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NZME’s growing commitment to Canterbury

Michael Boggs Maria O’Halloran

I
t’s anexciting time forNZME in the
region,with the releaseofProject
Canterbury—apremiumreport

showcasing the region’s growth,
innovation, investmentopportunities
and futureeconomicpotential.
Initiatives likeProjectCanterbury
reflect exactly the kindof investment
NZME ismaking inCanterbury, help-
ing local businesses connect their
storieswith audiences, investing in
community events andproviding loc-
al audienceswithmorenewsandent-
ertainment fromacross the region.

Wehave someof thecountry’s
strongestmediabrandsdeeply
embeddedhere, includingNZHerald,
Newstalk ZB, TheHits andOneRoof,
backedbya talentedChristchurch-
based teamwhoworkhardeveryday

to serveour communities, advertising
customers andaudiences.Wesee
greatopportunity to invest in telling
more local stories, deepenour
relationshipswithbusinesses,
agencies andcommunities
throughoutCanterbury.

Later thismonthwewillwelcome
MariaO’HalloranasournewGM
Canterbury.Mariawill leadNZME’s
communitypresence, includingour
commercial partnerships. She is a
well-knownandhighly respected
business leader inCanterbury, having
spentmore thanadecadeasChief
ExecutiveofBallantynes—
Christchurch’s iconicdepartment
store, andmore recently asCEOof
NutrientRescue. Shealsoholdsboard
andadvisory roles across the region,

includingasChair of BrainTree
WellnessCentre andAssociate
DirectorofVenues Ōtautahi.

Bringing someoneofMaria’s
calibre into this role sendsaclear
signal abouthowseriouslywe take
our commitment toCanterbury, and
I’mconfident her experienceand
connectionswill complement the
strengthsof our existingChristchurch
team.

Canterbury is at the centreofNew
Zealand’s growthand future
prospects, andNZME is committed to
continuing its investment and
support in the region.

MichaelBoggs
NZMEChief Executive

Christchurch shows what a
more productive NZ looks like

Christopher Luxon
addresses the
inaugural South
Island election
conference hosted
by Business
Canterbury.
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Investment in
infrastructure is
giving Canterbury
the confidence to
grow, says
Christopher Luxon

C hristchurch iswhere Iwas
born, raised, educated, and
where Imetmywife. I have
spentmuchofmy life in the

regionandcontinue tovisit regularly.
Andeach time I return, it offers
somethingnewandexciting.

Canterburydemonstrates the
progress thatNewZealandcan
achieveby focusingon fivekey
driversof greaterproductivity,
wealth, and standardof living.

And that progressmatters.Higher
productivity isnot anabstraction. It
iswhatpays formoredoctors,more
nursesandmore teachers, for better
schools, shorterhospital queuesand
higherwages. It is howwemakesure
ourkidsandgrandkids inherit better
futures thanwedid.

Theapproach is clear: builda
world-class education system,
embrace technologyand innovation,

cut the red tape thatholdsbusinesses
back, deliver reliable infrastructure,
anddrive international tradeand
investment.

Startwith education. Students in
this regionhavehigher school
attendance thanmanyothers, and
theworld-classuniversityattracts
youngpeople fromacross the
country. Enrolments at theUniversity
ofCanterburyhave increasedby
about40%over thepastdecade.

Thoseenrolmentnumbers reflect
notonly thequalityof theuniversity,
but also theappeal of thecity.
Increasingly, youngpeopleare
choosingChristchurchas theplace to
begin their adult livesand,more than
ever, as theplace toachieve their
ambitions.

That ambition is alsobeing realised
through technologyand innovation.
Today, engineeringandscience
graduates inChristchurchcanpursue
careers locally, notoverseas, thanks
toadvancedaerospace firms suchas
DawnAerospaceandKeaAerospace,
andcriticalminerals recycling
companyZethos. Thesecompanies
provideaclearpathway fromstudy
toa rewarding career andhigh-
paying jobs, encouragingyoung
people to seeChristchurchasaplace
tobuild their futures.

It is a choicemoreandmore
peoplearemaking.Across the
country the tideofKiwisheading to

Australia is turning,with those
returninghomeup 14% in thepast
year,meaningmoreKiwis are
backinga futurehereathomerather
thanabroad.

World-class infrastructurematters
too, andChristchurchhas it in spades
—airport, conventioncentre, stadium
androading. Post-earthquake
planning rules significantly reduced
red tape.Thishas lifted the supply
ofmoreaffordablehousing,
supporting the goal ofhome
ownership,while the rebuildhas
givenCanterbury infrastructure
expertise that shouldbe replicated
nationwide.

AsMayorofChristchurchPhil
Maugeroftenhighlights, thenew
stadiumwasdeliveredon timeand
underbudget—a rarity formajor
projects.

This iswhy, tome,Christchurch
exemplifiesNational’s plan to “Fix the
Basics andBuild theFuture”.

Whenpeopleaskmewhat that
looks like, I tell themnot to imagine
it. Just go toChristchurch.Walk
through thecity centre. Talk to
businessowners. Feel theconfidence
andambition thathas returned to this
place.Do that, and it’s hardnot to feel
optimistic aboutNewZealandand its
future.

Noneof thismomentum
happenedbyaccident. It is the result
ofdeliberateactionandproof that the

right choicespayoff.
InvestmentBoost ishelping local

businesses invest inplant and
equipment togrow.Thenewtrade
agreementwith Indiaalongsidedeals
openingupEurope, theUKand the
Gulf, are givingCanterbury’s
exportersmoreplaces thanever to
sell into.And it isworking,withNew
Zealand’s exportsup$12billion in just
twoyears.A42% lift in South Island
transport funding is gettingpeople
and freightmoving,withwork
underwayonPagesRd,Ashburton,
andBroughamSt.

But a regionwith thismuch
potential is never finished.Thenext
waveof investment is alreadyon the
way: $50million for the roadand rail
links thatwill unlock theRolleston
freighthub, a replacement for the
ResourceManagementAct to give
farmersandgrowers thecertainty to
invest, andanewTowerThreeat
ChristchurchHospital, adding96
beds.

This is thecity that shapedme, and
Ihaveneverbeenmoreoptimistic
about its future.Aplacewhere
businesses investwithconfidence,
farmersandexporters competewith
theworld, andyoungpeople can
buildacareer and raisea family
without leavinghome.

That is the futureCanterbury is
building, and it is the futureweare
building for all ofNewZealand.

Interview
with the PM

ChristopherLuxon isguest speaker
at anNZME-hostedbreakfast in
Christchurch thismorning to
launch theHerald’s inaugural
ProjectCanterbury report.
Theprimeministerwill be
interviewed inaQ&Asessionwith
HeraldEditor-in-ChiefMurray
Kirkness (above). The interviewwill
playat https://www.nzherald.co.
nz/video/herald-now/at9.30am
thismorning.
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Christchurch needs a Government ready to invest in it
Chris Hipkins

Labour leader Chris Hipkins

C hristchurchhas rebuilt. Now
itneedsagovernment
willing toback its future.
Somemay think

Christchurchhasalreadyhad its big
infrastructuremoment.

Theearthquakeshappened.The
rebuildhappened. Thecranescame
down.Thenewbuildingswentup.

But it’s not jobdone.
Christchurchhas rebuilt. Nowthe

challenge ismaking sure this city, and
thewider South Island, has the
infrastructureand investment it
needs to seize theopportunities
ahead.

It is a citywherepeople canbuild
agood life,withgreat schools, parks
andpublic spaces, a strong senseof
community, andan increasingly
excitingmixof technology, science,
advancedmanufacturing, aerospace
and innovation.

Weshouldn’t take that for granted.
Christchurchhas something

special because somuchof its future
hasbeendeliberatelydesigned
aroundbeing liveable.Weneed to
protect that as thecity grows.

Growthshould strengthen the
things thatmakeChristchurchagreat
place to live, notundermine them.

Andwhen it comes toeconomic
growth, it doesn’t happensimply
becauseacityhas talentedpeople
andgoodbusinesses. It needs the
infrastructure to support them.

Ifweget that investment right,
Christchurchcancreate
opportunitieswell beyond thecity

itself, strengthening thewider South
Islandeconomyandcontributing to
amoreproductive, higher-wageNew
Zealand.

Good infrastructuredetermines
whether abusiness canexpand,
whetherworkers cangetwhere they
need togo,whetherhouses canbe
built andwhetherpeople canget
around their cityeasily and
affordably.

Christchurchdoesn’t needanother
government that promises theEarth
anddelivers very littleof it. It needs
agovernment thatmakes realistic
commitments, backs themwith
investment, and thengetsonwith
delivering them.

A futureLabourGovernmentwill
invest in theSouth Island, butnot
throughelection-yearpork-barrelling
orprojects chosen for aheadline.

Wewillmakegood, ambitious,
disciplined investment thatunlocks
growthandmakespeople’s lives
better.

Wewill askwhere infrastructure
investment canmake thegreatest
difference toproductivity, growth
andpeople’s lives.

Andwewillmake thosedecisions

with thepeoplewhoknowthis region
best: councils, iwi, businesses,
researchers andcommunities.

Wellingtonshouldn’t be sitting in
anofficedecidingwhatChristchurch
needs.AndChristchurchCityCouncil
shouldn’t have to fight central
government toget the support it
needs.

Local governmentunderstands
thecity. Central governmenthas the
resourcesandnational levers.

Wegetbetter outcomeswhenwe
put those things together.

Weknowthis becausewehave
seen itwhenGovernment
investment is used tounlock
something.

Whenwe last came into
Government, Christchurch’s school
rebuildwas still amassiveunfinished
job.Wekept itmoving, backed itwith
hundredsofmillionsofdollarsof
investment, andhelpeddelivernew
andredeveloped schools across the
city.

TheChristchurchAcceleration
Fundhelpedget theTāwhaki
NationalAerospaceCentreoff the
ground.

That is anextraordinary facility for

this regionandagreat exampleof
Government investment actingasa
catalyst forprivate-sector activity,
innovationandnewopportunity.

Thechallengenow is todomore
of that.

TheSouth Islandhasenormous
strengths inagriculture, tourism,
renewableenergy,manufacturing,
scienceand technology.
Christchurch is an important
economichub for all of it.

Better connectionsbetweenour
cities and regions canopenmarkets,
support tourism, improve
productivityandcreate
opportunities.

Thereare real challenges.
Infrastructurecostsmoney.
Construction is expensive. Councils
areunderpressure.Government
mustmakechoices.

But thoseare arguments forbetter
investmentdecisions, not forwalking
away from investment.

Weshouldn’t lose sightofwhatwe
are trying toachieve.

A successful city isn’t simplyone
withmorebuildings, roadsor
economicactivity. It is a citywhere
peopleactuallywant to live.

The future of
Canterbury

Steven Joyce CNZM
Chair, NZME

Stefan Powell
CEO, Dawn Aerospace

Lauren Quaintance
Chair, ChristchurchNZ

Moderator: Miriyana Alexander

Business leaderswill unpack the
opportunities, challengesand
investments shaping the futureof
Canterburyat anNZME-hosted
breakfast inChristchurch this
morning.

The threepanellists (pictured
below)will discuss the region’s
momentumandwhat itmeans for
business.

Thepanel discussionwill be
moderatedbyHeraldAssociate
EditorMiriyanaAlexander
(picturedabove).

Videoof thepanelwill be
replayedathttps://www.nzherald.
co.nz/video/herald-now/ later this
morning.

A new chapter
for Christchurch

One New Zealand Stadium looms over Cashel St, Christchurch. Photo / Anna Heath

F ifteenyears after the
earthquakes tore theheart
outofNewZealand’s
second-largest city,

Christchurchhas completedoneof
themost remarkableurban rebuilds
in thedevelopedworld.

Thenext chapter is considerably
moredifficult.

It is aboutmanaging success.
Youcan see it in the cranesover

Christchurch, the industrial
expansionacrossRolleston, the
pressureonhousing inSelwynand
Waimakariri districts, the freight
moving towardsLyttelton, and the
extraordinaryambitionnowbeing
displayedbyChristchurchAirport as
it positions itself asmuchmore than
anaviationgateway.

Andyoucansee it in acity
confident that its post-quake
ambitionsarebecoming reality.

Canterbury’s economic
momentumis generatingprecisely
thepressures that successful
economies inevitably face:
infrastructure struggling to stay
aheadofdemand, rapidlygrowing
communities requiringnewschools
and roads, competition for skilled
labour, escalating landvaluesand
increasinglycomplexdebatesover
whopays for theenabling
infrastructure that growthdemands.

Andyet there is another
important shift underway.

Christchurch isdevelopinga
technologyand innovation
economythat sits alongside its
traditional strengths inagriculture,
manufacturingand logistics.

Thecity’s technologycompanies
are increasinglyoperating inglobal
markets,while theUniversityof
Canterburyand its engineeringand
sciencecapabilitiesprovidean
important talentpipeline.

Canterburyhas alsodevelopeda
distinctiveposition in theemerging
spaceeconomy,withcompanies
and researchorganisationsworking
across satellites, earthobservation,
advancedmaterials, aerospaceand
other technologies.

Thatmatters because thenext
stageof regional prosperitywill not
simplycome fromproducingmore
agricultural commodities. Itwill
come fromaddingmorevalue to
whatCanterburyalreadydoes

exceptionallywell—and
commercialising the intellectual
capital being generated in its
universities, laboratories and
businesses.

Theaerospaceand space story is
particularly revealing. Christchurch
hasalreadydevelopedagenuine
innovationcluster: engineering
expertise, specialistmanufacturers,
researchcapability and
entrepreneursprepared to tackle
globalmarkets fromarelatively
small city.

ThenewTeKahaOneNew
Zealandstadiumaddsanotherpiece
to that city-buildingequation.A
stadium iseasy todismiss asan
amenityproject. But thebigger
question iswhat it draws into
Christchurch.Major sportingevents,
concerts, conferences, exhibitions
andentertainmentbringvisitors
whospendacrosshotels,
restaurants, retail, transport and

hospitality.More importantly, a
moderncentral cityvenuegives
Christchurchanother reason for
people to come to thecity—and
another reason forbusinesses,
investors andevent organisers to see
it as adestination rather thansimply
aplace topass through.

Thatmatters for a city competing
for talent and investment.

The stadium, theairport, the
university, the innovationprecincts
and theemerging technologyand
space sectors thatwe report on
todayarepiecesof the same larger
story.

ChristchurchAirport is expanding
international serviceswhile
investingheavily in freight, property
andenergyopportunities thatwill
broaden its role asamajor economic
precinct.

LytteltonPort is pursuing
significant investment to increase
resilienceandcapacityasexport

volumesand freight expectations
continue to rise.

Iwas inChristchurchwhen the
devastingMagnitude6.3 earthquake
struckat 12.51pmonFebruary22, 2011.

TheHerald’sBusinessReports
teamwent regularly toChristchurch
to report on the recovery.

Thecity’s earlypost-quakevision
for a “21st centurycitywith abeating
heart; a greenconnectedhub ina
thrivingeconomic region”hasnow
becomereality.

TheHerald’s inaugural Project
Canterbury report explores the
businesses, civic leaders,
infrastructureproviders, innovators
and investorshelpingdrive the
southernprovince’s economic
momentum—but also the tensions
beneath theheadlinenumbers.

Enjoy the report,

FranO’Sullivan
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Aerospace, medtech and
‘Momentum attracts momentum’: the Christchurch tech sector flourishes

continued on B5

I n the2000s,wehad “Silicon
Welly” as firms likeXero,Trade
MeandWētāDigital powered
up, drawing thousandsof tech

workers andawaveofventure
capital to thecity.

Nowthere’s anewtechbuzz
capital: Christchurch.This time, a lot
of action is basedaround “deep-tech”
or research-and-development-
intensivehardware.

Butmanyof the themesare the
same, includinga “cluster effect”
that’s seen firms in relatedareas co-
operatingandall benefiting fromtech
talentbeingdrawn to thecityboth
fromaroundNewZealandand
offshore.

“It’s anover-usedanalogy in
economicdevelopment, but it’s a
flywheel.Momentumattracts
momentum,” saysAliAdams, chief
executiveof thecouncil’s economic
developmentagency,
ChristchurchNZ, and thechairperson
of theCanterburyAerospace
LeadershipGroup.

Billion-dollar aerospace goal
Lastyear, theLeadershipGroupset
a goal toquadrupleCanterbury’s
aerospace industry to a$1billion
sector supportingmore than 1500
jobsby2035.

The strategyalsocalls for
Canterbury tobecomeaglobal
researchand investmenthub for the
space sector, to achievenet-zero

emissions for aerospacecompanies,
and for the traditionallywhitemale-
dominated sector to reach20%Māori
andPacificpeoplesworkforce
representation.

Researchcarriedout in2023 found
theCanterburyaerospace sector
contributedaround$250million to
the region’s economyandemployed
around500,ChristchurchNZ
aerospacecluster leadEmma
Renowdensays.

Adamssays the sectorhadbeen
growingat 8% to9%ayearand that
theaerospace strategywould
accelerate that clip. She saw its targets
beinghit “slightlybefore” its target
date.

“Thereare really goodsignals.
We’ve seenKeaAerospace raise
$17.5mandmove intoanewfacility
aspart of their expansionandDawn
Aerospace’sUS$25mraise,” says
Adams.

Nearly$6mworthof jobswere
added to theCanterburyeconomyby
theaerospace sector last year, she
says.

Whychooseaerospaceasoneof
ChristchurchNZ’s keypointsof focus?

“Weneedachallenge that’s
globally scalable,”Adamssays. “It’s
big enough togo, butnot sobig it’s
unrealistic. Youalsoneedsomething
thatmakesa sectoruniquely sticky
toChristchurch. For aerospace, it’s

things like thedark skies and the test
bed facilities.”

TāwhakiNationalAerospace
Centre, jointly runby the
Governmentand two localMāori
rūnanga,TeTaumutuRūnangaand
WairewaRūnanga ina50:50
commercial partnership, featuresa
1kmsealed runway thatopened in
2024, plus ahangar, that is usedby
DawnAerospaceandKeaAerospace
for test flights of theirun-crewed
aerial vehicles (UAVs).

Around$30mhadbeenspenton
Tāwhaki (MBIEbreaks it downas
$16m in2021 forpurchaseof the land
atKaitorete, $8m in2022 to support
operatingcosts forTāwhaki and
$5.4m in2024 for runwayupgrade
andsupport buildings).

There’s alsoanetworkeffect. Kea
andDawn’s presencehasattracted
smaller aerospace start-ups, and
providedbusiness for firms in related
sectors, suchascryogenics company
Fabrum.

The$1bplancalls forbetter
promotionandbetter co-ordination
betweenvarious local aerospace
companies, thecouncil, the
UniversityofCanterbury,New
ZealandTradeandEnterprise’sThe
NZStoryandcentral government.

CanCanterburyattractmore
aerospaceplayers of, say,Dawn’s
scale?

“We’remore thanhopeful.We’re
optimistic,”Adamssays.

“We’rebig enough tobeglobally
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cleantech drive new boom

continued on B6

I like to think our
students will come
out leading theway

to the future, but
also informed by
industry who are
also pushing the

future.
CatherineMoran, deputy vice-

chancellor, University of CanterburyBioOra's new CAR-T immunotherapy manufacturing facility will open on October 7

significant, but small enough
everybody toknoweverybodyand
workwell together. That’s
Christchurch’s secret sauceand it’s
not easy to replicate inbiggerplaces.”

Medical tourism opportunity
AdamssaysChristchurch is theonly
NewZealandcitywithanaerospace
strategy.

But it’s nother agency’s onlyarea
of focus.

Health tech is another.Here, a
signaturedevelopment isBioOra’s
newCAR-Tcell immunotherapy
manufacturing facility at
Christchurch’sTePapaHauora
HealthPrecinct (a jointventure
betweenHealthNewZealand, the
UniversityofCanterbury, the
UniversityofOtagoand theAra
InstituteofCanturbury),whichwill
openonOctober 7.

Bornoutof researchat
Wellington’sMalaghan Institute
(which remains akeypartner),
BioOra’sChristchurch facilitywill
support thedeliveryofnext-
generationCAR-Tcell
immunotherapy, ahighly
personalisedcancer treatment that
usesapatient’s own immunecells. It

targetsbloodcancers suchas
lymphomaand leukaemia.

“Oneof themost exciting things is
that their treatment is cheaperand
has fewer sideeffects thanother
treatments,whichmakes it easier to
administer,”Adamssays.

“Youcando it as anoutpatient,
whichopens it up toa really
interestingmedical tourism
opportunity.”

NZTradeandEnterprisealumand
ex-IcehousechairmanDavidDowns
—whowould laterworkcloselywith
Malaghan inadvocacyand
fundraising—had togooffshore for
life-savingCAR-Tcell treatment. By
year’s end, BioOra is aiming tohave
60 local patients in clinical trials.

The facilityhas thepotential to
generatearound$98million in
annualGDP forNewZealand, based
on treatingapproximately500
patientsperyear.

AdamssaidBioOra’sdecision to
locate inChristchurch reflected
confidence in thecity’s innovation
ecosystem.

“Thereare lots of things that
brought themhere. The fact that
we’vegot thehealthprecinct; the fact
thatwe’vegot an international airport

just 20minutes fromthecity, the fact
thatwe’vegot theUniversityof
Canterbury, LincolnUniversity,
UniversityofOtago, andARAhere
that canall help toprovide the skills
forwhat theyneed.

“Butwestill needed towork really
closelywith themtomakesure they
got the right local partners, the
deliverypartners, and investment
partners tobeable to setup.”

Then there’s cleantech,where
AdamsnamechecksZethos (formerly
Zincovery), aCanterburyUniversity
research spin-off, foundedby
JonathanRingandProfAaron
Marshall,whichopeneda$6m
demonstratorplant inApril. The
facility takesawasteproduct, steel
mill dust (frompartnerNZSteel) and
produces zincandcopper—both
materials in short supplyamid the
data centreboom.

Thestart-up’s fundinghascome
fromamixofCrown funding (via
Callaghan Innovation, nowabsorbed
intoMBIE)plusventurecapital firms
including IcehouseVentures,Motion
Capital andSir StephenTindall’s
K1W1.

The2500sqmfacility, openedby
PrimeMinisterChristopherLuxon, is

aproving-groundat thispoint.Once
Zethos transitions tocommercial
production, theplantwill recover
around 1000 tonnesof zincand
copperperyear, andemployaround
60.

UC’s ‘strong partnership’ with local
businesses

ChristchurchNZ’smemorandum
ofunderstandingwith theUniversity
ofCanterburyhasbeenakeypart of
its strategy.

“Wework toboth inform industry
andbe informedby industry,” says
theuniversity’s deputyvice-
chancellorProfCatherineMoran
(whowill take the reinsasvice-
chancellor inFebruary). “There’s a
really strongpartnership.”

“Ourvice-chancellorCherylde la
Rey, andClareMurray, thedirector
ofourCentre forEmployability and
CareerDevelopment, justhelda
workshopwithBusinessCanterbury
to findoutwhat’s industry looking for,
what areweoffering, andhowcan
webeanevenstrongerpart of that.”

Anonline short courseon
regulatoryeconomicswasco-
designedwith lines companyOrion.
“It’s aimedprimarily atpeoplewho

arealreadyworkinganddon’t have
time to comeandsit oncampus. It’s
beenhighlypopular. Itwasademand
industryhad. Itwasagap in the
education system.”

Astudent studying for a
mechanical engineeringdegreecan
minor in aerospaceengineering. The
universityalsooffers amaster’s
degree inaerospaceengineering.

“Aerospace studentsdoa lot of
their final-yearprojectswithKea
Aerospace,DawnAerospaceoreven
AirNewZealand.”

Engineering studentshave
summerplacements at firms like
HamiltonJet, Trimble, Tait and
Fabrum,while thebig engineering
firmsalsobankroll scholarships. Tait
is alsopartneringwith theuniversity
for theResponseReadyDisrupt
challengeon the lastweekendof this
month,whichwill give students from
multipledisciplines the chance towin
$3000as they’re asked to respond to
critical event scenarios.

The riseofAIhas fuelledmore
industryco-operation.The
university’s data science students are
suddenly inhotdemand for
placements.

AsChatGPT first broke into the
mainstream, “Oneofour law
professors,UrsulaCheer, dida review
withanumberof lawpractices across
thecountry toask, ‘Will youbeusing
AI?How?Shouldour studentsbe
comingoutknowinghowtouseAI
for law?’ and95%said ‘Absolutely.’”

Itwasa similar story for the
business school, saysMoran.

“Sowemappedawholeprogram
ofAIdevelopment that ranges from
understanding theethics ofAI to
applyingAI tocritiquingAI.

“I like to thinkour studentswill
comeout leading theway to the
future, but also informedby industry
who is alsopushing the future.”

Tesla battery boss trades Texas for
Christchurch
Whatdrawsa start-up to theGarden
City?

“Asa thrivinghub for innovation
and industrial growth,Christchurch
provides the ideal foundation to scale
ouroperations andexpandour
networkacrossNewZealand,” says
AntoineRiboulon, chief operating
officer for smart homebatterymaker
AoteaEnergy—whichhas just
launched its battery forhomes in
AucklandandChristchurch.

Beforean 18-monthcareerbreak,
whichbroughthim toNewZealand,
Riboulonspent fiveyearsworkingon
energyproducts forTesla in
California andTexas, rising toglobal

HamiltonJet: The grand-daddy that’s growing faster than ever

The Hamilton Jet factory in Christchurch.

Christchurch’s oldest high-tech firm
hasbeengoing throughagrowth
spurt recently.

TheSir Bill Hamilton-founded
HamiltonJet hasmanufactured in
Christchurch since the 1950s.

It’s financials are kept close, but
chief executiveBenReedsays, “For
thepast eight years, ourgrowthhas
averagedaround 11%peryear.”

Thecompany is in theprocessof
kittingout a 7500sqmexpansionof
itsChristchurch factory, taking the
facility’s total footprint to 22,500sqm.

(Youmighthave seen thePrime
MinisterChristopher touring it
recentlywithout realising it. Reports
carried close-upsof thePM’s faceas
he fieldedquestions about apossible
leadership challenge.)

Anewoffice areaon the samesite
will beopened in thenewyear.

Reed says the firmhas takenon
30staff over thepast fewmonths,
taking itsChristchurchcomplement
to410 (including satellite offices

overseas, the firmemploys480).
It’s best known in thepopularmind

for its jet boats,whichcan spin thrill-
seeking tourists around ina river just
inchesdeep.

The still family-owned firmnow
makesvessels up to80m long.

Here, it’s been in thenews for the
propulsion systems itmade for
Auckland’s Transport’s two
300-passengerhybrid-electric ferries
(madebyWanganui’sQ-West) and
two200-passenger fully electric
ferries.

“Electric vessels area fascinating
niche,” saysReed. “We’re really
thrilled tobe involvedwith them.
They’regreat showcases, but they’re
still sub-1%ofourbusiness.

“NewZealand is a smallmarket for
us as97%ofourbusiness is exports.

“Defence is probablyourbiggest
single segmentbut it’s closely
followedbyoffshoreenergy; boats
that serviceand inspect oil andgas
rigs andoffshorewind turbines.

“Ferries areanother reasonable
segment for us, and thenyouget into
things likepilot boats and fishing
boats and fire boats; anything that
needs tobeverymanoeuvrableorgo
very fast or in shallowwater; those
are thegeneral things that bring
people towater jets.”

Familyownershiphasallowed for

stable long-termplanning, Reed says.
Whykeepmanufacturing in the

city?
“The familyphilosophy is that the

businesswasbuilt to employpeople
inChristchurchandmakeuseof the
Kiwi ingenuity.”

The familymaintainsmajority
control.

“Iwork for thegrandsonof the
founder,” Reed says, referring to
directorMikeHamilton,whilehis son,
hydrodynamicengineer Sam
Hamilton is in thebusiness, and “will
beonedaybechairmanof theboard”.

Therearealsoother reasons to
stay local. “We’re apretty low-volume,
highvarietyproduct,” Reed says. The
company’swaterjets range from
270kWto large 5500kWmodels. That
means therearenoeconomiesof
scale tobegained from
manufacturing inChina.

“We runaverygood lean
production systemhere. It’s very
smart andmakesaverygood jobof
buildingahighvarietyof different
product sizes andconfigurations.New
Zealand is not a low-cost country, but
it’s alsonot ahigh-cost country
either.”

It seems tobeworking. Reed says
HamiltonJet has aroundhalf the
market in a sectorwhere there are 10
waterjetmakersworldwide.
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Launchpad for aerospace sector
Established tech
firms are giving
back by taking
start-ups under
their wing

Dawn Aerospace's Mk-II Aurora suborbital spaceplane; the Kea Atmos
achieved its first stratospheric test flight in February last year .

Chris Keall

M arkRocket cuthis
aerospace teethas the
seed investor andco-
directorofRocketLab in

the2000s. InNovember2009,heand
founderSir PeterBeck launcheda
miniature rocket, the Ātea-1, fromthe
SirMichael Fay-ownedGreat
Mercury Island (it reached the
KarmanLineor theedgeof space
100kmupbeforegoingmissing,
despite local fishingboatsbeing
roped into the search. “Coromandel,
wehaveaproblem,” this reporter
headlineda storyat the time).

RocketLabwenton to thrive in
Aucklandandexpand into theUS,
“But Iwasalsokeen to seea thriving
aerospace industry emergehere in
myhomecity, ŌtautahiChristchurch.
Soduring2017, I started to research
potential pathways toachieve this,”
Rocket says.

“Christchurch isNewZealand’s
second-largestmanufacturinghub,
has relatively lowair traffic, andhas
manyother factors favouring
aerospacedevelopment.

“There’s apotential futurewhere
Christchurch is thehome to
hundredsof aerospacecompanies
and thousandsof aerospace jobs. The
city is a gateway to theAntarctic;
Christchurchcouldalsobeagateway
to space.”

Withco-founderPhilippSueltrop,
Rocket createdKeaAerospace,which
isdeveloping theAtmos, an
unmannedaerial vehicle the sizeof
ahangglider, designed to flyonsolar
power forweeksof aerial
photography,marine surveillance
andother applications.

OneofKea’s prototypes— the
AtmosMark I—achieved its first
stratospheric test flight inFebruary
last year after launching fromthe
TāwhakiNationalAerospaceCentre
southofChristchurch, takingphotos
from17,000m(adistance thatRocket
pitchesas allowingmuchhigher
resolutionpictures thana satellite,

andmuchcheaper thanaplane).
In June, on thebackof a$17.5

millioncapital raise, Keamoved into
anew, 3000sqmmanufacturing
centreandmissioncontrol building.

Itwasanupsizing required to
accommodate the in-the-works
AtmosMark II,whichwill havea35m
wingspan to theMark I’s 12.5m.The
largerwingspanwill allow formore
solarpanels, allowing theMark II to
stayaloft forweeks—or evenmonths
—at a time.

The site includes land for future
expansion,with capacity todevelop
a large-scalemanufacturingplant
capableof producing “dozensof
aircraft andultimatelyhundreds for
customersaround theworld,” said
Rocket.

TheBurnsidebuildingalso inclu-
desanaerospacehub, or space to
houseaerospace start-ups.

Oneof the first to takeup theoffer
is theAuckland-foundedAstrix
Astronautics,which isdevelopinga
systemof inflatable solar cells for
satellites andnumbersBeckamong
its backers. Thehub formspart of the

ChristchurchCityCouncil’s develop-
mentagencyChristchurchNZ’snew
BusinessLandingPad initiative,
designed tohelp innovative
companiesexploreopportunities,
establishapresenceandaccelerate
growth in Ōtautahi.

It’s nocoincidence thatRocket
(bornMarkStevens)wouldhost the
aerospacehub.

Rockethas fostered the local
industry sincehis return to thecity,
becoming the foundingpresidentof
AerospaceChristchurch—now
AerospaceNewZealand—which
hosts theannualAerospaceSummit
thathasbecomea fixtureatTePae
since2022, theyear thenew
conventioncentreopened for
business.

AirVice-MarshalDarrynWebband
otherRNZAFbrasswereonhand for
theopeningofKea’sBurnside
building.

Rocket says theAirForce is a
prospectiveKeaAerospacecustomer
forborderprotection, including
maritimesurveillance for illegal
fishinganddrug smuggling. The

Government recently said itwouldbe
buying localdronesunder itsnew
$300mdefencecapabilityplan to
boostnewdefence tech.

“The relationshipbetween theair
forceandKea is longandstrong,”
Webbsaid,with theWigram
Aerodromemadeavailable for early
Atmos testing.

