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Aurora Australis captured over Lake Dunstan

INTRODUCTION
The Tarras Airport proposal is an international airport that Christchurch International Airport Ltd (“Christchurch Airport”) is considering building in the Central Otago region of New Zealand. Since its announcement in July 
2020, the proposal has been the subject of considerable local and national interest.1 


The region that would be served by the airport has a small but rapidly growing population, and receives a very large and also rapidly growing number of tourists. Together these have led to widely reported issues including 
housing affordability, traffic congestion, infrastructure, services, governance, and the changing character of the region and its communities – all issues that are closely connected to the question of the proposed airport. 


The airport proposal is based on modelling that forecasts a high growth future for the region, which is outlined in a document published by Christchurch Airport in August 2023. Christchurch Airport recognises Central 
Otago as a “thriving region”. It assumes that growth in passenger movements at Queenstown International Airport (ZQN) to be limited to 2.5m per annum, and models 4.3m per annum of “unmet demand” (beyond ZQN’s 
assumed capacity) by 2050 in the absence of increased airport capacity. Christchurch Airport executives have also indicated that these unmet demand numbers should be considered as conservative.
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Reflections on Butchers Dam

Local community groups in opposition
In an August 2023 survey by Wānaka Stakeholders Group Inc,2 84% of 
respondents were opposed to the airport. There were 608 responses from 
the group’s 3500 members and others. As the group was formed in order to 
oppose the expansion of Wānaka Airport, 34 km from Tarras, and members 
have been receiving information from the group for several years, neither 
the group members nor the respondents represent a random sample of the 
residents of the wider region.


Similarly, a survey of local Tarras residents conducted by Sustainable Tarras 
Inc in October 2021 found significant opposition to the proposal.3 103 
residents (41% of the local population) responded, and the survey found 
that 83% were against or strongly against. While this survey does draw 
upon a representative sample of Tarras residents, it does not report the 
opinions of residents of the wider Central Otago region.

Due to commercial sensitivity, the airport proposal has been developed with 
little or no consultation or input from local communities. Airport executives 
argue that they are not legally obliged to consult at this stage, whilst local 
groups have  voiced concern at lack of any meaningful consultation with 
Central Otago residents.4 There is concern about the lack of social licence 
for the project, with Christchurch Airport’s current CEO labelling this concern 
as “disappointing and frustrating” in a recent interview with Tourism Ticker.5


Christchurch Airport’s approach, and the various stakeholder communities’ 
reactions to it so far, highlight the need for rigorous and independent 
insights into the opinions of residents in the Central Otago region, to inform 
discussion and debate and to support decision makers at local, regional and 
national levels. The authors have designed and led this study to provide 
such insight. 


Given an age of information overload, the survey received a high response 
rate.6 Furthermore open-ended questions received many detailed and 
considered written responses, indicating a high level of engagement among 
survey participants. Many respondents invested time and effort in providing 
written responses that were detailed and carefully considered.  


The results that are presented in this and the two following reports are 
drawn from the analysis of both quantitative data and qualitative insights 
from a comprehensive and representative survey of Central Otago residents.

Christchurch Airport’s approach
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BACKGROUND

In 2019, New Zealand had the 6th highest per capita aviation emissions in the world, at 1 tonne CO2. This comprised 12% of its carbon dioxide emissions. Most (80%) 
of this arises from international aviation, which grew from 1.3 Mt to 3.9 Mt CO2 between 1990 and 2019. Particularly rapid growth of 49%, from 2.6 to 3.9 Mt CO2, was 
observed in the four years from 2014 to 2018.7


Key factors in the size and growth of emissions include the location of the country, its rising proportion of globally dispersed families (the immigrant population rising 
from 17.5% in 1996 to 27.4% in 2018), the falling real price of air travel, and the growth of the tourist industry (international visitor numbers grew from 1.0 million in 1990 
to 3.9 million in 2019). Demand growth is the key driver of increasing tourism emissions. Over recent decades demand growth has consistently exceeded aviation 
technology development and tourism supply chain efficiency gains, such that aligning aviation with the Paris Agreement is impossible under current demand growth 
forecasts.8


