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Globally Ambitious Auckland
Minister forAucklandSimeon
BrownandAucklandDeputy
MayorDesley Simpsonwill front
theannual ProjectAuckland
luncheonat theNorthernClub
today. Their addresseswill begin
liveonnzherald.co.nz/business
at 12.30pm. Theywill be
introducedbyHeraldEditor-in-
ChiefMurrayKirkness. CEOs
CarrieHurihanganui andRoger
Graywill later joinFran
O’Sullivan to chart anupbeat
future.

A five-point plan
to fix Auckland

Several major plans
are on the table that
will shapewhere we

live, what sort of
homeswe live in

and howwemove
about this great city

of ours.
Wayne Brown

L ast term,we focusedon
building resilience intoour
infrastructureand finances
throughamassiveprogramme

of change: theLocalWaterDoneWell
deal, theMakingSpace forWater
programme, and theAucklandFuture
Fund.We’vepluggeddebt, found
savings, and implementedmycapital
spend rules.

The reformofCouncil Controlled
Organisations (CCOs), transport
reform, andanewplanchange for
Auckland (PC120) are all underway.
Wehavebeenbusy.There’smore to
do.

There is ahuge shift on thehorizon
locally— themost significant change
since theSuperCitywas formed.
Severalmajorplans areon the table
thatwill shapewherewe live,what sort
ofhomeswe live inandhowwemove
about this great cityofours.

For the first time,weareworking
with theGovernmentona joint
Regional Spatial Plan toalign landuse
with infrastructure. Landuse is the
mostpowerful economic lever the
council has; ifwe speedupconsenting,
weunlockgrowth. Ifwecanget land
use right, it couldbe thebiggest
opportunityof all.

Alongside that, thewater services
strategies, and the30-year Integrated
TransportPlanwill takecareofour
pipes, roadsand thenetworks that
keepourcity running. The transport
planwill becreatedbyanewAuckland
RegionalTransportCommitteewith
equal representation fromcouncil and
government, anda jointlyappointed
chairperson.TheLong-termPlan (LTP)
is the 10-year budget thatwill deliver
on theseplans.

This global and local changemeans
wemust continually becritical ofwhat
our roles are toprepare for the
incominggrowth, butwealsoneed to
make themost of theopportunities
ahead.Wemust continue tobuildback
better, faster, andcheaper.

Mychallenge toeveryone
consideringourcity’s future is simple:

What is theproblemyouare trying to
fix?Thereare toomanypeople
pushing solutions thatdon’t address
theactual problem.This is awasteof
money thatmust stop.Myagenda for
this term isdefinedby fivekeypillars:
1. Stop the waste and make the most
of what we have.
Coremaintenanceand infrastructure
matter. Rates affordabilitymatters.
Everydollarwe spend is adollar
Aucklandershaveearned;wemust
treat itwith respect. If a project can’t
bedonebetter, faster, or cheaper,we
should seriouslyquestionwhether it
shouldbedoneat all.
2. Operate as one council group.
“Takingbackcontrol”was the theme
ofmy first term. Itmeansactingasa
singleorganisation—aligningour
CCOs,makingbetteruseof the
AucklandFutureFund, and finally
gettingour stadiaoperatingmodel
right. TheGovernmentmust seeusas
one joined-upgroup representing40%
ofnationalGDP.Aucklanders expect
coherence, not silos.
3. Fix Auckland’s transport system.
Anefficient, reliable transportnetwork
underpinsproductivity andqualityof
life.Wemust freeupAuckland’s roads.
Thatmeans reform,not justmore
“projects”. Nowthat thecouncil is the
road-controllingauthorityandwe

have regainedcontrol ofAuckland
Transport (AT),wecandemandmore
ambition.Wewillmoveaway from
over-doneprojectswith lowreturn
and towards easy fixesand
technology-drivensolutions like
dynamic lanesandsmarter
intersections. Long-termplanning
mustbedonewithus, not tous.
4. Build a greener, more efficient
city.
Pipes first, then roads, thenbuildings.
This is about championingurban
development thatworks for
Aucklanders. Pitting generations
against oneanother isn’t theway to
find solutionshere.Aucklandneeds to
growup tobecomeaglobal city, not
remain theworld’s biggest suburb,
stackedwith congestion.Thismeans
adapting to climatechangepractically
throughourMakingSpace forWater
programmeand finallyopeningupour
waterfront.OurnewAucklandUrban
DevelopmentOfficewill serveasa
frontdoor fordevelopers, treating
themas the single customer theyare,
aspartners taking the risk tobuild the
citywewant.
5. Lift Auckland’s contribution to
the economy.
A“wait and see” approachwill not
work.Aucklandmust beopen for
business.Weneed jobs, investment,

and innovation.Thatmeansa serious
approach toAucklandasa
destination: our city centre,
technologyand innovationand
international relationships. It also
meansasking theGovernment for
legislativechangewherenecessary
tounlockourpotential.Advocating
for auser-paysbed levy formajor
events funding, founding the
Auckland Innovationand
TechnologyAllianceand forgingcity-
to-city friendship agreements are just
thebeginning.

Taken together, this is about lifting
theeconomytobuildamoreefficient
global citywhile stoppingwasteand
gettingAucklandmoving.

This iswhy theAucklandDeal
matters.While itmaynotbeas
aspirational as somehoped, it signals
anewwayofworkingand is a
foundational elementof this
upcomingLong-termPlan.

Mymanifesto later thisyearwill
set out exactlyhowIexpect any
incominggovernment tobuildon this
partnership.

ThecurrentGovernment is still
overreaching intoAuckland’s affairs
inways theydon’t fully grasp.Their
approach is oftenunprecedentedand
isnot always in the spirit of
partnership.

Regardlessofwho is inWellington
at theendof theyear, our job remains
the same: navigatinghalf-baked ideas
— like rates caps—while staying
anchored towhat is best for
Auckland. In this electionyear,we
must remindeveryone that elections
arewonor lost inAuckland.

In size andscope, our city ismore
akin toanAustralian state. The
AucklandDeal recognises this, but
themessage toWellingtonmust
remainclear: theGovernmentdoes
people;wedoplaces.

TheGovernmentneeds to stop
tellinguswhat todo, focuson its own
knitting, andstepaside so that
Aucklandcan reach its full potential
as aglobal city.
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Keeping pace with
the city’s ambitions

The strength of our global connections will shape this country’s economic future, writes Carrie Hurihanganui

The picture is
emerging and 2026
is shaping up to be
the year it all starts
falling into place.

Carrie Hurihanganui

A nyonewho’s tackleda
5000-piece jigsawknows
thedrill — sortingbycolour,
hunting for edgepieces,

constantly checking thebox to
remindyourselfwhatyou’re actually
building.

There’s oftena long stretchwhere
progress feels painful. Then, almost
withoutwarning, thepicture snaps
into focus.

Aucklandhas felt like thatpuzzle
for awhilenow.

Thepandemic left thecityabit
fragmented,withcountless
individuals, businessesand
communitygroupsworkingaway in
their ownpatch topiece it back
together.

Butnowthepicture is emerging
and2026 is shapingup tobe theyear
it all starts falling intoplace.

Better transport links, stronger
connections forpeopleand freight,
newreasons tovisit, and improved
spaces toenjoy. There’s lots to look
forward to.

Visitor ecosystem
Tourismandeventsdon’t happenby
accident. They require investment,
infrastructure, and the rightvenues
toattract the right talent.

That’swhy itwasgreat to see the
Government launch its $70million
events fund last year, helpingmajor
venuescompete forworld-class
events.

The long-awaitedopeningof the
NewZealand International
ConventionCentre givesAucklanda
seriousnewengine for economic
growth.

Frommajormedical association
conferences to theWorldDairy
Summit, experts aplentyareheaded
ourway.They’re thekindsof events
that bringhigh-valuevisitorswho
stay longer, spendmore, andkeep
comingback.

Equallyexciting is the
transformationunderwayatEden
Park.

Recent changes toplanning rules
haveunlocked thevenue’spotential
tohost significantlymoreevents,
includingmajor concerts andnight-
timesport .

TheannouncementofNew
Zealand’s first-ever StateofOrigin
match in2027 is a standout example
ofwhat’s possiblewhenweremove
barriers toworld-class events.

Gettingaround thecitywill
becomemucheasier, too,when the
CityRail Link launches in the second
half of theyear, boosting train
capacitybymore than50%and
movingup to 19,000peopleperhour
across thenetwork. Infrastructureof
this scale changeshowweall live.

Linking Auckland to the world
AsAucklandgrows itspresence in the
global economy, the infrastructure
linking thecity to theworldbecomes
increasinglyvital.

For anationat the far edgeof the
Pacific, these connectionsaren’t a

nice-to-have— they’rehowwe
participate in the global economy. In
aneraof globaluncertainty , like the
onewe findourselves in , building
andmaintaining thoseconnections
mattersmore, not less.

AucklandAirport sits at thecentre
of that connectivity.

Wesupportmore than$35billion
ineconomicoutput through travel
and tourismeachyear, $26b in trade

and25,000 jobs, the second-largest
employmenthuboutside theCBD.

Our infrastructureprogramme is
about resilienceandcapacity,
ensuringAucklandhas agateway fit
fordecadesahead.

It is prudent, sensible investment
fromanairport that, byaviation
global benchmarking, is oneof the
moreaffordable in theworld to fly
through.

Port ofAuckland is investing too,
making rapidandexciting steps
towardsmoreefficientutilisationof
our stunningwaterfront.

At the same time, it’s investing in
newwharvesand facilities tohandle
thecomingsandgoingsof thepeople
andgoods soessential forNew
Zealand to succeed.

Major investmentattracts scrutiny
—and rightly so.AtAucklandAirport,
wewelcome that accountability. But
NewZealandcannot keepwaiting for
theperfectmoment tobuild.

There is no suchmoment.
Toomanysectors arealready

paying thepriceof chronic
underinvestmentbykicking thecan
down the road .

The strengthofour global
connectionswill shape this country’s
economic future.AucklandAirport
intends tobeequal to that task.

Planning for growth
Noneof this infrastructure
investmentdelivers its full potential
without frameworks that are fit for
purpose.

On that front, there isprogress
underway,with theemerging “City
Deal” betweenAucklandandcentral
government.

Imaginewhat thepowerof aligned
investmentandsharedpriorities,
backedbyphased investment, could
mean forAuckland.

Suddenly , a secondharbour
crossing in the futuredoesn’t sound
so impossible.

CabinetministersChrisBishopand

SimonWatts are talkingabout easier
access tonewandexisting funding
and financing tools; andmore
collaborationwithexperts and
officials tomoveus forward.
Meaningful progressherewill require
cross-partycommitment, and the
National InfrastructurePlan is a great
step in thatdirection.

Meanwhile, I think it’s time
Aucklandchanged the story it tells
about itself.

Wehaveahabit ofdwellingon the
city’s problems.Notwithout reason
—Aucklandhas somegenuine
challenges.

But there is adifferencebetween
useful reflectionandamindset that
defaults todifficulty.

TheCommittee forAuckland’s
“AucklandNarrative” initiative is an
attempt to shift that.

Bybringing togetherprivate
enterprise, public institutions, iwi,
academia, and theNGOsector, it aims
tobuilda sharedaccountofwhat
Aucklandactually is, its potential and
where it is genuinelyheaded.

I love thismulticultural city. I have
lived inNewZealand for 36years and
24yearsof them inAuckland, arriving
fromRockford, Illinois, aplaceabout
as far fromthePacific as it is possible
tobe.

I havenever taken for granted
what this cityoffers: theproximity to
the sea, theopenness, the sheer
breadthof culturesandperspectives
livingalongsideeachother.

Economically andsocially
speaking, there’snodoubt it’s been
a longeconomicwinterbutAuckland
hasdone thehard, unglamorous
workof laying important
foundations.

Theyear 2026 iswhenwestart to
buildon them.

● CarrieHurihanganui is chief
executive,AucklandAirport.
AucklandAirport is a sponsor of the
Herald’s ProjectAuckland report.
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Next chapter will deliver confidence
Simeon Brown on
what National’s
Auckland reset will
mean for the city,
transport and jobs

Great global cities
succeed because
they feel good at

street level, starting
in the heart of the

city.
Simeon Brown

A uckland’s storyhasalways
beenoneof scalemeeting
possibility.Whenweget the
settings right, our city

unlocksgrowthnot just for itself, but
for thewholecountry.When
Aucklandsucceeds,NewZealand
succeeds, reflecting the city’s scale as
home toa thirdofourpopulationand
around38%ofourGDP.

National’s focusnow ison turning
thatmomentumintooutcomes
people canseeand feel, through
progress in the central city, across the
transportnetwork, and in the sectors
shapingAuckland’snextdecade.

Aclear exampleof that
momentumis theNewZealand
InternationalConventionCentre,
whichwasopenedbyPrimeMinister
ChristopherLuxonearlier thisyear.
Thisopening is critical toAuckland’s
success andsignals our city’s return
to thepremier leagueof global
business events and tourism.

TheNZICCwill bringa steady flow
ofhigh-valuevisitors to thecity,
boosting tradeconnectionsand
supporting jobsacrosshospitality,
accommodation, logistics, and
creative services.

That’s goodnews for avisitor
economyalreadyon the rise, anda
foodanddining scene rankedamong
theworld’s best.

Getting Auckland moving
At the same time,Auckland’s ability
tomovepeopleefficiently is
improving. Later this year, theCity
Rail Linkwill open, fundamentally
reshapinghowAucklanders travel.

Bydoubling rail capacity, reducing
travel times, andunlockingnew
homesand jobsaroundstation
precincts, theCRLwillmake it faster
andmore reliable to reach thecity
centre, universities, andmajor
employmenthubs.

TheCRLsitswithinawider rapid
transit backbone.TheEastern
Busway is progressing following the
early, under-budgetdeliveryof the
ReevesRoadFlyover,while the
NorthwesternCorridor continues to
beupgradedwithnewstationsand
improvedbuspriority.

To lock in thebenefits of these
investments, transport governance
hasbeen reformedsoAuckland
Council andcentral government can
deliver aunified30-year transport
plan.AucklandTransport is being
refocusedsolelyonoperating the

public transportnetwork, ensuring
buses, trains, and ferries runon time,
which is critical to giving
Aucklanders confidence tousepublic
transport.

All of this reflects a clear focuson
fixing thebasicswhilebuilding for the
future, supportinga city thatplaysa
vital role inNewZealand’sprosperity.

Improving safety in the CBD
Great global cities succeedbecause
they feel goodat street level, starting
in theheart of thecity.

InAuckland’s central city, the
recovery is real. Foot traffic is rising
and theevents calendar is growing.
But theexperiencemustbe
consistently safe, vibrant, and
welcoming.

TheStateof theCity report is clear
onwheremorework isneeded.While
Aucklandperformsstronglyon
quality-of-life fundamentals,
perceptionsof nightlife, latedining,
and theday-to-daycity centre
experience lagbehind international
peers, andconcernsabout safety
persist.

National isworkingalongside
AucklandCouncil to implementacity
centreplan that improves safety for
peoplewho live,work, andvisit the
CBD.

This includes givingpolice greater
powers tomoveon thosedisplaying
antisocial behaviour, increasing the
policepresenceon thebeat, opening
anewpolice station in theCBD, and
expandinghousingandsocial
support for thosewhoneed it.

Competing for investment and
talent
Aucklandhasa fast-growing techand
innovationecosystem, supportedby
stronguniversities. But lifting

productivityandstrengthening the
path from innovation to
commercialisation remainscritical.

That iswhywearebackinggrowth
through faster consenting forhigh-
valueprojects, an InvestmentBoost
toencouragenewcapital, anda
Digital andAI advisorypilot tohelp
small andmedium-sizedbusinesses
lift output.

Wehavealsoestablished theNew
Zealand Institute forAdvanced
Technology (NZIAT)—anew
Auckland-based institute togrow
NewZealand’s advanced technology
sector andboosthigh-valueexports.
Nationalhas alsodelivereda
landmark free tradeagreementwith
India. Together, theywill opennew
doors for economic growth inNew
Zealand’s largest city andwill help
expand tradeopportunities for
Aucklandbusinesses.

CombinedwithCRL-enabled
precincts andnewconvention
capacity, these settingsmake
Aucklandaneasier choice for
investors, exporters, andevent
organisers.

Working in partnership
National is building a strongworking
relationshipwithAucklandCouncil,
withgoodprogressunderwayon
deliveringaCity andRegionalDeal
forAuckland.

Fifteenyearson from
amalgamation, thepromiseofone
Auckland,with the scale todeliver,
still stands.

The focus in 2026 isonconverting
thatpotential into lastingoutcomes
that support opportunity, restore
confidence, anddrivegrowthacross
thecity.
● SimeonBrown isMinister for
Auckland.
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Brown v National: How Auckland
politics now drives the Beehive

WhyNational’s
Auckland strategy
may not survive
the city’s next
wave of change

If the intensification
backdownwas a
nod to the older,

mostly white villa
owners in the city,

the future of the city
is going to be

younger and less
white. There are
questions about

how in touchwith
the changing
Auckland the
National Party

really is.

T woyears ago,Auckland’s
MayorWayneBrownwas
onaplane toWellington,
planning to stayovernight

andattend thePressGallery
ChristmasParty.

Theplanecouldn’t landandwas
divertedback toAuckland.

Browndeclared that itwouldbe
his last trip toWellingtonwhilehe
wasmayor.

It’s anoddstance for amanwho
spentmuchof the 1990sandearly
2000sas a favoured troubleshooter
forboth theBolger andClark
governments andwhowas inandout
of thecapital likea suburban
commuter.

ButBrownhasmadebeing “anti-
Wellington” a fundamental plankof
hispitch toAucklanders.

Hismost recentoutburstshave
suggestedWellingtonpoliticians stick
topickingup toilet paperand,
because theCabinet is “devoidof
talent”,National should formagrand
coalitionwithLabour.

Backat theBeehive, theyare
resigned tohis stance.

“He likes to thinkofhimself as the
Premierof the independent stateof
Auckland,” oneofficial said.

Nevertheless, theMinister for
Auckland, theperpetually cheerful
SimeonBrown,maintains thathehas
agood relationshipwithBrown.

“I get onwellwithWayne, butyou
know, I don’t alwaysagreewith
Wayneoneverythingandwon’t,” he
said.

“Iwon’t alwaysagreewithhimon
everything, but I think it’s good to
havea free and frank relationship
withhim.

“Ultimately though, it’s
Aucklanderswhowillmake the
decisionat this year’s electionaround
who theywill support.”

That is thekey tounderstanding
theGovernment’s relationshipwith
Auckland.

It dependson theAucklandvote;
around57%of thecoalitionparties’
support at the last electioncame from
Aucklandelectorates.

Evennow, according toananalysis
of the last 12monthsofTaxpayers’
UnionCuriapolls, thecoalitionpolled
at 51.4%acrossAucklandcompared
with49.6%nationwide.

All parties, surprisingly including
NewZealandFirst, polledhigher in
Auckland than theirnational
averages.

WellingtonandChristchurchare
thecentre-left’s strongholds. But
Aucklandhas thepopulation.

Not toput too fineapointon it,
thecoalition’s chancesof retaining
GovernmentdependonAuckland
voters. That iswhat guides the
Government’s approach toAuckland
and that ironically can leave it ending
upon theopposite sideof issues to
theMayor.

Thathasbeenmostobvious in the
housing intensification row.

Back in2021, the thenLabour
Government somehowpersuaded
National Leader JudithCollins and
herHousing spokesperson,Nicola

Willis, to agree to supportMedium
DensityResidential Standards
(MDRS),whichwouldallow the
constructionofup to threedwellings
three storeyshighonanyproperty.

NationalParty loyalists in thecity’s
leafy suburbswereaghast.

TheAucklandCouncil changed
theUnitaryPlan in2022 to implement
theMDRSand, in theprocess, allow
for anextra twomilliondwellings.

InGovernment from2023,
National’sHousingMinisterChris
Bishopsupported theproposal and
further antagonisedAuckland’svilla
ownerswhenhe said thatnotonly
would theyhave toaccept their
suburbswouldbe intensified, but that

hewantedhouseprices to fall.
His intentionwas clear; hewanted

National to try to increase itsmeagre
vote fromyoungervoters.

“The flip sideofhouseprices falling
forpeoplewhoownhomes is that
theybecomemoreaffordable for
peoplewhodon’t ownhomes, and
there is awholegenerationofyoung
NewZealanderswhohavebeen
lockedoutof thehousingmarket
becauseaveragehousepricesare too
high,” he said.

However, Bishophadmisread the
NationalParty.

Thevillaowners, particularly
thoseover65whobelong to the
party’s SuperBlues sub-group,were
up inarmswith theprospect of falling
houseprices andamulti-storey
development rightup to their
boundary.Theybegan topackout
protestmeetings.

Oppositionwas intense in the
eastern suburbs, particularly in
SimeonBrown’sPakuranga
electorateand thenext-doorBotany
electorateofPrimeMinister
ChristopherLuxon. So thepair,who
are said tobecloseanyway, hada
commoncause.

OtherAucklandministers, like
SimonWatts, PaulGoldsmithand
EricaStanford, came inbehind
SimeonBrown.

On theotherhand, Bishop initially
hada surprising ally inWayneBrown.

“Acity that sprawls forever isn’t a
city; it’s onebig soulless suburb,” the
Mayor said. “Iwant growth thatbrings
people together rather thanpitting
generationsofAucklanders against
oneanother.

“Iwant growth that stops the
eternal commute.”

ButMayorBrownhad ignored the
electoral damage that theNational
ministersbelieved theproposalwas
doing them.

All of this culminated inFebruary
with theGovernment forcingBishop
and thecouncil tobackoff planning
for twomilliondwellingsand instead
provide for 1.6million.

SimeonBrown is emphatic that the
Government’smovewasdrivenby
grassrootsAucklandopinionand is
unapologetic for theneed togetvotes.

“We’vebeen listening toour
constituents, listening tovoters,
listening topeoplewhoultimately
live in the city,” he said.

“Whether theyvote incouncil
electionsor central government
elections, they’re theoneswhovote.

“Wehave to listen toAucklanders
andwhat they think, and
Aucklandershave toldusvery loud
andclearwhat theywant to see.”

Bishophasemerged fromall this
bruised, but SimeonBrownhas
definedhowNationalwill nowdeal
withAucklandand theMayor.

It has fundamentally changed the
relationshipbetween theBeehive
andAucklandandNationalwill now
lookpast theMayorandsimply
measure thepotential electoral
impactof anyAuckland issuebefore
it sets apolicy.

“Auckland is absolutely akeypart
ofNational’s votingbase, it alwayshas
been,” saidSimeonBrown.

“Manyof our seniorministers
come fromAuckland, andweare
very focusedonachievingand
delivering inourbiggest city.

“Weknowthat forNewZealand to
succeed,weneedAuckland to
succeed.”

Thatmeansmanaging the
relationshipwithAuckland’s often
cantankerousMayor.

“That relationshipbetweenusand
theMayor, us andcouncil is abigpart
ofdoing that,” saidSimeonBrown.

“Butmore importantly, it’s actually
our relationshipwithAucklanders.

“Andwespenda lot of our time
out thereengagingwith thebusiness
community,withourethnic
communities andwith thedifferent
partsofAucklandasmuchaswedo
making surewe’ve got thatpositive
relationshipwith thecouncil.”

If the intensificationbackdown
wasanod to theolder,mostlywhite
villaowners in thecity, the futureof
thecity is going tobeyoungerand
lesswhite.

Therearequestions abouthow in
touchwith thechangingAuckland
theNational Party really is.

TheBotanyandPakuranga
electorates areat theepicentreof the
big change.

By2043, that part ofAuckland is
projected tobeover60%Asian,
Indian,ChineseandFilipino.

StatsNZprojectsAucklandwill be
44%Asianby2043.

National currentlyhas fourAsian
MPs: PaoloGarcia (Filipino), Carlos
Cheung (Chinese),MelissaLee
(Korean), andNancyLu (Chinese).

Garcia is retiring this election;
Cheung is standing in themarginalMt
Roskill seat,whileLeeandLuareon
the list, but ifNational continues to
poll in the low30s, theymaynot
make it back.

Nationalhasno IndianorPasifika
MPs.

By2043,Aucklandwill be
demonstrablydifferent to the
southerncities,Wellingtonand
Christchurch,wherePakehawill still
makeupmore than70%of their
population.

Thereare alreadyvoiceswithin
National askingwhether its
predominantlywhite slateof
candidates inpotentiallywinning
positionswill be right for this sort of
future.

Thedanger is that it could lose
touchwithmulti-ethnicAuckland.

The irony is that it is thecouncil
—and theMayor—whomuchmore
acutelyunderstand thesechanges.

IfNationalwants to stay inpower,
it cannot afford to ignore them
entirely.

Thatwill be agrowingchallenge.
Meanwhile the cityand the

Beehivearehappyabout somethings.
TheLocalGovernment (Auckland

Council) (TransportGovernance)
AmendmentBill has answeredoneof
WayneBrown’smajor gripes, that the
Council hadnocontrol over
AucklandTransport (AT).

The returnofAT to thecouncil, the
progressbeingmadeon time-of-use
chargingonmotorways, and thego-
ahead for theNorthwesternbusway
all point to somepositiveco-
operationbetweenWellingtonand
Auckland.

Therewill beongoing tensions
overAuckland’s finances,
particularlywith theneed to finance
theoperatingcosts of theCentralRail
Link.

It hadbeenhoped (byWayne
Brown) that theGovernmentwould
agree to abed tax tohelpease the
city’s financial challenges, but it
seems that is unlikely tobe included
in theupcoming “CityDeal” between
theGovernmentandAuckland.

Negotiationson thathavemore
less concludedand it is apparently
nowdown to findingadatewhenall
theplayers canget together in the
sameplace for abig formal
announcement.

So theGovernmenthasbeenable
tomanage theAuckland relationship
without toomuchdramaover its
termso far.

Its bigger challengewill bewhether
it is equipped tohandle thevery
different city thatAuckland is about
tobecome.

● RichardHarman is a seniorpolitical
journalist andpublisher of the
influential Politik newsletter.

