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Key Points 

• The draft Spatial Plan usefully provides a conceptual framework to pull the current disparate 
development plans together into a coherent plan, but fails to think outside the box.


• It implicitly endorses demand-led growth of air services which is imperilling the social licence 
essential for the Airport to operate.


• There is an absence of any strategic thinking about the economic and social impacts of the 
Airport - no one wants to take responsibility for this critical piece of the jigsaw, despite the 
expectation that the Spatial Plan would.


• The draft Spatial Plan is silent as to the real prospect that there is a significant incompatibility 
between environmentally sustainable growth and growth at the levels forecasted.


Growth 

The draft Spatial Plan states [at page 11] it, “provides a longterm framework for managing growth. 
It directs growth in a way that will make positive changes to the environment, housing, access to 
jobs and opportunities, the wellbeing of the community and the experience of visitors. It 
recognises that solving these challenges will require central and local government working 
together with the community and private sector.” Despite the COVID-19 pandemic, “growth is 
expected to return, and the number of residents, jobs and visitors will approximately double 
over the next 30 years, requiring about 17,000 new homes in the area” (my emphasis).


The Plan reviews the context, highlighting the constraints and challenges posed by growth.  Its 
starting point is the status quo and the various development plans already prepared or in the 
pipeline.  It usefully provides a conceptual framework to pull those disparate pieces of work 
together into a coherent plan.


Where it falls short, however, is in not thinking outside the box.  For example, the recent Town 
Centre and Frankton Masterplans are treated as key inputs (both plans were pre-2020, pre-
COVID); the Strategies described and the Priority initiatives to be advanced by the partnership’s 
joint work programme take the detail of the Masterplans as a given [e.g. at pages 58-59].  No 
alternative is offered: where is the ‘reset’? 



The Airport conundrum 

Similarly, on Airport growth, under the heading, ‘Outcome 3: A sustainable tourism system’, the 
Spatial Plan discusses Air services across Queenstown Lakes [at page 88] on the assumption that 
both Wanaka and Queenstown Airports will remain in their existing locations.  The possible 
development of a Tarras airport is simply treated as highlighting the commercial interest in the 
development and delivery of capacity to serve the wider region.  No attempt is made to evaluate 
the implications of potential alternative land use of Frankton Flats which might have been 
expected of a Spatial Plan with a 2050 horizon.  


As for the growth in demand for commercial air services, the Plan, having noted that  
“approximately 30-40% of people access the region by air”  simply says this “will continue as 
Queenstown Lakes and the wider region continues to develop, and it is important that the level of 
service continues to support this.”  So, the Queenstown Airport Corporation’s (QAC) demand-led 
model is left untouched.  (In other words, the airlines will determine growth in passenger 
numbers.)  Again, no ‘reset’.


The Social licence  

But this approach begs the question: 30-40% of what constitutes a sustainable tourism system?  
By 2051, visitor numbers are expected to have doubled: see the quote above.  By 2031, “it is 
expected that almost 150,000 people could be in the Queenstown Lakes at the peak of summer, 
of which over 90,000 will be either domestic or international visitors” [page 85].  While the 
infrastructure implications are noted, as is the need for improved coordination across the tourism 
system, there is no recognition that the limits of the social licence as regards the Airport growth 
at Frankton have been signalled already.  


The evidence of this is starkly recorded in the Council’s Minutes of its meeting on 25 February 
2020 and consequent Statement of Expectations addressed to QAC.  Council expressed its own 
expectation that there would be no increase in the Air Noise Boundaries in these terms:


“The Council expects QAC to deliver a strategic plan that demonstrates how it 
intends to maintain its long term operational functionality while prioritising ... 
[amongst other things] continu[ing] to operate within the existing established noise 
boundaries”.


This clearly reflected, immediately before the pandemic, that Council recognised that QAC could 
not expect to be able to provide a level of service to meet, say, 30-40% of visitors numbering 



90,000 a day (as contemplated by 2031) by continuing to expand aircraft movements into the 
Frankton Airport.


At no stage has QAC accepted this limitation.  


Rather it has pointed to the Spatial Plan as the source of “a base line resource and reference 
document for our strategic planning” (page 8 of QAC’s Statement of Intent 2022 draft, March 
2021).


Absence of strategic thinking 

In this regard, while the draft Spatial Plan acknowledges this function:

“The Spatial Plan will be used to inform and guide input to strategic decisions on air 
service investment for the future”


it fails to provide any strategic thinking about air services beyond demand-led growth, simply 
noting: 


“As strategic planning is progressed for both Queenstown and Wānaka airports, the 
outputs can be incorporated into future updates of the Spatial Plan.”


This failure of the Spatial Plan is all the more disingenuous given participants in the consultation 
process were told, when the development of the district’s airports were raised as a key interest 
topic during the workshops: 


“that these early engagement workshops would not go into the detail of the different airport 
scenarios or form part of the workshop exercises. This was due to QLDC being in the 
process of getting an Economic and Social Impacts Assessment relating to possible 
futures for both the Queenstown and Wānaka airports through MartinJenkins consultants. 
The work being conducted would deliver new fact based information and undertake 
relevant community engagement that would then be used as one or, a number of sources 
to inform the draft Spatial Plan and other Council future decision making“ [The Spatial 
Plan’s Community Engagement Report, March 2021, page11].


While the MartinJenkins Assessments are noted as one of the Key inputs to the Spatial Plan at 

pp.18-19, there is no discussion in the draft as to how those assessments have informed the 
Plan, let alone how the Airport can retain the social licence granted by the community in light of 
the continued objection to any expansion of the air noise boundaries at Frankton. 




Similarly, while the Spatial Plan notes “Queenstown’s role as a domestic and international tourism 
gateway is compounding these [transport] issues, adding to congestion, emissions and safety 
issues” [page 39], it does not offer any analysis or alternatives to challenge the continuation of this 
role.


Growth v. Sustainability 

Failure to engage with the immediate problem of air noise boundaries and the social licence or 
with the long term location of the airport is symptomatic of the wider failure to manage the 
pressures for growth beyond intensification of more of the same in the existing space.  


None of the 108 pages of the Plan quells the concern that, allowing for a doubling in the “number 

of residents, jobs and visitors … over the next 30 years, requiring about 17,000 new homes 
in the area”, ultimately is not compatible with the Queenstown Lakes remaining both an iconic 
destination (a central part of Aotearoa New Zealand’s tourism offering) and a highly sought-after 
location as a place to live.  How is such growth environmentally sustainable, both now and in the 
face of future imperatives of the climate emergency?


Put colloquially, you cannot pour a quart into a pint pot.  All the more so if you are not willing to 
consider expanding the size of the pot by the alternative land use of Frankton Flats.
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