New Zealand currently has two airports catering to wide-body jets, Auckland (10.5 million international passengers in 2019, plus 1 million transit passengers) and 
Christchurch (1.8 million). Other international airports totalled 1.9 million (Queenstown, 0.7 million; Wellington,  0.9 million). Of the 14.2 million international passengers, 
30% travelled on long-haul flights (averaging 8900 km) to or from Auckland or Christchurch, but these long-haul flights accounted for 64% of emissions.9

 

Auckland Airport (a public corporation - Auckland International Airport Limited) dominates the market, with half of all traffic. 760 km to the south lies Christchurch Airport 
(a public company, owned 75% by Christchurch City Council and 25% by the New Zealand Government), the country’s second largest with 1/6 of total traffic. Another 
350 km further south, in the heart of a ski and tourist destination, is Queenstown Airport, another public company, owned 75.01% by the local council (Queenstown 
Lakes District Council) and 24.99% by Auckland Airport. It has about 5% of total traffic.10

The Queenstown Lakes District, although small in population, has grown 
rapidly. The population was 29,700 in 2013 and 52,800 in June 2023, a 5.9% 
annual growth rate (cf. New Zealand 1.6% in the same period.) The district 
comprises 1% of New Zealand’s resident population.


The study area in this report also includes the Central Otago District, which 
grew from 18,500 residents in 2013 to 26,000 in 2023 (a 3.5% growth rate). 
Passenger movements at Queenstown Airport grew from 1.2 million in 2013 
to 2.4 million in 2019, a 12% annual growth rate. Demand recovered 
strongly post-Covid, with international passenger numbers at 126% of pre-
Covid levels and domestic at 94% as of mid-2023.11


A 2018 long-term plan for Queenstown Airport projected 5.1 million 
passengers by 2045, plus another 2 million at Wānaka (currently serving a 
few thousand passengers annually in 9-seat aircraft, and not equipped to 
handle jet aircraft). Local opposition led to the Wānaka plans being cancelled 
after a High Court ruling in 2021.12 A revised plan for Queenstown Airport13 
now forecasts 3.2 million passengers in 2032, reaching the capacity of 
current runway and noise limits.

Christchurch and Central Otago Airports in the context of New Zealand aviation.
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Into this contested ground, it was revealed in July 2020 that Christchurch International Airport Ltd was 
considering building a new international airport at Tarras, a rural area with a population of a few hundred 
located 91 km from Queenstown, 32 km from Cromwell, and 34 km from Wānaka. This prompted 
extensive local and national discussion that continues to the present, covering the environmental impact 
of the airport’s construction and operation, its influence on total aviation emissions, its impact on the 
local community and on Queenstown and its airport, and its influence on the overall trajectory of the 
district. It would have the potential to be New Zealand’s third commercial airport servicing wide-body 
jets for long-haul flights.

 

In January 2023 the authors of the present paper, together with other New Zealand academics working 
in business, economics, climate science, sustainability, Māori and indigenous studies, tourism, the 
environment, agriculture, and policy studies, began a public campaign calling on decision makers to be 
informed by current and rigorous research on all aspects of the Tarras Airport proposal.14

 

Early stage plans for an airport in Tarras were made public in September 2021, with more detail 
provided in August 2023).15 These indicated a runway length of up to 2600m, suitable for narrow-body 
jets such as those that currently service Queenstown Airport, as well as wide-body long-haul jets. 
Passengers departing from Queenstown Airport were responsible for emissions of 0.13 Mt CO2 in 
2019.16 If a return on capital requires 4 times as many passengers as currently use Queenstown 
Airport,17 its emissions could be up to 0.52 Mt CO2, in addition to another 0.52 Mt CO2 at destination 
airports. 


Christchurch Airport officials have talked from the first about plans for international jets,18 and then 
subsequently confirmed that it would quite possibly lengthen the runway, and enable long-haul flights to 
Asia and North America.19 


It was the growth of these markets that were responsible for the 49% growth in New Zealand’s 
international aviation emissions from 2014 to 2018, from 2.63 to 3.91 Mt CO2. Central Otago Airport 
could potentially have the same capacity as Auckland Airport, which would enable 6 million tonnes of 
additional CO2 emissions annually by 2050.