HehopedKeacouldparticipate in
anupcoming tender forpersistent
maritimesurveillance.

Defence forcesworldwidehad to
workwith theprivate sector,Webb
said.

“TheDefenceForcehasaneed to
enhanceourownmaritime
surveillance,”Webbsaid.

“ThePersistenceSurveillanceAir
Projecthasentered theearly request
for informationphase, seeking
market feedbackonuncrewed
systemsable tooperate 1400nautical
miles frombase forup to sixhours,
deliveringhigh-definition imaging in
near real timebydayorbynight.”

Forestry, precisionagricultureand
searchand rescueareother areas that
canutilise theAtmosMark2,Rocket
said.His pitch is that it fliesmuch
lower than satellites, allowing for
high-resolutionphotos andvideo, is
cheaper thananaeroplaneor
helicopter, andcan fly forweeks,
rather thanadrone’sminutes.

Dawn Aerospace fuels up, makes
second spaceplane deal
DawnAerospace,which raised$42m
ata$348mvaluation, isCanterbury’s
largest aerospaceplayer, and the
biggest inNewZealandoutsideof
RocketLab.

The firmwasco-founded in2017
byWaikato-raisedbrothers James
Powell (whostudiedmechanical
engineeringatCanterbury
University) andStefanPowell, a one-
timeRocketLab internwhomoved
to theNetherlands to study
aerospaceengineering at theDelft
UniversityofTechnology,wherehe
workedonaprojectwith three fellow
studentswhowouldalsobecome
Dawnco-founders: JeroenWink,
TobiasKnopandRobertWerner.

The firmsetup its operational
headquarters inChristchurch, but
alsomaintainsa facility inDelft.

Dawn isbest-known for itsAurora
“spaceplane”—anuncrewed,
remotelycontrolledaerial vehicle.

In June last year, it announced its
firstAurora sale. TheOklahoma
Space IndustryDevelopment
Authoritypickeduponeof the

spaceplanes forUS$17m($27.6m).
Lastweek, it revealed its second

Auroradeal. Californian firmAstral
Materialswill useoneofDawn’s
spaceplanes formicrogravity
experiments as it developscutting-
edgenewmaterials formaking
computer chips.

Dawn’s secondmajor lineof
businesshasbeenpropulsion
systems,whichnowpowermore
than50satellites.

A signature feature is that theKiwi-
Dutchcompany’s systemsare fuelled
byacombinationofnitrousoxideand
propene, billedas acleaner, safer
alternative to thewidelyused
hydrazine.

“Whenwe first backedDawn, the
companyconsistedof founders
workingout of a garagewith a radio-
controlledmodel aircraft,” Icehouse
VenturespartnerBarnabyMarshall
said.

“TodayDawnhasmore than 140
staff, tensofmillions inannual
revenue, hundredsofoperatingunits
inorbit—andasupersonicaircraft.”

Nowthe firm isdevelopinga third
major lineof business.Andonce
again, it’s not bandwagon jumpingbut
developingawholenewfield:A
systemfor refuelling satellites inorbit.

Today,whena satellite runsout
of fuel for its thrusters, it falls outof
the sky— typically after three to five
years for a low-Earthorbit design
(thrusters areused toadjust a
satellite’s orbit,while solar-powered
reactionwheels areoftenused for
finer tweaks to altitude, or the
directiona satellite is facing).

Dawn isworkingona reusable
SpaceUtilityVehicle (SUV) thatwill
dockwitha satellite anddeliver
propellant, plusanetworkofOrbital
PropellantDepots (OPDsor
“disposabledumb tanks”) that are
launched “opportunistically”
whenevera rockethas spare
capacity.

OneSUVwill carryenough
propellant to refuel 50 to60satellites.
Inpractical terms, thatmeansone
$1mDawn launchcould save$100m
byextending satellites’ lifespans.

More fuel alsomeans satellites
couldmakemoreadjustments,
enabling themto flyat just 300km
overheador roughly twiceas close
as today’s low-Earthorbit satellites,
Powell says.

Thatwillmean theability to swoop
belowspace junk, deliver faster
satellite internet and takehigher
resolutionphotos.

Momentum builds: deep tech
continued from B5

continued on B7

headof operations forTesla
Autobidder— the firm’s energy
tradingandcontrol systemfor its
utility-scalebatteries.

Those skills should come inhandy
athis gig, givenAotea’s locally
designedandassembled
$10,500-$12,500homebattery (which
doesn’t require solar), comeswithan
app that, amongother smarts, letsyou
buypowerat thecheapest timesof
theday, thensell it back to thegrid
atpeaks. The start-up, backedbySir
StephenTindall andVaughan
Fergusson,was founded in2022by
TamaToki,who learnedabout
energy resiliencegrowingupongrid-
lessGreatBarrier. Toki is based in
Auckland.

Riboulonwill oversee
manufacturingexpansion fromthe
firm’sChristchurchplant.

“Having spentnearlyadecade
buildingglobal energy storage
systems, I joinedAoteaEnergy
because it offers the singlebiggest
opportunity to transformNew
Zealand’spower grid,” he says.

Jade goes MADCAP
Global operator Jade,whichgrewout
of the firm foundedbyKiwi tech
legendSirGil Simpson, is
Christchurch’smost established
software firm.

Its corebusinesshasbeen its Jade
platformor “software formaking
software”,whichwas joinedby its
ThirdEyeplatform—which
automates financial crimedetection
andhelps companies grapplewith
complicatedanti-money laundering
andcounter-terrorism financing
regulations.

The latterhasbeenanengineof
growth recently, asAIhasboth
fuellednew threats andbeen
deployedbyJade tocounter them,
chief executive JustinMercer says.

InNovember last year, it entered
dairy supply chainmanagementby
buyinganotherChristchurch-based
software firm,ContecGroup,maker
of theMADCAP (MilkAnalysis, Data
Capture&Processing) platformused
bysixof theworld’s largest global
dairyprocessors.

Thedeal tookprivately-held Jade’s
headcount to 300as it tookonall of

Contec’s 50 staff andwill add20-25%
peryear to its revenue (whichgrew
9%to$49mlastyear).

MADCAP—whichbuilt its dairy
softwareonJade’s platform—
numbersFonterra,Nestle, Synlait,
Cadbury,Mondelez andBegaamong
its clients.

Mercer says theacquisition is
enabling Jade toexpand itswork in
agricultureandgrownewexport
opportunities.

Thechief executive sees threebig
advantages tobeingheadquartered
inChristchurch.

One ishis firm’s close relationship
with theUniversityofCanterbury,
whichgoes twoways—UCsupplies
internsandgraduates and is alsoa
Jadecustomer.

Jadealso supports the
ShadowTechprogrammethat
matches secondary school-agedgirls
with local tech firms forworkplace
tours andactivities tohelpbolster
anddiversify thenext generationof
tech talent.

The second is that, “We find the
Canterburybusinessnetworkvery
open to sharing.

“Perhapsbecause it’s smaller, it
actuallyhasmorecross
representationacross industries, and
therefore there’s quite a lot of cross
pollinationof ideas and just generally
greaterwillingness toopenupand
helpeachother.”

The third is that inaworldof
increasingvolatility, “NewZealand
hasa reallyuniquepositionwe’ve
carvedout in theworldas abit of
a safeharbour; aneutral trusted
brand.

“Froma technologyperspective,
wesee that as ahugeadvantage.”

A rubbish idea
UniversityofCanterbury research
hasbeenspun-out intoanumberof
start-ups, includingMarsBioimaging
andZethos, plus Syft, amakerof air-
quality sensors.

Nowanearly-stage firmcalled
Enagain, foundedbyDrMatthew
CowanandDrGavinHedley (both
with theuniversity’s engineering
school), is seeking tocommercialise
thepair’sworkonbiogas,with$2.5m
viaa seed round ledbyMotion
Capital.

Landfills producebiogaswhen
organicwastebreaksdownwithout
oxygen.

Aproprietaryprocessdeveloped
byCowanandHedley turns that
biogas into renewablenatural gas
(RNG),which thepair say is
chemically identical to fossil natural
gas. It’ll be suitable foruse inheavy
industry, particularlyhigh-heat
processes.

Thecompany is initially targeting
small landfills,where thevolumesare
too low to justify thecapital cost of
existing systems.

Operatorsof those sites typically
flare the gasoff at their ownexpense
rather thancreate an incomestream
from it.

Enagain’smodular lowcost system
offers these landfills an income
stream.By lowering thecost of
upgradingbiogas, thecompany is
aiming to turna strandedwaste
stream intoausable local energy
source.

“Gavinand I areacutelyawareof
thechallengingenergy landscape
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facing industrial gasusers inNew
Zealandandoverseas,” Cowansaid.

“By redirectingmethaneemissions
thatwouldotherwisebewasted,
Enagainprovides a stable, affordable
supplyof renewable gas to
businesses that cannot feasibly
electrify. That’s awin forbusinesses,
awin for energy security, andawin
for theenvironment.”

Tait: staying in Christchurch
means staying agile
TaitCommunications is a
Christchurchveteran, but growing
faster thaneverbefore.

Themakerof radiocommunica-
tions gear, foundedbySirAngusTait
in 1969,wasnamedCompanyof the
Yearat the 2026Hi-TechAwards.

“WhileTaitwas founded57years
ago, the companycontinues to
innovateon theglobal stageand
moveat speed—not aneasy
achievement for suchawell-
establishedcompany,” thepanel of
international judges said.

“Tait is comingoff aphenomenal

year, passing thehalf-billion-dollar
revenuemark,” the judgesadded.

“It greworganically andby
acquisition, expanding intonew
countries and introduced technically
advancednewproducts, and it
competes stronglyon theworld
stage.”

Thecompanyhashada focuson
keepingmanufacturing local at its
sprawlingChristchurchcampus.

Its biggest growth spurt in recent
timescameover 2023and2024as
revenue jumped from$421.6mto
$426.6monTait’s acquisitionof
distressedAustralianplayerRFI.

In 2025, Taitmadeanet profit of
$44.1mon$516mrevenue.

It remains the city’s largesthigh-
techemployer,with around700 local
staff.

“Our founder SirAngusTait’s
visionwas to createan industry
rather thanabusiness. Today,Tait
Communicationscontinues todo this
and is committed togrowing future
engineeringand technical talent in
ChristchurchandNewZealand,” chief
executiveYoramBenit says.

Taitmentors students througha

summer internshipprogrammeand
partnerswithCanterburyeducation
providers tobuild capability in the
industry.

“TheupcomingUCResponse
ReadyDisruptChallenge isoneof
these initiatives that lets students
understand the real-worldchallenges
Tait’s customers face,while
empowering themtocomeupwith
innovative solutions that keep
people, communities and
organisations safe— just asour staff
doeveryday,” Benit says.

Tait is a strongexporter-led
businesswithover85%of revenues
beingglobal, the chief executive said.

“Fifteenper cent ofour revenue is
reinvested inResearchand
Development, sowecancontinue to
innovate forour global public safety,
lawenforcement, transportationand
utilities customers.Our customers
relyonour interoperable technology
tokeep themconnectedwhen failure
isnot anoption.”

“Tait is committed toChristchurch.
ThemajorityofTait’s products are
made inourmanufacturing facility
here,which sets thecompanyapart.

Havingengineering, researchand
development, design, and
manufacturing locatedonone
campusallowsus tobeagile and
better serveourcustomers.

“Tait has the largestdedicated
electronics assemblyplant inNew
Zealand, thebiggest surfacemount
technology (SMT) environment in the
SouthernHemisphere, andour
campusenvironment allows for rapid
prototypingandmanufacturability
iteration.”

Two challenges remain
“Christchurchhasbuilt real
momentumover recentyears.We
are seeinggrowingconfidence,
increased investment, a stronger
international profile andaneconomy
that continues todiversifyand
evolve,”Adamssays. “But cities go in
cycles.Wecan’t rest onour laurels.”

Acoupleof challenges remain.
One is inherent, theother tied toa
change in centralGovernmentpolicy,
she says.

“One is scale.Wecan’t competeon
scale.We just can’t.We’renever going
tobe the richest.We’renever going

tobe the largest,”Adamssays. “But
thereareother leverswecanpull.”

For example, last year then-Space
Minister JudithCollins announced
that theTāwhakiNationalAerospace
Centre,west ofBanksPeninsula,
wouldbegivenPermanent Special
UseAirspaceapproval fromtheCivil
AviationAuthority—allowing
Tāwhaki tomanage theentry, exit
andoperationsof aircraft in thearea
and, at times, designate it aRestricted
Airspace, rather thanhaving to
constantly re-apply forpermission.

Theother challenge centreson the
tensionbetween theBeehiveand
localGovernment.

“With rates capping coming inand
someof the local government reform,
I think it’s going tobehard for
economicdevelopment to remain
well-funded,”Adamssays.

“Thatwill be achallengeacross the
country.”

● ChrisKeall is anAuckland-based
memberof theHerald’s business team.
He joined theHerald in 2018 and is the
technologyeditor anda senior business
writer.

‘One of the best hidden gems
of the southern hemisphere’

Clean energy
pioneers chose
Christchurch
because it was
in their DNA

Chris Keall

There’s this rich
history of

technology
development and
development, so

you’ve got clusters
of capability, an

ecosystem of highly
capable entities that
can support you on

your path.
Christopher Boyle

Fabrum founder
Christopher
Boyle at the
company’s
premises in
Christchurch.

Photo / Anna Heath.

A swell asdrawingnewtech
companies, Christchurch
has seenestablished
players expand.

As theworldexperimentswith
liquidhydrogenas anewclean
energy,Christchurch-basedFabrum,
foundedbyChristopherBoyle
(managingdirector) andHugh
Reynolds (technical director) has
been involved inprojects around the
world, fromAustralia’s largest liquid
hydrogenstorageand refuelling site
for aFortescuemine site inWestern
Australia to ahydrogen fuelling
station for trucking firmHW
Richardson in Invercargill (due to
comeonlinebeforeyear’s end) to
variousairlineandairport pilots in
theUK toanAirbusandFortescue-
backed facility atChristchurch
Airport’sKōwhaiParkenergy
precinct for creating gaseousor liquid
hydrogenondemand for test
projects.

In 2023, surging interest in
hydrogensawFabrumraise$23
million inventure capital in a raise
ledbyLondon’sAPVenturesand
supportedbyFortescueandJapan’s
Obayashi.

The fundswereused toexpand
manufacturingand todouble staff
numbers toaround70.

Boyle,whogrewup invarious
townsaround theNorth Island, co-
founded thecompanynowknownas
Fabrumin2004.

The firm initially focusedoncryo-
genic coolingandsuperconducting
storage systems,which require
extremelycold temperatures (down
to -273C, aka0Kelvin) tooperate, then
expanded into the relatedareaof
hydrogen liquefaction infrastructure,
whereconstant, extremely low

temperaturesmust alsobe
maintained.

Why set up shop in Christchurch?
BoyleandReynoldsbothdid
engineeringdegrees at theUniversity
ofCanterbury.

“Iwascognisant of the fact that
when I finishedmydegree, anumber
ofmycohort headedoffshore for
jobs.Hughand Iwere really clear that
wewanted to tryand leverage
Canterbury’shigh-techmanufac-
turinghistory, andcreateapathway
for students to stay local but contri-
bute innovation technologyglobally.”

Referring toHamiltonJet andTait
Communications, Boyle says,
“There’s this richhistoryof
technologydevelopment, soyou’ve
got clusters of capability, an
ecosystemofhighlycapableentities
that cansupport youonyourpath.

“You’vegot this reallydeep

technical and innovativebusiness
cluster,which is heavily leveragedoff
engineeringcapability,which is
aligned to theuniversity’s really
strongengineering school.

“You’vegot theability toworkat
a global level andcontribute to real
changearound theworld, live inan
environmentwhereyoucanbe in the
hills and themountainsand the
rivers, the sea, etc,within less than
anhour andahalf in anydirection.

“Christchurch is a really great
choicewhenyou talkabout living
andbuildingyour life. It’s a greatplace
towork. It’s anexceptionalplace to
live. It’s probablyoneof thebest
hiddengemsof theSouthern
Hemisphere.”

Whystay inChristchurch? “We’ve
had theUSand theUK try toentice
us.And there isdefinitely going tobe
adaywhenwe’ll do someofour
manufacturingoffshore, simply

because itmakes senseasyouscale.
Wemight set upa secondarybase.

“ButourR&Dactivityandcore
manufacturingwill stayhere.

“Someofour core strengthsareoff
thebackof our connectionswith the
universityandotherCanterbury-
based technologygroupsand
suppliers.

“Wechoose tobehere.
Christchurch is a corepart of our
DNA,” Boyle says.

Boyle sayshis firm takeson
CanterburyUniversityengineering
students as cadetsover summer.

“We try to give themreally clear
industrial engagement to support the
practical andprofessionalhours that
they require for theirdegrees,” he
says.

Lessobviously, Fabrumalsoworks
withmarketing students, anduses
others tohelp researchoffshore
markets.
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‘The best little city in the world’
Attracting talent and events, Christchurch is fast becoming a destination again, writes Grant Bradley

If you look across
different sectors,
Christchurch is

doing some
incredible things.
You can certainly

feel it on the streets
now.
John Plato

John and Lisa Plato and Aaron Morrison, directors of MP Property, at the New City Hotel at the beginning of
renovations. Below: Clearwater Golf Course.

P lato co-founder JohnPlato is
confidentChristchurch ison
track tobecome “thebest
little city in theworld”.

Themulti-servicemarketingand
advertisingagency is based in thecity
and, among thehundredsof clients
it hasworkedwithover the last 19
years,manyare local.

Thishas givenhimaunique insight
intohowChristchurchand
Canterburyareperforming. The
agencybuildswebsites, creates
content, doesadvertisingand
marketing, soknowswhat’s under the
hoodof client businesses that sell
anything fromrugby to ryegrass.

“If you lookacrossdifferent sect-
ors, Christchurch isdoing some
incredible things. Youcancertainly
feel it on the streetsnow,” saysPlato.
“There’s quite anenergy, a lotmore
peoplevisiting anda lot of eventson.
It’s got a really goodvibe.”

Plato is oneof thecountry’s biggest
independent agencies andone
important client, ChristchurchNZ,has
anewcampaign that embodies the
spirit of thecity.

Plato says its taglinecovers itsnew
boldpersonalityas acity that’swell
outof recovery fromtheearthquakes
toaplace that is inmotion.

Launchedearlier thisyear, “Made
for it” re-introducesChristchurchas
adestination, not just a gateway.He’s
seen that all aroundhim.At
ClearwaterGolfCourse—wherehe
also sits on theboard—guests come
to stayatwhat isnowapremium
“must-play” golf destination insteadof
transitingat theairport andheading
straight toQueenstown.

It’s happeningwithinhisbusiness
too, nowup toabout65 staff. “When
weadvertise for rolesnow,we’re
attractinga lot ofpeople from
Aucklandandpeople returning,
whichwas impossible sevenoreight
years ago.”

Before its post-quake reinvention,
whatwasknownas theGardenCity
playedonwideopenspacesandbe-
ingagreat place for families.Nothing
haschanged there, he says. Butnow
ithas somethingmore; energy.

“Nomatterwhat sectororwalkof
lifeyou’re in,whetheryou’re in
businessor just livinghere, there’s a
real senseof energyandmomentum.”

Plato says it’smore than justwork-
life balance ina small city. “It’s about
opportunityandambition, attracting
talent andattractingworld-class
events to thecitywhich it neverhad
before this reinvention.”

PlatoandhiswifeLisa started the
business in late 2007, just as the
Global Financial Crisiswas looming.
WhileCanterbury’s agricultureand
export economysoftened theblow,
on the faceof it, the timingwasn’t
great for launchingabusiness. Buthe
says itworked for thenewcomers,
whowere then in theirmid-20s.

“I think timing is everything. It
doesn’t reallymatterwhetheryou’re
starting ina financial crisis orwhen
thingsarebooming, at theendof the
day thereare still customers that
needservicing. Sometimes inbad
situationsor tough times iswhenyou
canactuallyadd themostvalue.”

Hehadworked for abig agri-
servicesbusiness andLisawasa
marketinggraduateatRavensdown.
Theagencywas initially setup to
service theagricultural sector
offeringdesignandoutsourced
agencyservices.Over time it
morphed into a full-serviceagency,
offeringdigital andmarketing
strategy services in-house. It enjoyed
steadygrowthuntil 2011 and there
wereabout 10 staff at itsVictoria St
officewhen theFebruaryearthquake
struck.

“Onceweexited thebuilding,we
never returned to it,” he says.

Platoandhis team lived through
theharrowingexperienceof staying

inbusiness inwhathedescribesas
acrazy time.

Theagencymovedabout seven
times in two-and-a-half years and that
experiencemeantPlato staffwere
able toempathisewithclients. “Itwas
a tough time for everyonedownhere.
Therewasa lot ofpersonal loss, bus-
inesswasveryunpredictable andsuf-
fereda lot. Thecity itself lost its vibe
for a long time.”

ButPlato’s ownbusiness recover-
edquicklyandwithinmonths staff
numbershadmore thandoubledas
manybusinessesneededexpertise to
first update the localmarket about
where theyhadmoved toandhow
theyhad repositioned themselves
and the rebuild started.

“As the recovery started to take
hold, it becameabout
communicatingmorebroadlyacross
NewZealandabout recruitment and
trying to get goodpeople to come to
thecitybecausewehadamass
exodusof talent during that time.”

Theagencyalso landedamarquee
client— theCanterburyEarthquake
RecoveryAuthority (Cera)—
establishedasagovernment
departmentamonthafter the
Februaryquake to leadandco-
ordinate theGovernment’s response
and recoveryeffortsuntil its
disestablishment in2016.

WhilePlato says it accounted for
10%of theagency’s turnover, it had
anoutsized influenceon thebusiness
as its first exposure topublicdomain
governmentdepartmentwork.

“It gaveusa lot of credibility and
a lot of exposure thatwemightnot

otherwisehavehad.”
Cerahad its critics, especiallyov-

er the speedof the rebuild, andwhile
not at the front lineof dealingwith
thepublic relations scuffles, Plato
saysexposure to themmadehis firm
morebattle-hardened. “Everyonehad
thebest intentions todealwith a sit-
uation thatwas changingdaily. It’s
easy to lookbackwithhindsight. It
was the samewithCovid—on the
day, youdealwithwhatyoucan.”

Forhisownbusiness, oneof the
big challengeswasgetting stability;
findingoffice spaceandstaff and
workingwithclientswhowere in
tough financial positions.

“Businesseswere struggling tobe
viable so itwasaboutmanagingcash
andbeing supportiveof clientswho
couldn’t alwayspaywhiledoing
someshort termwork tokeep the
connections.”

Platohasno regrets aboutplaying
the longgame, as theagencywasable
tobuild long-lasting, strong
relationshipsasa result. Forhisown
business, the light at theendof the
tunnelwasquickly apparent—but
thatwasn’t somethinghewanted to
broadcast back then. “It’s hard to skite
about that at the time, because it
wasn’t like that for a lot ofpeople.”

Plato grows — so do clients
ForPlato, thenext sevenoreight
yearswere transformational as some
out-of-townagencieswereunsucc-
essfullypitching forworkandothers
were shedding staff. “Wewerequite
nimbleand lean, sowecould takea
riskat that timeandgrow.”

Inparallel,manyof its clientswere
growing too.

Hecites as a success storySouth-
base, a construction firm involved in
majorprojects inChristchurch
includingOneNewZealandstadium
(TeKaha),HagleyPark’s
redevelopmentand thecentral city
shoppingprecinct, TheCrossing.
Southbasehasnowexpanded to
AucklandandSouthland.

MainlandCapital is “doing some
great stuff” financingmajorprojects
includinghotels andChristchurchNZ
hasestablishedadistinct identity for
thecity.

Major events are coming into the
area,withbig showsattracted to the
stadiumandLytteltonhosted the
highly successful SailGPevent.

He’s alsoexcitedabout thegrowth
of theaerospaceand technology sec-
torswhichhas seen thegrowthof
DawnAerospaceand thePratt&
Whitney-AirNewZealandengine
maintenancebasepartnership.
ChristchurchAirporthas just
announceda recordannualprofit
and is looking forward to record
international capacity this summeras
AirNewZealand launchesnew long-
haul flights fromthecity.

“We’reproud that over the last five
or sixyears as thecityhasbeen
rebuiltwe’vebeen involved ina lot
of thepromotionof thecity.”

Thereareplentyofnewevents
andattractions to sell, buthe says the
city’s location is alwaysgoing towork
in its favour. Proximity to theocean
and themountainsmeans it is able
to retain the long-standingappeal of

beingable to surf andski all in the
sameday.

JohnPlato, 44, grewup inLeeston,
south-westofChristchurch, andhe
knowswell the socialmake-upof the
cityandwider region.

“I thinkChristchurch is attracting
diversity,which is a good thing.”

But theone foundationof the
community remains important. “I still
think rugby is abigpart of theculture
downhere. It’s gettingmorediverse,
but rugby is akeypart of thecity.”

Thenewstadiumhasbeena
catalyst for regenerationand is
increasingly seenasabucket-list
destination for sports fans from
around thecountryand for those
whowant to seebig gigs. But the
fervourofhometownrugby fanshas
beenabigdriverof its success.
Likewise, the clicheaboutbeing
askedaboutwhat schoolyouwent
toas soonasyouarrive at aparty
hasn’t entirelydisappeared.

“I’dbe lying if I said itwasn’t still
there, but I think it’s definitely sof-
tened.”

But there’s plentyof change in the
business sector. Thenewgeneration
ofbusinesses is innovatingand fun-
dedbynewcapital. “It’s not theold
money thatwashere through the
1980sand into theearly2000s. I feel
there’s thenext generation leaving its
markon thecitynow.”

Diversifying business
JohnandLisaPlato,withbuilder
partnerAaronMorrison, have
diversified their operationbeyond
their agency, forming theMP
Propertycompany, thathasbuilt
residential andcommercial places for
saleor lease.

Aproject important toPlato isnow
underway— rebuildingwhatwas the
derelictNewCityHotel onColombo
St for theagencystaff tomove in the
first quarterof nextyear. Constructed
in 1930, theNewCityHotel has
HistoricPlacesTrust gradingand the
largeModerne-styledbuildinghad
social significanceas the last
traditionalhotel operatingwithin the
central city.

“It’s cool, I’mnotonlyproud to live
hereandbuildPlatoasanagencybut
also tobuildour footprint as thecity
hasbeen rebuilt and tohaveactual
ownership.”

The firmhasgrowthambitions
beyond itshomebase. It alreadyhas
offices inAucklandand the
PhilippinesandPlato says it is looking
to scaleup. It considers itself a
national brand, aiming togrow in
Aucklandand lookingat acquisitions.

He says theyare looking tobuy
marketingor techbusinessesas its
owngrowthalignswith its coreaims
ofworkingwithambitiousbusinesses
togrowrevenueandscale.

“Wewant tomakesurePlato is
perceivedasnational but really
grounded inwhatwe’vedone in
Christchurch,where it hasbuilt one
of the largest, if not the largest
independent agencies inNew
Zealand.”

ChristchurchandCanterburyare
ona roll rightnowbutPlatodoesn’t
worryabout it beingavictimof
success. “Because there is suchabig
landmassand footprint, there’s lotsof
roomtogrow.”

ThePlatoshave twoyoung
daughters and, lookingadecadeor
moreout, hewants themandother
youngpeople to seeopportunities for
advancing their careerswithout
leaving thearea.

“You’vegot interesting, exciting
industriesbeingbuiltwithin thecity,
particularly in the techspace. I really
believeChristchurchcanposition
itself as thebest little city in the
world.”

● Plato is a sponsor of theHerald’s
ProjectCanterbury report
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On the edge of something special
Herald Associate Editor Miriyana Alexander onwhy shemoved south.I begancampaigningmy

northern friendsalmost
immediatelyafter ourarrival in
ŌtautahiChristchurch in late

2024. I emailed them job
advertisements. I shared links to
houses for sale. Imayhave
mentioned theeasy traffic, affordable
houses, a first-classhosposcene, the
soon-to-openstadium, thebig skies
anddreamsunsets. I shared stunning
photographsandgenerallymadea
nuisanceofmyself.

They toldme to stopbeing so
smug. Fair call*.

Sometimesgood fortune is simply
about timing.We left big, busy,
expensiveAucklandwhere
roadworkshadbeenaconstant
suburbanbackdropand thecentral
citywashostage to theCRLworks.

Wearrived inChristchurchas
someof thekeypost-quake
foundationprojectswerecoming to
life in acity that seemed full of self-
belief, stunningnewarchitecture,
creativityand innovation.The
economic indicatorshavebeenwell
picked-over, so there’s littleneed to
revisit them.But this is absolutelya
cityon theup.

Speak toany recent arrival and
twocommon themesemerge:
affordablehousing (whichmeans
morediscretionary income)anda
perfectmixof lifestyle andcity living.
It’s easy tocycle toworkand just as
easy topile thekids in thecar and
soonbeatnearbymountains, lakes
orbeaches. Fishing, climbing, skiing,
surfingandboating areon the
doorstep. But it’smore than that.
Christchurch is a genuinegrowth
storyand feels on theedgeof
something special.

I’vebeendeeply impressed to

discover thevisionandenergy
coming fromcity leaders in twokey
quarters—economicdevelopment
agencyChristchurchNZandBusiness
Canterbury, the local chamberof
commerce.

At a recentbackgroundbriefing,
ChristchurchNZbossAliAdamswas
full of vim, coveringawhiteboardas
sheoutlined theagency’s economic
development strategy, and thework
underway to support thekeygrowth
sectorsof aerospaceand future
transport, healthtech, cleantechand
thebioeconomy.

It is having success, too, in
positioningChristchurchasaworld-
classmajor eventsdestination. Seven
keyevents this autumn, including
Supercars and theSuperRugbySuper
RoundopeningofOneNZStadium,

smashedexpectations todeliver a$31
millionvisitor spend.Of the 157,000
attendees, 66,000were fromoutside
Christchurchand8000were
international visitors.

That spectacularnewstadiumhas
alreadyhosted sold-outAll Blacks,
Warriors andCrusadersmatches, and
its first international concert—Robbie
Williams inNovember—hasalsohad
the sold-out signgoup.

That’s not all. Conventionsat the
stunningTePaeChristchurchConv-
entionCentrehavegeneratedalmost
$74mfor the local economy in the
year to June. This is seriousmoney.

BusinessCanterbury’s Leeann
Watson isno fanof sittingbackand
waiting for local andcentral govern-
ment tokeepup themomentum. She
has led theway indrivinggrowth

plans for the south, helpingco-ordin-
ateefforts byall eight South Island
chambersof commerce to launch
their first sharedelectionmanifesto.

It calls onall political parties to
back theSouth Islandasadriverof
NewZealand’s nextphaseof
economicgrowth.

Themanifesto,GrowingNew
Zealand fromtheSouth:APolicy
Platform forElection 2026, sets out a
vision forunlocking investment,
productivityandsustainable growth
across the south,whileproviding
political partieswithanactionable
blueprint to support regional
business success.Among its core
goals are lifting South IslandGDPper
capita toat least $130,000by2035,
up fromthecurrent $79,400, and
positioning the southabove the
national average in living standards
andeconomicperformance.

It toldpolitical leadersof all stripes
at its excellentpre-electionconfer-
ence inChristchurch lastmonth that
its priorityareaswere securing skilled
labourandpractical immigration
settings; investment in transport,
connectivity, and regional resilience;
ensuring reliable, sustainableand
affordablepower supply; stream-
lining regulations andcutting red
tape; and supportingbusinesses that
competeandwinglobally.

This is not the stuff of pipedreams.
This is an intelligent, cohesive,
achievableplan for growth.The
incomingGovernment shouldgeton
board.

AsWatson told theHerald in an
interviewannouncing themanifesto,

theSouth Island is alreadyamajor
contributor toNewZealand’s
economy,producinga thirdof the
country’s exports, attractingbillions
invisitor spending, andbeinghome
to innovativebusinesses competing
on theworld stage.Growth is already
happeninghere. But itmust continue.

“Ourmessage topolitical parties is
simple: ifNewZealandwants stronger
productivity, higher incomesand
greater resilience, backingSouth
Islandgrowth is oneof the smartest
investmentswecanmake.”

Of course, it is notperfect (how
does theCathedral saga limpon?
Whyare themuseumandArtsCentre
far fromfinished?), and thereare
growingpains thatwill need tobe
managed. ButCanterburyhas its
mojoon.Now it’s time toensure the
growth is accelerated for thebenefit
of everyone.

