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3. General Business 
 

 

AIRPORT RUNWAY EXTENSION - UPDATE AND FUNDING 

REQUEST FOR RMA APPROVALS PROCESS 
 
 

Purpose 

1. This report updates Council on the progress on the runway extension and identifies 
options to respond to a funding request from Wellington International Airport Limited 
(WIAL) for additional funding assistance with the Resource Management Act (RMA) 
approval process.  

Summary 

2. Improving Wellington’s long haul connectivity is a central plank of Wellington’s 
economic growth agenda. An extension to the runway to facilitate this has long been on 
the top of Wellington Employers Chamber of Commerce members' list of initiatives to 
help move the city and the region forward, and has been communicated to the 
community as part of the 2014/15 Annual Plan and early engagement on the 2015-25 
Long Term Plan as one of the Big 8 ideas to stimulate economic growth in the city. 

3. WIAL and WCC have partnered to fund the feasibility testing and RMA approvals 
process to achieve the runway extension which is the infrastructural barrier to 
achieving this outcome for Wellington. To date this process has significantly advanced 
the analysis and work required to confirm that a runway extension is indeed feasible as 
summarised in the following table: 

Analysis  Evidence 

Confirmation of the economic impact and viability of the 
proposed runway extension 

Ernst & Young (EY) 
Report 
(attachment 2) 

Confirmation of the market viability for airlines and routes 
for long haul services at Wellington Airport 

InterVISTAS Report 
(attachment 3) 

Confirmation that an extension to the south is possible 
from an engineering and geotechnical perspective 

URS 

Development of environmental impact assessments NIWA 

Development of visual/urban design impact assessments Boffa Miskell 

Development of traffic impact assessments Traffic Design Group 

Development of noise impact assessments Marshal Day 

4. Council commissioned PWC and AirBiz to undertake an independent peer review of 
the two key reports noted above – the InterVISTAS and EY reports by PWC and AirBiz 
(attachment 4) as these are fundamental to the economic case for the runway 
extension, and therefore Council’s involvement. The PWC and AirBiz report is included 
as attachment 4. 
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5. The peer review could not find any errors in assumptions or process that would 
materially impact on the findings of the InterVISTAS or EY Reports. The key findings of 
the peer review are: 

 Airbiz conducted the review of the InterVISTAS report and Airbiz are of the 
opinion that InterVISTAS has assessed and presented a reasonable and credible 
view of the airline and route prospects at case study level for new long haul 
services.  

 PWC conducted the review of the EY report and are comfortable with the 
approach adopted by EY to assess potential economic benefits and cannot 
identify any errors in technique, logic or calculation. 

6. Both Airbiz and PWC identified areas within the EY and InterVISTAS reports where 
further detail, explanation or greater clarity would improve the respective reports. EY 
and InterVISTAS along with WIAL have been advised of these areas and will address 
these matters.  

7. WIAL has now collated enough information to confirm the viability and possibility of a 
runway extension to the south to proceed with confidence. However, to complete the 
necessary work to finalise the consent and process through the preferred 
Environmental Protection Agency (EPA) Board of Inquiry route there is a funding 
challenge.  

8. The total costs to now complete the consent application, and process the application 
through the EPA Board of Inquiry have been estimated at $5.9 million. WIAL seek 
funding assistance from Council for 50% of this cost.  

9. On 23 May 2013 Council approved a contribution of $1 million, or 50% of the then 
estimated costs of $2 million, therefore this request seeks an additional $1.95 million to 
bring Council’s total contribution to $2.95 million (50% of the new estimate of $5.9 
million). 

10. The increase in estimated costs has been driven by the higher costs to process the 
consent through the EPA process which was not considered in the earlier estimate, 
and higher than estimated costs of preparing the feasibility and impact assessments.  

 

Recommendation/s 

It is recommended that the Council: 

1. Receive the information. 

2. Note the analysis from the Ernst and Young report shows the economic case for the 
runway extension is strong. 

3. Note the analysis from InterVISTAS indicates a range of viable long haul routes to Asia 
and North America do exist to and from Wellington. 

4. Note that the runway extension will go towards the south and engineering work shows 
that forecast costs remain within the $300-350 million initial estimates. 

5. Note Council agreed to fund $1 million towards the RMA approvals process for the 
runway extension at its meeting of 29 May 2013. 

6. Agree to commit up to $1.95 million to Wellington International Airport Limited to assist 
in funding the process to secure the necessary Resource Management Act approvals 
for the extension of the length of the Wellington Airport runway  

7. Agree that the further Council contribution of up to $1.95 million will be funded from the 
forecast increased dividend from Wellington International Airport Limited for the 
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2014/15 financial year, and is contingent on confirmation that the dividend in 2014/15 is 
at least $1.95 million greater than budgeted in the 2014/15 Annual Plan. 

8. Agree that the provision of the funding be on the conditions that: 

a. the Board of Wellington International Airport Limited agree that any costs beyond 
the total cost of $5.95 million will be met by Wellington International Airport 
Limited and that no further funding requests will be made; and 

b. the funding the Council has contributed for the RMA approval process is taken 
into account in the consideration of the overall funding of the project.  