Globally and locally, the aviation industry is in a difficult situation. Projections of traffic doubling by 2050, 
combined with unrealistic decarbonisation scenarios, mean that the industry’s climate impact is 
regarded as “critically insufficient”, resulting in global warming of more than 4 ºC if all sectors followed 
such a path.20 


The three constituents of aviation emissions are passenger numbers, distance travelled, and emissions 
intensity. Technological improvements in emissions intensity are unlikely to be sufficient to outweigh the 
effects of traffic growth and increasingly longer flights, two aspects which are particularly relevant to 
New Zealand. The development of a national aviation emissions plan consistent with our international 
obligations and agreements is an urgent priority.21 


Partly due to its nationally unique climate and geography, the Central Otago region may see particularly 
noticeable changes due to climate change, including peak temperatures rising 4-6 ºC, a greater 
likelihood of more extreme rainfall events, significantly smaller snowpacks with less runoff in spring, 18–
53 fewer frost days (a reduction of about half). A report for the Central Otago District Council notes that 
“in the worst case, there would be very little mountain snow cover remaining by the end of the 
century”.22
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Snow-capped mountains, Maniototo

METHODS
This study covers both Queenstown Lakes and Central Otago districts. 
The districts are divided into eight wards, and Statistics New Zealand 
further divides the wards into 414 ‘Statistical Areas’ (SA1). 


In order to achieve fairly uniform geographic coverage, 33 SA1s were 
chosen at random across Central Otago, ensuring representation from 
within each ward, in such a way that the sampled population of each 
ward would be proportional to its total population. The airport lies in the 
Cromwell ward; two low-population SA1s closest to the airport site 
(Tarras and Queensbury) were also included. 


In Spring of 2023, a letter inviting one household member to complete a 
detailed survey online was delivered to every mailbox in the selected SA1 
areas. There was a lower response rate from the Cromwell ward, after 
which households in a further 4 randomly selected SA1s within that Ward 
were invited to participate to ensure that there was sufficient response 
data to analyse residents' views in that town. 

2705 invitations were delivered (about 1 dwelling in 13 across the region) 
and 302 responses received, a response rate of 11%. There are responses 
from all towns large and small, as well as from rural areas.

The survey itself (see Appendix) was intended by the three authors of this 
paper to be as objective as possible, while all aspects of the study have 
been designed to reduce bias. The questions put to participants comprise 9 
demographic questions; 20 questions on a 5-point Likert scale on the 
importance of different factors in choosing to live in or visit the region; 11 
questions on climate change; 6 questions about tourism in the region; 13 
questions about infrastructure and growth in the region; and 13 questions 
about personal air travel and airports. Each section included open-
response questions which invited respondents to express their views in 
their own words, and in as much detail as they wished.


The study methodology, methods and survey design received ethical 
approval from the Massey University Ethics Committee.
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SIGNIFICANCE

The geographical spread of respondents, the breadth of questions and topics covered, and the resulting 
datasets should enable the authors to uncover additional significant insights which are relevant to those living 
in Central Otago, as well as insights relevant to the Central Otago International Airport discussion. Some of the 
data collected (for example, respondents’ flight movements) has not previously been gathered at this scale.

This is the most comprehensive study of its kind undertaken across Central Otago.

Snow-capped mountains, Lake Dunstan 10



RESULTS
This initial report presents a descriptive account of responses to all quantitative (closed-response) questions, to  
provide a clear picture of the general views of residents across the Central Otago region. During 2024, further 
work will be undertaken to analyse the data even more closely, including more detailed analysis of open-ended 
responses and investigating correlations which may provide additional significant insights.

 

Both districts had return rates of 11%. The three largest wards had return rates of 71/760 = 9% (Queenstown-
Wakatipu), 69/510 = 13.5% (Wānaka), and 98/850 (11.5%, Cromwell). Because of the extra maildrops in 
Cromwell, the Cromwell ward is overrepresented in the sample (13% of the population vs. 32% of the sample). As 
we shall see, there are few if any notable differences between the wards; in this analysis, all responses are 
included.