After a long stint at theHerald in
Auckland, I’mecstatic tohave joined
ourbrilliant team in the south. Publi-
sherNZME is committed togrowth
here—and I’m thrilledabout that too.
Becauseeverywhere I turn, thereare
tremendous stories to tell. And those
storiesdeserveanational stage.

* Seriously! Then there’s the
fabulous international airport, and
theburstingat the seamsCanterbury
University. Thecatch in the throat
whenyou turnacornerandglimpse
the snow-dippedalps, theblossom
blanketingHagleyPark, or the light
on thePortHills as the sunsets.How
is therenot apermanent traffic jam
downSH1 from theBombays to
Belfast?



B10 nzherald.co.nz | The New Zealand Herald | Thursday, September 10, 2026

PROJECT CANTERBURY AHerald Business report

The earthquakes
did generate a GDP
boost, as insurance
money flowed into
the region, and the
rebuildmay still be

underpinning
confidence and

growth. Theywere
a circuit breaker for

town planning
malaise that plagues
other New Zealand

cities. But we’ll
never knowwhat
might have been.

Rebuild shows what long-
term investment can achieve

How post-quake
recovery helped
drive the city’s
economic boom

Pre-quake Christchurch, Cathedral Square with the Chalice sculpture and the cathedral.

C hristchurch isbooming.
I see it in the statistics, and
I see it in thecentral city
when I return tomyhome

town tovisit friendsand family.
I’maware thatwhat constitutes a

boomis relative.
I have friends inChristchurch

dealingwith redundancy; I know
timesare still tight formanysmall
businesses—especially thosewithout
aconnection to thevibrant export
sector.

There’snoescaping thecost
squeezeandmarginpressure
whereveryouare in thecountry. So,
I suspect thereare some in the south
whoareabit tiredofhearinghow
wonderful theeconomy is.

But as aCantabrian lookingon
fromAuckland, it is hardnot tobe
enviousof themomentum
Christchurchcurrentlyhas.

Thecityhas aconfidenceand
vibrancy that I haven’t seen there
sincemychildhood.

Let’s run through thenumbers
before steppingback to lookat the
biggerpicture— theeconomic
theories like thenotionof creative
destructionand the limitationsof the
brokenwindoweffect.

The statisticspaint a strongpicture
of growth.WhileAuckland’s
unemployment rate sits above the
national averageat6.5%,
Canterbury’s is at just 3.6%— tiedwith
Otago for the lowest in thecountry.

That’s aboutwhere the rest of the
countrywasduring the labour
shortagesof 2021 and2022.

It is close towhat economists
describeas full employment.

Business confidence tells the same
story:ANZ’s July surveyput
Canterbury firmsat +67, comfortably
aheadof thenational readingof +56.1.

Ongrowth, thegap is just as stark
(althoughStatsNZ regionaldata is a
bit dated, theyear toMarch2025).

TheGDP figures showCanter-
bury’s economyexpanding5.3%,
more thandoubleAuckland’s 2.1%.
Buthousing iswhere thedivergence
isperhapsmostvisible.

Real Estate InstituteofNZ (REINZ)
figures to theendofMayshow
Canterbury’smedian salepricehit
$725,000 inMay,up6.6%onayear
earlier—oneof the strongest results
in thecountry.Meanwhile,
Auckland’smedianof $1,005,000
creptup just 2.6%—still sliding
backwards in real terms (withannual
inflationat 4.1%).

Christchurch is building tomatch:
thecity consented 12.1 newdwellings
per 1000 residents in theyear toMay,
thehighest rateof any region, against
Auckland’s 9.3 andanational average
of 7.4.

Let’s face it, if the rest of the
countrycouldmatch thisperfor-
mance,NewZealandwouldbe ina
goldeneraof economicgrowth.

But, for better orworse,Auckland
still dwarfsCanterbury in scale,
output and incomeperhead.

There’snoescaping the impact its
downturn ishavingonnationalGDP.

Sowearewatchingandwaiting for
the recovery to spreadnorth, as

Christchurch leads theway.
I’vebeenwatching thedevelop-

mentofChristchurchcity for about
50yearsnow. So I’mnotunderany
romantic illusions about thecity’s
journey to thispoint.

If anywhere inNewZealandhas
earned its economicboom, it’s
Christchurch.

I havevividmemoriesof avibrant
pre-quakecity, datingback to the
mid-1970s.Onceupona time,
everythingwascentredaround
Cathedral Square,whichwasdotted
withmultiple cinemasandpubs, full
of quirkycharacters like theWizard,
BirdManandRadioRon.

Itwasabustlingplacewhich
retained thegothicvestigesof its
Englishheritage. Therewas the
VictoriancharmofChanceryLane,
darkandcrowded,withcurious
dispensaries likeDelano’sMagic
Shop.WarnersTavern,The

Doghouse,Wizards, theoldDuxde
Lux . . . I couldgoon.

It’s easy tobenostalgic aboutpre-
quakeChristchurch. But the reality is
that theCBDwas strugglingwell
beforeSeptember2010.

By the time Iwasworkingat the
CountdownSouthCity in theearly
1990s, the crackswerealready
beginning to show.

Therewereobviousdeadspots in
acentral city thatwasunderpressure
fromthegrowthof suburbanmalls.

TheSquare,withmovie theatres
longgone, hadbecomesomethingof
adeadzone.Attempts to rejuvenate
theCBDwereunderminedbya lack
of central planning. Cinemasheaded
south toMoorhouseAve. Bars and
restaurantswentnorth, drawn
towards theCasino. Everything
seemedspread too far andwide.

In theyears before thequakes,
Christchurchwas struggling to find its
focus.And, of course, thingsonlygot
worseafter September4and
February22.

Thechallenge for anyonewriting
about theeconomic rejuvenationof
Christchurch is tobalance the
enthusiasmfor thecurrent success
against thecold realityof the
earthquakesand the trauma theyput
thecityand itspeople through.

Was itworth it?That’s amoot
question.

Therewasnochoice involved, of
course. Thedisasterwaspreordained
byancient geological forces thatno
oneanticipated inadvance.

I knowall toowell the traumaand
ongoingdisruptionCantabrians lived
through, even though Iwatched
muchof it fromafar. It is sobering to
thinkabout fate and thecruel twists
thatdivide the lucky fromthosewho
werenot.

If the strongest quakehadhapp-
enedonChristmasmorning2010
(and therewasabig shakeon that
BoxingDay),my familymaywell
havebeenamong thedeador injured.

Myparents’ chimneycollapsed
and fell into their living room,
dumpingamountainofbrickson to
the rugwhere twogenerationsof
Dann family childrenhadalways

gathered toopen theirChristmas
stockings.

Despite seriousdamage toa
treasured familyhome, I remember
feeling fortunate thatmy familyand
friendswereall safe andaccounted
for.

But I’mnot sure theyall felt so
lucky.Thechallengesofday-to-day
livingand the shockofwatching their
homesand their beautiful city fall left
manyCantabrians indespair.

I’ve seen lives consumedby
insurancebattles and rebuilding
issues.

For a time, it seemed the trauma
wouldneverend.

In the first daysafter theFebruary
quake, I flewdown to seemy family
and jumpedonamedia tourof the
city. Thecombinationof a strong
nor’westerblowingandmilitary
helicopters createdaneeriedust
storm.With the rubbleandheaviness
of thedeath toll, it all felt quite
apocalyptic.

So returningall theseyears later
andseeing the city looking so
complete is something special.

There’s beenno shortageofdebate
about the rebuild, but farmorehas
gone right thanwrong.

The shift in focus to theAvonRiver
in theCBDhasprovidedpeoplewith
something to celebratewhile they
waited for eachnewdevelopment—
the library, the conventioncentreand
the stadium.

Almost 16years on fromthe first
quake, the announcements are still
coming— the renovationof theold
Noah’shotel, theCatholicCathedral.

Eachnewproject feels likeone
morepieceof avast andcomplex
puzzle falling intoplace. It has created
a senseof progress thathas
accelerated in recentyears.

It has combinedwithgoodpost-
Covideconomic conditions in the
south.

Christchurch remainsmore
closely linked to thebooming
agricultural economythaneither
AucklandorWellington.

Weshouldnever forget the rebuild
hasnotbeencheap.

Theearlyestimates for the rebuild

costs after theChristchurch
earthquakewerearound$10billion.
By2013 thathad risen to $40b.After
that,wekindof stoppedcounting.

Theclosest anyone’s come toan
update recently is a report bySwiss
Re— thegiant global reinsurer—
which in2025put the total economic
cost at a staggeringUS$47billion
whenconverted into today’sdollars.

That’s a blunt reminderof
somethingeconomists call “the
brokenwindowfallacy”.

Using theexampleof abroken
window,whichappears tocreatenew
work for theglazier, 19th-century
Frencheconomist FrédéricBastiat
pushedbackon thepopular idea that
warsanddisasters couldgenerate
economicgrowth.

Hepointedout that this thinking
fails toaccount forwhatmighthave
been,wheremoneymightotherwise
havebeenspent.

Theearthquakesdidgeneratea
GDPboost, as insurancemoney
flowed into the region, and the
rebuildmaystill beunderpinning
confidenceandgrowth. Theywerea
circuit breaker for townplanning
malaise that plaguesotherNew
Zealandcities.

Butwe’ll never knowwhatmight
havebeen.

Ifweare to take inspiration from
it all in aneconomic sense, it is surely
todowith the scaleofwhat is
possible,with time,money,
determinationand— tobe fair—good
planning.

Thebigquestionnow is: howdoes
Christchurchmaintain its current
momentum?Fromtheoutside, the
city seems tobeona roll.

With strongpopulationgrowth,
investment innew industries (like its
thriving tech sector), growth in
tourismandcontinued strong links to
theagricultural export sector, the
outlook is good. But, as evidencedby
the recent economichistoryof
Auckland, it is all tooeasy for cities
to slip intoboom-and-bust cycles.

If therewasevera time for thecity
todoubledownon investing for long-
termgrowth, it is now,while
confidence is strong.

Project
Canterbury
Liam Dann



Rural wealth driving wider growth
Canterbury is
leading New
Zealand’s economic
recovery, says
Cameron Bagrie

Christchurch business growth compared to the rest of the country
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NewZealand Christchurch

An earthquake rebuild
and cheaper housing

have been keen elixirs of
growth over the past

decade. One has
completed and the

second’s advantage is
being eroded as prices
climb. GDP per capita
dropped sharply. It is
now ascending again

underpinned by a
broader regional

upswing as the heartland
flourishes. The challenge

is to keep it going.
Cameron Bagrie

B oom.Herecomes the
recovery ledby the south
and regions suchas
Canterbury.

CanterburyandOtago share the
lowestunemployment rates in the
country, at 3.6%. Thenational figure
is 5.4%withamassivedivergence
between theNorth Island (6%)and
theSouth Island (3.7%).

Go south toget a job, setupa
business, get a tertiaryeducationor
buyahouse.And—dare I say it—
amore relaxed lifestyle,with less
tensionacross society. That’s a
powerful combination.

Business creation
If youwantan indicator that tells a
simpleeconomic story, lookno
further thangrowth in thenumberof
businesses. Businesses create jobs
and invest. Theyare theengine room
of real growth. Employment impacts
housingneeds. If youshift intoa
region, youenrol kids ina local
school.

Canterbury isona roll. The region
has seenan8.6%rise in thenumber
ofbusinesses in thepast threeyears.
Theonly region tooutshine
Canterbury isOtago,whichhas seen
9.95%.

OtagoandCanterburyare the two
regionsmost correlatedwithNew
Zealand’s economicperformance.

Auckland,which represents a
massive35-40%of theeconomy,
comes inat number three. Those
correlations tell a simple storyabout
the importanceof theheartland in the
economicequation.

A broad church
Canterbury’s economicpath is being
drivenbymany facets.Abig
earthquake rebuildhelped foryears.

Moreaffordablehousinghasbeen
important too, unlockedby the2011
earthquake that forced the freeing-up
of land fordevelopmentoutside the
city. Cheapnewhousinghasdriven
bumsonseats. Themedianhouse
price inNewZealand is $760,000.
Auckland is $940,000.Canterbury
$685,000.

Thearea seeing the fastest
populationgrowth, Selwynnowhas
medianhousepricesabove the
national averageat $812,000,
removingacompetitiveadvantage.
Waimakariri is another fast-growing
regionand is closing inon the
national average ($740,000vs
$760,000) too. Theaffordability edge
is beingwhittledaway.

Meanwhile affordability remains
better elsewhere.Ashburton’s
medianhouseprice is $645,000.
Timaru’s is $482,000. InChristchurch
city it’s higher, at $669,000.

StatisticsNewZealandprojects the
SelwynDistrictwill be the fastest-
growing territorial authority (TA) in
thecomingdecade. Itwasup2.4% to
87,600people in theyear to June
2025. By2053, Selwyn isprojected to
exceed thepopulationofDunedin,
withmore than 150,000people.

Therehasbeena strong themeof
moving fromthenorth to the south
—andnot just toQueenstown.More
than 135,000peoplewho lived in
Auckland in2018moved toanother
part ofNewZealandby2023
according toStatisticsNZ.

Canterbury took 17,000of them.
Tekapohas riddenawave.As
Auckland infrastructurewoes
deepen, theallureof theSouthand
theperiphery toAuckland, suchas
Cambridge, increases.

Thenwehavea rejuvenated

central businessdistrict (CBD),
strength in the rural economyand
surging studentnumbersat
CanterburyUniversity (+50% ina
decade).

TheMackenzieCountryhas
features to rival theQueenstown
Lakesdistrict and themore
Queenstownchokeswith
infrastructurewoes, themore
enticing theMackenzieCountry
looks. Twizel andTekapohaveseen
stronggrowth. If youwanted to take
apunt, ChristchurchAirport should
be lookingatMackenzieandnot the

proposedWānakaairport.
Passenger arrivals into

ChristchurchAirport froman
internationalport areup 15%ona
yearago, compared toaround5%
nationally, as akeygateway into the
south.

Conversely, Lyttelton’s porthas
underperformed the total for all
seaports invalueandvolumes.
Meanwhile, a coupleofhoursdown
the road,Timaru’s port ishavinga
blinder,withexport valuesup22%
testament to the rural importanceof
theCanterbury story.

Rural strength
NZdollardairypricesaredown10%
onayear agobut still up 57%on three
years ago.Meat, skinsandwoolprices
areup9% in thepast year and28%
in threeyears. Throw inFonterra’s
$400,000averagepaymentperdairy
farmer following theLactalis deal.
There ismoney to invest.

Themedianpriceperhectare for
dairy farms increased24.8%across
Canterburyaccording toREINZ in the
pastyear. Thathascreateda lot of
wealth,which impacts thewider
economy,beyond tractor sales. The
rural landprice situation isnotone
way traffic though. Themedianprice
for arable farms fell 18.9%. Little
wonder it’s gameonwith lotsof
conversionsandassociateddemand
for infrastructure suchasexpanded
port facilities andessentials suchas
quality roads.

Buildingconsents for farm
buildingsacross theCanterbury
regionhavegone from$51million in

2025 to $89min2026. Itwas$34m
in2020.Confidence is flowing into
investmentacross the region.

Canterbury’s economic structure
ismore skewed towards the rural
economythan thenational average,
somewhat surprising for a region that
has the third largest city in the
country. ThismeansCanterbury
benefitsmore fromrural ledgrowth
upswings.

Surginggrowth incorepublic
serviceemployees inCanterbury
(+2100or47.5%since2017)hasalso
goneunder the radar. Thenyou
throwastadium into themixand—
voila—a tippingpoint, reachedwell
before the stadiumwascompleted.

The story is less flatteringwhen
you lookatGDPper capita
(populationadjustedgrowth).

GDPper capita acrossCanterbury
was90%ofNewZealand’s average
in2000. It reached 104% in2016
before fallingback to95.5% in2023.
The latest figuresput it at just over
98%.Populationgrowthandhousing-
centric growth fromthe likesof
boomingSelwyn takesyouonly so
far.

Going forward
WithNewZealandnowexperiencing
a traditional export and rural-led
recoverywithmanyadd-ons suchas
tourism, ledby the southernpair of
CanterburyandOtago (hat-tip to
Southland too), the challenge is to
focusonkeeping the storygoing.

Canterbury is planning for growth.
Christchurch is that servicehub that
feedsoff thewider region.Wecansee

it in theLytteltonPort’s proposed
expansion.Theairport’s expansion.
Theyare critical connections.Rural
landvalues acrossCanterburyhave
lifted sharply followingadecadeof
stagnation.There is confidenceout
there.
● CameronBagrie is principal
economist at BagrieEconomics, a
premier boutique research firm.
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Five things
are front
ofmymind
● The first ismaintainingquality
infrastructure, a critical component
of productivity. Anexample is the
situationonSH1 southof
Christchurch,which is notgood.
TheSouth Island is notgetting its
shareof thenational roading
wallet, and thepopulationgrowth
is nowmatchinggrowth in the
North Island, drivenby internal
migration shifts southoff-settinga
lowernatural population increase.
● Thesecond is the importanceof
gettingcouncil amalgamation
right. Leave the rugby jerseysat the
door. TheAuckland supercity
exampleneeds tobe followedby
others. Auckland is theonly region
that has seen rates incomestable
as a shareofGDP (the ratingbase),
testament to thebenefits of scale.
WellingtonandChristchurchneed
to follow this lead.Getting scale
into smaller sub-regions suchas
Timaru is equally importantwith
effectivegovernanceand
managementof assets. Council
consolidation is required todrive
efficiencyandhigher capability.
● The third is transport. Act now
on theprojectedgrowth toavert
Auckland’s transport pickle.
Selwyn’s populationgrowth to the
sizeofDunedin is going todemand
somesort ofmass transit system.
● The fourth is themanagement
of assets andextractionof value.
NewZealandhasa structural
problem in the formof
mismanagementof assets,which is
reflected in capital productivity
beinganegativenumber. The ruler
needs tobe runoverLyttelton’s
proposedexpansion. The
performanceofChristchurchCity
Holdings’ portfolio too, alongwith
all council-ownedassets across the
region.
● The fifth is hooking inwith the
newworldorder,whichhas the
potential to alignwith someof
Canterbury’s strengths suchas
foodandnichemanufacturing/
engineeringvia theuniversity.
Economicprosperity is nowbeing
alignedwithnational security. That
meansdefence spending is going
toneed toexplodeand
manufacturingandengineering
expertisewill be required.
CanterburyandTaranaki are the
contenders. It alsomeans security
in food, energyand technology is
paramount. The first oneplays into
oneofCanterbury’s strengths.

The bottom line
“Back tobasics” is the taglinebeing
usedby theGovernment anda
southern-led recovery is an
exampleof it. Earndollarsbefore
youspenddollars.

Anearthquake rebuild and
cheaperhousinghavebeenkeen
elixirs of growthover thepast
decade.Onehas completedand
the second’s advantage is being
erodedasprices climb.GDPper
capitadroppedsharply. It is now
ascendingagain, underpinnedbya
broader regional upswingas the
heartland flourishes. Thechallenge
is to keep it going.
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Te Kahamarks a turning point

Christchurch is
bucking the
national trendwith
economic and
population growth
and increased
investment, says
a local lawyer

After years of hard
slog, there were

really positive vibes
in the city. I hadn’t

experienced
Christchurch in this

way before.
Willie Hamilton, partner with Dentons

law firm

Cashel St, with its offices, shops and cafes, has become the vibrant heart of central Christchurch. Below: Manchester St, Christchurch after the 2011 quake.W illieHamilton, a
Christchurch resident
formore than two
decades, describes the

economicandsocial transformation
of thecity since theearthquakes in
threedistinctphases.

“The first fiveyearswerea really
toughperiod for thecity. Then it’s one
of those things— it starts slowlyand
picksup.Wearenowseeing the fruits
ofhardwork fromreally clever
peopleover thepast 10years.

“Thecentral businessdistrict has
filled in andChristchurchhas
accelerated in thepast 12months.”

Hamilton, apartner in litigation
anddispute resolutionatDentons,
says the turningpoint camewith the
completionof the$683mTeKaha
Stadium(nowsponsoredbyOneNew
Zealand).

“Suddenly, theconversation
shifted to: ‘What agreatplace this is.’
Afteryearsof hard slog, therewere
reallypositivevibes in thecity. I
hadn’t experiencedChristchurch in
thiswaybefore.

“Theday the stadiumopenedand
wehad theSuperRugby round, it felt
like theWellingtonSevensall over.
Whenwas the last timeChristchurch
hadsomething like that? Itwasback
to theoldLancasterParkdays.

“Theexcitement andcrowds, the
busybars and restaurants— it just felt
likeabig turningpoint.”

Hamilton says locals arepositive
about thecity and its growth. “The
biggest thingweare seeing ispeople
movingherewhomayotherwisenot
havecomeback. It is the fastest-
growing regionat themoment.

“Wehavebeen thebeneficiaryof
that. In thepast 12months, theoffice
hashired three talented lawyers from
overseaswhowouldhavenormally
taken thenext step in theNorth
Island.Now, the cityhasbecomea
moredesirableplace to liveand
attract talent,” he says.

According toStatsNZ, in theyear
to June last yearCanterbury’s
populationgrewby7600people to
698,200, an increaseof 1.1%— the
fastest populationgrowthof allNew
Zealand’s 16 regions.

Christchurchcityaccounted for
52%of the region’s growth,with the
neighbouringSelwyndistrictmaking
up27%, representing2.4%population
growth.Christchurch’s population
reached419,200 last yearwithan
annual growth rateof0.9%— itwas
1.9% in2024.

Rolleston, thecountry’s fastest-
growing town, noweasily accessible
bymotorway,has sprung froma
populationof 2800 in2001 toa
present-day34,100and is expected to
reach50,000 residentsby2050.

Canterburyhasalso led theway
ineconomicperformance, drivenby
strongdairyprices and the returnof
tourism.

Over the final sixmonthsof last
year, Canterbury topped theASB

RegionalEconomicScoreboard, and
slipped to second in the first quarter
of thisyear becauseof thebooming
kiwifruit industry in theBayofPlenty.

Onlyonce (secondquarter last
year) hasCanterburybeenoutof the
top three since the secondquarterof
2024.The regionhasa 12.9%share
of thenational economy, generating
$56billion in grossdomesticproduct.

ItsGDPgrowth for theyear to
Marchwas 1.8%comparedwith the
national averageof0.8%and the
numberofbusinessunits grew1.5%
(Christchurch 1.4%andSelwyn3.4%),
aheadof thenational averageof0.5%.

In the first quarterof thisyear,
Canterbury’s employment grew1% to
397,000; core retail saleswereup8.1%
to$3.416billion; construction incre-
ased30.8% to$1.365b; andnewcar
registrationswereup 15.5% to6744.

Since2024, jobads inCanterbury
recoveredmorequickly than the
national total, and the
unemployment ratedropped to4.4%
in the first quarter, down from4.9%
in the sameperiod last year.

ASBsaidpeople aremoving to
Canterbury, getting jobs, buying
housesandcars. Theonlymystery
iswhyconsumerconfidence remains
below thenational averagedespite
theCanterburyeconomyoutshining
the rest of thecountry. Canterbury’s
economicoutlook isbrighter than
anyother region.

“Wearenot immune to the
challengesof thenational economy

and thecost of living the sameas
everyoneelse inNewZealand,”
Hamilton says.

“Ourunemploymentmaybe lower
than thenational ratebut thereare
still challenges in filling roles in
manufacturing, engineering, skilled
trades, healthcareandconstruction.”

Hamilton says thenew landmark
facilities suchas theOneNew
ZealandStadium, theParakiore
RecreationandSportCentre, theTe
PaeConventionCentre, theTūranga
Libraryand the rebuiltArtsCentreTe
MatatikiToiOrahavehelpedattract
people toChristchurch,made itmore
liveableandcreated thepositivevibe.

He saysbusinesses, particularly
professional services, havemoved
backwithin the fouravenues. “After
thequakes, theypushedout to
LincolnRdand thought theywould
not goback.

“Wenowhaveagood formula.A
morevibrant central city that is
attractive to theyounger
demographic,whowill consider
livinghere rather thanAucklandand
Wellington.

“Thehousing is still pretty
affordable, and it’s aneasyplace to
get aroundand into thenature
nearby.”

Hamilton saysplentyof
investment is going intoemerging
sectorsof aerospace, clean tech,
health techandbiotechnology.

“There’s other stuff. The
ChristchurchAirport,which just
announceda recordprofit, is gearing
up for its biggest international
summer season ina long timewith
more long-haul flights.AndLyttelton
Port is planningabigdevelopment.”

Theport company is spending
$821mtoexpand its container
terminal andbuild anew388m
deepwaterwharf atTeAwaparahi
Bay tomeet growingdemand from
South Islandexporters and
accommodatebigger ships, up to
15,000TEUs.

TheGovernmenthas fast-tracked
anapplicationbyNgāi TahuProperty
DevelopmentHoldings todevelop
the60haPoundRoad industrial park

on thewestern fringeof thecity.
Theparkwill eventually contain

84 lots ranging in size from2000sq
mto 1.5ha, helping local businesses
(thereare48,000of them) togrow
andexpand.

Dentons, theworld’s largest law
firmbynumberof lawyers, is playing
its part inCanterbury’s economic
future. TheChristchurchoffice is a
strong supporterof the thriving start-
upcommunity.

Dentons sponsorsEntre, a student-
ledorganisation fromCanterbury
andLincolnUniversities that runs
programmesandevents to foster
youngentrepreneurs.

Entrewas the launchingpad for
legal techandcommunications firm
VXT;Ethiquezero-wastepersonal
carebrand; andmaterial science
companyKiwiFibre, turning flax into
high-performanceecological
composites. TheChristchurchoffice
makespresentations to the
UniversityofCanterburyCentre for
Entrepreneurshiponpatents,
designs, and trademarks.

Dentonsalsoprovidesmentoring
on intellectual property strategy to
start-ups thathavecome through the
nationwideMinistryofAwesome,
headquartered inChristchurch.

Hamilton saysNewZealand’s
aerospace sector is rapidly
developing into aglobally connected,
high-value industry, spanning launch
services, satellites, advanced
aviation, space technology,
manufacturing, and research.

“Notonly isDentonshelping local
aerospacebusinesses realise their
potential in the globalmarket,weare
nowadvisingoverseas-based
businessesonentering theNew
Zealandmarket to takeadvantageof
ourengineeringandmanufacturing
talent andcultureof innovation.”

DentonsNewZealandhasa
dedicatedaerospace teamhelping
clientswithdomestic and
international structuringand
investment, acquisitions, joint
ventures, productionand
manufacturing, patents, intellectual
property, human firewalls, and

export control. “Likeourclients,we
areend-to-end from idea toorbit,”
saysHamilton.

Hemoved toChristchurch from
Blenheim in2003andover thenext
fiveyears completed lawand
BachelorofArts (mass communi-
cations)degreesatCanterbury
University.

ByMarch2008Hamiltonwasa
solicitor atAndersonLloydLawyers
inChristchurch,wherehe stayed for
threeyears.Hewasworkingout in
thegymon the third floorof the
ClarendonTower, on thecornerof
OxfordTerraceandWorcester St,
when the seconddeadlyearthquake
struckonTuesday, February22, 2011
at 12.51pm.

Hewasable towalkout of the
buildingbut soon realisedhecouldn’t
reach the 10th floor to fetchhis car
keysandphone fromhisdesk.

“Staffmemberswere stuck in the
officeall afternoonandwereescorted
out in theevening,” he recalls.

Hamiltonwalked the9kmfromthe
central city tohishome inHalswell.
“IwalkedupLincolnRdand there
was liquefactioneverywhere. There
werebits of footpathsyoucouldn’t
walkon, andpeoplewere trying to
get back into town.

“I didn’t appreciatehowbad itwas
until I gothomeandsaw thenews.
Itwasanunseasonablycolddayand
itwasanawful time.You’dhear
stories afterwardsofpeoplewho
werekilled justmetres fromwhere
youwere.”

Hamilton’s car remained in thecar
park for amonthandby thenhewas
planningamove toWellington toget
furtherwork. Sixmonthsafter the
earthquake, hewas tolda teamwould
abseil down thebuildingand retrieve
personal effects. Hewasallowed
three items fromhisdeskandhe
asked if theywould retrievehis
father’swhitepolicehelmet. It now
sitsproudly inhishome.

Hamilton returned toChristchurch
inNovember2012, andwasa senior
associatewithChapmanTrippbefore
joiningDentons inMarch2025.He
has seen theoffice grow fromeight
to22 staff, andat the start ofnextyear
hewill leada teamofnine.

“Weare riding themomentumin
Christchurch— that’s how it feels,”
saysHamilton.

“The scars fromtheearthquakes
will behere for agenerationand
peoplewon’t forget about them.But
theconversationsnowaremore
collaborativeandopen than they
were.

“Christchurch is going inagreat
direction, particularly in the last 12
months, and let’s continue tobe
innovativeandboldwithprojects,
andbuildon thepositive
momentum,”Hamilton says.
● Dentons is a sponsor of theHerald’s
ProjectCanterbury report.

Project
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‘Not a future problem’

Canterbury growth
puts infrastructure
under pressure as
leaders seekmore
funding, writes
Bill Bennett

Clockwise from top left: Deon
Swiggs; Leann Watson; Lydia
Gliddon; Dan Gordon; Phil Mauger.

C anterbury is growing
becausepeoplewant to
work there. Businesseswant
to invest there.And the

regionoffers something increasingly
difficult to findelsewhere: economic
opportunity.

“Peopleare lookingat the
opportunitieshere for employment,”
saysCanterburyRegionalCouncil
chairmanDeonSwiggs.

WithCanterbury’sunemployment
rateamong the lowest in thecountry,
peoplearemoving there for jobs.

Yet, healso says that the region’s
successputspressureon the
infrastructure that supports
Canterbury’s economy: “This isnot a
futureproblem.This is anow
problem.”

Canterburyhas something
Aucklanderswould recognise: traffic
congestionand theother challenges
growthbrings. Swiggsnotes that
Christchurchpeak-hourcommute
timesarealready theworst in the
country.Data fromtheTomTom
Traffic Index shows that
Christchurch is the slowest city in
NewZealand todrivea standard
10kmjourneyduring rushhour.

ButCanterburyalsohas something
Aucklanddidn’t leveragewhen it
could—achance toget aheadof these
challenges.

Can it invest andplanearlyenough
toavoid turning today’s congestion
and infrastructurepressures into
tomorrow’s structural constraints?

BusinessCanterburychief
executiveLeeannWatsonsays
Canterbury isnot yet facing the
infrastructureconstraints seen
elsewhere: “That’swhywe’re focused
onplanningaheadofdemandsowe
canshowup toWellingtonas a region
witha clear, consistent and
prioritised set of asksacross
investment, policyand regulation
that canbeactioned.”

She saysCanterburyAmbition, a
private sector-ledprogramme
developedbyherorganisation
alongside local government, is the
mechanismfordoing this.

Theconstraints arebroader than
congestionand transport. Energy
security, resilient freightnetworks
andhousingall playan important role
in supportingbusiness confidence
and investment.

“Whilewearenot seeing those
futureconstraints havingan impact
yet,weneed toget in frontof them
nowwhilewehave the space toplan
well,”Watson says. “It’s encouraging
to seecommitments toprojects like
theLytteltonPort expansionand
continuedefforts to securemore
international air connections through
Christchurch, because those
investments strengthenCanterbury’s
competitivenessandsupport growth
across thewider South Island
economy.”

Transport funding an issue
Whilebusiness leaders see roomto
planahead, regional leaderswarn
that the figuresbehindCanterbury’s
central government funding fail to
stackup.

Swiggs says the gapbetweenwhat
theSouth Islandgenerates and
receives in transport funding is
unsustainable.

He says theSouth Islandcarries
27%of thecountry’s vehicle
kilometres travelled, produces33%of
goodsexports andholds45%of the
statehighwaynetwork.

Yet it receives just 11%of the
National LandTransport Fund, a
structural funding gap that Swiggs
estimatesamounts to $1.5 billiona
year.

“We’renot askingNorth Islanders
to subsidiseus.We’re asking for a
share that reflectswhatwecarryand
whatweproduce,” he says.

Canterbury’s internalnumbers tell
a similar story. The regiongenerates
$55.6billion inGDP, accounts for
15.3%ofnational goodsexports and
logs 13.9%of total vehiclekilometres.

Despite thesecontributions,
Canterbury receivedonly5.5%of
National LandTransport Fund
expenditure in theyear to June2025.

