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Might new Auckland International Airport CEO
change mired mindset?
OPINION: Can Carrie Hurihanganui shape new thinking on Queenstown Airport?
()
By John Hilhorst
Fri, 14 Jan 2022

Frankton Flats, currently used by Queenstown Airport, could become an urban campus.

Carrie Hurihanganui begins as Auckland International Airport's new CEO this month. As the

airport's first female chief executive in its 55-year history, her appointment changes entrenched
norms.
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Will she now change mired Otago mindsets by advocating in favour of Christchurch International
Airport Ltd's proposed airport near Tarras, to enable a more valuable alternative use of
Queenstown Airport land?
It was, after all, Hurihanganui's 2018 submission to Queenstown Airport Corporation (QAC) that
triggered Christchurch Airport's $45M purchase of 750ha – five times the size of Queenstown
Airport – near Tarras.
In her then-capacity as Air New Zealand's chief ground operations officer, Hurihanganui wrote; "Air
New Zealand does not consider increases to noise limits at QAC, even combined with investment
into Wānaka Airport, will ultimately be sufficient to sustainably grow visitor arrivals and the
associated economic health of Central Otago." She argued that: "We believe consideration should
be given to the establishment of an airport that can cater for the future growth of all domestic and
international travel to Otago."
The High Court has since quashed QLDC's illegal 100-year lease of Wānaka Airport to QAC, greatly
restricting their expansion options.
Will Hurihanganui retain this vision for a new regional airport, or will Auckland Airport's stake in
QAC compromise her into lockstep with the parochial mindset of Queenstown Lakes District
Council, QAC's majority owner?

Incoming Auckland International Airport chief executive Carrie Hurihanganui.

QLDC's mayor Jim Boult called Christchurch Airport's move "appalling" and described the notion of
Queenstown Airport winding down in favour of intensifying urban development on Frankton Flats
as "the silliest idea I've heard".
Can Hurihanganui guide Auckland Airport away from such tunnel vision? It is first and foremost a
property company, the largest in New Zealand. Surely, she can see the multi-billion-dollar
investment potential if QAC were to use its sunny, flat 160 ha in the middle of Frankton Flats for
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high-density urban development, rather than keeping it empty for an airport?
Densification of Frankton as the district's major metropolitan centre is a cornerstone of the
recently adopted Queenstown Lakes District Spatial Plan – to accommodate the projected doubling
of population by 2050 – despite the airport-sized hole in its midst, and the resultant development
restrictions on surrounding private land.
Queenstown Airport land would have a far greater investment return for its owners, Auckland
Airport and QLDC, if QAC were to pivot its property development from airport-centric to a highdensity, mixed-use community in the heart of the country's fastest-growing district.
This sizeable central property presents a blank canvas to develop an inspiring alpine village with
the necessary substance and character to accommodate the best of Kiwi and global talent. It could
accommodate the 22,000 new residents expected in the Wakatipu by 2050 in a fully integrated,
virtually carless, 10-minute city.
With a single landowner, there is a unique opportunity to coordinate design to ensure a quality
living environment where, as Sir Paul Callaghan extolled, "talent wants to live". And to develop
infrastructure at scale to minimise financial and carbon cost. With QLDC’s 75% share of QAC, the
community would capture most of the billion-dollar value gain from rezoning the land, rather than
this going to private developers.

John Hilhorst.
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The densification of Frankton made possible by a new airport near Tarras also offers the region its
best systemic mitigation for climate change. Urban density and already existing infrastructure
networks centralised on Frankton Flats would release far less construction and ongoing operational
greenhouse gases than urban sprawl across the Wakatipu, with its high-carbon stand-alone
housing, thin infrastructure spiderwebs and entrenched dependence on private vehicles. And
research shows concentrated urban centres far better support the development of knowledgebased enterprise that could reduce the district's current dependence on high-carbon, long-haul
tourism.
Hurihanganui argued a new regional airport would better support sustainable tourism; “so that
visitors can be delivered to hubs from which they can disperse widely… which serves tourism and
delivers GDP growth that does not either starve or crowd out local communities”. Sentiments
amplified by previous over-tourism, the impact of Covid and calls for a reset from volume towards
regenerative tourism.
With at least a decade before an airport near Tarras could be operational, Hurihanganui has time
to shape new thinking. Her 2018 Air NZ submission encouraged a coordinated approach, including
central and local government engagement with airlines and others. I hope she can achieve such
thoughtful collaboration in less than the half-century it's taken Auckland Airport to appoint a
female CEO.

John Hilhorst is a member of FlightPlan2050, a group promoting an alternative development plan
for Queenstown. This is supplied content and not commissioned or paid for by NBR.
By John Hilhorst
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