 

The sample is older than the population. 19% of the adult population is aged 65 and over vs 31.5% of the sample; 
37% of the adult population is aged 40-64 vs. 48% of the sample. This could be due to older recipients having a 
higher propensity to complete the survey either at all or in preference to younger members of the same 
household.


The sample is overrepresented by women (63%). The stated ethnicities of the respondents match those of the 
population of the region.

 

The income distribution of the sample is slightly different from the rest of New Zealand. (We do not have income 
percentiles available for the survey region.) P14 (the 14th percentile of gross household income) is $50,000 for the 
sample vs. $48,000 for New Zealand; P35 is $80,000 for the sample, as it is for New Zealand; P63 is $150,000 for 
the sample vs. $122,000 for New Zealand; P88 is $250,000 for the sample vs. $204,000 for New Zealand. The 
bottom half of the sample has similar incomes to the rest of New Zealand, the top half about 20% higher.

 

95% of the sample lives in the region, with a median residence time of 10 years. The five largest employment 
sectors are hospitality and tourism (12%), property and construction (11%), and healthcare, education, and 
agriculture (10% each).

11



Results - Central Otago Lifestyle
Respondents were overwhelmingly unified in their reasons for living in or visiting 
the region. The single word ‘Lifestyle’, summarising a diverse range of factors, was 
fairly or very important to 89% of the sample. 


The region’s  natural character, dark skies, undisturbed natural landscapes, 
climate, and outdoor recreation were all important to 69-89% of the sample, as 
were the social factors of the pace of life, sense of community, low population, lack 
of congestion, and good internet. 


Less important were public services (52%), ease of travel to the rest of New 
Zealand and overseas (48% & 41%, respectively), and factors related to work 
(33-43%) – although specific issues related to work did figure prominently in the 
written answers. 


Having family nearby was important to 37% of the sample, and having family from 
the region to 25%. None of the factors associated with living or visiting the region 
were divisive or polarising.
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What’s important?

Lifestyle

Natural character of the region

Undisturbed natural landscapes

Access to outdoor recreation opportunities

Lack of congestion (compared to cities)

Pace of life

Regional climate

Sense of community

Low population

Strong & reliable internet connectivity

Dark skies at night

Access to public services

Ease of travel to the rest of NZ

Availability of work near where I live

East of travel to the rest of the world

Ease of working remotely

Proximity to family (currently)

Work opportunities

My family are from here 10.9%

11.0%

15.0%

15.8%

13.0%

15.0%

13.9%

16.2%

37.6%

37.0%

37.0%

32.0%

41.0%

40.0%

53.0%

52.0%

58.0%

63.0%

61.6%

13.9%

22.0%

22.0%

23.8%

28.0%

28.0%

33.7%

36.4%

30.7%

33.0%

35.0%

45.0%

37.0%

39.0%

28.0%

31.0%

28.0%

25.0%

28.3%

24.8%

33.0%

26.0%

28.7%

32.0%

26.0%

29.7%

32.3%

17.8%

17.0%

17.0%

16.0%

15.0%

14.0%

11.0%

10.0%

8.0%

6.0%

5.1%

15.8%

15.0%

14.0%

13.9%

13.0%

12.0%

14.9%

9.1%

8.9%

7.0%

7.0%

3.0%

4.0%

4.0%

4.0%

3.0%

2.0%

3.0%

2.0%

34.7%

19.0%

23.0%

17.8%

14.0%

19.0%

7.9%

6.1%

5.0%

6.0%

4.0%

4.0%

3.0%

3.0%

4.0%

4.0%

4.0%

3.0%

3.0%

Very low importance Low importance Neutral Fairly important Very high importance



Results - Climate Change
There is a high level of consensus and concern about climate change and the 
environment.


The majority (72%)  are concerned about climate change (the same figure as those 
who say climate change is ‘important’ nationally); 70% about extreme weather 
events; 64% about carbon emissions and 65% about the future costs of dealing 
with the impacts of climate change.  