Project Auckland
Richard Harman
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$1b in savings just the start
Deputymayor
Desley Simpson
says Auckland is
tightening council
spending to keep
rates down

A global city
cannot thrive

without a
strong cultural

heart and
accessible
recreation.

These sectors
aren’t ‘nice to

haves’ . . .
A thriving
cultural

ecosystem
doesn’t just
enrich our
identity, it

strengthens
our economy
and positions
Auckland as a

confident,
creative city
on theworld

stage.
Desley Simpson

E veryday,Aucklanders come
tomewithquestions. Topics
differ, but theunderlying
concern is the same—people

want confidence that their council is
delivering real value formoney.They
shouldexpect that, especiallywhen
householdbudgets are tight.

Financial discipline is the
cornerstoneofmywork. I’vewillingly
stakedmyreputationon it. That’s
why Ipushed tochair theValue for
MoneyCommittee from its inception.
Ensuringeverydollar is spentwisely
isn’t just a responsibility I hold, it’s a
commitment I takepersonally.

Thecouncil shares the
Government’s goal of keeping the
cost of livingdownandensuring
charges remainaffordable.My
committeehas set a significantly
higher savings target for the
2026/2027Annual Plan, aiming to
find$106million inefficiencies—a
$20mincreaseon last year’s goal. This
sharper focuson savings is central to
our strategy tokeep rates as lowas
possiblewhilemanaging the
substantial $235mcost of owningand
operating theCityRail Link.

Thecouncil uses a simple rule to
illustrate the impact of thiswork—
every$30msavedavoidsa 1%rise
ingeneral rates. Becauseof the
savingsachievedandwider revenue
growth,wecanhold the rates incre-
ase to 7.9% toprovideuswithanam-
ountof revenueequal toonlywhat
is required to cover theCRLcost.

Without these savings, the
increaseneeded fornextyearwould
havebeen significantlyhigher.Under
my leadership, thecommitteehas
deliveredmore than$1billion in
financial benefits over the last six
years—andwe’renot stopping.Not
manypeopleknow this, butonly
around35%of thecouncil’s revenue
nowcomes fromrates. That sharehas
been trendingdownbecausewe’ve
beenproactive in lookingatother
revenueopportunities.

That’s value formoney inaction
—keepingcosts down forhouseholds,
reducing relianceon rates, andbuil-
ding the trust todeliver ambitious
projects for a citywithglobal aspira-
tions. It’s not aboutdoing less— it’s
aboutdoingbetter, andproving the
council candeliverwithoutplacing

anever-growingburdenon residents.
That’s the commitmentwe’vemade,
and theworkwe’redelivering.

Lastweek I chaired the second
Value forMoneyCommitteemeeting
of 2026. In the secondquarter alone,
thecouncil achieved$14.9m in sav-
ings—$5.1m fromnon-rates revenue
and$9.8m fromoperational efficien-
cies—much throughdelivering servi-
cesdifferently,more intelligently.
Halfway through the financial year,
we’vealready reached79%ofour
annual savings target, delivering
$67.9magainst the goal of $86m.

We’veapprovednewservice
reviews for 2025/26. Legal Services is
complete, the final report for
ResourceConsentshasarrived, and

termsof referencehavebeenappro-
ved forWasteServices,Healthy
Waters,HeritageProperty, Sports and
Recreation, andArts andCulture.

These reviewsmatter.Over the
past fiveyears, theprogrammehas
identifiedmore than$60min finan-
cial opportunities throughclearer
governance, standardisedprocesses,
andstronger contractmanagement.

Theseachievements set the tone
for thebroaderworkunderway.

Take the resourceconsenting
system—oneof the issues Ihear
aboutmost. People say it’s slow,
confusing, unpredictable. They’re
right. That’swhywe’vebackedan
improvementprogrammeto
standardiseprocesses, reduce

unnecessary regulatoryburden, and
rebuild thecapability thathas slipped.
Thecouncil heard the feedbackand
we’re acting— theconsentingprocess
needs tobe faster andmore intuitive.

I’moftenaskedwhy thecouncil
invests inarts, culture, sport, and
recreationwhenbudgets are tight.
Theanswer is simple.Aglobal city
cannot thrivewithout a strongcul-
tural heart andaccessible recreation.
These sectors aren’t “nice tohaves”.
Culture, social interaction, andspaces
fororganisedand informalplayare
essential forourhealthandwellbeing.
In fact, I’ve recently sharedmyambi-
tion to seeAucklandbecome the
greatest cultural city in the southern
hemisphere.

Major events, cultural festivals,
exhibitions, andsportingactivity
bringvisitors intoAuckland, support
local businesses, fill hotels,
restaurants, taxis, andcreate jobs.
They reflect ourdiversity,whowe
are.A thrivingcultural ecosystem
doesn’t just enrichour identity, it
strengthensoureconomyand
positionsAucklandasaconfident,
creativecityon theworld stage.

That’swhy thecouncil is revie-
wing these sectors, lookingat
governance, funding, infrastructure,
andsustainability.Auckland is
maturing,whichmeansbuildinga
cultural ecosystem that is both
vibrant and financially sustainable.
These reviewsaren’t just about
efficiencies— they’re about
protecting the identity thatmakes
Aucklandunlikeanyother cityon
Earth, andensuring it continues to
shineglobally.

Our commitment toaccess, inclu-
siveness, and financial discipline
guidedourdecision to renewour
digital lending contract forAuckland
Libraries.Our city ishome toamajor
digital lending servicewithmore than
sixmilliondigital checkouts last year.
Onaglobal scale,wesit atnumber
11 for e-lending,whichputsus tog-
etherwith a small groupof thevery
largest big city and regional library
systems in theworld— thinkLos
Angeles,NewYorkandToronto.
Aucklanders are reading in36 lang-
uages, reflecting thecity’s diversity
andgrowingdemand for flexible, acc-
essible content.With90%customer
satisfaction, renewing thecontract
was themost cost-effectiveway to
keepupwithdemand for e-content.

Behind the scenes,workcontinues
todeliver real savings. Tools like the
AskAucklandAI assistant— laun-
ching soon—andstreamlinedcon-
sent lodgement are reducingcosts
and improving service.Modernising
ourbackoffice strengthensour front-
line services.

Aucklanderswant toknowthat
their council is delivering for them—
spendingwisely, planningcarefully,
andkeeping their citymoving in the
rightdirection. That’s exactlywhat
I’m focusedon. By stayingdisciplined
aboutvalue formoney,we’re
strengthening the servicespeople
relyon, and laying the foundations
for a thriving, globally competitive
Auckland, supporting the liveswe
want to lead.

Auckland is competingwith the
rest of theworld—andweare
showingextraordinarypotential to
definewhat a trulyglobal city from
Aotearoa looks like. I’mproudof the
progresswe’remakingandeven
moreoptimistic aboutwhat’s ahead.

● DesleySimpson is theDeputy
MayorofAuckland.

Eden Park boss urges Auckland to think bigger

Nick Sautner

Tim McCready

Eden Park chief executive Nick
Sautner has spent years making the
case for Auckland to think bigger.
Through changing political envir-
onments, ongoing debate about the
stadium’s role and planning con-
straints that have shaped what Eden
Park can host, he has remained a
steady advocate — not just for the
stadium, but for the city’s global am-
bition.

“I would like to see Auckland
known internationally as a citywhere
people want to live, work, stay and
play,” he says. “Few global cities can
offer what Auckland has — a harbour
city lifestyle, a strong cultural ident-
ity, improving connectivity and a
scale that allows us to move quickly
when we choose to.”

Though he grew up in Australia,
he nowconsiders himself a local, with
a strong sense of investment in the

city’s future. What he sees is a place
with all the fundamentals of global
relevance — lifestyle, natural beauty,
cultural identity, talent andopportun-
ity — but one that has, at times, been

too quick to underplay its strengths
and create friction around opportun-
ity.

“I do not want us to try to replicate
other cities. We need to be confident
in Auckland’s own identity and am-
bitious in how we bring that to life.”

That confidence, he argues, is
closely tied to the role of institutions
like Eden Park.

“Destinations like Eden Park help
shape a city’s identity and confidence
because they provide a place where
people come together toenjoy shared
experiences,” he says, pointing out
that in doing so, they generate real
economic value. “I often refer to Eden
Park as a destination because it is
more than a stadium — it is a globally
recognised venue that hosts major
moments and draws people into the
city.”

The impact extends well beyond
the turnstiles. “People may arrive as
ticket holders, but many leave as

tourists,” Sautner notes. “Spending
time in local bars, restaurants, hotels
and retail precincts, and experiencing
more of what Auckland has to offer.”

Since 2011, Eden Park has deliv-
eredmore than $1 billion in economic
benefit to the wider region — evi-
dence, he says, that “places like Eden
Park matter . . . they do not just shape
how a city feels, they shape how it
performs.”

Yet for all its advantages, Sautner
believes Auckland still has a mindset
shift to complete. “The challenge is
not whether we have the potential,
it is whether we are prepared to back
that potential with bold thinking, de-
cisive action and the pace required
to move from concept to execution.”

At times, he argues, Auckland has
thought too small and moved too
cautiously. But that, he suggests, is
beginning to change.

“There is growing recognition that
Auckland should not just participate

in global conversations — it should
lead in some of them.”

Looking ahead, Sautner’s ambition
is for Eden Park to anchor a broader
transformation.

“If Auckland really leaned into be-
ing a globally ambitious city, I would
like to see Eden Park and the wider
precinct become one of the city’s
great destination areas,” he says.

With the City Rail Link set to im-
prove connectivity and the inner-city
population continuing to grow, he
believes the opportunity is clear.

“There is a real opportunity to
strengthen Eden Park’s role as a key
destination for sport, entertainment,
community activity and economic
growth. As a city, we need to think
and act collectively — aligning infra-
structure, transport, planning and in-
vestment, and moving with greater
pace when opportunities to strength-
en places like Eden Park are in front
of us.”
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The battle to build a better city
Richard Hills
explains his vision
for a housing
density plan to
Tim McCready

Densitymakes
sense around

stations, centres
and places where

we’ve invested
billions in

infrastructure. In
anymajor city you
would expect more

homes in those
areas.

Richard Hills

A s chair of Auckland Coun-
cil’s Policy, Planning and
Development Committee,
councillor Richard Hills sits

at the centre of the debate over how
the city will grow.

“I really like the role because it’s
complex,” Hills says. “I like details.”

Those details will shape one of the
biggest questions facing Auckland:
where the next generation of homes
will be built.

Earlier this month councillors
agreed a set of principles to guide
howAuckland reduces its theoretical
housing capacity from around two
million homes to about 1.6 million,
after the Government signalled it
would lower the target.

The decision follows five years of
national housing reforms requiring
councils to enable significantly more
housing, including rules permitting
up to three homes of three storeys
on most residential sites.

In Auckland, that meant the city’s
planning rules had to demonstrate
enough zoning capacity for roughly
two million homes.

The figure was never a construc-
tion target. It simply represented the
number of homes Auckland’s zoning
rules could theoretically allow if
every eligible site was developed. But
it quickly became a lightning rod in

the debate about Auckland’s future.
Under the principles agreed by

councillors, any reduction in capacity
would likely begin further from the
city centre, including areasmore than
10km from the CBD, while retaining
higher densities around rapid transit,
City Rail Link stations, and walkable
catchments around bus corridors,
town and local centres.

“Density makes sense around
stations, centres and places where
we’ve invested billions in infra-
structure. In any major city you
would expect more homes in those
areas,” Hills says. “Wewould look first
at removing development capacity
on the edges of the city, preventing
six-storey buildings far away from
jobs or good public transport.”

For Hills, the debate is less about
forcing people into a particular type
of housing than about giving Auck-
landersmore choice. “It’s about giving
people options,” he says.

The economics of the city, he adds,
are already pushing in that direction.

“We expect people to live on the
outskirts, commute long distances,
and then we’re surprised when the
cost of living goes up.”

Petrol prices alone can reshape a
household budget overnight.

“You could be hundreds of dollars
in the red just by a change of political
conflict overseas.”

Protections for historic neighbour-
hoods also remain. “We are still al-
lowed to use qualifying matters, in-
cluding special character.”

For Hills, one of the hardest parts
of the job is navigating the politics.

“It’s not easy because everyone
expects you to help their one issue,”
he says. “You’re constantly balancing
the area you were elected to repre-
sent with the whole city.”

That tension has only been ampli-
fied by the stop-start nature of
national policy.

“I was looking forward to this year
being more proactive: more vision
and more focus on what we could be
doing from planning development to
regeneration,” Hills says.

“But unfortunately, we’ve gone
straight back to being reactive.”

He says Auckland needs clarity.
“Other councils in New Zealand

have already implemented the
National Policy Statement for Urban
Development in their plans. Auck-
land — the biggest city with 40% of
NewZealand’s GDP— is the only place
that hasn’t rolled this out.”

What the city needs now, he says,
is certainty for homeowners, first-
home buyers, developers and in-
vestors. “Nothing is ever going to be
perfect,” he adds. “But we have to do
something.”

The council is now waiting for the
Government to finalise the legislation
that will determine the next steps.

Hills says the next phase will in-
volve councillors and local boards
reviewing options for redrawing the
city’s zoning maps.

“We need to protect the integrity
of the 10,500 submissions that have
already gone in, but also make sure
people affected by changes have the
ability to have their say.”

After that, the independent hear-
ings panel will examine the detail.

“They’ll be measuring it against
access to trains, the city centre, jobs,
parks and amenity,” Hills says.

Beyond the policy mechanics, he
says the debate ultimately comes
down to the kind of city Auckland
wants to be.

“My vision is a city centre that is
full of people, with higher-density

housing near stations where people
can walk to work and access public
transport easily.”

That includes homes for young
people entering the housing market,
and downsizing options for older
residents who want to stay in their
communities.

In some areas, he says, that is
already happening — with older resi-
dents moving into smaller homes
nearby and freeing up family houses
for younger buyers.

“If you’re thinking about your par-
ents, or your kids, or your grandkids
— where are they going to live?” he
says.

“The city centre is safer when it’s
full of people walking around. When
people pop out of stations and walk
into markets, theatres and restau-
rants.”

Sprawling development makes
that harder.

“We have to enable growth where
the infrastructure investment is
already going,” he says, pointing to
projects such as the City Rail Link and
the Central Interceptor.

Despite the controversy around
intensification, Hills remains optimis-
tic.

“I’m sick of people being negative
about Auckland,” he says. “It’s a fan-
tastic city.

“Year after year people come here
and want to live here. The natural
environment — our beaches and our
forests — are second to none.”

Ultimately, he says, the challenge
is not just building more homes, but
building a better city.

“We haven’t done infrastructure
well for generations,” he says.

“But we’re getting on top of it. We
just need to make sure we bring
everyone along with us.”
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The quiet engineering
giant shaping our future

For 105 years Beca has played a leading hand in designing and engineering some of Auckland’s most
distinctive buildings and infrastructure projects — and it’s not stopping there, writesGraham Skellern

Auckland has good
bones, and its
success now
depends on

partnership and
system-based
thinking that

translates ambition
into co-ordinated
delivery progress.

Amelia Linzey

A s Auckland enters a pivotal
phase of renewal, the city’s
future will be shaped by
how well ambition is trans-

lated into co-ordinated tangible deliv-
ery, says Beca chief executive Amelia
Linzey.

“Formore than a century, Beca has
been part of the fabric of Tāmaki
Makaurau, we are founded and head-
quartered here, and we are person-
ally invested in Auckland’s long-term
success,” she says.

“Progresswill require collaborative
partnership — between central and
local government, business, iwi and
community — to connect vision with
execution for the benefit of the econ-
omy, infrastructure and the environ-
ment.

“We have an opportunity to stren-
gthen co-ordination, integrate private
capital and work harder to sequence
and develop programmes with
greater clarity and confidence, to
tackle the connected challenges of
growth, infrastructure and climate
adaptation.”

Linzey says projects such as the
development of Wynyard Quarter
show how joined-up planning and
delivery can build confidence, resili-
ence and economic momentum.

“With co-ordinated sequencing of
land remediation, public spaces, com-
mercial and residential buildings, and
accessibility — like the pedestrian
bridge to the Viaduct — the develop-
ment shows how working together
can deliver great spaces to work, live
and play.”

She says the opening of the New
Zealand International Convention
Centre and the City Rail Link stations
represent the kind of long-life civic
infrastructure that shapes how the
city functions for generations. “It feels
like there is a lot of opportunity ahead
of us, and we need to seize the
ambition.”

Linzey says Auckland needs to be
more assertive in representing the
country on the global stage, and that
takes some courage.

“Auckland’s strength is as a system
enabler for New Zealand, providing
an engine room to support innova-
tion, talent attraction and investment.
We have some serious assets. The
Waitematā Harbour and our access
to natural features is pretty impress-
ive.

“We have solid and trusted dem-
ocracy in New Zealand and it is a safe
and easy place to do business. Being
physically remote has become more
attractive than it has for a long time.

“We need Auckland to be a vibrant
city, with its social and cultural conn-
ections, to attract talent and leverage
the technology opportunities such as
artificial intelligence and automation
that, if thoughtfully applied, will lift
productivity, resilience and even in-
clusion to drive prosperity.

“Look howquicklywemovedwith
the aerospace industry. Rocket Lab
has become a great New Zealand
success story and it’s a good example
of how a new technology industry
can encourage and foster innovation,
create new types of services and
attract talent.”

Linzey says Beca started in Auck-
land 105 years ago and, “we’ve been
involved with the development and
maintenance of many things that
define and connect our city.

“The size of our team gives us the
ability to do a vast array of projects.
Beca’s contribution spans both the
visible landmarks and the essential,
oftenunseenwater systems that keep
the city functioning.

“For a sense of scope, this ranges
fromworkingwith Fonterra on indus-
trial operations and BlueScope on the
electrification of the Glenbrook steel
mill to transport projects such as City
Rail Link, Waterview Tunnel and
Northern Busway. We are also work-
ing to advance technology solutions,
like systems and simulation, for the
Air Force and Navy.

“Of course, we are also very proud
of the more visible buildings our
structural engineers have worked on
— historically that includes the Auck-
land War Memorial Museum, and
more recently the Sky Tower, NZ
International Convention Centre, and
our long-term work with both Auck-
land University and Auckland Hos-
pital.

“Our business takes real pride in
the longevity of the projects we sup-

port our clients to deliver and how
they serve our communities,” Linzey
says.

“We can build on that legacy and
play a role in helping Tāmaki Makau-
rau Auckland reach its potential over
the next century too, helping shape
a confident future through public and
private partnership, continuity and
longevity.”

Beca, one of Asia Pacific’s largest
independent advisory, design and
engineering consultancies, last year
moved its head office downtown,
from Pitt St to the Wynyard Quarter.

“It was a deliberate move to con-
nect with the innovation hub,” says
Linzey.

Its new global headquarters, Te
Paeroa o te Kawau, is a high-perfor-
mance six Green Star building in
Halsey St. Beca was involved in the
planning and creation of the
Wynyard Quarter since the begin-
ning.

“It was our focus on the future that
prompted our move,” says Linzey.
“We wanted to create a workplace
that would encourage creativity and
collaboration, and help us reach our
decarbonisation and sustainability
goals.”

Linzey, who has aMasters in Geog-
raphy with first-class honours from
the University of Auckland, became
chief executive in November 2023
and will celebrate 30 years working
with Beca this year. Her previous
roles included group director — ad-
visory and chief planner.

She leads a team of more than
4300 in 24 offices — including 1300
in Auckland. Beca, founded in 1920
by Arthur Gray, has delivered pro-

jects in more than 70 countries.
Beca is an active member of the

Committee for Auckland, which
encourages strong civic leadership
and the opportunity for business
leaders to contribute to the city’s
development and growth.

The committee aims to lead the
drive to fulfil Auckland’s potential on
the global stage, making it a chosen
home to live, work and play. Linzey
says: “It’s an opportunity to bring
groups together, discuss new ideas
and make it happen.”

She says the next big project off
the rank should be revitalisation
around the CRL stations, including
commercial and residential develop-
ment, and creating public spaces.

“I had the privilege of attending the
opening of the Waitematā Station 22
years ago and I saw the change that
occurred around the Britomart area
as a result.

“The CRL will be transformational
for Auckland. It will further connect
with the buses and ferries and bring
the whole city into downtown.

“It’s all part of Auckland growing
up and what it needs to look like as
it grows. World-class cities succeed
when people are given genuine, well-
integrated transport choices.

“CRL provides a choice, and as
someonewho lives in the rural fringe,
I think taking a train into the city
centre is a more sensible option than
driving an hour and a half in a car.”

Beca is also involved with the
electrification of the ferries. Auckland
Transport has four electric ferries on
the water, and the first receiving
station at Half Moon Bay has been
electrified.

“We need to protect transport cor-
ridors and support urban develop-
ment. Right now,we areworkingwith
stakeholders, driving development in
the CBD downtown area and making
sure the transport system works
well,” Linzey says.

The Downtown Carpark is set to
be demolished and replaced with a
mixed-use precinct of residential,
offices, retail and hospitality.

Beca is collaborating with Auck-
land Council, Auckland Transport
and iwi to unlock a transformation
opportunity in the Quay St corridor,
focused on place, connections and
movement of people in and around
the CBD.

Beca has a team working with
other partners on the Auckland air-
port redevelopment, which includes
the new domestic jet terminal that is
being integrated with the existing
international terminal.

The consulting firm has played a
prominent hand in the Auckland Uni-
versity campus development. The
consulting firm provided nearly all
engineering services to the award-
winning, eight-storeyHiwa recreation
centre on Symonds St.

The recreation centre, opened in
February last year, includes a swim-
ming pool, gymnasium, indoor ath-
letics track and courts on a con-
strained site, and within the first year
of operation recorded around one
million visits, putting it in the same
league as Te Papa Museum.

The Beca team helped refurbish
the category 1 heritage-listed Old
Choral Hall, built in 1872, and meet
seismic requirements to extend its
useable life for another 50 years.

Beca provided the engineering
services for the adaptive re-use of the
existing nine-storey Arts and Educa-
tion (Social Sciences) Faculty that
included a soaring glass atrium, vaul-
ted timber roof and solar photo-
voltaic panels.

The six Green Star building has
dance and drama studios, lecture
theatres, state-of-the-art teaching and
study spaces, and archaeology wet
labs, and won the overall Building
Performance Champion title at the
global CIBSE (Chartered Institution of
Building Services Engineers) awards
in London.

Now the Beca engineering team is
deeply involved in the construction
of the 13-storey Law Faculty and
multi-purpose performing arts facility
with retractable seating to replace the
Maidment Theatre, which was dem-
olished in 2016. This building on
Wynyard St will open in 2029.

Linzey says the university is thri-
ving and adds so much to the central
city.

As a next step she believes, “We
have to look at connecting it with the
city centre by bringing student ac-
commodation there and lifting the
vibrancy.

“I took my children to the Arts
Festival this year and it’s fun to see
the citywhen it’s full of life and colour
and activity. Buskers and live shows
on the street. You see that activity lift
when the cruise ships are in, too.

“It’s about ensuring the city centre
feels like a place youwant to visit and
be part of the energy. Auckland is full
of potential.

“It has good bones, and its success
now depends on partnership, con-
tinuity and system-based thinking
that translates ambition into co-or-
dinated delivery progress,” she says.

● Beca is a sponsor of theHerald’s
ProjectAuckland report.



nzherald.co.nz | The New Zealand Herald | Friday, March 27, 2026 B9

Midtown powers the revival
A $10 billion
transformation is
taking shape
around the new
International
Convention Centre,
writes Viv Beck

The opening last
month of the NZ

International
Convention Centre
was a tremendous

moment in time, six
years after its planned

launch.
The uniqueway it tells

the story of our city
and country, with

artworks, lighting and
hospitality, is quite

moving.

M idtown is thenew
Downtown.Not the
same, but anexciting
proposition that is set to

go,withkey ingredients already in
place.

That’s a take-out fromJLL’s latest
study,whichhighlights $10billionof
public andprivate investment
drivingchange in this area.

Thegreat thing is, youdon’t have
to look far to see thisprogress
manifesting.

Theopening lastmonthof theNZ
InternationalConventionCentrewas
a tremendousmoment in time, six
years after its planned launch.

Theuniqueway it tells the story
ofour city andcountry,with
artworks, lighting andhospitality, is
quitemoving. Itsmagnificentdesign
sets it apart fromtheoftenmonolithic,
grey-walled facilities I’ve seen
offshore,withexpansiveviewsofour
harbourand surroundingarea from
within.Overall, it’s a significant
marker for thecritical role itwill play
in the regenerationofmidtown.

Iwaspleased toparticipate in the
first official business event—apanel
discussion facilitatedbyJackTame
with the topic “Auckland’sNew
EconomicEngine:WhatNZICC
Unlocks for theCityandNew
Zealand”.

Itwill bring a significantboost,with
itsuniqueoffering andnewvenue
sizeoptions,whichwill help togrow
theeventsmarket—withbusiness
events ready tobecomemore
prominent.

Todate, 120events areconfirmed
for 2026,music to theearsof
surroundingbusinesses.

Thevalueof events and
conventionshasbeendemonstrated
overagain—more than20,000
peoplehere for a Jehovah’sWitness
convention in Januarywasaclassic
example—peoplewithpinkvests and
lanyardsoneverycorner, shopping,
eatingout andaddingawarm,
friendlyvibrancy.

Metallica’s one-off show in
Novemberevenoutstripped the
spendingbenefits ofColdplayayear
earlier, bearing inmind it coincided
with3800peoplehere for theWorld
IndigenousPeoples’ Conferenceon
Education, the largest academic
conferenceeverheld inNewZealand.

After adecade representing
peopleat theheart of somuch
disruption, this is thebestnews.And
there’smuchmore.

Tourismnumbersare at95%of
pre-Covid levels and therehasbeen
ongoing investment inhotels to
support growth. Inmidtown,wehave
recently seen theadditionof
RadissonRED—acreative jewel in
theheart of ourarts andcultural
quarter, anda tremendousexample
of sustainable redevelopment.

