something
benefitsAucklandersor the
environmentand is cost effective,
he’ll support it. But it goesbothways.
For example, I didn’t expect to
support selling theairport shares, but
thatdecisionhelped reducedebt and
createextra revenue through the
FutureFund. In exchange, themayor

backedoff $50million incuts toarts,
culture, andenvironmental prog-
rammes— things I fought toprotect.
I alsoensuredwekept theClimate
TargetedRate andTeTāruke-
ā-Tāwhiri, Auckland’sClimatePlan.
Before taking this role, I told the
mayor: If I’m leading this committee,
wehave tohonourour climate
pledges.Heagreed.

Herald: Are we moving fast enough
on climate action?
Hills:No.We’re still too slow, both in
reducingemissions andpreparing for
extremeweather.
Business leaders, youngpeople, and
manawhenuaall tellme:Weneed
to stop theback-and-forthpolitical
cycleonclimateaction.
We’re rollingout buswaysand rail
projects, electric buses, improving
cyclingandwalkingoptions, and
investing in cleanenergy, but
comparedwithAustralia, Europe,
andAsia,we’re fallingbehind.
Other cities aremoving faster, and if

wedon’t keepup,we’ll pay for it
economically too.

Herald: You’ve worked with two
different governments during this
term. What has that relationship
been like?
Hills:The issueswe facearehuge,
and it feels likewe’re always in
reactionmode, nomatterwhichparty
is inpower.Wehavegoodengage-
mentwithChrisBishop (Housing,
Transport, Infrastructure) andSimon
Watts (LocalGovernment). But the
biggest challenge is always funding
tools.Wehavemassive responsi-
bilities, but the fundingdoesn’t follow.
We lost the regional fuel tax,which
madeabigdifference to transport
investment. There’s anexpectation
thatAucklandpayshalf ofmajor
infrastructureprojects, yetwedon’t
have the samerevenue-raising
abilities as central government. That’s
frustrating, nomatterwho’s inpower.

Herald: What’s one thing you’re
excited about for Auckland over
the next three years?
Hills:When theCityRail Linkopens,
therewill beanexplosionof love for
public transport.We’re alreadyseeing
$6b inprivate investmentaround
CRLstations.Oncepeopleexperience
faster,more convenient travel, they’ll
demandmore.
Thishappenseverywhere. In
Australia,whenmetroor light rail
opens, people suddenlywantmore.
The samewill happenhere. That’s
why it’s frustrating light railwas
cancelled. Thecity toMāngere
corridor still hasno rapid transit,
despitebeingoneofAuckland’s
fastest-growingareas.
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Join our team:
Port of Auckland
celebrates women
in the workforce
Port of Auckland recognise the talent and
valuable contribution of women to the
port. Frommarine pilots to digital experts,
stevedoring and customer service, women play
an essential role in driving our success.

As an employer dedicated to diversity, we’re
looking for more women to join our dynamic
operations team.

Right now, we’re seeking women who want
to start their port careers as Stevedores.

If you’re ready to take on an exciting, hands-on
opportunity and would like to learn more,
check out the job advert on our careers website:

careers.poal.co.nz
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‘I want to keep the pressure on’
AucklandMayor
Wayne Brown feels
his job is not done
and he’d like
another term to get
onwith it, writes
Bill Bennett

I want to stopwastingmoney. Every
decision I make, I’m thinking of the

ratepayers who are struggling with their
mortgages.

Wayne Brown

Wayne Brown campaigns in the 2022 mayoral election.

A uckland Mayor Wayne
Brown has unfinished busi-
ness. He says he is standing
for re-election so he can

fully implement his vision for the city
and complete the work he started.

When Brown first campaigned for
the mayoralty in 2022 his platform
focused on reforming council-
controlled organisations (CCOs), ad-
dressing transport issues and improv-
ing the council’s financial efficiency.

“I was elected on five policies and
have made a lot of progress,” Brown
told the Herald.” But I haven’t
completed all of them.

“Take CCO reform. It took me a
couple of years to get the votes to get
that through council.

“Eventually I got unanimous sup-
port and now I’m still waiting on the
government to pass legislation to give
me much more control of Auckland
Transport.

“One of the reasons I’m running
again is that I probably won’t get my
hands on Auckland Transport com-
pletely until about the time of the
election. I want to get stuck in and
really improve its performance. AT’s

performance on public transport has
been quite good, but its performance
on everything has been woeful.
We’ve bickered with AT, advised AT
and encouraged AT and nothing
much has happened.”

He compares this with Port of
Auckland which he says was a mess
when he was elected. “Just by threat-

ening to sell it, suddenly it became
a profitable, efficient organisation.”

When Brown took office in late
2022 he inherited a significant budget
shortfall.

He quickly moved to drive effic-
iency and cost savings. “We intro-
duced new capital purchasing rules.
We’re now spending money much

more cleverly — and we’re spending
less. As well as filling the budget hole,
we’ve made an additional $200 mill-
ion in savings so the city is about half
a billion better off since my arrival.
I want to keep the pressure on.”

It’s a process he plans to continue
if re-elected.

“I want to stop wasting money.
Every decision I make, I’m thinking
of the ratepayers who are struggling
with their mortgages. There are close
to 20,000 people who are behind

with their mortgage. I want to keep
their rates down while delivering
good services.”

This is behind Brown’s push for a
bed-night visitor levy which will im-
pose a small charge on visitors stay-
ing in hotels or bed and breakfast
accommodation. It’s nodifferent from
the fee for using payWave in the
dairy. Themoneywill be used to fund
major events and promote the city
as a tourist destination.

“I’m not going to ask struggling
households to pay for these events.
Hotels make money from them, they
want them, so they should contribute
. . . I don’t understand why the Gov-
ernment is not approving it.”

Brown has frustrations with cen-
tral government. He says Wellington
has far too much say about what
happens in Auckland and the other

local councils across New Zealand.
He says though he shares some of

their frustrations, in general he sees
little affinity between Auckland and
smaller councils.

“That’s why I left Local Govern-
ment New Zealand. It wasn’t because
I didn’t like them— our scale is simply
too big.Wehavenothing in common.”

He argues that Auckland Council
is so large it is, in effect, a regional
government with responsibility for a
third of New Zealand’s population

and close to 40% of its GDP. He wants
the city to be treated with the respect
it deserves by government. This is
why he is enthusiastic about the
regional deals work Cabinet Minister
Simeon Brown began.

“The main thing is that it treats us
like a third of the country, it recog-
nises our importance”.

It’s not all about conflict.
Mayor Brown has praise for Min-

ister Brown’s prior work on Auckland
Transport and says he can work with
new Minister Chris Bishop.

Then there is Building and Con-
struction Minister Chris Penk.

“He is doing something Auckland
needs. He is going to drop us out of
those seismic rules.

“He’s worked out that they really
apply toWellington andChristchurch
while we have volcanoes.”
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Airport has a plan to
get Auckland flying again

The new terminal
development is
essential to the long-
term future of
Auckland Airport
writes Bill Bennett

Weneed to
convince foreign
carriers to grow

their capacity and
connectivity at

Auckland.
Scott Tasker

Auckland Airport
Domestic capacity is running at

89%

of its pre-pandemic levels.

26
airlines flying to 42 destinations.
Seat capacity on Chinese flights is at

102%

of the pre-Covid level.
Auckland Airport is missing about

180,000
Australians who have yet to resume
flying to New Zealand.
Auckland Airport handles about

$26.6b
in cargo a year, including

$9.2b
worth of high value and time
sensitive exports. it is New Zealand’s
third largest port by value, handling
about

91%

of all air freight.

A uckland Airport chief
customer officer Scott
Tasker says domestic and        
international air traffic is

still recovering post-Covid.
While near-term air capcity chal-

lenges remain, the airport pushes
ahead with an ambitious infrastruc-
ture programme to secure its long-
term future.

“Domestic capacity is running at
89% of its pre-pandemic levels,” says
Tasker. “In part that’s because fleet
and engine issues at Air New Zealand
mean fewer flights.

“At the same time, Jetstar has
been growing. The airline has added
additional aircraft to its fleet and is
flying more from Auckland.”

Government travel has declined,
especially on the Auckland–Welling-
ton route, but this isn’t immediately
apparent because Air New Zealand
has reduced seat capacity. As a result,
load factors remain high, sitting in the
mid-80% range, meaning flights are
near full capacity.

International capacity and con-
nectivity have also rebounded, with
both Auckland Airport and New Zea-
land overall operating at 90% of pre-
Covid levels.

“We’ve got 26 airlines flying to 42
destinations. That’s one destination
short of where we were, and there
are two airlines that haven’t yet
returned,” says Tasker.

While this is positive, he says New
Zealand’s recovery is not yet on a par
with the countries that we compare
ourselves with.

“We’ve fallen behind. Australia’s
international capacity is 99% of its
pre-Covid level. Singapore is about
the same. Canada, the US and the UK
are now operating above 2019 levels.
It means there are fewer seats for
Kiwis to get out into the world, fewer
seats for visitors to come here and
less choice.”

It can also potentiallymean higher
seat prices.

Over the summer carriers have
been operating at very high load
factors on international flights into
Auckland. “It’s been running at 87%
which is about as high as it can get
across the total system”.

New Zealand outbound travel has,
in effect, fully recovered, so the gap
is with international visitors.

The number of visitors was up
during the early part of this summer
when compared to the previous
summer, yet Tasker says it is only
sitting at about 85% of the 2019 level.

His goal is to ensure there are more
available seats to get visitor numbers
back to pre-Covid levels. It’s not a
trivial task given the constraints.

“Air New Zealand accounts for
just under half of the international
seat capacity at Auckland Airport,”
explains Tasker.

“We recently heard Air NZ CEO
Greg Foran say that in the second
half of the year the airline will have
11 of its jet fleet grounded due to
engine issues, refurbishing and so on.
It means Air NZ seat numbers are not
going to grow.

“We need to convince foreign
carriers to grow their capacity and
connectivity at Auckland.”

China remains an important mar-
ket. The Chinese carriers are back at

Aucklandwith six airlines flying to six
destinations in China.

There are two new routes. Hainan
Airlines now flies from Haikou which
acts as a hubwith connections across
China and Southeast Asia. China East-
ern added a new route to Hangzhou.

Seat capacity on Chinese flights is
at 102% of the pre-Covid level. The
flights are full. It’s not just Chinese
passengers, flights from China also
bring visitors from Japan, Southeast
Asia and Europe.

The two airlines that have yet to
return to Auckland in the post-Covid
period are both from Southeast Asia.

“Thai Airways used to operate
daily to Bangkok, so that’s a big gap.
And then there is the Philippine
Airlines route to Manila.”

The othermissing piece of the equ-
ation is Virgin Australia, which has
had a significant presence flying
across the Tasman in the past. It still
flies direct to Queenstown but is
otherwise focused on Australian
domestic routes.

Tasker says Auckland Airport is
missing about 180,000 Australians
whohave yet to resume flying toNew
Zealand.

“They are an important target for
our growth agenda. The Prime Min-
ister and Tourism Minister Louise
Upston recently made a statement
about an investment in an Australian
Tourism New Zealand campaign.
That’s going to be important.

“Australia is a good place to look

for more visitors. We need to have
a relevant story for Australian visi-
tors.”

Auckland Airport isn’t just about
passengers, it is a vital cargo hub.
“Auckland Airport handles a pheno-
menal amount of cargo. It’s about
$26.6 billion of trade a year, of which
$17b is essential imports. That’s phar-
maceuticals, criticalmanufactured in-
puts and ecommerce parcels.

“There’s about $9.2b worth of high
value and time sensitive exports. We
send lobsters to China, fish from the
Chatham Islands and during the sum-
mer the pit fruit from Otago.

“We are New Zealand’s third larg-
est port by value and about 91% of
all air freight is in and out of Auckland
Airport.”

There is a lot riding on just a single
runway at Auckland Airport. There
are plans for a second runway, but
that is some time into the future.

Before then, the airport will need
to upgrade the existing runway, but
the job must be interleaved with the

major terminal upgrade programme.
Upgrades to the main runway will

see the current taxiway used for take-
offs and landings. This sits nearer to
the terminal buildings than the exis-
ting runway.

With today’s larger aircraft, there’s
not enough safety in between the
taxiway and the apron, where planes
connect to today’s air bridges or
where aircraft push out. A less busy
airport could juggle aircraft ground
movements, but Auckland is too
busy.

All of which goes to explain why
the new terminal development is
essential to the long-term futureof the
airport.

Tasker says it will add capacity
and improve the customer experi-
ence, but the airport also needs it for
efficient operations. Tasker says: “Not
building it would have amassive eco-
nomic impact on the whole country.”

Another long-term planning issue
now emerging is the move to new
flying technologies.

“Like everyone else, airlines have
adecarbonisationobligation.Globally
they have said they want to achieve
net carbon zero by 2050.

“That will require different types
of propulsion or different types of
fuels.

“If domestic carriers start to oper-
ate electric aircraft, these will tend to
be smaller than today’s aircraft and
will probably move slower as well.
This could lead to more flights than
today, as each flight will carry fewer
passengers and move more slowly.

“This couldmeanwe need to build
a new runway sooner rather than
later.”

● AucklandAirport is anadvertising
sponsor of theHerald’s Project
Auckland report.
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Putting us on the world stage
A year-round
calendar of activity
could keep locals
engaged and happy
and hotels and
restaurants full,
writes Bill Bennett

We found theway
people use the city
at night is changing.

People working
from home often
don’t come in on

Friday. Which
means Thursday
has become the

new Friday.
Annie Dundas

Above: Auckland nightlife. Below:
Te Arai Links is only 70 or 80
minutes up the motorway from
downtown Auckland.

A s director of destination for
Tātaki AucklandUnlimited,
Annie Dundas would love
the city to host a tourna-

ment like the FIFA Women’s World
Cup every winter.

The 2023 event put Auckland on
the world stage, saw an out-of-season
influx of international visitors and
delivered a significant economic
benefit.

Yet there’s more to attracting tour-
ists than international sporting
tournaments. “I would love to see a
balanced year-round calendar of
amazing activity that keeps our locals
engaged and happy and keeps our
hotels and restaurants full,” says
Dundas. “Both drawcards require
funding. That’s the challenge if we are
to build a pipeline of major events.

“Auckland faces a serious shortfall
in funding for major events. The
tourism sector is ready, the city is
prepared, businesses are now looking
for a long-term sustainable source of
funding that is independent of local
and central government cycles.

“If we can get surety of funding, we
can proactively go out and look for
great new things to make sure there
is something happening every year
as we would like it to. There are
endless opportunities for Auckland.”

There are opportunities beyond
large events. While the number of
inbound tourists has recovered well
since the border was closed in the
early stages of the Covid pandemic,
the number of services flying into
Auckland has yet to return to the
earlier highs. Dundas acknowledges
that Auckland International Airport is
addressing that problem. Meanwhile
Tātaki Auckland Unlimited is explor-
ing other strategies.

“We don’t run full all year, which
means there are certain months and
seasons where we can shift the dial.
A lot of our activity centres on
markets where these are opportun-
ities. We work closely with partners
in China and across Asia, particularly
in India. Our winter months are a
great time for Indians to travel here
and we have plenty of available cap-
acity.”

She says there is potential for
direct flights from India in the near
future and that will bring a huge
opportunity.

“The US remains the shining star
in terms of international arrivals and
the amount visitors spend. We are
doing a lot of work in the US market
to attract visitors here during our
shoulder seasons”.

(The shoulder season is the period
between peak and off-peak travel
times when fares are lower).

Australia remains the biggest mar-
ket, but Dundas says it is much more
competitive and there is an issuewith
capacity. Auckland has lost some
transtasman capacity in recent
months in part due to Air New Zea-
land’s much publicised engine issues
which have grounded up to 11 planes.
On top of this, Virgin Australia has yet
to resume Auckland flights.

This means that, for now at least,
Transtasman flights are close to fully
booked with business travellers and
with people visiting friends or family.
This has put upward pressure on
fares. The other challenge is that
Auckland competes for Australian
tourists with the South Island ski
resorts which are popular in winter

months. Auckland does attract visi-
tors from Queensland and increas-
ingly from Sydney and Melbourne.

Boosting Australia visitors
Tātaki AucklandUnlimited has a Des-
tination Partnership Programme that
is an industry marketing initiative to
attract visitors to the city.

“We spend the lion’s share of those
funds in Australia,” Dundas says. “It
centres on our urban story but also

tells them about Waiheke Island
which is a rural oasis sitting on our
doorstep. That story about proximity
to nature, great food and wine is very
strong. We’ve also got an incredible
golf story with the opening of Te Arai
Links which is only 70 or 80 minutes
up the motorway from downtown
Auckland.

“We have a lot of new products
that are unfamiliar to Australians. We
get a lot of feedback from Australians

who visit Auckland. We find those
who haven’t been here for awhile are
really impressed by the quality of our
hotel accommodation, which they
tell us is as good as it is in Sydney.
They tell us our local food scene is
incredible; and they love the easy
access to nature, including the Hau-
raki Gulf. It’s not only Waiheke; they
have discovered Great Barrier Island
and other spots.

“While Sydney and other Austra-

lian destinations have many of these
attributes, their beaches are jam-
packed, here they can have a differ-
ent experience.”

The other aspect of Auckland that
appeals to many Australian visitors
is our Māori culture. They find it
interesting and intriguing, they’re in-
terested in finding ways to engage
with it.

Australia is the key focus for Tātaki
Auckland Unlimited because it repre-
sents such a huge opportunity; the
visitor numbers have yet to fully
recover to pre-Covid levels. It’s a
significant market with 745,000 busi-
ness, holiday and family visitors ar-
riving here last year from across the
Tasman.

In comparison there are around
300,000 visitors from the US. They
are predominantly holiday visitors
and spend more money while here.

Nightlife important
Historically Auckland has not been
celebrated for its night life. Dundas
says that’s changing. “We want Auck-
land to be seen as somewhere that
has an active nightlife, so visitors and
locals feel energy, vibrancy.”

Tātaki Auckland Unlimited has re-
searchedAuckland’s night-timeecon-
omy to understand the effects of the
pandemic and the switch to more
people working from home. The re-
sults were surprising.

“The research told us 55% of all
spending in the city is after 6 o’clock
at night. We found the way people
use the city at night is changing.
People working from home often
don’t come in on Friday. Which
means Thursday has become the
new Friday.”

The next step is adapting strategies
to deal with newpattern of night-time
activity.

This could mean providing better
transport links. In the past, ferries
would operate later services on a
Friday, butmaybe they should switch
to Thursday: “There are a lot of levers
we need to pull to make sure people
know things are going on in the city.

“Safety remains an issue, but we
need to work on ideas like pick-up
and drop-off zones to make it easier
for people to get in and out safely.
We’re working on initiatives with
stakeholders across the city centre to
improve the night economy.”

Dundas says this will step up again
when the City Rail Link and Interna-
tional Convention Centre open next
year. “It’s an amazing time to talk
about how the nighttime can be acti-
vated; we are getting our ducks in a
row in readiness”.
● TātakiAucklandUnlimited is an
advertising sponsor of theHerald’s
ProjectAuckland report.
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Connected vehicle data is transporting
Auckland into the future.

Smart data holds the keys to a safer, more
efficient city. It’s fine-tuning freight routes
while enhancing safety and optimising network
performance.

Curious about how we’re supporting our clients
drive change and work towards a future with less
congestion, lower emissions, and smarter, more
sustainable transport solutions?

Scan the QR code to discover more.

Driving change
Vehicle data for a better transport future

ghd.com
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How we can create a
Auckland is critical
to New Zealand’s
future. As Minister
of Infrastructure,
Housing, Resource
Management Act
Reform and
Transport, I am
determined to help
build an Auckland
that is a world-class,
international
city, writes
Chris Bishop

‘Auckland is our capital city of growth, home to one-third of New Zealand’s
population and nearly 40% of our national GDP. It has higher labour productivity

than the rest of New Zealand and is incubating some of New Zealand’s most
exciting growth-industries.’

I knowand loveAuckland. I lived
there for twoyears,manyofmy
friends live there, and I amthere
almost everyweek.

It is our capital cityof growth,
home toone-thirdofNewZealand’s
populationandnearly 40%ofour
nationalGDP.

It hashigher labourproductivity
than the rest ofNewZealandand is
incubating someofNewZealand’s
most excitinggrowth-industries,with
116of our country’s top200 tech firms
callingAucklandhome.

Nextyear is shapingup tobean
excitingone.The first trainswill run
on theCityRail Linkand theNew
Zealand InternationalConvention
Centrewill finallyopen itsdoors.

TheGovernment is investing
heavily into transport inAuckland,
throughnewRoadsofNational
Significance, newbusways, and
commuter rail.Wehavestarted
seriousworkonanadditional
HarbourCrossing and thenew
NorthlandExpresswayconnecting
Auckland toNorthland.

These investments buildon the
significantprogressmade in recent
years, particularlybyNational-led
Governments— thinkofWaterview,
VictoriaParkTunnel, and the starting
and fundingofCityRail Link.

Acoupleofmonthsago, itwasmy
pleasure tomark the start of
Auckland’s commuternetwork
extensionwith the completionof the
electrificationof the line fromPapa-
kura toPukekohe. Later thisyear, the
ThirdMain line rail projectwill
conclude, helpingeasecongestion
andenabling faster train journeys.

ThegrowthofAuckland’s
commuter rail network since the

early2000shasbeen remarkable,
and theGovernment is keen to
encourage that growth.

The reality is, congestion is
chokingAuckland.

TheaverageAucklandcommuter
spendsover fivedays in traffic each
year. In fact, in 2024 theAuckland
metroareahad thehighest
congestion levels inOceania.

ThismeansAuckland is less
productive, less accessible, and less
liveable than it shouldbe.

Congestion stifles economic
growth inAuckland,with studies
showing it costs usbetween$900
million to$1.3 billionayear. Con-
gestion is essentially a taxon time,
productivity, andgrowth.

And likemost taxes, I’mkeen to
reduce it.

TheGovernmentwill be
progressing legislation thisyear to
allow the introductionofTimeofUse
pricingonour roads.

TheGovernmentwill prioritise
workingwithAucklandCouncil on
designingaTimeofUsepricing
scheme that increasesproductivity
and reducescongestion.

Modellinghas shown that
successful congestionchargingcould
reducecongestionbyup to8-12%at
peak times, improving travel times
andefficiencysignificantly.

Auckland Housing
Fixingourhousing crisis is critical to
drivingeconomicgrowth in
Auckland.

There is amountainof economic
evidence that cities areunparalleled
enginesof productivity, and the
evidence showsbigger is better.

NewZealandcan raiseour
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world-class Auckland
Bridge or tunnel? Second harbour crossing

Source: NZTA/Infrastructure Investment Summit / Herald Network Graphic

Projectstatus
NZTAhas been assessing
the scope and cost of a
harbour connection
project

Marketsounding
Waitematā Harbour
Crossings engagement
process

LATE
2024 TO EARLY 2026

MID 2026

2026

MID 2025

Indicative business case commenced

Earlymarket
sounding

Briefing and
written questionnaire Secondmarket

sounding

Detailed options assessment

Decisionmaking

Delivery planning

There are more than
1000daily bus crossings
on the Northern
Busway, carrying
35,000passengers.