Similarly, 83% of respondents are concerned about human impact on the 
environment and 79% about human impact on native species. More than 70% of 
respondents thought the government, councils, residents, businesses, and visitors 
should be doing more to slow the impacts of climate change.
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How people feel

Human impact on the environment

Human impact on native species

Climate change

Extreme weather events

Future cost of carbon emissions

Carbon emissions 32.0%

35.0%

35.0%

38.6%

45.0%

47.0%

32.0%

30.0%

35.0%

32.7%

34.0%

36.0%

18.0%

24.0%

18.0%

13.9%

12.0%

10.0%

9.0%

5.0%

8.0%

6.9%

7.0%

6.0%

9.0%

6.0%

4.0%

7.9%

2.0%

1.0%

Not concerned at all Fairly unconcerned Neutral Fairly concerned Deeply concerned
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Who should do more?

Businesses

Residents

Visitors

Government

Councils 36.6%

38.0%

42.4%

38.0%

42.0%

33.7%

34.0%

32.3%

38.0%

35.0%

17.8%

17.0%

18.2%

16.0%

15.0%

6.9%

6.0%

4.0%

4.0%

4.0%

5.0%

5.0%

3.0%

4.0%

4.0%

Strongly disagree Disagree Neutral Agree Strongly agree
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Results - Infrastructure & Growth
On population growth, 24% of respondents thought the forecast rate of population 
growth (+58% between 2018 and 2048) was about right, 74% thought it was too 
fast. 


To the open-response question “What are you most concerned about for Central 
Otago?”, the overwhelmingly most common answers (73% of respondents) were 
related to over-tourism and over-development and its impacts, some of which also 
commented on the specific type of development, a perceived lack of planning, the 
interests being served, and the role of the councils.

 

The survey found general satisfaction with most aspects of infrastructure, with 
“adequate” being the most popular answer to questions on roading networks, 
energy supply, drinking water supply, stormwater systems, wastewater (incl. 
sewerage), internet connection, airports, housing (generally), visitor 
accommodation, and the education system, with positive and negative views fairly 
balanced. 


In contrast, there was dissatisfaction with affordable housing (which 83% rated as 
poor or very poor), public transport (73%) and the health system (55%). 


Clear majorities said that airports, tourism businesses and visitors themselves, as 
opposed to local ratepayers, should pay for the infrastructure costs associated 
with any increase in visitor numbers. Opinions relating to funding tourism, including 
tourist taxes, levies and bed taxes were expressed in a number of open-ended 
responses.

The summit of the Crown Range 17



Rating existing infrastructure

Internet connection

Airports

Visitor accommodation

Drinking water supply

Education system

Energy supply

Housing (generally)

Roading networks

Stormwater systems

Wastewater (incl. sewerage)

Health system

Public Transport

Affordable housing

1.0%

3.0%

4.0%

3.0%

5.0%

5.0%

6.0%

6.0%

10.0%

12.1%

12.0%

10.0%

2.0%

6.0%

15.0%

14.9%

16.0%

16.0%

21.0%

24.0%

27.0%

24.0%

26.3%

29.0%

34.0%

14.1%

21.0%

28.0%

50.5%

45.0%

42.0%

36.0%

46.0%

45.0%

37.0%

49.5%

43.0%

35.0%

41.4%

36.0%

33.0%

21.8%

25.0%

28.0%

24.0%

17.0%

16.0%

18.0%

8.1%

12.0%

17.0%

42.4%

36.0%

21.0%

8.9%

11.0%

9.0%

14.0%

7.0%

6.0%

11.0%

4.0%

4.0%

4.0%

Very poor Poor Adequate Good Very good
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Who should pay for improved infrastructure?

Visitors

Tourism businesses

Businesses

Airports

Ratepayers 21.5%

60.3%

72.8%

77.2%

91.1%
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Much  
37.1%

Too 
38.1%

About 
23.8%

Too 
1.0%Thoughts on the projected population growth?

Statistics NZ forecast the population of NZ to increase by 29% from 2018 to 2048, 
while the rate of increase in Central Otago would be 58% during the same time frame.
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The Central Otago Rail Trail

Results - Tourism
The topic of tourism was the only section that showed a noticeable division of opinion 
in the community. 