Itwasn’t easyand ideally there
wouldbe incentives tomakesuch
repurposingmorecost-effectivebut
hatsoff to StonewoodGroup forwhat
theyhaveachieved.

Not faroff, DoubleTreebyHilton
isunderdevelopment; a rebrandof
thePresidentHotel toEditAuckland
Central andyouget thepictureof a
placepoised towelcomemoreand
moreguests.

Students are anothermajor good
newsstory.

A fewweeksago,wewelcomed
200 first-time international students
toour cityat anevent inElliott St,

theheart ofmidtown. Student
numbersareback topre-Covid levels
and just a shortwalkaway, it’s
inspiring to see somany livingwithin
a stone’s throwof their lectures.
Hospitality in thewidermidtownarea
hasgrownorganically to suit diverse
studentneedsandweexpectmuch
more retail andother convenience
offerings to join.

Workspaceshavechanged
markedly too.Topmarks toQuattro
group for their evolutionof the
modernoffice,withA-grade facilities,
communityandevent spaces.

Alberts, theheritagebuildingat 1
Albert St andTheFormery rightby
themidtownCRLstation,Te
Waihorotiu, areboth largely leased.
Justdown the road inVictoria St, they
are redeveloping four interconnected
buildings, including the former
FinanceCentre, to createThe
ExchangebyAlberts. PAG’sMosaic
wasalsoan insightful choice in
WakefieldSt,with “plug-and-play”
officeandcoworking spaces,
wellness facilities andapodcast
studio.

Nearby,QueenSthas its fair share
of exciting changecoming too.

TheSt James redevelopment is
underway—goodnews for those
looking forward toanewvenue for
livemusic. Cartierwill reveal its
magnificentnewboutique in lower
QueenSt later in theyear, alongwith
luxurydepartment storeFaradays
and the redevelopedQueen’sArcade.

Finally, theCityRail Link.Much
talkedabout and longawaited.

There is still noconfirmedopening
datebut it is gettingclose,making it
easier and faster forpeople toget
here.

There is a lot still to comebut the
threadsare there.

And,withAuckland’spopulation
on track to reach twomillionwithin
thedecade, andadrive to intensify
housing in thecorecity centre, itwill
beapleasure towatchaspeople get
used to jumpingonandoff the train,
withdinner to takehomeafterwork
—orbetter still, to eat out,watcha
showand thenheadhome.

● VivBeck is theCEOofHeart of the
City.Heart of theCity is a sponsor of
theHerald’sProjectAuckland report.
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Cruise terminal the new

HowAuckland’s
new cruise hub
could reshape the
waterfront and
freight network

Roger Gray says the cruise industry is hugely important to the city’s economy. Photo / Dean Purcell

F romMarchnextyear, a rich
bountyofvisitors to
Auckland fromtheworld’s
largest cruise shipswill get a

welcomebefitting aglobal-class city
when theport opensapurpose-built
new international cruiseprecinct.

Part ofPort ofAuckland’smission
to stamp thecity largeon theglobal
shipcallmap, the large terminal
precinct is onepieceof a $200million
“big ships” developmentproject that
will also see it able to receivecargo
vessels carrying 10,000containersby
theendofnextyear.

Theproject includes thenew
BledisloeNorthwharf, enabling
cruise ships carrying4500-plus
passengers to tieupat thevisitor
precinct, developmentof the
FergussonNorthwharf tohandle
bigger containervessels and
associateddredgingworks.

Port ofAucklandchief executive
RogerGray saysAucklandcurrently
welcomesmore than300,000cruise

passengers ayearwhobring$600m
ofvalue to thecity’s economy.

While4500-pluspassenger ships
havecalledatAuckland, they’vebeen
reluctantvisitors.

Lackofdedicated facilities and
berthing spacehasprovided “a
terrible customerexperience”, Gray
says,withcruise touristshaving tobe
shuttledaround, delayedoffshore, or
berthedat theFergussoncontainer
terminal.

Thenewprecinctwill allow
visitors towalkdirectly into theCBD.
Auckland is oneof aonlyhandful of
global ports that offer this opportu-
nity. The facilitywill beable topro-
cessup to 1500passengers anhour.

Thepotential is forAuckland to
double its cruise shipcalls to 160a
yearwith the summercruise season
and the return, fromnextyear, of
winter cruising,Gray says.

“Nowwe’re looking to see real
growth in thosebig4500ships, so I
would thinkwehavea real potential
tobring in 100,000morepassengers
aswecontinue to invest and re-
attractpeople.”

With thenewBledisloeNorth
wharf able to takevery largecruise
ships, theport canstart its operational
exit fromthe ferrybasin, “which is
great for the city”, he says.

“Itwill allowus todischargeor load
abig cruise shipwithin threehours.

Gray says the cruise industry is
hugely important to thecity’s
economy—and this is “key to
unlocking thecentralwharves
developmentand theworkAuckland
Council andAucklandUnlimited
want todooncontinuing to revitalise
thewaterfront”.

PreparingAucklandasamajor
shippinggateway for thenext 40

Project Auckland
Andrea Fox



nzherald.co.nz | The New Zealand Herald | Friday, March 27, 2026 B11

gateway to a global city

Auckland International Cruise Terminal will have a canopy pick up-drop off area on Quay St, providing direct access into the city.

Our road network
needs to have the
load shifted to the

back of the clock in
order to start to see
a better flow and a

reduction in
congestion.

Roger Gray

years and tobe seenas a “global city”
also requires the region’s freight, retail
andbusiness communities to stepup,
saysGray.

24/7 — serious conversation
needed
If theport is a lens forAuckland’s
global growthambitions, thencargo
receipt anddistributionneeds to
becomea24/7operation,Gray says.

Auckland’spopulationwill grow in
thenext 40years, alongwith
consumption, so thecountry’smain
import gatewayhas acritical role in
ensuring thecity—and theNew
Zealandsupplychain— is ready.

“Weseeour role asbeinghere for
thecity, growingwith thecityand
howwegrow together. That’s about
getting trucksoff the road for rail and
getting themoutofpeak traffichours,
workingatnight and through the
weekends.

“That’s the24/7 focuswe’re still
keen to seeothers adopt.”

Gray is calling for a “seriouscon-
versation”on the24/7operational
aimwith industry groups.He says the
port’s owner,AucklandCouncil, and
transport agencies suchasNZTAare
supportiveof the call but thereneeds
tobeaholisticmindset changewithin
thecity.

“WithNewZealand industryand
businesses . . . it’s aboutmajor cargo
receiversnotbeingopen in the
afternoononaFriday, oronSaturday
orSunday, nothavingnight shifts,
these sortsof things.”

Cargo receivers include the food
manufacturingand retail sectors,
large-scale importers and freight
forwarders.

“As thecity growssowill the
demandoncargo receivers to start
receiving, sowe’re engagingdirectly
withall of them.”

“Weacknowledge it’s not easyand
it does addcost in the short run. But
inoperational performance, the
speedof getting cargomovingwill
outweighother costs in the long term.

“So that’s adiscussionwe’re
starting tohavewith industry,with
theFoodandGroceryCouncil, to talk
to foodmanufacturers, foodsellers,
supermarkets.Wealsoneed the
support of council tomakesure they
don’t imposenoise limitations inand
arounddeliverypoints.”

Thediscussionswith the supply
chainabout a24/7operation
economyare starting topay
dividends.

Gray says there’s beenan increase
in theamountof cargo travellingby
rail,witharound20%of customers
nowusing rail to import andexport
their goods.

Since theport has increased its
peakandexcess charges, transport
companieshadstarted to shift cargo
after6pmandonweekends.

Asked toname theworse
constraintsoncargomovement,Gray
responds: “Sit on the southern
motorway, sit on thenorthern
motorway, sit on thenorthwestern
motorwayatMonday toFridaypeaks
andyou’ll be able toanswer that
question.

“Our roadnetworkneeds tohave
the load shifted to thebackof the
clock inorder to start to seeabetter
flowanda reduction incongestion.”

Withgrowth inAuckland’s
populationwill comegrowth incargo
and thatmeans growth in shipcalls
andvessel sizes,Gray says.

“That’swhywe’rebuilding the
FergussonNorthwharf (container
terminalwharf) anddoing the
dredging tobe 10,000TEU (20ft
equivalent container) capable going
forward inour role asoneof, inmy
view, the threebluewaterports in
NewZealand into the future.”

As towhat regulatoryorpolicy
shiftsGray thinks areneeded to
achieve24/7 freight logistics, he says
themost important influencewill be
congestioncharging legislation
currently going throughParliament.

“Thatwill allow thecouncil to start

to implement time-of-usecharging
andmaking thatdynamic influence
traffic flows. Itwill beanotherprompt
to lookat opportunities to go (travel)
outside thoseperiodsof chargingbut
secondly,will assist inprobably
reducingdemandonalready
restrictive infrastructure roads.

“It’ll enable the council to get
crackingandwill be thegreatunlock
to the regulatory change thathas to
happen.”

Gray says the investment ina
purpose-built international cruise
precinct followsdiscussionswith
cruise companies reluctant tobring
thenewwaveofmega-liners to
Aucklandbecauseof the riskof
having toanchor in theharbourand
tender inpassengers becauseof a
lackofdedicated space.

“That’s a terrible customerexper-
ience. Butbring themalongside, be
processed throughapurpose-built
facility andbeallowed towalk into
theCBD is reallynice,what agood
customerexperience is.

“Itwill assist shipping lines in
further schedulingAucklandand
NewZealand (for calls)with thebigger

shipsandmeanwecancompete
against otherportswithamazing
cruise terminals at thebaseof their
cities.

“Wewant tobeoneof those sort
of ports, a global citywherepeople
haveaglobal experience.Rightnow
it’dbe fair to saywehaven’t been
deliveringaglobal competitive
experience.”

Gray saysNewZealandasa
countryneeds to growthecruise
industry. Cruise tourismgenerated
$1.23billion in total economicoutput
forNewZealand in the2024-25
season.

“We’re seeing avery interesting
change in the ships coming—very
big ships carrying4500 likeOvation
ofTheSeas andsmall boutique ships
with600passengers.

“A figurenotwell-known isAuck-
landhas in excessof 300,000cruise
passengers ayear— that’s 300,000
Americans, Europeans,Asians—
we’ve seengrowth in Japanese
visitors—andAustralians. Theywant
anamazingexperience. Theywanta
seamless transfer onandoff.

“That’swhat global citiesdo.And

that’swhywesee this as beingan
absolutely fundamental investment
to further the growthofAucklandon
its journey tobeingaglobal city.”

Gray saysAucklandshouldn’t
underestimate thebeautyof its
harbours, the locationof its port and
theeconomicbenefits of cruise
tourism.

“Wearebuilding for thenext 40
years at theport.We’rehere togrow
with the cityandwewant tohelp the
city grow.

“Peopleneed to realise aswell that
aswecontinue togrow,we’ll lift our
contribution toourowners. This
financial yearwearebudgeting to
deliver $95mnetprofit after taxand
topayadividendof at least $52m.

“Weareaverydifferentorgani-
sation thanperhapswewere in the
past . . .we say the ‘turnaround’ is
done; nowweareahighlyperform-
ingasset for thecityand thepeople.

“And,webelieve, a real enabler for
thegrowthofAucklandas it grows
into the global city it deserves tobe.”

● Port ofAuckland is a sponsor of the
Herald’s ProjectAuckland report.
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Playing the long game

We reside in a fractured
world that is becoming

increasingly dividedwith
dissatisfied populations,
populism on the rise and

security a key theme.

Cameron Bagrie

Forget grand visions, Auckland’s real problems are productivity and politics, writes Cameron Bagrie

Dublin 13th

Oxford’s Global Cities Index 2025
Nine cities were benchmarked as comparable to Auckland in 2024. A year later these are their rankings:

As a further comparison, in 2025:

Copenhagen 18th Brisbane 23rd Tel Aviv 36th

Vancouver 37th

Fukuoka 205th

Helsinki 38th Austin 47th

Wellington ranked
seven places above
Auckland at

Australia had

Portland 50th

Source: Oxford’s Global Cities Index / Herald Network graphic
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T hecorrelationbetween
growth in thenational
economyandAuckland
region is 75%. Is it thedog

wagging the tail or the tailwagging
thedog?

That correlation simply saysyou
cannotdifferentiate thepath for
Auckland fromNewZealand.After all
NewZealand ishardlya largenation,
andwill only everhaveone truly
scalable city.Andat 1.7million
Auckland’spopulation lacks scale.A
lackof scale limitsoptions.

OnlyOtagoandCanterburyhave
stronger correlationswith the
national growthcycle, showing that
might andsize arenot theonly
influenceand the importanceof
connectivity into the rural sector.

Aucklandsits unproudlywith the
highestunemployment rate in the
country.Housepricesare stagnating.
TheenginesbehindNewZealand’s
economyrecoveryarecoming from
income-generatingand rural-aligned
regions, notAuckland fornow.

Hence thecalls for a grandvision.
Can I foreseeagrandplan for

Auckland,mirroringOslo (100%
electricvehicles), London/NewYork
(finance),Dubai (futuristic), Singapore
(urbanmobility), orRiyadh (future
infrastructure)?No. Suchvisions typi-
cally requiredeepcentral and local
governmentpockets,whichwedo
nothave, and theability toexecute.

Maybe I’m just a sceptic. But any
country that canmanage to spend/
invest around5.8%of grossdomestic
product (GDP) annuallyon
infrastructureover thepast 20years
(oneof the top spendingcountries in
theOrganisation forEconomicCo-
operationandDevelopment), yetwe
rank towards thebottomfor
efficiencywithcapital productivity
typically anegativenumber, needs to
get somerunson theboard first.

Thereare toomanybasics to fix
first, including infrastructure—
spendingandmanagementof
projects, education, governmentand
council finances, riskmanagement,
productivity, andhousing—before
youcouldever embarkonsomething
trulydifferentiating. In rugby
parlance, itwouldbe settingagame
plan to score lotsof tries butwithout
a tight five todeliver theball.

Start bybringinggreater
independence into themanagement
of local government assetsvia a fully
independent investment committee.
The same formanycentral
governmentassets. Council and
central government assets total $700
billion. Imaginea 1% improvement
(do themaths).

TheentireAucklandstadium
situation is another case inpoint. The
Request for ProposalnotedAuckland
couldnot afford four stadiumsand
thecurrentmix.WhatdoesAuckland
still have?The samestadiummix.

AucklandandNewZealandare
not impotent thoughwhen it comes
tooffering somethingdifferent.We
reside ina fracturedworld that is
becoming increasinglydividedwith
dissatisfiedpopulations, populismon
the riseand securityakey theme.

Perhaps the greatest additionwe
couldmake toAuckland (andNew
Zealand)wouldbea return to the
political centre this electionat a time
whenother countries aremoving to
theperiphery. Theperiphery is
destabilisinganddrives short-term
decision-making.All citieswith real
visionhave takena long-termview.

Ifwewant toembed the longgame,
that requires a shift in thepolitical
landscape to givegreaterpolicy
stability across thepolitical cycle.

Theplaybookon that isnot easy
andcovers economicandsocial
facetswith real leadership. But
imagine theallureof a countryor city
that isdevoidof theextremism
percolatingagainst thecurrent global

backdrop?Youwould fill yourboots
with talent andcapital,with the right
migration settings,whichwehave
moved towards.

A broken model
Fordecades,Aucklandhasbeenat
the forefrontofNewZealand’s broken
economicmodel.Wesoldmore
expensivehouses to eachother, and
Aucklandhousepricegrowthwould
exceednational growth.

Credit facilitationhasbecome too
dominatedbyhousing. Thewealth
effect fromhousingwasacontributor
to spending.We reliedonbumson
seats todrive growthviamigration
and tourism.Migrationand tourism
canaddvalue— if deliveredcorrectly.

Theendgame is ahousing
unaffordability, clashesbetween
generationsandweakerproductivity
(with the latter influencedby lotsof
other factors).Witheachmonthly
stagnation inhouseprices, reality is
setting in thatNewZealandand
Auckland’s growthmodelneeded to
and is changing.Hooray.

The stats
Auckland is a $160billion region,
accounting for 38%ofNewZealand’s
GDP in2024, but represents 33%of
thepopulation.At facevalue the
region ispunchingabove itself,with
GDPperperson$88,355, compared to
$78,233across thenation.

Wellingtonsupposedlyhas the
highestGDPper capita figuresacross

thecountry ($92,776),withahuge
government centricity about it,which
inmyviewmeansweshouldbewary
ofwhat regionalGDPper capita
figures say. Regional breakdownsof
GDPcanbesomewhatarbitrary.

Auckland’snominal growth

exceeded thenational average
between2000and2024 (288%
versus266%).However, onaper
capitabasisGDP inAuckland rose
160%between2000and2024
compared to 166%acrossNew
Zealandasawhole.Aucklandhas
underperformed.

Cities are supposed tobenefit from
agglomerationeconomics, or the
benefit of scale.Agglomeration
occurs through theclosenessof
physical capital, companies,
consumers, andworkers. There is a
flipside. Poorlyplanned
agglomeration (infrastructure) can
seecities chokeas infrastructure fails
tokeepupwith spread.Yes, that
meansmore inner-city livingclose to
existing infrastructure andaworld-
class transport systemfarbeyond
whatAucklandhas,whichwill need
tobepaid forby society.

A rise in the taxburdenover the
nextdecade is inevitable. Theonly
question is themagnitude,whichwill
bea functionof growth, and the
spendingefficiencyof the tax/levies/
ratespaid.

Liveability
Auckland is slippingdown the
rankingsand “economics” is at the
core.Auckland ranked85th in
Oxford’sGlobal Cities Index2025.
Wellingtoncame inat 78th. For
perspective,Australia had threecities
in the top20.

Driving the (lower) rankingwere

lowscores for EconomicsandQuality
of Life,withAuckland ranked 154th
for economics,whichcovers acity’s
size, growth,GDPperperson,
employment, stability, andeconomic
diversity. Thequality-of-life ranking
was239th. This covered income
inequality, incomeperperson,
housingexpenditure, life expectancy
and thecrime rate.Auckland
commuters lose66hoursayear stuck
in traffic and its rising.Goodbye
qualityof life. Hello, CentralOtago.

Aucklandwasbenchmarked in
2024 (TheState of theCity
BenchmarkingTāmakiMakaurau
Auckland’s international
performance), againstVancouver,
Portland,Austin,Dublin,
Copenhagen,Helsinki, TelAviv,
BrisbaneandFukuokaascomparable
cities.

Oxford rankedeightof the
comparableshigher.Vancouver
(37th), Portland (50th),Austin (47th),
Dublin (13th), Copenhagen (18th),
Helsinki (38th), TelAviv (36th),
Brisbane (23rd)withFukuoka the
exception, coming inat 205th.

Aucklandhas lost ground.
Commondenominators are
Auckland’s lowrankings for the
economyandqualityof living. This
alsoapplies to thewholeofNew
Zealandwhenyou lookatGDPper
capita ranking,which is in the lower
quartileof theOECD.

It all starts with productivity
Forget about grandvisions. Think
small to stand tall. Focuson
productivity.Weall knowthe stats.
Productivityused toaverage 1.4%a
year inNewZealand.Thedecade
average is now0.3%. Lacking
productivity translates intoan
incomeproblem,whichmagnifies
cost-of-livingpressures.

Theenablers arenot sexyor grand.
Theyare competition, innovation,AI,
digitisation, quality infrastructure
spend, red tape, andeducation. Signs
arepromising in someareas
(education), sub-par inothers (AI
embracement), flip-floppy inothers
(necessaryhousing intensification)
anddownrightdisappointingwhen it
comes tocompetitionpolicy.

Thereare supposedly some
exceptions toNewZealand’s
productivity trend.Annual average
labourproductivity growth in
Aucklandcity centreover the last 20
years (1.6%)hasbeendouble thatof
the rest ofNewZealand (0.8%),
according to the July2025editionof
theAucklandEconomicMonitor.

Thecity centrehasapparently
kept this upsince2019,with thecity
centre’s productivitypremiumover
the rest ofNewZealand rising from
21% in2004 to40% in2024.
Agglomerationeconomics canwork.
If youwantagglomeration
economics towork, lookno further
thanhavingamajorproportionof
yourpopulationaround theCBDor
easily accessible to it.And that
requires transport infrastructure.
Muchhope isbeingplacedon theCity
Rail LinkbutAucklandsuffers from
nothavingabroader rapid transport
system.

The bottom line
Beware thepromiseor theallureof
magicpotions. They tend tobe snake
oil. Nograndvision forAucklandwill
everwork ifwedonothavea
productivityand incomestory to
back it up.Get the foundation right
beforeyoubuild thehouse.

Mybighope thisyear is thatNew
Zealandmoves towards thepolitical
centre, goingagainst the trendswe
are seeingglobally.With that, the
prospectof real long-termdecision-
makingbecomesmore feasible.
● CameronBagrie is principal
economist at BagrieEconomics, a
premier boutique research firm.
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A stable partner in Wellington
Labour’s Carmel
Sepuloni calls for
long-term plan to
growAuckland

It’s crucial that we listen
closely to what local

communities aremost
concerned about and

what their aspirations are
for a better life.

A flourishingAuckland is
crucial toa thriving
AotearoaNewZealand.
When I first came to

Auckland fromWaitara to trainasa
teacher, thecitywas in transition.

TheSkyTowerwasbeing
constructed, newapartmentswere
cuttingout anewskyline, theCBD
wasaconstanthustle andbustleof
university students,workers and
tourists, and theViaductwas
transformed for the2000America’s
Cup.

Thecity’s populationhas rapidly
evolvedandbecome increasingly
diverse since. Today,we live ina
globalhub; ahot spot for innovation,
business andworld firsts.

FromMint Innovation’swork
turninge-waste into goldandToku
Eyes’ developingAI thatdetects eye
disease, to theworld’s first tourism
hydrofoilingelectric ferrydesigned
andbuilt byVessev,Auckland is a
cityofpioneers.

Even inmyownbackyardofWest
Auckland I’vemet someamazing
peopleworkingacross
manufacturing, film, andengineering,
reassuringme there’s no shortageof
Kiwi ingenuity inourcity.

It’s this innovation thatLabourwill
backwith theNewZealandFuture
Fund—creating secure,well-paid jobs
andkeepingour ideas,wealth, and
peoplehereathome.

When I thinkaboutAuckland’s
future, I thinkabout acity that Iwant
mykidsandmymokogrowingup
in, studying in,working in, and
contributing to.

Iwant anAuckland richwith
opportunity.Acity that inspires
generations tobuild their futureshere
athomerather than feeling theyhave
togoabroad, as somanyhave in
recentyears.

It’s unacceptable thatAuckland,
theeconomicengineof thenation,
currentlyhas thehighest
unemployment rate inNewZealand.
It’s alsodisheartening that countless
businesseshavebeen forced toclose
upshop, hollowingout thecity,
because there’s beenno fix.

Weneedasustainable long-term
plan forAuckland. It’s nouse
choppingandchangingevery three
yearsbecauseofpolitical ideology.
It’s exactlywhywe’ve saidwe’ll be
sensiblewhenenteringgovernment
regarding long-termprojects already
underway.

Weneed infrastructure that
reflects a growingpopulationand
addresses thechallengesmany
Aucklanders facedaily.

ThismeansensuringAuckland
stands the test of timeand inevitable
severeweather events. Itmeans
making life easier forAucklanders
andgiving themcertaintyonmajor
infrastructureacross transport,
housing, andbigevents.

It’s ahuge shame thatNational
stalledconstructionworks
nationwide—puttingprojects in
limboandcostingup to20,000
constructionworkers their jobs. This
doesn’t givecertainty, nordoes it
instil anyconfidence inagovernment
that can sensiblybackAuckland.

Weknowwhat canhappenwhen
there’s genuinebipartisanshipon
long-termprojects. TheCityRail Link
is a clear exampleof this. Aproject
developed throughsuccessive
governments resulting inAucklan-
ders gettinganew,moreefficientway
toget around town later thisyear.

It’s crucial thatwe listenclosely to
what local communities aremost
concernedabout andwhat their
aspirationsare for abetter life.

Aucklanderswant a citywithwell-
paid jobs, accessiblehospitals, and
affordablehousing. It’swhywe’ve
saidmakinganaffordableNew
Zealand isournumberonepriority
andannouncedpolicy like three free
doctors’ visits ayear for everyKiwi.

Sadly,whatwe’re getting instead
is a failing economy,withhighcost-
of-livingcausingpain formanywho
werepromiseda fix.

With talks still ongoing for the
AucklandRegionalDeal,whathas
beenpreviewedso fardoesn’t look
likemuch. In saying that,we shouldn’t
understate the importanceofhaving
abetter framework for engagement
betweenAucklandCouncil and the
Government—but it’s clear
Aucklanders arewantingmore.

Theywant to get toworkwithout
sitting in traffic forhours, to beable
topay their bills, seeadoctor, access
affordablehousing, andhavemoney
left over at theendof theweek to
dosomethingnicewith theirwhānau.

Aglobally ambitiousAuckland is
one that is ambitious for its people.

TāmakiMakaurauhaseverything
it needs to thrive— it justneedsa
Government that backs it.

● Carmel Sepuloni is Labour’s deputy
leader and theparty’s spokespersonon
Auckland.
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Making the right connection

If you chose, as a
family to live there,
youmight want to
live around one of
the inner-city parks

— but where do
your kids go to

school?
Alan McDonald, head of advocacy and

strategy at the Employers and
Manufacturers Association

The EMA is calling
for a connected city
and says the assets
are already in place
to plug the gaps,
writes Bill Bennett

A uckland wants to be a glob-
ally competitive city but
struggles with everyday ur-
ban basics such as connec-

tivity, planning and liveability. Major
projects dominate public debate, yet
many of the barriers to growth lie in
smaller gaps between the city’s
existing assets.

Given that Auckland generates
about 30% of New Zealand’s gross
domestic product and anchors the
upper North Island economy, closing
those gaps is a national urgency.

Alan McDonald, the head of advo-
cacy and strategy at the Employers
and Manufacturers Association
(EMA), says while businesses see
those gaps every day, “the assets are
already in place.”