By2051
122,000public transport
trips are expected daily.

$29bof annual GDP will
rely on this key connection.

Existingbridgecan’t
handleexpected
demandgrowth.

750,000
people rely on the
Auckland Harbour Bridge.

290,000
jobs are connected by it.

14%of all vehicle kms
travelled in Auckland
are on the bridge.

Includes 12,000 freight trips
and 235,000 people/day.

Waitematāharbour
bridge is themost
travelled stretchof
NewZealand’s State
Highwaynetwork.

2023

APRIL20
25

Ship in harbour assessing
ground and seabed conditions.

Government decision in 18
months whether a new bridge
or tunnel will be tolled.

Auckland has a
bright future.

Whenever I visit
Auckland, I get a
palpable sense of

opportunity
knocking. Auckland

isn’t waiting, it’s
getting onwith the

mission of growth. It
is bursting at the

seamswith
opportunities —

now, it is the
responsibility of all

of us to helpmake it
happen.

Chris Bishop

productivity simplybyallowingour
townsandcities to growupandout.
Weneedbigger cities and, to facilitate
that,weneedmorehouses.

Asourbiggest city,Aucklandhas
tobea leader in thismission.

AsHousingMinister, I am focused
ongetting the fundamentals of the
housingmarket fixed.

TheGovernment’sGoing for
HousingGrowthagenda involves
freeingup land fordevelopment
andremovingunnecessaryplanning
barriers, improving infrastructure
fundingand financing, andproviding
incentives for communities and
councils to support growth.

Report after report and inquiry
after inquiryhas found thatour
planning system,particularly
restrictionson the supplyofurban
land, are at theheart of ourhousing
affordability challenge.

Last yearCabinet agreed to several
actions itwould take to freeup land
fordevelopment including in
Auckland.

Thesechangesbuildon the
existingAucklandUnitaryPlan,
whichevidence showshasmadea
realdifference to rental andhousing
affordability inAuckland.

It alsobuildson theNationalPolicy
StatementonUrbanDevelopment
brought inby the last government,
whichwesupport.

Our infrastructure fundingand
financing systemforhousing isnot
fit forpurposeandwehave recently
announcedchanges tomake it
simpler andeasier to fundand
finance infrastructure.

Ournew flexibleplanning system
will havea flexible fundingand
financing systemtomatch.
DevelopmentContributionswill be
replacedwithaDevelopmentLevy
systemand therewill be regulatory
oversightof the levies toensure
chargesare fair andappropriate.

City Rail Link
Under the feet ofAuckland for the
betterpart of adecadehasbeen the
most ambitious, andoneof themost
expensive, projects in thecity’s
history. Thousandsofworkershave
beenbuilding3.5 kilometresof tunnel
tobringAuckland’s transportation
system into the21st century.

Onceopennextyear, CityRail Link
will doubleAuckland’s rail capacity
and reducecongestionacross the
city, enablingAucklanders toget to
where theywant togo faster.

Thiswill behuge for the city. The
privilegeofneverworryingabout a
missed trainbecauseanother is only
minutesaway is freeing.

I’vebeendown to thenewstations.
Aucklanders aregoing tobeblown
away.

It is critical for thecity’s future that
we takeadvantageofCityRail Link
andensure that themaximum
benefits are felt byAucklanders.

Transit-oriented development
I believe that toproperlyunlock
economicgrowth inAuckland,we
must embrace the conceptof transit-
orienteddevelopmentadoptedby
theworld’s best andmost liveable
cities.

This approachpromotes compact,
mixed-use, pedestrian friendlycities,
withdevelopment clusteredaround,
and integratedwith,mass transit. The
idea is tohaveasmany jobs, houses,
servicesandamenities aspossible
aroundpublic transport stations.

This isnot anuntested theory:
transit-orienteddevelopmenthas
beenadoptedacross theworld in
cities likeStockholm,Copenhagen,
HongKong, Tokyo, andSingapore.

Cities that embrace this approach
consistentlyoutperformthose that
don’t acrossmultiplemetrics: they
experience increases inproductivity,
lowerunemployment, higher

populationgrowth, increased
availabilityofhomes, andmore stable
rents.

Arewedoingallwecan to fully
takeadvantageofCityRail Link?

Theanswer is clearlyno.
TheGovernmenthaskickedoff a

workprogramme toproperlyunlock
theopportunities transit-oriented
development couldbring toAuck-
land, andwhat actionswecan take
tobetter enabledevelopment clus-
ters aroundCityRail Link stations.

Rightnow,AucklandCouncil is
only required to zone six stories
around rapid transit stops.Weneed
togomuch,muchhigher than that
around theCityRail Link stations if
we trulywant to feel thebenefits of
transit-orienteddevelopment.

Myaspiration is that in 10-20years’
time,wehave 10-20storeyapartment
blocksdotting the rail lineas farwest
as SwansonandRanui.

TakeKingsland, for example.
OnceCityRail Linkopens,

Kingslanderswill havea20-minute
travel timesaving toAotea station
fromtheproject.

ButKingsland’spopulationactu-
allydeclinedby4.7%between2019
and2023; andwhileAuckland
averaged 15,375 annualnewbuilds
over the last fiveyears,Kingsland
built just 22.

Kingsland is still predominantly
madeupof single-storeydwelling
zones.

Howabout if ouraim is tomake
the special character of suburbsbe
that theyare thriving, liveable,
affordable communitieswithaccess
to regular and reliablepublic
transport?

Viewshafts
Onebarrier toproperhigh-density in
Auckland, includingaroundCityRail
Link stations, is undoubtedly the
current settingsof the73viewshafts
thathave restricted theheightof the
city since theearly 1970s.

Someof theseviewshaftsdon’t
makea lot of sense. TheUnitaryPlan
protects theview fromthe tolling
boothson theNorthShore, so that
people sitting in their cars getting
ready topay their toll for theHarbour
BridgehaveaniceviewofMtEden.
Of course, therehasn’t been tolling
boothson theNorthShore since the
mid-1980s. Fortyyears later,weare
still protectingaview thatwouldbe

considereddangerousdriving to
admire.A studydone in2018, looking
at this oneviewshaft— theE10—
showed that its costwas roughly$1.4
billion in lostdevelopment
opportunities. This is just the impact
of oneof the73viewshafts.

It isworth stressing that thecost
is almost certainlymuchgreater than
$1.4b. It only includescosts to thecity
centre, andabouthalf the landunder
E10 falls outside thecity centre. So,
add thaton.

It doesn’t lookat thepositive
externalitiesof intensification, such
asagglomerationandotherwider
economicbenefits. It doesn’t lookat
public land, just private, and it’s based
on2014 landvalues.And this is just
oneviewshaft.MayorBrownand I
havehaddiscussionson this issue,
andhesaidhe isopen to takinga fresh
lookatAuckland’sviewshaft settings
in itsUnitaryPlan.

Wearecommitted to trying to find
away though—alongsidemana
whenua— toget thebalance right
betweeneconomic growth, and the
special role thesemāungaplay in the
unique identityofAuckland.

Wearenotproposing to remove
theseviewshafts. Rather,weare
recognising that as thecity changes,
therewill be areaswhere the
viewshafts should changewith it.

Conclusion
Aucklandhas abright future.
Whenever I visitAuckland, I get a
palpable senseofopportunityknock-
ing.Auckland isn’twaiting, it’s getting
onwith themissionof growth. It is
burstingat the seamswithopportu-
nities—now, it is the responsibility
of all ofus tohelpmake it happen.

● ChrisBishop isMinister for
Infrastructure,MinisterResponsible for
RMAReformandMinister of
Transport.
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If Auckland thrives, NZ thrives
The time for a New
Auckland Agenda is
now, writes
Mark Thomas

Auckland Council will soon
reach adulthood andwill

require a different strategy
and approach to what was

needed in its formative years.
Mark Thomas

Simeon Brown,
Minister for
Auckland,
addressing the
Committee for
Auckland.
Committee
directors Simon
Vannini, Andrea
Rickard
(Managing
Director, Beca
New Zealand)
and Mark
Thomas with
Minister Chris
Bishop.

O ver thepastyear, positive
stepshavebeen taken.
AucklandCouncil has
establisheda$1.3 billion

AucklandFutureFund to reduce
relianceon rates to fund
infrastructure.Workonanew
IntegratedTransportPlanbetween
thegovernmentandAuckland
Councilwas agreedandWatercare’s
financial sustainabilitywas
strengthened throughanew joint
government/council agreement.

Minister forAucklandSimeon
Brownhas signalled stronger
collaborationbetweencentral and
local government. Similarly,Housing,
InfrastructureandTransportMinister
ChrisBishophasoutlinedurban
developmentand transportpriorities
forAuckland. These statements and
initiativesarewelcome, but theydo
notyetmeet the scaleof the
challengeorof theopportunity.

Individual initiatives, usually
portfolio-driven, arewhatboth
central and local playershavebought
to theAucklandproject in the last 15
years.Weknownowthat, nomatter
howsignificant they individuallyare,
theyare likely tocontinue tobe
inadequate. Becauseover the last 15
yearsnosuch similarprojectshave
helpedAucklandmoveahead
relative to its competition.

ForAuckland tomove forward, a
NewAucklandAgenda isneeded.
Thismustbea structured, long-term
strategy, developed inpartnership
withAucklandCouncil, that clearly
defines the roles of local andcentral
government. Itmust setmeasurable
targets for economicgrowth,
transport, housing, and
infrastructure. It shouldestablisha
coordinatedapproach to securing
fundingandexecution timelinesand
movebeyond fragmented, portfolio-
drivendecisions toan integrated,
outcome-focusedplan.

The Regional Deal: A Starting Point
Auckland’sRegionalDealproposal,
approvedbyAucklandCouncil in
February, providesa strong
framework fordiscussionwith the
government. It identifies fivekey
priorities: housing, transport,
innovation, tourismand
environment.

Internationally, RegionalDeals
haveproveneffective in theUKand
Australiaover the last 15years. There
is awealthof evidenceonwhat is
needed toensure theyareeffectively
implemented, including that theybe
actionable, jointly committed to,
appropriately resourced, andwell
monitored.However, theNew
Zealandgovernmenthasonly
committed to initiating threedeals by
2026,while all 78councilswere
invited toapply. In contrast, theUK
launchedeightdeals in its first year
alone.Given the scaleofAuckland’s
economiccontribution, the
governmentmustmatch this level of
ambition.

Strengthening Government’s
Focus on Auckland
SimeonBrown, asMinister for
Aucklandandas a senior cabinet
minister, has thepotential tobea
powerfuldirection setter for an
Aucklandagenda.However, todrive
meaningful change, government
structuresmustbe reformed.

The six-monthlyCabinet reporting
introducedby theMinister is a
positive start, but it focuseson
identifyingconflicts and reportingon
workstreams, rather thansettinga
clearAucklandstrategy.

Thisdoesnot contemplate the

need for aplan forAuckland that the
governmentwouldwant toprioritise
andacton inpartnershipwith
AucklandCouncil. However, anew
jointplan, theNewAucklandAgenda,
is essential, and togiveeffect to this,
theMinister needsmoreassistance
withingovernment.

Usefully, aplandoesexist toassist
with this.

Auckland’s formerchief executive,
DougMcKay, raised these issuesa
decadeago ina2014 report to
government, calling for stronger
Auckland leadershipwithincentral
government.

He saidbetter system-wide
oversightof governmentactivity in
Aucklandwas requiredand the
AucklandPolicyOffice (APO) should
be revitalised tocoordinatepolicy
and investment.

The2023Auditor-General’s report
echoedsimilar concerns, criticising
governmentagencies for failing to
provideaclearpictureof their
spendingandactivities inAuckland.
This lackof co-ordinationmustbe
fixed.

TheAucklandPolicyOfficeplays
an important role guidingcentral
governmentagenciesofAuckland-
specificpolicydevelopments and
responses.

But today it isunder-utilised.
Tomore fully support the

AucklandAgenda, both the
governmentandcouncil need the

office tohavea strongermandateand
beempoweredas anadvisoryand
coordinationbodyensuring
Auckland-specific considerationsare
better considered, embedded in
policyand reportedonefficiently.

A refreshedapproach toMcKay’s
recommendationscouldhelp resolve
longstanding ineffectivenessand
inefficiencieswithingovernment/
Aucklandactivity, andensure
Aucklandgets the focus required.

A Cabinet-Level Auckland Sub-
Committee
TheMinister forAucklandneeds to
playamorecentral role.

ThePrimeMinister couldassist by
establishingaCabinet sub-committee
chairedby theMinister forAuckland
alongsidekeyministers in theareas
of infrastructure, housing, transport,
education, innovation, climate
changeandof course finance.

Additional economic
development, trade, immigration,
andMāori developmentministers
shouldalsobe involvedasneeded.
Thiswouldensure regular
engagementwithAucklandCouncil’s
Mayorand senior leaders, greater
alignmentofdecision-makingwith
Auckland’sneedsandstronger
leadership todriveprogress across
government.

A New Auckland Agenda
AucklandCouncilwill soon reach

adulthoodandwill requireadifferent
strategyandapproach towhatwas
needed in its formativeyears.ANew
AucklandAgendamustbebold,
coordinated, andoutcomedriven.A
NewAucklandAgendacanprovide
thatdirectionand structure for the
city’s nextdecade, providingaclear
framework forAuckland’snext
decadeof growth.

ARegionalDeal canserveas the
foundation,while theMinister for
Aucklandand theAucklandPolicy
Officearealready inplace tobe

strengthenedandempowered to
collaboratewith council in shaping
theagenda.However, this canonly
succeedwith strong leadership, clear
priorities, anda firmcommitment to
delivery. IfAuckland thrives,New
Zealand thrives. The time for aNew
AucklandAgenda isnow.
● MarkThomas ismanagingdirector
of urban technologycompany
Serviceworks.He is aRegionalDirector
of theSmart CitiesCouncil anda
Director of theCommittee for
Auckland.
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Aucklanders unhappy
with quality of life
AucklandCouncil turns 15yearsold
this year, and since its creation,
billionshavebeen invested in the
city’s infrastructure.

The$6billionCityRail Linkand
the$1.2bCentral Interceptor are just
twoof themore significantprojects
initiated since2010.

Whilebothpromisemajor long-
termbenefits, theyhavealso caused
significantdisruptionandareyet to
deliver their full potential.

Beyond thesemajor initiatives,
Aucklandhas seenbillions invested
in transport projects, including the
$1.4bWaterviewTunnel, aswell as
more than 160,000newdwellings
consented.

Community infrastructure
projects suchas the$31millionTōia
ŌtāhuhuRecreationPrecinct and the
$19mAlbanyPool havealsobeen
delivered.

However, despite this consider-
able investment, Aucklanders
remaindissatisfied.

The latestQuality of Life survey
found thatonly 72%of residents rate
Aucklandasagoodorgreatplace
to live—well below the satisfaction
levels of its peer cities.

Concernsabout crime, transport,
andhousingaffordability dominate
public sentiment.

Additionally, only 57%of
Aucklanders think the cityhasa
positive lookand feel.Only 33%
believepublic transport is reliable
andaffordable and31%believe
housing is affordable. 81% think
congestion is aproblemand67%
consider crimeamajor issue.

Auckland’s economicperfor-
mancealso lags.

The2023Stateof theCity
benchmarking report, producedby
theCommittee forAuckland

alongsideDeloitte andTātaki
AucklandUnlimited, found that
Auckland ranksonlymid-tier among
peer cities, and its positiondeclined
in2024.

GDPper capitagrowthcontinues
to trail other cities andproductivity
levels remainbelow theOECD
average. Congestion costs the region
$1.3bper year andhousing
affordability remains among the
worst in theworld relative to
incomes.

This is important not just for
Auckland.

Holdingnearly 40%ofNew
Zealand’sGDP,Aucklandhas the
highest concentrationof tech
businesses in thecountry.

In aglobally competitiveworld,
even incremental improvements in
Auckland’s productivity candrive
outsizedgains forNewZealandas
awhole.

Conversely, its continued
underperformance is aneconomic
handbrakeon thenation.

Aucklandcontinues tohavekey
strengths: it remainsover-
whelminglyNewZealand’s largest
andmostdiverse economichub, has
a strong sustainability profile, a
resilient services sector, and solid
global connectivity. Thechallenge is
to leverage theseadvantageswhile
addressingbarriers togrowthand
productivity—asourpeer cities are
accelerating.

Thecity still lacks the resources,
authority, and investment to shape
its own futureandcentral
governmentshave failed todeliver
theaction required tobreak this
cycle.Withoutbold, co-ordinated
action, the city risks stagnation,
holdingbacknot just itself but the
entire country.
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THE ODD COUPLE

The Government’s
involvement with
the Auckland is
more complex than
with other councils

One of National’s
AucklandMPs said

Brown’s political
appeal was

bipartisan because
the left liked him
because hewas
anti-government

and the right liked
him because hewas

anti-bureaucrat.
Ministers are wary
of him because he

does have such
widespread political

appeal.

T he relationshipbetween the
Beehiveand theAuckland
Council hashungonwhat is
oneofpolitics’ oddest

couples.
On theonehand, inWellington is

theMinister forAuckland, the
relentlesslypartisanconservative
evangelicalChristian, SimeonBrown
and inAuckland, themaverick,
outspoken, take-no-prisoners
political roughneck,WayneBrown.

But, perhaps surprisingly, byall
accounts, theyget along.

LastDecember,whenSimeon
Brownwas still TransportMinister
andannounced theproposal to
restoreAucklandTransport’s policy-
makingpowers to thecouncil,Wayne
Brownwasenthusiastic about the
relationshipbetween thepair.

“TheGovernment is recognising
thatmost of their voters arehere,” he
said.

“So it’s a very sensible thingand
I’veenjoyedworkingwith the
Ministerbecause it’s somethingwe’ve
bothbeenworking for.”

SimeonBrown isnoweasingout
of thepicturewithhisTransport
portfoliobeingassigned toChris
Bishopandhis LocalGovernment job
toSimonWatts.

Thathegot alongwithSimeon
Brownwas importantbecause
WayneBrown’s relationshipwith the
PrimeMinister seemsslightlymore
restrained.

That theAucklandMayorhas
employed twoofChristopherLuxon’s
biggest critics, thecolumnistMatthew
Hootonand the formerNationalParty
political advisorTimHurdle, to run
his re-electioncampaignwon’t have
enhancedhis relationshipwith the
oftenoverlydefensivePrime
Minister.

Theremaybeahintof that in the
way that even the frequencyof
“catch-up”meetingsbetweenBrown
andLuxonhas apparentlybegun to
decline.

The testwill nowbewhetherhe
canestablish the samerapportwith
thenewTransportMinister, Chris
Bishop, thathehadwithSimeon
Brown.

However, it isWayneBrown’s
idiosyncraticpersonality thatdefines
any relationshiphehas.

OneofNational’sAucklandMPs
saidBrown’s political appealwas
bipartisanbecause the left likedhim
becausehewasanti-governmentand
the right likedhimbecausehewas
anti-bureaucrat.

Ministers arewaryofhimbecause
hedoeshave suchwidespread
political appeal, yet at the same time,
Auckland is sobig andso
economically important that they
knowtheyhave to tryandworkwith
himeven if, fromtime to time, they
groan that it is “WaynebeingWayne”.

Government involvementwith the
AucklandCouncil ismorecomplex
than thatofmostother councils.

UnlikemostNewZealand local
bodies,manyof thebig issues that
confront theAucklandCouncil
requirebespoke solutions, often
meaning specific legislation.

That is evidentnowwith the “time
ofuse” roadcharging legislation
headingoff to aSelectCommittee.

Already, it is evident that exactly
the same issue that thecouncil
objected to in last year’s legislation to
separateWatercare fromcouncil
control is evident in theLand
Transport (TimeofUseCharging)
AmendmentBill.

Onceagain, the council is pushing
backagainstWellington’s proposal to
runanycharging schemeAuckland
may introduce.

TheBill proposes that a charging
schemebe runbya joint council-New
ZealandTransportAuthorityboard
onwhich theNZTAwouldhave the
castingvote.

That is similar to theoriginal
proposal forWatercare,whichwould
haveaCrownMonitor appointedby
theMinisterof LocalGovernment to
prepareacharter forWatercareand
thenmonitor its performanceagainst
it.

Thiswaseventually changed to
having theSecretary forLocal
Government consultwith the
AucklandCouncil on thepreparation
of theCharter and then forWatercare
tobeaccountable to theCrown
Monitor for itsday-to-day
performanceagainst theCharter.

Thecouncilwanted tobe
consultedon theappointmentof the
CrownMonitor, but SimeonBrown
didnot agreewith that.Nevertheless,
theWatercareexperienceunderlines
theongoing structural tension
between thecouncil and the
Governmentover thedispersionof
powerbetween the twobodies.

Thecouncilwill not beencouraged
that there is thewill inWellington to
devolvepowerby someof the
provisions in theTimeofUse
ChargingBill that include, for
example, a provision thatpublic
transport vehicleswill have topay
thecharges.

WayneBrownhasalways
emphasised that thepay-off for
introducingchargingwouldhave to
beanenhancedpublic transport
system.

Thecouncil andAuckland
Transporthave released thedraft of
their submissionon thecharging
legislation,whichessentiallywants
thedecisions aboutwhich roads

wouldbecharged, thepricing
structureand theuseof the revenue
obtained tobemadeby thecouncil
andATrather than thegovernment.

Theother challenge for thecouncil
is that governmentshave tended to
benervousabout imposing tolls on
motorists.

Nowacouncillor,National’s then
Transport spokesperson,Maurice
Williamson, lost that portfolio in the
run-up to the2008electionwhen
National leader JohnKeysackedhim
afterhe talkedabout a$5 toll on the
SouthernMotorway.

However, the legislation toallow
theAucklandchargingwasvoted

against inParliamentby theMaori
Partyalone.

It is transport thatdominates the
relationshipbetween thecouncil and
thegovernment.

Legislation this yearwill confirm
the restorationof transportpolicy-
makingback to thecouncil fromAT.

Thatwill then lead to the
developmentof an integrated
30-year transport plan forAuckland,
whichwill feed into theGovernment
PolicyStatementonTransport,which
will bepublished in2027.

Asa consequenceof announce-
mentsmadeat theGovernment
Infrastructure Investment Summit
thatplanwill be required to resolve
thepriority thatwill beput ona
secondharbourcrossing.

TheGovernmenthas anumberof
otherproposalswhichwill impact
local government generally.

Currently, InfrastructureMinister
ChrisBishop sayshe is sittingona
numberofproposals fromregions for
RegionalDeals.

Theseare long termagreements—
oftenbetween 10-20years—which
hingeoncentral and local
governmentagreeing tomake joint
fundingcommitments andprovidea
basis for local authorities tohave
greater autonomytodeliver a range
of initiativeswhicharebasically
long term infrastructureplans for a
region.