A moderate degree of polarisation is evident in the questions “NZ needs more visitors” 
(48% disagree, 24% agree), “Central Otago needs more visitors” (53% disagree, 22% 
agree) and “Tourism numbers pre-Covid were manageable” (47% disagree, 27% 
agree). In contrast, there was a broad consensus that “We need greater focus on the 
value of visitors” (9% disagree, 65% agree); “There should be more focus on 
sustainability” (3% disagree, 84% agree), and that “Tourism should be spread more 
evenly across NZ” (10% disagree, 53% agree).


Overall, respondents’ answers were consistent with the Queenstown Lakes 
Regenerative Tourism Plan,23 developed with considerable industry and community 
input, which calls for less focus on growth and more focus on the value of tourism and 
its impacts, calling, for example, for net zero tourism by 2030, including air travel.


Further analysis of responses will  provide useful additional insight - for example, 
variation in response by location (tourist hotspot vs peripheral town/area). This analysis 
will be included in the third  report.
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Thoughts on tourism

There should be more focus on sustainability

We need greater focus on the value of visitors

Tourism should be spread more evenly across NZ

Tourism levels pre-Covid (2019) were manageable

NZ needs more visitors

Central Otago needs more visitors 3.0%

5.0%

5.0%

19.0%

24.0%

44.0%

18.0%

19.0%

22.8%

34.0%

41.0%

40.0%

26.0%

28.0%

25.7%

37.0%

26.0%

13.0%

34.0%

31.0%

29.7%

8.0%

7.0%

2.0%

19.0%

17.0%

16.8%

2.0%

2.0%

1.0%

Strongly disagree Disagree Neutral Agree Strongly agree
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Results - Air Travel and Airports
85% of respondents reported taking at least one domestic flight in a normal year; 
the most popular answer was 3-5 return trips, and the average was 3. Combined 
with the generally longer flights, this suggests that residents fly more domestically 
and are responsible for greater domestic aviation emissions (about 0.6 t CO2) than 
New Zealanders as a whole, who take an average of 1.5 return flights per year 
incurring emissions of 0.2 t CO2 per person.


45% of respondents fly to Australia, 18% to the South Pacific, 11% to Asia, 13% 
to the Americas, and 26% to the UK or Europe in a normal year, some of them 
more than once. The average number of international trips in a normal year is 1.7.


While only 11% of respondents indicated that they would not fly at all in a normal 
year, the distribution of the amount of air travel was highly skewed, with a small 
part of the sample responsible for most of the total travel and associated 
emissions. 


24% of respondents declared an intention to fly more in the future compared to a 
normal year in the past; the rest were neutral or disagreed. The latter, at 58%, may 
be indicating an intention to fly less. One quarter of respondents thought more 
flights into Central Otago were needed.


Five out of every eight respondents (63%) disagreed that the proposed new airport 
at Tarras should be built (51% strongly disagreed). 22% agreed that it should be 
built (10% strongly), and 15% were neutral. A slightly higher proportion (69%) 
disagreed that more than one international jet airport is needed in Central Otago. 


It is important to note that demand modelling for the proposed new airport is over 
and above demand served by Queenstown International Airport. The Christchurch 
Airport proposal for a new airport at Tarras focuses on future ‘unmet demand’ and 
is independent of and additional to Queenstown Airport. At no point has the Tarras 
proposal been positioned by Christchurch Airport as a replacement for ZQN, and 
the CEO of Queenstown Airport has confirmed that there is no suggestion that his 
organisation would consider ceasing commercial operations at their Frankton 
location if an airport went ahead at Tarras.
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Flights taken, annually

Other parts of NZ

Australia

The South Pacific

Asia

The Americas

UK and Europe

1.0%

4.0%

1.0%

6.1%

1.0%

1.0%

4.0%

27.3%

2.0%

1.0%

3.0%

1.0%

7.0%

24.2%

24.8%

12.0%

7.0%

15.2%

32.0%

23.2%

73.3%

87.0%

89.0%

82.8%

55.0%

15.2%

None 1 per year 2 per year 3-5 per year 6-10 per year 11 or more per year
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Thoughts about flying and airports