He says Auckland has a great
harbour, the best universities, top
hospitals and an excellent research
base. Yet it lacks integration. “We’ve
got a beautiful natural city . . . but
we’re also difficult to get around. We
don’t have great connections bet-
ween business hubs, the university
and specialist communities like the
med-tech sector.”

McDonald says leveraging these
assets for economic success depends
less on mega-projects and more on
filling in the gaps between what alre-
ady exists. This matters to EMA be-
cause it represents firms employing
a large share of the workforce. Most
of its members are Auckland-based.
They depend on the city’s transport
links, industrial land and research
institutions. When Auckland’s plan-
ning fails, it shows up quickly in EMA
members’ productivity and invest-
ment decisions.

McDonald saysAuckland’s import-
ance goes beyond the city itself. It is
the anchor of the “golden triangle”
economy linkingAuckland, Hamilton
and Tauranga. If the city functions
well, the benefits flow across the
wider region and the national econ-
omy. Investment is essential: “If
you’re serious about driving the en-
gine room of your economy, serious
about attracting overseas people to
come and help drive that”.

Creating amore liveable city is part
of that. Successful international cities
typically have a vibrant heart. Global
talent expects to see dense urban
environments.

Although Auckland has improved
in recent years, McDonald says it
needs to do better. In particular, it
needs family-friendly infrastructure.
“To be an international city we need
more people to live in the centre.
People often talk about at least doub-
ling thepopulationof inner-cityAuck-
land. Currently there are 38,000
people living in the area between
Symonds St and Hobson St.

“If you chose, as a family to live
there, you might want to live around
one of the inner-city parks — but
where do your kids go to school?

“We need inner-city schools —
primary, intermediate, high school —
because that is the glue for families.”

He is concerned that the city often
feels empty after the workers have
gone home. That weakens its vib-
rancy, its attractiveness and its safety.
“The more people there are around,
the safer the place is.”

While intensification is already
part of planning, the social infra-
structure has not kept pace. A busier
central city supports retail, hospitality
and knowledge industries that de-
pend on dense urban networks.

“If we say we want double the
growth, then let’s put in place a plan
that includes the social infrastructure,
such as parks and schools.”

McDonald says the city could also
make better use of existing buildings.
Under-used office buildings could be
converted into apartments, which
would allow the central city popula-
tion to increase without large new
developments.

“Changing building regulations so
that some of those emptier office
blocks can be readily converted to
apartments would help unlock that
potential.”

A few office conversions have
happened, though others have stal-

led. Different safety and building
standards apply to residential build-
ings, which can make conversions
difficult even where the structure is
suitable.

Planning challenges are not limi-
ted to housing.McDonald says similar
planning gaps affect Auckland’s busi-
ness and industrial areas, where busi-
nesses looking to expand often
struggle to find suitable space.

The problem is particularly acute
in established industrial areas such as
Wairau Valley on the North Shore.
Companies that want to grow often
struggle to find nearby space.

“I’ve got members who say, ‘I
wanted to expand. There’s nowhere

I can expand to except I could go
south or I could go further north.”’

In some cases, McDonald says,
businesses are pushed to new indus-
trial zones far from their existing
operations. “There’s little room to
expand in places like Mt Wellington,
the new industrial areas are places
like Waiuku and Warkworth.”

For many firms, relocating further
away from existing operations risks
losing skilled staff who are reluctant
to face longer commutes. McDonald
says he knows of companies that
ended up moving operations over-
seas because that is an easier option.

He argues the consequences are
visible across the city. “A lot of the
congestion we see is because we
haven’t planned where businesses
and people should be located. If you
push industry further out, people still
have to get to work.”

For McDonald, these problems re-
flect a broader planning issue. Auck-
land often struggles to connect in-
dividual projects into a clear long-
term vision.

He points to Sydney as an example
of a city that has reshaped its central
district over time. “If you look at
downtown Sydney, they’ve reshaped
everything. They’ve done Baranga-
roo, they’ve done the light rail and the
underground,” he says.

“As you walk from the ferry ter-
minal up George St, there are new
squares, new buildings, apartments

and parks. You can see a plan. You
can see the outcome.”

Auckland, he says, often lacks that
same clarity of direction: “We tend to
say no for this reason or that reason.
Instead, we should be asking how we
can make things work.”

Planning failure has a direct cost.
In 2018, the EMA commissioned a
study that put Auckland’s congestion
bill at $1.3 billion a year. McDonald
says the underlying cause is not just
too many cars, it is decades of indus-
trial land decisions that force people
to travel further than they should.

“A lot of the congestion we see is
because we haven’t planned where
businesses and people should be
located,” he says. “If you push indus-
try further out, people still have to get
to work.”

The answer, he argues, is not al-
ways a new road or a new rail line.
It is using what already exists more
intelligently. Auckland’s harbour sits
largely idle as a transport corridor.
The Northwestern Motorway was
widened without a busway. Mean-
while, Sydney’s public transport net-
work — rebuilt over a generation —
offers the reliability Auckland is still
chasing.

McDonald recalls leaving a meet-
ing in Martin Place and reaching
Sydney’s North Shore in seven
minutes. “Last time I tried to get a train
from here into town, I left an hour
before the meeting and was half an
hour late.” The same integration gap
that troubles McDonald about hous-
ing and transport is visible in Auck-
land’s innovation economy.

Standing near the EMA’s offices, he
can see the University of Auckland’s
innovation precinct and the Auck-
land City Hospital from a single van-
tage point. The proximity is striking.
The connection is not. “You’ve got
research, tech and innovation there,”
he says. “But where’s the connection
to the business communities?”

The med-tech sector is a case in
point. Auckland has genuine world-
class assets: the medical school, the
hospital and a strong research base.
Yet McDonald says the cluster has
never fully integrated with the com-
mercial ecosystem that could scale its
work into products and exports.

The contrast with Rocket Lab is
instructive. Peter Beck’s companyhas
become a one-firm lesson in what
agglomeration can do. Its supply cha-
ins have spread across the country’s
manufacturing base in ways that
even insiders find hard to quantify.

“It feels like about 50% of the
manufacturers in the country are
supplying Rocket Lab,” McDonald
says. The company’s composites
work, much of it done in Auckland,
is world-leading. What Rocket Lab
shows is that when a high-value
anchor business takes root in a city,
the benefits ripple outward fast; pro-
vided the city has the industrial depth
to respond.

McDonald keeps returning to a sin-
gle point. Auckland does not need to
invent its future from scratch. The
assets are already there. His “make
the most of what we’ve got” message
sounds simple. But it requires fresh
ways of thinking and a lot of hard
work.

Auckland needs a plan that con-
nects assets rather than leaving them
as islands. It needs to create density
that supports genuine agglomeration,
the social infrastructure that makes
the centre a place families want to
live and a political culture willing to
commit to decisions and see them
through.

He points to the Viaduct redevel-
opment. Itwas fiercely opposedat the
time, yet now it is admired. “Is anyone
saying that was a bad idea now?”

Auckland’s problem has never
been a shortage of assets. It has been
a habit of finding reasons not to act.

“We just have to connect them,” he
says. “The pieces are already there.”
● EMA is a sponsorof theHerald’s
ProjectAuckland report.
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On the flight path to success
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Non-stop flights
from Auckland

ChoChoChoChoCho

Airline connections
underpin
Auckland’s
economy, writes
Bill Bennett

You are pitching to
airlines to deploy a $200

million asset to your
place. You need to tell

them how they are going
to see robust demand for

passengers across the
year, who those

passengers are, what
they’re going to pay and
where they’re going to

come from.
Scott Tasker

C ities compete globally to at-
tract and maintain airline
routes because air connec-
tivity is central to being an

economically successful city.
That’s the view of Auckland Inter-

national Airport chief customer offi-
cer Scott Tasker.

“There are only so many aircraft
available to fly in the world,” says
Tasker. “A limited supply of aircraft
means airlines will choose the places
where they see the best year-round
profitability”.

Tasker says in a geographically
isolated country like New Zealand,
Auckland Airport’s sales pitch is im-
portant to the national economy.

“You are pitching to airlines to
deploy a $200 million asset to your
place. You need to tell themhow they
are going to see robust demand for
passengers across the year, who
those passengers are, what they’re
going to pay and where they’re going
to come from. The same goes for
cargo.

“Our job is to make sure we’re
moving to the top of the list as aircraft
become available,” he says. “Those
aircraft bring high-value visitors.

“They enable us to get out to the
world and do business.”

It is a pitch that Auckland Airport
makes in cities ranging from Seoul to
Singapore, Guangzhou to Dallas Fort
Worth.

Auckland Airport handles about
75% of New Zealand’s international
passenger movements; roughly 90%
of long-haul traffic and about 90% of

international air cargo. It is also the
country’s third-largest port by value,
with import and export activity total-
ling roughly $41 billion annually;most
carried in the holds of passenger
aircraft.

The airport’s economic footprint is
estimated at $35b per year and pro-
jected to reach $54b by 2032.

Some 25,000 people work at or
within the airport precinct across 250
businesses, making it Auckland’s
second-largest employmenthub after
the CBD.

Air cargo is a vital part of the
equation. When Auckland Airport
negotiates a new passenger route, it
also unlocks cargo capacity.

Auckland is bidding against Syd-
ney, Brisbane and Melbourne and a
dozen other Asia-Pacific cities, for the
same aircraft assets.

The city’s geographic isolation
becomes a commercial challenge
when an airline is weighing its
options. Distance means more fuel,
more crew costs and more oper-
ational complexity.

To make the case for Auckland,
Tasker and his team build detailed

pitch documents for individual air-
lines: passenger demand data, fare
trends, cargo volumes and seasonal
patterns.

The visiting-friends-and-relatives
market is driven by New Zealand’s
large and growing communities from
India, China, the Philippines and else-
where. It has become an increasingly
important part of that pitch. New
migrants travel home often, and that
demand strengthens the commercial
case for a route.

Auckland’s international seat cap-
acity is running about 5% below pre-
Covid-19 levels on a 12-month rolling
basis. Australia, by comparison, is
sitting at about 105% of 2019 capacity.

Tasker says Auckland’s slower re-
covery is due to a combination of
factors: Air New Zealand’s well-
documented fleet challenges, the re-
luctance of some long-haul carriers to
return to a remote destination after
shrinking their networks during the
pandemic, and the slowpaceof global
aircraft deliveries.

Philippine Airlines has not yet
returned. Thai Airways is only now
planning its comeback.

The recovery, though, has bright
spots.

Capacity between New Zealand
and China is already about 5% above
2019 levels. US capacity is also above
pre-Covid levels. Tasker says the gap
should be closed by around 2028,
after which the focus shifts to growth.

Two recent developments illus-
trate the Airport’s progress.

Thai Airways is set to resume daily
services on the Bangkok-Auckland
route before the end of 2026. The
airline has not flown to New Zealand
since the pandemic. Bangkok is a
major hub with strong onward con-
nections to the United Kingdom, Eur-
ope, India and Southeast Asia.

Tasker estimates the 110,000 ann-
ual seats on offer will attract visitors
spending about $250m in the New
Zealand economy, with the route
facilitating an estimated $500m of
trade.

The second development is the
recent launch of China Eastern’s
Shanghai-Auckland-Buenos Aires
service, operating twice weekly. At
roughly 29 hours, the flight is tech-
nically a single service with a
refueling stop in Auckland rather
than a true non-stop, but it is the
world’s longest commercial flight by
distance.

Auckland now serves as the essen-
tialwaypoint betweenNorthAsia and
South America. LATAM, the Chilean-
Brazilian carrier, has restructured its
South American network to give
Auckland dedicated capacity on the
Santiago route, four to five times
weekly, rather than treating the city
as a stop-over on Santiago-Sydney
services.

New Zealand and Argentina now
have competing carriers for the first
time sinceAir NewZealandwithdrew
from the Buenos Aires route in 2019.

One area that remains a challenge
is direct flights to India.

Both Air New Zealand and Air
India have signalled their intent to fly
direct. Last year’s Prime Ministerial
trade delegation to India set a target
for direct flights by 2028.

The problem is aircraft availability.
Tasker says widebody aircraft deliv-
eries have been slower than airlines
anticipated. Competing for routes
requires more than relationship-buil-
ding. Airlines need to know if they
commit to Auckland, the infrastruc-
ture will be there to support them.

Auckland Airport turned 60 in
January.

Tasker says its founders showed
foresight establishing a 1500-hectare
site in SouthAuckland.Thathasgiven
the airport room to grow in ways that
urban airports elsewhere cannot.

The airport’s current infrastruc-
ture programme includes a northern
airfield stands development, opened
in October, which added significant
aircraft parking capacity. It has also
built a new landside-airside road con-
nection and a cargo checkpoint.

That investment connects directly
to the new cargo precinct on Manu
Tapu Drive. Ground handlers
Menzies Aviation and Swissport are
relocating their terminals to create a
more efficient operation with direct
airfield access and better motorway
links.

Auckland Airport is developing to
a master plan designed to ensure the
airport does not put the wrong infra-
structure in the wrong location.

Tasker says: “We don’t want to be
the blocker. If you don’t have enough
capacity to bring in growth because
youhaven’t planned andbuilt in time,
you can’t have a conversation with
an airline about growing. The two
things have to work in concert.”

There’s more to Auckland Airport
than planes, passengers and cargo. Its
influence reaches into local com-
munities through initiatives such as
the Ara Trust — a partnership that
creates pathways for young South
Auckland school leavers into the con-
struction industry, including on the
airport’s own building sites.

● AucklandAirport is a sponsor of the
Herald’s ProjectAuckland report.
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Paving the way now for a
Commercial Bay
developer backs
dense, safe, 24/7
future for Auckland
CBD, writes
Andrea Fox

Precinct Properties CEO Scott Pritchard at Commercial Bay.

We’ve got to convince
people that our city is
outstanding — and our
city is outstanding. Our
city’s got to feel like a

community. You’ve got
to feel safe in the city

centre and for it to be a
place where you can

enjoy the city, whether
you’re working there,

living there or socialising
there.

Scott Pritchard

T he potential for Auckland to
create a powerhouse global
city centre where people
live, work and play 24/7 is

“immense”, says the head of Commer-
cial Bay developer Precinct Proper-
ties.

Chief executive Scott Pritchard
says a thriving city centre can’t be just
a place people commute to and from
for work.

“We currently have less than
40,000 people living in our city
centre. We should have 100,000
people living in our city centre.

“We should have a school in our
city centre. It should feel like a com-
munity, a place you belong to,” he
says, citing New York, where the
residents outnumber workers and
there is a daytime economy and a
night-time economy.

“That’s the opportunity that’s in
front of us. I think that if there was
a shared vision for what our city
would look like and what success
would look like, it would be 100,000
people living here in 10 or 20 years.”

What will it take to bring them?
“I think we’ve got to convince

people that our city is outstanding —
and our city is outstanding,” Pritchard

says. “Our city’s got to feel like a
community. You’ve got to feel safe in
the city centre and for it to be a place
where you can enjoy the city,
whether you’re working there, living
there or socialising there.

“There are some terrific examples
of other cities around the world that
have done it very well. And I think
the potential for that in Auckland is
immense.

“The Auckland isthmus is very
narrow. I don’t think urban sprawl is
the answer for housing. Greater den-
sity is most certainly the answer and,
I think if we do that in a really well-
planned way, the Auckland city
centre could look really different in
another 10 to 20 years.”

NZX-listed Precinct Properties is
walking its talk. To date, it has deliv-
ered $2.3 billion of mixed-use devel-

opments that have redefined city
centres, such as the Commercial Bay
and Wynyard Quarter precincts in
Auckland and the Bowen Campus in
Wellington.

Well-known as a commercial
office owner and developer, the pub-
licly traded company’s strategy has
evolved to include residential and
purpose-built student accommoda-
tion while scaling its capital part-

nering model. Precinct defines itself
as a long-term owner, developer and
manager of city centre real estate,
specialising in city spaces.

Its next major project is the trans-
formation of Auckland’s Downtown
carpark site into a mixed-use com-
mercial, residential, hospitality and
hotel community with high-quality
public space, which will integrate
with the Commercial Bay precinct.

The company says the develop-
ment, which it expects to begin this
year, subject to consenting and pro-
curement steps, will enhance east-
west connectivity across the city and
strengthen the link between the city
centre and waterfront.

Once completed, the Downtown
Project is expected to lift theCommer-
cial Bay workforce by 70%, from
10,000 to 17,000 people, while the
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powerhouse city centre

Top: Precinct
Properties has
plans for Dova
on a site
between
Dominion Rd
and Valley Rd,
Mt Eden. Above:
Pillars at St
Mary’s Bay/
Ponsonby. Left:
Purpose-built
student
accommodation
on Stanley St.

Images / supplied by
Precinct Properties

hotel will attract thousands of visitors
a year. Precinct says the recently
acquired Downtown site is one of the
last major opportunities to reconnect
Auckland’s commercial heart directly
with its harbour.

The company is now seeking re-
source consent for the project with
the Environmental Protection Auth-
ority under the fast-track consenting
pathway.

“We’re really excited about the
prospects of that project,” Pritchard
says.

“It is large-scale, so the intent for
that is to really leverage on the work
that’s been done with Commercial
Bay and to concentrate a lot of our
activities for Auckland in these few
waterfront blocks, right on thewater’s
edge.”

As an “active champion for Auck-
land as a globally ambitious city”, the
company is a cheerleader for invest-
ment in the city centre for a simple
reason, Pritchard says.

“I think Auckland could, without
any doubt, be the best waterfront city
in the world. It’s very much about
connecting the Hauraki Gulf and the
city centre and, as well as that, creat-
ing a community within a city.

“In doing that, I think we’ll begin
to see the range of uses start to really
operate in harmony.

“At this stage, I think the city is
making great progress towards that,
but there’s still a huge amount of
opportunity to really get all of those
uses working in harmony.”

Precinct says as Auckland com-
petes globally for talent, investment
and students, the shape and quality
of its city centre matters more than
ever.

So what are the challenges ahead
to realising the vision of a thriving,
vibrant city centre community?

“I think at the moment there’s a bit
of a perception issue around the city
that I think is unfounded. It’s had
some challenges in the last four or
five years around those perceptions
and they principally relate to safety
and crime and so on,” Pritchard says.

“I think the reality is that in the last
couple of years, central government
agencies, local government agencies
and a whole bunch of other partici-
pants in themarket have done a huge
amount of really good work to create
a city that’s really vibrant, safe and
fantastic. So one of the biggest chall-
enges is overcoming that perception.

“The second is really trying to knit
the city together so that it can lever-
age all its great attributes.”

Pritchard thinks Precinct’s role in
trying to shape the city is best evi-
denced by what it has achieved.

“Commercial Bay is a mixed-use
development of office use, retail use,
hospitality use and a hotel. In one city
block there’s probably 7000 or 8000
office workers and, at any given time,
a few hundred people staying at the
hotel. There are 120 shops and all
those uses are working in harmony.

“When I think about the city and
role that Precinct has to play, I think
we can do that on a bigger scale —
that’s where the secret sauce exists.”

Precinct has around $5 billion of
assets. It owns around $4b of this
portfolio, Pritchard says, the remain-
der being managed. While the com-
panyhasoffshore capital project part-
ners, as a publicly listed entity, its
makeup and ownership is largely
held by KiwiSaver mum and dad
investors, he says.

This year Precinct has reason for
confidence in its mixed-use project
strategy.

It reports strong momentum in
office leasing, with first-half leasing
significantly higher than in recent
years and occupiers having a strong
preference to be in core Precinct
locations. It notes strong occupier
demand for premium Auckland CBD
offices, outperformingotherNewZea-
landmarkets, and 13 million-plus visi-
tors to Commercial Bay annually.

Pritchard says the notably higher

office leasing demand in the first half
of the year is due to a reversal of
work-from-home practices post-
pandemic.

“A lot of businesses over the last
five or six years have shrunk their
office footprint, while a number of
their staff were working from home.

“I think they’ve realised product-
ivity takes a big hit . . . and so almost
all of our occupiers within the pre-
cinct portfolio are trying to encourage
their staff back to the office more
often That’s putting quite a lot of
upward pressure on office space at
the moment.” The company notes
strong in-office attendance by occu-
pier staff — 4.1 days a week against
the national average of 3.3 days.

“The second thing is that to get
their staff back in the office, they’re
having to rent really high-quality
offices. That’s something the precinct
is most certainly benefiting from,”
Pritchard says.

Precinct’s part in overcoming per-
ceptions is “to design spaces people
want to be in”, he says. “They’re well
lit, they’re spacious, they’re safe.
There are a lot of people around and
because the urban environment is so
good, people are attracted to it.

“The more people that are in the
urban spaces, the safer it is.”

Precinct also has an active residen-
tial pipeline of development with
$375m of build-to-sell projects —most
recent being Dova in Mt Eden and
Pillars in St Mary’s Bay/Ponsonby.

The company says its purpose-
built student accommodation strat-
egy supports Auckland’s education
economy, vibrancy and long-term
CBD resilience. The most recent pro-
jects in this class include a 964-bed
construction at 22 Stanley St, due to
open in 2029 and a 638-bed build at
256 Queen St, also opening in 2029.

Bringing the vision of a power-
house global city centre together will
take more than Precinct’s efforts,
however.

“The city needs to have a sense of
community and an absolute commit-
ment for people to be safe here,”
Pritchard says. “We need contri-
butions to things like schools, so that
families can live here.

“We need to leverage the infra-
structure that’s been invested in — the
likes of the City Rail Link and the
International Convention Centre. I
think it’s about prioritising that this
is the most productive 4.5km in our
country. Now we want to layer it up
with other uses.

“At the moment our city centre is
set up to be a workplace. We need
to set it up to be thriving, 24-7.”

● Precinct Properties is a sponsor of
theHeraldProjectAuckland report.
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Ten projects to make

What development
is happening,
planned — or stalled
— in the city centre?

Mansons TCLM is building an 11-level twin-block project, connected via a central atrium on Graham St.

T enplanned, under-
development, stalledor
gone-quietAucklandCBD
projects are enough tomake

youcelebrate, or cry.
These 10dominateconversations

asmuchas they influence theever-
changing faceof ourdynamiccity
centre.

They includeonce-prominent
planswhichhaveeither gone
extremelyquiet or stalled.

Asweprepare to ride the$5.5
billionCityRail Link later thisyear
and take joy invisiting thenewNZ
InternationalConventionCentre,
progress emerges fromsomesites.

That includesMansonsTCLM’s
$650millionofficeproject at 35
GrahamSton the ridgeabove
FanshaweSt.

Also, oneof the20sites, described
last year as “dire”, due tobeing
bulldozedand left, is at last changing,
albeit intocarparking.

News is slow toemergeatother
siteswhereplanswereannounced
twoyears ago:MalaysianResources
CorporationBerhadand their local
consultants arequiet over themuch-
promotedplannedSymphonyCentre
beside theAoteaCentre.

Designchanges couldbeunder
way.

Yetwecanalsocelebratea series
ofhugewins in theCBD, like the

buzzingCommercial Baywith itsnew
PwCoffices, downtowneateries and
shops, aswell asPeterCooper’s
popularBritomart.

Bossesbehind the singlemost
audaciousplannedmulti-billion
dollarproject arepushing “go” later
thisyear.

The following is a list of someof
thecity centre’s largest projects—
planned, quiet, andotherwise.

1 Mansons TCLM’s $650m
offices
This isNewZealand’s largest
newunder-construction single

commercial officeproject.
YakkaConstructiondemolished

theex-AucklandCouncil officeson
this blockat 35GrahamSt, leaving
onlyBJBallHouse.

MansonsTCLM isnowbuilding
newoffices, havingwonconsent for

an 11-level twin-blockproject,
connectedvia acentral atrium.

Thedesign shown inoneplan is
for abuilding tobe24,649sqm,or
2.4ha, of indoor floor space.

Some large tenants are looking for
newspace, includingmajor trading
banks, now inextremelydated
buildings.

Oldofficesoften lackgreenstar
ratings, so thebanks fail tomeet their
commitments to sustainability and
theenvironment.

2 Pūmanawa o Tāmaki
PrecinctProperties’ chief
executiveScott Pritchard
vows to start thisyearon the

twin-tower55-level and45-level
DowntownCarpark redevelopment,
PūmanawaoTāmaki.

Procurementdiscussionsare
underwaywith severalmain
constructioncontractors andsub-
contractors, “with good levelsof
interest,” Pritchard said last year.

Worksare expected to start,
“followingpre-leasingand
constructionprocurement”.

Precincthas applied for fast-track
consent for themanyapartments,
hotel rooms, offices andcommon
areas theproject couldbring.

OnJanuary 12, it reappliedafter
withdrawing its originalDecember2
application.

Thedevelopment is tobe three
podiumbuildings, two towersand
four levels of sharedbasement.

Newpublic spaces andanew
lanewaynetworkare tocreatemore
connectivitywithin thecity centre.

Modificationsare tobemade to
adjacentbuildingsHSBCandAon to
create that new lanewaynetwork.

Project Auckland
Anne Gibson
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you celebrate or cry

From top: Precinct
aims to have New
Zealand’s tallest
student tower
finished for the
start of the 2029
academic year; the
twin-tower 55-level
and 45-level
Downtown Carpark
redevelopment,
Pūmanawa o
Tāmaki; MRCB
renovated
Bledisloe House
and plans to build
the Symphony
Centre on a
neighbouring site;
the long-vacant
former Food Alley
site on Albert St is
set for a positive
transformation;
renovation work
taking place at the
St James Theatre.

3 Food Alley/Yates site to be
car parks
HongKong’sWilsonParking
andSingapore’sKumfamily

and itsM&LGroup is liveningup the
bulldozedAlbert St siteof theFood
AlleyandYatesBuilding.

Work ishappeningat the site
betweenFederal St,Wolfe St and
Albert St, across the road fromtheJ.
W.Marriott hotel.

“A long-vacant central siteon
Albert St indowntownAuckland is
set for apositive transformation,with
ownersM&LGroupandWilson
Parkingpartnering toupgrade the
site,” a joint statement said.

The level but empty site,which
previouslyhadabarbed-wire-topped
fence, appeared inaHerald feature
last year,whichchronicled thedire
stateofourCBD.