The structureof thedealsmight
help to reassure thecouncil that it,
rather thanWellington,was incontrol
of the infrastructurepipeline.

TheAucklandCouncil, likemany
others around thecountry, also faces
thechallengeofhowtodealwith
climateadaptation issues,
particularlymanaged retreat from
flood-proneareasor, particularly in
Auckland’s case, coastlinevulnerable
to theeffects of sea-level rise.

ThenewResourceManagement
Act, tobe introducednextyear, is

expected tocontainprovisions
allowingplanningauthorities to
decline land-use consentsor attach
conditionswhere thereare
significant risksofnatural hazards.

All of this legislationpoints to
futureareasof agreementbetween
thecouncil andgovernmentand,
maybe, a slow-growing recognition in
Wellington that thecouncil’s desire
for autonomyonmajor issues isnot
just apoliticalmovebut alsoa
practical response to its greater local
knowledgeand responsibilities.

Thishasbeenconfirmedwith the
Government’s agreement to legislate
for theAucklandFutureFund.

That legislation is nowbeforea
SelectCommittee.

Ultimately, however,mostof the
static betweenAucklandand
Wellingtoncomesdown tomoney.

Thebig ticket itemon the financial
agenda is theoperatingcosts for the
central rail loopwhen it opens in
2026-27.

The rail project is tobe funded
jointlyby thegovernmentand
AucklandCouncil, and thecouncil is
expected tobear a significantportion
of theannualoperational costs.

Theproject is estimated tocost the
council around$220million in
operatingcosts from the first full year
ofoperations.

TheGovernment and thecouncil
haveyet toagreeonhowthe funding
will be split, but given the fiscal
pressures facing theGovernment,
thosecouldbe tensenegotiations.

What is clear is thatunderBrown,
thecouncil has clawedsomepower
back fromWellington.

With thepower issuenowmore
or lessunder control, andwithbig
ticket items likely tobeon theagenda
like theoperationsof theCRLanda
possible secondharbourcrossing, it
couldbemoney thatbegins to
dominate the relationshipover the
next fewyears.
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Regional deal will benefit country
NZ’s biggest council has developed a blueprint for growth and prosperity in partnership with central government

Investment in
Auckland is highly

important because NZ
needs a globally

competitive city of
scale that provides the
next generationwith

business and
employment
opportunities.

Phil Wilson

Adjusting the Unitary Plan will enable housing
intensification in the right places

A uckland is hoping to be-
come the first recipient of
a regional deal with the
government to drive pro-

ductivity and economic growth that
will be good for the country.

Auckland Council submitted an
extensive proposal at the end of last
month that detailed the region’s ma-
jor priorities with the potential of
increasing New Zealand’s gross dom-
estic product (GDP) by 3-7%.

Phil Wilson, chief executive of
Auckland Council, says it’s time to
stop the parochial argument that
somehow investment in Auckland
comes at a cost to other regions in
the country.

“Actually, investment in Auckland
is to the national advantage because
New Zealand needs a globally com-
petitive city of scale that provides the
next generation with business and
employment opportunities.

“We have a third of the population
(now more than 1.7 million and head-
ing for 2.5m in the late 2040s) and
nearly 40% of the national GDP.

“New Zealand needs Auckland to
function really well to attract and
retain talent; otherwise, they are go-
ing overseas for the opportunities not
reflected here,” says Wilson.

“There is an opportunity to invest
in innovation and new technologies,
knowledge sharing and a high-order
services industry. There is a narrative
around the need to recognise the
opportunities and change the nature
of the New Zealand economy.”

Wilson expects the government to
select one regional deal in the short
term to test the concept and develop
a national template. The council is
expecting feedback on its proposal
within two months.

Auckland was one of 18 regions or
sub-regions to submit a proposal, and
the government has indicated three
deals would be in place by October
next year.

“In terms of the rationale for a
regional deal, Auckland is in a strong
position of making the case to be the
first one. It’s a great opportunity and
is of high importance for Auckland
and the country.”

If the Auckland region is given the
nod, then the council will enter nego-
tiationswith the government to refine
the proposal — work that will take up
most of the year.

Auckland has one other advan-
tage, says Wilson. “Auckland Council
covers the entire region, 140km from
north to south, and is a unitary auth-
ority, normal council and regional
council. The government can deal
with just one council.”

Wilson says Auckland has been

down in the mouth for a while, not
helped by the Covid pandemic and
extended lockdown that had a gre-
ater impact on communities.

“When the Super City went live in
2010 therewas a sense that Auckland
knew where it was heading — New
Zealand needed a globally competi-
tive city. Auckland’s self-belief and
identity were coming together, but
then we stopped talking about aspir-
ations and what we were striving for.

“It can’t just be about population
growth or having a lag in housing.

“The positive story is about having
high-quality jobs and business deve-
lopment, and realising our vision of
being a competitive global city.

“We see the regional deal as a reset
in our relationship with government,
and to get our mojo back.

“We’ve got to align investment and
infrastructure through long-term inte-
grated planning, moving away from
constant changing plans. We need to
be on the same page about where
growth will happen,” says Wilson.

“Themayor (WayneBrown) is fond
of observing, and he’s right, that gen-
eric solutions envisaged for thewhole
country don’t work for Auckland.

“We have a younger population
than regionalNewZealand that needs
different interventions.

“We have a growth dynamic such
as the Drury corridor and need to get
jobs in closer proximity towhere peo-
ple are living.”

An Auckland Deal, says Wilson,
would empower the region to fix key
challenges and constraints that are
holdingbackgrowth.Aucklandneeds
the tools to plan, fund and share the
benefits of growth.

Major public investment in pro-
jects like City Rail Link, the Eastern
Busway andCentral Interceptor (was-
tewater) and private investment in
data centres and other large-scale de-
velopment is poised to dramatically
improve Auckland’s connectivity,
productivity and capacity for growth
if leveraged well.

The regional deal proposal says
Auckland’s GDP per capital premium
of 10-15% is more productive than the
rest of New Zealand but not as high
as comparable cities with 25-35%.

If Auckland achieved that prem-
ium, New Zealand’s GDP could be
3-7%higher. AmoreproductiveAuck-
land would drive higher wages, in-

vestment and living standards.
The proposal outlines five prio-

rities that will have the greatest im-
pact on growth and productivity over
the next 30 years:

● Abundant quality housing al-
ongside transport, business and ind-
ustry; reducing housing supply con-
straints could increase national GDP
by 0.9-1.8%; make changes to the
Unitary Plan to enable greater inten-
sification in the right places such as
transport corridors and hubs; and
stronger regional spatial planning
framework.

● Transport — enabling people
and goods to get around faster and
cheaper, with lower emissions; dec-
ongestion would be worth $1.4-$1.9
billion a year or 1.5-2% of Auckland’s
GDP and 80% of the workforce can
reach jobs within 45 minutes.

● A thriving innovation and tech-
nology sector that attracts interna-
tional investment and talent, hosts
the new Advanced Technology Insti-
tute; and leverages the existing eco-
system of universities, start-ups, fin-
ance and global connections.

● Gateway to the world — a con-
nected and diverse city that drives
international trade, investment, im-
migration and tourism; amend visa
settings to make it easier and faster
for visitors from key international
markets to access New Zealand
through Auckland.

● Stunning natural environment,
including harbours and parks, that
contribute to a liveable and thriving
city with global appeal; Ministerial
approval to consult on an Upper
North Island Clean-Hull Vessel Plan
(consistent biosecurity standards);
and co-funding for pest eradication
andweed control on offshore islands,
which are tourist destinations.

The proposal seeks land-use re-
form to enable flexible and residential

location but also account for flood-
prone areas and natural hazards;
expanded infrastructure funding and
financing tools to ensuremajor urban
growth areas are supported by timely
investment; streamlined consenting
and fast-track approvals to remove
regulatory bottlenecks that slow hou-
sing development and increase costs.

The council is establishing the
Auckland Development Office, re-
placing Eke Panuku, to lead urban
regeneration — particularly around
transport hubs — co-ordinate public-
private investment and unlock large-
scale housing and commercial pre-
cincts that alignwith national produc-
tivity goals.

“We are creating a grunty, co-
ordinated development plan and a
pathway for developers, ensuring
better co-ordination of everyone’s in-
vestment,” saysWilson. “Therewill be
a specific focuson realising opportun-
ities from transit-oriented develop-
ment, including around the City Rail
Link (CRL) stations.

“We don’t necessarily need the
government to provide funding — just
the tools to do it ourselves.”

The council wants quick action on
new legislation to introduce a bed
night visitor levy, and time-of-use
(congestion) charging, which has the
potential to reduce peak traffic
volumes by 10-30%.

It also wants backing for removing
up to 42 dangerous and congested
level crossings (at a cost of $2.9b) and
maximise the benefits from the CRL
investment, with train services doub-
ling on the Southern, Eastern and
Western Lines.

Removing the level crossings will
unlock $20 billion in benefits, and
allowmore-frequent trains and traffic
on the wider transport network to
flow freely and safely.

Over the past decade, 643 near-

misses and collisions have occurred
at level crossings, with network dis-
ruptions of up to five hours.

Wilson says a bed-night visitor
levy will generate sustainable reve-
nue for tourism infrastructure and
promotion including hosting major
events that will provide an economic
boost for Auckland and the country
— whether it be the America’s Cup,
Taylor Swift concert or a State of
Origin league game.

On transport, Wilson says “we
haven’t prioritised 100 road impro-
vements (in the proposal); instead, it’s
saying for the short term let’s agree
on a few priorities to move ahead.

“CRL — it’s a transformational in-
vestment — will increase the fre-
quency of trains around the region
andwe don’t want traffic sitting at the
level crossings and wasting time. The
solution is to put the road under or
over the rail line, remove the level
crossing or close off the road.

“Time-of-use charging is a tool to
manage traffic volumes at key times.
It will generate some revenue but it’s
more about behaviour and people
optimising the roading network by
managing travel times,” Wilson says.

“I’m sure we will see some sort of
charge within two years through
enabled legislation — whether it’s at
a national level or just Auckland.”

The proposal says Auckland is
ready for a new type of relationship
with central government that will
unlock long-term, sustainable growth
that benefits both the region and the
country. It would cut out layers of
advice and allow Auckland and the
government to create quick, specific
solutions to the region’s problems —
a bespoke approach instead of a one-
size-fits-all.

The regional deal would unlock
private and iwi investment by remov-
ing barriers, working to open invest-
ment opportunities, and being open
to unsolicited bids and private capital
(including public private partner-
ships) to accelerate projects and
growth, the proposal says.

Wilson says “it’s important for me
to record that this is not only a piece
of advocacy from Auckland Council
in the development of the proposal.
Weworkedon this for sixmonths and
brought together a range of key
players such as the EMA, Business
Chamber and airport.

“It has to be the Auckland story,
and there is a lot of support and
goodwill sitting behind the proposal,”
Wilson says.

● AucklandCouncil is anadvertising
sponsor of theHerald’s Project
Auckland report.
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Welcoming in the world

Whatmust
Auckland do to
help the port fulfil
its potential?

What Auckland
needs is an amazing
welcome front door
andwe plan to build

that at Bledisloe
wharf

Roger Gray, chief executive Port of
Auckland

W ith the Port of Auckland
having put its own
house in order, chief
executive Roger Gray is

thinking about what Auckland needs
todo tohelp theport fulfil its potential
as an import and export gateway
leader.

His wishlist is short and sharp.
Bring in congestion charging, as

mayor Wayne Brown wants; per-
suade the downstream supply chain
to operate 24/7 like the port to allevi-
ate congestion; extend The Strand
optimisation project now under way
so it joins the port to the motorway;
enable development of an “amazing
welcome front door” to Auckland.

Gray has just been discussing the
Auckland Council-owned port’s solid
financial results for the first six
months of the 2025 financial year,
and welcomes the chance to explore
with Project Auckland what its future
might look like now the uncomfort-
able choppy swell about its manage-
ment, ownership and survival in
Auckland’s CBD has settled.

Calmer waters prevailed last year
when Brown, a fiery critic of the port’s
poor productivity and financial re-
turns to the city, binned his idea for
a 35-year lease to a global port ope-
rator, in favour of an agreement with
port leaders and the Maritime Union
that the company would contribute
$1.1 billion of profits to the council
over the next 10 years.

Browndidn’t have enough support
around the council table for his plan.
And the port’s steadily improving
financial results since Gray came on
board in 2022 undermined the pre-
viously vociferous support in some
city quarters for the port to bemoved,
sold or leased to a commercial party
that knew what it was doing.

Contrast these financial results:
● Full year 2022, net loss $10.3m;
revenue $265.2m, dividend to council
$14.2m.

● Half year 2025, net profit $42m,
revenue $195m, interim dividend to
council $25m. Announcing the HY25
result, the port upgraded its 2025
financial year earnings guidance to
$75m-$80m after tax and said the full
year dividend was expected to be at
least $45m.

Back to the port’s ambitions and
how it plans to contribute to Auck-
land.

“Weexpect us to behere for at least
the next 40 years,” Gray says. “I think
that was confirmed by the decision
on the proposal by the mayor to sell
a 35-year operating lease. There’s an
acknowledgement we’re here for the
future.

“Our potential is to become New
Zealand’s most efficient and effective
import port for what is effectively the
third of the country’s population
which lives close by. We also want
to ensure that we facilitate exporters
within the area getting their product
out.

“(There’s also) the potential for us
to invest in tourism, making sure this
is an amazing cruise ship destination.
But also to make sure that the car im-
porters and the steel for the cities to
be built get here, that the aggregates
needed for big city construction and
growth are here.

“We see a very good future. We’ve

got plenty of capacity. This is a rela-
tively small port in comparison to
others from ahectare perspective but
that smallness makes us highly ef-
ficient.”

Gray asserts Port of Auckland is
“by far the most efficient port in the
country” if its cargo throughput, par-
ticularly that of containers, is com-
pared to others per hectare.

“16,000 TEU (twenty foot equiva-
lent boxes) is a quiet week for us now.
When I arrived, if we were doing
10,500 we thought we’d had a good
week.”

So what does the port need from
Auckland to accomplish its aims?

With traffic congestion being ama-
jor city issue in Gray’s book, he says
the supply chain is at a “tipping point”
where the downstream supply chain
needs to transition from operating
five days a week, 12 hours a day, to
being a 24/7 operation — like the port.

“We’re committed to being a 24/7

operation — shipping arrives 24/7 —
andwe’reencouragingourcustomers
to start running their supply chain at
night and on weekends, rather than
just Monday to Friday, 9 to 5.”

He says the company is working
with supply chain players such as
KiwiRail, Nexus Logistics and the Port
of Tauranga to facilitate use of the
new Ruakura Superhub inland port,
designing solutions for big importers
like Kmart.

“And we’re using pricing to influ-
ence that with our peak and off-peak
charges and alternate rail charging.
We’re working very hard to make
sure we push trucks into the evening
and night and get cargo off trucks.”

To fast-track that work, the port
needs two actions from other infra-
structure providers, Gray says.

“One is significant investment in
TheStrandand thecompletionof that
link to the motorway.

“We thinkAucklandTransport and
NZTA should finish The Strand pro-
perly. There’s a minor upgrade going
on but it really needs to be turned
into a motorway from the port to the
motorway.

“The second, which is about to be
enabled by central government, is
congestion charging. We support the
push by the Mayor of Auckland to
introduce congestion charging. We
think thatwill add to theeffectiveness
of theworkwe’redoingwithpeakand
off-peak charging.”

Graymakes no bones about higher
charges being a cornerstone of the

port’s financial improvement, now
and in the future.

“We’ve been very public about this
… in our view, as a leadership team
and the board, importers and expor-
ters were not paying a price that
matched with the investment being
made here.”

He says thepreviouspricingmodel
was a historic result of competition
between Auckland’s port and Port of
Tauranga.

“We’ve started to change the pri-
cing model and move it up. We’re
basically aligning our pricing with
regional pricing throughout the Aus-
tralian andNew Zealandmarkets and
we’re doing that in order to improve
the profitability of the port.

“We weren’t making our weighted
average cost of capital (Wac), wewer-
en’t investing in the infrastructure
needed and off the back of that, the
city wasn’t getting a fair return.

“We will target a return of equity
in excess of ourWac, which is at 8.5%.

“In our view importers and expor-
ters, particularly the container trade,
were being subsidised by the rate-
payers.”

But Gray thinks the “most import-
ant aspect” of the port’s turnaround
has been its new partnershipwith the
unions who represent its employees.

“Moving from combative conflict
and aggression to high performance,
high engagement and partnering has
enabled us to unlock a significant
number of initiatives.

“There’s been a massive improve-

ment in safety and the rollout of the
approved code of practice, which is
standardised port loading and unloa-
ding of ships across the country.

“It’s allowed us through the oper-
ational improvement team to lift the
capacity of the container terminal to
handle cargo.”

The new relationship with the
unions has also helped the port with
one of its main objectives — develop-
ing career paths and leadership at the
port.

Last, but certainly not least, what
the port needs from Auckland is the
green light to develop “an iconic
welcome entry point” to the City of
Sails, he says.

Tourism via cruise ship visits is a
significant part of the business, but
the entry point is “substandard”.

“They either come in on Princes
Wharf through the Hilton Hotel or
through a temporary set up that’s
done in Shed 10, which is also used
for events.

“What Auckland needs is an amaz-
ing welcome front door and we plan
to build that at Bledisloe.”

The port continues to work with
Auckland Council on implementing
its 2024-2034 long-term plan, lodging
a consent application to complete
Bledisloe North and Fergusson North
wharves.

Gray says the work will make the
port big ship-capable and provide
long-term, fit-for-purpose port infra-
structure. It will also create more
waterfront access for the public, re-
duce vessel congestion in the ferry
basin and meet the increasing freight
requirements of the city, he says.

“We want to work with iwi to en-
sure that the front door provides an
amazing culturalwelcomeandshows
off thewonders ofAuckland andNew
Zealand. Ifwe create that kindof great
experience, it has a flow-on effect for
businesses that really appreciate the
summer cruise trade. And with some
of those facilities, we’d explore ways
the community can access them in
the off-season.”

Gray says his main message to
Auckland is that “the port is here”.

“Wearebuilding the infrastructure,
be it through dredging or wharves or
a cruise terminal, to service the city
for the next 40 years.

“It’s a privilege being on the door-
step of this country’s largest city.

“We don’t take that privilege for
granted in any way and will continue
to work closely with all stakeholders
group to be a good corporate citizen
for Auckland and New Zealand.”

● Port ofAuckland is anadvertising
sponsor of theHerald’s Project
Auckland report.
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Watercare— The $16.1b

Watercare unveils
its more-than-
1000-project
business plan — and
a commitment to
inter-generational
fairness

Wewill not borrow
one cent to pay
operating costs
(which last year

stood at $367m) so
wewill only be

borrowing to build
long- term

infrastructure for
Auckland.

Dave Chambers

A new pump station at Watercare’s Māngere Wastewater Treatment Plant takes flow from the Central Interceptor.

W atercare is embarking
on one of the country’s
biggest infrastructure
builds as itmoves closer

to financial independence from
Auckland Council.

That’s a step that will allow it to
refine how it pays for new work
costing $3.8 million a day.

It has today unveiled its first
10-year business plan which details
how the company will invest $13.8
billion in over 1000 projects while
ensuring what it says will be an
affordable price path for customers.
It is also aimed at bringing intergene-
rational fairness in the Auckland re-
gion forecast to grow by 215,000
people or 13% in the coming decade.

The new financial structure has
allowed the business to reduce in-
creases in water and waste water
charges to 7.2% fromthreatenedhikes
nearly four times that.

While still fully owned by council,
its financial independence will allow
it to borrow on different terms which
Watercare chief executive Dave
Chambers says will mean those who
need the services today are not also
paying for plant that won’t be built
for decades.

Watercare will be able to borrow
outside the constraints of Auckland
Council’s debt limit.

MinterEllisonRuddWatts analysis
says this is similar to an underlying
premise of the previous Govern-
ment’s ThreeWaters Programme, but
delivered in a way that maintains
council ownership and control.

Chambers says Watercare builds
assets that are there for a 100 years,
but itwaspaying themoff tooquickly.

“This (new borrowing regime) ena-
bles us to spread the cost of those
over a longer period of time.

“So Aucklanders who come here
in 20 years will be paying for things
that we do next year, not just the
Aucklanders who are here today.”

The verdict on its credit rating will
soon be delivered and this will help
determine the interest costs Water-
care will face.

As at June of last year, debt stood
at $3.6b and this is forecast to increase
to $9.9b during the current 10-year
period.

“We will not borrow one cent to
pay operating costs (which last year
stood at $367m) so we will only be
borrowing to build long-term infra-
structure for Auckland.”

The massive shakeup in Water-
care’s governance came as Three
Waters plans were dumped and re-
placed with Local Water Done Well,
allowing Auckland Council, Water-
care and the government to put
together a trailblazing strategy.

While Watercare has been at the
forefront of tackling an infrastructure
deficit, Chambers acknowledges that
there are decades of work ahead of
it. One mantra at the Newmarket-
based business — the country’s
biggest utility company — is to further
minimise and eliminate black flagged
beaches.

“With some of these projects the
can has been kicked down the road
for a while. New Zealand has an
infrastructure deficit and inAuckland
we have some of that although we’ve
been doing a bit in recent years,” he
says citing the flagship $1.7b Central
Interceptor project as a key to help
clean up the city’s beaches.

Although Watercare has had a

separate balance sheet for the last 15
years, financial independence day
comes on July 1 for the companywith
an asset base of $16.4b.

Ahead of the government and the
Auckland Council confirming a path-
way for financial separation early last
year, the companywas facing a tough
decision: to prioritise the affordability
or reliability of services.

“With this plan, we will achieve
both.”

The July increases of 7.2% means
households that use an average vol-
ume of water will pay about $7 more
a month. In 2027 and 2028, the price
rises are likely to be around 7.2% and
5.5% respectively.

Watercare’s business plan shows
revenue will climb from nearly $1.1b
in 2024 to $2.1b in 2034. Water and
waste water makes up the bulk of
Watercare’s income, and this will
climb from $682m to $1.5b during the
decade. Net profit is forecast to climb
from $96.6m to $286m.

Among more than 1000 projects
over the next 10 years, including two
mega-programmes of work valued at
over $1b.

“As our Central Interceptor project
successfully winds down, two mega-
programmes of work will get under
way,” says Chambers.

In West Auckland, it will replace
the ageing Huia Water Treatment
Plant with a plant that can produce
up to 160m litres a day to improve
system resilience.

As part of this project, it will re-
place two water mains that convey
water from the dams to the plant and

build two large storage reservoirs.
“Our other largest area of invest-

ment is theMāngereWastewater Tre-
atment Plant which serves three-
quarters of Auckland’s population.
We will upgrade equipment and im-
prove processes to ensure we can
continue to meet strict discharge
requirements protecting the Manu-
kau Harbour.”

Watercare’s 18,000km network of
water and wastewater pipes would
stretch fromAuckland to Londonand
during the next 10 years 51% of the
$13.8b spend will be on renewing and
upgrading existing assets over its area
of operation stretching from Wells-
ford to Tuakau and serving 1.7million
people.