Demographic trendscompound
thepressure. Since2018, theSouth
Island’spopulationhasgrown faster
than theNorth’s for the first timesince
WorldWar II.

Yetof 17plannedRoadsofNational
Significance, only twoare in theSouth
Island.Construction funding forboth
hasbeendeferred. (Another
Government-nominatedRONwasan
upgrade.)

Swiggswarns that sweating
existingassetswithout active funding
willmake future retrofitting farmore
expensive,while leavingcritical
freight corridors andbridges
vulnerable toweatherdisruptions.

Greater Canterbury growth
Canterbury’s growth isnotonlyabout
ChristchurchCity.Greater
Christchurch is emerging asa single
economicentity spreadacross three
councils. Peoplemight live inone
district andwork inanother.Many
travel between thecouncil areas
everyday.

ChristchurchMayorPhilMauger
says the challenge is toplan for that
growthasawhole rather thanas
three separate jurisdictions.

“Weneed toplanacrossGreater
Christchurch, not individual
boundaries. There is no singleproject
thatwill solve theproblem.What
matters is getting theplanning,
partnershipsand timing right,” he
says.

“Peopledon’t thinkabout council
boundarieswhen they’re travelling to
work, takingkids to sport or running
abusiness.Our job is tomakesure

we’re lookingat thebiggerpicture
andworking together todeliver the
infrastructure the regionneeds.”

Selwyn is the fastest-growingarea.
Rollestonhaspassed34,000people
and thedistrict expects continued
rapidexpansion.

SelwynMayorLydiaGliddonsays
the threecouncils need to recognise
that theyaredealingwith “one
interconnected regional economy”.

“Weabsolutelyneed toplan
together,” she says. “Thatdoesnot
necessarilymeancreatingone
council. But decisionsabouthousing,
transport,water, schools andother
infrastructureneed to reflect theway
the regionactuallyworks.”

Theambition in Selwyn isnot
simply tobuildmorehouses.Gliddon
wants a “morecompleteRolleston”,
with jobs, services, recreationand
transport connections so that the
towndoesnot simplybecomea
dormitory forChristchurch.

NorthofChristchurch,
Waimakariri faces similar issues.
MayorDanGordon says thedistrict
is on track to reach 100,000people
by2050. “Thequestion isn’twhether
wegrow, it’s howandwherewe
grow.”

Growth in thewrongplaces can
create infrastructuredemands that

areexpensive to retrofit. Growth in
placeswithexisting road, school and
communitycapacity canmakebetter
useofwhat is already there.

GreaterChristchurchalreadyhas
themechanisms toplanacross the
boundaries. Thequestion iswhether
it canmakedecisionsquicklyenough
tomatch the speedof growth.

Building infrastructurebefore
populationgrowth is expensive.
Mauger says the cost cannot fall on
councils alone.Developers, central
governmentand thosewhobenefit
fromnew infrastructure all havea
part toplay.

Gliddonagrees. She says: “We’ve
investedheavily in roads,water
infrastructure, community facilities
and reserves.We’vemadesure
development contributes towards
the infrastructure that growth
requires.

“Wherewecontinue to seeagap
is in the infrastructureCouncil
doesn’t control.Wecanplan for
housingandbuild local
infrastructure, butwecan’t build the
schools, healthcare, public transport
or statehighways.

“That’swhywe’vebeenworking
withcentral government formuch
more forward-lookingplanning.
Growthneeds tobeplanned
alongside infrastructure, not catchup
after the fact.”

Gliddonsaysdevelopment
contributionsareuseful: theyprotect
existing ratepayers fromcarryingall
thecostsof growth.

Yet, she says: “Councils still face
substantial upfront investment
requirements andoftenhave to
borrowtodeliver infrastructure
aheadofdevelopment.

“Local government is expected to
fund infrastructure that supports
nationalpopulationgrowthand
housingobjectives, yet our funding
tools remain relatively limited.We
need fundingmodels that better
recognise thenational benefits that
growthdistrictsdeliver.”

Waimakariri’sGordonargues that
rates cannot carry the load
indefinitely.Hepoints out that local
governmenthas receivedabout 2%
of the tax revenuegeneratedby the
economy for thepast 50years,while
beingexpected to fundan increasing
shareof the infrastructure that
supports growth.

Gordonwants central government
tocontributemoredirectly, including
paying rateson the services it uses
andsharingGST revenuewith
councils.Healso supports cityand
regionaldeals and theRegional
InfrastructureFundasways to

spread thecost of infrastructure that
deliversbenefits beyondasingle
council.

Fundingbecomesparticularly
important for transport. Canterbury’s
growth is alreadyputtingpressureon
roads,whiledecisions about thenext
generationof transport infrastructure
need tobemadeyearsbefore the
infrastructure is required.

Mass rapid transit
Swiggs saysChristchurchcannotwait
until congestionbecomes severe
beforedecidingwhere future
transport corridors shouldgo.

“Weneed tobe lookingat those
futurecorridorsnow, sowedon’t end
up in the situationAuckland’s in,
where it becomesgridlockedbefore
youmakedecisions.”

ThatputsMassRapidTransit back
on theagenda.Transport and
InfrastructureMinisterChrisBishop
sayshe is “conceptually interested”
in rapid transit forChristchurch, but
wants a long-termspatial plan for the
cityandsurroundingareabefore the
Government commits toamajor
project.

For Swiggs, the issue isnot simply
choosingbetween roadsandpublic
transport. It ismaking sure transport
investment followswherepeoplewill
liveandworkand thatdecisionsare
madeearly enough toavoid
expensive retrofits later.

Canterburyhascomea longway
since it emerged fromthe rebuild
following the2010–2011 earthquakes.
Today it isNewZealand’s growth
engine.

The region is home tobusiness
sectors capableof creating strong
export returns. It hashigh-tech
clusters, especially inaerospace,
healthtechandcleantech that are
expanding rapidlyacrossGreater
Christchurch.This isunderpinnedby
twouniversities and theAra Institute
ofCanterbury, avocational tertiary
institution.

Canterburyhas shown it can
translatedemographicexpansion
intoproductivity gains, creatinghigh-
earning jobs that retain local talent
andattractworkers fromacrossNew
Zealandandbeyond.

Yet evenhigh-value innovation
still relies onbasic infrastructure:
reliable energy, digital connectivity
and transport links that function
smoothly.

The regionhas space togrow, there
are jobs to attractpeopleandan
economycapableof supporting
them.

Swiggs sayswhether it can
preserve thatmomentumwhile
buildinga functionalmetropolitan
regiondependsonsecuring the
infrastructure tomatch.He says the
regioncannot afford to stallwhile
waiting for central funding tocatch
up todemographic realities.

“Growthneeds topay for growth.
“Ifwedon’t start getting the

investmentnowandplanningwith
theknowledge that investmentwill
come,wewill rapidlygrind toahalt.
Lost timeequals lost productivity,”
he says.

Growing
concern
The South Island
carries

27%

of the country’s vehicle
kilometres travelled, produces

33%

of goods exports and holds

45%

of the state highway network. Yet
it receives just

11%

of the National Land Transport
Fund, a structural funding gap
that Deon Swiggs estimates
amounts to

$1.5 billion
a year.
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Christchurch’s aircraft engine

Nearly 80 years
after Pratt &
Whitney aircraft
engines were first
overhauled in
Christchurch, the
city’s aerospace
engineering sector
is about to take
another big leap
into its future, writes
aviation journalist
Grant Bradley

I think we’re
very fortunate to

be in
Christchurch. A

lot of people
want to come
here as it’s an

attractive place
to live andwork.

There’s a real
buzz about
around the

place, which is
clearly good for

what we’re
trying to achieve.

Graham Jack

L ater thisyear, a jointventure
betweenPratt&Whitneyand
AirNewZealandwill start
overhauling the latest in

aircraft engine technology, ensuring
apipelineofwork fordecades to
come.

Followinga$250million
expansionof theJV’sChristchurch
EngineCentre, highly skilled
technicianswill begin the
maintenance, repair andoverhaul
(MRO)of groundbreakingengines
thatPratt&Whitney introduced 10
years ago.

Thegeared turbofanaircraft
engine (GTF) is nowregardedas the
benchmark forpowering single-aisle
planes suchas theAirbusA320/21
familyof aircraft operatedbyAirNZ
on its domestic, transtasmanand
Pacific flights.More than 120other
carriers around theworldalso
operate theAirbus single-aisle
aircraft.

AtChristchurch, a 14,000sqm
expansionof thealreadyvast engine
centrewill allowhundredsmore staff
toworkon themusing someof the
most advancedaircraft engineering
equipmentusedanywhere in the
world.

A4000sqmsound-proofed test
cell facility is at theheart of the
expansionandwithin it engines can
be runatmaximumthrust to test
performanceparameters ina safe
environment.

Theenginesaremonitored for any
problemsand, if necessary, theycan
thenbe repaired.

TheChristchurchEngineCentre
generalmanager andaproud

Cantabrian,GrahamJack, says the
expansion is a significantmilestone
for theplant, situatedatChristchurch
Airport.He says it’s avoteof
confidence inwhat canbeachieved
in thecity andCanterbury region.

Thecentrehasalsooverhauled
more than 1500of anotherhighly
popular aircraft engine, theV2500,
during the last 25years.

“We’vebeenextremely successful
with theV2500andhavebuilt a really
strong reputation internationallyasa
successful and strongengine shop,”
Jack says.

Stellar reputation
Christchurchcompetesagainst other
engine shopsoverseasbut
consistently tops global rankings for
customer satisfaction.

It has adoptedartificial intelligence
toboost thequalityof the inspection,
in addition to traditionalmonitoring
bystaff.

“That’s really about addinga
greaterquality to the inspection,”
explains Jack.

In thehighlycompetitive
commercial aviationaftermarket
services, airlines choose
maintenanceprovidersbasedon
variables including turnaround time,
as eachdayanengine spendsoff the
wingcosts anoperator thousandsof
dollars in lost revenue.

Othervariables arequality,
reliability and the total cost of
ownership—optimisingcomponent
repairsoverpart replacements.

Pratt&WhitneysaysChristchurch
consistently topsall three,
maintaininga global customerbase
against intensecompetitionbecause
its regionalworkforcehaspioneered
advancedcomponent repair
techniques, allowing technicians to
repair complex, high-stress turbine

andcompressor components,
delivering significant cost savings to
engineoperators.

That’s recognised internationally
andathomewith theChristchurch
EngineCentrenettingaprestigious
WestpacChampionBusiness award
several times inCanterbury.

Jack says staff don’t takehaving
thecentre inChristchurch for
granted. “We take tremendouspride
inwhatwedo,we’re grateful tohave
theopportunity tohaveabusiness
like this here inCanterbury.”

Thebiggest singleV2500customer
isAmericanAirlines, but enginesare
shipped inbyspecialised freighters
fromother carriers inAsiaandSouth
America.

Hiring drive
ThecomingGTFworkmeans the
centre is in themidst of ahiringdrive.

Theexpansionwill addat least
another 200roles to the350-400staff
working therewhen theprojectwas
first announced in late 2024.

Jack sayshiring is “flat out”,with
newrecruits coming fromaviation
engineeringprogrammes (including
one runbyAirNZ), andother
countries suchas thePhilippines,
Singapore, EuropeandSouthAfrica.

“I thinkwe’revery fortunate tobe
inChristchurchandNewZealand.A
lot of peoplewant tocomehereas
it’s anattractiveplace to liveand
work.”

Jack says there’s anewenergy
aboutChristchurch.He takespride in
showing international visitors
around.

“There’s a real buzzabout around
theplace,which is clearly good for
whatwe’re trying toachieve.”

Thecentrealso recruits thosewith
allied skills— suchasautomotiveand
dieselmechanics—whohave

successfullymade the transition to
aircraft enginemaintenance.
Additionally, it runs its ownhighly
sought-after annual apprenticeship
programme.These structured
placements exposeyoung regional
trainees tomultipledisciplines,
includingprecisionmachining,
component inspection, advanced
aeronautics, andsystems
engineering.

One recruit, CaitlinBell, joined the
facility as anaircraft tradesperson
after realisingherpassion lay in
complex, hands-on industrial
problem-solving.

After completingher two-year
apprenticeshippullingapart and
reassemblingmassivecommercial
turbofans, shewenton towin the
highlycovetedRoyalAeronautical
SocietyExcellenceTrophy.

Anotherworker,GeoffWinter,
who is aqualityassurance systems
andaudit engineer, hasworked there
formore than20years andwason-
sitewhen the jointventurewithAir
NZcame intoeffect.

“I’vehad somanyopportunities
comemyway,whichkeeps things
challengingand fresh,”Winter says.
“It’s been fantastic to see thecompany
grow, see it developanddiversify.

“Thebest thing about it, though, is
the local team.A lotof greatpeople
workhere, allwith ideas, innovations
andchallenges that changeyour
thinkingand leadus tocontinuously
innovate,” saysWinter. “I’mvery
proudof theworkwedohere in
Christchurch.”

From rugby to engines
Jack’s owncareerhasalsogrown
with theengine centre,whichhe
describesas the second “amazing”
Canterburyorganisationhe’s been
involvedwith.

Hewasalso aCrusaders lock
during the side’s first victoriousSuper
Rugbyseason in 1998, inwhatwas
then theSuper 12.

He’s beenat thecentre for 30years,
startingasa tradesmanon the shop
floor and thenbenefiting fromPratt
&Whitney’s employee scholar
scheme tohavedegree-type study
paid for.All staff arepart of thePratt
&Whitney in-housework system,
CORE (customer-oriented results and

What the
expansion
entails
TheChristchurchEngineCentre is
on thecuspof securing its future
as akeypart of the international
aviation supply chain for thenext
30 to40years.

Workon the first geared
turbofan (GTF) engine is about to
begin later this year.

By the time theexpanded facility
reachesmaturity in 2032 itwill
have thecapacity for full overhauls
of up to 140GTFengines ayear.

“With this investment and the
skills that comewith it,wehavea
really good future for engine
maintenancehere inChristchurch
formanyyears to come,” says Jack.

Local companies and
specialised services arealso
involved inbuilding theexpanded
facility generatingmillionsof
dollars in direct spendingeach
year.

As at themiddleof 2026,more
than 14,000GTFengineorders and
commitmentshavebeenplaced
withConnecticut-basedPratt&
Whitneybymore than90
customersworldwide.

Thedesign leapof thenew
enginesmeans they reduce fuel
burnandcarbonemissionsbyup
to20%and their noise footprint is
up to75% less than theengines
they replace.

Around theworld,GTFengines
have, in their first 10yearsof
service, savedairlinesmore than
threebilliongallonsof fuel (11
billion litres) and30millionmetric
tonsof carbonemissions, Pratt&
Whitney says.

Theadvanced fandrivegear
systemallows the front fan to spin
at anoptimal slower speed than the
internal compressor and turbine
cores.

Jack saysmore than90%of the
centre’s currentwork comes from
overseas (with the remainder for
AirNZ) and this ratiowas likely to
remain the samewith theGTF
engines.

Global Aviation’s Southern Anchor
TheChristchurchEngineCentre is
beingbuilt for the futureondeep,
historic foundations.

Establishedoriginally byAirNew
Zealand’s predecessor, theNational
AirwaysCorporation (NAC), the
Harewoodsitewas chosen in 1948 to
service the rugged radial enginesof
apost-war aviationboom.

Technicians initiallyworkedon
Pratt&Whitneypistonmodels that
required themto relyon immense
mechanical intuition. This laid a
foundational cultureofprecision,
manual grit, anduncompromising
safety standardswithin the local
workforce.

As commercial aviation transiti-
oned into the jet age, the facility rapidly

evolvedand, in 1958, the centre
overhauled its firstDart turboprop
engine, followedadecade laterby the
introductionof thePratt&Whitney
JT8Dcommercial turbofan in 1968—
work that carriedonuntil 2012.

The JT8Dwasused first on the
Boeing727 trijet. Itwenton topower
suchaircraft as theAerospatiale SE210
Caravelle, Boeing737-100/-200,
DouglasCorporationDC-9,McDonnell
DouglasMD-80and theChristchurch
centreoverhauledFedEx’s global
cargo fleets.

Theengineering cellmatured from
adomesticmaintenance shop intoa
highly respected regional centreof
excellence.

Navigatingan increasingly

competitive andglobalisedaerospace
market requiredamassive leap in
scale andstructural capitalisation.

The turningpoint that catapulted
Christchurchon to theglobal
aerospacemapoccurred in2001.

Recognising that futuregrowth
required integrationwithoriginal
equipmentmanufacturers (OEMs), Air
NewZealandentered intoa formal
joint venturepartnershipwithPratt&
Whitney,which tooka51%controlling
stakealongsideAirNewZealand’s
49%.

It hashelpeddiversify theairline’s
earnings.

AirNewZealand’s latest annual
report shows its after-taxearnings
fromtheengine centrewere$38mfor

the latest financial year, up from$35m
in2025.

Jack says theenginecentre’s board
is composedof twodirectors,
appointedbyeachof thepartners.

The immediateoutcomeof this
partnershipwas theconstructionand
openingof a state-of-the-artV2500
engine facility and test cell in 2004,
with the first V2500engineoverhaul
completed the followingyear. The
V2500 turbofan,managedby the
InternationalAeroEngines (IAE)
consortium,quickly emergedas the
engineof choice for the single aisle
AirbusA320ceo family—nowthe
backboneofmore than 120short-to-
medium-haul passenger airlines
worldwide.

WhenChristchurchCityHoldings
Ltdannounceda$20m investment in
thecentreexpansionback in2003, it
was thenestimated itwould contribute
anadditional $30.8m into the
Canterburyeconomyayear.

Pratt&Whitney says that in 2014,
the centre achievedmassivegains in
efficiency, setting international bench-
marks for engine teardown, compo-
nent repair, reassemblyand testing.

By the time the joint venture
celebrated itsmilestone20-year
anniversary in 2021 Pratt&Whitney
says itwas routinely scoringnear-
perfectmarks in international
customer satisfactionmetrics across
operational delivery, technical
engineeringandquality assurance.
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wsp.com/nz-energy

Canterbury’s renewable energy potential reflects
what’s possible across New Zealand. Realising
that opportunity requires investment decisions that
balance growth, reliability and affordability across
the entire electricity system.

TURNING ENERGY
OPPORTUNITY INTO
LONG-TERM VALUE

WSP partners with clients to shape future energy
systems, optimise existing assets, and guide
strategic investments in the infrastructure needed
to meet growing demand, support the energy
transition and create lasting value.

centre gets $250m expansion

Work at the Christchurch Engine
Centre. Photos / Neil Macbeth

excellence),whichensures consis-
tencyacross the globalworkforceof
180,000. “I’vebuilt a great careerhere.

“That’s a familiar story formany
of thepeoplewhohaveworkedhere.”

Pratt&Whitney says thechoiceof
Christchurch is “highly strategic”,with
Asia-Pacific forecast toexperience
the fastest aviationgrowth.

AnAirbus forecastuntil 2045
projectspassenger growth in this
regionof 4.4%annually (compared to
3.9%globally) andmuchof this
expansion requiresnarrow-body
planes that are fittedwith theengines
that go through theChristchurch
centre.

“ByembeddingChristchurchwith
theglobalGTFMROnetwork, Pratt
&WhitneyandAirNewZealandhave
effectivelyensured that thecitywill
remainan indispensableanchorof
the international aviation supply
chain for thenext 30 to40years,” the
enginemaker says.
● Pratt&Whitney is a sponsor of the
Herald’s ProjectCanterbury report

Christchurch Engine Centre
expansion
Financial investment: $250million
Physical footprint: 14,000sqm
capacityboost
Local employment: 200newhigh-
value technical jobs
Targetperformance:Up to 140GTF
engineoverhauls ayear
First engine in-gate:Q42026
Full-scale throughput: Expectedby
2032

nzherald.co.nz | The New Zealand Herald | Thursday, September 10, 2026 B15



B16 nzherald.co.nz | The New Zealand Herald | Thursday, September 10, 2026

PROJECT CANTERBURY AHerald Business report

Growth story: Airport bets

The airport’s growth
is part of a wider
South Island
resurgence

Widebody flights are returning to
Christchurch; Prime Minister
Christopher Luxon, Christchurch
Airport chair Sarah Ottrey,
Christchurch Mayor Phil Mauger
and Christchurch Airport CEO Justin
Watson officially open the new $40
million freight apron; the Airport
now has four humanoid robots and a
Digital Innovation Zone where
emerging technologies are
demonstrated and tested.

Wewant to be kind of a
leader in this space, but
we’re not an innovator,

so we partner with those
people that can innovate.

JustinWatson

C hristchurchhasbecome the
city thatwon’t sit still.
More thanadecadeafter the
earthquakes, it is no longer

primarily a storyof rebuild cranes,
temporarybuildings and recovery. It
is a city leaning into its nextphase
—growingvisitors, freight,
technology, cleanenergyandhigh-
value industry—and increasingly
making its owneconomicweather
rather thanwaiting forWellingtonor
Auckland to tell itwhat comesnext.

ChristchurchAirport is oneof the
clearest expressionsof that shift.

Thenumbers arebeginning to
make thecase.

In theyear to June2026, the
airporthandled6.85million
passengers, up7.1%. International
passengernumbers rose 12.6% to
1.76m.Operating revenue reached
$273million, up 11.4%,while
underlyingoperatingprofit after tax
climbed30.6% to$64.9m.Theairport
declareda$51.5mdividend, including
a$38.625mreturn toChristchurch
CityHoldings as itsmajority
shareholder.

Chief executive JustinWatson
sees the growth in thecontext of a
wider South Island resurgence.

“If you just lookatChristchurch
andQueenstown, theygrewabout
the same last financial year,” he says,
“and thatwasabout three timeswhat
Aucklandgrew. SoAuckland’s
publishednumbers are2%passenger
growth, andwegrewat 7.1%.”

The international story is even
stronger, up 12.6%,Watsonnotes.

Theairlinesare responding.
AirNewZealand is restoringwide-

bodyservices fromChristchurch to
Singapore, TokyoNarita andPerth—
asignificantvoteof confidenceafter
a stop-start periodaffectedbyCovid
andengineavailability.

“We’vegotAirNewZealand
recommencingwide-body
operationsoutof here,”Watsonsays.
“So starting fromOctober, they’ll be
flying toSingapore, thenNarita, and
toPerth. That’s abig advancement for
us tohave thenational carrier flying
againoutofhere.”

The significancegoesbeyond
passengernumbers. Becausewhat is
happeningon the freight sidemay
ultimatelyprovemore important to
Canterbury’s economicdevelopment
thananotherpercentage-point
increase invisitor traffic.

Freight city
The transformation is takingplaceon
the freight apron.

ChristchurchAirporthas
dramatically expanded its capacity
fordedicated freighteroperations.
Theaproncannowaccommodateup
toeight smaller freightersor four
largerwidebodyaircraft.

But the freight storyneedsunpack-
ing. “Thereare two typesof air
freight,”Watsonsays.

There is traditional belly-hold
freight carried inpassenger aircraft—
everything fromchilledand frozen
products tohigh-valueexports. Then
there isparcel freight: theexpress
shipments ande-commerce traffic
thathaveexplodedsinceCovid.

The latter is harder tomeasure.
“There’snotverygooddataon

that,”Watsonsays.
“And that’s the stuff that is going

intoournewfreight apron.”
Theunderlying trend is

unmistakable.
Covidchangedconsumer

behaviouralmostovernight. People
whohad rarelyboughtonlinewere
suddenly forced todoso. Businesses
thathaddependedonphysical stores
werepushedon todigital platforms.

“Peoplewereat homeandso they
bought a lot online,”Watsonsays,
pointing toTemu.

“Businessesbecause theycouldn’t
tradewere forced togoonline.”

The resultwasa structural

increase inparcel traffic.
“It justwent like that,” he says. “And

it’s continued to growsince then.”
NewZealand still has considerable

roomtocatchupwith largeronline
markets inAsia and theUnitedStates.

Thatmakes theDHL investment
particularly significant.

DHL’s South Island bet
DHLExpresshasopeneda$42
million, 8500sqminternational
gatewayatChristchurchAirport— its
largest infrastructure investment in
NewZealand todate. It consolidates

thecompany’sprevious service
centreandgatewayoperationsand
hasdirect airsideaccess.

This isnot simplyabigger courier
depot.

It is apieceof international trade
infrastructure. Thenew facilityhasan
automatedparcel-sortingconveyor
capableofprocessingup to6500
inboundparcels anhourand5600
outboundparcels anhour.Ahigh-
speedX-ray screening system is
designed to increase throughput
fivefoldcomparedwith theprevious
facility.

AndDHLsays thenumbersbehind
the investmentarealready
compelling.

Shipmentvolumes in theSouth
Islandhavegrown 104%since2019.

DHLsaysChristchurchand the
wider South Islandhavebeenamong
its fastest-growing regionsover the
past fiveyears. Thisunderlineswhy
DHL is treating thecityas agrowth
hub rather than simplyanotherpoint
on itsnetwork.

“Christchurch is thegrowthstory,”
is howWatsondescribes it.

DHL’s South Islandoperation is

alsoconnected todedicatedBoeing
767 freighter services.

In 2023,DHLupgraded its
Auckland-Melbourneoperation toa
larger 767,while its existing
Auckland-Sydney767 servicegained
anadditionalChristchurch leg.

For South Islandexporters, the
advantage is straightforward:The
Christchurchgatewaygives goodsa
direct entrypoint intoDHl’s
international expressnetwork
without first having tobe trucked
north.

Theairport’s new freight apron
reinforces that advantage.

Opened in Juneat a cost of $40m,
theapronadds substantial aircraft-
handlingcapacity and flexibility and
isdesigned toworkalongside theDHL
gateway.ChristchurchAirport says
thedevelopment covers anarea
larger thansix rugbypitchesand
includesmore than 11kmof
undergroundservices.

Theairport is buildingnot just for
today’s freightvolumesbut for a
different kindof South Island
economy—one inwhicha
Christchurchmanufacturer,
technologycompany,medical
businessor specialist exporter can
increasinglyplugdirectly intoglobal
supplychains. That is adifferent
proposition frombeing simplya
regionalpassenger airport.

ThewiderDakotaPark freight and
logisticsprecinct is nowan80ha
developmentwithdirect connections
toStateHighway 1and theairport’s
freightoperations. DHLsits alongside
companies includingDBSchenker,
DSV,Mainfreight andother logistics
anddistributionbusinesses.

Theeffect is cumulative.
Once freightoperators,

manufacturers,warehouses, couriers
and technologycompaniesbegin
clusteringaroundanairport, the
valueof the infrastructurebecomes
greater than the sumof its individual
buildings.

The quiet automation revolution
Theairport’s otherquiet revolution
ishappening inside the terminal.

ChristchurchAirporthas long
experimentedwithnewtechnology.
Fiveor sixyears ago,Watsonsays,
theorganisationembarkedona
deliberate innovation journey that

Project
Canterbury
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O’Sullivan
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on freight and technology

Kōwhai Solar Park opposite Christchurch International Airport. Photo / Anna Heath

includedadriverlessvehicle and
robotics.

Theairport’s flirtationwith robo-
ticsbeganas apublic experiment. In
2019, it introducedPepper, ahuman-
oid robotdevelopedbySoftBank
Robotics, in collaborationwith the
UniversityofCanterbury. Pepperwas
designed to interactwithpassengers,
answerquestions andexplorehow
people responded to robots ina
public environment.

Theairport nowhas four
humanoid robots— twoPepperand
twoNAO—andaDigital Innovation
Zonewhereemerging technologies
aredemonstratedand tested.One
Pepperhasevenbeenused tohelp
passengers throughsecurityand
provide information in the terminal.

Theairport is nowusing robots to
performrepetitivephysicalwork that
canbeautomated, freeingpeople for
jobswherehuman interactionand
judgmentmattermore.

Oneexample isOSCA, an
autonomouselectric floor-scrubbing
robotdeveloped through theairport’s
partnershipwithcleaningcontractor
OCSNewZealand.

OSCAcancleanup to2000sqm
of floor anhouraccording to the
airport.

Theairport’s technology strategy
is increasinglyabout finding the small
operational taskswhereautomation
canproducemeasurable gains—and
then reinvesting thehumancapacity
releasedby thosegainselsewhere.

Oneof thebest examples is almost
comicallymundane: airport toilets.

Traditionally, bathroomswere
cleanedaccording toa standard
schedule regardless ofhowheavily
theywereused.

“Soweput sensorson theoutside
of thebathrooms, anonymous, of
course, and it effectively just counts
people inandout,”Watsonsays.

Watsonsays theairport’s data-
drivenapproach reducedcleaning
timebyabout 25% to30%.That could
have simply translated intoacost
reduction. Instead, theairport
redirected the capacity into robotic
floor cleaningandallowedstaff to
concentrateonmorevisible cleaning
andsanitisationwork.

“So thatwasn’t adownsizing
strategy,”Watson says. “Itwas
actuallymoreabout efficiency, but
then reallocating that.”

Theairport earlier established
itself as a test bed for autonomous
vehicles. Its relativelycontrolled
environmentandprivate roadshave
allowed it toworkwithChristchurch-
based technologycompanyOhmio
onautonomouselectric shuttles,
includinga3D-printedvehicle
capableof carryingup to 15people.

“Wewant tobekindof a leader
in this space,”Watsonsays, “butwe’re
not an innovator, sowepartnerwith
thosepeople that can innovate.”

ItsDigital InnovationZone,
meanwhile, keepsone foot in the
future. Theairportdescribes
innovationasa coredriverof growth,
performanceandvalue,with
automation, artificial intelligence,
mixed reality and roboticsbeing
appliedacross thebusiness.

And there is adistinctly
Christchurch flavour to themodel.
Theairport has repeatedlyworked
with theUniversityofCanterbury
and local technologybusinesses,
using theairport’s scale and
controlledenvironment to turn ideas
intopractical applications.

The sameapproach isbeing
applied to recruitment.

For some roles, theorganisation
can receivehundredsof applications.

“Wemight get 500 to700
applications,”Watson says. “So it
automaticallyusesAI togo through
themandsays, okay, theseare the
five to lookat.”

Then there is LiDAR technology,
whichprovidesanonymouspeople-
flowdata through the terminal,
allowing theairport toanalyse
queues, alert staffwhencongestion

reachesparticular thresholdsand
assesshowchanges in terminal
layout affect retail traffic.

Even firefighting traininghasgone
virtual.

Watsonsays, insteadofhaving
physical aircraft shells representing
everyaircraft type thatoperates into
Christchurch, firefighters canuse
virtual reality to familiarise
themselveswithdifferent cabin
configurationsandpractise
emergency responses.

It is apractical, rather than
futuristic, versionofAI.

Heputs thephilosophyneatly: “We
want tobekindof a leader in this
space, butwe’renot an innovator, so
wepartnerwith thosepeople that can
innovate.”

Powering the next phase
Thesamepartnershipphilosophy is
visiblebeyond the runway.

KōwhaiPark, thevast solar
developmentbeside theairport, is
moving fromconstruction into
operation.

Watsonsay thepanels arenow
installedand theproject is
undergoing “livening” aheadof
becomingoperational.

Thedevelopment is being
deliveredbyContactEnergyand
LightsourcebpwithChint/
Astronergy involvedas the
engineering, procurementand
constructioncontractorwitharound
300,000panels being installedacross
the site. “Thebulkof that electricity
fromdayonewill goback into the
grid,”Watsonsays.

Over time,moreof thepowercan
beconsumedon theairport campus
asdemandgrows.

Fromtheair, the scaleof the
project is difficult tomiss.

“It’s amazing,”Watsonsays.
“Especiallywhenyousee it fromthe
air. It’s huge.”

That clean-energy infrastructure
addsanother layer to theairport’s
economicproposition.

A different Canterbury story
That is thebiggerProjectCanterbury
story. The regionhasmovedbeyond
earthquake recoveryand isnow
testinghowfar its economicpotential
can run.

Theairport’s financial
performancegives theargument
substance.

Its freight investments show
where thenext growthcouldcome
from.DHL’s rapid shipment growth
suggests the logisticsmarket is
changing rapidly.

Theairport’s ownbalance sheet
tells the story. It’s diversifiedmodel
nowstretcheswell beyondaviation
withpropertyandcommercial
activityhelping cushion thebusiness
against thevolatiliy of theglobal
aviation sector.

Its bettingonbeing the right size,
in the right place,with the right
infrastructure—closeenough to
globalmarkets to compete, butwith
the spaceand lifestyle advantages
that increasinglymatter tobusinesses
andskilledworkers.

Theairport sits at thecentreof that
proposition.