Is this thebestwecando, oneblock
fromthewaterfront andcreate car
carking?

In2024,DeputyMayorDesley
Simpsonsaid itwasvery sad the site
hadbeen left in that state for so long:
“Aucklanddeservesbetter,” she said
of the4371sqmblock.

4 NZ’s tallest student block
Precincthas also started its
638-bed$201mstudentblock
in theCBD.

Icon isbuilding that 32-level tower
at 256QueenSt.

Precinct aims tohave the tower
finished for the start of the2029
academicyear.

Iconalsobuilt anew18-level
student accommodationbuilding
with758units at 66-77LorneSt in
AucklandCBD.That is forCedar
Pacific,withUniLodge tobe the
operator. LikePrecinct’sQueenSt
tower, theLorneStblockwas
designedbyAshtonMitchell.

LastOctober 14, Precinct
announced itsQueenStprojecthad
started.

5 Seascape — 56 levels, dead
Seascape is perhaps theworst
thing tohappen inourCBD in
manyyears.

Wehaveonlypartial completion
of this $300m56-level tower,whose
developer, ShundiCustoms, is now in
receivership.

NotuntilMay 11will the receivers
release their initial report showing
whatwentwrong.

“What a shambles the inner city is.
What aneyesore thatbuilding is,” said
oneHerald reader.

6 Waterfront watershed
Again, it’s Precinct for a third
major cityproject, this time
withOramsMarine ina

controversialwaterfrontWynyard
Quarter scheme.

Call this awaterfrontwatershed
becauseplansare for a23-level 80m
tall apartmentandcarparking
buildingacross the road fromthe
WynyardQuarter’s tallest existing
apartment.

Precinct’s fast-trackapplication for
188BeaumontSt seeksconsent for “a
markerbuildingcontaining
approximately215 residential
apartmentswith in-built flexibility for
useas servicedapartments, ground-
floor retail activities andassociated
carparking”.

Neighboursare fuming.A resident
of theMaddenStblock, developedby
Willis Bond, said: “There is general
horror andconcern in the
community.”

7 New World Victoria Park —
slow
Aheadcontractor is tobe
appointed this year to the

Foodstuffs (North Island)NewWorld
VictoriaPark, sobadlyburnedon
June 17 thatNikaudemolishedmost
of it.

Ninemonthsafter the fire atNew
Zealand’smost valuableNewWorld,
no rebuild applicationhasemerged,

although its owner/operator says
theyare “goingat full paceondesign”.

ResidentsofHerneBay, StMarys
Bay,CollegeHill andsurrounds lost
their supermarket andmournwhat
theyseeas the slowprogress.

8 North Wharf plans
imminent
StrideProperty is leasing
threeCBDwaterfront sites

fromtheAucklandCouncil, fornew
hospitality/officesblocksopposite
ASBNorthWharf.

CEOPhilipLittlewoodannounced
plans for a redevelopmentof twoof
the threepropertieswith the
company’s results inNovember.

Designandconsenting is
underway for a 10,500-12,500sqm
premiummixed-use retail andoffice
development, he said.

Thecombinedareaof the siteson
JellicoeSt, facing thepedestrian
NorthWharfPromenadeoverlooking
the sea, is 3672sqm.

9 Malaysians’ $450m
Symphony Centre
Littlehasbeenheardof the
SymphonyCentre for

months.
MRCBrenovatedBledisloeHouse

andplans tobuild theSymphony
Centreonaneighbouring site.

RCPdirector andproject
developmentdirectorCristean
Monrealwaspreviouslyprominent
on the scheme.

A local PRconsultant said sheno
longerworkedon this account.

Monrealwent toMRCB,which
issuedanupdate. “TheSymphony
Centre remains an importantproject
forMRCB International. Our team is
currentlyworkingwithourproject
partners tooptimise thedesign to
further alignwithcurrent local
market andconstructionconditions.
We look forward toproviding further
updates induecourse.”

Thatobliquely refers toapossible
redesign tomeet thepoormarket.

TheSymphonyCentreofficeand
apartmentproject is plannedbeside
theAoteaCentreonwhatwasa
carparkused for theAuckland
Council’s fleet behindBledisloe
House.This schemehasalsobeen
citedasa signofCBDrevitalisation.

Resourceconsentwasgranted in
2023.

Sector leadershaveempathy for
theMalaysians, sayingnow isnot the
right time for suchabig scheme, given
theeconomicdownturn. Few
apartmentswere sold there so far.

Monrealdid, however, talk last
year aboutRCP’s involvement in the
BledisloeHouse refurbishment.

10 What of the St James
Theatre?
Last February, the
Herald reportedon

funding for theSt JamesTheatreon
QueenSt. Itwasonceoneof
Auckland’spremier concert venues.

AucklandCouncil voted to
commit $15m in funding to
restoration.

That followeda$15mcommitment
fromtheGovernment through the
MinistryofArts, CultureandHeritage.
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Rail Link an investment

Ferries, buses and
trains will connect
to providemore
frequent, easier,
faster journeys
around the
region, writes
Graham Skellern

The CRL completely changes how
people get around — not just into the
city centre but right across the region
Barry Potter, Auckland Council director of resilience and

infrastructure

T he long-awaited City Rail
Link that will change the
way people move around
Auckland, and reduce con-

gestion, is just a few months away
from opening.

The comprehensive testing of all
aspects of the network and the time-
table by Kiwi Rail and Auckland
Transport (AT) is nearing an end,
public open days will be staged, then
the transport transformation that is
the $5.5 billion CRLwill be under way
in the second half of this year.

“The CRL completely changes how
people get around — not just into the
city centre but right across the re-
gion,” says Barry Potter, Auckland
Council’s director of resilience and
infrastructure.

“During peak times, trains will be
coming through every four to five
minutes in the city centre and busiest
parts of the network,” Potter says.

“Wewill havepeoplemoving in the
same way they do in most major
cities around the world. Buses, ferries
and trains will feed into each other
and create a whole integrated public
transport network.

“The network will drive develop-
ment around transport nodes, hous-
ing and commercial, and it will
change where people choose to live
and work.”

Presently, Auckland’s traffic con-
gestion is costing an estimated $2.6
billion a year in lost time and pro-
ductivity. The CRL is designed to
provide some relief with more fre-
quent trains and quicker journeys.

Potter says the CRL provides a
choice and frees up arterial roads and
motorways for thosewhomust drive,
including freight and emergency
services.

He says the more people using the
rail network and the more vehicles
coming off the roads, the more
sustainable Auckland becomes.

“CRL ismuchmore thanadynamic
transport project — it’s a city-shaping
investment.”

Andy Baker, Franklin Ward coun-
cillor and chairman of Auckland
Council’s Transport and Infra-
structure Delivery Committee, says

Project Auckland
Graham Skellern



nzherald.co.nz | The New Zealand Herald | Friday, March 27, 2026 B21

that is shaping the city

The rail network
will open up parts of

the city that have
been difficult to get

to, and even
forgotten.

Andy Baker, Chair of Auckland
Council’s Transport and Infrastructure

Delivery Committee,

“when you look at big modern cities,
they are all premised on having a
well-functioning, efficient and attract-
ive public transport network based
on rail, generally.

“You will have new options for
one-seat rides and if you do have to
get off and change trains, it’ll be
seamless with easy transfers inside
modern stations. We are getting a
world-class transport system.”

Baker says the upgrade of station
neighbourhoods, the CRL itself and
the CRL-enabled timetable will im-
prove how the city grows and
competes.

“Looking at all four CRL station
precincts, one that is going to go nuts
isKaranga-a-Hape. It’s oneof ourmost
iconic places in the city. It mirrors a
lot of the funky, cosmopolitan parts
of other big cities — like Fitzroy in
Melbourne.

“I’m really looking forward to
jumping on a train down the road
from my place in South Auckland,
exit the station at Mercury Lane, and
head to St. Kevin’s Arcade with its
awesome restaurants and the other
eclectic parts of Karangahape Rd.”

Baker says the rail network will
open up parts of the city that have
been difficult to get to, and even
forgotten. “In the area I represent,
there’s a bustling towncentre inPuke-
kohe and people from the city centre
will be able to get out there easily and
explore other parts of the region.”

The opening of CRL, 12 years in the
making, means the trains will pass
through the once dead-end Waite-
mata Station (formerlyBritomart) and
loop around a more accessible city
centre underground, 42metres below
street level at its deepest point.

There are two new stations — Te
Waihorotiu near Aotea Square with
entrances on Wellesley St and Vic-
toria St, and Karanga-a-Hape with
entrances on Beresford Square and
MercuryLane. Beresford Square,Mer-
cury Lane and the plaza on the
eastern entrance to the Waitematā
Station have been turned into urban-
designed public spaces.

The CRL consists of twin 3.45km
rail tunnels connecting Waitemat̄a
Station with the re-developed Mau-
ngawhau Station in lower Mt Eden.

The renamed East West Line will
join existing stations along the way
and provide a direct connection from
Swanson to Manukau via the city
centre.

The South City Line connects
South Auckland with the city centre,
looping around the city via the brand
new underground CRL stations.

Three new stations are being
added to this line between Papakura
andPukekohe—Drury, Ngakoroa and
Paerata — to cater for the develop-
ment of Drury into a city the size of
Napier within 20-25 years, with a
population of 65,000.

When CRL opens, travel fromHen-
derson to mid-town Te Waihorotiu
Station will take 35 minutes, a saving
of 24 minutes on public transport;
from Panmure to Karangahape Rd 21
minutes, saving 14 minutes; and
Ellerslie to the same destination 20
minutes, saving 16 minutes.

There’s no need to use a bus from
the Ōtāhuhu Station to Karangahape
Rd. And travelling from the Maunga-
whau Station to downtown Wait-
ematā will take just under 10minutes

— about half the current time.
Stress testing the timetable and

frequency has revealed network con-
gestion at the Wiri, Ōtāhuhu and
Westfield junctions, where freight
and passenger services compete for
track space. Westfield and Wiri could
eventually be grade-separated.

“We’ll tweaka few things beforewe
run the simulation again in the April
school holidays, to help us finalise a
robust timetable and provide reliable
services from day one,” AT’s director
of public transport and active modes,
Stacey van der Putten, told a recent
meeting of the council’s Transport
and Infrastructure Delivery Commit-
tee.

The project agencies will have
removed or improved 13 level cros-
sings in different parts of Auckland
ahead of the CRL opening.

Potter says CRL will double the
number of people experiencing a
public transport journey time of 30
minutes or less into the city centre
by train, and thismajor infrastructure
investment will deliver a significant
return on the council’s 50% stake in
the project.

AT has increased its all-electric
train fleet by 30% from 72 to 95 three-
carriage trains to handle the addi-
tional capacity.

As well, AT is hiring more frontline
staff, updating bus routes, developing

anewoperating timetable, integrating
the stations with their neighbour-
hoods, and updating wayfinding and
customer information.

The final timetable will provide 16
trains per hour in each direction
through the CRL and have the cap-
acity to move up to 19,000 passen-
gers an hour into the city centre in
the peak periods of 7am-9am and
4pm-6.30pm during the working
week.

All weekend services will operate
on the off-peak timetable, as it does
today, and will increase from every
20 minutes to every 15 minutes.

Potter says CRL is designed to
carry up to 54,000 passengers in the
future, supporting population growth
for decades to come.

Moving that many passengers is a
long-term prospect, and relies on in-
vestment in the wider network, such
as longer platforms, extra tracks,
more trains and train infrastructure,
and level crossing removals — some
of which is already under way.

The new CRL stations are all de-
signed with long platforms for future
nine-car trains.

To begin with, the final trains
through the city centre are expected
to run to around 11pm from Sunday
to Thursday, and around 1am on Fri-
days and Saturdays.

The CRL stations will close over-

night after the last train for cleaning
and maintenance. But they will re-
open before the first morning service
— around 5am on weekdays and just
before 6am on weekends.

The fares and zones will stay the
same after an average 5.1% increase
early last month. A one-way train trip
from Pukekohe to any CRL station
will be $7.90, from Swanson or Papa-
toetoe $6.50, and Panmure/Ōtāhuhu
$4.90.

A quick trip from Kingsland into
the city centre will cost $3.

And for everyone using anATHop
card, there’s weekly cap of $50.

So, will the CRL live up to expec-
tations?

“People are looking forward to it,
judging by thenumberof inquirieswe
are getting,” says Potter. “The most
common question is: ‘When does it
open?’

“We will open the doors in the
weeks leading up to the opening for
public viewing of the CRL stations,
and they can see how it works.”

Potter says the CRL has provided
a legacy of thousands of men and
women bringing their skills and en-
ergy to make it happen. It’s been the
most complex — and biggest — trans-
port project undertaken in New Zea-
land.

“The public will be impressed with
the quality of the stations and how
easy it is to get around. I think they
will be very proud of CRL and it will
become part of their life.”

Baker says the city centre is
coming alive again. It’s been through
challenges and hard times — the
Covid pandemic and the disruptive
CRL works — but it’s over now.

“I was talking to a hotel operator
about the Military Tattoo being in
town and he remarked they experi-
enced their best weekend ever in
February.

“There are 35,000 people living in
the city centre, the universities are
full, the convention centre has op-
ened, and events are taking place at
Wynyard Quarter and Aotea Square.

“Each area of the city centre has
its own theme, such asmid-townwith
its arts and learning and CRL will
enable people to rediscover the city
and get the vibe,” Baker says.

“CRL is more than just getting
workers into the city centre. Mel-
bourne’s has become a tourist attrac-
tion in its own right. CRL brings us
into line about how we live and
operate as a true international city.”

● AucklandCouncil is a sponsor of the
Herald’s ProjectAuckland report.
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An innovation story

We are an exporting
nation andwewant
to export amazing
goods and services
as well as being an
importer of talent
and investment.
Pam Ford, general manager of
Auckland Council’s Economic

Development Office

Auckland has all the ingredients to tell the story of world-class
creativity taking place in the region, writes Graham SkellernA uckland Council is getting

ready to tell the story of its
emerging central city inno-
vation district and its excit-

ing opportunities.
The shape of the district is like a

koru and can lead Auckland to be-
coming a truly internationally-recog-
nised technology hub, like Sydney
Tech Central or Toronto-Waterloo.

The koru is a spiral symbol based
on an unfurling silver fern frond. It
represents new life, growth, strength
and regeneration, and hope for the
future.

The council hasn’t yet decided on
aname/brand for its technologyoffer-
ing but is evolving a connected city
centre of entrepreneurial businesses,
seed toventure funding, researchand
commercialisation, design and engin-
eering, and talent.

Pam Ford, general manager of the
council’s Economic Development
Office, says, “Our role is to keep ma-
king Auckland a great place to live
and work and provide quality jobs.
A lot of it is in the storytelling, as we
have the ingredients.”

She says technology is where
Auckland shines and there are al-
ready many exciting companies
across the region.

“The sector contributes 56% of
New Zealand’s technology gross
domestic product and 65% of early-
stage investment. Out of the top 200
tech firms, 110 are based in Auckland,
and there are 900 start-ups.

“We are talking about the people
behind the companies — these lea-
ders, engineers, designers and entre-
preneurs are special, and we have to
create the conditions for them to
thrive and attract the talent they
need.

“We know from other cities that if
you have a concentration of char-
acters that make up an innovation
ecosystem, then it’s easier for inter-
national investors and talent to tap
into and be part of exciting new
companies and research.

The koru begins with Wynyard
Quarter, which in 10 years has be-
come a bustling innovation precinct,
driving $424 million gross domestic
product a year. It beganwith GridAKL
as a home for energetic technology
and digital start-ups and a meeting
place for ambitious entrepreneurs.

GridAKL was soon surrounded by
the Media Design School, the New
Zealand offices of Google, Datacom,
Fonterra, Microsoft and IBM, and
most recently, became the headquar-
ters of engineering and consulting
services firm Beca.

Software company Medtech Glo-
bal,with 15,000 licensedusers logging
in daily to its practice and patient
management system, has also taken
a Wynyard Quarter address.

The Migrants in Tech programme
began with 50 people meeting at
GridAKL every two months. Now
membership has grown to 1500.

“The Wynyard Quarter has really
become a thriving community,” says
Ford.

Moving from the quarter along the
waterfront and lower downtown, the
koru takes in venture capital funders
NZ Growth Capital Partners and
Bridgewest Ventures, and reaches
Parnell with the Icehouse and Ice-
house Ventures, along with Outset
Ventures, the birthplace of Rocket
Lab and LanzaTech.

On to Newmarket and Grafton, we
have the research hub Medtech-iQ
Tāmaki Makaurau, technology edu-
cator AcademyEX, and the Auckland
office of Asia Pacific engineering, de-
sign and advisory firm Aurecon.

The University of Auckland has
taken over the 5.2ha site formerly
owned by Lion Breweries and is
turning it into the Newmarket Inno-
vation Precinct, with development
plans thatwillmake this aworld-class
place for innovation.

Further university research hubs
such as the Bioengineering Institute,

the Centre for Innovation and Entre-
preneurship, and the Space Institute
are likely to move to the precinct.

TheNewmarket precinct has large-
scale engineering and science re-
search facilities and is home to more
than 40 early-stage companies that
have raised nearly $21m in capital.

Further along the way is a new
development area in lower Mt Eden,
spurred on by the rebuilt Maun-
gawhau Station, a key connection for
the City Rail Link network.

The koru then loops intomid-town
and the core education campuses of
Auckland University of Technology
and the University of Auckland, with
their commercial armsAUTVentures
and Uni Services, which will be mov-
ing to Newmarket.

“I can envision that in 10 years’
time central Auckland will be inter-
nationally-recognised for the inno-
vation and smart companies coming
out of it,” says Ford. “To be globally
ambitious, we need to have a strong
innovation story to take to theworld.”

Further afield, there’s more inno-
vation at Grid Manukau, the Food-
Bowl near the airport, the Reserve
Tāmaki hub in Glen Innes for local
start-ups, and the Te Puna Creative
Innovation Quarter at Henderson.

Ford says the Auckland region has
pockets of industrial precincts such
as Rosedale, Silverdale, Wairau Val-

ley, Rosebank, Penrose, East Tāmaki
(home of the country’s biggest tech-
nology company Fisher and Paykel
Healthcare) and Māngere around the
airport.

“These precincts have amazing
firms involved with advanced manu-
facturing and transport and logistics,
and we are seeing more disruptive
technologies emerging,” says Ford.

Auckland wants to rival Sydney
Tech Central in Australia and Tor-
onto-Waterloo Corridor in Canada.

Tech Central is a 6km sq precinct
near the Sydney central business dis-
trict, with the highest concentration
of venture capital and technology
businesses anywhere in Australia,

supporting a A$42 billion economy
and 100,000 workers.

The New South Wales Govern-
ment committed A$38.5m in its
2025-26 Budget to further convert
Sydney’s cluster of high-performing
industries and institutions into a
world-class, integrated innovation
ecosystem.

Businesses in Tech Central have
access tomore than 160,000 students
and 150 research institutes and cen-
tres of excellence, including Sydney
University, University of Technology
Sydney, Nanoscience hub, Australian
Centre for Robotics and Biomedical
Accelerator.

That sounds very familiar to the
emerging Auckland innovation story.

Toronto-Waterloo is a 105km road
and rail corridor linking 26,000 tech
companies, including 5200 start-ups
and some 373,600 employees in high-
tech industries. The innovation cor-
ridor is the third-largest technology
cluster in North America and contri-
butes C$476b ($600b) to the Cana-
dian economy. The corridor has
Canada’s largest engineering school,
the top three computer science pro-
grammes, and six business schools.

With more than 10.7% of the total
workforce employed in tech, the cor-
ridor has a similar talent density to
Silicon Valley and greater density
than New York or Boston.

Auckland Council is developing a
refreshed economic development
strategy that focuses on future indus-
tries and future jobs — the last one
was written in 2012.

“Weare lookingatwhat thecouncil
can do to enable economic growth,
for businesses to be more resilient
against climate change and techno-
logy changes, and to be globally am-
bitious,” says Ford.

“No doubt, there will be an accel-
eration of new technologies in arti-
ficial intelligence, quantum comput-
ing, energy, and robotics. There are
great things going on at AUT and
Auckland University.

“As an economic development off-
ice, we need to consider the levers
of council that could support the inn-
ovation sectors and companies. We
might be able to develop working
spaces and precincts, work on indus-
trial zoning and rates, providemayor-
al support in advocating to Welling-
ton, and create international connec-
tions.”

Auckland mayor Wayne Brown
has placed an importance on econ-
omic development. Last year he ann-
ounced theAuckland Innovation and
TechnologyAllianceanda leadership
group to drive the city’s ambition to
become a globally competitive inno-
vation and technology hub.

“We’ve got the ideas. We’ve got the
talent. What we’ve lacked is co-ordi-
nation and a city that truly enables
innovation to scale,” saidBrownat the
time. “This group is here to fix that
— backing innovation that delivers
real results for Auckland and lifts the
whole country.

“When I launched the alliance, I
made it clear that this isn’t another
talk shop. It’s a delivery-focused team
of proven Auckland leaders who
know how to cut through and get
things done,” Brown said.

The leadership group includes
Auckland Tech Council founder Sim-
on Bridges, AucklandUniversity vice-
chancellor Dawn Freshwater, the first
Chief Science Adviser to the Prime
Minister Sir Peter Gluckman, Spark
chief executive Jolie Hodson, Tech
New Zealand chief executive Graeme
Muller, Outset Ventures co-founder
Mat Rowe and AcademyEX founder
Frances Valintine.

The economic development office
has had some recent wins. Last Octo-
ber the council hosted the first Auck-
land StartupWeek,where innovators,
investors and corporate partners met
and connected. There were 32 events
in 10 venues in the city centre, with
4200 participants — double the
expected number.

Representatives from Auckland’s
sister cities Denver and Fukuoka att-
ended. “The startup week plays an
important role in us being inter-
nationally connected and recognised
as a tech hub,” says Ford.

The council plans to stage the
week-long event for the next three
years at the same time of the year.

In conjunction with the University
of Auckland, the council has run the
Digital Manufacturing Light prog-
ramme to equip small and medium-
sized manufacturers with practical
digital tools to improve productivity
and workforce capability and build
long-term business resilience.

The programme caught the eye of
the Government, which is now
funding up to $475,000 a year over
three years to support at least 180
manufacturers across Auckland,Wai-
kato, Northland and Bay of Plenty.

Participating businesses receive
an assessment of their digital needs,
guidanceon selecting theappropriate
technologies, assistance with installa-
tion and training to support effective
use of the technology on the factory
floor.

Business resilience became a key
theme following the 2023 Annivers-
ary Weekend floods, which, accord-
ing to insurance company Aon, cau-
sed an economic loss of $5.5b.
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A $13.8 billion, 10-year
water and wastewater

infrastructure programme
delivering more than

1,000 projects to build
resilience, boost capacity

and support growth.

Find out more: watercare.co.nz

Transforming Auckland
through vital infrastructure

to take to the world

The Newmarket Innovation Precinct is shaping up to be a dynamic place for a wide range of research, development
and commercialisation. Photo / Auckland University

The council developed Climate-
Wise, providing free tools and res-
ources for businesses to prepare for
climate-related events and reduce
their risks. This is being rolled out
through banks and insurance com-
panies.

Ford says a pizza business, for
example, lost all its receipts during
the flooding, which became a night-
mare for its tax returns at the end of
the financial year.

The council is fostering theAmotai
supplier diversity programme, mat-
ching Māori and Pasifika business
(the suppliers) with large contractors
and projects (the buyers).

“Amotai provides huge opportun-
ities for indigenous trade connections
and opportunities,” says Ford.

McConnell Dowell, which is a foun-
ding member of the Amotai network,
engaged locally-ownedbusinesseson
the Puhinui Station Interchange pro-
ject, resulting in procurement total-
ling $730,000.

McConnell Dowell partners Amo-
tai on all its New Zealand projects and
provides mentoring to upskill busi-
nesses and their activities.

The council wants to take advan-
tage of the Free Trade Agreement
with India and build stronger techno-
logy relationships with cities such as
Ahmedabad andBangalore. Amayor-
al visit is expected later this year.

“As our mayor says, ‘this is busi-
ness between cities’. India provides a
lot of opportunity — it has gross
domestic product growth of 7.8% —
and we want to open up new
connections,” says Ford.

“We have Auckland companies
like Fisher andPaykelHealthcare and
Rakon based in India, so it’s not quite

new territory. We’d like to explore
how GridAKL can build partnerships
with innovation centres in India.”

Ford says China is still important
as the country’s largest trading nation
and Australia is critical with good
friends in the sister city of Brisbane.
“We’ve told them they have to whip

over for the State of Origin (rugby
league) match next year.

“We are talking with other cities
such as Helsinki, which has a very
active technology and innovation
scene, about how to tap into Euro-
pean funding such asHorizon Europe
that could help Auckland.”

Horizon Europe is the European
Union’s key funding programme for
research and innovation, with a
budget of more than $NZ186b, and
New Zealand is an associate member.

TheAuckland innovation network
will soon be boosted by the opening
of the New Zealand Institute for Ad-

vanced Technology, which is cur-
rently recruiting a chief executive.

The institute, replacing Callaghan
Innovation, is the country’s fourth
public research organisation and a
cornerstoneof theGovernment’s goal
to grow a high-tech, high-value econ-
omy. It will connect researchers, in-
dustry and investors, and theGovern-
ment is fundingmajor investments in
a science platform focused on future
magnetic and materials technologies,
along with accelerating artificial in-
telligence research and commerciali-
sation.

These initiatives aim to strengthen
NewZealand’s capability in advanced
technologies and unlock new econo-
mic opportunities across sectors such
as health, energy, transport, and the
space industry, the Government says.

“We have no shortage of amazing
entrepreneurs and incredible new
ideas. We have the emerging New-
market Innovation Precinct, the ma-
turity of Wynyard Quarter, the new
Institute of Advanced Technology,
and the opening of City Rail Link will
unlock new development areas like
Maungawhau-Mt Eden,” Ford says.

“I’m thrilled the region is coming
out of the recovery stage, following
Covid and the floods, and I’m looking
forward to our stories being told.