Upgrades include replacing ageing
water and wastewater mains, prog-
ressively replacingmechanical water
meters with smart meters, upgrading
treatment processes at Ardmore
Water Treatment Plant, replacing the
ageing Huia treatment plant and
building a new one for Waiuku.

Rosedale, ArmyBay andWellsford
treatment plants will have hundreds
of millions of dollars spent on them.

Lastmonth the Central Interceptor
project, passed a milestone with the
southern half of the 16.2km tunnel
(Blockhouse Bay south to Māngere
Wastewater Treatment Plant) going
live.

Auckland Mayor Wayne Brown
gave an order to start up giant pumps
sending wastewater flows from the
Central Interceptor tunnel to the
nearby treatment plant at a rate of
1200 litres per second.

Brown said that as an engineer
himself, he appreciated the skills inv-
olved to achieve this outcome: “It’s a
significantmilestone for Aucklanders
and a huge engineering feat for the
team who have been working for the
past six years.”

The project would be completed
next year and achieve and 80%re-
duction in wet weather overflows.

Chambers said work was nearing
completion on a waste water pipe in
Parnell damaged by a storm in 2023
which resulted in raw sewage being
spilled into Judges Bay.

The big financial build at HQ
The sprint to re-engineer the com-
pany’s financial and regulatory struc-
ture has been rapid. And the numbers
are enormous for Watercare, which
will be on its own from July 1.

Legislation prevents Auckland
Council from providing financial sup-
port and there is no form of Crown
guarantee although there are several
ways the Government can intervene
including that in the the event of a
natural disaster—underCivil Defence
law the Government provides up to
60% of rebuilding costs.

Chambers says that from July 1,
Watercare needs a $2.6b revolving
credit facility to let it operate for two
years and cover the costs associated
with a bank debt capital raise as well
as capital commitments — primarily
the infrastructure investment pro-
gramme. There will be an $800m
standby fund to cover any delay in
getting an an insurance payout fol-
lowing a natural disaster.

Watercare must also pay back
Auckland Council for borrowing on
its behalf under an intercompany
loan agreement.

That will be superseded by an
arm’s length transitional debt facility
and around $4.2b will be paid back
over a five-year period.

“And then from July 1, we will owe
the council $4.2b or thereabouts,
depending on our capital programme
this year. We have five years to pay
that back,” says Chambers.

Those repayments will be covered
by a bond issuance programme.

Following the passage of legisla-
tion, a Watercare Charter has been
developed to cover its pricing until
it falls under a regulated regime cov-
ering all water companies and

Project
Auckland
Grant Bradley
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giant going its own way

Warkworth/Snells
wastewaterscheme$176m
Complete the new Snells Beach
Wastewater Treatment Plant,
which will serveWarkworth and
the Snells-Algies communities,
build the new growth servicing
pipeline and rehabilitate local
wastewaterpipes.

HibiscusCoast
wastewaterupgrades
$434m
Upgrade the Army Bay
Wastewater Treatment Plant,
upgrade pump stations and
large transmission pipes to
enable population growth.

Westernwatersupply
scheme $1.12b
Replace the aged HuiaWater
Treatment Plant with a larger
plant, building two new storage
reservoirs and replacing two
watermains that carry water
from our dams to the
treatment plant.

NorthHarbour2
Watermain$785m
Build a new 32kmwatermain
between Titirangi and Albany
to support population growth
and improve service reliability.

RosedaleWastewater
TreatmentPlantupgrades
$660m
Carry out several major
upgrades to the Rosedale
Wastewater Treatment Plant to
improve treatment processes,
reduce emissions and boost
treatment capacity.

Devonport2watermain
$49m
Replace the 4.5km Devonport 2
watermain, as it’s nearing the
end of its life.

Eastern Isthmuswater
quality improvement
programme$245m
Upgrade local wastewater
networks and build a new
wastewater storage tunnel in
Newmarket gully to reduce
overflows and support growth.

Khyber/Koniniwatermain
$86m
Build a 7.5kmwatermain that
connects the Hūnua 3 watermain
to our two watermains supplying
the North Shore.

Ōtarawastewaternetwork
$136m
Upgrade an ageing pump station
and risingmain to increase
capacity in the Ōtara catchment.

Waitematāwaterquality
improvementprogramme
$876m
Working with Auckland Council’s
HealthyWaters department to
work on a series of projects that
reduce overflows from the
combined wastewater/
stormwater networks. This
programme is enabled
by the Central Interceptor
wastewater tunnel.

SouthAuckland
wastewaterservicing
scheme $550m
New and upgraded
infrastructure to support
growth in Hingaia Peninsula,
Drury and Ōpaheke.

Southwestwastewater
scheme$578m
Transformwastewater services
in the Southwest region to
improve water quality in the
Manukau Harbour and support
new housing.

Pukekohewastewater
upgrades $342m
Upgrade the Pukekohe
Wastewater Treatment Plant to
increase capacity, build a new
pump station and expand
networks to support population
growth.

WaikatoRiverwater
supply$760m
Build a newwater intake and
pump station which will supply
our treatment plants in the
future, and start building the
newWaikato 2 watermain.
Existing treatment processes
will also be upgraded.
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Central Interceptor
$1.67b
The 16.2kmwastewater
tunnel in service in 2026.
It will significantly reduce
overflows to central Auckland
beaches and waterways.
The final $443m of the
project budget will be spent
in this period.

MāngereWastewater
TreatmentPlant
upgrade $1.11b
Carry out a comprehensive
programme of work to
improve treatment capacity
and performance at New
Zealand’s largest wastewater
treatment plant.

enforced by the Commerce Com-
mission, as it does with other utilities.

“The Watercare Charter requires
us to develop and implement a new
pricing methodology by 2027 that
rebalances revenue so that growth
pays for growth. While we work on
the new methodology, the charter
specifies the minimum increases in
infrastructure growth charges.”

Infrastructure growth charges are
paidwhen a property connects to our
networks and helps fund projects to
increase the capacity of bulk infra-
structure such as treatment plants.

On July 1, infrastructure growth

charges will go up by a minimum of
15.5%, in line with the requirements
of the charter. They are not paid by
existing customers as part of their
monthly water and wastewater bills.
Revenue from infrastructure growth
charges is forecast to more than
double to $400m during the 10-year
period.

Amap released late last year show-
ing areas where wastewater systems
are constrained — notably the Hibis-
cus Coast, Waitakere, Otara and
Beachlands — caused some conster-
nation in the property sector but
served as a reminder that developers

must check with Watercare at the
early stages of a project. While work
is planned to overcome constraints,
it won’t be finished for several years.

Chambers said that takenona case
by case basis nearly all projects (90%
so far) can be connected to the net-
work but there are exceptions especi-
ally on the Hibiscus Coast and he
made no apology for spelling this out
to developers. “I would struggle to see
that Watercare would always be
ready for development anywhere,
anytime.” Maps showing how individ-
ual streets are affected by constraints
are being developed.

Chambers — a former Watercare
board member — was appointed in-
terim chief executive in 2023 but will
hand over the reins to a new CEO
from the middle of the year as he
pursues other directorships.

He says if Watercare’s 1300 staff
are doing their job, customers don’t
have to think about the work its
doing. “We should be invisible to
Aucklanders because it should just
happen.”

While a financial split with Auck-
land Council is coming, Watercare
works closely with the city, including
contracting treasury services for its

financial overhaul.
“That part won’t change. We have

been working hard on strengthening
our relationships (in) a really practical
way around planning. And Mayor
Brown has been strong on is, how do
we dig once and disrupt Aucklanders
once?

“I know very clearly from the
mayor, the expectation is that we are
a great engineering business and
impacts Aucklanders to the mini-
mum.”

● Watercare is anadvertising sponsor
of theHerald’s ProjectAuckland report.
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The final whistle nears for

We’re in the final straight now, but it’s a
very long straight ahead of us. Andwe
know from overseas experience that
this is the trickiest part of the ‘game’.

Patrick Brockie

CRL’s benefits for
Aucklandwhen it
opens in 2026 are
enormouswrites
Patrick Brockie

E ight years ago, City Rail Link
Ltd (CRLLtd)was established
to deliver a world class und-
erground railway for Auck-

land’s future.
Ambitious and visionary, a com-

pleted City Rail Link will be the
“missing link” in Auckland’s rail net-
work, unlocking travel benefits
exactly as the Auckland Harbour
Bridge did for roads 66 years ago.

We’re in the final straight now, but
it’s a very long straight ahead of us.
And we know from overseas experi-
ence that this is the trickiest part of
the “game”.

We now have a big push, which
includes finishing 9000-plus individ-
ual tests on all the systems installed
to make CRL safe to use so that we
can hand over a railway line that will
revolutionise Auckland travel and, at
the same time, deliver far reaching
benefits for the rest of the country.”

CRL is New Zealand’s largest trans-
port infrastructure project. Twin con-
crete tunnels curve their way deep
below central Auckland for 3.45 kilo-
metres — the country’s first under-
ground railway — connecting directly
Auckland’smain, and currently dead-
end,Waitematā (Britomart) Terminus

with Maungawhau (Mt Eden) Station
on the Western/North Auckland line.
The project includes two central city
underground stations — Te
Waihorotiu and Karanga-a-Hape.

Besides building for Auckland’s
growth and prosperity, CRL Ltd also
recognised back in July 2017 an ad-

ditional responsibility — acknow-
ledgement that with CRL’s huge scale
and complexities came an obligation
to hold up the project as an exemplar
and lift the bar for thewider construc-
tion industry.

Nothing of CRL’s size had been
undertaken in New Zealand before,
certainly not in the middle of a busy
and growing city.

CRL’s benefits for Auckland when
it opens in 2026 are enormous, but
the bar we set higher for innovation,
job skills, worker health and safety,
protecting the environment and a
rewarding partnershipwithMāori are
also legacies that will endure for
generations of New Zealanders.

Ambition and the vision are not
new. Putting Auckland rail under-
ground was first suggested around
100 years ago.

AucklandCouncil and its transport
arm, Auckland Transport, began
CRL’s initial construction in 2015.
When the Government stepped in as
a joint funder with Auckland Council,
they set up CRL Ltd as a Crown entity
with an independent chair and board.

Immediate Challenges
CRL Ltd’s immediate challenges ex-
tended well beyond its building sites.

Accelerating CRL’s works pro-
gramme coincided with an aggress-
ive construction boom — a “forest” of
around 100 cranes crowded Auck-
land’s skyline; Fletchers withdrew as
a main bidder; across the Tasman,
RCR Tomlinson, part of the consor-
tium to deliver CRL’s rail systems
such as power and signalling, col-
lapsed.

Difficulty, however, turnedquickly
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CRL’s ‘game of two halves’

continued on B22

to opportunity. CRL Ltd folded the
separate rail systems contract into
the station and tunnels contract —
known now as C3 — and decided that
a single Alliance, with its greater
design, delivery, innovation and flexi-
bility benefits, would deliver all three
C3 components.

The project’s earlier C1 and C2 con-
tracts, meanwhile, celebrated two big
milestones: the start of cut and cover
trenching in lower Albert St and
14,000 tonnes of the heritage-listed
Chief Post Office — home to Waite-
matā station — was successfully, and
delicately, lifted on to temporary
foundations without a single crack to
the building so tunnels could be built
in its basement.

The construction timetable
ramped up in 2019.
CRL Ltd reviewed two bids for C3
from New Zealand and international
design and construct companies. The
contractwaswonbyLinkAlliance led
by theFrench firmVinci Construction
Grands Projects SAS, and including
Downer, Soletanche Bachy, WSP,
AECOM, Tonkin+Taylor — and CRL
Ltd.

It was tasked with boring the re-
maining sections of tunnel, building
Te Waihorotiu and Karanga-a-Hape
stations, redeveloping Maungawhau
station and leading installation of the
many systems needed to operate a
completed CRL safely.

C3’s decision followed agreement
by the Government and Auckland
Council to increase CRL funding by
$1billion to $4.4b after two independ-
ent reviews of project costs, and, with
a further focus on Auckland’s future,
a decision to extend station platforms
for longer nine-car trains and future
proofing for platform screen doors.

With the ink barely dry on the C3
contract work at Te Waihorotiu, Kar-
anga-a-Hape and Maungawhau be-
gan almost immediately, and plan-
ning for an innovative tunnel boring
machine started.

Excluding those employed on CRL
-related work off-site, Link Alliance
would employ at peak construction
more than 2000 people representing
64 nationalities. All our sites have
been great, vibrant communities —
some of our people have left homes
in troubled parts of theworld to come
here and build CRL for New Zealand.

Over the years, more than 12,000
people — staff and subbies — have
been inducted on to CRL sites and
completed almost 22 million hours of
work and still counting.

Pandemic’s shadow
Covid overshadowed CRL construc-
tion in 2020. Sites were shut initially
for four weeks. The Alliance model
did provide the agility to respond
effectively with changes to work
hours and shifts, health initiatives to
keep workers safe, and to continue
critical design and planning work
from home.

Nevertheless, by the time the pan-
demic had passed, CRL had lost an
unprecedented 230 days because of
lockdowns and restricted working
conditions.

The pandemic also disrupted
supply chains, forced up prices, crea-
ted access issues for overseas wor-
kers. It was the primary reason for
another $1b injection of funds — there
was also funding for additional scope,
too.

Therewas, however, one thing that
not even a world-wide pandemic
could stop — CRL’s state-of-the-art
tunnel boring machine (TBM).

Following mining tradition, the
TBMwas given the name of a notable
woman — after a public vote, CRL
honoured Dame Whina Cooper, the
Māori lands and social champion.
DameWhina Cooperwas responsible
for driving the two tunnels between
Maungawhau and Te Waihorotiu.
Evenduring lockdownsprogress con-
tinued — a skeleton crew kept Dame

WhinaCooper and its 7.15-metre-wide
cutter head moving forward slowly
to prevent the earth settling and
trapping the TBM.

Mission accomplished for Dame
Whina Cooper happened in Septem-
ber 2022 with its second break-
through at Te Waihorotiu. During 13
months, it removed 260,000 tonnes
of spoil and lined the tunnels with
2118 concrete rings, clearing the way
for construction sites to transform
into a railway ready for the fit out of
tracks and systems.

Reshaping industry
Underpinning CRL’s construction
was a set of core values that helped
reshape the delivery of large-scale
projects. Even before CRL had taken
its first bite of Auckland’s volcanic
soil, it broke new ground with a
radical initiative — establishing a part-
nership directly with Tāmaki
Makaurau/Auckland Māori.

Eight iwi are represented on CRL’s
Mana Whenua Forum — a proactive,
meaningful and rewarding collabora-
tion strengthening CRL’s design, em-
ployment, environmentand sustaina-
bility goals, procurement policies and
worker support and wellbeing.

Notable gains from the relation-
ship include opening employment
opportunities for young Māori and
Pasifikawith an extensive on-site trai-
ning and mentoring programme that
boosted the pool of qualified workers
for theproject and thewider industry;
winning international recognition for
the cultural design of CRL stations;
supporting health and wellbeing pro-
grammes for workers.

What seemed a radical idea at the
time has now become ‘normal’ prac-
tice in our industry.

Setting new boundaries did not
stop there
Health and safety have been a critical
objective from the start of construc-
tion when the New Zealand infra-
structure industry was not set up for
international project safety stand-
ards.

Safety requirements matched an
ever-changing cycle of risk manage-
ment as the project’s stages shifted
from demolition, utilities upgrades,
civils works, tunnelling, working
under mining regulations, construc-
ting buildings and streetscapes, fitting
the project out with architectural and
rail systems, and multiple energisa-
tions in the stations and tunnels.

Initiatives range from the basics —
insisting that hard-hats and other pro-
tective gear are always worn, using
toolbox and start-upmeetings to edu-
cate, formatting strict health guide-
lines to keep sites open, and training
exercises with emergency services
that reflected CRL’s changing land-
scape.

CRL Ltd and Link Alliance believe
strong leadership and embedding the
right structures and processes has
paid off.

With around 22millionworkhours
recorded, the C3 contract reports two
serious accident requiring hospital
stays.

CRL’s health and safety success
has seen other big projects in Canada
and Australia seek out our processes
which the Link Alliance freely pro-
vided to help ensure workers every-
where get home safely to their loved
ones.

Environmental Protection
Sustainability and environmental
protection have been project corner-
stones with CRLmaking industry-lea-
ding changes a “business-as-usual”
function.

Our contractors were challenged
to think not only about cost and pro-
gramme, but resource efficiency as
well and that’s paid off handsomely.

Concrete and cement have a
heavy carbon footprint. CRL aimed to
reduce its use in the 230,000m3 of
concrete it needed using fly ash as
a cement replacement. On average,
the amountof fly ashused in themain
stations and tunnels was 29.3% — a
phenomenal achievement given
supply chain challenges and a Con-
crete NZ report stating that 3.7% was
the industry average.

Other numbers add up to impress-
ive outcomes, too: 95% of construc-
tion and demolition waste diverted
away from landfill sites; over 77% of
materials carbon savings made by
replacing cement with fly ash in
concrete; socially, contracts worth
more than $146m were spent with
Māori and Pasifika businesses and
over 350 secondary school students
toured CRL sites to learn about infra-
structure careers.

CRL was one of the first in New
Zealand to go for Infrastructure Sus-
tainability Certification through the
Australian-based Infrastructure Sust-
ainability Council. With five of six
ratings completed to date the project
has been ranked as Excellent and
Leading, the highest levels achiev-
able.

Another environmental dividend
will come too, when CRL opens and
improved train services will encour-
age people to leave cars at home,
easing pressure on roads for those
who need to use them.

New boundaries
Lifting the historic Chief Post Office
on to its temporary foundations set
new boundaries for the way compli-
cated construction is completed suc-
cessfully.

Two years of meticulous planning
was supported by technical inno-
vation that included the design of a
low headroom hydro fraise (reverse
circulation rig) able to work in the
cramped basement and 50mm high
strength steel reinforcing bars
required for new foundations manu-
factured in New Zealand for the first
time.

The CPO is now supported secure-
ly on new foundations that include
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The final whistle nears for CRL
With the countdown to
practical completion at

the end of that long
home straight well under

way, CRL already has
much to be proud of.

Patrick Brockie

diaphragm (D) walls sunk 20 metres
below ground, new foundation col-
umns, cross beams and the tunnel
boxes themselves. Shifting the CPO
reflects a bold and extraordinary “can
do” attitude that gives thewider infra-
structure industry confidence to
tackle complex challenges. (CRL’s C3
Contract was signed in the CPOwhile
it was perched on its temporary
supports.)

City Challenges
Along with the gains, CRL has tackled
manychallengeswhile building in the
heart of a bustling city. Delays caused
by the pandemic, the weather, and
other organisations taking advantage
of CRL work to undertake their own
required works contributed to criti-
cism being levelled at the project by
commercial neighbours impacted by
construction.

Importantly, the project commit-
ted to maintaining strong communi-
cation channels — not only to inform
but to listen, too — so that neighbours
could plan ahead for CRL work.

While restricted at times, the pro-
ject maintained pedestrian and vehi-
cle access around sites. Business ad-
vice and limited financial support
was available through Link Alliance’s
Small Business Support programme.
In 2021, CRL began administering a
$12m Targeted Hardship Fund estab-
lished by CRL’s sponsors, the Govern-
ment and Auckland Council, to sup-
port small businessesworst impacted
by disruption from CRL works.

With the heavy civil engineering
worksnowcomplete, CRLLtd and the
Link Alliance recognise that finishing
the job is not something they can do
alone.

Collaboration
The project works collaboratively
with the combined expertise of Auck-
land Council, Auckland Transport
and KiwiRail on the installation and
commissioning of systems to ensure
CRL merges successfully and safely
into Auckland’s wider rail network.

The task is huge
Building CRL is a game of two halves
— in the first half we tackled heavy
construction, in the second its instal-
lation, testing and commissioning all
the systems needed to operate the
tunnel safely.

Although we’re ticking off mile-
stone aftermilestone such as the start
of train testing, lessons learned from
overseas tell us the risks, challenges

and complexities stay with us as we
progress further.

By the time we’re ready to hand
over to Auckland Transport and
KiwiRail we will have to complete
9000-plus individual tests on the
various systems needed to operate
CRL safely — systems such as venti-
lation, heating, lighting, fire emer-
gency, security, and communica-
tions.

All those systems are being tested
and tested again to make sure they
do the job they are designed for —
keeping everyone safe.

It’s hard, meticulous, necessary
work.

With the countdown to practical
completion at the end of that long
home straight well under way, CRL
already has much to be proud of.

Our people have and continue to
demonstrate the very best in out-
standing teamwork, collaboration
and groundbreaking innovation and
design — when our work is finally
done, the very values we set out to
achieve from day one will leave both
Auckland, andNewZealand, as better
places.

● PatrickBrockie is CEOofCityRail
Link. CityRail Link is anadvertising
sponsor of theHerald’s Project
Auckland report.
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Finding a cure for congestion
Changing how
roads are used at
different times of
the day is a big part
of movingmore
people around ,
writes AT’s
Dean Kimpton

Ahead of City Rail Link we’ll change the
bus timetables so they connect seamlessly

with trains. That will mean passengers
won’t have to worry about the timetable
when connecting between bus and rail

anymore.

AT BY NUMBERS

95 million
targeted trips on public transport

16 billion
km travelled on our roads each year

23-24
minutes
average 10km journey time now

20 minutes
targeted journey time

A ucklanders tell us their
main transport bugbear is
congestion.
We get it, and like you we

see it on the roads and public trans-
port services. And it costs — Auck-
land’s traffic congestion problem will
cost us $2.6 billion a year by 2026.

We readily see the impacts in
March which is consistently our bus-
iest time of year. No doubt you have
noticed a longer wait on your com-
mute, or you’re standing on the bus.
With everyone back towork, univers-
ity and school we experience the
sheer number of people travelling at
the same time, getting where they
need to be. Our busiest days onpublic
transport this year have all been this
month, with some days more than
385,000 trips being taken.

As Auckland grows, so does our
need tomovemorepeople and goods
more easily.

Some interesting numbers. This
year we are targeting over 95 million
trips on public transport. We travel
some 16 billion kilometres on our
roads each year. We also measure
average journey times onmain roads
at peak hours. At the moment it aver-
ages at 23 to 24 minutes over 10km,
but varies significantly across Auck-
land. Our target is no more than 20
minutes for that 10km journey — but
that is deeply challenging as Auck-
land grows, and we are constrained
for road space.

So to keep Auckland moving we
are making significant investment.

I will cover public transport and
the City Rail Link shortly. But other
investments include smarter, more
dynamic use of our roads. This is all
about maximising and making most
of what we already have. Initiatives
that use AI to enhance traffic man-
agement, increasing the use of transit

and bus lanes, to give greater control
over who can work in the road space
especially in peak travel times, and
time of use charging or demandman-
agement. All these, and more, add up
to new ways to use our finite road
space, and, funding better and mini-
mising disruption wherever we can.

Changing how roads are used at
different times of the day is a big part
ofmovingmore people around in our
existing road space, rather than build-
ing more roads.