Its passenger growthconnects
Canterbury toAsia andAustralia. Its
freightnetworkconnects South
Islandbusinesses toglobal supply
chains. Its technologyprogramme is
turningaconventional transport
facility intoa test bed forpractical
automation.AndKōwhaiPark is
beginning to turn theairport campus
intoanenergyasset aswell as a
transporthub.

ForWatson, thedirection is clear:
growaheadofdemand, strengthen
international connectivity, build
freight capacity anduse technology
tomake theexisting infrastructure
workharder.

The intriguingquestion iswhether
the rest ofNewZealandhascaught
upwith the significanceofwhat is
happening.

ChristchurchAirport’s
international expansion

Christchurch Airport CEO Justin
Watson and Air New Zealand
CEO Nikhil Ravishankar have
announced a new partnership.

ChristchurchAirport’s biggest-ever
international summer is taking shape,
withmore than 1.27million
international seats scheduled
betweenNovemberandMarch—21%
more than last summer. Long-haul
capacity is upanextraordinary54%,
addingaround 130,000seats.

International carriers arenot
merely restoringChristchurch
services; they areadding frequency,
deploying larger aircraft and
extending seasons. That is a
significant voteof confidence in the
South Islandmarket.

AirNewZealand is returningwide-
bodyaircraft toChristchurch,with
plans for three-times-weekly services
toSingapore, TokyoNarita andPerth.
Together, those routeswill addabout
92,250seats over the season.

CathayPacific is increasing its
HongKongcapacity by 15%,while
ChinaSouthern’sGuangzhouservice
is up57%with thecarrier operating
daily and increasing toasmanyas
10 flights aweekatpeak.United
Airlines is using largerBoeing787-9
aircraft onSanFrancisco, adding 14
seatsonevery flight.

Jetstar is launchingnew

Christchurch services toPerthand
Sydney.

Qantas is a case inpoint.
TheAustralian carrier hasbeen

steadilybuilding itsChristchurch
operation, and its latest expansion
takes that relationshipanother step.
For thecoming summer,Qantaswill
operate sevenpassenger services a
day intoChristchurch. Its thirddaily
Sydney servicewill run for 14weeks,
comparedwith sixweeks last
summer, addingaround 11,700seats.
Brisbanewill operate twicedaily
throughout the season.

Thatbuilds ona substantial
increase inQantas capacityduring
the2025/26 summer,whenSydney
flights rosebyasmuchas47%,
Melbourneby26%andBrisbaneby
16%.

The significance is not simply
moreAustralians coming south for
holidays.

Qantas’ Sydneyhubprovides
Christchurchwithonward
connections intoAsia, Europeand
other internationalmarkets.More
transtasman frequency therefore
increases theSouth Island’s access to
theglobal networkwithout requiring

every traveller to route through
Auckland.

ChristchurchAirportCEOJustin
Watson sees theadditional capacity
as evidenceof amarket that airlines
increasinglywant to serve.

“Everynew flight bringspeople,
tradeandopportunity.”

Thatopportunity extendswell
beyond tourism. Thebelly-holdsof
passenger aircraft carryhigh-value
South Islandexports— fresh fruit,
seafood,meat andother time-
sensitiveproducts—allowing
producers to reachoverseas
customersquickly.

Theairport’s 2025/26 summer
results illustrate theeconomic
multiplier. International visitor
numbers rose 22%with287,000
international visitors contributingan
estimated$861million to theSouth
Islandeconomy.Qantas capacity
across theTasman rose 18%,while
Jetstar capacity jumped49%.

Thecumulative effect ismore
important thanany single route.

Christchurch ismoving frombeing
adestination reached throughanoth-
erNewZealandgateway tobecoming
adestination in its own right.
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From earthquake rebuild
Te Papa Hauora: Christchurch health precinct draws international investment

Health is a big deal.
People forget health

is 10% of our
national GDP and

11% of our
workforce — it’s the

biggest game in
town.

Peter Townsend

Health is the biggest game in town, says Peter Townsend, independent chair of the Te Papa Hauora Advisory Council

I t’s a $1 billion-plus investment
blazinga trail forhealthcare
innovationand it’s catching the
eyeof international tech

investors.
Sowhyarewe just starting to

noticeChristchurch is growinga
vibrant economicenginecalled the
TePapaHauoraHealthPrecinct?

It couldbebecauseCantabrians
aren’t shoutypeople.Or it couldbe
because the ideaof an innovative
healthecosystem, anchoredby
ChristchurchHospital and thecity’s
universities isn’t new.

Theprecinct,NewZealand’s
secondbiggesthub forhealth tech
andoneof themost concentrated,
hasactuallybeenquietlyevolving for
12years; amasterplan risingon the
blankcanvas left byearthquake
devastation.

Ormaybepeople are starting to
noticenowbecause, asPeter
Townsend, themanoverseeing the
partnershipbetween tertiary
educationandhealth institutions
puts it, “thewonderful thing is, it’s
working”.

Townsend, formerchief executive
of theCanterburyEmployers
ChamberofCommerceand former
long-timedirector andchair of
PegasusHealth, is independent chair
of theTePapaHauoraAdvisory
Council. Thecouncil ismadeupof
representativesof theprecinct’s four
foundingpartners,HealthNZ, the
universitiesofCanterburyandOtago
and theAra Institute.

“Health is abigdeal. People forget
health is 10%ofournationalGDPand
11%of ourworkforce— it’s thebiggest
game in town,”Townsendsays.

“Andhealth is complicated. It’s
political. There areendlessdemands
madeon the system.All of that I really
relish, becauseof its complexityand
becauseof its importance to the
community.

“Thehealthprecinct is
fundamentallydrivenondelivering
wellbeing toourcommunity.”

TippedasoneofNewZealand’s
most importanthealthandeconomic
development stories, theprecinct is
locatedbetweenHagleyParkand the
central city.

It hostsmore than20medical,
educationand research institutions,
laboratories, publichealth facilities,
clinics andcampuses.

Emergingon theprecinct’s fringes
arecommercial research,
biotechnology,medical technology,
laboratories andadvanceddevice
manufacturingenterprises.

Andbeingdrawn to this intense
healthecosystemof common interest
—andbyChristchurch’s growing
reputationasNewZealand’s cityof
choice— is ahighlyqualified
workforce, alongwith investorswith
deeppockets.

Ensuringmorepeople takenotice
will be theofficial openingon
September 18of the seven-storeyWai
Orabuilding.

The$400millionnewhome for
theUniversityofOtago’s 52-year-old
Christchurchcampuswill
consolidate staff from11 scattered
buildings intoone site. Thecampus’
teaching spacewill expandby20%.

Departments and researchcentres
thathaveworked separatelywill now
bealongsideeachother, creating
moreopportunities for
interdisciplinary teaching, research
and innovation, saysProfessor
SuzannePitama, headof the
university’s facultyofmedicineand
project owner forWaiOra.

“Bringing together clinicians from
areas suchaspsychiatry, general
practiceandother specialities

alongsideour academic teamswill
strengthenconnectionsbetween
research, educationandclinical
practice.”

Thebuildingwill host expanded
research labs, anenhancedclinical

trialsunit anda six-bedsimulation
medical trainingcentre.

Meanwhile,HealthNewZealand
continues to invest in theprecinct’s
clinical anchor, Christchurch
Hospital, and thewiderhealth
precinct.

Currentprojects includeWaipapa
TowerC, addingaround 16,000sqm
andcapacity for 160more inpatient
beds, theChristchurchHospital
endoscopyexpansion, andneonatal
care improvements.

Future workforce
Togetherwithdevelopments already
delivered, theseprojects represent
more than$1b invested in
Christchurch’s publichealth
infrastructure since theearthquakes,
saysHealthNewZealandexecutive
regionaldirector, PeteWatson.

He says theprecinctwill help
develop the futurenationalhealth

workforce. “Its close linksbetween
healthcare, tertiaryeducationand
researchprovide training, placement
anddevelopmentopportunities for
thousandsof students andhealth
professionals across awide rangeof
disciplines.”

ChristchurchHealthLaboratories,
oneof the country’s twohighest-tier
reference laboratories, is alsopart of
theecosystem, supporting specialist
testing, researchandeducation,with
benefits for thewholecountry.

Watsonsays theprecinct’s value
extendsbeyond infrastructure.

“It supports thedeliveryof regional
andnational services, helpsdevelop
NewZealand’s futurehealth
workforceandcreatesopportunities
for clinicians, researchers and
educators towork together to
improvepatientoutcomes.”

Theadvisorycouncil’s Townsend
says thepotential is “significant” for

theprecinct tobeanational growth
engineanda spawningground for an
internationally competitivemedtech
export industry.

“We’vealreadygotmany
companieswell-establishedhere—
somereally excitingcompanies like
MARSBioimagingandBioOra.”

He says the city’s dedication toan
integratedhealth industryextended
to it siting the$500mnewmetro
sports facilityParakiorenext to the
healthprecinct.

“Itwasdeliberatelypositioned
there so there is a continuum
betweenhealthandwellness.A lot
of rehabilitationandpreventative
healthworkcanbedoneat
Parakiore.”

ButhowhaveChristchurch’s
rebuildplannersmanaged toget the
differentbureaucraciesworking
together?Andpublic institutionsand
private technology firmswanting to
holdhands?

“Post-earthquake,we learnedvery
quickly topickupeachother’s books
andbricks to rebuildour city,”
Townsendsays.

“Thecommonpurposewas to
recreateChristchurch, to createa
moderncity thatwouldbecomeNew
Zealand’s cityof choice.

“And I thinkwe’vearrived.We
haveourdifferences,westill playour
politics andwestill protectpatches
butwehaveacommonpurpose to
deliver acity thathas thebest
offerings inNewZealand.”

Precinctparticipants say
investmentwill bekey to the
precinct’s future success.

Townsendsays that investment
will have to come fromthe
Government, local governmentand
private investors.

“There’s awholematrixof
investmentpossibilities,” he says. “I’m
verypositive about the future
because themorewecan
demonstratewearemakinga
differencehere, the easier it gets to
move forward.

“We’re right at the stagenowwhere
peopleare starting to takenotice.
They realise there’s something real
happeninghere.”

Project
Canterbury
Andrea Fox



to a health tech engine

Tim Woodfield is professor of regenerative medicine at the University of Otago’s Christchurch campus.

continued on B20

Townsend doesn’t expect the bricks-
and-mortar coreof theprecinct to
expand.

“What itwill do is act as abeating
heart forhealth-relatedactivity,
health techandhealth innovation to
expandaround it.

“Thewiderprecinctwill continue
todevelop. It’s alreadyhappening.”

Another cheerleader for thewider
precinct’s powerhousepotential is
economicdevelopmentagency
ChristchurchNZ.

Health techgrowthsector lead
ShawnMelley says theagencyworks
withhealth and technology industry
companies tohelp support their
needs,whether they’re at start-up,
early growthorestablishedstage.

SomeChristchurch-developed
technologies requirevery specialised
manufacturingprocessesand
technical skills, he says.

Someof those skills aren’t
available evenwithinNewZealand,
so theagency’s business growth
teamswillworkwith local
universities to identify andhelp
establishprogrammes to train
graduateswhocansupport these
highly specialisedcompanies.

“At theheart of all economic
developmentare theobviousmetrics
of jobgrowthandGDPgrowth,which
really come fromcompanies
performingwell, increasing their
revenue tohiremorepeople, doing
moreR&D,makingmoreproducts,
sellingmoreproducts andexporting.

“So investor attraction isvery
important, helping thesecompanies
withcapital.My jobasa growthsector
leader is to try tohelpbring it all
together.”

Melley sayswhenhe talks to
peopleaboutwhatmakes
ChristchurchandCanterbury special
heconsistentlyhears about itshistory
ofbringing in innovationand
integrating it into thehealth system
toachievebetteroutcomes for
patients.

“There’s also awillingnessof
leadership,wherever that leadership
exists, towant to integrate
technology.

“It is a close-knit communitywho
wants to see this technologycome in
andhelp improve the livesofpatients
—andequally, not just patients, but
thehealthcareworkforce.”

Theprecinct’s success asan
economicengineanda future rich
exporthubwill requirehealth tech
companies togrowat scale, rapidly,
Melley says.

Hecites cancer treatment cell

therapy techcompanyBioOraasan
exampleofwhat couldbepossible.

“BioOra setsupamanufacturing
facilityhere. If theygrowat scale
quickly, thatwill bring inpatientswho
will come toChristchurch for cellular
therapy.Rightnowthey’re travelling
toChinaand theUnitedStates. They
can insteadcome toNewZealand.

“So there’s potentialmedical
tourism. Jobswill becreated, not just
fromBioOramanufacturingbut all
thehealth requirements around it, at
the treatment centre itself.

“Then if youget companies
tangential to cellular therapyalso
cominghere to support, theybring in
more jobsandmore revenue for the
city.

“Whatweneed to seehappen
within thehealthprecinct is
companies likeBioOraestablishing
themselvesandgrowingquickly.

“If theycando that itwill havea
huge impact onChristchurchand
those revenuenumberswill havean
impacton thenational economyas
well.”

Butdoesproximityalways
producecollaborationand
productivity?

Melley saysproximity toother
sectorparticipants ishelpful.

“Whenyou lookat innovation
generally, generational leaps in

technologiesoftenhappenat the
edgesofmultipledisciplines.

“I lived inBoston.Christchurch
remindsmeofBostononamuch
smaller scale in that it hasmultiple
universities. It has theUniversityof
Canterbury,which is very strong in
engineering. TheUniversityofOtago
medical school is here.Youhave
LincolnUniversity.

“Youhavemultipleuniversities in
avery small areaandan industry
withareasof specialisation.That
collaboration shouldgenerate
significant innovation.”

Melley says tobe successful, a
healthprecinct requires agoodhealth
systemwith cliniciansandhealthcare
workers solvingproblemsand
treatingpatients, using the latest
technology.

It also requiresuniversities to
provide someof those technologies
and industry tocommercialise them,
bring in thepeopleand resources to
expandandexport themandraise
international awareness.

“For this tobemore thanagood
regional ornationalhealthprecinct,
youneedall thatworking together.
Andyou reallyneedcompanies able
tocommercialise and scale tomake
it international.”

Venturecapital investorPaul
Muckleston saysonly timewill tell

over thenext 10years if Christchurch
isbuildingan internationally
competitivehealth innovation
cluster.

He’s aventure capital partner in
MARSBioimaging throughPacific
Channel,whichholdsnearly 16%of
themedtech firmon theedgeof the
precinct.

Adirectorof severalUSWestCoast
techcompanies,Mucklestonalso
leads the technologypractice for a
Denver-basedmergers and
acquisitions firm.

He likes that theprecinct
formalisesmovementofparticipants
betweenacademia, hospitals and
commercial tech start-ups suchas
MARS.

“Someof thekeypeopleemployed
byMARShavecomeoutof the
universitiesofCanterburyorOtago.
Yousee in someof the successful
clusters in theUSmarket,which I’m
familiarwith, thesealmost
interchangeable rolespeoplehave
between innovationand researchat
theuniversity.

“Then,when theycommercialise
that, theyoftenworkwithangel
investors andother co-founders ina
kindof community.

“Then that researchormedical
institutionprovides agreat local
concentrationof really skilled

professionalswhoyoucan tapona
part-timeor full-timebasis to come
anddoworkwithyou.”

Mucklestonalsocites
Christchurch’s advanced
manufacturing resourcesasbeing
attractive froman investment
perspectiveonceameddevice is
commercialised.

Anecosystemsuchas theprecinct
is aprovenmodel, he says.

“By formalising it abitmoreand
makingmorepeople awareofwhat
it is, it’s easier for future investment.
Youcansee the same thing
happening inMelbourne.”

An interesting start-uporpre-seed
stagecompanynear aprecinct is
more likely tobe lookedat byventure
capital fundsbecause it has
supportingmechanisms likeaccess
to talent, employees, advisers and
customers.

“If you’re able toputChristchurch
on themap, you’remore likely tobe
able to tap into investors inAustralia,
for example,whoare lookingat
Melbournewhen they’rewanting to
domorehealth tech investment.Why
wouldn’t they thenalso lookatwhat’s
comingoutofCanterbury?”

How internationally competitive
theChristchurchmodelwill be
dependson time, execution, “abit of
good luck” andhaving the right
quality founders andstart-ups,
Muckleston says.

“There’snodoubt that
ChristchurchandCanterburyareon
fire rightnow inagoodway.

“There’shighgrowth. Peoplewant
tobe there. Theuniversities are
attracting lots of students that
previouslywent somewhereelse.
Nowtheywant tobe inChristchurch.”

Collaboration vital
Canterburyhasbeenaheadof the
game in recognising teamworkcan
offset a fundingabysswhen tackling
massivehealthproblems likecancer
anddegenerative jointdisease, says
a leading researchprofessor.

TimWoodfield, professorof
regenerativemedicineat the
UniversityofOtago’sChristchurch
campus, says the riseof thecity’s
healthprecinct and theopeningof the
flagshipbuildingconfirms the
region’s legacyof takinga
collaborative,multi-discipline
approach tohealthproblems.

“A lot of themajorproblems in the
worldneed tobeaddressed inavery
multi-disciplinaryor inter-

A home for next-gen cancer treatment

The health precinct was
themain catalyst for us

because we need
scientists, nurses and an

ecosystem that is already
enabled. We could come

in and be a catalyst for
further growth.

BioOra chief executive John Robson

Christchurchwon theprestigious job
ofhostingmanufacturing fornext-
generationcancer cell treatment
pioneerBioOrabecause itwas theonly
city able to satisfy avery long, very
demanding list of requirements.

Openingon theedgeof
Christchurch’s TePapaHauorahealth
precinct nextmonth, BioOra’s high-
techCAR-Tcell immunotherapy
manufacturing facilitywill put the city
on themapasa serious support player
in thebiotechworld.

The facilitywillmanufacture
personalisedCAR-T cell treatments for
bloodcancers.

CAR-Tcell therapy is aone-off
cancer treatment thatworksby
redirectingapatient’s own immune
cells (T-cells) to directly identify and
attack cancer cells.

BioOrawill useautomated
manufacturingplatforms to scale
production safely. Itsworkbuildson
research from theMalaghan Institute,
an independentbiomedical research
institutebased inWellington.

BioOrachief executive John
Robsonsays the companyneededa
highclinical-grade facility andwas

runningout of optionswhen
Christchurchdelivered.

“Weneeded tobenear amajor
hospital.Weneeded the infrastructure
to support themedical andclinical
complexmanufacturing forour
business.Weneededapublic
treatmenthospital.Weneededprivate
hospitals for expansion, primarily for
medical tourism.

“Weneededamedical school.We
neededanengineering school.We
needed infrastructureadjacent to
health centres, andweneeded tobe
able toaccess students for trainingand
tertiary education fornurses, doctors,
engineers andscientists.

“And, really important,weneeded
anairportwith international flights. A
bigpart of ourbusiness casewas that
oncewe’re successful as abusiness
supplying therapies toNewZealan-
ders, these therapies aregoing tobe
highly sought-after.Weneeded it to
beeasy forpeople to come into this
country forprivate treatment.”

BioOragave its list to economic
development agencyChristchurchNZ
and the rest is history. “Thehealth
precinctwas themain catalyst forus

becauseweneedscientists, nurses
andanecosystem that is alreadyenab-
led.Wecould come inandbeacatalyst
for further growth,” Robsonsays.

Theonlybox thecity couldn’t tick
wasappropriate existing labs. So the
companybuilt its ownon leased land
edging themedical school. Fourmain
laboratorieswill eachhouse six
manufacturingcocoonplatforms.
Eachdeviceproduces a singledose for
apatient.

“We’ll get about 150dosesayear
fromour initial set-up, thenaswebring
onstreamother laboratories,we’ll get
up to400doses fromthat sitequite
quickly—and400doseswouldbe
more than thedoses required to treat
everyNewZealander for thedisease
we’re first going tomarketwith,which
is acute largeB-cell lymphoma,”
Robsonsays.

BioOra currently employs68staff
between its operations in
Christchurch,WellingtonandBrisbane.
Robsonsaysover time, around50new
roleswill be created inChristchurch.

Thecompanyhas raisedaround
$23mfromprivate capital and “some
verykey investors”, andacurrent
roundhas raisedmore than$20mof
the target $45m. Thenewcapitalwill
fund the completionofChristchurch
facilities, the transfer of technology to

Brisbane formanufacturing thereand
a technology transfer to theUS for
paediatric use. TheQueensland
Governmenthas chipped inA$7.7m to
helpwith theBrisbane transfer.

“Wehaven’t receivedanything in
NewZealand,” Robson says. “It’s just
amatter of gettingcross-party
agreements as towhich treatments.

“Theycancontinue to fundold-style
treatments,which soakupheavy
resources, nursing anddoctors and
take threeor four yearsof treatment
cycles versusmorehigh-cost therapies
like this,which areone infusionand
you’redone.”

Robsonhasnodoubt
Christchurch’s health zone couldbea
genuineeconomicgrowthengine for
thecity andNewZealand.

“Christchurch is able toexpandand
not justmanufacture this therapy, but
lots of different therapies. Inother
words, asBioOragrowsandwestart
todevelopdifferent therapies for
different cancers,we can leverage this
huge investment into the
infrastructure—not just ourown
infrastructurebut thehealthprecinct
itself.”
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Earthquake rebuild to health-tech engine
continued from B19 We seem to have hit

upon this idea of
collaboration across lots
of different disciplines.

TimWoodfield

disciplinaryway.And to solve some
of thenewproblemswe’re going to
comeacross.

“Researchnow isn’twhereyousee
thebiggest breakthroughsglobally so
muchaswhenyouhaveclinicians
workingwith engineersworkingwith
social scientistswhoare then
workingwith industry,” says
Woodfield,who leads theChrist-
churchRegenerativeMedicineand
TissueEngineering (CReaTE)Group
and isdirector of theuniversity’s
centre for bioengineeringandcom-
mercialisationofhealth technologies.

He saysNewZealand’s small size
means sometimes it can’t properly
fund research into “massive”
problems likecancer, degenerative
jointdisease, osteoarthritis and joint
replacement. But because it’s small,
it’s agile andeasier for researchers,
for example, to accesspeople inother
disciplines, suchas surgeons.

“I think this is the sort of legacy
ofCanterburyand thishealth

precinct.Weseemtohavehit upon
this ideaof collaborationacross lots
ofdifferentdisciplines,” says
Woodfield.

“When Iworkoverseasor inother
hospitals orother centres, they say,
‘Wenever get to seea surgeon’ or
interactwithothers. But in
Canterburyweseemtohavebeen
doing that really, reallywell.”

Woodfield says the long-planned
newuniversitybuildingand the
healthprecinct are going to
strengthenandaccelerate “some
quite groundbreaking stuff that’s
happening”.

Hepredicts an increase in the scale
and impactofwork fromwithin the
buildingand theprecinct, particularly
in the clinical andcommercialisation
areas,withmoremedtechcompanies
collaborating; andwithmore rapid
triallingand testingof research
results, involvingcliniciansand
bioengineers.

Thenewseven-storey, fit-for-
purposebuildingwill have state-of-
the-art laboratories for

multidisciplinary research, from
complexchemistry topilot-scale
manufacturingand the latest tools for
moleculardiscovery,Woodfield says.

It has the latest pre-clinical
facilities for analysis, testingand
imaging tohelpdevelop technologies,
anda six-bedwardsimulation suite
— “a really important research space”
mirroringaward in thenewhospital
across the road.

Woodfield saysanexampleof the
benefit ofhavingmultiple
componentsof thehealthecosystem
interconnected is the free-flowing
discussionpossible betweenacancer
researcher, a cancer clinician, an
orthopaedic surgeon involved ina
tumour removal, andabioengineer

withan idea for aminimally invasive
surgical approach to treatingcancer.

Importantly, thework in the
universityand theprecinctwill
attractmore industry—companies
commercialising research results.

“That’s the really big thing forNew
Zealand.Weneed tobedoing inter-
disciplinary research that’s then
translational. Translationalmeans
getting it topatients.”

Peoplemay imagineanewdrug
ormedical technologycan just be
administeredbya surgeon, he says.

“But there’s lots of regulatory stuff
andyouneed investment tomake it
happen. It’s a complexprocess and
auniversitydoesn’t fund it ordevelop
something that goes intoapatient
necessarily.

“It’s oftenacompany that comes
anddoes it. So theopportunityof the
buildingand theprecinct is beingable
to takeall of the innovationand
accelerateor catalyse it.”

On theotherhand,Woodfield
notes thatoftenmedtechandbiotech
companiesdon’t have the fundingor

pilot-scalemanufacturingoraccess to
medical device regulatoryexpertise.

“It’s verycostly for themtobuild
their own labwhen they’renot sure
if the technologywillwork. This is
where theWaiOrabuildingand the
precinct is vital.”

However it’s not a caseof “building
this and theywill come”, he says.

Inother countries, including
Australia, themodel of thinking that
puttingall the rightpeople together
will bring industry intoan innovation
centrehas failed. “Thereare lotsof
exampleswhere thatdoesn’twork
because it’s built aroundwhatpeople
think industryand themarket is
looking for, orwhat they thinkhealth
technologieswill be— rather than
havinga space tunedor tailored
aroundenablingwhat industry is
looking for.”

Woodfield says theapproach in
Christchurch is toharness thecapa-
bility inCanterbury for all ofNew
Zealandand focus stronglyonamaj-
oropportunity for international
investment.

PROJECT CANTERBURY AHerald Business report

MARS — the rising star
The company is
emerging as one of
Christchurch’s most
globally significant
health tech success
stories, writes
Andrea Fox

Christchurch
as a city is
extremely

vibrant. I’d be
bold enough
to say it’s the
place to be in
New Zealand

right now.
MARS group chief
executive Dr Ojas

Mahapatra

I t’s beenaverybigyear forMARS
Bioimaging, a rising starofTe
PapaHauora, Christchurch’s
vibrant emerginghealth

precinct.
Theprivatemedtechcompany,

foundedby twobluebloodsof the
city’s scienceandmedical
communities, closedan
oversubscribed$15millioncapital
raising, became the firstCTscanner-
makerout ofNewZealand to gainUS
FoodandDrugAdministration (FDA)
clearance,made its firstmajor sale to
aNewZealandclinical practiceand
ispreparing to launchasubsidiary in
theUS, its primary focusmarket.

Co-foundedbyPhil Butler, a
formerphysicsprofessor and leading
researcherat theUniversityof
Canterbury, andhis sonAnthony
Butler, aprofessorof radiologyat
OtagoUniversityandaconsultant to
ChristchurchHospital,MARShas
developed theworld’s first
commercially availableportable
spectral photon-countingCT
(computed tomography) scanner for
point-of-careuseandclinical
research.

Point-of-careusemeanshospital-
grade imagingdelivereddirectly in
patient clinics, research labsand
communityhealthcare sites.Unlike
traditionalCTscanners,which
produce low-resolutionblackand
white images,MARS’ technology
measures in colourevery individual
X-rayphotonas it passes through the
body.

With international capital now
backing its expansionand
commercial adoptionaccelerating,
thecompany is emergingasoneof
Christchurch’smost globally
significanthealth tech success stories,
sayseconomicdevelopmentagency
ChristchurchNZ.

Its colourX-ray technology is
exclusively licensed toMARS from
CERN, theworld’s largest particle
physics laboratoryandoperatorof
theLargeHadronCollider.

MARSgroupchief executiveDr
OjasMahapatra saysFDAclearance
wasabigmilestone. “Nowthe
companyhas a strongcommercial
footing in theclinicalmarketplace,
youwill seeuspopupa lotmore in
theUSclinicalmarket setting.”

Revenue-earningbutyet tomake
aprofit,MARS ismerely “weeks”
away from launchingaUSsubsidiary,
he says. “We justwant to getour
beautiful technologyout into the
clinicswhere it’s actuallymakinga
difference topatient care.”

Formedtech, thehealthprecinct
is a “veryvibrant ecosystem”,Maha-
patra says.

Whileparticipants arediverseand
immersed in their ownwork,
proximityoffers theopportunity for
helpfuldiscussionsonmarkets.

Butdoes thehealth-focusedclus-
terhave thepotential tobea regional,
or evennational, economicgrowth
generator?

“Thepotential is definitely there.
If a company, or agroupof
companies, dowell,wearebringing
ina lot of investment capital to
Christchurch.Thereare a lot of
companiesdoingcapital raises and it
bringsa lot of capital into the
ecosystem,“Mahapatra says.

“Investor interest becomesconc-
entrated.Also,weare feedingoff each
other’s publicity.A sports teambe-
comes successfulwhen thereare ind-
ividualperformances. IfMARSBio-
imagingbecomes successful, the
healthprecinct becomespopular.”

Being in theprecincthelpsattract
and retain skills. “There is a lot of
disseminationof engineering infor-
mation— there is that inter-disci-
plinaryknowledgeexchange. For
peoplewhounderstand themedtech
ecosystem it is extremelyhelpful
having that concentration ina small
area.”

MARS isn’t Christchurch-based just
because it’s home to the founders.
“Christchurchhasavery richman-
ufacturingheritage.Weareable to
buildourdeviceshere for thenext
generationofdevices,we’re able to
prototype really fast,”Mahapatra
says. “Wehaveseena lot ofAmerican
andEuropean talentwanting tocome
here. There’s anewcitycentre.
Bringing that talent in improvesyour
teamand investors invest ina team,
always.

“Christchurchasa city is extre-
melyvibrant. I’d beboldenough to
say it’s theplace tobe inNewZealand
rightnow.”
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Off to an Awesome start
Ministry of Awesome has tripled its Christchurch footprint. Chief executive

Graham Scown tells Tim McCready he sees it as necessary economic infrastructure.

We’re very focused on
whether the start-up is
addressing a big global
problem, whether they

have a chance of solving
that problem and

addressing themarket,
andwhether the

company can scale
internationally.

Graham Scown

T
herearedeliberately few
walls inMinistryof
Awesome’snew
Christchurchhome.The

start-uporganisationhasmoved from
the400sqmTe Ōhaka space it shared
withAra InstituteofCanterbury into
an 1100sqmflooronColomboSt in
thecentreofChristchurch.

ForGrahamScown,who tookover
asMinistryofAwesomechief
executive last year, the threefold
increase is aboutmuchmore than
fittingmoredesks in. Thenew
headquarterswill be formallyopened
later thismonthandhasbeen
designed tocreateentrepreneurial
density.

“The shared spaces—kitchen,
event, deck—are thenexusof
conversation,” Scownsays. “That’s
wherenew ideas are spawnedand
knowledge is exchanged.Youcan
structure someof that, butwhen it
becomes too formal youcan lose the
goldof spontaneity.”

It reflects a central part ofMinistry
ofAwesome’smodel: foundersdo
betterwhen theyare surroundedby
other founders, investors andpeople
whohavealreadymade themistakes
theymightbeabout tomake
themselves.

Moreestablished founders are
deliberatelymixedwith those just
startingout, allowingexperience,
knowledgeandnetworks tomove
through thecommunity informally.

The largerpremisesarealready
proving theirworth. Somestart-ups
that left Te Ōhakabecause they
outgrew theavailable spacehave
nowsignalled theywant to return.

MinistryofAwesomecurrentlyoc-
cupies about two-thirdsof the floor,
housing21 start-ups alongside its own
team—around60people in total.
Once the remaining space isopened,
Scownsayscapacitywill grow to
more than 100.

Building start-up density
MinistryofAwesomewas founded in
2012,whenpost-earthquake
Christchurchwas searching forways
to rebuilddifferently. Scownsays its
purposehasnot changedsomuchas
becomemore focused.

“In 2012,MinistryofAwesomewas
foundedspecifically toprovidea
mechanismforChristchurchpeople
toaddressways theycould see the
citybeing rebuiltwith innovationat
the forefront.”

Todayhedescribes it asNew
Zealand’s biggest start-up
organisation: headquartered in
Christchurch, but increasingly
national in reach.

“We’revery focusedonwhether
the start-up is addressingabig global
problem,whether theyhaveachance
of solving thatproblemand
addressing themarket, andwhether

thecompanycanscale
internationally.”

Theprogrammes it offers are
sector-agnostic.Whatmatters is
whether abusinesshas thepotential
to solvea sizeableproblemandgrow
well beyond theNewZealandmarket.

Its flagshipprogramme,Founder
Catalyst,works intensivelywithar-
ound40 to60scalable start-upsa
year. StartupAotearoa, delivered in
partnershipwithWellington’sCreat-
iveHQ, providesearly-stage founder
coachingaround thecountry.