“By being bolder and more ambiti-
ous, Auckland can land on the inter-
national stage as it deserves to be,”
says Ford.

“We are an exporting nation and
wewant to export amazing goodsand
services as well as being an importer
of talent and investment.”

● AucklandCouncil is a sponsor of the
Herald’s ProjectAuckland report.
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Auckland has bones to be
Erica Lloyd looks
inside Auckland’s
rising deep tech
hub, from
Rocket Lab
to stellar startups

W eall know the first rule
of FightClub.Don’t talk
aboutFightClub.
The samecanbesaidof

technologyecosystems. If youare
onealready, you’re likelyway too
busywithhustle andscaling
awesomebusinesses tobe talking
aboutbeingone.

Over thepast 15years therehas
beena lot of talk about ecosystems
here inAuckland. Strategydecks.
Panels.Workinggroups. I’vebeenon
some. Lately, though, I’venoticed the
word isbeingbandiedabout a little
less. I hope thismeans thatoperators
aregettingonwith thedoing.

There is a globallydebated, though
accepted, recipe forwhat it takes to
builda solid technology sector and
startuphub.Aucklandnowhas some
of thekeyelements liningupnicely.
Not all. Someare fixable. Someare
on theirway.Anda fewstructural
chasms thatwill take time tobridge
ifweever can.

Where Tāmaki Makaurau is now
Onthe tick sideof the ledger,wehave
real companies. Xero,RocketLab,
Fisher&PaykelHealthcare leading
thecharge. Theseareglobally

recognised firmswithmeaningful
scale, strongexecution track records
and real economiccontribution.They
demonstrate, unequivocally, that
globally competitivecompanies can
bebuilt fromAuckland.

Wehaveearly-stagecapital that
simplydidnot exist adecadeago.
IcehouseVentures,GD1,Outset,
Bridgewest andmore.

NZGrowthCapital Partners
(NZGCP) sits behind themas the fund
of funds, committing roughly$250
millionandbackingmore than 160
companies,with a further $100m
fromtheNewZealandSuperFund
last year. Plus aclear andstated
mission to invest $5billion in five
years.

Auckland’s tech sector contributes
56%ofourGDPat $18.1b. Thecity
housesmore than55%of the

country’s tech startups, alongside the
highest concentrationof angel
investors, venturecapital, private
equityand incubators.

Deep tech investorMitali Purohit
saysAucklandhas carvedout a
uniqueglobal identity asa techhub.

Youcansee that starting to form.
Pocketsof density. Space.Agritech.
Fintech.Cleantech. Super-early
clusterswhere somestartups sit close
tocapital, andalongsidehigh-value
manufacturingcapability.

But there areunseenniche
enterprises tuckedaway in industrial
parksofAlbany,Glenfieldand
Ōtāhuhudoing crazy thingswith
hydrogen, carbon, plasticwaste.

Auckland is always contradictory
But there is avibe-changeafoot. You
can feel it is thewayconversations

are short-handed, andshared
knowledgeand in-group languageare
tossedabout atmeet-ups.Ongroup
chats. Thereare events andstartup
specialistmedia.

AsanAucklander, I thinkofmy
hometownas relatively sprawly, a
little chaotic. Foroffshore investors,
Aucklandworksbecauseeverything
is inoneplace.

The feedback is consistent. They
are surprisedby thequalityof
innovationand theproximityof it.
That is starting toconvert intocapital.
Throughmigrant investor flows,
capital has already landed into
companies likeQuantifi Photonics,
WellumioandHectre.

Plus, hooked-upandmotivated
returningKiwis are starting tocome
back.A standout is ex-Facebook
Marketplaceproduct leaderBowen
Pan,who is giving theecosystema
real shot in thearm.

It’s patchy, but it’swarmingup.The
more important shift is behavioural.
Moreexchangewithoffshorehubs.
More focuson sectorswheredistance
doesn’tmatter and increasingly
where it does, but is outweighedby
capability andanacceptance that
globalmobility is ticket to thegame.

Geographybecomes less relevant.
Capabilitybecomes thequestion.
Andon theambition front, there is
no structural reasonwhyAuckland
can’t compete.

The limitation, aswitheverything
inourcityor country, is scale.

OutsetVenturesback founders
whoseambitions aremassive. Think
fusion.Theyalsohavea flywheel in
motionandanuncomplicatedask: for
Auckland tobe theplacewhere
people liveandgrow.

Theventurecapital (VC) itself has

grown five timesbigger in seven
years andParnell-headquartered
FutureHouse is the realdeal in terms
of a startupenabler andhang-out.

WithLanzaTech’sDrSean
Simpsonon theboardalongsideSir
PeterBeck, theVCand their founders
haveadirect link tocompanies that
havealreadyscaledglobally.
LanzaTechalumnihave spunout
others,Will Barker’sMint Innovation
to recoverpreciousmetal from
electronicwaste,Avertana,Ternary
Kinetics andagritech startup
BioConsortia.

Onecompanybecomes several.
Talent, capital andexperiencecarry
through.Thenext companystarts
further ahead.This ishow itworks.

And then there’s thedrawof the
city itself. Skinnyasa shoelace
drapedacross 53volcanic craters and
cones, theWaitematā and the
Manukaupressing inoneither side,
TāmakiMakaurau isbreathtaking.
Evenbetter fromthewater.

Andslowly, finally, it is allwiring
up.TheCityRail Linkhasbeen
grindingalongThomas theTank
Engine-slow, but it’s happening.My
town is getting flow.Becoming
greener,morewalkable,more
cyclable.Withmoreappealingplaces
tobeand live— if youcanafford it.

Urbanappeal alongsideandaccess
to theoutdoors iswhatweoffer. In
theglobal arm-wrestle for specialist
tech talent and investor capital, it has
tobe thecombination, saysAngus
Blair, ofOutset.

Knowledge-based engines
WillCharleshasbeen fighting the
good fight formore than20years at
UniServices. Theexecutivedirector
of investmentsdescribesour
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a global deep tech force

Tucked away inMount
Eden’s leafy suburb
while locals are in a

white-fisted battle over
villas versus verticality,
Dr Malcolm Snowdon is

building rockets. His
approach is the “shut up

and build” school of
engineering.

Urban appeal alongside
access to the outdoors is

what we offer. In the
global arm-wrestle for

specialist tech talent and
investor capital, it has to
be the combination, says

Angus Blair, of Outset.

ecosystemasmorebuilt than it looks
—butnotyet scaled.

UniServices sits at thecentreof the
UniversityofAuckland’s commercial
engine, linking research to industry,
capital andcompanycreation.
Around it is adeliberately
constructed system: theCentreof
InnovationandEntrepreneurship
developscapability andmindset
across students and researchers,
while theNewmarket Innovation
Precinct andMedtech IQprovide the
physical space to turn ideas into
companies.

Thepipeline is not accidental, it is
triagedand trained through.

Its $40mInventorsFundsupplies
early “get going” capital, backing
scientists as theymove from lab to
startup.And it has its fingerprintson
manyof the companieswe identify
as real players today.

Theopportunity set is broadbut
backed-up: chemistry, physics,
engineering, energy,medtech, space,
geothermal, hydrogen, infectious
diseaseandAI. The shift, Charles says,
is cultural asmuchasanything.More
PhDsarenowchoosing tobuild
companies, not just publishpapers.

But theconstraint is our constant
bugbear.Aucklandstarts companies,
thenstruggles to scale them.Thegap
ishumancapital, saysCharles, and
wesee this all over theplace.

Therenot enoughpeoplehere
whohave takenacompany from$5m
to$50m, let alone to$1b.

OrionHealthdid. Itwasoneof
Auckland’s first globally-scaled tech
companies, buildinghealthdata
systemsusedworldwideand
creatinga generationof experienced
operatorswhonow feedback into the
ecosystem.

IanMcCrae is buildingagain,with
AI throughMcCraeTech.He’s clear
onwhathas shifted forhim. “Weused
tobe fearless, likewecould takeon
theworld.Guys like JohnBrittenand
Bill Buckley led theway.”Andon
whetherAucklandcanback itself and
become the techcentrewehope it
can, he says, “There isno reasonwhy
not.Wewill if there is thewill.”

The flywheel (and the scale
problem)
Onthecross sideof the ledger, it all
comesback to the flywheel.Ormore
precisely, theabsenceof it. The fly-
wheel is thekey to sector creationa
laLanzaTech.A self-reinforcing loop
whereonesuccessmakes thenext
onemore likely, cheaperand faster.

RocketLab is our stand-out. Sir
PeterBeckputNewZealandon the
map in space.As importantly, it has
started to spawn.Thecompanyhas
fuelledagenerationof engineers and
operators.And it dragsusall forward.
Acan-do signal thatwecandeliver
deep tech, not just talk about it.

Rightnow,wehaveacoupleof

whales.Weneed 10, 20, 100.
Whatmatters is not just creating

thesecompanies, it is theexhaust, if
you like. Talent thathas seenscale
andunderstandswhat good looks
likeat global level.

Rightnow,Auckland is
somewherebetweengenerationone
and two.We’veproven it canbedone.
It doesn’t quite feel normalyet.

Build a rocket near a volcano
Someonedoing thedoing isDr
MalcolmSnowdon.He is ex-Rocket

Labemployeenumber eight andmy
formercolleagueat Zenno
Astronautics.Weworked together to
bring space technologybasedon
high-temperature superconducting
magnets tomarket.

Tuckedaway inMountEden’s
leafy suburbwhile locals are ina
white-fistedbattle overvillasversus
verticality, Snowdon isbuilding
rockets.

His approach is the “shutupand
build” school of engineering. Stellar
Kinetics ishis company, andhis small
teamarebuildingorbital launch
vehicles for EuropeandAsia-Pacific.

Rightnowtheyhaveacontract in
place toexport a rocket toMalaysia
as it develops its spaceprogramme.
Other commercial customersare in
play.His focus is speedandcapital
efficiency.Months to launch, for less
thanonemillioneuros, compared
withprogrammes that takemany
years and requirehundredsof
millions incapital.

He’ll stayhere too,Auckland
works forhim. Snowdonsails, climbs
mountainsandseesnoobstacles to
growthwithaccess to strong local
engineeringcapability andspace

launchgeography.
Will he succeed? It’s high risk—

what isn’t thesedays?He’s a fierce
engineer andhe’s alreadyhada
coupleofprevious spills. This time
around,he is ready. Snowdon’s
businesswasglobal fromdayoneand
hehasno interest inwaitingaround
for governmentprocurement.

Hisplanaligns to thepracticeof
anaggressive revenue-first discipline.
Validatedemandwithpaying
customers soyouareutterly certain
thatwhatyouarebuilding iswhat the
market actuallywants.

Compress timeandcost. Shorten
build cycles, targetmonths, notyears.
Drivecapital efficiencyasa
competitiveadvantage.

Snowdonhas givenemployeesan
excitingmission to chaseandequity
fromdayone. They’re incentivised to
workbeyond the reasonable, ashe
does. This is broadparticipation, not
just reserved for the founder.

Tomake itwork,weabsolutely
musthaveacheaper, clearer system
forEmployeeStockOptionPlans
(ESOP) that arenot tangledup in tax.

MehranGul, a leading thinkeron
innovationoutof theWorldEcono-
micForum,hasbeenclearon this
model. Yes to simpleESOP. Plus
backing fewercompanies, but
backing themproperly. Focuson
outcomes.

He sees that theway to go is to
dowhatever it takes togeneratemore
startups. Byattracting thebest talent
ishowtheunicornswill emerge.And
when theydo, keep themhereas long
aspossible, even if theyhave to list
offshore.Hold them.NZGCPare
alignedhere.

Gul is less fazedaboutR&D levels
but calls for simplicity in systemand
notes thatNewZealandhas
reputationonour side. Trust canbe
ourcurrency.

Wecan’twinonscale.Wecanwin
on trust. This underagrowingdistrust
of big techand its trillionaire
founders.Weknowwho theyareon
a first-namebasis. There is a creep
factor in the concentrationofpower
thathasoverreached.Wecando
better,wehavedecentvaluesanda
technologycommunityaligned
around them.Trust as acatalyst.

Deep tech for the win
AI is eating softwareand that’s not
all,which iswhyadeep tech focus
matters evenmorenow.

Deep tech is science, engineering
andhard infrastructure, things that
take time tobuild, aredifficult to
replicate, andcreate adeepand
defendablemoat.

And inNewZealand,wearedamn
goodat it—andAucklandhasa
notable concentration.Global tech-
nology is shifting intoAI, quantum
computing, spaceandsovereign
capability.Geopolitical uncertainty
hasaccelerateddemand forhard
assets.Aucklandhas thebones.

Why right now?
NewZealandhasunderperformed in
productivityandGDPper job for a
long time.Other economieshave
doneabetter jobconverting science
intocommercial technologyand
frontier companies.

AramaKukutai (Waikato,
Maniapoto, TeAupōuri) is a
California-based investor.Heco-
foundedFinistereVentures, has led
andgovernedcompanies across
SiliconValley, theEU, Israel andNew
Zealand.He recently joined the
foundingboardof theNZ Instituteof
AdvancedTechnology, part of the
Government’s scienceand techno-
logy reset,which, asweare theepi-
centreof this activity,will bebased
inAuckland.Anotherwin.

Hepointsout thatwhile science
reformmaynot capturepolitical
attention, it signals theneed toextract
morevalue frompublic research.
NewZealand is lagging in investment,
valuecapture, and thecreationof
high-value jobsandcompanies.

Theconstraint is increasinglycul-
tural andstructural. Toomuchbur-
eaucracy.Toomuch frictionbetween
public andprivate sectors. For a small
economy,wearenot agile enough.

There is also a significantoppor-
tunity to expandMāori participation
in the tech sector, both inentrepre-
neurshipandprivate investment.
Thiswill be amassivechange, given
thehistorical focusonprimary
industries andproperty.

It is in theair. TāmakiMakaurau
is rising. TeRūnangaoNgātiWhātua
nowhasCEORenataBlair at thehelm.

Recently returned tohis iwi after
a corporate career, Blair combineshis
skills of te aoMāoriwithextensive
knowledgeof thebusinessworld.
Technology investments and the
decision toharnessAIbycontrolling
their owndata fromend toendwill
playa strategic rolehere.

Inhis ownwords: “Naumai e te
āwhā. Run towards the storm.”
● EricaLloyd is theExecutive
ProducerLaunch forHeraldNOW
Business.Disclaimer: Erica Lloyd is an
investor in ZennoAstronautics and
advises early-stage companies.
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Time to start spending
on ‘the poor cousin’

Proactivemaintenance could protect Auckland from the next big weather
hit, Downer’s managing director Murray Robertson tells Andrea Fox

There has to come a
time, particularly in

centres like
Auckland, where

we actually need to
start paying for that
infrastructure on a
user-pays basis in

some shape or form.
Murray Robertson

Flooding in
Queen St last
year was caused
by a burst water
main.

D owner NZ managing direc-
tor Murray Robertson says
proactive maintenance of
the infrastructure we alre-

ady have is “often the poor cousin
because there’s no exciting ribbon-
cutting” but it alleviates big spending,
delivers greater value to ratepayers
and goes a long way to improving
how infrastructure stands up to
challenges.

Downer designs, builds and main-
tains assets, infrastructure and facili-
ties, providing integrated infrastruc-
ture services in Australia and New
Zealand.

In New Zealand it serves many
infrastructure sectors, including tran-
sport, energy andutilities, social infra-
structure andcitizen services, and rail
and transit systems.

Listed on the New Zealand and
Australian stock exchanges, the com-
pany was founded in Wellington in
1933 and is one of this country’s big-
gest employers,with 8000 staffwork-
ing across 190 country-wide loca-
tions. Subsidiary Hawkins delivers
civil construction and infrastructure
projects.

Robertson says a new infrastruc-
ture resilience index report produced
by Downer NZ and NZIER shows the
stronger the focus on proactivemain-
tenance, the less shock effect on
infrastructure.

With infrastructure underpinning
every part of Kiwi daily life from
keeping the lights on and roads open,
to ensuring clean water and reliable
connectivity, andwith climate events
intensifying, the company was prom-
pted to commission NZIER to pro-
duce the New Zealand Infrastructure
Resilience Index. This provides a
national baseline for how well our
systems can absorb shocks and re-
cover fromstresses andwhere invest-
mentwillmake the biggest difference.

Index scores showed Auckland
andNorthlandas themost vulnerable
regions for infrastructure resilience,
meaning a high likelihood of severe
disruptions in the event of a shock.
Electricity was Auckland’s weakest
link with limited local generation and
frequent connection faults, with road
condition only moderate.

Robertson says many people toil
behind the scenes to maintain net-
works and ensure they stand up.

“It’s often, as I said, the poor cousin
in that it doesn’t necessarily get the
recognition. But it’s so important for
the betterment of an urban environ-
ment particularly, but also rural.”

He believes New Zealand’s deliv-
ery of infrastructure maintenance is
“world class”.

“We have a huge amount of depth
and capability and good program-
mes. There’s always areas for im-
provement — and I think that’s a coll-
ective responsibility.

“Obviously there are different
models that get put in place and we
move between different contractual
models to deliver that.

“There’s always going to be a level
of competition between how work is
funded either from capital or an
operational perspective, capex ver-
sus opex. The way we deliver main-
tenance services is seen as a key part
of the business.

“We have people who’ve dedica-
ted their entire careers to delivering
maintenance.”

Robertson says more regular and
significant weather impacts in the
past five years “are starting to shine
a light on some of our networks.
That’s started to bring that to the
attention of the public.

“When things are going well, no
one is looking at it.

“As a contractor to provide emer-
gency response in that space, we are
seeing there’s real concern for com-
munities that are cut off through

these events. We saw that in Auck-
land with the flood events. I believe
it’s a real concern and something that
collectively needs to be addressed.
On a positive note, it is being focused
on with central government taking a
proactive role . . . there is a recogni-
tion for the need for proactive main-
tenance.”

Also close to Robertson’s heart is
the importance of local infrastructure
service delivery, which fuels Downer
NZ’s strong focus and investment in
staff training, apprenticeships and
upskilling.

“Continuity of work is really im-
portant,” he says. “It’s great that the
scale of work now coming out of New

Zealand is attracting interest from
overseas contractors. That’s positive
but it has to be balanced with the
recognition that local companies are
going to be absolutely critical to de-
liver that work, to deliver that con-
tinuity and then of course to continue
to deliver that whole-of-life service in
terms of maintenance.”

This delivery requires continuous
training and development of staff
across the business through offering
apprenticeships, cadet and graduate
programmes to ensure continuity of
the human resource.

“It’s an ongoing responsibility for
companies like ourselves and Fulton
Hogan, who are really proactive in
that space,” Robertson says.

“If we were not doing that and
thinking we’re going to rely on the
sort of fly-in, fly-out model, then New
Zealand would be exposed. It’s a role
that can’t be underestimated.”

Robertson has high hopes that
New Zealand is now setting “the pipe-
line” of infrastructure projects the
sector has long called for to create
more planning certainty.

“There’ve been a lot of really posi-
tive conversations in the last 18
months around setting the pipeline
andalso the focus aroundabipartisan
approach to key projects.

“There are always going to be
movements around that with poten-
tial changes in government, but I
think there’s a general sense in the

market that a mature view needs to
be taken to make sure projects are
well-planned and funded.

“The importance of that from a
delivery perspective is it allows large
employers like ourselves to set those
plans, set those training pathways
and bring people in.

“A lot of the time you’re actually
moving people around within the
country, they’re being set up and
they’re forming connections within
their communities.”

Robertson says New Zealand is
often criticised for having low pro-
ductivity across the construction sec-
tor. “A lot of that has to do with the
start-stop nature of the work. If we
can see more continuity, whether
that’s in vertical construction or infra-
structure, the greater productivitywe
have.”

On another New Zealand bugbear,
the often-cited yawning infrastruc-
ture funding deficit, Robertson beli-
eves the country needs to accept the
Crown has only so much funding to
go around.

“There has to come a time, particu-
larly in centres like Auckland, where
we actually need to start paying for
that infrastructure on a user-pays
basis in some shape or form.

“How that is determined will be up
to central government. I think New
Zealanders have always struggled
with that approach. But I think it’s
about recognising that infrastructure
has to be funded, that it is progressive.
It will drive an economic return.

“We need to have a fair and equit-
able way of paying for that. It’s going
to be a combination of what the
Crown’s able to front up with versus
how the users can contribute in some
shape or form.”

Meanwhile, Robertson says ex-
treme weather events continue to
bring thebest out in the infrastructure
services industry.

“I think I can speak for other
contractors when I say we find in
heavy weather events the industry
responds incredibly well. I think the
level of collaboration across clients
and contractors in emergency re-
sponses is fantastic.

“When people go into that work
they recognise it’s going to be hard
but they really enjoy it because it puts
everyone’s focus on essentially
connecting communities and getting
people moving safely.”

Climate risk is definitely going to
change the thinking in town and
urban planning, Robertson says.

“It’s really calling into question
where buildings and infrastructure
are being located if we are seeing that
weather events are increasing the
likelihood of flooding, for example,
will further expose communities.

“It’s definitely shining a light onkey
issues that are harder and harder to
manage.

“That could be around coastline-
related infrastructure. What was
deemed okay 10 years ago may not
be the case anymore.

“It’s about having those tough
conversations around where we
should be locating communities and
critical assets and key road arterial
networks to make sure we are not
replicating some of the challenges of
the past. And learning from what
these weather events are teaching us
in terms of what we can realistically
manage or deciding we have to ac-
tually accept that there needs to be
a change of location and planning.”

While climate risk is getting plenty
of discussion, something that’s not
being talkedabout enough forRobert-
son is the loss of people from the
infrastructure service sector.

“New Zealand always produces
quality engineers and contractors but
we do lose a huge amount overseas.
There’s a particularly fairly high draw
of people going to Queensland right
now because of what’s been signalled
as a large amount of work ahead of
the next Olympics (in 2032).

“I think there’s a lot of loyalty and
focus frompeople inNewZealandbut
retaining key talent remains a real
challenge for our industry.”

It’s not a matter of better pay
across the Tasman, he says, it’s about
starting a conversation about having
robust pipelines of work, being able
to give assurance the work is there,
that there is training and a career
pathway.

“So there is confidence to remain
in New Zealand, have careers and
families and be part of communities
and not be concerned that you
relocate and then all of a sudden, the
work disappears and you’ve got to
find other options. It’s giving people
that — it is a growth sector.”

● DownerNewZealand is a sponsor
of theHerald’s ProjectAuckland report.
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‘This year, it’s all about delivery’

Take a look inside
Watercare’s $13.8
billion upgrade plan

Wehave a suite of
another 11 programmes

that are equal to or
greater in size or

complexity to the CI —
that’s the sort of scale
we’re talking about.

Jamie Sinclair

Watercare smart network engineer Kevin Ang is leading the roll out of smart
sensors in the wastewater network.

A crew member works on relining 6.2km of wastewater pipes in Beachlands
and Maraetai.

The micro tunnel borer breaks through at Victoria St East after laying a new wastewater pipe under Queen St.

W ith a $3.4 billion debt
capital raise behind it, a
bond programme in in-
ternational markets and

new governance in place, Watercare
is looking ahead to getting on with
the country’s biggest decade-long inf-
rastructure programmes.

Watercare is now financially sepa-
rate from owner Auckland Council,
giving it the ability to borrow more
to fund and smooth out the impact
of a $13.8b spending programme over
the next decade. It is embarking on
13 programmes to replace ageing
pipes and equipment and build new
infrastructure for the city’s growth,
especially on its fringes.

In July last year, Watercare com-
pleted New Zealand’s largest-ever
corporate debt capital raise, securing
$3.4b in committed bank debt facili-
ties, followed by a further $400 mil-
lion bond issuance.

A syndicate ofmajor banks, includ-
ingWestpacNZ, BNZ, Commonwealth
Bank of Australia and Bank of China
supported the transaction, following
the Government’s Local Water Done
Well legislation.

Watercare chief executive Jamie
Sinclair says the financial transforma-
tion and new oversight by the Com-
merce Commission allow the com-
pany to deliver on its business plan.

With the foundations now in place,
“this year for us is all about delivery”
for the company, with an $18b asset
base, he says. Around 1000 different
projects are being incorporated into
the different programmes enabling a
more co-ordinated and efficient ap-
proach to building.

“Moving from projects to pro-
grammes is probably one of the most
significant changeswewill bemaking
as an organisation,” says Sinclair.

More severe weather — both rain-
fall and drought — and population
growth is putting more pressure on
existing infrastructure.

Watercare is spending on average
$3.8m a day with around half that on
upgrading its existing network and
the remainder on new infrastructure.

“I think everybody would accept
that we’ve got an infrastructure def-
icit in this country and certainly
water is an example of that,” he says.

“A lot of our assets are coming
towards the end of their lives. So it’s
about not ignoring what we have, it’s
getting out and showing it a bit of
love.”

Watercare’s network stretches
fromWellsford to Tuakau, serving ar-
ound 1.7 million people now. It fore-
casts populationwill grow by 215,000
in the next decade.

Its flagship project, the $1.6b Cen-
tral Interceptor, (CI) is nearing com-
pletion with the two parts of it con-
nected around themiddle of the year.

Sinclair says although it doesn’t att-
ract the same headlines as projects
such as the City Rail Link or the NZ
International Convention Centre, it
will be transformational for the city.
It has already made a difference.

The southern section of the main
CI tunnel went live in February 2025
and Watercare say it has so far
prevented spilling of an estimated
450,000 cubic metres of combined
wastewater or stormwater. That’s the
equivalent volume of a 20-storey
(64m) building covering Eden Park.

The two halves of the 16.2km tun-
nel from Māngere to Point Erin in

Herne Bay will be joined around July
andgo live. But Sinclair pointsout that
it’s part of a much wider programme
of network improvements.

Importantly, the CI enables the

$876 million Waitematā Water Qual-
ity Improvement Programme, a joint
initiative between Watercare and
Auckland Council to significantly re-
duce wastewater overflows and re-

duce the amount of stormwater en-
tering the wastewater network in
some of the oldest parts of the city,
which includes Waterview and Pt
Chevalier through toHerne Bay in the
north, down to Lynfield and Hillsbor-
ough in the south.