We need more flights into Central Otago from elsewhere in NZ

We need more flights into Central Otago from Australia

We need more flights into Central Otago from elsewhere in the world

We should build the proposed international jet airport at Tarras

We need more than one international jet airport in Central Otago

I will take more domestic flights each year in the future

I will take more internationnal flights each year in the future 2.0%

3.0%

7.0%

9.9%

6.9%

6.0%

8.0%

17.0%

16.2%

13.0%

11.9%

15.8%

18.0%

20.0%

26.0%

32.3%

11.0%

14.9%

25.7%

29.0%

28.0%

33.0%

30.3%

20.0%

12.9%

18.8%

17.0%

16.0%

22.0%

18.2%

49.0%

50.5%

32.7%

30.0%

28.0%

Strongly disagree Disagree Neutral Agree Strongly agree
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Discussion

Resource consents for projects such as airports are granted by regional councils. The original Resource Management Act (1991) allowed 
councils to consider greenhouse gas emissions. This ability was removed in 2004, as greenhouse gases were held by the government to be 
regulated by the Emissions Trading Scheme (ETS). Another amendment in 2020 restored the ability for councils to consider greenhouse gas 
emissions and further required councils and courts to have regard to climate change. The entire Act was repealed and replaced in August 2023, 
only to be reinstated in December following a change of government; the new government plans to amend and eventually replace the Act.

 

While domestic aviation emissions are fully included in the ETS, international aviation emissions are not. A variety of government actions 
indicate, however, that such emissions could be considered in any consent application: the Paris Agreement, the inclusion in the Zero Carbon 
Act for the Climate Change Commission to advise on the topic in 2024, New Zealand’s status as a founding member of the International 
Aviation High Ambition Coalition (which included a pledge to ‘advance ambitious actions to reduce aviation CO2 emissions at a rate consistent 
with efforts to limit the global average temperature increase to 1.5 °C’), its support for the ICAO aspirational goal of net zero international 
aviation by 2050, and its formation of the government/industry advisory group Sustainable Aviation Aotearoa to support the delivery of net zero 
aviation. 


The Civil Aviation Act 2023 enters into force in 2025 with the purpose of, amongst other things, to ‘maintain, enhance, and promote a transport 
system that contributes to environmental sustainability, economic prosperity, inclusive access, healthy and safe people, and resilience and 
security’ and to ‘take into account the adverse effects of civil aviation on the interests of people, property, and the environment.’ (It implements 
ICAO’s CORSIA offsetting scheme.) 


The Central Otago Airport proposal arrives at a critical time for environmental action, but also at a time when the regulatory framework is 
uncertain and evolving on many fronts. In this situation, corporate governance plays a highly significant role, and the actions and plans of 
corporations and other organisations assume heightened influence.

Resource consent framework and relevant legislation

The role of the local community
Nimbyism (‘Not In My Back Yard’) is a pejorative term, dating from the 1970s, implying that the target of the term is objecting to a local 
development for selfish, parochial reasons, even though they would approve such a development elsewhere and accept that the development 
fulfils a public good. In New Zealand, the term has most frequently occurred in the context of zoning regulations permitting medium- or high-
density housing. Here the public good is the amelioration of the housing crisis via a more compact urban form involving higher density, well-
located housing. Even in this somewhat extreme case, however, an existing local streetscape may have some wider social and cultural value 
beyond its financial value to residents. Weighing competing interests is unavoidable and is the basis of planning.24

 

After fifty years of use, the academic community finds little value in the Nimby concept and view it generally as a bad-faith attempt by pro-
development forces to discredit and undermine opposition and avoid examination of the various interests in play. Many so-called ‘Nimby’ 
battles do not pit locals against the state’s economic, social, and environmental interests, but locals against developers. On the other hand, 
just as locals may on occasion disguise selfish interests by appeals to more universal values such as the environment, capital can play the 
same game by claiming, for example, wider economic benefits of a particular project. Researchers have found that locals may oppose 
developments for a wide range of reasons such as the development process, the developer’s intentions, the type of development, and its 
economic, social, and environmental impacts on a range of spatial and temporal scales. In addition, locals are likely to be better informed than 
others about developments in their backyard, if only due to the media attention that these generate, and have a stronger emotional connection 
to the existing local character.25
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Public participation in decision-making has waxed and waned considerably in New Zealand 
over the past thirty years, as successive governments have altered planning processes at 
many levels. Christine Chenye writes that:


    It is well established in participatory planning and urban governance literature that the 
quality and sustainability of the urban environment, the strength of its democratic fabric 
and the community’s ability to respond to complex challenges and ‘wicked’ problems such 
as social exclusion, environmental degradation, climate change, and urban growth and 
decline will be determined by the health of urban governance and, in particular, local 
government.27  

At that time (2015) there was a ‘deepening democratic deficit’ worsened by reforms that 
have sought to ‘reduce the scope for citizen influence in urban and environmental 
governance.’ Despite this, numerous local battles over specific projects have been fought, 
such as that over the Kāpiti Expressway, in which opposition groups specifically targeted 
what they saw as sham and misleading consultation by the government.

 

The relationship between a local community and an industrial development can be examined 
in terms of the “social licence to operate”. This theory classifies community support and 
engagement into four levels of social licence: withholding, acceptance, approval, and co-
ownership. Since its inception in the mining industry in the 1990s, it has evolved into a 
method of study, a tool for public- and private-sector planners, and a strategy for industries 
to gain and maintain support for their activities. In the context of climate change, it has been 
used for projects with both positive (e.g. solar and wind farms) and negative (petroleum 
extraction) climate impacts.28 The survey results indicate that the social licence of 
Christchurch Airport to operate in Central Otago is currently withheld and that the very 
strongly negative views expressed by many respondents suggest that Christchurch Airport 
may find social licence difficult to gain.29


A particular challenge for the Central Otago Airport proposal is that most of the benefits 
accrue in the future to people who do not currently live in or visit the region. Most of the 
benefits of increased air connectivity accrue to future travellers, future tourist operators, and 
future exporters. 


There are, of course, disbenefits to current local residents due to the industrial 
transformation of Tarras itself and to the growth and changing character of the region 
(“Killing the goose that laid the golden egg”, as one respondent put it). But there are also 
disbenefits well outside the local time and place, via the induced growth of the aviation 
industry, the associated growth in emissions, and the impact of the ability of New Zealand 
and the international community to reduce them. 


The project makes obvious the conflict between a tradition of endless growth and ever-
increasing mobility on one hand, and the requirement of a safe future, on the other. The 
survey results show that this conflict is readily apparent to a large number of respondents. 
The project throws into focus the question of what is the process for determining the overall 
development trajectory of a region. (As one respondent wrote, “Who defines what is 
‘progress’?”) 27



Conclusion
The survey revealed a strongly unified population sharing many values, beliefs, and 
concerns. Perhaps surprisingly, in view of the many well-canvassed pressures that 
growth has brought to the region, no questions were strongly divisive or polarising. 
Only tourism revealed some differences of opinion, but they were not large. 


Most responses on current infrastructure were fairly neutral or balanced; only 
healthcare, housing, and public transport received strongly negative ratings. As we 
shall see in the second report, however, the written responses on infrastructure 
reveal widespread concerns for the future, how it is approached, and who decides.


89% of respondents lived in or visited the region for its ‘lifestyle’; other natural 
factors, such as climate and landscape, also figured extremely highly. There was a 
high level of concern about climate change and environmental sustainability in the 
region..

 

63% of respondents were opposed to the proposed Central Otago Airport (and 
51%, strongly opposed) compared to 22% in favour. This level of opposition was 
found across the Central Otago and Queenstown Lakes region.


This is an interim report. The second report will analyse the responses to the open-
ended questions.
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2. https://protectwanaka.nz/what-about-tarras-airport/
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APPENDIX - The survey
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A full copy of the survey is available 
online so that you can review the 

questions. Please note that if you input 
any data it will NOT be reviewed, nor will 
it be included in the study. This is purely 

for you to run through the survey yourself 
as if you were doing it. 

Survey link (not live): 

https://forms.gle/dETN5Bpcb9moYBVk7 

https://forms.gle/dETN5Bpcb9moYBVk7