MinistryofAwesome isparticular
aboutwhomakes it intoFounder
Catalyst. Its entrepreneurs-in-resid-
ence,whoact ashonoraryco-foun-
ders to start-ups in theprogramme,

are successful founders in their own
right.

Scownsays that combinationof
selectionandsupport showsup in the
survivalnumbers. “According to start-
up failure statistics thisyear, the surv-
ival rate for bootstrappedstart-ups is
58%andVC-backed is 32%,” he says.
“ForMinistryofAwesomestart-ups,
it is 74%. It’s not just the start-ups.
There’s something special about the
support and theexpertise thatwe
bring in,” he says.

MinistryofAwesomehas suppor-
tedmore than330start-ups,which
havecollectively raisedmore than
$345million inprivate capital and
$31m innon-dilutive funding,
generatedmore than$93minannual
revenueandcreatedmore than 1080
jobs.

Its support base spans local and
central government and theprivate
sector. ChristchurchNZ is akey local
partner, theMinistryofBusiness,
InnovationandEmployment supp-
orts its nationalprogrammes, and
MinistryofAwesomealsoworkswith
AucklandCouncil throughGridAKL
andhas amajor corporate
partnershipwithKiwibank.

Events formanother strandof its
work, ranging fromCoffee&Jam
meet-ups toElectrifyAotearoa, its
growingnational event focusedon
women founders and investors.

OneofMinistryofAwesome’s
most successful alumni is automotive

parts softwarecompanyPartly.
FounderLevi Fawcett arrivedat

Te Ōhakawithhis startupAllGoods.
While there, hepivoted to launch

Partly,whichusesartificial
intelligence to tackle thecomplex
problemof identifyingand trading
vehicleparts. In June, Partly raised
US$50million inaSeriesB round that
valued thecompanyatUS$500m.

Fawcett isnowon theMinistryof
Awesomeboardof trustees.

For Scown, stories suchasPartly’s
demonstrate thevalueofputting
ambitious founders aroundeach
other.

The New Zealand model
ScownsaysNewZealand’s
geographymakes start-updensity
harder toachievenaturally than in
manyof the international innovation
models.

“Governmentsofvarious flavours
over theyearshavebeen really
interested inoverseasmodels: the
Helsinkimodel, theDanishmodel, the
Singaporemodel, the Israelimodel
and, lately, theWaterloomodel.

“ButNewZealand isuniquely
different.

“We takea similar-sized
populationandgeographically
distribute it over avery longcountry,
inplaces that areannoying to get to.”

His answer is todeliberately create
someof thedensityNewZealand
lacks.

Christchurchprovidesa
particularly good testingground. Its
relativelycompact central cityallows
founders, businesses, co-working
spacesandstart-up support
organisations to congregatewithina
much tighter footprint than is
possible in somewhere likeAuckland.

Scownalsoknows thecitywell.
He joinedMinistryofAwesome

after 13yearswithAucklandUni-
Services,wherehiswork included
ReturnOnScienceandMomentum,
programmesspanning researchcom-
mercialisation, investmentand
venturebuilding.

Buthecompletedmostofhis
schoolinganduniversity in
Christchurch, built and soldhisown
startup there, and later returned to
workon theCanterburyearthquake
recovery.

“Essentially, I camehome,” he says.
“Christchurchhas alwayspulledme
back.”

He says the lifestyle adds to the
city’s appeal for founders and talent,
withMtHutt, SumnerandAkaroaall
within roughly90minutes.

“Youget the choiceof anything
youwant todo.And if that’swork
ona start-up, thenyou’re right in the
middleof everything.”

ScownseesMinistryofAwesome’s
newhomeasa test case for
somethingmuchbigger: anetworkof
national start-uphubs, poweredby
regional organisations, connectedby
the sameexpertise, resourcesand
support.

Hedescribes such spacesas “eco-
nomic infrastructure”— sharedassets
andnetworks that successivegene-
rationsof companies candrawon
rather thanhaving to recreate them
aroundevery individual start-up.

“Thehypothesis is that a significant
floor space,with all the right founders
andall of the right support
mechanisms inplace, becomesa
really critical pieceof economic
infrastructure forNewZealand.”

His ambition is forChristchurch to
become the first exampleof amodel
that couldbeadaptedaround the
countrywithother ecosystem
partners.

“That’swhen I thinkyou’ll start to
seeaNewZealandmodel emerge that
is of real interest to central
government, rather than lookingat
yet anotheroverseasmodel to try
andcopy.”

For anorganisationborn from
Christchurch’sneed to rebuild, the
next experiment iswhether thecity
canprovideablueprint forbuilding
somethingmuchbigger.
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Behind Christchurch’s
122-year-old secret recipe

Sarah Eddy of Ice
CreamCharlie talks
to Tom Raynel
about taking on a
legacy business,
andwhat has kept
themagic alive

Ice CreamCharlie has
survivedworld wars, the
Depression, enormous

changes in theway food
is manufactured and
sold, the Christchurch

earthquakes, the central-
city red zone and Covid.

Sarah Eddy

Ice Cream Charlie is a Christchurch tradition, carried on by co-owners Gareth and Sarah Eddy (below).

What is Ice Cream Charlie?
IceCreamCharlie is aChristchurch
institution thathasbeenserving its
famousVanilla Ices togenerationsof
Cantabrians since 1903.
Weare theninthcustodiansof the
business, andweseeourselvesas
custodians rather thansimply
owners. IceCreamCharliewashere
for 122yearsbeforeus, andour job
is tomakesure it is around formany
moregenerations tocome.

You recently bought the business;
what was the inspiration to do so?
Itwasn’t somethingwehadplanned.
Gareth sentme theadvertisementhe
spottedonFacebookwhen IceCream
Charlie cameup for saleoverKing’s
Birthdayweekend last year. Initially,
itwasprobablyoneof those “imagine
owning that!” conversations rather
thana seriousbusinessplan.
But IceCreamCharliehadalways
meant something toour family. Like
somanyChristchurch families,we’d
grownuphaving it, and it hadbecome
oneof those traditions that continued
through thegenerations.
Themorewe investigated it, themore
werealisedwhat a special
opportunity itwas. Therearen’tmany
businessesyoucanbuy that come
withmore than 120yearsofhistory,
anoriginal recipe, generationsof
customermemories andsucha
strongconnection toacity.

Are the recipes still the same?
TheoriginalVanilla Ices recipehas
beencarefullyhandeddown from
owner toowner and remainsat the
heart ofwhatwemake today.The
recipehasalwaysbeenoneof the
most closelyguardedpartsof Ice
CreamCharlie.
In fact,whenwebought thebusiness,
weweren’t given the recipeduring
duediligence.Wehad topurchase the
businesswithout knowingwhatwas
in theproductwewerebuying. Itwas
onlyonce the salehadsettled that
the recipewashandedover tousand
wewere taught theprocess.
Theproductionprocess is also
unusual bymodern standards.
MakingVanilla Ices is a three-day
process, frombrewingandpreparing
themixture through tochurningand
the finishedproduct ready to serve.
We’renot amoderngelato factory
whippingout 80different flavours
everyday.Wedo theone recipe . . .
well.
Wealsocontinue tomake the
traditional raspberry syrupusing the
recipehandeddownwith the
business, butwehave introduced
additional toppings andmenu items
because thebusinessneeds to
continue toevolve.

The business has a long history in
Christchurch; how has it been able
to survive for so long?
Generationsofownershave
understoodwhat shouldn’t change,
andgenerationsofCantabrianshave
continued to love it.
IceCreamCharliehas survivedworld
wars, theDepression, enormous
changes in theway food is
manufacturedandsold, the

Christchurchearthquakes, the
central-city red zoneandCovid.
After theearthquakes, IceCream
Charlie couldn’t operate from its
traditional central-city location for
more than twoyears.When it finally
returned toVictoria Square in
November2014, peoplequeued for
up toanhour. That tells you
somethingabout theconnection
Christchurchhaswith this business.
Since takingover, I’ve spentmuch
time researching thehistoryof the
business and trackingdown former

ownersand their families.Whathas
struckmemost ishowmany
Christchurch familieshave their own
IceCreamCharlie story.
We regularlyhavepeople in their 70s,
80sand90s tell us theywerebrought
to IceCreamCharlie as children.Now
wesee themcomingwith their
grandchildrenandgreat-
grandchildren.

Christchurch feels like it is on the
up at the moment; do you feel
that’s the case?

Absolutelyagree 100%.Christchurch
hasbeen throughanextraordinary
periodof change, and I thinkwe’re
finally at apointwhere thecentral
city feelsmore likeacity again rather
thansomewhere that is perpetually
rebuilding. There’s a real energy
returning. Thecity feelsmodernand
alive.
Oneof the thingsweparticularly
noticeatVictoria Square is the
numberof visitors coming through
Christchurch,whether it be for a
sports gameorconcert, ona tour, a

cruise ship, or just aholiday.Wehave
conversationseverydaywithpeople,
andmanyof themare tourists
enjoyingwhatChristchurchnowhas
tooffer.
I also thinkChristchurch is
increasingly recognising thevalueof
retaining the things that give thecity
character andhistory.Newbuildings
anddevelopments areexciting, but
theoldChristchurch institutions
matter too.They’repart ofwhat
makesacity feel likehomerather
thanacollectionofnewbuildings.
We’d love IceCreamCharlie tobepart
of thatmix for a long time.

What would be your advice to a
budding entrepreneur wanting to
start a business?
I think thebiggest lesson fromour first
year is thatyouhave tobeprepared
toworkhardandadaptquickly.A
businessplan is important, but reality
will almost certainlyhaveother ideas.
Also, don’t underestimatehowmuch
of runningabusinesshasnothing to
dowith the thingyou’re selling.We
sell ice cream, but running IceCream
Charlie involves staffing, payroll, food
safety,manufacturing, compliance,
maintenance, purchasing,marketing,
socialmedia, accounting, technology,
customer service, andhundredsof
other things.
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The car industry is going
through amassive state of

change. You’ve got to be quick
on the game to follow it. EVs,
hybrids and plug-in hybrids

are changing bothwhat
customers buy and how

dealerships operate.
Rick Armstrong

From 37 Japanese imports to a
$1 billion automotive business

Rick Armstrong tells
Bill Bennett how
starting in
Christchurch
helped build a
nationwide
business

N owheadingupan
automotivegiantwith
operations inChristchurch,
Dunedin,Wellingtonand

Aucklandemployingmore than750
people,whenRickArmstrong setup
shop inChristchurch’s StAsaphSt in
1993, itwaswith just 37usedcars.

Today, thewide-ranging
automotivebusinessknownsimply
asArmstrong’s hasanannual
revenueofmore than$1billionand
operations spanningvehicle sales
anddistribution toonlineauctions,
financeandproperty.

“I hadmanaged to finishmy
apprenticeshipas anupholsterer and
figured thatwasn’tmy future,”
Armstrong recalls.

“I really likedcars, so Imanaged
toget a job selling cars in
Christchurchat ausedcaroperation,
andworked there for a fewyears . . .
I soonbecameaware that Iwanted
towork formyself.”

Armstrong sayshis firstmovewas
to fly to Japanandbuy37usedcars.

It soundsdaunting, butArmstrong
sayshedidn’t seegoing to Japanas
risky.Hehadbeen toJapanbefore
inhisprevious role at the second-
handdealership andhadworked
withagents there, soknewthe ropes.

“If I believe in something, Imake
it happen.”

Therewasnomasterplan in the
earlydays.Armstrong sayshewas
“naivelybuildingabusiness” andwas
drivenmoreby instinct andadesire
togrowthanbyacarefullyworked-
out strategy.His first stepon the
expansionpathcamewhen theused-
importmarket tightenedduring the
1998economicdownturn.Armstrong
decidedhewanted tobe in thecar
business for the long term.

Thatmeantmoving into thenew-
carmarket, resulting inadditional
revenue fromparts sales, servicing
andotherdealershipactivities.

His first opportunity camewith
Peugeot, JeepandMercedes-Benz in
Christchurch.TheMercedes-Benz
franchiseprovedparticularly
important.Armstrong says the
dealership’s sales tripledwithina
year, turningabusiness thathadbeen
aroundbreakeven intoaprofitable
operation.

Successbrought achallenge from

Mercedes-Benz to takeon itsDunedin
dealership.Armstrongdidnot
initiallywant it.However, he
accepted theopportunityandmade
the regular tripsbetween
ChristchurchandDunedin that
would teachhimhowto runa
businesshecouldno longermanage
bysimplybeingonsite.

The samepattern continuedas the
groupexpanded intoWellingtonand
eventuallyAuckland.He sayshe
becameanationwideoperator
“almostbyaccident”.

Eachmovecreatedanother layer
of complexity, forcinghimto rely
moreonmanagers, processesand
accountability rather thanpersonal
oversight.

Auckland the biggest prize
In 2014,Armstrongbought the former
GiltrapCityToyotabusiness, giving
thegroupamajorvolumebrand
alongsideMercedes-Benz. It nowhas
threeToyotadealerships in
Auckland, including the largeMount
Wellingtonoperation that also
houses the group’sheadoffice.

Thegrouphascontinued to
broaden its automotive industry role.
Itmoved intovehicledistribution,
includingPeugeot, Citroën,Opel and
Leapmotor.Armstrong’s thenbuilt
furtherbusinesses around its core
dealershipoperations. The strategy

was increasinglyabout controlling
moreof the chain rather thansimply
sellingacar toacustomer.

One risk for automotivedealers
likeArmstrong’s is ifmanufacturers
godirect to their customers. Tesla
does this andothersmay follow.He
sees this as acleardanger. “That’s
why I’vehad that ambition tobe the
distributor.”

He saysbeing thedistributor effec-
tivelyputsArmstrong’s closer to the
manufacturer andprotects it against
beingcutout of the retail relationship.

Armstrong’s expansionhasalso
beenaboutmovingbeyondonly
selling cars.

Thecompanyownsmanyof the
properties itsdealershipsoccupy,
giving thegroupcontrol over some
of itsmost important assets. “If you’re
a retailer, location is everything.”

Chinese competition
TheautomotivemarketArmstrong
entered in the 1990s is barely
recognisable today.Thebiggest
changehasbeen thearrival of
Chinesemanufacturers, something
he sawcomingaftervisitingChina
several years ago.

“Myeyeswere justwideopenat
whatwesawbecauseunlessyou’ve
been there, you’renot going tobelieve
it. The scaleof it, the supplychain
efficiencies, the technology, styling,
quality, comfort. The tech thingwas
thebiggest bit.”

Onamore recentvisit, Armstrong
tookhis chief financial officer toone
of thebigChinese factories. “They
literallybuild the cars. Thebrand-new
ground-up factories are just
enormous.There’s randomlya few
people, butnotmany.”

The factories could, he says, run
around theclock if necessary. “If they
had to, theycould just keepbuilding
themfor 24hoursaday,” he says.He
believes someareoperatingatonly
abouthalf their potential capacity.

“When I saw that the first time,
about threeor fouryears ago, I knew
that thewarwaswon. Itwasgame
over. Theywerecoming regardless.”

This leavesestablisheddealers
with little choicebut toadapt. “We’ve
basicallybackfilledour showrooms
withChinesebrands throughout the
country,”Armstrong says.

Themarket itself isn’t growing fast
enough toaccommodate all thenew
entrants.

“Theactual outrightvolume’snot
growing, so they’re just gnawing into
otherpeople’s share. Therearegoing
tobewinners and losers.”

EV disruption and the future
Theothermajor industry
transformation is themove toelectric
vehicles.

“Thecar industry is going through
amassive stateof change.You’vegot
tobequickon thegame to follow it,”
saysArmstrong. “EVs, hybridsand
plug-inhybrids arechangingboth
what customersbuyandhow
dealershipsoperate.

“Theyhave reducedservicing req-
uirements, but theyneedacharging
infrastructure.”

Thechange is not justunder the
bonnet. Thewaycars aremarketed
haschanged: “We’ve got themon
TradeMe.We’vegotdigitalisation.”

Armstrong’sAuctionOnline
operation launched in2019. It now
hasmore than 1700registeredusers
and runs threeonlineauctionsa
week, sellingvehicles fordealers,
fleets, rental companies, finance
companies andmanufacturers.

A financebusiness launched this
July is the latest addition,with25
finance specialists offering
everything fromcarandpersonal
loans tobusiness lending.Armstrong
describes the strategyasbuildinga

business that “self-feeds intoandout
of thecarbusiness”.

Expansionhas requiredadifferent
wayof running thecompany from
the instinctiveapproachArmstrong
reliedonwhenhestarted.As the
groupspreadaround thecountry, he
couldno longerbeeverywhere
himself.Hehad to learn tomanage
throughpeople, process and
accountability.

“Asyouget bigger andolder and
smarter, youuseyourheadand [learn
thatyoumust] haveprocess, policy
anddiscipline inyourbusiness,” he
says.

Armstrong is quick to reject the
idea that thebusiness is simplyabout
him.Oneof the things thathas
surprisedhimmost is the teamhehas
built and the loyaltyand
commitmentof its people.He says the
challengeas thebusiness grows is
finding the right people, giving them
responsibility andholding themto
the standardsheexpects.

Thenextphase is likely to involve
consolidation.Armstrongexpects the
market tobecomeharder for smaller
operators as scale, resourcesand
processbecome increasingly
important. Yethe is still looking for
opportunities.

“We’re growing still.We’vegot
opportunities.We’re exploring,” he
says.

Christchurchcouldbe seenasan
unlikely startingpoint for abusiness
thatwouldbecomenational.
Armstrong says theexpansionwas
not reallyplanned.He took
opportunities as theycame, first
moving toDunedin, thenWellington
andeventuallyAuckland.

Inhindsight, he thinks starting in
Christchurchmayhavebeenan
advantage. “If youstarted in
Auckland, youwouldn’t bother going
toChristchurchorDunedinor
Wellington.Aucklandwasalreadya
bigenoughmarket tokeepadealer
busy.

“Byvirtueofmystartingdown in
Christchurchandnavigatingmyway
here, bymistakewebecamea
nationwidecompany,” he says.

TheCanterburyconnection rema-
ins strong.

Armstrong still has family in
Christchurchandsomeemployees
havebeenwith thebusiness formore
than30years. Returning there is
“super-familiar” andheenjoys
catchingupwith the team.

But there is little senseof looking
backwards.Armstrong sayshe is
disappointed thebusinesshasnot
grownenough inChristchurchand
wants it to expand further there.

After startingwith 37carsbought
in Japan, thenextphaseof the
Armstrong’s storywill still havea
Canterburychapter.

● Armstrong’s is a sponsor of the
Herald’s ProjectCanterbury report.
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‘It’s just been nuts’: Evnex hits
A company based
in Christchurch is
riding thewrites EV
sales boom, writes
Chris Keall

Ed Harvey, CEO of Evnex, which creates electric vehicle chargers. Photo / Anna Heath

A butterfly—orat least a
largecreature— flapping its
arms in theWhiteHouse
causeda rippleeffect in

Addington.
USPresidentDonaldTrumpmight

havecalledelectricvehicledrivers
“crazy”. Buthis foreignpolicyhas
pusheduppetrol prices anddiesel
prices, triggeringa surge inEVsales
thisyear and, in turn, a boomin
demand for smart chargers forhomes
andbusiness carparks.

“It’s just beennuts,” saysEvnex
founderandchief executiveEd
Harvey.

Harvey’s firm recently sold its
20,000thcharger.

It took 13years to shift its first
10,000, but just ninemonths to sell
its second.

It’s beenanexport success story,
too,witharound70%of sales
offshore, primarily toAustralia.

Together, Evnexchargershave
nowdeliveredmore than75GWh
(gigawatthours) of electricity toNew
ZealandandAustralianEVs, it says.

That’s enough topoweraround
450millionkilometresofdriving, or
almost600return trips to themoon
andback, displacingmore than30
million litresof petrol andsaving
around80,000 tonnesof carbon
emissions.

Staff numbershave jumpedbya
third to48 thisyear.

AndHarvey’s companyhas just
doubled its footprint by takingover
the leaseon thebuildingacross the
street.

Is it risky toexpandon thedemand
fuelledby the Iranconflict,which, if
longer than theWhiteHouse
anticipated,will ultimatelybe
transitory?

Harveysays there’s beenachange
inmindset,whichheseesenduring.
EVsandchargers areno longer the
preserveof liberal greenies.

“There’s beena shift from
environmental factors to the
economic,”Harveysays.

Talkof possiblepetrol rationing
earlier this year focusedpeople’s
mindsabout the immediate threat to
theirwallets, but alsowhat’s likely to
happenwith futureconflicts and
instability, he says.

“Peopleare sickofbeingbeholden
tohigh fuel prices.”

“Peoplehavealso started to talk
about energy security,whichhas
never reallybeen in thediscussion
before.

“We’repretty confident there’s
beena structural shift in consumer
sentiment,” he says. “Therewill bea
return toabaseline, but itwill bea
muchhigher baseline thanFebruary.”

The electrification of everything
Harveyalso seeshis firmbenefiting
fromthe shift to electrificationofnot
just carsbut everyapplianceand
gadget inahome.

Ginger groupRewiringAotearoa
hasbeen influential,moving the
conversationbeyondagreenieniche.
Its chief executiveMikeCasey
workedwithRegulationMinisteron
cutting red tape forplug-in solar
panels, for example (Evnexsmart
chargers canuse surplus solar
power).

There’s also an industry trend
toward “vehicle-to-home”and
“vehicle-to-grid” technology,where
anEVcanbechargedwhenpower
pricesarecheap, then theEV’s battery
used topowerhomeappliances, or
evensell powerback to thegrid,

duringpeak times. Thisbidirectional
technologyalsomeansyourEV—or
“thepower station inyourdriveway”
—canbeused tokeep the lightson
duringapowercut.

TheEnergyEfficiencyand
ConservationAuthority (EECA) is
bankrollinganEVs-powering-homes
trial inAuckland,whileGenesishas
one inAuckland.

Harveynotes it’s veryearlydays
for these technologies— trial
participantshavehad toget special
exemptions, because todayplugging
yourEV intoyourhomewill
invalidate thewarranty for thecar’s
battery (whichaccounts for around
a thirdof itsworth). Evnexdoesn’t
want to invest tooearly. But in the
mediumto long term, itwill open
hugenewopportunities for smart
chargers.

Power industrypartnershipsare
alsoon the table. Evnex rana trial in
Aucklandwith lines companyVector

for “intelligent loadmanagement”—
ormanaging the loadso smart
chargers aren’t all chargingatonce
(an issue thatwill loom larger and
larger asEVsgrowtoanestimated
50%ofNZ’s vehicle fleet by2035).

Today, Evnexchargershave
plentyof tricks, fromscheduling
charges tooff-peak times to
prioritisingexcess surplus solar
power toplugging into industrydata
so, for example, adashboardon its
smartphoneapp lets youknowhow
muchof the timeyourEV’s being
chargedwith renewableenergy, and
when it’s being toppedupbycoal-
firedpower.

“Homeelectrificationhasgotmore
andmorecomplex sincepeople
started installingbatteries andsolar,
andnow they’re trying toget it to
workwellwith electricvehicles.And
sowe’re really focusingon trying to
makesure that thechargerworks
nicelywitheverythingelse in the

home, toyouknowessentiallyuse
moreaffordable energywhen it’s
cheaperandcleaner togenerate,”
Harveysays.

Faster charging
Beyond theoff-peakand load-
balancingcharging smarts, Evnex’s
kit alsocharges anEVmuch faster
thana regularwall socket,whichcan
takea full day to trickle chargean
electricvehicle. The firm’s 7.4kW
charger givesavehicle 50kmof range
perhour, its 22kWchargerdelivers
about 120kmofdriving rangeper
charginghour (theexact range
dependson themakeandmodelof
EVanddrivingconditions).

Costsvaryaccording toyourhome
power setupandelectricityplanbut
Harveysaysdatadrawn fromEvnex’s
networkof almost 10,000chargers
acrossNewZealand—shows that
charginganEVathomecosts about
$380ayear, or roughly$7.30aweek,

or littlemore thanacupof coffee,
versusaround$2744annually for a
petrol car.

Landing partnerships
Evnex’s future sales shouldalsobe
buoyedbyanexpanding list of
partners.

In July, ToyotaNewZealandand
its luxurybrand, Lexus, namedEvnex
as its official partner andsupplierof
smarthomeEVchargers.

Theautogianthasbeen themarket
leader inhybrids. Thisyear it’s
doubled its rangeofplug-inhybrid
andbattery-electricvehicles (BEVs)
with the launchof theHiluxBEV (a
fully-electricute) and thebZ4X, a
fully-electric SUV.

“When lookingclosely atEvnex, a
local companybased inChristchurch,
wesawastrongalignmentwithour
customer-first approach,” ToyotaNZ
chief executiveTatsuya Ishikawa
says.

“Evnex ticks a lot of boxes forus
as theyhaveanationwide installation
network,whichmatchesour
nationwide storecoverage, local
manufacturing, provencustomer
experience, sustainability credentials
and,most importantly, a future
technology roadmap.”

Choosinga localmanufacturer
was important forToyotaNew
Zealandas itmeant their customers
couldhaveconfidence theirhomeEV
chargerwasbuilt forNewZealand
conditionsand supportedbyEvnex’s
Christchurch-based teamsevendays
aweek, Ishikawasays.

Evnexhasalsohadapartnership
withZEnergy since2023.

WhileZhaspublic chargers, the
partnershipcentreson theZ-owned
power retailer, FlickElectric,which
bundles smart chargerson interest-
free, two-year termsaspart of its Z
EVatHomeplan.

Why manufacture locally?
Evnexdesignsall of its products and
software, andassembles all of its
hardware, inChristchurch, sourcing
all components— including the
cardboardpackaging— from local
suppliers. Its chargers include
injectionmouldingbyWhanganui’s
Axiamandprintedcircuit boards
made inMarton.

Part of theapproach is simply local
prideand love forChristchurch.
Harvey,whograduated from
CanterburyUniversitywithan
electrical engineeringdegree, has
spenthiswhole career in the cityand
hasnoplans to leave.

But there arealsopragmatic
reasons for localmanufacturing.

Harveysays it allows for amore
nimbleoperationandcloser control.
Anotherkey factor is securityof
supply.Harvey first encountered
supplychaindisruptionduringCovid
and thephenomenonhaspersisted
throughuntil today throughconflicts,
tariffs andotherelementsof
geopolitical instability.

“We’re able tomanufacture really
cost-effectivelyhere inChristchurch,”
Harveysays.

“We’vegot averyefficient
operation. Itwasdemonstrated
recentlywitha fuel crisis thatwe
wereable to increaseour
manufacturing scaleveryquickly—
becausewemanagea lot of our
supplychainourselves.”

“Andcustomers love it. They love
buyingaNewZealand-made
product.”

Harveystresses it’s not all about
patriotism. Smart software features,
oneof the slimmestdesignson the
market andentry-level products
competitivelypricedagainstChinese
imports arepart of thepackage.

A charger that could pay for itself
Evnexhasan increasing focuson
software.

“TheEvnexappnowtells our
Australiancustomerswhatpower
plan theyshouldbeon, howmuch
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Enabling
Canterbury
to thrive

20,000 charger milestone

Evnex's design and software development is carried out in-house.

theywill save, andhowto switch.The
bestpart is it’s not just somedatabase
of tariffs, it’s apersonalised
recommendationbasedonyour
home’s actual energyusageand
chargingbehaviour,”Harveysays.

“Somedrivers arealreadysaving
hundredsayear.A fewhavesaved
thousands.

“WebuildEVchargers, but that’s
onlypart of it. If the softwarecanput
realmoneyback inyourpocket,we
reckon that’sworthbuilding too.”

The same feature is coming to this
sideof theTasman.

Legislation thatwill enablea
similar feature inNewZealand
passedearlier this year, butwithan
extended implementationperiod.
Harveysays itwill be six to 12months
beforehis firmgets access to thedata.

Can NZ play catch-up?
“Wespend roughly $12billionayear
on imported fuels, and that’s a
massivedragon theeconomy,”
Harveysays.

“We’d like to see thegovernment
recognise that andsupport or
accelerate the transition to
electrification.”

He seesAustralia as currently
aheadonmeasures toencourageEV
sales.

InNewZealand, EVsalesboomed
frommid-2022 to theendof 2024as
theCleanCarDiscountofup to$8625
wasdangled toenticeEVbuyers. But
theycrashed in 2025as that carrot
was takenaway, replacedbyastick
as$76per 1000kmroaduser charges
were imposedonelectricvehicles (or,
at least, EVs lost their longstanding
exception fromRUCs).

AustraliahasnoRUCs forEVsand

various state-level incentives.Harvey
says its key incentive isEVs’
exemption from fringebenefits tax.
He’d like to seeEVsexempt fromFBT
here, too.

TheCleanCarDiscountwas
criticised in somequarters as a tax
break for the rich.Analysis byHerald
data journalist ChrisKnox found that
Auckland’swealthiest suburb,
Remuera, alsohad thehighest

concentrationofEVowners.
Harveyargues that anFBT

exemptionwouldencouragewider
adoptionofEVs for company fleets,
whichhaveahigh turnover—often
sellingvehicles after just a coupleof
years.

MoreEVs soldby fleetswouldhelp
seed the second-handmarket.

TheEvnex founderdoesgive the
currentGovernment credit for its

InvestmentBoost scheme (which
allowsabusiness toclaiman
additional 20%of thecost of anasset
or improvement topropertyasan
expense, thenclaimdepreciationas
usual on the remaining80%).

His company’swebsite alsohas
links to lowandno-interest loans
offeredbyvariousbanks forEV,
charger andsolarbuyers.

TheGovernmenthaschipped in

$66mtowardapublic-privatedrive
toexpand thepublic chargernetwork
to 10,000points by2030, butHarvey
pointsoutmost charging takesplace
outside this subsidisedenvironment.

A surveyof 500owners for the
EECA, takenoverApril andMay last
year, found90%ofEVownersand
93%ofplug-inhybridowners charge
privately, at homeorwork.

One-in-three sales
RegardlessofGovernmentpolicy, EV
saleshaveboomed thisyear—
equalling thenpassing theCleanCar
Discountpeak.

In July, for example,NZTransport
AgencyWakaKotahi figures show
registrationsof newvehicleswere
almost flat at 11,663 (just 25more than
July2025)

In thepassengervehicle segment,
batteryelectricvehicles accounted
for 22.3%of sales andplug-inhybrids
for 14.4%, giving the two technologies
acombinedshareof 36.7% inJuly.

Year-to-date, batteryelectric and
plug-inhybridpassengervehicles
represented28.5%ofnew
registrations,more thandouble the
12.8%shareat thispoint last year.

WithEVmakersdealingwith
sellouts and somebuyerswaiting
months for vehiclesbought earlier
thisyear, theboomis set to continue.
BYD, for example, says it brought a
record2750electric andplug-in
hybridvehicles into thecountry.

The squeezeon theStrait of
Hormuz remainsakey factor, but the
marketwasalready rebounding
thanks to awaveofChineseEVs that
are close toorevenmatchpetrol car
pricing. ForHarvey, it’s all toppingup
his smart charger funnel.
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Our overall goal is:
Anyone can fix

anything. That’s the
final end state, so it’s

ridiculously
ambitious. We let
every new joiner

know. They opt in.
Levi Fawcett

A billion-dollar AI business
New Zealand’s AI
start-up, Partly, is
taking on theworld
from Christchurch,
writes Chris Keall

“I grewupona farm.The
ethoswas: if something
breaks, you fix it; the
number8wirementality,”

says theCanterbury-raisedLevi
Fawcett.

He fixedcars.He fixed farming
equipment.At 13, heconvertedanold
shippingcontainer intoa sleep-out.

Today, Fawcett (now31) is still in
the fixing-thingsbusiness, butnowhis
efforts centreonartificial intelligence.

And it’s goingprettywell.
His start-up, Partly, has just raised

US$50million inventurecapital at a
US$500m($858m)valuation—
making it easily themostvaluableAI
start-up foundedwithinNewZealand.

Partly’s app lets amechanicat a
repair shop takeapictureof a
damagedvehiclewith their
smartphone.

The start-up’sAI, Interpreter, can
thenhelp themassess the level of
damage—andwhether it’sworth
repairing—and identifydamaged
parts andhelp source replacements.

Toa layperson, takingaphotoof
a carpart thenhavinganAI identify
itmightnot sound thathard.