And Sinclair says other progra-
mmes nowunderway or planned are
in the same ballpark and even bigger.

“We have a suite of another 11 pro-
grammes that are equal to or greater
in size or complexity to the CI — that’s
the sort of scale we’re talking about.”

It is spendingmore than $1b on the
upgrade of its Māngere treatment
plant, which serves about 1.3 million
people; $600m on its Rosedale plant
on the North Shore, which will incor-
porate new solid waste during tech-
nology and process; and the cost of
upgrading its Huiawater supply infra-
structure may well top $2b.

One of the big issues facing
Watercare will be expanding water
supply tomeet growth.Adesalination
plant is a possibility.

Amoreco-ordinated approachwill
reduce the time it takes for big pro-
grammes to come on-stream. The CI
will end up taking close to 20 years
from concept to opening and Sinclair
says more time dedicated to front-
endplanningwill reduce theduration
of future projects.

“Having that integrated program-
me will really help because then you
can co-ordinate works a lot better.

“It’s being smarter with the pro-
curement approach, getting a lot
more done up front to help speed up
construction.”

Working more closely with other
bodies, such as Auckland Transport,
will help avoid digging twice on local
projects and cut the time the dreaded
road cones are deployed.

Responding to change
While housing intensification policies
by central government have been
fluid, Watercare works on its own
population projections. Because of
that, it has had to warn developers
and builders that connections can’t
be currently guaranteed in some
areas due to pressure on wastewater
plants.

Sinclair says there is targetedwork

to improve responsiveness to the
developers.

“In particular, it’s being clear about
what our policy is, our approaches,
so that they can have some confid-
ence.

“We aren’t always going to be able
to satisfy everybody in terms of being
able to address development that is
out of sequence with our plan.”

Watercare’s infrastructure can be
in place for up to a century.

“At the moment, we’ve got quite a
large number of private plan changes
and fast-track applications that will
affect the way in which development
will happen and we need to be re-
sponsive to that. So that does create
a challenge because of the long-lived
nature of our assets.”

Watercare has offered support to
the owner and operator of Moa Point
in Wellington, where a major failure
resulted in sewage spilling into the
sea. Sinclair says the incident has
reminded people of the importance
of infrastructure most don’t think too
much about — until something goes
wrong.

“People just assume it’s there and
it works. We work really hard behind
the scenes to make sure that it does
always work 24/7. But the more
people are aware of it, the more they
have an understanding of what goes
into maintaining and looking after
these critical assets.”

Sinclair says his company is wat-
ching for fallout from the war in the
Middle East.

Watercare gets chemicals from,
and equipment shipped through the
area, and its vehicle fleet is a big fuel-
user.

“Any sort of pressure around that
pricing is going to have an impact on
us.”

Watercare’s multi-year bond pro-
gramme is now exposed to more
global risk.

“There’s more variability, more un-
certainty in themarket, which has the
potential to price in more risk — but
we haven’t felt that yet.”

Under its new governance struc-
ture, pricing is now regulated by the
commission, which assesses and
reports on its performance regularly.

Commission representatives
attend board meetings
“It’s a new mindset of transparency,
which is really good,” says Sinclair. “I
think there’s an adjustment period.”

Like other regulated utilities, the
commission sets a revenue cap
through a series of rules around a
return on capital or return on equity,
he says.

“We just want to make sure that
the settings are set up right at the
beginning, because the cost to Auck-
land if we get it wrong is quite ma-
terial.”

In its initial report last November,
the commission said “existing key
measures and targets that Watercare
uses to inform its stakeholders show
it generally meets or exceeds its per-
formance targets”.

Noting wastewater overflows, it
added: “In the coming yearwe expect
to work with our co-regulators to en-
sure investment in reducing over-
flows delivers the best possible value
to consumers and that Watercare
demonstrates this in a way that we
can all understand.”

Sinclair says there’ll be an 80%
reduction in overflows within the
catchment of the Central Interceptor
and, although heavy rain can always
mean stormwater enters the system,
it’s something the 1400 staff arework-
ing hard to improve.

“I can see in the next few years a
really significant reduction in the
environmental impacts caused by
our network.”

Watercare will announce its prices
for the coming year in May, after its
7.2% rise for current users in the past
12 months.

● Watercare is a sponsor of the
Herald’s ProjectAuckland report.

Watercare
snapshot
● Serves 1.7millionAucklanders
● NZ’s largestwaterutility
● Spendingnearly $14bover 10
years (that’s $27maweek)
● 18,000kmofwater and
wastewaterpipes
● Averagehousehold spend last
year: 0.89%onwater services
● Total revenue last year: $1.158b,
with a surplusof $82m.

Project Auckland
Grant Bradley
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The right mix for success
Diversity is a
productive asset for
a globally-
competitive city,
says growth expert

Tim McCready

I am not sure
Auckland has

decidedwhat it
wants to be yet. And
that indecision has

a cost, not just
economically, but

socially.
Anna Kominik

A nna Kominik wants Auck-
land to be known as a city
that proves you can build
a globally-competitive,

high-wage city that is also a great
place to live in.

She says that too often, the growth
conversation gets framed as a contest
between business interests and com-
munity wellbeing. “And yet, higher
wages, better public services, and
stronger infrastructure are not casu-
alties of growth. They are its point.”

A director and lead adviser of
Growth New Zealand, Kominik bel-
ieves Auckland’s genuine points of
difference are compelling.

“It is one of the most ethnically
diverse cities of its size anywhere on
Earth. We have a Māori economy
growing faster than the broader New
Zealand economy, representing a dis-
tinctive model of indigenous capital-
ism that the world is increasingly
admiring. And we have a dispro-
portionate track record of producing
world-class companies.”

Kominik says that connecting all
this isAuckland’s diversity,which she
says is a productive asset, not just a
social virtue. “Cities that unlock the
full creative and economic potential
of all their people consistently

outperform those that do not.”
Yet when set against globally am-

bitious peers such as Vancouver or
Singapore, Kominik says Auckland is
still searching for clarity.

“I am not sure Auckland has de-
cided what it wants to be yet. And
that indecision has a cost, not just
economically but socially.”

Citieswith a clear sense of identity,
she argues, build civic confidence —
a shared story that attracts talent,
earns trust, and sustains the long-
term commitment that ambitious
transformation requires.

“That settled sense of collective
purpose is itself a form of capital, and
Auckland is still accumulating it,” she
says.

The recent economic data reinfor-
ces that challenge. Auckland’s GDP
per capita declined in the year to
March 2024 and likely again in 2025
— the first sustained per capita con-
traction since the global financial
crisis.

“Those numbers are not abstract
for the Aucklanders forced to make
harder choices about food, housing,
transport, and healthcare,” she says.

“Economic stress does not stay
contained — it erodes the trust, the
reciprocity, and the everyday civic
participation that supports communi-
ties and prosperity to flourish.”

Infrastructure gaps compound the
issue. Kominik points to delays in
rapid transit, long-running uncer-
tainty over the port, and a shortage
of growth-stage capital that pushes
successful companies offshore.

Against that backdrop, she argues
Auckland needs to treat growth as a
system rather than a set of isolated
fixes.

“You cannot fix capital markets
without fixing talent. You cannot re-

tain talent without fixing housing.
You cannot attract globally ambitious
founders without the infrastructure
that makes a city worth living in.”

She points to several priorities:
● Infrastructure: “Productive cities
are built around public transport as

the physical backbone that makes
everything else possible,” she says,
urging delivery of the City Rail Link
and faster decisions on the next stage
of rapid transit.
● Capital: Auckland firms are hitting
a ceiling at Series B capital raising,
often forced offshore to scale.
Redirecting even a small share of
New Zealand’s $110 billion in
KiwiSaver into domestic growth com-
panies, she says, “would be trans-
formative”.
● The Māori economy: “There is a
version of Auckland’s growth story
where Māori capital and global in-
vestment intersect in genuinely dis-
tinctive ways,” she says, pointing to
iwi as sophisticated long-term in-
vestors with growing interest in tech-
nology and clean energy.
● Skills: Kominik believes Auckland
should aim to be “the most AI-literate
city in the Asia-Pacific within five
years” — not as a tech initiative, but
as a wages and productivity strategy,
with an immediate focus on upskil-
ling the existing workforce.

Underpinning it all is talent.
“First, attract globally: fast visa pro-

cessing, competitive equity compen-
sation, and a genuine landing pad
with real connections and early capi-
tal access,” she says.

“Second, stop the outflow by fixing
structural settings around tax, hous-
ing and services, that deter people
from staying; and third, unlock the
talent that already exists across our
city and in the Auckland diaspora.”

New Zealand’s large offshore pop-
ulation, she says, should be treated
as an economic network rather than
a loss. “At the end of the day, wewant
New Zealand to be a place that our
children want to stay in.”

If those settings shift, the upside is

tangible.
Kominik describes a “realistic, not

fantasy” Auckland in 10 to 15 years:
a city of around 2.2m people, better
connected by functioning rapid tran-
sit, with a vibrant central city and
infrastructure that links the harbour,
suburbs and innovation precincts.

It would have a tech and cleantech
ecosystem producing a steady cad-
ence of globally-significant compa-
nies, backedbydeeperdomestic capi-
tal, alongside a Māori economy exce-
eding $100b andactively co-investing
across infrastructure and industry.

Crucially, she says, growth would
be more widely felt. “Nearly one in
five Auckland children are growing
up in households experiencing ma-
terial hardship,” she says. “Every
Aucklander who does not reach their
potential represents lost prosperity —
both as an individual and to the
community.”

On that trajectory, Auckland’s glo-
bal reputation would follow.

Kominik says that by around2040,
Auckland could be a city that people
across the Asia-Pacific talk about in
the same way they talk about Zurich
or Amsterdam today. “Smaller than
the giants, but sharper, more liveable,
and genuinely world-class at the
things it has chosen to prioritise — a
city where the growth story and the
wellbeing story are the same.”

● AnnaKominik is an independent
director, investor, adviser and
innovatorwho recentlymade
Aucklandhome. She is part ofGrowth
NewZealand, a non-partisan groupof
passionate andexperiencedNew
Zealanderspromoting a futurewhere
growthmeans lasting economic, social
andenvironmentalwellbeing, shared
across thewhole community.
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Learning from Sydney’s boom
Cameron Law explains how CRL and clever precincts could supercharge Auckland’s tech economy

We should consider the
existing spatial

concentration as an
opportunity, not a

challenge, and plan
space for innovation to

grow, aligning public
transport, housing and

investment in high-
quality urban

environments where
innovationwill actually

happen.

Cameron Law

Sydney’s innovation strategy acknowledges that the economy lands spatially, and economic growth and innovation need to be intentionally planned for.

T āmakiMakaurau
Auckland’s tech strategy
sets an importantdirection
for the city. Future iterations

could strengthen its impactby
buildingmoredeliberatelyon
AotearoaNewZealand’s existing
economic strengths andbyelevating
the roleof place, proximityand
connectivity in supportinga thriving
innovationeconomy.

Withmore than 11,000 firmsand
home to60%ofAotearoaNew
Zealand’s top200 techcompanies,
Aucklandalreadyhas a strong tech
industry.However, to lift prosperity
andunlock thehigh-value jobsof the
future, thecityneeds tocontinue to
growthat.

Looking toother cities canprovide
inspiration. Looking toother cities
canprovide inspiration.Aurecon
recentlybrought JeremyGill, headof
policyat theCommittee for Sydney
InnovationDistrictAlliance, to
TāmakiMakaurauAuckland to tell us
moreabouthowSydney is applying
theseprinciples.

Our closestneighbour is seeking to
transformtheirhistorically coal-
reliant economytoonedrivenby
techand innovation, advanced
manufacturing, cleanenergyand
highereducation.And the strategy
appears tobeworking,withSydney
nowhome tonearly 50%of
Australia’s scale-upsand theNo 1
start-upecosystem in theSouthern
Hemisphere.

Among themany insights from
Gill, someof Sydney’s success shows
thatAucklandneeds stronger
alignmentbetweennational
strengthsand regional opportunities,
andgreater emphasis on the roleof
place-based factors like transport,
housingandvibrantprecincts in
attracting the skilled talent required
tohelp firms scale.

Building on what we’re good at
Akey lesson fromSydney is tobuild
onourexisting strengths.Anexample
isAustralia’s strategy to shift froman
economythathas traditionally
exportedmuchof its rawmaterials
offshore for value-adding to retaining
moreof that valuedomestically—
throughprocessing,manufacturing
and theenergy transition.

To identify futureopportunities
forAuckland,we should look to two
areas— first, the sectors that are
alreadyestablishedhere, andsecond,
whereAotearoaNewZealand’s
economyhasexisting strengths.
FinTech,HealthTech, anddigital and
creative techare already thriving in
Auckland,with significantpotential
to growthis further as identified in
theTechTāmakiMakaurauStrategy.
Nationally, however,AotearoaNew
Zealandhas strongcapabilities in
agricultureand theprimary
industries, aswell renewableenergy.

Inhis presentation,Gill challenged
us toconsiderhowAucklandcould
playacentral role incapturingand
retainingmoreof thatvaluechain
locallyby focusingonAgritech,
CleanTechand researchand
development.

Another consideration is the role
our largest economyplays in
deliveringonnational objectives.
Thismeansaligning researchand
developmentprojectswithnational
priorities andconsideringhow
innovationcanhelpdrive sectors
withdomesticdemand— for
example, usingautomationand
modernmethodsof construction for
housing. Connectingwithnational
direction is important, as it drivesus
toaskhowAuckland’s industries can
supportwider societal goals, suchas
equity, decarbonisation, and iwi
participation.

The economy concentrates in
specific places
Asecond lesson fromSydney is that

the techeconomy is inherently
place-based,with industries tending
tocluster in specific locationsclose
toother techbusinesses, and the
facilities and resources theyneed to
thrive.Whenconsidering the future
of innovationprecincts inAuckland,
weneed to consider this spatial
context, intentionallyplan forwhere
growthwill occur and invest in
transit, housing, andplacemaking for
those locations.

Spatial concentration — an
opportunity, not a challenge
Lookingat existingpatterns can
revealwhatdifferent industries
gravitate towards. Sydney’sTech
Central innovationprecinct
developedaroundspecific
amenities,withCamperdown’s
health, educationand technology
institutionsclusteringaroundRoyal
AlbertHospital and theUniversityof
Sydney; and techand innovation
start-ups inEveleighandHaymarket
drawn to theworld-class tertiary
education institutionsand transport
connectivityanchoredbyCentral
Station.

An intentional strategyhashelped
themconnect andgrow, amplifiedby
thecreationof the Innovation
DistrictAlliance todrive research,
attract investment, andprovide
advocacy.

Innovationnodes exist inTāmaki
MakaurauAuckland too,with
FinTechandSaaSbusinesses
concentrating inWynyardQuarter;
DeepTech inParnell;MedTechand
BioTech inNewmarket,with its
proximity toAucklandHospital and
theUniversityofAuckland; and film

andcreative industries centred in
Henderson. In the south,Manukau
has several innovationand
entrepreneurshiphubs,whileNorth
Harbour is home to techandAI start-
upsandMasseyUniversity.

ThecurrentTechTāmaki
MakaurauStrategy sees the spatial
concentrationofAuckland’s existing
innovationhubsasachallenge.
However,we see it as anasset—with
that existing spreadand thepost-City
Rail Link (CRL) rapid transit network
inplacewhichaddresses the
strategy’s inclusionaspirations—
enablingagglomeration,which
describes theproductivity, efficiency
and innovation that canbeunlocked
whenbusinesses andpeople can
interact andcollaborateeasily.

Creating innovation ecosystems
Auckland’s tech strategy rightly
names technology infrastructureas
key togrowing thecity’s innovation
economy.However,weshould take
thisone step further andconsider the
importanceofbroader infrastructure
investment in transport, housingand
placemaking.

Asnotedabove, innovation
precincts requireproximity—both
toadiverse andskilled talentpool
and tootherprecincts. Rapid transit
is oneof the simplest levers to
increase thatproximity.

In Sydney, TechCentral is
anchoredbySydneyCentral Station,
and thenewmetroand light rail have
greatly improvedaccess intoand
across thecentral city.

ForAuckland, theopeningofCRL
thisyear creates apowerful
opportunity toconnect existing

innovationnodes, givebusinesses
access toabroader talentbaseand
reshape landuse. TheNewmarket
InnovationPrecinct, inparticular, is
connected to twostations—
Newmarket andGrafton— thatwill
improveaccess to thecentral city,
otherprecincts and to talent.

Newmarket, however, also
highlights theopportunity in
Auckland’s tech strategy toconsider
thevalueofplacemaking. Sydney’s
SurryHills is home toa thriving tech
industrywith talent attractednot
just to theproximityof Sydney
Central StationandTechCentral but
also to thebars, cafes and senseof
place that SurryHills offers.

TheUniversityofAucklandowns
a largeparcel of land that forms the
coreof theproposedNewmarket
InnovationPrecinct, though it is
unclear if there is alignmentwith the
council’s urbandevelopment
aspirations for theareabeyond the
TechTāmakiMakaurauStrategy.

IfNewmarket is tobecomean
innovationhub, it couldbenefit from
investment inplacemaking— in
appealing third spaces suchas
hospitality, public art; inpedestrian
connectionsacross rail linesand
busy roads; and toopenspaces in
theDomainandNewmarketPark.
WynyardQuarter andBritomart
serveasgreatAucklandexamplesof
suchplacemakingandconnectivity.
There is anopportunity for the
strategy tohold the largerboldvision
forAuckland that privateandpublic
interests canalignaround.

Mass rapid transit is alsoacatalyst
forunlockinghousing, amajor
priority forTāmakiMakaurau

Auckland. PlanChange 120will
enable thecity tomaximise the
potential ofCRL through
intensificationaround rail stations.
While this is apositive step forward,
simplyupzoningaroundstations
won’t deliver thebenefitswe’re
looking for.

Wealsoneed toensure these
locationsareappealingplaces to live,
withqualityurbandesign, green
spacesandamenities, aswell as
allocation for affordablehousingand
homesdesigned fordifferent kindsof
families, ifweare toattract the range
of experience levels the tech industry
will require.

Perhapscontroversially for
TāmakiMakaurauAuckland,Gill
offeredacautionagainst pursuing
housingat everyCRLstation.

Whilehousing is critical, andakey
factor inattracting talent, land for
innovationprecincts along the rapid
transit networkmustbepreserved
fromhousingdevelopment,
regardlessofwhether the latter is a
higher-value landuse. Incentives for
the right kindsofdevelopmentare
levers councils canuse tohelpbring
their vision to reality.

Planning for where innovation
actually happens
TheTechTāmakiMakaurauStrategy
is a strong foundation, but insights
fromSydney’s experience suggest
thenext iteration shouldconsider
NewZealand’s strengthsand
opportunities, not just the
opportunities that areemerging
locally and, ifweare toattract
industry, investment and talent, it
shouldalsoconsiderplace.

Weshould consider theexisting
spatial concentrationasan
opportunity, not a challenge, and
plan space for innovation togrow,
aligningpublic transport, housing
and investment inhigh-qualityurban
environmentswhere innovationwill
actuallyhappen.

Lastly,Gill notedAuckland’s
relativeadvantageoverSydney in
havinga simpler governance
structurewith a singlemetropolitan
council andonly two layersof
government.

Success inbuilding innovation
precinctswill also require continued
collaborationbetween thecouncil
and theprivate sector, something
thathasbeena strengthofAuckland
todate, andwhichmust continue.

● CameronLaw is thedirector,
AucklandFutures, atAurecon.
Aurecon is a sponsor of theHerald’s
ProjectAuckland report.
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New era on track with
$1.5 billion overhaul

KiwiRail CEO
Peter Reidy says
a newmaintenance
approachwill keep
trainsmoving for
passengers and
freight following a
mammoth network
upgrade to prepare
for the CRL

Readying the
network has been a

massive
undertaking by our
people — delivering
around a decade’s

worth of work in the
past four years.

Peter Reidy

W henCityRail Link (CRL)
opens later thisyear, it
will be supportedbya
transformedrail net-

work thatwillmeet theneedsof the
increasedservices thenewund-
erground tunnelwill bring.

EveryAucklanderknowsabout
theongoing closuresanddisruption
whilewehavebrought it up to
standard in recentyears—weareall
ready to reap the rewardsof anew
era for train travel.

The journey to get thenetwork to
a “steadystate” isworth reflectingon
to share the context for these
upgradesandwhatwewereable to
deliver,with support fromour rail
partnersAucklandTransport and
CityRail LinkLtdand the funding
injectionofmore than$2b fromthe
Government (excludingCityRail
Link).

TheAuckland rail networkwas
originallybuilt for freight andnot
designed for the level ofuse
associatedwithabusymetro.
Globallymostmetrosdon’t share
theirnetworkswith freight and the
logistics arecomplex.

ManyNewZealandersdon’t realise
thatweare still runningamixed-use
network— this busymetromust co-
existwith freight servicesas they
deliver andcollect goods from
AucklandPort andourSouthdown
andWestfieldhubs.

Logistically this creates challenges
whichonly increasewhenpassenger
servicesbecomemore frequent.

Oneof thewayswe’veaddressed
this complexity is theconstructionof
the6.5kmThirdMain line—an
additional track that allows freight
andmetro services tobypasseach
other at thebusiest part of the
networkon the southern line.Hand
inhandwith trackconfigurationsat
QuayParkenablingmoreeffective
freightmovements into thePort of
Auckland, thisdecongestion solution
future-proofs for the forecasted incr-
easeofboth freight andpassenger
journeys.

Historically, for amultitudeof
reasons,KiwiRail hasn’t beenable to
keepupwith the level ofmainte-
nanceneeded for thehuge increase
indemand forpassenger services
over the last coupleofdecades.

Thishas left largepartsof the
networkvulnerable togeneralwear
and tear andweatherevents—often
meaningwehavehad toenforce
speed restrictionson thenetwork for
safety.

OurRailNetworkRebuild (RNR)
programmehasaddressed these
priorityareas— rebuilding the
foundations, drainageand track from
thebottomup.

We’reoftenaskedwhywecan’t
keep trains runningduring these
works. In the caseof thisprogramme,
there is oftenno track inplace for
themto runon.

That’s how invasive theworks
havebeen—RNRaloneacross80km
of trackon the 182kmmetro.

Making train travel thequickest,
most convenient choicehashuge

socio-economicand lifestylebenefits.
So, gettingaheadof thegameby
future-proofing for forecasted
populationgrowth in southern
Aucklandwasano-brainer—

extending theelectrified trackby
19kms fromPapakura toPukekohe
hasmeant travellers into thecityno
longerhave to change trainsat
Papakura, unlocking faster, cleaner
journeys into thecity.

Combinedwithconstructing three
newstationson this line—Drury,
Paerātā andNgākōroa— it is a great
exampleof infrastructurebeing
developedaheadofpopulation
growth, future-proofing for increasing
demandandensuring thatpublic
transportnetworks are factored into
thebigpicture for economicgrowth
inSouthAuckland.

Withmoreelectric trains comes
theneed formorepower.

Anotherpart ofpreparing the
network forCRLhasbeenproviding
back-uppower supply to support
reliability. TheWesternPowerFeed
cameonline last year andusesnew
StaticFrequencyConverter
technology toprovidepower further
andmoreefficiently compared to
existing substation feeds.

Wehaveanotherpower feedusing
the same technology in the southdue

tobeginoperating in2028—ensuring
wehavepowerwhenweneed it,
whereweneed it asdemandgrows.

Readying thenetworkhasbeena
massiveundertakingbyourpeople
—deliveringaroundadecade’sworth
ofwork in the last fouryears—which
hascomeat acost.

Weknowthedisruptionhashad
ahuge impact on train travellers as
weclosed thenetwork toblitz it as
quicklyaspossible andcarryingout
work that couldn’t bedeliveredwith
trains running.

Weacknowledge thismajor
inconvenienceand thank
Aucklanders for their patience.

Future maintenance
TheadditionofCRLupliftsAuckland
metro to aworld-classnetwork
standard.To support this outcome,
wewill delivermaintenance inanew,
proactiveway, allowing services to
run relativelyuninterruptedand
keepingmomentum,bringingback
patronageandgivingpassengers
long-termconfidence that theycan
relyon trains toget themaround the
city.

Ournewmaintenance strategy
allowsus to leveragenewtechnology
andautomation to createaproactive,
dynamic, cyclicalmaintenance
regime—segmenting thenetwork
into36zones.

This allowsus tomaintain it to the
necessary standards,whilekeeping
trains running.

Thisdynamicapproach is alsokey
forour freight customersand the
ability tokeep the supplychain
moving in this complexmixed-mode
network,wherepassenger and freight
railmust continue toco-exist
effectively.

Tobeclear, therewill alwaysbe
maintenanceneeds.Neglecting these
wouldputus rightbackwherewe
started.

But thisnewregimewill ensure
lengthywhole-network shutdowns
area thingof thepast, barringmajor
weather eventsor critical failure. This
will elevateus to the samestandards
ofmaintenancedeliveryasother
world-classmodernmetrosand
enablingAucklanders toenjoy the
truebenefits of thenewtravel
experienceCRLwill bring.
● KiwiRail is a sponsor of theHerald’s
ProjectAuckland report.
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Building for the
next generation

Infrastructure
projects must be
investment-led,
saysWebuild’s
Marco Assorati

The conversation in
New Zealand

should be less about
projects andmore
about what kind of
national legacy the

next wave of
infrastructure

investment will
create.

Marco Assorati

Webuild Group is delivering the Perdaman Project Ceres in Karratha, Western Australia. Australia's largest urea plant, it converts natural gas into fertiliser.

A otearoaNewZealand is
standingat a crossroads in
infrastructure
development. Population

shifts, climate resilience, urban
transformation, and theaccelerating
need for low-carbonsystemsare
converging to formadecadeof
unprecedenteddemandand
opportunity.

Asacompany thatdelivers some
of theworld’smost complexprojects
and transforms thevisionofour
clients intoa tangible asset,Webuild
sees firsthand that thevalueof
infrastructure isnotmeasuredby the
moment constructionends, butby
the transformation it enables long
after the craneshavegone.