In the urban environment 30% of
our land area is already used for
transport. Auckland has limited fund-
ing and even less space, so we need
to leverage fully what we have. Walk-
ing and biking also remain critical
elements of our overall network.

CRL is New Zealand’s largest
transport project.
That brings us to the City Rail Link
(CRL), NewZealand’s largest transport
project. And it is a big key in address-
ing the congestion challengewehave.

The rail network will then be cap-
able of carrying up to 24,000 passen-
gers per hour in each direction
through the city centre, with the
ability to further increase capacity as
more people use it to move around.
That equals less congestion giving us
great public transport service and
making the roads available for those
that truly need them.

City Rail Link Ltd is close to fini-
shing the construction. Twin train
tunnels up to 42 metres below the
city, connect downtown’s Waitematā
Station (Britomart) with the Western
Line at the newMaungawhau Station
(formerly Mt Eden). This link will
make it easier for people to move
around Auckland and to get into the
city centre thanks to two brand new
underground stations — Te Waihor-
otiu Station, with entrances near the
Sky Tower and Aotea Centre, as well
as Karanga-a-Hape Station on Kar-
angahape Road.

CRL benefits the whole rail net-
work by getting rid of the dead end
at Waitematā Station (Britomart).
Trains will be able to travel through
Britomart, increasing the capacity of
the whole rail network, improving
resilience and enabling a new config-
uration of Auckland’s train lines with
additional routes and connections to
more places.

City Rail Link Ltd is now in the final
stretch of its work — focusing on
testing, commissioning and integra
ting thousands of individual new sys-

tems with the existing network and
testing trains through the tunnels.

Auckland Transport and KiwiRail
are responsible for opening and oper-
ating this newpart of the rail network.

International experience shows
these final phases of a complex new
railway project are themost challeng-
ing, with a number of potential
scenarios to plan for.

A whole of transport network
change
There’s a lot of work happening
across the whole transport network
to be ready to open City Rail Link. AT,
CRL Ltd and KiwiRail are working
together to complete the Rail Net-
work Rebuild and upgrade projects,
test and integrate new CRL systems,
update technology essential for rail
operations and complete a lot ofwork
related to providing a great customer
service. For example, driver recruit-
ment and training, planning the detail
of new train operations thenupdating
timetables and maps, adding 23 new
electric trains to our fleet and comp-
leting safety tests and certifications.

One of the most important things
that must happen before opening to
the public, are large numbers of prac-
tice runs across the entire rail net-
work of the new, more frequent
services, on rail lines operating com-
pletely differently to how the Eastern,
Western and Southern lines do today.
Opening City Rail Link, means con-
stant rehearsals, essential to ensure
passengers have reliable journeys
and a great experience from day one.

With that in mind, trains will be
more reliable and run every 5-8
minutes at peak across much of the
network. Journey times will be cut,
for example by up to 25minutes from
Henderson. The number of people
within a 30-minute train ride of the
city centre will double.

Supporting public transport to
ease congestion
A key ingredient in making all this

happen is our frequent transport net-
work. This is growing too, with over
40 frequent bus routes now serving
Aucklanders with buses running at
least every 15 minutes from 7am to
7pm, seven days a week. Over 1.5
million people have used new ways
to pay, by tagging on to a bus, train
or ferry with a credit card or smart
device since it launched in Novem-
ber. More Aucklanders now have
more choices to get around the city.
And while we are focused on using
roads differently, getting ready for
CRL next year is something all of AT
is gearing up for.

In 2026, when CRL opens, a range
of rail, bus, road and city centre
transport improvements will come
together making it easier to connect
to friends and family, places to eat
and drink, go out to music, theatre
and sports, as well as get to work.

This will benefit all Aucklanders.
City Rail Link, other public trans-

port projects like Eastern Busway,
and roading improvements will work
together to make it easier for people,
freight, and thosewalking and cycling
to move around our region.

Easy train-bus connections
Currently, our rail and bus services
speak a different language. Rail uses
a 20-minute frequency, and most
buses use 15 minutes. When City Rail
Link opens there’ll be more trains
each hour, due to an increased 15-
minute frequency between 7am and
7pm, seven days a week. Ahead of
City Rail Link we’ll change the bus
timetables so they connect seam-
lessly with trains.

That will mean passengers won’t
have to worry about the timetable
when connecting between bus and
rail anymore, because you’ll be able
to show up and not wait long.

City Rail Link and the other trans-
port projects across the region will
giveAucklandersmore choice— leav-
ing our roads a bit more freed up for
those who need to drive.

Thiswill enablewhatmattersmost
to Aucklanders: a convenient, well-
connected, accessible transport sys-
tem that will help people enjoy our
region now and into the future.

We expect to see the benefit of all
these investments turn up in reduced
congestion, meaning we all get some
of our day back and contribute to a
positive, growing Auckland economy

● AT is anadvertising sponsor of the
Herald’s ProjectAuckland report.
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DeanKimpton is theChief
ExecutiveofAucklandTransport,
havingheld the role sinceApril
2023. Prior to this, he servedas the
chief operatingofficer atAuckland
Council,wasaBoardmember for
InfrastructureNewZealand, and
held thepositionofManaging
Director at the civil engineering
firmAecom.
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An ambitious vision for

Neighbourhoods within walking distance at Quay St by Waitemata Station (above) and Te Komititanga, Waitemata Station.

Transforming Auckland’s centre is not just important for the wider city but for the nation, writes Bill Bennett

W hen it opens next year,
the City Rail Link will
have a transformative
impact on Auckland’s

city centre boosting national GDP.
It has already spurred private-sec-

tor investment of around $6 billion
in the midtown area alone. Auckland
Council planners have worked to
create attractive mixed-use neigh-
bourhoods around the three key CRL
stations improving access, walka-
bility and integration with other
forms of public transport.

Simon Oddie says transforming
Auckland city centre is not just im-
portant for the wider city but for the
nation. “The city centre produces
about $33 billion of the nation’s GDP
each year. It covers 4.5 square kilo-
metres or 5.5% of the total city area,
but it accounts for 20% of the city’s
output andabout 8%of nationalGDP.”
That makes it the most productive
patch of land in the country — it’s
equivalent to the entire Waikato re-
gion.

Oddie, whoworks as Priority Loca-
tion director for the City Centre Lead
Agency says it is the only dense ur-
ban area of its kind in Aotearoa.

“We’re starting to broaden our
understanding ofwhat the city centre
is. We used to call it the central bus-
iness district, it’s still verymuchabout
business, but it has become so much
more. Today it is home to a huge
number of residents.

“It is home to two of the nation’s
largest universities and that means
there are around 70,000 students in
the city. A large proportion of them
reside in the city centre.

“It is important from the experi-
ence perspective.Where else can you
get access to some of the best restau-
rants, the best cafes, Waitematā Har-
bour, the ability to get to the islands
and the different experiences that are
there? We have something for every-
one. There is nowhere else in the
country that can sustain such a diver-
sity of activities.”

For Oddie, one of the key things
about the city centre is that it is a
place where people come to meet
each other face-to-face. That’s import-
ant in an increasingly digital world.

Which puts the council’s planning
for the immediate areas around the
three city centre stations into per-
spective. Oddie says Te Waihorotiu,
Karanga-a-Hape and Waitematā (for-
merly Britomart) have been the focus
of the Council’s investment for the
last decade.

“We’re investing in surface-level
public transport, making sure we
have walkable neighbourhoods so
that when people arrive on trains,
they can get where they need to go
quickly and safely. We’ve developed
laneways and made land available
for developers so we can create the
mixed-use stationnetworks thatwere
first envisaged in the city-centre mas-
ter plan.”

Parul Sood, Auckland Council’s
deputy director of Infrastructure and
Resilience, applies high-level thinking
to the station neighbourhoods.

She starts by asking what Auck-
land wants to tell the world: what do
overseas visitors see when they step
off a cruise ship? What do people see
when they step off a train? “We spent
a lot of time getting the design right.
We want to tell people about our par-
tnership with mana whenua.

“This is our opportunity to show-
case who and what we are.”

Beyond sending the right impress-
ions, Sood wants to create places that
peoplewillwant to visit. This includes
making areas safe and walkable,
using trees to provide shade andplea-
sant spots for people to sit.

Sood’s colleague Jenny Larking,
the Council’s head of City Centre Pro-
grammes describes the CRL as a
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From left to right: Auckland Council head of City Centre Programmes Jenny Larking, priority location director City
Centre Lead Agency Simon Oddie, deputy director infrastructure and resilience Parul Sood and Auckland and
Transport programme Director Eric van Essen. Photos / Auckland Council

a gateway for people visiting the city
and the environment surrounding
the railway stations as the city’s wel-
come mat.

She says: “When we develop the
projects, we engage very closely with
what is a diverse community and we
are responsive to them as well as
mana whenua. We work with private
sector developers, business owners
and anyone who might be providing
city experiences. We take care to
bring our story while being respon-
sive to the community and allowing
them to make use of the places.”

Larking says that over time the
CRLwill be as instrumental in shaping
how we see and use Auckland as the
Harbour Bridge which changed the
face of the city more than 60 years
ago. “It will be a catalyst propelling
the city to evolve.”

Auckland Transport programme
director Eric van Essen says his or-
ganisation has been working on pro-
jects to improve access beyond the
immediate areas around the new
stations. “For the last 12months,we’ve
worked on extending the bus lanes
at the top of town around Karanga-
hape Rd into Pitt St, Vincent St and
Mayoral Drive through to down-
town.”

The idea is to create the north-
south connections to maximise the
benefit of the CRL and help people
move quickly to different parts of the
city centre.

“City Rail gives us the opportunity
to create an extreme form of integra-
tion and connectivity. It’s not just bus
and rail, it’s also with cycling, walking
and with scooters or whatever mode
you choose.

“The cycleways connect Karanga-
hape to Te Waihorotiu station where
one of its portals opens on to Te Hā
Noa-Victoria St.

“There’s the city’s busiest cycle-
way on Quay St that links with Wa-
itematā Station.

“We’re now putting the last pieces
into that jigsaw so that when CRL
opens everything is fully connected.
When you step out of the rail, you’ll
have many more options to move
across the city.”

Walking around the city will be
easier with wider paths, trees and
better flows.

Van Essen says Te Hā Noa will be
a more pleasant experience than the
poor footpaths and busy traffic that
characterised Victoria St in the past.

“It’s a place where you might stop
and sit for a coffee, enjoy your lunch
outside under the shade of a tree and
have a chat.”

Auckland Transport is also work-
ing to mesh the suburban bus net-
work into this integrated plan. That
means, for example, routes from the
North Shore passing through the city
centre instead of terminating there.

Van Essen says business owners
don’t like having bus engines idling
or passengers queuing outside retail
outlets or cafes.

“That requires a lot of kerb space
and it is not attractive to have mul-
tiple double deckers parked in the
centre.

“Buses from the North Shore will
now travel beyond the city centre to
its periphery which is much more
efficient and better for the customer.
It also activates areas that, until now,
may have been under-used.”
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The digital way forward
to a smarter city

Smart thinking
coupledwith
practical solutions
can quicklymake a
positive difference,
writes Bill Bennett

You have to think
about what we’re

trying to achieve and
not focus on the flashy
components. It meant
working closely with

the client to ensure we
went about it in the

right way. That meant
going back and looking
at it from the citizens
point of view, putting

ourselves in their place
and asking: ‘howwould

I feel about this?’ and
‘howwould it benefit

me?’

Ben Ransley

B en Ransley says the term
smart city can mean many
things. But it comes down to
using digital technologies

and data to improve day-to-day oper-
ations and give citizens a better qual-
ity of life.

Ransley is the founder and man-
aging director of Smart City, an Auck-
land-based business focused on tran-
sport, waste and urban furniture.

His company works on a project
to monitor traffic flows, collecting
data to make more informed deci-
sions that increase network effici-
ency, reducecongestionand improve
air quality.

“Being a smart city comes back to
monitoring and sensing everything in
real time.

“That means we can see how the
citymovesandhow it reacts to things.
Then we can roll with the punches
in an informed way.

“This is relatively new to Auckland
but has been done overseas in places
like Beijing, Singapore, Dubai and
Seoul. All these cities are developing
smart city ecosystems to basically
improve the way everything’s run
and improve the quality of life for
their citizens through all these differ-
ent technologies and all these differ-
ent data sets.

“Doing this requires a strategic
overview and a change in thinking.
We’ve been slow to do that in Auck-
land.”

Auckland is more advanced in
terms of the digital nervous system
needed to operate a smart city.

Ransley says it means using a lot
of small sensors and devices which
collect and process data locally using
small built-in Internet-of-Things (IoT)
computers.

“They then send thedata to a cloud
service. Having a 5G network is ideal
for that, it means backhaul is easy.
Fibre is even better. If you want to
stream high resolution video, maybe
from aCCTV system, fibrewill do that
efficiently.

“5G and fibre are the infrastructure
needed to support a smart city”.

Auckland Transport approached
Ransley and Smart City looking for
an innovative way to promote public
transport use on key routes during
peak hours.

“We were asked to come up with
a solution that would help Auckland
Transport send a positive message
about the benefits of public transport.
They wanted to target people on the
roads in traffic at peak hours in order
to change their thinking about public
transport.

The idea was to showcase how
much quicker and easier it can be to
travel on public transport during
those peak times.

“We used roadside real-time travel
time messages to show how much
faster it would be to get to the central
cityusingpublic transportwhencom-
pared to private passenger vehicles.”

Ransley says the message was eff-
ective because people get angry sit-
ting in traffic. They would rather
spend time with their families than
commuting.

Smart City’s role started by using
its expertise to dig into the real time
traffic data collected by sensors and
by trackers installed on buses.

“By displaying this information
simply at the side of the road using
our SmartVMS (Smart Variable Mess-
age Signs) we successfully changed
people’s travel behaviour.”

The project was effective, in part
because it carried such a simple
message.

Ransley says a driver would see
the sign and realise that it would be
twice as fast to take a bus to town
when compared to commuting by
car.

“It was exciting to work on and we
picked up some great survey results
from the trial initiative.

“One interesting piece of feedback
from commuters was about the ac-
curacy of the data.”

Therewas a 96%positive feedback
rating on the signs from the public.

More importantly, Ransley says:
“Wehad63%of public transport users
say they made changes to how they
travel as a result of the messages.

“It goes to show how some smart
thinking coupled with practical
solutions can quicklymake a positive
difference.

“The trialwas twomonths longand
we were able to make an impact on
that many people in such a short
time.”

Ransley sees this kind of smart city
project as being able to have a posi-
tive influence, changing long estab-
lished behaviour patterns and im-
proving people’s lives in a messy
world.

Yet he sees the human side of the
project and the thinking behind it as
far more important than the techno-
logy itself. “You have to think about
what we’re trying to achieve and not
focus on the flashy components. It
meantworking closelywith the client
to ensurewewent about it in the right
way.

“That meant going back and look-
ing at it from the citizens point of
view, putting ourselves in their place
and asking: ‘how would I feel about
this?’ and ‘how would it benefit me?’”

Ransley says in the past he has
used the SmartVMS technology to
handle road detours, to manage
driver expectations with messages
showing how long it might take to
reach the airport or the city centre.

“We had a project in West Auck-
land along Lincoln Rd, where crews
were doing road rejuvenation works.

“Typically, you might have VMSs
along the road telling drivers that
there are roadworks ahead and they
might consider taking these alterna-
tive routes. It’s useful, but it doesn’t
give the road user much information.

“We wanted to improve the road
user experience giving them more
meaningful and actionable insight
into what’s actually going on up
ahead.

“So we used our smart traffic sys-
tem to define alternative detour
routes, then collect the travel times
along these routes and display them
on the signs in real time. They are
updated every 10 minutes.

“So when a road user reaches the
signs they can see their options.

“This puts the decision-making
back into the road user’s hands.

“This effectively minimises con-
gestion through roadworks and opti-
mises travel time.”

From there Ransley moved on to
similar work helping road users navi-
gate the Eastern Busway project. This
involved pulling down real time data
to help people make more informed
decisions about their journeys.

In this case Ransley says it meant
5% of drivers switched to taking pub-
lic transport, which resulted in a
meaningful reduction in overall con-
gestion.

● SmartCity is anadvertising sponsor
of theHerald’s ProjectAuckland report.
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A better, more-connected transport system is coming to Tāmaki Makaurau.
The City Rail Link will introduce faster and more frequent trains, making it
easier to connect with the people and places you love.

More trains
more often
are coming
in 2026

See how on
our interactive
3D website

3D

Maintainingmomentum on Auckland’s transport investment is
key to unlocking growth, write Cameron Law and Lauren Jewell

Making ameaningful difference

The legacy of investment that began with the first America’s Cup defence is seeing Auckland transform into a world-
class city.

continued on B28

W hat a summer it’s been!
TāmakiMakaurauhas
shone, hostingworld-
class events almost

everyweek, fromtheManu
ChampionshipsatKarangaPlaza to
Six60at SiloParkandOutdoor
CinemaatTakutai Square.

It’s great to seeAucklanders
gettingout andembracingeverything
ourcityhas tooffer.Wehavea lot
tobeproudof, and there’smore to
come.

Theopeningof theCityRail Link
nextyearwill bea transformative
leap forward, adding toa legacyof
investment that startedwith the first
America’sCupdefenceand
continued through the revitalisation
ofBritomart, thehostingof the2011
RugbyWorldCupand the
developmentofCommercial Bay. It
feels likeAuckland ismaturingand
steppingconfidentlyon to theworld
stage.

Yet,while there’s lotsofpositives,
thereare alsoareasweneed towork
on—chief among them, raisingour
productivityandprosperity.

The2024State of theCity report
flaggedprosperity (definedas the
cities’ ability todeliver sustainable,
inclusiveeconomic growthandwell-
being for all) as anongoingchallenge
compared toourpeers, drivenbya
rangeof factors, including stubbornly
lowproductivity.A significant
opportunity lies in improvingour
connectivity.

Transport as the catalyst for
economic growth
Connectivity is abouthoweasy it is
forpeople to get aroundand reach
otherplaces. It’s important froma
productivityperspectivebecause it

affectsour choices aboutwherewe
live,workandstudy, aswell ashow
easilywecanaccess goodsand
services.

Forbusinesses, better connectivity
gives themaccess tomorecustomers

andabroader talentpool.
Investing in transport is amajor

driver for economicgrowth. It
reducescongestion, encourages
urbandevelopmentandagglomer-
dation— theenhancedproductivity

and innovation frombringing
businessesand talent closer together.

Makingameaningfuldifference to
connectivity inAuckland requires
robust investment inpublic transport
—particularly rapid transit,which is

fast, frequentpublic transport that
carries largenumbersofpeople in
corridors separated fromother traffic.

Traffic congestion is stiflingour
city’s potential, costinganeye-
watering$2.6billioneachyearand
forcing theaverageAucklander to
spend 17precioushours stuck in
traffic everyyear. Imagine thegains
inproductivityandqualityof life if
wecould reclaim that time forwork,
family, or leisure.Whilepolicies like
time-of-usechargingare steps in the
rightdirection, theyneed togohand
inhandwitha solidpublic transport
network.

Efficientpublic transport options
also freeupspaceonourbusy roads
for thosewhohavenooptionbut to
drive—be it tradespeople, couriers,
businessowners and freight services.

Acommonargument inNew
Zealand is that ourpopulation is too
small towarrant significantpublic
transport investment. Butyouonly
need to lookacross theDitchat cities
likeAdelaide, theGoldCoast, and
Brisbane, all ofwhichhaveembraced
light rail andbus rapid transit
systems, improvingconnectivityand
reshaping theirurban landscapes.
WithourownAucklandpopulation
expected togrow tobetween2.3
millionand2.6millionby2048, the
urgency forpublic transport
investmenthasneverbeenclearer.

TheCityRail Linkwill unlock
significant economicbenefitswhen it
opens in2026, aswill EasternBusway
in2027, butwemust seize the
momentandconsider additional
transportprojects that could further
address congestionandboost
productivity— like theNorthwest
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Making ameaningful difference

Gadigal Station. The City Section of the Sydney Metro M1 Line opened in
August 2024. Image / SydneyMetro

continued from B27

Rapid Transit, Airport to Botany, or
Avondale to Southdown that could
further alleviate congestion and
boost productivity.

Integrating transport and housing
Housing is another challenge that can
be tackledwith integrated transport
solutions.

Thiswill requireamulti-faceted,
long-termstrategy that includesco-
ordinated infrastructure investment
andsomecourageouscalls on
enablingdenserdevelopment incity
fringeandnear transit hubs.

Rapid transport investment is a
significantpieceof thepuzzle.
Improved transport options
influence landuse,makingareas
adjacent tokeypublic transport
nodesmoreattractive todevelopers,
drivingdemand forhousingand
offeringundeniableeconomic
benefits (providedwe’reopen to
allowingdenser and taller
developments).

TakeSydney, for example.Anec-
dotally, apartmentswithina500-600
metre radiusof newmetro stations
oftencommandpricepremiumsof
A$200,000 toA$400,000compared
to those further awayandsingle-
familyhomes seeevenhigher
premiums.

This is because theseareas
encouragedevelopers anddrive
demand.WhileAucklandhasn’t seen
suchstarkdisparities, theCityRail
Linkhas thepotential to change that,
making livingnear a stationa lifestyle
choice tobeat congestion intocentral
Auckland.

TheNSWProductivityCommis-
sion foundbuilding closer toSydney’s

CBDcould saveup toA$75,000 in
infrastructurecosts pernewhome.
This solidifies theNSWGovernment’s
commitment to aligninghousing tar-
gets around transport links todeliver
well-designed,well-locatedhomes in
placeswherepeoplewant to live.

ManyAucklanders argue thatwe
can’t afford to invest in rapid transit
anddensity, but our currentmodel
of standalonehouses connectedby
roads isunaffordable and locks future
generations into longunproductive
commutes.Anurban formthatmakes
greateruseof rapid transit and transit
orientateddevelopmentwill bemore
efficient andultimatelymore
affordable.

Apartment living isn’t for every-
one, sowhat’s important is providing
a rangeofhousingchoices. To
achieve this,weneedan integrated
approach tourbanplanning, alloca-

tingclear areas fordevelopment
while aligning transportprojects.

This strategywill allowus tooffer
diversehousing choices tailored to
residents’ preferences inwell-
connected locations, something
we’veobservedatvarious scales,
fromSingapore toAustralia.

Reflecting for future prosperity
Investment in rapid transit
infrastructurecanalsounlock
business growthbyenabling
businessesandpeople to interact
seamlesslyand thrive
(agglomeration).

Theprojectedeconomicbenefits
of theCityRail Linkare around$4.2b
in increasedproductivityand
economicoutput alone—on topof
the transport anddecongestion
benefits.

This isn’t anewstory. Thecreation

ofBritomart Station significantly
boosted rail patronageand reshaped
thecity’s economicdynamic.What
wasonceanorth-southbusiness axis
alongQueenSthas transformed into
avibrant east-west corridor facing the
waterfront, drawing inbusinesses,
drivingup rents, andboosting
demand for tenancies.