ButFawcett sayswithhundredsof
makesandmodels of cars, eachwith
thousandsofparts, thingsquicklyget
complicated.All told, thereare
around fourbillioncombinationsof
parts that canbeorderedacross
differentmakesandmodelsof cars
—andamixofphonecalls, faxesand
spreadsheetshavebeenused to try
andkeep trackof themandsource
thebest options. Therewere some
databases, but theydidn’t talk toeach
otheror could glitchoverdifferent
terms, from thewell-known—
Americans saying “hood” forwhatwe
call abonnet— tocountless lower-
level erraticnamingconventions.

Onsome levels, thingshaveonly
beengettingworse.

“Over theyears, vehicleshave
becomemoreandmorecomplex,
making themharder andharder to
repair,” Fawcett says.

Zoomingout to thepast century,
carshavebecomeabout 100 times
cheaper tomake— ignoring thecost
of the rawmaterials—but around four
timesmoreexpensive to repair, he
says.

Fawcett recruiteda teamofdata
scientists toautomate theprocessof
matchingparts.

His teamhas spentmostof five
years training Interpreter to
recogniseparts and recommend the
best options— for customerswho
range frompartsmakers to
wholesalers anddistributors to
collision repair shops.

Inwhat canbea low-margin
industry, Fawcett pitchesPartly’sAI
as away to increaseprofit bymaking
faster, smarter choicesabout
replacement tasks, andby freeing
staff fromrepetitive, time-consuming
tasks.

How the new funds will be spent
“Contracted revenuehas just topped
US$50m,” Fawcett told theHerald.
“We’vegot just over 1000customers
now.TheUK isour largestmarket,
witharound400.NewZealand is
second, onaround300.TheUS is
third.”

He saysPartlywon’t beconsist-
entlyprofitable for another twoyears
or so, “butwe’vealreadyhadprof-
itablemonths.” But fornow, likemany
start-ups, it’s prioritisinggrowthover
gettingblackmost of the time.

TheSeriesB raisewasdenoted in
UScurrencybecause itwas ledby

DSTGlobal, a venturecapital firm
foundedby Israeli techbillionaire
YuriMilner,whichhasoffices in
SiliconValley,NewYork, Londonand
HongKong.

It followeda$37mroundat a
$180mvaluation (bothNZD) thatwas
billedas the largest SeriesA raise in

NewZealandhistory.
In 2021, Partly just raised$3.7mat

a$49.8mvaluation ina seed round
ledbyAustralianVC firmBlackbird,
withPeterBeckalsochipping in.

TheUS$50minnewcapital is
earmarked formore Interpreter
training, andexpansion in theUS.A
Partlyofficewasopened inTexas in
June. Fawcett is nowdividinghis time
betweenChristchurchandAustin.

“Weexpect that in thenextnine
to 12months, theUSwill becomeour
biggestmarket,” Fawcett says.

How does he sell Christchurch?
Itwill alsobeused to getmorebodies
onboard. Partly currentlyhasaround
170staff (with around 100 in
Christchurch; others are inAuckland
oroffshore satellites). Fawcettwill be
hiringat least 60moreover thenext
fewmonths.Manywill be in
Christchurch,whichFawcett sees
remaininghis firm’s researchand
developmenthub long term.

“Mostof our staff are fromoutside
Christchurch.About a thirdofour
coreChristchurch teamhavebeen
brought in from theUS,” Fawcett says.

“About 30%havecome from
Aucklandandabout 10% from
Europe.

“It’s notwhatweplanned.Wehire
locallywhenwecan.Westill do,
probablyonceamonth. It’s just that
Christchurchhasquite a small talent
pool andweset averyhighbar.”

HowdoesFawcett sell Christ-
church toAIexperts inNewYork, or
justnorthof theBombayHills?

“It’s a good familycity,” Fawcett
says. “It’s safe. Thecost of housing is
lowerand therearequick
commutes.” It doesn’t hurt that some
ofNewZealand’smost scenic spots
andbest skiing is closeby.

“Thereareawholegroupof
AmericansandEuropeanswhoare
keen to getoutof the country they
live in, forwhatever reason, and live
inNewZealand—andwe’vebeen
somewhat successful inattracting
them,” Fawcett says.

Backed by Beck
Creatinga simple app formechanics
hasnecessitatedhugelycomplicated
algorithmsunder thebonnet.

It’s fitting to call it rocket science.
Betweengraduatingwithan

honoursdegree inengineering from
CanterburyUniversityand founding
Partly in2020, Fawcett spent fourand
ahalf years atRocketLabasa
navigationandcontrol engineer.

Whileworkingat Sir PeterBeck’s
firm, Fawcetthada side-hustle: an
onlinemarketplacecalledAllGoods,
whichwaswherehe first noticed the
problemspeoplehadsourcingcar
parts.

Beck tolda groupofUniversityof
Aucklandstudents lastmonth thathe
never frownson staffwhohave the

initiative to found their ownstart-up.
Rather, he’s supported the likesof
CraigPiggot (Halter), JamieFrance
(Outlier Space) andStefanPowell
(DawnAerospace).

In 2020, Beckbackeda$1.7m “pre-
seed” round thathelpedFawcett get
Partlyupand runningandagreed to
act as anadviser. TheRocketLab
founderwasalso good for somepress.
“Theyarecertainlyoneof themost
exciting start-ups inNewZealand,”
Beck told theHeraldas the firm
banked its seedmoney.

Car park nights
Havingane-commercemarket as a
sidehustledidn’tmeanFawcettwas
slackingat hisday job.

“I lovedRocket Lab. Itwasa
punishingenvironment for some
people, in thatwecouldwork seven
daysaweek. I rememberaback-to-
back stretchof60-somethingdays
non-stop, but itwas super-fun.

“Wewere trying tobeonly the
secondprivate company toput a
rocket into space. SpaceXdid itwith
2000people.Wewere trying todo
itwith—at the time—200.”

He slept inRocketLab’sMt
Wellingtoncarpark to save time.

“Iwouldwakeup in themorning
at 7o’clockand readNasapapers and
do research. Frommidday through to
1am, I’d bebuilding. Then I’d goback
tomycar for sixhours, thenwake
anddo it all over again. I’d eat and
showeratwork.”

What sort of boss isheatPartly?
“Peoplearenotworking60days

straight, butpeople are stillworking
wayharder thanaverage,” Fawcett
says.

“An80-hourweek is fairlynormal,
100hours is abigweek. 120hours
is amassiveweek.That’s not
performative. That’s just theend
result of people caringa lot, being
verymission-oriented, andworking
superhard to solveglobal problems.
Ouroverall goal is:Anyonecan fix
anything. That’s the final endstate, so
it’s ridiculously ambitious.We let
everynew joiner know.Theyopt in.”

Fawcett adds, “I’mverydemand-
ing. I set ahighbar, but I givepeople
ahugeamountof autonomytoachi-
eve it. There’s ahugeamountof
freedom, and trust. If someonewants
to leave topickup their kidat 3pm,
nobodycares. But they’ll probablybe
backonlineat 7pm.”

Competition on the horizon?
“Wewere trainingAImodels in

2021, before itwascool,” Fawcett says.
His firm’s Interpreter is still the

only full-bloodedproduct in itsniche,
“Butnowthere’s ahandful of start-
ups that are trying to replicatewhat
we’redoing,” Fawcett says.

AI technologycangive thema
jumpstart— “or at least the impression
theycan jump-start” —and the
venturecapital boomaroundAI
means theycannowraisemore
money, sooner, to accelerate their
efforts.Andwhat’s to stopamechanic
just pointing their smartphonecam
atapart andaskingChatGPT,Claude
orGemini to identify it, andhelp
managea repair?

TheHeraldobviously isn’t the first
toask this question.

Partlyhaspublishedbenchmarks
that find its Interpreterup to 20 times
moreaccurate than the “general
purpose”modelsmadebyOpenAI,
Anthropic andGoogle.

“We’vegot 110people rightnow
collectingall this information,
trainingourmodel tobe just really
goodat thatone thing.”

Venturecapital firms seem
convinced.Aheadof theJuneSeries
B raise, Fawcett spent aweek inSan
Francisco talking to a slateof top-tier
venturecapital outfits.

“ThenDSTsaid, ‘We’d like to lead.’
We flewover toYuri [DST’s London-
based founder].Wechatted forhalf
aday, then therewasa signed term
sheet and, sixdays later,wehad the
money in thebank.”
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A community playing catch-up
The Rolleston that
has evolved is very
different to the
town first envisaged
by planners in the
early 1970s, writes
Katie Pickles

Rolleston population growth 2000 - 2025
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Estimated resident population. Compared toNewZealand, Rolleston
shows rapid growth.

Source: Katie Pickles, StatisticsNZ, CCBY-NC-SA.HeraldNetwork graphic

This 1974 town planning map shows how Rolleston dwellings would face communal green spaces, not roads.

AsMuldoon’s
command

economy gaveway
to the neoliberal

market revolution
of themid-1980s,
Rolleston’s urban

formwas left more
to chance than

planning.
Katie Pickles

T ravel 25kilometres south
fromChristchurchon the
new110kilometre-per-hour,
multimillion-dollar “roadof

national significance” andyou’ll
reachNewZealand’s fastest-growing
town.

Situatedwithin thecountry’s
fastest growingdistrict of Selwyn,
Rollestonnowboasts apopulationof
over 34,000—predicted to reach
50,000by2050. It is already
Canterbury’s second-biggesturban
area, surpassingTimaruand
Ashburton.

Rollestonwasgrowing fast before
the2010–11Canterburyearthquakes.
And its continuedexpansion—
includingaproposed large-scale
housingdevelopment— ispart of a
nationalpatternofmushrooming,
car-dependent satellite townsand
fast-trackedurbansprawl.

From2000 to2025 the towngrew
byastaggering 1,246%,or 11%
annually. Bycomparison,New
Zealandgrewby38% in thatperiod,
or 1%ayear.

But theRolleston thathasevolved
— largelyadormitory suburbof
Christchurchbuilt ononce-
productive land— isverydifferent to
the town first envisagedbyplanners
in theearly 1970s.

‘Town of the future’
According to the2023census, 52.9%
ofRolleston’s residents commute to
Christchurch forwork, compared to
the32.4% living andworking in the
town.Asmyresearchhas found, this
wasnot theoriginal intention.

InNovember 1973, theLabour
governmentofNormanKirk
announced thecontroversial
purchaseof 10,000acres (4,000
hectares) of land todevelopa town
forup to50,000people.

Influencedbypostwar
international trends fornewtowns,
theambitious “townof the future”
projectwas intendedasa solution to
Christchurch’s growingpopulation.

A separate, planned townwould
helppreserve thecity’s greenbelts,
avoidurban sprawlandencourage
economicandpopulationgrowth in
theSouth Island, away from
Auckland in thenorth.

Itwashoped the townwouldbe
“as self-sufficient aspossible in terms
of industries and recreation toavoid
adding further to theproblemsof
Christchurch”.

Theplanningworkwascareful,
progressiveand informedby
international examples.Among its
aspirationswereaffordablehousing,
alternative transport, sustainable
energyandwater systems, anda
“balancedcommunity”.

But inNovember 1975,when
RobertMuldoonandhis farmer-
friendlyNational Partycame to
power, thenewgovernment fulfilled
anelectionpromiseandscrapped
whatMuldooncalled “ill-conceived”
plans forRolleston.

ColinMcLachlan, theNationalMP
forRakaiaandclosecolleagueof
Muldoon,hadalwaysopposed the
compulsorypurchaseof farmland.
And therewere fearsof creatingan
under-resourced, “oneclass, oneage”,
isolatedandsociallydeprived
suburb.

Lookingbackwith thebenefit of
hindsight, however,wehave toask
whetherRolleston’s original plan, and
ideas fromthe 1970s ingeneral,might
havebeenon the right track—and
couldperhaps informtoday’s
planning.

Haphazard development
Those 1970splanshadhoped to
avoidcars shapingurban form.Green
spaces featured,with a focuson
urbandesign that didawaywith rows
of spread-outhouseswithbig garages
facingdominant roads.

Awareof the social and
environmental pitfalls of car
dependency, theplansencouraged
walking, cycling andpublic transport
—potentially capitalisingon
Rolleston’s origins asa railway
junction.

Theplans alsoemphasised the
importanceof creating awide range
of industryandemployment in the
town.Public service jobswere
suggested, alongwithvariouskinds
ofmanufacturing. Thepossibilityof
amajor industrial areaadjacent to the
townwas raised.

Buildingan inclusive, resilient
communitywasapriority. It should
haveamarae, beaccessible to
disabledandolderpeople, andhave
strongpublic services.Māori and
Pacificpeoplewere to “retainvalued

traditionsandcustoms”.
But asMuldoon’s command

economygaveway to theneoliberal
market revolutionof themid-1980s,
Rolleston’surban formwas leftmore
tochance thanplanning.

Predictably, private real estate
interestshavedominated its rapid,
haphazarddevelopment. Climate
resilience, suchasextensive tree
plantingand solarpanel installation,
hasnot beenapriority.

Aspredicted in the 1970s,without
adequate resourcing, infrastructure
andsocial services struggle tokeep
upwithdemand.

Rollestonnowhaseight schools,
twosports centres andTeAra Ātea
—a library, communityandcultural
centre. But it is constantlyplaying
catch-up.

Muchneededafter-hoursmedical
carehas recentlybegun, but there is
nohospital offeringemergency
services.

Learning from the past
With thegovernment’s new fast-track
lawspeedingup theproliferationof
newsubdivisions, thedistrict council
(alongwithothers throughoutNew
Zealand) is calling for ahalt tomore
greenfieldhousingapplicationsand
the removalof residential
developments in rural areas fromthe
Fast-TrackApprovalsAct.

Meanwhile, car-dependent, big-
box retail is thriving, including the
biggest supermarket in theSouth
Island,with 500parking spaces.
Traffic congestionwithin the
Rolleston towncentre is rising.

Theprojectedexpansionof the
InlandPort, a transport and logistics
hub located to thewestof the town
nearmajor rail and roadsystems,
promisesmoreemployment—but
will also increase roaduse.

Rolleston’s experience is familiar,
of course.

Dormitory suburbswith fewnew
jobs, traffic congestion, expensive
newroads, struggling infrastructure,
shrinking section sizes, bigger
carparksand sprawlinggrowthon
arable landhavebecome featuresof
NewZealanddevelopment.

Butwith climatechangeaffecting
howandwherewe live, building
resilientplaces ismore important
thanever. Rollestonoffers a case
study in thechallenges facing
plannersnow—butalso inhow
historicalmodelsmight showan
economic, social andculturalway
forward.

● KatiePickles is Professor ofHistory,
UniversityofCanterbury
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How can we keep up with ourselves?
Downer warns
Canterbury growth
could outpace
infrastructure,
writes Andrea Fox

Demand is never
going to go away
with Auckland

being such a large
GDP contributor,

but it’s about
recognising that

enabling regional
growth in areas like

Canterbury is
critical too tomake

sure there’s a
balance across the

country.
Murray Robertson

C anterbury’smindsethas
swungso far from
reconstruction togrowth
that its nextbig challenge

will bekeepingupwith itself, predicts
infrastructure servicesheavyweight
DownerNewZealand.

ManagingdirectorMurray
Robertsonsays as the region,
particularlyChristchurch, becomes
anattractiveplace to live, the
question for infrastructureproviders
anddeliverypartners ishowtokeep
upwith its paceandaspirations.

DownerandsubsidiaryHawkins
weredeeply involved in the rebuild
ofCanterburyafterdevastating
earthquakes in2010and2011 and
Kaikōura in2016.

“Everyconversation thenwas,
‘Canwerebuild andcanwerecover?”’
Robertsonsays. “Nowthe
conversation is around ‘howcanwe
keepupwithourselves?’ You’ve seen
Christchurch, particularly, butwider
afield, if you lookat thegrowth,
Selwyn for example, becomesavery
appealingplace to live.

“Thekeymetrics fordecision-
making for ahousehold start to stack
up—proximity to schools, amenities,
relativelyaffordablehousing, and the
way theCBDhasbeen reshaped.

“Thecity’s donewell. The recovery
workhasoutperformeda lotof the
naysayers.”

Sowhat infrastructuredoes
Christchurchstill lack todrive
economicgrowth?

“It tends tobe the stuff youcan’t
seeunderneath. Theenabling
infrastructure,” Robertsonsays.

“The infrastructure that enables
housing - the services linking
subdivisions, stormwater,water
supplyand the roadingnetworks that
create thoseconnections.

“NewZealandcanalwaysdobetter
atmaking sure that infrastructure is
built and is robust andallows for
growth.Whether it’s arterial
connections to feeder traffic or
simplymaking surewedon’t put this
work in and thensee servicesdugup
threemonths later to runa fibre
cable.”

Robertsonsays it’s about trying to
buildmore resilience into
infrastructure so it allows for
expansion.Hebelieves thebiggest
infrastructureconstraint on
Christchurch’s growthwill be
competition for funding.

“Let’s face it, there’s ahugeamount
of infrastructure-enabling investment
required inandaroundAuckland.
Demand isnever going togoaway
withAucklandbeing sucha largeGDP
contributor, but it’s about recognising
that enabling regional growth inareas
likeCanterbury is critical too tomake
sure there’s a balanceacross the
country.”

ForCanterbury, itmeans
demonstrating structuredplanning is
inplaceand investment is justified
andviable.

Downercounts among its legacy
and iconicprojects in rebuilding
critical infrastructureafter the
earthquakes theSH1Russell Rd
upgrades, including theMemorial
Avenue flyover, ongoing
maintenanceof statehighwaysand
roadsacross the region.Repair and
restorationof theBridgeof
Remembrance is also aproject of
pride.

Its construction subsidiary
Hawkinsbuilt thenewCourtTheatre,
theChristchurchTownHall and
helpeddeliver the$22millionTū
ManawaOrahealthand
rehabilitationcentreatBurnham
MilitaryCamp, theSouth Island’s
largest armybase.Hawkinsalso
remediated theUniversityof
Canterbury.

Robertsonsays a lessonHawkins
took fromtheChristchurchTown
Hall designandbuildprojectwashow
tobalance thenecessary investment
tomeet the seismic safetycode,
building in resilience, and
maintainingheritagevalues.

“Whether it’s building

infrastructureor civil infrastructure
andwhether it’s seismicorheavy
weatherevents,we justhave to
accept that’s thenatureofwhatwe
have tobuild inNewZealandand
beingclear and strategic around that,
while it’s important tomaintain
heritageaswell.

“It becomesacost benefit analysis.”
RobertsonbelievesNewZealand

hasa “verymature”viewon
resilience-building.

He reminds thosewhocriticise the
constructionmarket fornotbeingas
productiveasOECDcompetitors that
they’re forgetting thecountryhas
high seismic requirements.

Asa result, constructionworkcan
be stop-start, affectingproductive
performance.

“But I think thecapability and
depthof training, thecapabilityof
contractors anddesigners inNew
Zealand isworld-class. It’s about
recognising thereare a fewother
thingswehave toconsider.”

Theprevalenceofheavyweather
events is becoming top-of-mind for
buildersof resilience, he says.

WithChristchurch set tobecome
abigger freight,manufacturingand
export centre, is the roadnetwork
capableofhandling thedemandsof
thenext 20yearsof growth?

Robertsonsays the substrate in the
South Island ismuchmore suitable
for good roads than thatof theNorth
Island—aplus forCanterbury.

“ThatNZTA is also investing in
strategicprojects in the region— for
example, themajorBroughamSt
project—and that they’vegot good
investmentplanning inplace is a
goodsign.”

Askedwhich infrastructure
requirementwasmost likely tobe
underestimatedover thenext
decade,RobertsonsaysDowner’s
workon infrastructure resilience
suggests there shouldbeconcern
about theproximityofhighnorthern
populations topowergeneration,
which isprimarily in the south.

“Inacomparisonbetween the state
of key infrastructure classesof telco,
water, energyand transport andhow
thatmapsagainstheavydemand
areasandareaswithweatherevents,
oneof the things that jumpsoff the
page is theproximityofhigh
populationareas in thenorth like
Auckland, relative towherepower
generation is,which isprimarily in the
south.

“If you’re lookingat it froma
criticalityperspective, that’s a real
concern, right?

“Obviouslywe’re lookingat local
generationalternativepower to
support those regionsbutwhat it
doesdo is createa senseof
confidencearound regionscloser to
powergeneration likeChristchurch.”

Downerhasbeen inChristchurch
through theearthquake response,
reconstructionandnow its growth
phase.Robertson says thebiggest
changes in thecityhavebeen theway
theMinistryofEducationhas
approachedschool designandbuild,
andpeoplewanting tomoveback to
the region, creating industry
resilience.

“We’vedoneanumberof
education-relatedbuildingswhere
they’vemoved toamoreconsistent
design, shifting toadesign-and-build
model. Thismeans they’re getting the

sameservice fromtheconstruction
sectorbut they’re returningmore
value tousas ratepayers.

“Andas theCBD’s been rebuilt,
we’re seeing families, professionals
andcontractorswanting tomove
back to the region.That’s creating
more industry resilience,more
capabilitywithin the supplychain,
whichgives confidence toasset
owners thatwhen theygo tomarket,
they’re gettingcompetitivepricing.

“That sort of successbreeds
success.”

But an infrastructurequestion
underpins that growth, he says.

“As the regiongrows, housing
needsenabling infrastructure, freight
and theairportneed transport
corridors, andmanufacturingneeds
reliable energyandconnectivity.

“Whether that infrastructurekeeps
pacewithgrowth is a central factor
inhowmuchofCanterbury’s
economicpotential is realised.”

Majorprojectsunderway,
including thePort of Lyttelton’sTe
AwaparahiBayexpansionand
NZTA’s statehighwayprogrammeare
positive signsofmomentum,
Robertsonsays.

Downer, established in 1933 inNew
Zealand, delivers the “full stack”of the
growingCanterbury region’s
infrastructure throughone
organisation, he says.

“Hawkinsbuildsup, transport
buildsout, utilities buildsunderand
Downer’s teamsmaintain it all —
spanning transport, renewals,
utilities,maintenance, freight
corridors, community infrastructure
and resilience.”

Thegroup’s services include
digital andprofessional engineering,
surveying, roadscience, asphalt
production, intelligent transport
systems, green spacecreationand
green recycling, crane solutionsand
businessdevelopment. Thecompany
has 190branches inNewZealandand
employs8000people.

InFY25 its supplychain spendwas
$1.8billion in sixmarket sectors,
including roads,water, energy, rail
and telecommunications.

● Downer is a sponsor of theHerald’s
ProjectCanterbury report.
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‘One enormous machine’

Lowwholesale
prices threaten new
projects, writes
Bill Bennett

People very
quickly forget

howmuch
indebtedwe

are to our
grandparents,
because they
built all that
wonderful

infrastructure.
DaveMaslin

Lake Pukaki is the heart of New Zealand’s hydro sector.

W henDaveMaslin
returnedhome toNew
Zealandafter 21years
workingonenergy

projects inAsia andAustraliahewas
surprised to seehow little the local
electricity systemhadchanged in
that time.

Maslin,who isdirectorofpower
andenergy forprofessional services
firmWSP, sayshe sawoverseas
electricitymarkets growwhilehewas
away.

“NewZealandhadabout 15years
of zerogrowth inelectricity. That’s
notonly zero growth, but stagnation
in termsof capacity, capability and
vision.”

Hearrived in thecountryat the
timeof the2024drought,whichhe
describesas “aperfect time to return.
It stimulatedandmotivatedpeople
into talking about energy. Energy
securitybecame thevernacular and
Iwalked right into that conversation.

“Nowwe’re seeingeveryone
panickingabout energy reliability, the
absenceof redundancy, thedryyear
problem.That’s intersectingwith the
gasdecline,which took thatbackstop
away.”

Canterbury,whereMaslin is based,
is at the centreof that conversation.
The regionhas thepotential to
generatemore renewableelectricity
than it needs,while alsoattracting
new industrial demand.

He saysmaking thatwork requires
more thannewwindandsolar farms.
It needsgeneration, transmission,
storageanddemand; alongwith the
people tobuild andoperate themas

onesystem.That last part is
important.Maslindescribes the
national electricity systemas “one
enormousmachine”.

“Weare the largestmachine in
NewZealand,” he says.

Hecompares it to acar engine.
“You’vegot tohave thecarburettor
working, you’vegot tohave the
wheels turning. That’s onebig
machine.”

Theelectricity system is amore
complexmachine. It runsat a
frequencyof 50Hertz. Generation
anddemandmustbalance.
Transpower sits in themiddle,
movingpower fromwhere it is
generated towhere it is needed,while
workingwithgenerators and
consumers.Generators aim to
maximiseprofits, but theyhave to
workwithelectricityusers.

“If you thinkabout everything
workinghappily together, albeitwith
completelydifferent interests and
companiesdriving theelementsof it,
you’vegot a really interestingand

quitedynamic systemanda lotof
challenges.

“Thewhole thinghas towork in
harmony,”Maslin says. If it doesn’t,
theconsequencesaredisruptions,
outagesandadditional costs. There
is alsoa riskof buildingexpensive
infrastructure that isnotneeded.

Thatmakesbalancing the system
as important as addinggeneration.

He is full of admiration for the
previousgeneration thathad the
foresight tobuildhydro lakes. “People
veryquickly forgethowmuch
indebtedweare toourgrandparents,
because theybuilt all thatwonderful
infrastructure.Youprobablywould
never get consents fordoing that
again. But theybuilt themand that’s
whatkeepsNewZealandalive.”

Maslinpoints to thewayNew
Zealand’shydro resources canwork
together. TheTaupō andPūkaki
systemscanbalanceeachother.
When inflowsarehigh in theSouth
Island,water canbeused therewhile
thenorthern system ismanaged

differently.Whenconditions reverse,
thebalancecanshift.

“Thatused tobeawonderful
system,” he says.Deregulationand
separateownershipchanged the
incentives, but “we still need that
balancingexercisebetween thenorth
and the south”.

ForCanterbury,Maslin seesan
opportunity todomoreof the
necessarybalancing locally.

As industryexpandsand
electricity-intensivebusinesses
arrive, he saysplannershave to think
about “where in thatmachine the
supply is going tobecoming from”.

Canterbury powers up
There is a strongcase, he says, for
Canterbury toprovidemuchof its
ownpower.More than20 reasonably
sized solar farmshavebeenproposed
in the region.

“Thatbalance is verymuch thatwe
cangenerateandwecanhave the
demandhere.Wedon’t need to rely
tooheavilyon thewiderperspective
or thewider country toprovide that
power.”

ThatdoesnotmeanCanterbury
shouldoperateas an island. If it
generatesmore than it needs, the
surplus canbe sentnorth.Hydro
providesanother advantagebecause
its output canbe turnedupanddown
relativelyeasily.

Christchurchwill soonbehome to
NewZealand’s largest solar farmat
KōwhaiParkadjacent toairport land.
Maslin says the 150-megawatt facility
is “awonderful amalgamationor
confluenceof theairport authority,
ContactEnergyandLightsourceBP,
aprivatedeveloper. Itmeans that
herewehaveanability togenerate
anddistributeand feed into the local
industries.”

Growth constraints
The immediateproblems facing the
sector are aboutmaking the
necessary investmenthappenand
finding skilledworkers tobuildand

operate the industry.
“Weneed tohavemorecertainty

aroundvariousparts of themachine,”
Maslin says.

Consenting is onepart of this.
Faster approvals and reformof the
ResourceManagementAct are
important, he says, because thecost
of renewableprojects isnot simply
theequipmentandconstruction.
Consenting, approvals and
complianceadd to thecapital cost.

Skilled labour is theother
constraint.Maslin says theUniversity
ofCanterbury is avaluable sourceof
graduatesand it is rare to interview
onewhodoesnot raise renewable
energyor sustainability asa reason
for joining the sector.

“Theuniversity level of labour is
really rising to the top,” he says. “The
harderproblem isexperience:much
of theknowledgeneeded fornewer
technologies simplydoesnot exist in
NewZealandyet, so itmustbe
importedor sharedacrossWSP’s
international offices inAustralia, the
UKand theUS. Senior staff are
needed to train graduatesandpass
that knowledgeonbefore it is lost.”

But there is an irony.Afteryears
inwhich theproblemwasa lackof
investment,wholesale electricity
priceshavenowfallen so far that they
aremaking somenewprojectsharder
to finance. “Thewholesalepower
price is too low,”Maslin says.

In 2024, after thedrought, the
averagewholesalepricewasaround
$200amegawatt hour, he says. Last
year itwasabout $130.Now it is
“scrapingaroundat $30”.

That is goodnews for consumers,
however, it canbebadnews for
developers.

Maslin says some investors can
buildprojects cheaplyandobtain
low-cost financebut still cannotmake
thenumbersworkwell enough to
reacha final investmentdecision.

● WSP is a sponsorof theHerald’s
ProjectCanterbury report.



nzherald.co.nz | The New Zealand Herald | Thursday, September 10, 2026 B31

Integration is integral to growth
Leaders say
Canterbury’s roads,
rail, ports and
airports must be
planned as one
network, writes
Fran O’Sullivan

Clockwise from above: Minister for the South Island James Meager;
Environment Canterbury chief executive Dr Stefanie Rixecker; Lyttelton Port
CEO Graeme Sumner .

C anterbury isonceagain
making thecase tobe the
South Island’s economic
engine room.

But this time theargument is less
about recovery fromtheearthquakes
andmoreaboutwhat comesnext:
infrastructure, resilience, freight,
ports and theabilityof governments
— local andnational— tomake
decisions fast enough tocontendwith
growth.

JamesMeager,Minister for the
South Islandandaself-described
“fierceCantabrian” fromTimaru, is in
nodoubt about theopportunity.
“Canterbury isoneof the fastest
growing, but theSouth Island itself
hasbeena leader ineconomicgrowth
over thepast fewyears,” he told the
recentBuildingNationsSummit in
Christchurch.

Meager said theGovernmenthas
increased land transport fundingby
42%over thepast threeyears. The
nextGovernmentPolicyStatement
on land transportwouldput greater
emphasison “critical connections”,
including statehighwaysandbridges.

Hewas joined inapaneldiscussion
withLytteltonPortCEOGraeme
SumnerandEnvironment
Canterburychief executiveDr
StefanieRixecker.

Thediscussiondrewonan
InfrastructureNZwhitepaper
ConnectingCanterbury:
Strengthening Infrastructure for
Growth,published inpartnershipwith
SimpsonGrierson.

Theproposition is straightforward:
stop thinkingabout roads, rail, ports
andairports as separateassets and
start treating themasan integrated
network.

Canterburymaybeoneof the few
places inNewZealandwhere that
argumenthasalreadybeen tested in
real life. Theearthquakes forced the
region to thinkabout infrastructure,
resilienceandconnectivity inways
that fewotherplaceshavehad to
confront.

Nowthe region isbeing forced to

considerhowdoyoubuild
infrastructure for growthbefore
congestion, climateevents and
under-investmentbegin toconstrain
it.

Sumnerpointed toLytteltonPort’s
recentlyannouncedexpansionas
evidenceof that systemsapproach.

Theproject hasnotbeen
considered simply in termsof
Canterbury’s ownrequirementsbut
in relation to thenational shipping
network.

“What’s happening inCanterbury
inevitablyaffects thewider system,”
Sumner said, arguing the
consequences shouldbepositive for
NewZealandasawhole.

He saidupgrades to theSouth
Island rail networkand locomotives
havealsocreatedanewproposition
for exporters and importers—
improving speed tomarket, cost and
emissionsperformance.

“I’mastrongadvocate forKiwiRail.
Not everybody, it seems, in the
country is.”

Sumnerarguedwhathas
happened in theSouth Island is
“really, really important andquite
revolutionary”.

Canterburycannot becomeamore
productiveexport economysimply
bybuildingmore roads. Its future
dependson the interactionbetween
road, rail, port andairport
infrastructure.

And thatbrings resilience into the
equation. EnvironmentCanterbury
chief executiveDrStefanieRixecker
argued resiliencemustbecome
embedded in infrastructuredecision-

making rather than treatedasan
optional extra.

Herexperience, reinforcedbya
recent InfrastructureNZdelegation to
theNordic countries ledher tovalue
theFinnishconcept of “total defence”.

TheFinnishapproachdoesnot
separatemilitarypreparedness from
civil defence, transport,water
infrastructureandotheressential
systems.

ForCanterbury,Rixecker said,
climate resilience is effectively “life
and livelihood resilience”.

Abridgeor culvert isnotmerely
apieceof concreteandsteel. It
determineswhether freight can
move,whether childrencanget to
school andwhetherpeople can reach
medical services.

Rixecker argued for greateruseof
riskmappingandmore investment
before infrastructure fails. Shealso
madeacase for stronger regional co-
ordination—buildingwhat shecalled
the “musclememory”of
collaboration rather thanwaiting for
emergencies to force it.