Theconversation inNewZealand
shouldbe less aboutprojects and
moreaboutwhat kindofnational
legacy thenextwaveof
infrastructure investmentwill create.

Infrastructure is not acost. It is an
investment in capability.Whenwe
buildnew transport corridors,water
securityassets, hospitals, or large-
scale renewableand transmission
projects,we lay the foundations for
competitiveness. Theseassetsunlock
efficiency, connect industries to
markets, embeddigital technologies,
andcreate conditions forpublic and
private investment to flourish.Acost-
firstmindset reducesmajorprojects
tobudget lines; an investment
mindset recognises theyare
productiveassetswith long-term
economic return.

A century of global lessons with
local relevance
DrawingonWebuild’s experience
acrossEurope, theAmericas,Africa
and theAsia—Pacific region, four
clear themesemerge—eachhighly
relevant toNewZealand’s
infrastructureambitions.
1. Cities grow into the
infrastructure they build
Largeurbancentres that commit
early to rapid transit, resilientwater
systems, and integratedmultimodal
networksavoiddecadesof catch-up
costs.Auckland’s currentmomentum
echoesglobal city-shapingefforts
wheremetros, corridors, and
resilience infrastructurehelped
unlockneweconomicpaths.
2. Resilience must be engineered
from the start
Climate-driven flooding, extreme
rainfall, and rising seasdemandanew
standard forwater andnear-shore
marine infrastructure.Globally, the
most successful solutionsblend
traditional engineeringwithnature-
baseddesignanddata-driven
planningapproaches increasingly
relevant inNewZealand’s storm-
impacted regions.
3. Sustainable construction is no
longer optional
Fromlow-carbonconcrete tocircular
constructionpractices, infrastructure
programmesworldwideare shifting
fromcarbon-intensivedelivery to
regenerative frameworks.New
Zealand’s ambitiousclimate targets
make this transitionnot justdesirable,
but essential.
4. Digital engineering is a catalyst,
not a bonus
Theadoptionofdigital twins,
advanced tunnellingcontrol systems,

and integratedprojectdata
environments reduces risk, improves
safety, anddramatically increases
certainty,whichare critical factors for
complex,multi-yearprojects.

Building skills for a generation
Building theworkforceNewZealand
needs requires thinkingbeyond
individualprojects and focusingon
long-termcapability.

Todeliver theupcomingpipeline
spanningcomplex transport
infrastructure, near-shoremarine,
watermanagement, climate
adaptationandcritical lifeline
upgrades, thecountrymust
significantlyexpandandupskill its
workforce.

Global experience shows this
happensmost effectively through
twocomplementaryapproaches:
embedding structured legacy
planning into everymajorproject,
withclear trainingpathways,
knowledge transferprogrammesand
definedopportunities for local SMEs
and regional suppliers; andpairing
international expertisewith
deliberate global-to-local capability
building throughexchanges,
mentorshipsandshared technical
leadership.

Countries that take this approach
developenduringexpertise that lasts
well beyondproject completion.

Communities as co-authors of
infrastructure
Noreputable global contractor
approachesmajorprojects solelyas
technical exercises anymore.Around
theworld, projects succeedwhen
communitieshaveownershipof the
outcomes.

TheMāori conceptof kaitiakitanga
—guardianship andstewardship—
alignspowerfullywithmodern
infrastructureprinciples: sustainable
design, cultural respect, and
environmental guardianship.

Communitypartnership isnot a
procedural requirementbut a source
of insight that strengthens thevision
of theproject into tangibleoutcomes.

The supply chain as a strategic
asset
Infrastructure systemsareonlyas
strongas their supplyecosystems.
NewZealand’s suppliers— fabricators,

manufacturers, engineering firms,
transport operators, andequipment
specialists—haveshown
extraordinary resilience, but the
upcomingpipelinewill requiremore
scale anddiversification.

Global insightshighlight three
levers thathelp supplychains thrive:
Predictability:Multi-yearvisibility
enables suppliers to invest
confidently inequipment,
technology, andpeople.
Standardisation:Commondesign
approaches, specifications, and
digital standards improveefficiency
and reducecosts.

Innovation partnerships:Co-
developmentofmaterials,modular
systems, anddigital tools accelerates
capability andembeds resilience
locally.

Theseprinciples cansupportNew
Zealand’s ambitions tobuildamore
self-reliant, future-readysupply
chain.

An era of opportunity for iconic
infrastructure
NewZealand faces a suiteof
infrastructureopportunities thatwill
shape thecountry’s trajectory: next-
generation transport solutions,water

resilienceprojects, connectivity
corridors, energy storageandgrid
flexibility.

Thesearenot simplyprojects, they
arenation-defining investments that
can lift productivity, climate
resilience, livability, andeconomic
competitiveness fordecades.

Whatwill determinewhether the
countrycaptures thisopportunity is
not the scaleof investmentalone, but
theapproach: collaboration,
transparent riskallocation, cultural
partnership, digital innovation,
climate-aligneddesign, anda
relentless focusoncapability
building.

Toward a more collaborative
infrastructure future
Across theworld, themost successful
megaprojectsWebuildhasdelivered
sharea commonecosystem: early
contractor involvement, integrated
and interdisciplinary teams,mature
digital environments, anddelivery
models that rewardperformance
rather thansimply shift risk. These
ingredients consistentlyunlock
bettervalue, stronger certainty, and
more sustainableoutcomes.

NewZealand’s shift towardearlier
collaboration is anencouraging signal
—anda strategicopportunity to
embedglobal best practice into the
country’snext generationofmajor
infrastructure.When infrastructure is
viewednot asacost tobecontained,
but as an investment innational
cohesion, resilience, and long-term
economic transformation, the
benefits extend farbeyond the
balance sheet.

Thedecadeaheadwill testNew
Zealand’s collective ability toplan,
fund, anddelivermajorprojects at the
pace required. But it alsopresents a
rarechance for thecountry to set a
newglobal benchmark inhow large,
complex infrastructure canbedeliv-
ered—sustainably, collaboratively,
andwitha clearvisionon long-term
value. IfNewZealandembraces that
mindset, theprojects built in the
comingyearswill become the
foundationsof thenext century.

● MarcoAssorati is SeniorExecutive
Vice-President,OperationsOceania,
Webuild.Webuild is a sponsor of the
Herald’s ProjectAuckland report.

AboutWebuild
Webuild is a global leader in the
constructionof large-scale,
technically complex infrastructure,
specialising in sustainablemobility,
hydropowerandwater
management, andnext-generation
greenbuildings.Withoperations
spanning roughly 50countries, the
groupbrings together aworkforce
of around95,000people
representingmore than 125
nationalities.

Across its 120-yearhistory,
Webuildhasdeliveredmore than
3700projectsworldwide, ranging
frommajor rail andmetro systems
tohighways, bridges, hydropower
assets, and landmark civilworks. Its
global portfolio includesover
13,600kmof rail lines, nearly
900kmofmetronetworks,more
than82,000kmof roadsand
motorways,more than 1000kmof
bridgesandviaducts, 320dams
andhydropower facilities and200
hospitals.

Among thegroup’s best-known
achievements are theGrand
EthiopianRenaissanceDam, the
PanamaCanal expansion, theLong
Beach InternationalGateway
Bridge inCalifornia, theSecond
BosphorusBridge inTurkiye, the
SydneyMetroNorthwest skytrain
structures, theKingdomCentre
tower inRiyadh, andmetro
systems inCopenhagen, Paris,
Milan,Naples, Rome,Doha,
Thessaloniki, andRiyadh.
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AI will transform
how Auckland operates

There’s a push to turn big data into a truly smart city and improve quality of life

We need to be using
all of that data, to
interpret it, learn

from it and,
ultimately, act on it
and improve the

way the city is run
and improve

people’s quality of
life.

Ben Ransley

“A uckland generates
terabytes of data ev-
ery day. People are
moving around. So

are vehicles. Sensors are detecting.
CCTV is capturing. There are air qual-
ity, water quality sensors and footfall
sensors. Hugedata sets are constantly
being generated all over the city by
multiple organisations.”

So says Smart Citymanaging direc-
tor Ben Ransley, explaining that this
data needs to be put to work.

“We need to be using all of that
data, to interpret it, learn from it and,
ultimately, act on it and improve the
way the city is run and improve
people’s quality of life.

“At this stage in Auckland’s evolu-
tion, our city is, from an information
point of view, data-rich but insight-
poor. Each area has its own insights,
but the parts are not joined up.”

Auckland is not unusual. Cities
typically generate data from many
separate projects. In each case, the
project aims to record data and per-
form a number of tasks to improve
citizens’ quality of life or to make
services operate more efficiently.
These projects might include reduc-
ing congestion, improving safety,
managing municipal assets or stret-
ching rubbish collection budgets.

Ransley says data collection star-
ted as a way to measure and report
on the projects. It asks questions —
are the bins full, is the road congested,
how many people are waiting at the
bus stop?

Initially it was used by city dep-
artments to aid human decision-
making such as sending a collection
truck or switching on traffic signs.

A smart city takes this further.
In principle, technology can incre-

asingly take over that decision-mak-
ing to the point where it doesn’t just
tell someone a waste bin is full, but
it despatches the collection truck to
deal with it in the most efficient way.

Smart city traffic systems don’t just
measure cars passing sensors, they
adjust the signals so that traffic flows
more smoothly.

Ransley says that requires a leap
from data collection to automated
decision-making. It is where most
cities want to go, but few are there
yet. He thinksAuckland canmake the
leap.

He describes the fully automated
smart city mechanism as: sense,
reason, act.

The idea draws on the way physi-
cal AI is used in advanced manufac-
turing. In sophisticated factories, rob-
otic systems don’t simply follow fixed
instructions, they perceive what’s
happening at each stage, work out
what to do next and then act. It may
not get everything right every time.
When it makes an error, it can learn
from the experience.

Over time, this kind of system
becomes, as Ransley puts it, “a well-
oiled machine that is acting in real
time against everything that’s going
on”.

The difference between an auto-
mated smart city and the technology
used today is significant. Traditional
IoT (Internet of Things) sensors oper-
ate on fixed parameters set at instal-
lation: if the bin is above 80% full,
send an alert. There is no reasoning,
no learning, no adaptation to chang-
ing circumstances.

Physical AI replaces that static
logic with a system that accumulates
context over time and improves its
responses accordingly.

Ransley says it would have been
impractical to deploy that kind of
intelligence at city scale two or three
years ago. Today, largely due to the
extraordinary leap in AI capability, it
is not.

“Physical AI is sensing the environ-
ment, reasoning with it, then acting
on that to impact the living environ-
ment in real time or to cue something
to occur. It doesn’t need to have a cit-
izen-facing impact. It could be some-
thing internal to the system’s func-
tioning. It’s like autonomous robots
running a factory.”

For now, there are few automated
workflows in Auckland’s smart city
infrastructure. The AI outputs that
currently exist act more like consult-
ants, analysts or experts.

SmartBeambus shelters are a taste
of what physical AI could mean for
Aucklanders. These are solar-pow-
ered bus shelters equippedwith char-
ging ports.

Ransley says while the idea is sim-
ple, it transforms people’s experience:
“You’re out late at night, your phone
battery is dying, you want to get
home safely. A SmartBeam shelter is
a welcome sight. It solves your im-
mediate problems.

“There’s a charging facility. The
shelter is lit-up to provide a safe
waiting space for anyone who feels
vulnerable getting home at night.”

He says Auckland Transport has
used SmartBeam for the past six
months.

The shelters collect data that goes

beyond Auckland Transport’s basic
patronage numbers: not everyone
waiting for a bus catches one.

The organisation can learn how
long people wait at a shelter, when
they are busy and when they are
quiet. That’s previously unavailable
behavioural data about how people
actually use public transport infra-
structure.

There’s a sustainability angle with
people charging phones using solar
rather than the grid.

Auckland Transport is currently
using the base model of SmartBeam
with limited functionality. The
features can be extended to include
e-bike charging, advertising panels —
which can earn revenue to help pay
for the infrastructure, speakers, en-
vironmental sensors and free Wi-Fi.

Another example of physical AI is
at the Rā Hihi flyover, which links
Pakuranga Rd to Pakuranga Highway
in East Auckland. It opened in Sep-
tember. Here, Smart City’s SmartTraf
provided real-time data on the fly-
over’s use from day one.

SmartTraf is a fixed traffic moni-
toring system using Bluetooth
trackers and traffic radar.

Ransley says it delivered striking
numbers: it measured around 18,000
city-bound vehicles on the flyover’s
first day, rising to around 45,000 by
the end of the first week. That rapid
adoption curve and its effect on con-
gestion across surrounding roads,
was presented by the project mana-
ger directly to the Transport Minister.
The technology influenced minister-
ial briefings and acts as an independ-
ent check on whether new infra-
structure is performing as promised.

He says SmartTraf quickly ident-

ified that therewere poor travel times
at the intersection at the base of the
flyover. After his team flagged it, the
flyover layout was changed, an after-
study confirmed there was improve-
ment.

SmartRadar is a related techno-
logy used for transport analytics. It
replaces people standing roadside
with clipboards or contractors paid to
watch camera footage.

“One application is measuring
turning movements at roundabouts.
This has been difficult in the past. The
technology is able to classify vehicles,
measure their speed, flow volumes,
turning movements and observe
trends. “We’re deploying a number of
them, across various siteswhere they
provide previously unavailable in-
sight on exactly what occurs at roun-
dabouts or intersections in a more
accurateway thanwaspossible in the
past.”

Elsewhere Smart City has pro-
vided sensor-equipped compacting
bins deployed in the Far North Dis-
trict Council area. The compaction
mechanism is key: bins compress
waste so they hold roughly seven
times the volume of a conventional
bin before needing collection. Fewer
collection runs means fewer heavy
vehicle trips.

Smart bins, bus shelters, and imp-
roved flyover data — individually
they are modest improvements. But
Ransley’s argument is that joined up
and powered by physical AI, they
represent the early architecture of a
city that doesn’t just collect data
about itself, but acts on it.

● SmartCity is a sponsor of the
Herald’s ProjectAuckland report.

Project Auckland
Bill Bennett
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One line to rule them all: Auckland
must be at the centre of growth

Central government
needs to see fixing
Auckland as
investing in a
provenwinner, says
Penny Tucker

One giant
success story,
synonymous

with dynamism
and the

capacity to
accommodate
and synthesise
external ideas

and investment,
is the lure to

catch the biggest
fish.

Penny Tucker

S ometimes it feels like
Auckland local government
politiciansandWellington
electedmembersarepacked

intoa car, drivingdowna roadof
national significancewhile fighting
for control of the steeringwheel.

Thecarweavesabout. Fellow
vehicles give it awideberth,
evidentlyworried that thedrivers
mightbe impaired.Meanwhile, the
passengers lob insults at eachother
whilemuttering for theumpteenth
time, “arewe thereyet?”

Auckland’spath to increased
global significance is notworkingas
well as it could.

Thedifferent cohortsofdecision-
makersneed tobe in separate cars,
committed to the samedestination,
but in their own lanesandusinga
better-manageddivisionofpower to
stay thecourse.Ultimately,wewant
the sameendpoint—a sustainable,
prosperousNewZealand inwhich
our leadcityplays its proper role.

WithinourSupercity structure,
Aucklandershave,moreor less, an
understandingofhow todevelop the
sprawling, glittering, creaking,messy,

multiculturalmegalopolis thathas
eclipsedeveryotherurbanentity in
NewZealand.

Our trajectory is incontrovertible.
After all, in a country so small, there
is reallyonly roomforone true
gateway that functions likeanarterial
route to the rest of theworld.One
placecapableof lifting thewhole
national economy.Takeabow,
Auckland.

Yes,weknow thecountryhatesus
for it. Yes,wesee their gleewhenwe
get extra lockdowns, gridlock,
resourceblocksandvarious
externally imposeddirectives that
lookgoodonpaperbut areproperly
annoyingor tooexpensive to
implement. That aside, it’s nothelpful
to receivepiecemeal edicts from
Wellington.

Likehowmanyhouseswecanor
shouldbuildonWisteriaLane, or
patronising spending limits that
convey the sense thatwe require
some formofallowance
administeredbymorematureminds.
Wecanalsodowithout sliversof
strategy thatmorphcontinually in
thewakeof our stupidly short
electioncycles andare subject to
cross-partyutuevery threeyears.

No.Weneed long-termnational
planning thatputsAucklandat the
centreof anyblueprint for growth.

HowaboutWellingtondelivers a
nationalports strategy that is backed
upbyservicing infrastructure suchas
strong rail links, so thatwecan
remove theport fromcentral
Aucklandandunlock thepotential of
that land?

It is a jewel that couldbecomean
international talkingpoint anda
magnet for activity thatdoesnot
involvepushingcontainers around
what looks like a rustyLego
graveyard. Successivemayorshave
promised todo this, and theyhave
all scuttled for cover.Why?Because
local perceived interestsmake it too
hard for thecity tomakeup itsmind.
It has tobenationally co-ordinated
andexecuted.

It is also incentral government’s
lane tounlock rail capacity from
Aucklandover anewharbour
crossing to thenorth, andbetter faster
servicesheading south, through to
Wellington.The southernareasare
currentlyat themercyofwhat looks
likea fewofThomas theTank
Engine’s awkward relatives
lumbering toand fro inapiecemeal
fashion.Morepeopleandmore
freightwill be attracted toabetter,
quickeroption.

That’swhereTransportMinister
ChrisBishopshouldbedirectinghis
formidablebrainpower. To
selectivelymisquoteTheLordof the
Rings: “One line to rule themall.One
line to find them.One line tobring
themall.” Thepiecesarepartially in
place, but anagreedhigh-tech
upgradewouldchange the faceof the
NewZealandeconomy forever.

Third,weneed theGovernment to
allocateusmoney formore local
infrastructure fixes, proportionate to
oureconomic scale.Wepour in just
shyof 40%ofNewZealand’s total
personal tax revenue, generated
primarily throughPAYEon income,
GSTongoodsandservices, and
corporate taxesonbusinessprofits.

It’smuchmore thanour33%
population share. So, insteadofhand-
wringingabout the cost of fixing
Auckland, central governmentneeds
to see it as investing in aproven
winner.

NewZealand’s international
competitiveness strategymusthave
Aucklandat its heart, as a
multifaceteddraw for global firms,
finance, international flights,
research, themostdynamic labour
resourcesandat least some
semblanceof scale. Ireland’sDublin
andDenmark’sCopenhagenare
examplesofwhere thishasbeen
donewell.

Everyonegains asonegiant
success story, synonymouswith
dynamismand thecapacity to
accommodateandsynthesise
external ideasand investment, is the
lure tocatch thebiggest fish. That
feedsotherplaces andmore localised
andnicheentrepreneurship.

Readingbetween theexpletives,
ourmayoractuallyhashishandson
thewheel andknowshowto stay in
his lanewithapretty soundplan, and
ourdeputymayorhas thediscipline
toadeptly co-pilot.

Fornow,we’vebeen fortunate to
be landedwithan “A team”of
Wellingtonministerswhoare smart
and influential. Theyhave the
horsepower todrag someheavy
artillerybehind them.As longaswe
don’t crash intooneanother, it’s
starting to feel likewecouldbe in for
decent road trip.

● PennyTucker is apublic and trade
policy consultant and former elected
memberof the Ōrākei Local Board.
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BUSINESSREPORTS WITH THANKS
TO OUR SPONSORS

What a new deal must deliver
The city’s biggest
challenges require a
structured long-
term partnership
between central
and local
government, says
Mark Thomas

Unless themodel is
broadly owned

across the political
system, it risks
sliding from a

central organising
framework to just

another policy tool.
Mark Thomas

T he imminentAucklandcity
and regionaldeal is
important, overdue, andwill
beworthwelcoming. Itwill

marka shift: anacknowledgment that
Auckland’s biggest challenges—
transport, housing, infrastructure,
innovation, andproductivity—
requirea structured long-term
partnershipbetweencentral and
local government rather than the
cyclical stop-start approach the
regionhas livedwith.

It hasbeena long timecoming.The
case for city and regionaldealshas
beenon thepolicyagendasinceJune
2023,whenNational announced the
policyand theFuture forLocal
Government review, commissioned
underLabour, alsoendorsed the
approach.That it has takennearly
threeyears to reachevena first-stage
Aucklandagreement still reflects a
countrywhoseover-centralised
systemtoooften recognises local
government issues late and responds
slowly.

Theargument for thedeal
structuregoesback 15years towhen
theUKGovernmentbegan themwith
cities and regions. Cityand regional
deals aremeant toprovideamore
durableway for central and local
government towork together.
Properlydone, theyaligncityand
governmentpriorities, investment,
anddecision-making inanegotiated
programmewithclear accountability,
replacingadhocbargainingwitha
repeatabledelivery framework.

Last year’s “Aucklandat 15” event,
marking 15years of the super city,
called for anewAucklandagenda for

thenext 15years. TheAucklanddeal
couldbecomeanessential part of that
response, alongsidewiderefforts by
theprivate sector andpartners to
builda clearerAucklandnarrative
andamorecoherentplatform for
civic andeconomicaction. But todo
so, itwill needsubstance, clearer
commitments, andstrongdelivery
architecture.Without that, itwill be

anotherexampleofAuckland—and
NewZealandmorebroadly— taking
too long tomake too little of toogreat
anopportunity.

Auckland isnot short of
experiencewithbig institutional fixes
or issue-specific bargainswithcentral
government. Thebiggestwas the
SuperCityamalgamation in2010—
amajor state-backed restructuring,
underpinnedbyapolitical
consensus, but imposed rather than
negotiated.Aucklandhas also seena
seriesofmore targeted “deals” in
housing, transport, andmajor
infrastructure. Somehavedelivered
real benefits. Somehaveaccelerated
decisions thatmightotherwisehave
stalled. But theyhaveusuallybeen
narrow, transactional, and tied to the
politicsof themoment.

Internationally,Greater
Manchester remainsoneof the
clearest examplesofwhat ispossible
when thecity and regionaldeal
model is taken seriously. Its citydeal
and laterdevolutionarrangements
helpedcreatea stronger

metropolitanplatform,deeper
transport and investmentplanning,
andamore repeatablebargaining
relationshipwithcentral
government.

Manchester alsooffers awarning.
Thesearrangements aredifficult.
Theydependonconstructive
bargainingbetween local leaders and
thegovernmentof theday, often
acrossparty linesandpolitical
tensions. Success comes froma
strongdeal-making system involving
committed institutions, clear
responsibilities, continuity through
political change, andhard-wiring
around fundinganddelivery.New
Zealanddoesnotyethaveadeep
traditionof that kindofmetro-scale
dealmaking.

Australia alsooffers a caution. Its
“citydeals” programmeshowed the
valueof structuredagreements
between levels of government, but
alsohowquickly theycan lose force
whengovernments changeand
priorities shift. Somedealshave
enduredanddelivered—butunless
themodel is broadlyownedacross
thepolitical system, it risks sliding
fromacentral organising framework
to just anotherpolicy tool.

Partieswill alwayshavedifferent
policyandproject priorities. But these
canbenegotiatedonly if anenduring
deal structure remains inplace. Early
Opposition responseswere
encouraging, focusingon likely
fundinggaps rather than rejecting the
conceptoutright.

Threeyearsof Stateof theCity
reportinghavemade thecore
challengesplain.Aucklandhas some
enviable strengthsbut remains,
relative to internationalpeers,
constrainedbyweakproductivity, a
less-developed innovationandskills
system, infrastructuregaps, transport
deficits, anduneveneconomic
momentum.

GivenAuckland’s importance to
thenational economy, that
underperformance isnot just a local
problem.Without a stronger,moreco-
ordinated, andmore sustainedeffort,
thecity’s drift —and relative slippage
against better-organisedcompetitor
cities—will continue.

SohowshouldAuckland judge the
dealwhen it is released?

First, bywhether it hasenough

substance tochangeoutcomes. It is
easy toproduceadocument saying
that transport, housing,
infrastructure, and innovation
matter. Everyonealreadyagreeson
that. Theharderquestion iswhether
thedeal contains specific
commitments, sequencing,
milestones, public reporting, and
mechanisms to forcedecisionsand
resolvedisputes. If toomuchof it is
built around “explore”, “investigate”,
“consider” and “developa jointwork
programme”, the risk is obvious.

Second, bywhether the
institutional architecture is strong
enough toendure.On the
Government side, adealneedsa
capableunit that canco-ordinate
across agencies andsurvive
ministerial churn.On theAuckland
side—aswithother cities thatwill
pursue their owndeals— it needsa
disciplined regional counterparty
able to setpriorities, negotiate
coherently, and stayalignedover
time.

Third, bywhether there is a
credibledecision-makingand
funding framework.Adealwithout
enoughauthority to reshape
investment choicesandmeaningful
fundingpathways can tooeasily
becomeanorganisingnarrative
rather thanadelivery instrument.

Aucklandshouldwelcome that a
deal ishappening, as shouldNew
Zealand taxpayers.A stronger-
performingAucklandbenefits the
wholecountry. Thecity should
recognise that amore structured
partnershipwithcentral government
is essential, acknowledge the
practicalwinsalready secured in the
deal, andbe realistic thatno
negotiatedagreement givesevery
partyeverything itwants.

If this is thebeginningof amore
maturemodelof urbandelivery in
NewZealand, itwill deserve strong
support. If it ismerelyanother
exampleof recognising the
opportunitybut stopping short of
what themoment requires,Auckland
andother citieswill call this out
clearly.

Aucklandneedsa realdeal, not a
rhetorical one.
● MarkThomas ismanagingdirector
of Serviceworks andadirector of the
Committee forAuckland.
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Precinct owned and managed assets in Commercial Bay – PwC Tower, Deloitte Centre and HSBC Tower

Ambition
Belongs Here.
From Te Tōangaroa and Commercial Bay to Wynyard Quarter,
Precinct is invested in Auckland’s waterfront — our city’s greatest asset.
We’re proud to shape the spaces Aucklanders love, and the places where
New Zealand’s most ambitious businesses belong.
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