TheCityRail Link is set to super-
charge this growthonceagain,
especiallywithTeWaihorotiuand
Karanga-a-Hape stationson theway.
Someexcitingdevelopments, like the
SymphonyCentre, are in thepipeline,
but arewe trulymaximising the
potential of CityRail Link?

Havewecreatedanenvironment
conducive to investmentpost-CRL?
Arewecapturing the financial gains
that cancomewith these
developments?

Towards a brighter future
TāmakiMakaurauAuckland is an
exceptional citywith incredible
potential. Fosteringprosperityand
stimulatingeconomicgrowthmust
beour toppriorities ifwewant to
remaincompetitive andattract talent,
tourism, and investment.

Thiswill require aconcertedeffort
fromboth thepublic andprivate
sectors topropel our city forward.

Maintainingour recentmomen-
tum in strategic transport investment
will bekey:wemustpushaheadwith
progressing thenextmajor transport
projects and seize theopportunities
that arise from investmentaround
our stations.

Aswe look to the future, let’s grab
thismoment to shapea thriving,
connectedand resilientAuckland,
ensuring that thebestdaysareyet
to come.

Cameron Law isDirector –
AucklandGrowth,NewZealand,
andLauren Jewell is Industry
Director, Precincts –Australia
forAsia Pacific engineering, design
andadvisory companyAurecon.
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Oyster Capital’s Spedding Road industrial site will be amajor hub for growth, writes Bill Bennett

Northwest is their Oyster

Oyster Capital director Cameron Wilson with Dempsey Wood project engineer Amala Jain at the Spedding Industrial development.
Below: The Brigham Creek Road Bridge construction and Spedding industrial development.

We’ve had an
extraordinary take
up, not just in the

number of sales but
the pricing has been

strong too. This
reflects the lack of
opportunity in the

industrial space and
the site’s

connectivity.
CameronWilson

W hen complete, Oyster
Capital’s Spedding Road
industrial site at Whe-
nuapai will be the larg-

est industrial development north of
Auckland airport and part of a major
growth hub in the city’s northwest.

CameronWilson, a director of Oys-
ter Capital, says the project remains
on track for completion in July.

“The scope increased when we
added a couple of internal roads to
enhance the project, but we are still
definitely on time. We may even be
running a little ahead of schedule.
The construction season has been
kind to us with dry weather letting
us get on with the work programme.”

One key aspect of Spedding Road
is its size, which allows for large sites
rarely available in the Auckland re-
gion. Wilson says this means it has
proved popular with expanding busi-
nesses that need to upscale their
existing premises.

Two of the large lots have been
sold to Property for Industry. “They
have taken advantage of the scale
and have a large pool of clients they
will be working with.

“We also have CDB coming in as
an owner-occupier. It currently occu-
pies one of the best buildings in
Albany.

“They’ve outgrown the existing
site and need more space. Each time
they’ve moved, they upgraded to a
better, more technically advanced
building.”

CDB group managing director
Mark Rice says the business was
looking for new premises in the north
or northwest of Auckland after being
in Albany for close to 25 years.

“We needed increased capacity
and wanted a site convenient to both
our team and transport providers.”

The firm’s Spedding site is around
2ha andwill have a finished floor area
of approximately 18,000sq m includ-
ing warehouse, breezeway, mezza-
nines, and office spaces.

Rice says he was drawn to the site
by its proximity to themotorway net-
work: “Especially to the port and our
freight network. It’s also a reasonable
location for most of our staff.

“The site allows us to build a brand
new, state of the art facility in a very
desirable location in the northwest of
Auckland.”

Others already committed include
advancedmanufacturing companies,
some of which will become owner-
occupiers. “Most of the owner- occu-
piers that have bought so far appear
to be on the 3.0 version of their bui-
lding, where they expanded as much
as they could at their current location.
They are taking the opportunity to
enhance their building.

“In many cases, that means incor-
porating modern green features and
updated technology.”

Wilson says sustainability and
green credentials are essential com-
ponents for companies looking for
new premises and expects all the
developments on the site to have
significant levels of green certifi-
cation.

To underscore this, Oyster com-
mitted to preserving the natural wet-
lands in the immediate area.

There are 5.3 ha of riparian plant-
ing along Sinton Stream and Totara
Creek. This is in addition to 7488sq
m of existing natural wetlands that
is being retained and planted with
fresh native vegetation.

At the time of writing, 37% of the
lots remain available for sale. There
are still some large lots including a
3ha block. Wilson anticipates there
will be a wide variety of users which
means a range of employment oppor-
tunities at a variety of levels.

It’s too soon to estimate the num-
ber of jobs Spedding will create; that
will only become clear once the re-
maining lots are purchased and de-

veloped. However, he anticipates the
precinct will make a significant con-
tribution to the 32,000 new roles
across industrial, commercial, retail
and other sectors that are projected
to be created in the wider catchment
area between now and 2038.

Wilson says the economic slow-
down has not dampened demand for
sites. He says if he had known about
the current conditions in advance, he
might have been concerned, but in
the event those fears would have
been unfounded.

“We’ve had an extraordinary take-
up, not just in the number of sales
but the pricing has been strong too.
This reflects the lack of opportunity
in the industrial space and the site’s
connectivity. Given the economic en-
vironment, it has gonewell. There are
still industries showing significant
growth.”

Its strategic location is akeyadvan-
tage in today’s market. Spedding sits

near the junction of State Highways
16 and 18.

Infrastructure improvements in re-
cent years, especially the upgrade
and extension to the Upper Harbour
Motorway, the expansion of the
Northwestern motorway and the
completion of Waterview Tunnel,
means traffic to and from the site can
avoid the bottlenecks at the Harbour
Bridge and Spaghetti junction.

Access to the city and South Auck-
land’s industrial areas is straightfor-
ward; reaching outer areas is easy.
The site is five minutes from West-
gate town centre and 14 minutes to
central Auckland. Takapuna and Alb-
any are 15 minutes away.

Wilson says Oyster Capital’s near-
by residential development in When-
uapai, completed in 2023, comple-
ments the site.

It includes 1000 households, but
other residential projects in the area
mean there are employment oppor-

tunities for people who will not need
to travel long distances.

The houses are a mixture of sizes.
“There’s everything from one- and
two-bedroom properties up to stan-
dalone houses.”

Wilson says aside from its location,
the area is set to become Auckland’s
next growth centre due to its scala-
bility and proximity to a growing pop-
ulation.

The Northwest has been identified
by planners as the next industrial and
employment hub for more than a
decade now and was earmarked by
the, now defunct Waitakere Council
for development before that.

The site is well-positioned to ser-
vice the growth around Red Hill,
Westgate, West Harbour and Hobson-
ville.

“We’ve known about this area for
well over a decade now. It’s been our
main focus for that time and we are
doing our best to create a modern
environment to make it happen.”

Oyster is now completing the site’s
nine critical infrastructure upgrades,
an investment of around $56 million,
that are in or around the precinct.

They are all due to complete by
June and that includes capacity imp-
rovements to the existing round-
about where State Highway 16 meets
State Highway 18.

Elsewhere the developer is replac-
ing the existing bridge on Brigham
Creek Road, that is due for com-
pletion in March or April. There are
road extensions, carriageway upgra-
des and phased signals to ease the
flow of traffic in what will soon be
a busy network of roads.

Also under way is a new pedestri-
an and cycle link between Trig Road
and the development.

The roading upgrades will include
a new through route linking the two
motorways. Wilson expects this to
relieve some of the transport chall-
enges in that part of West Auckland.

● OysterCapital is anadvertising
sponsor of theHerald’s Project
Auckland report.
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How data is revolutionising the
management of road traffic

With connected
vehicle data, traffic
can bemeasured at
all times of the day
and year, writes
Bill Bennett

Nobody knows
they’re being
recorded. It’s

capturing real
driver behaviour,
not what they do
when they think

someone is
watching.

TheresaWells

C onnected vehicle data is
transforming traffic manage-
ment by providing unprece-
dented insights into under-

standing road network behaviour.
GHDmarket leader for digital Theresa
Wells says it is only now starting to
be used in Auckland.

She says: “Every carmanufactured
since 2019 has a chip that records
almost everything happening in the
vehicle. Car manufacturers use this
chip to track data such as your speed,
when you brake, how harshly you
brake, howmuch you accelerate, and
how aggressively you accelerate. It
can also record details like the air
temperature inside the car and
whether the radio was on.”

Carmakers use thedata to improve
the performance and safety of
vehicles. Fleetmanagement organisa-
tions like Eroad and Smartrak install
similar technology in freight vehicles.
When these sources of information
are combined, planners have a more
complete view of where vehicles are
on the roads.

This contrasts with the old way of
collecting vehicle data. Wells says: “In
the past we would go out and collect
the data, youwould see people stand-
ing on the side of the road counting
vehicles. And you’ve probably driven
over the black tubes on the road.
These are also used to collect data.
They can tell whether a vehicle is
heavy freight, a bus, car ormotorbike.
Sometimes they can even detect
cyclists. The tubes were put out for
maybe two weeks. We were making
decisions based on two weeks of the
year.”

With the connected vehicle data,
Wells and her colleagues can mea-
sure what traffic is doing at all times
of the year and all times of the day
everywhere.

The data doesn’t include every
vehicle on the roads. Much of the
road fleet is older than 2019. Wells
says the average vintage of vehicles
in Auckland is around 2014.

“But if you think ahead, in five
years the data will cover most vehi-
cles and, in a decade, it will include
almost everything.”

Planners and traffic managers are
already able to plug-in to digital data
derived frommobile phones and GPS
products like TomTom, but that’s
aggregated. Wells says connected
vehicle data is much more granular.
With say Google Maps, planners can
see the average speed of traffic on a
busy road, but that might include
slow moving cars inching forward
and buses whizzing down the transit
lane. With connected vehicle data,
you get a more complete picture.

“It takes a reading every two
metresor every five sectors.With that
level of detail our transport engineers
know so much more about what is
happening.”

Insurance companies and car
makers can use the data to under-
stand how their individual customers
drive. GHD’s traffic planners get com-
pletely anonymised data. “Anything
that can be used to identify a car and
its driver iswiped, including the place
where a journey starts and its des-
tination.

“Crash data is also wiped. The only
way this data set can be successful

is if there is total privacy and
anonymisation.”

This means traffic engineers and
planners can immediately see the
effectiveness of safety treatments.
“When we reduce speed limits on a
roador install a speed camera,we can
take a before and after view of what
happens. Did the reduction have the
desired effect? Did it have the desired
effect all along the road or do people
slow down then speed up again?

“We know people don’t like speed
humps, but we can see whether they
are effective. The same is with safe
speed zones in heavily populated
urban centres, near schools or near
shops. We know people speed every-
where, but what we care about is
whether people slow down from ex-
cessive speeds in the areas of highest
risk.”

When it comes to improving road

safety GHD’s traffic engineers are
finding new ways to understand the
data. “Now we’re no longer looking at
those tubes on the road, which
drivers slowdown to go over anyway
because they can see them.”

Wells says that’s why connected
vehicle data is beautiful: “Nobody
knows they’re being recorded. It’s
capturing real driver behaviour, not
what they do when they think some-
one is watching.”

When captured the data is used in
a variety of ways. Wells says it offers
many options to improve the way
traffic flows through a network. It can
be used to make far better decisions
about what a traffic network might
need to look like in the future.

She says there is somuch data that
engineers are still exploring possibi-
lities. “It may be used eventually for
real time decision making like deci-

ding when to change traffic lights or
the signals used on motorway on
ramps. But for now the focus is on
making longer term changes to the
road network, its layout and inter-
ventions. We can also work through
different scenarios.”

One case lookedatwhat happened
when speed humps were installed in
an urban centre. Engineers could
immediately see where the safety
interventions were because they
could see vehicle speeds drop off,
then speed up.

“We knew drivers would deceler-
ate and accelerate, but for the first
time engineers could see that the
acceleration and deceleration was
rapid and that tells us there’s a carbon
emission impact.

“When you put your foot down
you burn fuel less efficiently. While
the humps work well for safety and
speed control, they may not be ideal
from other perspectives.”

The improved granularity of con-
nected vehicle data means engineers
can get a better understanding of the
effectiveness of speed cameras.

There is something traffic engin-
eers call a halo effect; that is, drivers
will slow down for a camera, but they
will stay slow for a distance beyond
the camera before accelerating. Wells
says the data can help engineers
optimise where they place speed
calming tools like cameras to get the
most value from the spending.

Another application is getting the
best heavy goods vehicles using
freight routes. “Youwant to keep large
trucks moving freely, which is good
for the economy. We need to keep
freight routes congestion free, but do
we know where those trucks need to
travel?,” says Wells.

“With better data, engineers can
optimise routes and identify where
new freight roads may be needed.”

● GHD is anadvertising sponsor of the
Herald’s ProjectAuckland report.
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Argosy’s emphasis
on greening its
retrofitted portfolio
helps attract high-
quality, long-term
tenants, writes
Bill Bennett

Building sustainability

Industrial occupiers are among themost
sophisticated occupiers... they need to

attract the best talent... whichmeans they
need a good level of attractive office

space.
Simon Brake

It’s all about the
sustainability push
and lowering the
carbon footprint.
You aremaking

significant carbon
savings by using an
existing structure.

Marilyn StoreySimon Brake Marilyn Storey

At 224 Neilson Street, Auckland,
Argosy is developing a $100 million
industrial park

A rgosy Property Manage-
ment is developing the light
industrial park at the foot
of Mt Richmond in

Ōtāhuhu.
Head of development Marilyn

Storey says international healthcare
company Viatris Ltd has signed a
10-year lease for the first building and
will move in early next year.

She says the tenant will havemod-
ern office space with breakout areas.

“One of the boundaries to the site
is the Ōtāhuhu Mount Richmond Do-
main, so while it’s in an industrial
area, it has a campus-like feel,” Storey
explains “Most of the site is asphalt,
but we’ve created a 5m landscaping
strip at the base of the mountain
insteadof the three required byAuck-
land Council.

“We’ve got some landscaping on
the site. Aside from the strip, there’s
not a huge amount of greenery, but
the open space in the Domain behind
provides green views.

“A natural waterway at the back
of the site, at the baseof themountain,
adds to this. It is also our overland
flow path. That means there is no
need for water retention tanks on the
site.”

Argosy development manager
Simon Brake says Viatris, the first
tenant to sign for the site, says it
values the landscape, the view of the
mountain and the proximity to the
Domain’s green space. He says the
overall site is conceptually similar to

a mini-Highbrook.
Ten minutes away, at 224 Neilson

Street, Argosy is developing a $100
million industrial park, its largest site
to date. The company has leased a
recently completed 5000 sq m build-
ing to logistics and storage business
Bascik Transport, which is now mov-
ing in. Next door, Argosy is
constructing a 12,000 sq m facility,
due for completion in August, which
is still awaiting tenants.

Brake says the site is already mak-
ing a positive impact on the area,
which has long history of being in-
dustrial. “It’s a brand new state-of-the-
art industrial estate that looks slightly
out of place among its grungier neigh-
bours. There’s a neighbouring resi-
dential precinct which should pro-
vide a local pool of labour.”

Argosy has a long-term goal for
half its buildings to be green-rated by
2030. “By the time we finish the two
industrial parks at Neilson Street and
Mount Richmond, around 59% of our
portfolio will be green,” says Storey.

She says Argosy’s focus on sust-
ainability helps attract high-quality,
long-term tenants.

There’s another benefit. “A lot of
innovation comes from sustainability
and climate adaptation. We now pro-
vide high-grade, quality offices in our
warehouse and industrial buildings.
The working environment in one of
these is as good as working in an

office in the centre of town.”
Brake says thismatters to potential

tenants. “Industrial occupiers are
among the most sophisticated occu-
piers. If you look at what’s happening
in the industrial space, they need to
attract the best talent — it’s just the
same as your inner-city barrister
chambers. Which means they need
a good level of attractive office space.

“Logistics is a sophisticated oper-
ation. Some of our logistics tenants
spend many millions on advanced
handling equipment. They run intel-
ligent operations. They need to have
an office environment that matches
the quality of their operations.”

It’s not uncommon for developers
to talk about sustainability, but Ar-
gosy has a distinctive approach to
carbon reduction. It focuses on retro-
fitting existing buildings. Brake says
it is more sustainable and, in the long
term, better for the environment, to
repurpose an existing building rather
than to demolish it.

A classic example is the high-pro-
file, heritage-listed building at 8 Willis
St in Wellington. Storey says: “We
achieved a 38% carbon saving and a
5.5 NABERSNZ rating.” NABERSNZ is
the National Australian Built Environ-
ment Rating System that measures
the sustainability performance of a
building compared with others.

Storey saysmany commercial ten-
ants choose retrofitted buildings over
new constructions. “It’s all about the
sustainability push and lowering the
carbon footprint. You are making sig-
nificant carbon savings by using an
existing structure. A lot of carbon
goes into producing the cement, con-
crete and steel in a newconstruction.”

Closer to home, Argosy retrofitted
three buildings on Carlton Gore Rd in
Newmarket opposite the Domain and
one is now tenanted by Kāinga Ora.

Brake says when Argosy is looking
for property suitable for retrofitting,
the key is if the building has “good
bones”. “Our most recent commercial
office upgrade is 105 Carlton Gore Rd.
Like the building at 8 Willis St, it has
good bones — meaning it is structur-
ally sound. It requires some NBS
upgrading like all buildings of a cer-
tain vintage.

“NBS is the New Building Standard.
Since the Christchurch earthquakes
all new buildings and all existing
buildings have to be upgraded to a
seismic standard. Newbuildings need
to reach the 100% mark; existing
buildings have to reach 67%.”

When Argosy retrofitted 8Willis St
it took the NBS up to 130%, because
that was a requirement of Stats NZ,
which is a tenant in the building.

“The building at 105 Carlton Gore

Rd was below the threshold, so we
had to do the seismic upgrade.

“But it hadgoodbones, it’s in a great
location and, because it was built
before the Unitary Plan, it has a good
parking ratio. We’re allowed to keep
existing parking ratios. It made sense
to recycle the building.”

Though not everyone needs gen-
erous parking ratios, they can be vital
for some tenants. “Say theyhave engi-
neersworking therewhohave to con-
tinually go out on site visits. Other
tenants might have clients coming to
visit who need car parks.”

There are other benefits from ret-
rofitting besides the lower carbon
footprint and legacy planning re-
quirements. It’s faster than building
from scratch, typically developers
can save six months, which means
the buildings cost less.

Storey says tenants get a building
up to the latest modern standard but
at a lower price.

“If they want a six-green-star-rated
building, it costs less for us to reach
that level by retrofitting than by
constructing an entirely new build-
ing. Tenants get the benefits of a new
building at a lower rent.”

● ArgosyPropertyManagement is an
advertising sponsor of theHerald’s
ProjectAuckland report.
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A final push on the journey
KiwiRail’s CEO
Peter Reidy shares
the highs and lows
of readying the rail
network for the
City Rail Link

When City Rail Link
opens, the pain

Aucklanders have
gone throughwill

no doubt be
forgotten in the light
of the huge gain of
transformed travel.

Peter Reidy

K iwiRail is delivering infra-
structure upgrade work
across the Auckland metro
area at a huge scale as we

move into the final, intensive push to
get the network ready for City Rail
Link (CRL). Aucklanders can start to
get excited.

Weappreciate the public’s ongoing
patience as we deliver more than a
decade’s worth of work in time for
CRL to open next year. We’veworked
hard with our rail partners to design
a programme where we close the
network entirely only at the quietest
times (public and school holidays)
across 2025 into early 2026.

This allows us to deliver intensive
work safely, in shorter timeframes —
compared to a scenario where we
attempt to keep trains running, imp-
acting on timetables and reducing
train frequency on an ongoing basis.

Auckland’s metro network is old.
It’s been historically underfunded,

and it was designed for freight. The
fact that it needs to accommodate an
ever-increasing number of passenger
services is great news for us all in the
sense that public transport demands
are growing, it’s a more sustainable
form of travel and it takes cars off the
road. But the network is not yet up
to standard to support these in-
creases on train movements — that’s
our focus between now and 2026.

The extensive programme we are
delivering across theAucklandmetro
— the Rail Network Rebuild — ad-
dresses the “priority” areas — those
that most need upgrading.

This will uplift the network to en-
able it to support the faster, more
frequent trains that CRL will bring.
Although we are moving at pace,
safety remains our key priority and
working while trains aren’t running
is the safest option.

But there’s still a lot of work for us
and our partners AucklandTransport
and City Rail Link Ltd to do, to man-
age public and stakeholder expec-
tations around this.

The first test train ran through the
CRL tunnels in February which was
an exciting milestone but so much
more needs to happen before it’s
ready to open.

So, we need to keep on sharing the
journey we are on — what we need
to work through to opening day and
how capacity will grow from there.

By the time we complete the test-
ing programme we will have com-
pleted around 8000 tests — covering
everything from the infrastructure
and rail systems interfaces, the emer-
gency procedures and scenarios and
the stations and urban realm, fini-
shing with simulated stress testing
(running lotsof trains through tunnels
over a short period of time) to really
put the new rail system through its
paces.

We also have the Auckland Trans-
port-led driver training, developing
and implementing new timetables
and updating a number of systems
to ensure they’re ready for opening.

We’ll carry out a variety of practice
and readiness exercises before con-
firming we can ensure a safe, reliable
service that provides a great experi-
ence for Aucklanders in 2026.

These final phases of a complex
new railway project are known from
international experience to the most
challenging, with various potential
scenarios to plan for.

We’re integrating new systems
with old, in a complex environment,

keeping trains runningwherever pos-
sible — and there will inevitably be
teething issues.

One of the most effective actions
we’ve taken is to create an informal

“alliance” with Auckland Transport
andCRL— to ensureweare all aligned
and all accountable for delivering
CRL successfully.

KiwiRail’s network readiness
projects
We’ve delivered some huge mile-
stone projects recently and we’ve got
an ongoing series of them coming up.
Seeing the fruition of significant gov-
ernment investment, the hard work
from our teams and the improve-
ments to the network as these start
to come online is really rewarding.
Southern Auckland
In January the electrification of an
extra 19kmof the network fromPapa-
kura to Pukekohe opened — exten-
ding themetro andenabling residents
of Southern Auckland to get a train
direct to the city without having to
change from a diesel train at Papa-

kura. On this same stretch we are
building three new stations — Drury,
Paerātā and Ngākōroa. When they
open in 2026, these stationswill serve
the population growth forecast in
Southern Auckland where housing
intensification is already responding
to demand from an estimated in-
crease of 120,000 residents in the
area over the next 30 years.
The Third Main Line
Around mid-year, the Third Main
Line — which separates freight from
passenger rail at the busiest part of
the networkwill come into operation,
immediately decongesting that sec-
tion and increasing resilience for the
entire metro.

Our challenges
As we head into the transformed
transport era of theCity Rail Link, part
of our challenge ismanaging expecta-

tions. We’ve had an injection of
funding over recent years — $1.5
billion across the Auckland metro,
enabling us to support these increa-
sed services, but it will not be a “ma-
gic” network that will never have
issues again.