Local Government
Meagerwascareful not to frame the
South Island’s growthasa
competitionwithAucklandorother
regions.

“I’vebeenverycautious tomake
sure that it’s not about advocating for
theSouth Islandat theexpenseof
otherpartsof thecountry,” he said.

But a genuinelynational approach
to freight and logistics inevitably
creates losers aswell aswinners.

Heacknowledged if infrastructure

wasplannedpurely fromaSouth
Island-wideornationalperspective,
somedifficult questionswouldhave
tobeaskedaboutwhether all existing
assets are in the rightplaces.

Timaruprovidesanobvious
example.Asa localMP,Meager said,
hewouldmake the strongestpossible
case forTimaru’s port. Butviewed
fromanationalperspective, the
answermightnot be so straight-
forward.

Every regionwants its ownport,
airport, highwayupgradeor
economicdevelopmentproject.
Local politiciansunderstandably
defend them.But anational freight
systemcannotbeoptimised if every
individual asset is protectedbya
political veto.

Rixeckerwas similarlyblunt about
local government.NewZealand, she
argued, hasanextraordinarily
complicated systemfor the sizeof its
population.

Shedoesnotwant to lose local
voice. But shequestionswhether
functions suchas floodmanagement,
civil defenceandbiosecurity could
sometimesbedeliveredmore
efficientlyacross larger regional

groupings. Thatdebatebecomes
increasingly important as climate risk
rises and infrastructurecosts
escalate. Sodoes thequestionofhow
thecountrypays for it.

Public-private partnerships
Thediscussionaroundpublic-private
partnershipswasparticularly
relevant given the scaleof bridgeand
culvert renewals facingCanterbury
and thewider South Island.The idea
is tobundleprojects intoa
programme largeenough toattract
institutional and international capital.

Sumner saidheconsiders that as
pragmatic rather than ideological.

PPPscanworkwhenprojects are
properlypackaged,withprivate
providerspaidagainst clear
availability andperformance
standards, he said.

Meager is equallydirect: the
Government is open toPPPs formajor
projects. “Oneof thebiggest costs and
pains forus asdecisionmakers, but
also foryouout inpublic, is surely
thedelayandhow long it takes some
of theseprojects just to get started,”
he said.

If PPPscanacceleratedeliveryand
get “spades in theground”, that is a
goodoutcome.

Five years on
Ask thepanelwhatCanterbury
should look like in fiveyears and the
answers converge.

Rixeckerwants resilience
embedded inevery investment
decisionand regional co-ordination
tobecomenormalpractice.

SumnerdescribesLyttelton’s
expansionasa “gamechanger” and
a signal of confidence inCanterbury
and thewider South Island. “Itwill
service theneedsof theSouth Island
for generations tocome.”

Meagerhad the simplest test.
Fiveyears fromnow,he says,

Canterbury shouldnot still be talking
about the sameprojects. Theprojects
shouldbedelivered—orbevisibly
in train.

Canterbury is increasingly
positioning itself aroundadvanced
manufacturing, aerospace,
technology, agribusiness andother
high-value industries. Butnoneof that
ambitionwill survive if thephysical
infrastructurecannotkeepup.

AsMeagerputs it, if companies are
going to establish themselves in
aerospace, the regionneeds the
infrastructure to support their
workers andoperations.

“All theambitionandall thehope
in theworld isnot going tomake that
happenunlessweactuallybuild the
infrastructure for it.”

Port readies for future surge in trade volumes
Lyttelton Port’s comeback is complete with the announcement of a

nearly $1 billion infrastructure development, reportsGraham Skellern

While the focushas settledon the
revitalisationof thecentral city,
across theother sideof thePortHills,
theLytteltonPortCompanyhasbeen
outlining its owngrowthplans.

Thecompany, ownedby
ChristchurchCityHoldings, is
pushingaheadwithanewdeepwater
wharf andcontainer terminal to
increase theSouth Island’s shipping
and freight capacity.

Theportwasbadlydamagedby
theearthquakes,withnearlyhalf of
theninewharves sufferingcracking,
sinkingandstructural displacement.

Core servicesand theoil berth
resumedwithindays, but theCashin
Quay2wharfwas rebuilt, and
weakened landanddisplacedslopes
had tobe reclaimedandstrength-
ened.Thedamage resulted inmulti-
million-dollar assetwritedownsand
a$450million insurance settlement.
The repairs and reconstructionof the
port tookadecade.

NowLytteltonPortCompany is
thinkingof the futureasCanterbury
emergesasapowerhouse innational
economicperformance.The$821m

TeAwaparahi BayExpansionand
Resilienceproject—movingmajor
operationseastwardson reclaimed
land— is expected tobecompleted
by2031,withdredgingof theberth
pocketbeginning later thisyear and
construction startingnextyear.

Thenew388mdeepwaterwharf
will be servedbya5hacontainer
terminal, four ship-to-shorecranes
andsemi-automatedyardcranes.

The terminalwill beable to service
thebiggervessels, carryingup to
15,000TEUs (20ft equivalentunits).

Thiswill doubleLyttelton’s annual
berthcapacity to850,000TEUs.The
country’s largest port, Tauranga,
currentlyhandles 1.2mTEUsayear.

When the final planswereanno-
unced, chief executiveGraeme
Sumner said theexpansion reflected
confidence in the futureofChrist-
church, the South Islandeconomy

and the role LytteltonPortwill con-
tinue toplayas the region’s leading
tradegateway, connectingSouth
Islandbusinesses toglobalmarkets.

He said theneed for investment
wasclear,withageing infrastructure,
growingdemand, larger shipsand
increasingexportvolumescreating
the right conditions tomove forward.

“The resilienceof someof thecont-
ainerberths is amajordriver for the
project. Rebuilding themwould take
at least threeyears andsignificantly
disrupt containeroperations. Build-
ing theTeAwaparahiBayexpansion
removes theneed tobuild these
wharvesandallows theport to
continueoperating at full capacity.”

During theTeAwaparahiBay
reclamationandexpansion, theport
companyestablisheda
comprehensiveconstruction
environmental planand

sustainability frameworkbasedon
international best practices.

More than7000organismshave
been relocatedunder theKaimoana
ManagementPlanandadisclosure
report identifieswhereport activities
havecontributed to landandmarine
habitat change since 1875.

Theport companyhas set a goal
of becomingnetbiodiversitypositive,
measuredagainst a baselineof 1875
whencommercial operationsbegan.

Duringconstruction, thecompany
will implement amarinepiling
managementplan thatwill includean
observationzone. If dolphinsare
spotted, all piling activitieswill cease
ornot start upuntil themammals
leave thezone.

LytteltonPortCompanyhada
record financial year ending June. Its
revenue increased9%to$226m,
operatingearnings (ebitda)wereup

22% to$77m, andnetprofit rose40%
to$35m.

The full-yeardividend to
ChristchurchCityHoldings increased
25% to$14.5m.Containervolumes
were steadyat 427,462TEUs, and
total bulk cargowasup9% to3.83m
tonnes.Drybulkwasup 19%, coal 14%,
bulk fuel 3%andcarnumbers
increased 11% from35,233 to39,138.

Logexportsweredown17%,held
backbyhigh shippingcosts and
stockpiledor sent to thedomestic
market.Among thegeneral cargo,
grain, fertiliser andstockfeed
volumeswere strong, on thebackof
favourable conditions in the
agricultural sector.

ChristchurchCityHoldings is
contributing$300mto theTe
AwaparahiBayexpansion, and the
port company ismakingup the
remainderwithdebt funding.
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Land and sea, river and sky
Ngāi Tahu posts
$84m surplus as
diversified
investments
weather recession,
writes
Anne Gibson

This 14m tall pou was unveiled in 2024 at a new visitor pull-over area. It is by
Ngāi Tahu artist Ross Hemera and stands near Dog Kennel Corner/Tewera’s
Corner at the entrance to the Mackenzie District.

S outherngiantNgāi Tahu is
navigating the recessiondue
to its commercial armhaving
wide-ranging investments, so

when revenueandvalues fall in some
sectors, they rise inothers.

From lucrativedairy farming to
thewildShotover Jet ridesnear
Queenstown, from fishing toquiet
stargazingaboveTekapo, the iwihas
establishedextensive income-produ-
cingassets.

ŌtautahiChristchurchhas suffer-
ed less in this four-and-a-half-year
recession thanotherpartsof the
country, so the strengthof its assets
therehasbeenparticularlybeneficial.

The iwihas$2.1 billionof assets in
manysectors,making it financially
Aotearoa’s second-wealthiest iwi,
particularlyprominent for tourism
investments likeon theShotover
River andatMt John.

The latest annualTDBAdvisory
report issued inFebruary found the
Addington-headquarteredbusiness
secondonly to the$2.4bWaikato-
Tainui.

In 2016,Ngāi Tahuhad$1.5b in
assets, but by2022, it hadgrown that
to$2.28b, although thathas reduced
somewhat lately.

Property is its largest asset class.
Tourism investments areoften

higherprofile, suchas its 43.5%stake
inWhaleWatchKaikōura.

The iwihas 100%of thepopular
tourist attractionShotover Jet
outsideQueenstown.

Lastyear, Shotover Jet celebrated
60years, growingover thosedecades
fromwhathad initiallybeenapio-
neering jet boatoperation.

Ngāi Tahubecamemajority
shareholder in that business in 1999,
taking full ownership in2004.

In2016, its tourismarmstrucka
jointventuredealwithTekapo-based
stargazingandobservatory tour
businessEarth&Sky.

Toursareoperated fromabigbase
atTekapoup to theMtJohn
Observatory.

In the last fewweeks,Ngāi Tahu
Farminghasbeenchosen tooperate
the 180,000haMolesworthStation,
thecountry’s largest farm.

Dairy investments aremainlyaro-
undTeWhenuaHouatEyrewell,
northwestofChristchurch.

TDBnotedhow the iwi’s property
assetsweremost recentlyvaluedat
$842mandcomprise 38%ofall
investmentsby the iwiwhichhas
majorholdings in Ōtautahi
Christchurch.Those include
Addington’s outdoor shoppingcentre
Tower Junctionaswell asCrownand
local authority leasedproperties
valuedat $136.4m.

TeHonongaChristchurchCivic
Buildingandcivic tenancies in Ōte-
potiDunedinandQueenstownare
also in theportfolio.

Newhigh-profilehousing
developmentprojects in Ōtautahi
includeRangiora,WestMeltonand
Halswell.

FishingviaSanfordanda rangeof
new investments are further exam-
plesofdiversification.

New iwi investments include:
● Leaft—usesplantprotein tocut
foodproduction’s environmental
impact;
● Shippit—aparcel business for
retailers andmanufacturers;
● Banqer—whichpromotes
financial literacy in schools;

● Sharesies—anonline
sharemarket tradingbusiness for
retail investors;

● Mint Innovation—recovering
preciousmetals frome-waste.

“Ourestablished investments in
primary industries, tourism, seafood,
property, and listedequitieswill
continue toperform, butwearenow
starting toenternewsectors that
reflect theaspirationsofTeRūnanga
andshowstrongcommercial
promise,” chairmanWarwick
Tuwhare-GeorgeandCEOTodd
Moylewrote in the latest annual
report.

In theyear to June30, 2025, the
iwimadea surplusof $84m
(previously$30mloss) and itsdebt
stoodat $398m(previously$384m).

TDBnoted it distributed$69mto

itsmembers in the2024year: toPapa-
tipuRūnangadevelopment,
education,whai rawa, environmental
programmes, kaumātua, cultural
identity, disaster recovery, tribal
advocacyandcommunitymoves.

TDBsaid it achieveda returnon
capital of 6.3% from2016 to2025.

In the2025 financial year, itmade
8.6%as farmingperformance impro-
vedsignificantly throughhigher cow
yields, better farmpricesandasset
revaluations.

“Thisyear’s performance reflects
groundworkcarriedout in recent
years.Oneexample is theextensive
regrassingprogrammeatTeWhenua
Hou,undertakenover thepast five
seasons.

This investmenthas lifted
productivity, contributing to record

earningsof $39.2m forNgāi Tahu
Farming,” the 2025annual report
noted.

Thecombined financial assetsof
Aotearoa’s 10biggest iwi rose from
$8.2billion to$8.5b in the latest year.

Phil BarryofTDBsaid inFebruary
that the2025 iwi investment report
noted the soft economyand tougher
tradingenvironment.

The report studiedNgāi Tahu,Ngā-
puhi,NgātiAwa,Ngāti Pāhauwera,
Ngāti Porou,Ngāti Toa,NgātiWhātua
Ōrākei, Raukawa,Tūhoeand
Waikato-Tainui.

Ngāi Tahu’s settlementwas final-
ised in 1997/1998and includeda
Crownapology, cultural redress, and
$170mpluspurchase rights for some
Crownassets, including rightsof first
refusal.

TheCrownexpressed itsprofound
regret andapologisedunreservedly
for the suffering andhardshipcaused
to the iwi. Importantly, that apology
confirmed thevalidityof theclaims,
bornebysevengenerations.

Between 1844and 1864, the iwi
soldabout 34.5millionacresor80%
of theSouth Island.

TheBritishCrownpaid£14,750 in
total for a seriesof landpurchase
agreementsonabouthalf of
Aotearoa’s total landmass.

The iwi said it believed thatone-
tenthof eachpurchasewouldbe
reserved for theNgāi Tahuvendors,
potentially guaranteeing a stake in
thecountry’s future.

But theCrowndidnot allocateone-
tenthof the land to the iwi, nordid
it paya fair price for the land
purchases, as itwas subsequently
found.

It also failed tohonourpromises
toensure the iwi still hadaccess to
mahingakai, and tobuild schools and
hospitals.

Following its 1998settlement,Ngāi
Tahu receivedcultural redress, tribal
redress, anapology fromtheCrown,
acknowledgementof the roleof
taongaAoraki, $170mredress and the
ability topurchaseproperty fromthe
Crown.

The settlement also includeda
relativitymechanismthat reflected
the then$1b fiscal envelope.

Since that figurewaseclipsed in
2012,Ngāi Tahuhasbeenable to
requestpaymentevery fiveyears to
ensure the real valueof its settlement
remainsat 16.1%of the total.

AsofDecember 2022,Ngāi Tahu
had received top-uppayments
totalling$345million, plus some
minoradditional top-ups to resolve
calculationdisputeswith theCrown.

Warwick Tauwhare-George

Todd Moyle

Who runs Ngāi Tahu
Holdings?
The followingquestionswereput
toan iwi spokesman tohelp
understand the structureof the
organisation.
Q. What is the commercial
entity of the iwi called?
A.Ngāi TahuHoldings.
Q. Who runs that commercial
entity for the iwi?
A.Ngāi TahuHoldings’ chair is
WarwickTauwhare-Georgeand
chief executive is ToddMoyle.
Q. What does the business do?
A. ItmanagesNgāi Tahu
Investments,Ngāi TahuFarming,
Ngāi TahuProperty,Ngāi Tahu
SeafoodandNgāi TahuTourism.
Q. What is the structure?
A.Ngāi TahuHoldings is the
investment companyof theNgāi
TahuCharitable Trust, ofwhich
TeRūnangaoNgāi Tahu is the
sole trustee. Ngāi TahuHoldings’
mission is togrowandprotect the
pūtea (finance, sumofmoney) for
the iwiwhile respectingand
contributing to themanaofNgāi
Tahu inall that it does.
Q. What are the bosses’
connections to the iwi, if they
have any?
A.WarwickTauwhare-George
(NgātiWaewae,NgātiWheke) is
Ngāi Tahu.Healsohas
whakapapa toWaikato-Tainui
andNgātiHikairo. ToddMoyle is
pākehā.
Q. How long have they been
in the role?
A.Tauwhare-Georgewas
appointedchair onNovember 30,
2024.
Moylewasappointedchief
executive inMarch2024.Hewas
chief operatingofficer from
January2022andactingchief
executive fromApril 2023.
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People wrote off
Christchurch after
the earthquakes as

being too
dangerous. But now

businesses don’t
trust Cook Strait and

want logistics
centres here.

Ben Stewart

Getting it all together in Hornby
Former horticultural land becomes $3 billion warehousing hub for Christchurch businesses
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Large-scale industrial zone in development
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HornbyQuadrant

HornbyQuadrant is an
industrial precinct 10km
southwest of central
Christchurch, developed
byCalder Stewart over
20years in stages.
Stages 4 and 5 are
in development.

industrial zone land

land and
building
valuation

Stages 1 -3 in use Oji FibreSolutions 32,000 sqm.
Pulp, paper andpackaging
Sleepyhead 10,000 sqm.Manufacturing
FletcherComfortech 9500 sqm. PinkBatts
Lactalis-MainlandDairy 8800 sqmdairy hub
Fisher&Paykel 6500 sqm
MyFoodBag 4500 sqm

30haof heavy
industrial land
ready for
development

50ha for future
development

150+ha
$3b

4
5

Stages Companiesonsite include:

Source: Calder Stewart, Atlist, 123RF. HeraldNetwork graphic

Hornby South

L and that oncegrewapple
treesandvegetableson the
outskirts ofChristchurch is
becoming large-formatware-

housing to store goods ranging from
Glassons’ clothing tocheese,milk,
butter andmilkpowder.

Properties thatwereonce theKain
brothers’AppleFieldsorchards, a
61haplot fromHeinzWattie’s, and the
amalgamationofother smaller
lifestyle rural properties resulted in
the 150haHornbyQuadrant.

Calder Stewart ofOtago’s
RevolutionHills is halfway through
developing that land in that fast-
expanding southernprecinct.Apple-
growing isout. Storingclothing,milk
powder, cheese, butter andmilk is in.

A large-formatwarehouse forGla-
ssonscontains clothing,whilenearby,
anewbuilding forFrance’s Lactalis
is a fast-movinghub fordairyprod-
ucts that arriveat that big chilled, fro-
zenandambient-temperature
warehouseandgoout for either
domesticor export consumption.

BenStewart sayshis family’s
business amalgamatedmany
different typesof holdingsabout 20
years ago toget the scale to take such
largewarehouses.

The final stageofvacant land is
nowbeingused for graingrowing,
leased toa local farmer.

“It’s evolution,” saysStewart of
changinguses.

Bigbusinessesworryabout the
fragilityofNorth-South Island road
connections, sohaddecided in recent
years tobuildhuge southernhubs in
Christchurch, he said.

Freight linksare aworry tomany.
“PeoplewroteoffChristchurchaf-

ter theearthquakes asbeing toodan-
gerous. Butnowbusinessesdon’t
trustCookStrait andwant logistics
centreshere.”

Theoccupiershaveeither leased
orown thesebigbuildingswithhuge
footprints, just off StateHighway 1.

Owners canbeCalder Stewart’s
FortHill Property, anotherowner/
investor—or the tenant themselves.

The land is at thecrossroadsof the
region’smain transport channels.

When finished, theHornby
Quadrantwill havea$3b landand
buildingvaluation, Stewart says.

He took theHeraldona tourof
someof the largest of the logistics and
warehouseproperties.

Thebiggest is the32,000sqmOji
FibreSolutions’warehouse,which
hasanestimated land/building
valuation todayofmore than$100m.

“Itwasdelivered in less than 12
months fromthe initial drawing to
completion,” Stewart says. The
warehousewas finished in2022.

● InApril, an8800sqm$30m
dairyproductswarehousewas
opened forFrench-headquartered
Lactalis, originallydeveloped for
Mainlandbefore theFonterra sale.

● TheSleepyheadmanufacturing
andwarehousebuilding is about
11,000sqm, adesignandbuild sold
to thatbedmanufacturer.

● FletcherBuildingcompany
Comfortechhas a 10,000sqm
building for its PinkBatts, acoustic
andotherproducts.

● Fisher&PaykelApplianceshas
a6500sqmbuildingcompleted this
decade.

● MyFoodBaghasa4500sqm
building,whichStewart said is busiest
just beforeweekendsasorders are
assembled.

“This is thebiggest South Island
logistics sitebeingdevelopedbyone
private company,” Stewart said.

His claimobliquely refers to rivals.
These include the IPORTbusiness

park: a $500m122hazonebetween
Jones,HoskynsandMaddisonRoads

southofHornby, beingdevelopedby
theCarterGroup.

Another rival in thearea is the fast-
expandingAirport BusinessParkat
ChristchurchAirport.

JohnSax’sWaterlooBusinessPark
nearTempleton is another rival to
Calder Stewart.

MarkWeaver, Calder Stewart’s
projectdirector, said somenewspec
warehouse/office complexescould
be leasedat $400,000/year.

“This is the sweet spot at themo-
ment,”Weaver said, showingoff an
empty for-lease2000sqmbuildingat
22EstablishmentDrive,whichCalder
Stewarthasbuilt.

It hasbeenavailable for about two
monthsand is across the road from
theGlassons’warehouse.

Newpremisesarebeing
developed for J. SwapContractors.
That companyowns thebuildings
beingdevelopedbyCalder Stewart.

Stewart saidnegotiationswere in
hand todevelopanewfuel station
withassociated foodoutletson
ShandsRd.

A20,000sqmwarehouse for a
large foodbusiness is alsoplanned.

Project
Canterbury
Anne Gibson
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Building up a better future
Mike Greer Homes tops list of an ‘extremely busy’ sector of Canterbury builders, writes Anne Gibson

[Building] tiny boxes in
the city for Airbnb
rentals . . . is really

holding our city back, as
visitors are better

managed and get better
amenities out of a hotel

stay. Hotels are not
getting built due to the
massive oversupply of

Airbnbs.

Mike Greer

Above: A home by Mike Greer Homes on Gardiners Rd, Harewood. Below: 14
Nova Place, Christchurch Central, by Williams Corporation.

C hristchurch-basedbuilding
sector analystMikeBlack-
burnhasnamed the fivebus-
iest house-buildingbusines-

ses inhis city, finding the33-year-old
MikeGreerHomes topped the list.

Blackburn found the sector
extremelybusy,with4711new
residential dwellings consented in
theChristchurchcity area in theyear
to June2026.Thatwasup27.9%on
the3684 residences consented in the
year to June2025.

Blackburn says the top five
Christchurch residential builders,
basedonannual consents sought for
homes in theyear to June2026are:
1.MikeGreerHomes: 216consents
sought, average floor area 156sqm,
averagehomevalue$397,000.
2.WilliamsCorporation: 191 consents
sought, average floor area54sqm,
averagehomevalue$146,000;
3.WolfbrookResidential: 131 consents
sought, average floor area 128sqm,
averagehomevalue$336,000;
4. FourAvenues: 103consents sought,
average floor area 77sqm, average
homevalue$233,000;
5.BrooksfieldHomes: 98consents
sought, average floor area 116sqm,
averagehomevalue$381,000.

ExecutivedirectorMikeGreer is
themajorityownerof the
eponymousbusiness.

Askedabout thenumbers,Greer
citedother areas inwhich the
business is busy— including
Rolleston,Kaiapoi andRangiora—
andsaid theChristchurchcity
numbersdidnot showthe trueextent
of thework.

Blackburn said thenumbershe
presentedwereonly forChristchurch
city, not thoseother areas. For
example,Rollestoncomesunder the
SelwynDistrictCouncil.

Greer is concernedaboutbuilders
puttingup “tinyboxes in the city for
Airbnb rentals. This is reallyholding
ourcityback, asvisitors arebetter
managedandget better amenitiesout
of ahotel stay.

“Hotels arenot gettingbuilt due to
themassiveoversupplyofAirbnbs.”

GreerwantsAirbnbsbanned in the
CBD.

Inareas likeRollestonandWaima-
kariri, demand for standalone larger-
sizedhomeswith their ownplotof
landwasvery strong, particularly
withowner-occupiers, he said.

Askedabout theeconomic slump
last year, Greer showedextreme
confidence: “Whatdownturn?You
need toget down toChristchurch.”

Greer, 52, founded the locally
headquarteredbusiness in 1993.

Heowns82%ofMikeGreerHomes,
having sold 18% to fellowCantabrian
BenGough lastdecade.

Hisbusinesshasbuiltmore than
15,000homes throughoutNew
Zealandandsays it “remainsproudly
family-ownedandoperated”.

Thegrouphas 16branches, a
nationaldevelopment team, anda
national commercial construction
team, it says.

MikeGreerHomes says it is the
largest privately-ownedbuilding
company inNewZealand.

“Wearenot likeother grouphome
builders inNewZealand that runa

franchise-basedmodel. AtMikeGreer
Homes,we run the jointventure
branchmodel,whereMikeGreer
Homesowns51%of each regional
branchand 100%of the two largest
branches inChristchurchand
Auckland,” thebusiness says.

“This structure allows thehead
office tohaveoversightof all designs,
specifications, costs, andqualityof
build. This ensures that everybuild
meets theMikeGreerHomes
standards forperformance.”

Economiesof scale areheldout as
anadvantage. The largenumberof
housesunder constructionhasena-
bled thebusiness to formpartner-
shipswith someofNewZealand’s
strongest andbest-known leading
brands,MikeGreerHomes says.

Thepost-earthquakecity is seeing
thousandsofnewtownhouses, apar-
tments and stand-aloneplaces rising.

Residential buildingactivity
continues to increase, Blackburn
found.

With4711 newhomesconsented
in theyear to June, the rolling
12-month total has reached itshighest
level inmore than threeyears, he
said. The steadyupward trend is a
positive sign for the industry,with
builders remainingbusyand the

pipelineof futureworkcontinuing to
strengthen.

Themarkethadnowrecovered
muchof the slowdownduring2023.

Newdwellingnumbersare rising
fastest inHalswell,Hornby, Spreydon,
Redwood, Papanui, Linwood,HeiHei,
Richmond,AddingtonandStMartins,
Blackburn found.

Thedistributionof consented
dwellingvalueshighlights
Christchurch’s continued focuson
moreaffordable residential
construction.

Lower value dominates
Higher-valuehomes remaina
relatively small componentof the
market, reflecting thegrowing
importanceof compact, higher-
densityhousingacross thecity.

About 52.9%ofChristchurch’snew
dwellings consented fallwithin the
$250,000 to$500,000band.

Themedianvalue formulti-unit
dwellingswas$275,000 lately.

Newresidential construction
remainsconcentrated in smaller floor
areas,withalmost two-thirdsofdwel-
lings consentedmeasuring 100sqm

or less.About 27%were 101–150sqm.
Wheredoes theChristchurch firm

rank innational figures?
Data fromconstruction research

firmHubexo’s LeadManagerplatform
showedMikeGreer in secondplace,
behindGJGardnerHomesasNew
Zealand’s largest residential builder.

In theyear to June2026,Mike
Greerbuilt 653newresidences
nationally for anaverage$270,000
andanaverage 152sqm.

GJGardnerbuilt 971new
residencesnationally for anaverage
$529,000andanaverage 163sqm.

OfMikeGreer’s success, Blackburn
said: “Hehasbeenaround for a long
time inCanterbury.Unlikemostother
builders, he is buildinga rangeof
housing stock.” Thoseare:
● Smaller, affordablehousing, for
first-homebuyers;
● Terraced townhousesandmulti-
unit developments;
● Higher-endstand-alone family
homes.

“Greer also partners with a lot of
different people and has recently got
into land development in quite a big
way,” Blackburn said.
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NZME has a highly experienced editorial team covering the issues that are
important to Christchurch and broader Canterbury. They are led by:

NZME’s commercial team on the ground in Christchurch
is also strengthened at a senior level by executives with a broader brief. They are:

John MacDonald,
Morning host,
Newstalk ZB
John isNewstalk ZB’s
voiceon local issues.
Weekdaysbetween
9amandmidday, it’s
all about the things
that get the
Canterbury
community talking.As
well ashavingworked
onall ofNewZealand’smajor radionetworks
andBBCRadio 5Live in theUK, twodecades
of experience in communicationsbased in
Christchurchgiveshimadeepunderstanding
of andconnection to the local commercial
sector.Hecanbe reachedat: john.
macdonald@nzme.co.nz

Miriyana
Alexander,
Associate Editor,
New Zealand Herald
Miriyana is oneofNew
Zealand’s
most experienced
editors and
journalists. She is
AssociateEditor at the
NewZealandHerald,
where shepreviously
launchedHeraldPremium forNZMEandedited
theWeekendHeraldandHeraldonSunday. She
is aCambridgeUniversityWolfsonPressFellow,
a ScienceMediaCentreAdvisoryBoardmember,
andpast chair ofNZME’s Editorial Advisory
Boardand theMediaFreedomCommittee. She
lives in Ōtautahi Christchurch.Miriyanacanbe
reachedat:miriyana.alexander@nzme.co.nz

Kurt Bayer, Head of
News (South
Island), New
Zealand Herald
Kurt joined theHerald
in 2011 after returning
toCanterbury froma
decadeworking in
Britishnewspapers,
withhis journalism
appearing inTheDaily
Mail,Mail onSunday,
DailyExpress,TheSun,TheTimes,Sunday
Times,DailyTelegraph,Guardian, andScotsman.
Kurt canbe reachedat: kurt.bayer@nzherald.co.
nz

Duncan Bridgeman,
Managing Editor —
Business, NZME
Duncan is responsible
fornationwide
business coverage in
theBusinessHerald
andBusinessDesk.He
joinedNZME in2018
after nearly 17 years at
TheNational Business
Reviewwherehewas
editorof bothprint andonlinepublications.He
grewup in ruralNorthCanterbury andgained
anAgricultural CommerceDegree fromLincoln
University.Hemadehis careermove into
journalismafter timeoverseas including for a
high-profile publishingcompany inLondon.An
award-winning journalist, Duncancanbe
reachedat: duncan.bridgeman@nzme.co.nz

Maria O’Halloran is
soon to join NZME
as General Manager
Canterbury
Mariawill lead the
company’s growth
across the region,
spanning itsmedia
platforms,
commercial
partnerships and
communitypresence.
She spentmore thanadecadeasChief Executive
ofBallantynes—Christchurch’s iconic
department store, steering thebusiness through
theaftermathof theChristchurchearthquakes,
theCovid-19pandemic andaperiodof
significant expansion.Most recently shewas
Chief ExecutiveofNutrientRescue. She is also
Chair of BrainTreeWellnessCentre,which
supportspeople livingwithneurological
conditions, andanAssociateDirectorofVenues
Ōtautahi.Maria starts inhernew roleon
September28.Her contact emailwill be:maria.
ohalloran@nzme.co.nz.

Mitch Crowe, South
Island Sales
Director, OneRoof
Mitch is based in
Christchurch,working
alongside real estate
brands, agents,
developers and
investorsnavigating
thecity’s nextgrowth
phase.Mitchandhis
teambringaproperty-
market lens to theconversation—connecting
buyers, sellers andbusinesseswithNZME’s
premiumaudiences alongsideNewZealand’s
most comprehensivepropertyplatform,
OneRoof.He’s passionateaboutCanterbury’s
evolutionbeyond its rebuild story, andabout
the role housingand talent attractionwill play
in the region’s futureas the South Island’s
commercial capital.Mitch canbe reachedat:
mitch.crowe@nzme.co.nz

James Matthews,
GM Agency- South
Island, NZME
James leadsNZME’s
agencybusiness
across theSouth
Island, helping
agencies andbrands
connectwith
audiences through
NZME’sunrivalledmix
of audio, digital, print
andexperiential channels. Based in
Christchurch, he’s passionateabout creating
innovative campaigns that combine the reach
of trustedmediabrandswith smart commercial
solutions.What excites Jamesmost is the talent
withinNZMEand theability to captureattention
andengageNewZealanders throughout their
day,whether they’re listening, reading,watching
or attendingevents. Heenjoys collaborating
with clients andpartners tobring ideas to life
anddelivermeaningful results forbusinesses,
communities andaudiences. Jamescanbe
reachedat: james.matthews@nzme.co.nz

Neil Jackson, Head
of Commercial
Business, Rural and
Sport, NZME
Neil drives strategic
growthand fosters
keypartnerships
cross thebusiness,
agribusiness and
sports sectors.His
uniqueexpertise is
central to launching
high impactpremium initiatives that foster
strongbusiness tobusinessnetworks
connectingwithhighvalueaudiencesand
commercial opportunities acrossNZME’s
multimedianetwork. Neilworks seamlessly
betweenNZME’s editorial teams, sales teams
andcommercial partners todrive thebest
outcomes forour partners. TheNewZealand
HeraldBusiness reports including the inaugural
ProjectCanterbury report are a leading
componentof theportfolioNeil represents.Neil
canbe reachedat: neil.jackson@nzme.co.nz

The NZME team serving Canterbury
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