In common with any metro rail-
way we will need to continue main-
taining and updating the infrastruc-
ture, but we will have a new, cyclical
way of delivering that, which will
mean lengthy whole network
closures should be a thing of the past.

Future maintenance strategy
The work we are doing pre-CRL has
been designed to create a “maintain-
able network”.

The entire Metro maintenance
model will change. We have a new
management plan which identifies
the repairs, replacementsorupgrades
needed.

The plan, coupled with the mass-
ive improvements being made now
allows KiwiRail to shift from a reac-
tive maintenance state to a prevent-
ative long-term forecasted approach.
It offers significant benefit to passen-
gers including far fewer disruptions,
proactive maintenance and replace-
ment work and allows our partners
to deliver a more resilient, reliable,
timetable with reduced disruption.

Customer focus
One of our key focuses at KiwiRail
is to grow our value and win custo-
mer loyalty and this relates to our
“above rail” side of the business —
meaning freight services, ferries, and
our Great Journeys passenger rail.

We are working hard to improve
performance in these parts of the
business and give our customers the
efficiency and reliability they want.

Doing that will help us grow and
help our customers meet the needs
of their customers.

We have delivered, on time, over
$4b of infrastructure upgrades and
new projects across New Zealand
over the past three years.

This is part of a $10b investment
to modernise the rail system to bene-
fit freight customers to connect with
global and domestic markets and
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to get Auckland moving
connect people to communities.

The work we are delivering on the
Auckland metro impacts our freight
customers when we close the net-
work to all trains while delivering our
intensive work programmes.

During these times we organise
freight transport by road.

This comes with logistical chall-
enges and impacts on roads and con-
gestion, so it’s a big job and we appre-
ciate the patience of customers and
other road users.

We also need to ensure additional
noise or road movements are com-
municated with stakeholders, busi-
nesses, retailers and communities.

Each full closure is a chance for
us to learn lessons and implement
these learnings at the next opportun-
ity as we deliver the intensive shut-
downs that allow us to safely and
efficiently blitz the network while
trains aren’t running.

Looking to the future
When CRL opens, the pain that
Aucklanders have gone through will
no doubt be forgotten in the light of
the huge gain of transformed travel.
As well as a more resilient network,
faster, more frequent trains and shor-
ter journey times, there is awhole int-
erconnected system of buses and
ferries designed by Auckland Trans-
port that will open up the entire city
to improved public transport.

When we look back at past large
infrastructure projects around the
city, the frustrations disappear once
the outcome is realised.

We can’t imagine life without the
harbour bridge, for example.

Wewill knowour job is donewhen
CRL becomes part of the fabric of the
city.
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Auckland productivity can
fire up national economy

The country’s biggest region hasn’t quitemet its full potential in economic
activity, but moves are afoot to step up the pace, writes Graham Skellern

Primary cities in
prosperous

economies typically
have a (GDP per
capita) premium

that is a quarter to a
third higher than

their national
average. Auckland’s

premium is 15%.
Gary Blick, Auckland Council chief

economist

Comparable
cities
HowAuckland ranks on
GDP premium per capita

15%
Auckland

37%
Stockholm

32%
Copenhagen

29%
Oslo

27%
Helsinki

27%
Seoul

25%
Brussels

24%
Dublin

A uckland has long been the
business powerhouse of
the country. But the scary
thing is that over the past

two decades the region has failed to
improve its advantage in economic
activity.

Housing a third of the population
and contributing 38% or $149 billion
(for the year to March 2023) to the
national economy, Auckland has
held a 15% premium on the rest of
New Zealand for gross domestic pro-
duct per capita (GDP).

Auckland stands out as the com-
mercial centre for financial and pro-
fessional services; having the largest
share of manufacturing; being a gate-
way for imported goods and distri-
bution; and the entry point for inter-
national visitors and migrants.

Auckland’s five largest industries
— professional services, banking and
insurance, manufacturing, wholesale
trade and construction — make up
35% of the regional GDP.

Auckland’s international connec-
tedness and ability to provide special-
ised goods and services make it a
preferred location for multi-national
companies operating inNewZealand.

It’s no surprise that Auckland is
more competitive and its companies
are more productive than in other
regions.

Gary Blick, the chief economist for
Auckland Council, says the 15%
premium reflects Auckland’s density
and scale as the country’s largest
urban area.

Auckland has grown in people and
economic activity at a faster rate than
the country as a whole because of
employment opportunities, higher
incomes and attractive natural amen-
ities suchas theharbours, gulf islands,
ranges and volcanic cones.

But it’s productivity growth has
been low, as is the case nationally,
Blick says. The 15% premium on GDP
per capita is no higher than at the turn
of the century.

Auckland’s GDP per capita was
$60,000 in 2000 compared with
about $52,000 for the remainder of
the country and grew to $86,700 and
$75,300 respectively in 2023.

The gap closed between 2010 and
2014 — in 2012 Auckland GDP per
capita was $65,000 compared with
the national average of $60,00 — and
the premium has wavered between
13% and 15% since 2000.

Blick says “primary cities in pros-
perous economies typically have a
premium that is a quarter to a third
higher than their national average,
raising the question of whether Auck-
land, with a large chunk of the nat-
ional economy, should be doing bet-
ter.

Auckland Council tracks pro-
ductivity in comparable cities over-
seas. Based on 2022 statistics, Stock-
holm has a 37% premium for GDP per
capita, Copenhagen 32%, Oslo 29%,
Helsinki 27%, Seoul 27%, Brussels 25%,
and Dublin 24%.

The Treasury in the past has noted
New Zealand’s small domestic mar-
ket, low capital intensity, the slow
diffusion of innovation, low savings,
and high exchange rate as reasons for
the low productivity growth. Ad-
dressing this is critical to improving
living standards.

The Treasury has commented that
Auckland’s performance requires at-
tention, as a boost to national produc-
tivity seems unlikely — unless Auck-
land improves too.

Blick says cities tend to be more
productive when urbanisation enab-
les ease of access (shorter distances),
easier knowledge sharing, business
specialisation and economies of scale
in infrastructure.

“If Auckland’s GDP per capita pre-
mium could be lifted from 10-15% to

25-35% in line with comparable inter-
national cities, the region and the
country overall would be better off.
A more productive Auckland would
drive higher wages, business invest-
ment and specialisation. And a more
prosperous Auckland would gener-
ate higher tax revenues, and provide
greater resources for nationwidepub-
lic infrastructure and services,” he

says. Blick’s cure for improving Auck-
land’s productivity includes:

● Adjusting the Unitary Plan to
enable more flexible use of existing
urban land, thus creating more new
homes, and greater choices, especi-
ally in high-demand locations near
transport hubs. The intensification,
using less land for more homes, can
help improve housing affordability.

● Price public infrastructure to
better reflect costs and charge those
who benefit. For example, congestion
charges for the use of road capacity
at peak times can reduce travel times
and improve certainty for higher
value trips. The power of rapid transit

and connectivity canmake the trans-
port network and people movement
more efficient.

● Prioritise limited public funds to
their highest-value use on evidence
from cost benefit analysis and thus
make informed decisions.

● Provide asmuch information as
possible to developers on the cost of
development contributions (for
pipes, roads and lighting) before they
are triggered. As the regulator of land,
council can do better in signalling the
costs and risks for new subdivisions
based on the distance from existing
networks and infrastructure.

Blick says restrictive urban land
use policies inAuckland had reduced
national GDP by 0.9% to 1.8%, while
congestion costs — estimated at $1.1b
annually — are equivalent to 1% of
regional GDP.

Housing affordability is also a pro-
ductivity issue. The median house
price to median household income
was 5 times in Auckland in 1996, and
for the country 4.2 times. This rose
to 7.4 times in Auckland in 2023 and
6.4 times in New Zealand.

The ownership rate has dropped
from 69.2% in 1996 to 59.5% in 2023,
impacting retention and attraction of
skilled people.

Blick says the present median
house price in Auckland is $1 million.
“If the ratio was still 5 times, the
median price would be $680,000.”

Auckland’s relativelypoorhousing
affordabilitymakes it harder to retain
skilled people, with large outflows
internationally and a net loss to other
regions, he says. A lower skill base
inhibits take-up and diffusion of inno-
vation, with business surveys identi-
fying human capability as a key con-
straint.

Blick says the Auckland Unitary
Plan, enacted in 2016, was a huge step
forward in influencing where house-
holds and businesses are located —
more homes in existing urban areas

having access to transport networks
and jobs, and how goods are moved
around the region.

The distribution of new homes
within 14km of the city centre increa-
sed to 51% from 46% before the intro-
duction of the Unitary Plan.

That radius now contains 61,000
of the 119,000 newhomes, and before
the Unitary Plan it was 21,000 of
46,000.

Blick says the rising house prices
incentivised people to put more of
their savings into thepropertymarket
in the hope that prices will keep
increasing.

“NowonderNewZealandhas a low
savings rate with the rising house
prices causedby landconstraints that
are not good for productivity.

“Auckland Council is a big leader
in land use and transport — making
people more mobile and houses a bit
cheaper — and taking the heat out of
the housingmarket is good for capital
allocation into more productive
assets,” says Blick.

“But taking the heat out of the
property market has yet to be seen,
and housing affordability is still not
great. The Government wants to see
more intensification around trans-
port modes.

“The council is now in the middle
of a programme about how to man-
age this,” he says. “It is taking another
look at land use settings and how to
expand and capture more value out
of the existing (transport) network
rather than building a new one.

“There is a choice over how we
grow and we have to respect the
preferences of the private sector and
households,” Blick says.

He says investment in rapid transit
suchas theCityRail Linkwill improve
access to employment in the city
centre, increase service frequencies
andmovemore people around faster.

Aucklandhas lost out on someout-
puts in terms of productivity while

people sit in traffic, says Blick.
The mid-town Te Waihorotiu on

the City Rail Link is poised to become
thebusiest station in the country. And
within 10 minutes of the station 18
projectsworth billions of dollars have
been consented. There will be new
apartments, hotels, offices and retail
stores.

“The Unitary Plan is a gift that
keeps giving and runs are being add-
ed to the board,” says Blick. “We are
still better off with the number of new
consents. The more new homes per
people have gone from 5.9 between
1996 and 2016 to 9.5 between 2017
and 2013.

“Local government is an enabler to
create opportunity. It canmake speci-
fic interventions to address funda-
mental issues around land use and
infrastructure such as greater mobil-
ity and charges.

“The council needs towork closely
with the private sector which has the
capital and innovation to get things
done and increase productivity.”

Blick says Auckland has been
growing over time and is relatively
prosperous, but there’s a question
about whether the region is fulfilling
its role in the national economy.

“A more productive Auckland
would drive higher wages, business
investment, and specialisation.

“It would support and grow the
chain supply and high-value services,
and make their delivery more ef-
ficient,” he says. “A more prosperous
Auckland would generate higher tax
revenues, providing greater resour-
ces and distribution for nationwide
public infrastructure and services.

“That’s the role Auckland should
be playing. Auckland, and the coun-
try, benefits from more profitability,”
says Blick.

● AucklandCouncil is anadvertising
sponsor of theHerald’s Project
Auckland report.
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Turbocharging Auckland’s creativity
Te Puna Creative Hubwill boost Henderson’s reputation as a creative
industry stronghold, writesAndrea Fox

Creative
industries

need a
collaborative
environment
where like-

minded
people can
be together,

work
together and

connect.

W hen more than 200
players from Auck-
land’s $8 billion creative
economy answered an

invite to discuss turbocharging Hen-
derson’s film, theatre and perform-
ance industry, planners knew they
must be on the right track.

The result is the Te Puna Creative
Hub, the genesis of an Auckland
Council-backed effort to add muscle
to Henderson’s reputation as a crea-
tive industry stronghold, and to cre-
ate jobs and export opportunities by
attracting business and investment to
a district where only 200 new jobs
have surfaced in 20 years.

Thehubwill be theheart of awider
initiative called the Te Puna Creative
Innovation Quarter, a precinct of cre-
ative industries linking Henderson
Village, CorbanEstateArts Centre and
Auckland Film Studios in Henderson
Valley. The Te Puna hub is the quar-
ter’s first stage.

Its prospects look bright, says Pam
Ford, a director at Tataki Auckland
Unlimited, Auckland Council’s econ-
omic and cultural agency, which is
driving the bid to create a world-class
centre of excellence for creative in-
dustries in Auckland. The agency’s
partner in the innovation project is
the mana whenua authority for Hen-
derson, Te Kawerau ā Maki.

Ford says emboldenedby the large
and enthusiastic turnout to her agen-
cy’s call for creative community opi-
nion, it last year took a five-year lease
of the former Whoa! Studios site on

Henderson Valley Rd to provide
space for collaboration, innovation
and upskilling and offering creative
businesses and the local community
access to world-class resources and
training opportunities.

The leasewill cost $8million, offset
by expected revenue of around
$5.5m. The agency will finance the
shortfall of $2.5m out of its council
budget. The former studioshavebeen
refitted and refurbished, nowoffering
a multi-functional 159-seat digital
theatre and black box studio, along
with spaces for performance, filming,
conferences, award ceremonies and
exhibitions.

The facilities are available for hire
with purposes to date including mu-

sic video shoots, soundtrack recor-
ding and cultural performance re-
hearsals. Additional facilities includ-
ing office space, a boardroom,mezza-
nine, kitchen and podcast production
sites are due for completion in April.
The hub includes the site’s existing
cafe and childrens’ playground.

The hub’s first tenant is Crescendo,
a commercial studio and social enter-
prise specialising in sound recording,
music production and training. Ford
says screen industry tenants have
been secured that shecan’t reveal yet.

The agency has reason to be con-
fident about the future success of the
development. “The creative sector is
growing at 5.6% per annum and is
worth $8.8b GDP (gross domestic pro-

duct) to the Auckland economy.
“Film and television production

has a stronghistory inHendersonand
you’ve got spinoff businesses from
that or businesses that support them.
You’ve got the train station and the
City Rail Link and better access.”

“Creative industries need a colla-
borative environment where like-
minded people can be together, work
together and connect. That needs
infrastructure, space where people
can have equipment, and a place that
attracts international visitors or busi-
nesses. We need a creative talent
pipeline… to provide education and
training.”

Another reason for confidence is
that her agency’s already had success

creating an innovation precinct —
GridAKL in the Wynyard Quarter.
That venture has just celebrated its
10th year. But Ford acknowledges it’s
not easy building innovation
precincts. “They are hard projects to
get off the ground. They go through
phases. The emergence phase is
where we are at the moment.

“It’s like a life cycle (in that) it builds
up interest and then that attracts
more people. Then you’ll have more
people meeting at the cafe. It’s an
ecosystem… it will start coming alive,
but these things take time.”

Ford says with the land immedi-
ately around the creative hub desig-
nated by the council for develop-
ment, the agency wants to help en-
courage “the right kind of develop-
ment that supports and reinforces the
employment opportunities and the
vibrancy we want to create to regen-
erate Henderson.”

She notes many people that work
in the creative industries live in the
west. “It’s got this great heritage of
being a place for creative people.”

The agency is not deterred by the
tough economic climate in which to
launch such a project.

“Often recessions are a good time
to start these things because you
have to do the hard yards and then
you’re ready for the upswing. As a
council, it’s our role to intervene and
get something started, thenattract the
private sector and philanthropy.

“I think we are really capturing the
rise of the creative industries which
is so important forAucklandwith (the
prospect of) export dollars and jobs
in a part of Auckland that desperately
needs good jobs — and leveraging off
that history of Henderson being a
creative and film industry area.”
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An innovation to boost growth
Auckland Unlimited
has devised a three-
year tech plan to
make the city even
more competitive
on the global stage
and increase
prosperity, writes
Graham Skellern

Auckland plays a very
important role in the national
innovation system, providing
more than half of the revenue.

Pam Ford, director economic development at Tataki
Auckland Unlimited

A uckland is the innovation
capital of New Zealand and
is looking to become the
home for the new Ad-

vanced Technology Institute.
Providing more than half of the

country’s revenue from the top 200
technology companies and the tech-
nology sector as a whole, Auckland
has a strong argument.

“Auckland plays a very important
role in the national innovation sys-
tem,” says Pam Ford, director econo-
mic development for council-con-
trolled organisation Tataki Auckland
Unlimited.

“The country will benefit if the
proposed institute is located in Auck-
land and leveraged off the present
innovation ecosystem,” she says.
“The Crown Research Institutes have
been pastoral based, and there’s a
deliberate intent to focus on advan-
ced technologies. What we need to
help improve our (innovation) rank-
ing against peer cities is a focus on
investment and government sup-
port.”

Part of the Government’s move to
drive economic growth is revamping
the seven Crown Research Institutes
into four, and concentrating on earth
sciences, bioeconomy, health and for-
ensic sciences, and advanced techno-
logy including artificial intelligence,
quantum computing, aerospace, me-
dical and synthetic biology.

The Government is also establish-
ing Invest New Zealand as a one-stop-
shop for foreign direct investment —
in effect, a welcome mat for stream-
lining the investment process and
providing tailored support to foreign
investors.

The Advanced Technology Insti-
tute, backed by public and private
sector funding, will link science and
business. The institute will support
technology-based innovation and
commercialisation, with services for
testing, certifying and rapid proto-
typing of new products.

These are facilities that are uneco-
nomic for individual companies to
own. The institute will be a catalyst
and magnet for overseas collabora-
tions and investment into New Zea-
land high-tech firms and sectors.

Auckland will include hosting the
institute in its regional deal appli-
cation— the ‘light-touch’ proposalwas
due with the government on Febru-
ary 28. The regional deal builds
stronger relationships between cen-
tral and local government and co-
ordinates investment to deliver the
infrastructure needed for economic
growth and productivity.

With the likes of GridAKL, Ice-
house Ventures and Outset Ventures
(the birthplace of Rocket Lab and
Lanza Tech) supporting a wide range
of start-up andearly-stage businesses,
Auckland has developed an active
and flourishing innovation sector.

Auckland is home to 110 of the
Technology Investment Network
(TIN) top 200 companies, producing
revenue of $9.4 billion (of the total
$17.95b), 18,645 teammembers and an
average salary of $104,051. Nearly
90% of the Auckland TIN companies’
revenue came from exporting. In the
wider technology and digital sector,
12,000 firms contributed $16.5b to

Auckland region’s gross domestic
product, and delivered more than
73,000 jobs (2023 statistics). Techno-
logy is now the region’s second-
biggest export. Investment in early-
stage businesses increased from $147
million to $243m.

Auckland Unlimited is leading the
charge to grow the sector, createhigh-
quality jobs, build international re-
lationships, attract talent and invest-
ment, and increase prosperity
through its three-year Tech Tamaki
Makaurau strategy.

Ford says “we benchmark our-
selves against nine other cities —
Brisbane, Dublin, Portland, Austin,
Vancouver, Helsinki, Copenhagen,
Tel Aviv and Fukuoka. We are all
growing; it’s just that the other cities
are growing faster.

“The benchmark studies are a use-
ful tool to enable us to focus on our
whole ecosystem and improve our
ranking.

“Auckland has an incredible un-
told story about the success of inno-
vative companies. We have all the
ingredients, we just need to bake the
cake and put it on display,” says Ford.

“We need to champion our inno-
vation ecosystem and tell the story
better to build pride and belief.

“We need some enabling infra-
structure with the support of the city
and government; we need to attract
investment and PhD students and
provide better ways of connecting
people with each other and encour-
age entrepreneurship; and we need
good international relationships for
the entrepreneurs to enter the
markets.

“A lot of this is happening but we
need to keep growing,” Ford says.
“Innovation is our future; that’s where

Auckland can really shine on the
international stage. The Advanced
Technology Institute is the kind of
infrastructure that is important to
attract investment and talent.”

She says the whole of the city
centre is an innovation precinct from
Wynyard Quarter through Quay St,
Parnell, Newmarket and Grafton —
representing the biggest concen-
tration of New Zealand’s innovation
ecosystem.

GridAKL in the Wynyard Quarter
hosts 133 companies and 870 team
members in two buildings — start-ups
in John Lysaght and scale-ups at 12
Madden St. The Media Design School
and Google are located next door.
Grid AKL also supports co-working
spaces at Manukau, The Reserve in
Glen Innes and Click Studios in Avon-
dale.

There’s the Icehouse and Outset
deep tech incubators in Parnell, the
Newmarket Innovation Precinct as
part of Auckland University, and the
medical technology at Auckland Uni-
versity in Grafton.

Auckland University has the aw-
ard-winning Centre for Innovation
and Entrepreneurship and UniSer-
vices which helps commercialise
new innovative products.

Outset has a co-operation agree-
ment with New Zealand Steel to ex-
plore future pilot plant opportunities
relating to decarbonisation techno-
logy, green energy and industrial
innovation more generally.

Auckland Unlimited is facilitating
the Te Puna Creative Innovation
Quarter in Henderson as a hub for
screen production, video gaming,
creative technology, music and the
arts. The Te Puna central hub, fitted
out with a multi-purpose theatre,

office space and cafe, will be the
home for a creative technology acad-
emy run by sound record and music
production studio, Crescendo Trust.

Next to the Henderson railway
station, the former Whoa! Studios
with its theatre space can be hired
by creative businesses and commun-
ity groups. The quarter will also in-
corporate the Corban Estate Arts
Centre and Auckland Film Studios.

GridAKL, which celebrated 10
years on March 10, has become the
lynchpin of the Auckland innovation
ecosystem, and hosts meet-ups in-
cluding Migrants in Technology, a
group that has grown to 1000 people.
GridAKL is also home for FintechNZ
and Aerospace Auckland.

GridAKL has established city-to-
city relationships overseas, connect-
ing with the Denver Economic De-
velopment & Opportunity, as well as
the Stone & Chalk Melbourne Startup
Hub and Startup Fukuoka.

The agreementsprovideAuckland
technology businesses access to co-
working spaces, talent, incentives and
grants in partner cities, and fosters
innovation in areas such as aero-
space, cleantech and biotech.

Ford says there used to be 40 New
Zealand start-ups in San Francisco
and now they go to Denver. “They
have opened their doors and made
it easier to land there. Denver has a
big aerospace industry.”

Auckland Unlimited is organising
the city’s first start-up week straight
after the South by SouthWest Sydney
(SXSW) conference from October
14-20.

The conference and festival star-
ted in Austin, Texas, is a convergence
of tech, film, music, culture and edu-
cation.

“We’ve timed the start-up week so
people, entrepreneurs and investors
from theSydneyconference, can stop
off in Auckland on their way home,”
says Ford. “I expect that looking back
in 10 years’ time this will be a pivotal
event.

“We have the opportunity to show-
case and celebrate our amazing inno-
vation ecosystem. Start-up week can
put the spotlight on successes, build
relationships and highlight what we
need to do more of.”

More investment is expected in the
technology sector now that the gov-
ernment is simplifying the Active
Investor Plus visa into two categories:

● Growth: focusing on higher-risk
investment, including directly inves-
ting in local businesses. The category
requires a minimum investment of
$5m over three years.

● Balanced: focusing on mixed
investments with the ability to
choose ones that are lower risk. The
category requires a minimum invest-
ment of $10m over five years.

Not speaking English has been
removed as a barrier to investment.

Ford says “we done a lot of work
with investor migrants, helping them
connect with the innovation ecosys-
tem and providing opportunities.

“The change in government policy
(for the investor visa) is a good sign
for growing the Auckland innovation
economy.

“By investing $5m or $10m to re-
ceive visas, they will over time invest
more money once they get to know
the companies and entrepreneurs.
We want to ensure they are welcome
and understand the ecosystem,” she
says.

Two of those investor migrants
wereMasood andMassihTayebiwho
founded Miami-based investment
firm Bridgewest Group. They estab-
lished a New Zealand subsidiary 10
years ago and became a leading deep
tech investor and incubatorhere, sup-
porting a portfolio of 14 innovative
companies.

One of the companies is Avasa
which is developing advanced medi-
cal solutions in the field of recon-
structive surgery.

Avasa’s potential Arterial Coupler
is helping surgeons reconnect
microvascular arteries simply and
efficiently in tissue transfer and trans-
plant surgery.

Ford says the likes of Outset,
Icehouse and Bridgewest are the
jewels in the Auckland ecosystem.
They bring investors and founders
together.

For example, Bridgewest has
strong international connections and
their growth over the last 10 years has
been extraordinary.

Auckland has made plenty of pro-
gress in advanced technology and
innovation over the past 15 years, and
how does it plan to stay competitive
on the global stage?

“We need to keep championing
our innovation ecosystem by telling
our story and waving the flag.

“We need to keep supporting our
companies by providing places and
opportunities for connections.

“Public-private partnerships are
critical, as we did with GridAKL.

“We need to keep opening inter-
national doors through city-to-city
engagements, and intentionally keep
driving international competitive-
ness,” says Ford.

● TātakiAucklandUnlimited is an
advertising sponsor of theHerald’s
ProjectAuckland report.
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New Zealand’s innovation future
Auckland
University has
sharpened its focus
to create a vibrant
entrepreneurial
campus, writes
Dawn Freshwater

Forty companies
have chosen to co-

locate alongside
researchers and like-
minded innovators,
creating a vibrant

shared environment
with incubator

spaces that foster
ideas and innova-
tions and launch
tech companies
into theworld.

I nnovation is oftendescribedas
theengineof economicgrowth,
yet building andsustainingan
effective innovationecosystem

is a complexundertaking.Waipapa
TaumataRau,Universityof
Auckland, demonstrateshowa
university canmeet this challenge. It
combines research, education,
entrepreneurship, and industry
engagement to createanecosystem
that fosters innovative thinking,
drives commercialisation, attracts
investment, anddelivers societal
impact.

Overdecades, theUniversityhas
sharpened its focuson innovation to
createavibrant entrepreneurial
campus.Central to this is the
University’s capacity tomergeworld-
class researchwithentrepreneurial
efforts. Throughcollaborative
initiativesandpartnerships, the
Universityhasbuilt an infrastructure
that allows ideas to transition from
concept tomarket, tackling
challenges inhealthcare, advanced
manufacturing, sustainability, and
education.

This all beginswhenstudents

arrive to study.Regardlessof their
course, theycan takepart in inno-
vationandentrepreneurship training
andevents at theCentreof Innova-
tionandEntrepreneurship (CIE).

CIE’s Extensiveprogrammes
includeSummerLab, Start-upStudio,
Start-UpSupport, access toa ‘maker-
space’ (theUnleashSpace) and
VentureLab, and the flagship$100k
VelocityChallengecompetition.

In2024,more than7000students
andstaff participated inCIE
programmes.Over thepast two
decades, CIEhas supported tensof
thousandsof students andstaff in
developing themindsets andskills
needed for innovativecareers and
venturecreation, connectingaspiring
innovators andentrepreneurswith
seasonedentrepreneurmentors.

Any researcher, including
students, canalsoaccess technical
and intellectual property support and
early-stage seed funding through the
University’s InvestmentCommittees
and its $41million Inventors’ Fund.

TheUniversity supports start-ups
andspin-out companies through its
wholly-owned tech transfer and
commercialisationcompany,
AucklandUniServices. Its ‘easy start-
up’ programmeprovides incentives
for staff and students toconsider
startingbusinesses.UniServices
provides critical financial knowledge
andsupport throughdomestic and
global venturecapital fund
connections. For twoyears running,
UniServiceshasbeen ranked the top
public researchorganisationacross
NewZealandandAustralia for the
most active start-upandspin-out
companies.

TheUniversity is also realising its
ambition for theNewmarket
InnovationPrecinct (NIP).

Twelveyears ago, theUniversity
acquired the formerLionBrewery
site andhas sincedeveloped it to
accommodatea rangeof scienceand
engineeringdisciplines, including
computer science,AI, virtual reality,
advancedmanufacturinganddesign,
and innovation teams. Forty
companieshavechosen toco-locate
alongside researchers and like-
minded innovators, creatingavibrant
sharedenvironmentwith incubator
spaces that foster ideasand
innovationsand launch tech
companies into theworld.

TheNewZealandProductAcce-
lerator (NZPA) is basedat theNIP.

It brings togethermore than 100
researchers andpractitioners from
nine researchorganisationsand
several governmentorganisations.
Thispositions theNZPAuniquely
withinNewZealand’s innovation
ecosystem, acting asabridge
betweenacademiaand industry.

Since2013,NZPAhasworkedon

approximately600projects and
releasedmore than300products and
processes tomarket. AMinistryof
Business, InnovationandEmploy-
ment-commissioned reviewconclu-
ded thatwith adequate fundingand
recognition,NZPA’s impact couldbe
significantly increased.

TheUniversityplans togradually
consolidatevarious aspectsof its
innovationefforts at theNIP.This
includesMedTech,Auckland
UniServices, anda satelliteof theCity
Campus-basedCIE, alongside
enhancedco-locationand incubator
spacesandadvancedmanufacturing
capability. TheNIPhas thepotential
tobe the innovationand investor
gateway for the cityand thecountry
andakeyhub for the recently
announcedAdvancedTechPublic
ResearchOrganisation (PRO).

NIP iswithinwalkingdistanceof
theUniversity’s CityCampus, Faculty
ofMedical andHealthSciences,
AucklandHospital,MercyHospital,
OrionHealth andseveral schools.
This concentrationof educational
andmedical institutionshasbeen
recognised internationally asadriver
of economicdevelopment in
metropolitanareas. Knownas “eds
andmeds,” theseanchor institutions
are tied to thecity, are among the
region’s largest employers, feature
highlyeducatedworkforces, andare
supportedby research that fosters
innovation.

As thenation focuseson its tech
and innovation future, theUniversity
isworking tomaximise its offerings
toaccelerateopportunities forNew
Zealand.
● ProfessorDawnFreshwater isVice-
Chancellor of theUniversityof
AucklandWaipapaTaumataRau
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A new industry
PhDs initiative
Talent fuels innovation, anda

newly launched initiative
seeks toprovideanew
generationof researcherswith

thebusiness skills that industry
requires. TheAppliedDoctorate
Scheme, launchedby theMinister for
Research, Technologyand Innovation,
Dr ShaneReti, will enhance the
country’s innovationecosystemby
supporting thepartnershipbetween
industry anduniversities.

The schemewill cost $20million
over five years. Itwill equip acohort
of graduatespursuingadvanced
research interests embeddedwithin
industrywithpractical skills in areas
ranging fromprojectmanagement
and finance to commercialisationand
entrepreneurship. Industry leaders say
thesegraduateswill speedup
innovation.
“Graduateswill bringa strong
combinationof researchexpertise and
practical businessunderstanding to
thebusinesses thathire them.
Theywill connect recent advance-
ments fromresearch—especially
research in science and technology—
with industry challenges, accelerating
anycompany’s paceof innovation.
This, in turn,will result indelivering
effective solutions andcreating
meaningful outcomes forbusinesses
andcommunities.”— Jess Tucker,
Principal, Systems Engineering,
BECA.
“It’s vital thatNewZealanddevelops
targeted research that alignswith the
needsof industry. TheApplied

Doctorates Scheme is a significant step
forward for thenationand itwill
contribute to thegrowthof amore
vibrant aerospace sector.”— Mark
Rocket CEO, Kea Aerospace.
“Wesee this initiative as avaluable
mechanism to fosterdeeper
engagementbetweenacademiaand
industry, accelerating the translation
of research into real-world
applications.— Max Arshavsky,
Founder and CEO, Zenno.
“ThenewAppliedDoctoral Scheme
presents anopportunity for research
to tackle real-world challengesby
focusingon the specific needsof
organisationsor sectors. This
approachensures that the research
findingshave immediatepractical
applications, addressingpressing
industryorbusiness problems.”— Dr
Parin Rafiei-Thompson, Tātaki
Auckland Unlimited.
“This partnershipbetween industry
andacademia creates tangible
opportunities to address real
challenges facingour sector, says. By
workingalongside researchgraduates,
wecancombine technical expertise
with freshperspectives todevelop
solutions thatbenefit the futureof the
infrastructure industry.”— Craig
West, New Zealand Country Lead,
Downer.
● TheAppliedDoctorate Scheme is a
programme ledbyaconsortiumof the
UniversityofAuckland,Victoria
UniversityofWellington, the
UniversityofOtago, andMassey
University.
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SimonMalpas andKiteaHealth

Professor Simon Malpas was an
Innovator finalist in the 2025 New
Zealander of the Year awards.

Pioneering innovatorProfessor Simon
Malpas’ storydemonstrates the impact
ofMedTech innovationson lives and
howtheyevolve intohigh-tech
businesses.

Fourteenyears ago, this professor
at theAucklandBioengineering
Institutewasasked if he couldhelp
witha life-threateningbrain condition
calledhydrocephalus,whichaffects
100NewZealanders,mostly children,
amillionpeople in theUnitedStates,
including200,000children.

Causedby fluidbuildingup in the
brain, hydrocephalus hasbeen treated
fordecadesby insertinga tiny silicon
tube,whichdrains fluid fromthebrain
harmlessly into theabdomen.

Theproblem is that the tubesare
prone toblocking, particularly in
children.

Ablocked tube leads to increased
pressure in thebrain and, especially
inbabies andchildren, the symptoms
of thismimic symptomsof common
childhood illnesses.

Determiningwhether thecause is
indeedablocked shuntoften requires
admission tohospital and invasive
tests, suchasMRI scansandblood
tests and sometimesa lumbar
puncture—apainful anddifficult
procedure to take someof thebuilt-
up fluid to test for infection.

ProfessorMalpas,whohad
dedicatedmuchof his career to
studyingpressure in thebrain and
heart, had todesignadevice that
would remotelymeasurebrain
pressure instantly, thereby telling
parents andhealthcareprofessionals
whether ablocked tubewas the
issue.

“I knew fixing theproblemof the
shunts failingwouldbe incredibly

challenging—hundredsandhundreds
ofpeoplehad tried thatwithout
success. Butwhat if youcould come
upwitha sensor that couldmeasure
brainpressure— inapatient’s home
—so if someonewithhydrocephalus
got aheadache, theyknewwhether
their shuntwas failing?”

Therebegan the journey,which, in
2017, secureda$12milliongrant from
theMinistry ofBusiness, Innovation
andEmployment.

Kitea Health and the Kitea System
ProfessorMalpaseventually launched
the spin-out companyKiteaHealth.

TheKitea sensor is theworld’s
smallest andmost accuratedevice
designed for implantationanywhere in
thebody.

The first human trials areunderway

atAucklandCityHospital, inwhich the
device is implanted into thebrain at
the same timeas the tube todrain the
fluid is inserted.

Patients enrolled in this trial are the
first anywhere in theworld tomonitor
brainpressure at home, reducing
hospital admissions andexposure to
unnecessary scans andother tests.

Funding is nowacritical issue for
KiteaHealth as it seeks toput its device
into thehands (or ratherbrains) of
everyonewhoneeds it.

Thecompany is currently
crowdsourcing funding to run larger
clinical trials in theUSas aprecursor
to regulatoryapprovals.

Thecapital raise is nearing its $7m
minimumtarget,with themaximum
set at $10m.

As it advances towards clinical trials
in theUS, KiteaHealthhas forged
relationshipswithmajor test sites and
neurosurgeons, includingTexas
Children’sHospital, Children’sHospital
ofOrangeCounty, JohnsHopkins, and
theUniversityofAlabama
Birmingham.

WhileKitea focusesonobtaining
regulatoryapproval for
hydrocephalus, its technologyhas
broaderpotential, suchaspulmonary
arterypressuremonitoring.

TheKitea sensor for thebrainhas
a total addressablemarketof around
US$2billion forhydrocephalus.

Theglobal cardiacmonitoring
market,whichKiteaplans to target in
its nextphase, is projected togrow
fromUS$8.24billion in 2022 to
US$20.23billionby2032.

https://www.kiteahealth.com
https://www.snowballeffect.co.
nz/offers/show/kitea-health-kfln9

University spin-out cleans up space junk

Frond Space Systems’ co-founder Dr Ben Taylor shows Space Minister
Judith Collins a dragsail.

FrondSpaceSystemsoffers space
clean-up solutions tomeet tightening
global regulations to reduce space
debriswithdeployabledragsails that
enable the speedierdestructionof
spacecraft at the endof their life.

While60years of humanactivities
in spacehavebroughthugebenefits
to theworld through
telecommunicationsandearth
monitoring, all this activityhas left
behind junk.Withacceleratinggrowth
of the space sector, that pile of
roaming, floating junk is growing.
Defunct satellites contribute to space
junkandadd to thegrowing riskof
collisions in space.

Frond, founded in 2023byDrBen
Taylor andDr JasonShore, grewout
of theUniversity ofAuckland’s Space
Institute, TePūnaha Ātea, at theheart
ofNewZealand’s emergingand
energetic spaceecosystem.

It is nowat the forefront of satellite

end-of-life solutions. Frond’s familyof
dragsails enables robust accelerated
deorbiting,minimising spacedebris
andcontributing to acleaner space
environment.

Frond’s dragsails decreaseend-of-
life satellite deorbiting timebyan
orderofmagnitude, reducing
lifetimes fromyears tomonths.

Thecompany remains closely
connected to the Institute, using
streamlinedaccess to its clean room
andworld-classNational Satellite
Testing facilities at TePūnaha Ātea.
ThismeansFrond’s design, assembly,
testing, andqualificationareall
conductedunder one roof, enabling
efficient project andproductdelivery.
Technologiesbeingcommercialised
throughFrondwill bedemonstrated
on theupcomingTePūnaha Ātea
satellitemission, TPA-1, due for launch
ina fewmonths. Themissionwill
demonstrate theuniversity’s end-to-

endmission capability andprovide
operational demonstrationsof in-
housedeveloped technologies.

In 2024, Frondwascontracted to
supply adragsail system for
Australia’sGilmourSpace
Technology’sMMS-1 satellite
mission,whichDrTaylordescribes
as a “great opportunity to showcase
our innovativedeployable space
technologyandcontribute to the
responsibleuseof space.”

Sincedeliveringa 10 sqmMICRO
dragsail system for the 100kgclass
MMS-1mission, FrondSpace
Systemshas secureda follow-up
order fromGilmourSpace
Technologies’ nextmission.

Thecompany is alsoexpanding
intoother areasofdeployable space
technologyandgainingglobal
interest.

https://frond.space
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Kami’s star
shines
brightly
Oneof themost successful
ventures to emerge fromthe
AucklandUniversity innovation
ecosystem isKami, anEdTech
company that beganwith four
friendsand theCentreof
InnovationandEntrepreneurship’s
Velocityprogramme.

Kami’s digital classroomplat-
form is nowusedby90%ofK-12
schools in theUnitedStates, rea-
chingmillionsof learnersworld-
wide. RecognisedbyTime
magazineasoneof theworld’s
most influential companies in 2022
and featured in theDeloitte Fast 50
as the fastest-growingcompany
and leadingexporter in 2021, Kami
showcaseshowNewZealand
innovation succeedsglobally.

Kamiwas supportedbyNZ
GrowthCapital Partner established
in2002 to assistworld-class early-
stage technologybusinesses and
investors. Thecompany’s recent
exit from the self-fundedNZGCP
delivereda record70-times return
on investment, describedby
NZGCPchief executiveRobEverett
as an “outlier.” Itwas the largest
return for the fundandcame
thanks to a strategicgrowth
investment fromUSprivateequity
firmBV InvestmentPartners.

Investors include leadingAus-
tralianventure capitalist firmRight
ClickCapital, CapitalPitch,New
Zealand-basedFlyingKiwiAngels,
NewZealandVenture Investment
Fund, andnotable SiliconValley
investors suchas SamAltmanof
YCombinator andScottNolanof
FoundersFund.

https://www.kamiapp.com

Alimetry focus onUSmarket

Associate
Professor Peng
Du leads the
Alimstry team.

Case
studies
These case
studies have
been provided
byAuckland
University at
the request of
Project
Auckland

Digital healthcareanddiagnostic
companyAlimetry is aprimeexample
of howacademia and industry can
collaborate to createpioneering
innovations. Alimetry started its
journey in theAuckland
Bioengineering Institute (ABI) and
FacultyofMedical andHealth
Science’s Surgical EngineeringLab,
whereyearsof interdisciplinary
research laid thegroundwork for their
breakthroughs indigestivehealth.

Alimetry’s storybeganwhenco-
founderDrArmenGharibansmet
scientists fromABI. Armenhadbeen
pursuingaPhD inwearabledevices at
theUniversityof California, SanDiego,
andbecame inspiredbyProfessor
GregO’Grady’swork. Armen then
followedhim toNewZealandafter
Greg securedagrant in 2018.

ProfessorGregO’Grady, a seasoned
entrepreneurwhoco-foundedThe
InsidesCompany, playedabig role in
Alimetry’s start. ArmencreditsGreg’s
confidenceandexperience in
MedTechaswhat pushedhim toco-
foundAlimetry. Additionally, the
support he received fromWaipapa
TaumataRau,UniversityofAuckland’s
UniServices, throughconvertible
notes at spinout andseed round
investment,was crucial inbridging the
gapbetween researchandbusiness
during the company’s earlydays.

Alimetry alsohas a strongconnec-
tion to theBusiness School’s Centre for
InnovationandEntrepreneurship,
where the teamhadpreviously
participated in theVelocity $100k
Challengewith a relatedconcept.
Armen remembers: “CIE supportedus
duringour first steps. The journey is
very long, and the initial condition is
quite critical to thepathyou take.As
yougrow, it becomesmore stable, and
the trajectory cannot bechangedas

dramatically fromday today, but
having support at the start is instru-
mental tobeingon the rightpath.”

Alimetry’s coreoffering revolves
aroundbody surfacegastricmapping,
a first-of-its-kindnon-invasive

diagnostic aid for guthealth. Their
wearabledevice,GastricAlimetry,
offers anon-invasive solution for
gastric diseasediagnosis. Thedevice
is applied to theabdomenandsenses
the stomach’s electrical activity

through the skin. The resultingdata is
then sent to thecloud for analysis and
isusedby clinicians todetermine the
causesofgastric symptoms.
Specialising ingastromechanical
distress, the companyaddresses
disorders thatmaynotpresentwith
visible evidence, suchas
gastroparesis.

Withmore than2500patients to
date, Alimetry’s strongbeginnings
showcasehow their innovative
approach is transforming the
landscapeof guthealthdiagnostics.

HavingobtainedUSFoodandDrug
Administration (FDA) approval for
GastricAlimetry, thedoors toa
broadermarket arewideopen for the
company. In 2024, Alimetryhit the
ground running,with theAmerican
MedicalAssociation recognising the
importanceof their innovative
approachbyassigninganewCurrent
Procedural Terminology (CPT) III
reimbursement code specifically for
BodySurfaceGastricMapping,
describing theirGastricAlimetry test.

TheCPT III code is a key step in
ensuring their next-generationdiagno-
stic tool becomesmoreaccessible to
patients across theUnitedStates.

WithFDAapproval andclearance
for clinical use in theUnitedKingdom
andhere,GastricAlimetry is using the
capital from its latest funding round
to transition fromdevelopment into
thecommercialisationphase. Itwill
seekadditional regulatoryapprovals
inCanadaandAustralia, but its primary
focus remainson theUSmarket,where
it is currently based inMinneapolis.
Alimetryplans to expand its teamand
strengthen its commercial presence.

Additionally, it is exploring future
productdevelopments andadvancing
researchanddevelopmentprojects.
https://www.alimetry.com
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Laser to combat varroamiteTiny laserspositionedathoneybee
hives couldprovideanon-pesticide
solution to theworst pest globally: the
varroamite. Thismite continues to
causechaos in thehoney industry,
and its economic impact is estimated
tobe in thehundredsofmillions.

ScientistsDr FrancescoMerola and
ProfessorCather SimpsonatWaipapa
TaumataRau,UniversityofAuckland,
in collaborationwithPlant andFood

Research, are investigatinghow
different laserblasts affect beesand
mites at a containment laboratory.

“Ourgoal is to freebees todo their
important agriculturalworkby
allowingbeehives to thriveagain, to
bemore resilient, healthyhomes for

bees,” saysDrMerola. Theproject,
whichaims tocreate adevice forNew
Zealandandabroad, is supportedby
a$1million “Smart Idea”grant from
theMinistry ofBusiness, Innovation
andEmployment’s EndeavourFund.

Professor Simpsondescribes it as

“anambitiousproject that, ifwe’re
successful,willmakeadifferenceall
over theworld”.

Varroamites feedonhoneybees,
larvae, andpupae. They spread
diseaseandcancausebeecolonies
to collapse. Asbeesare critical crop
pollinators, Varroamites represent a
global threat to foodsecurity.

In a five-year plan, researchand
development are slated to take two

years, followedbycommercialisation.
Challengeswill includecreatinga
device that is easy to fit intohives,
whichbeesarehappy tomove
through.

The science team isusing
advancedoptical spectroscopy
methods tounderstand the structures
of keybiochemical components in
beesandmites, includingproteins,
lipids, andpigments.
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Airfield expansion
250,000sqm of new taxiways,

aircraft parking plus stormwater
upgrades arriving in late 2025.

Domestic
jet terminal
AKL’s new domestic
jet terminal is on
the way, bringing
easier connections,
more capacity, and
a better experience
for travellers.

AKL is building for what’s next, making
New Zealand more connected than ever.

t is underway with the most significant upgrade
Auckland Airport has seen since it officially opened
n 1966, making sure our city – and our country
– have an airport that’s fit for the future.

More than an airport, AKL is an economic engine.
Connecting 18.5 million people every year,
and generating $35 billion in economic value
rom international and domestic travel.

By 2032, the transformation happening now at AKL
will support almost $55 billion in economic value
rom travel and tourism and $41 billion in trade.

The world is knocking, and AKL is getting ready.
Ready to bring on the world.
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ARTIST IMPRESSION

Contingent runway
AKL is gearing up for future runway work
by upgrading taxiways and enhancing
existing infrastructure, ensuring the
resilience and safety of the airfield.
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