9. Note that in agreeing to provide funding to Wellington international Airport Limited for 
the Resource Management Act approval process there is no commitment from Council 
towards funding any runway extension which will form a separate process. 

10. Agree to delegate to the Chief Executive authority to finalise and enter into a funding 
agreement with Wellington International Airport limited in accordance with this report. 

11. Note that Wellington City Council has a separate regulatory role under the Resource 
Management Act and this decision has no impact on the independent discharge of that 
role. 

 

Background 

11. Improving international air connections is a core part of Council’s economic growth 
agenda to transform the city and has been a strategic priority for the city and region for 
a long time. 

12. The major barrier to materially improving the regions air connectivity is the length of the 
runway at Wellington airport. It has been confirmed that the runway is simply too short 
to allow direct flights to and from the main airway hubs in Asia and North America with 
new generation aircraft. 

13. In May 2013 Council agreed to jointly fund the feasibility and impact assessment of 
extending the runway and the RMA approvals process on the basis that until the work 
was completed to obtain resource consent approval the runway extension would never 
eventuate. The resource consent process would determine whether the extension was 
feasible, consentable, consider the engineering solutions, the environmental impacts, 
the economic viability, aviation aspects and also importantly provide clarity around the 
cost of any extension. 

14. At the time WIAL estimated that the work required to support the feasibility assessment 
and normal local authority RMA approvals process would be around $2.0 million, but 
this excluded extra costs associated with appeals, which given the size and impact of 
this application it is likely appeals to the Environment Court would eventuate. Council 
agreed to fund 50% ($1 million) of these costs at its meeting of 29 May 2013. Any costs 
above this were to be funded by WIAL. 

15. In making this decision Council recognised that the runway extension is not a viable 
project for WIAL on its own and will require public funding to make the project happen. 
The main benefits from the runway extension will be public benefits to the national and 
regional economies rather than private benefits to WIAL. 

16. WIAL has been working on this project since the time of Council approval and has 
significantly advanced the analysis and work required to confirm that a runway 
extension is indeed feasible and is looking now to submit a resource consent 
application in April 2015. Work on the aeronautical requirements, economic impact, 
route viability assessments, engineering options, geotechnical assessments, and the 
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key environmental impact investigations and impacts have either been completed or 
are near completion. 

17. The WIAL Board has approved the decision that the most appropriate consenting path 
is through the EPA Board of Inquiry, rather than the local authority consenting process. 
This decision was based on the view that the EPA process offers more certainty, speed 
and possibly cost (when appeals are taken into account) than the alternative 
consenting route. Neither costs of the EPA process which are funded by the applicant, 
nor costs of appeals through the normal local authority route, were included in the 
original cost estimate, and both are considerable. 

18. The cost incurred by WIAL to date has been $1.426m and it has been estimated that a 
further $1.621m is required to complete the full range of impact assessment and 
feasibility work required to lodge the application. WIAL has also assessed that the 
costs associated with processing the application through the EPA Board of Inquiry will 
be an additional $2.85m (the cost of the actual EPA Board of Inquiry and the costs of 
the advisors during the approvals process) resulting in a total cost of $5.9m to 
complete the process and receive a decision on the application as summarised below: 

Details $m 

WIAL costs to date (engineering, aeronautical safety, 
environmental impact, economic impact, planning and legal advice) 

$1.426 

WIAL costs required to lodge consent $1.621 

EPA Board of Inquiry Costs (to be met by the applicant) $1.750 

WIAL costs of advisors and experts through the EPA Board of 
Inquiry process 

$1.103 

Total estimated cost RMA approvals process to decision $5.900 

19. This cost differs to the original estimate in May 2013 due to the strategic decision to 
take the EPA Board of Inquiry route for the RMA approvals process, and the extent of 
cost of the feasibility and impact assessments were greater than anticipated. The 
following table summarises a comparison of the latest estimates with those discussed 
in May 2013: 

Cost Estimate Component ($m) May 2013 Dec 2014 Change 

Feasibility Reports / Advice $0.5m  $1.40m $0.90m 
Consent Application/AEE/ Consultation 
Process* 

$1.5m $2.75m $1.25m 

EPA Process** $0.0m $1.75m $1.75m 
Total $2.0m $5.90m $3.90m 

* Local body consenting costs only included in May 2013 estimate (no environment court contingency) 
** EPA costs not contemplated in May 2013 estimate 

20. Given the scale and impact of the runway extension it is almost certain that appeals to 
the environment court would have occurred under a normal local authority approvals 
process. The cost of this was not factored into the original estimates and it is certain 
any appeals would extend the application process by years, and increase the costs. 

21. The WIAL Board at its 30 October 2014 meeting approved additional funding of $1.95m 
to complete the RMA approvals process on the proviso that Council agreed to provide 
the same amount so that these costs are shared equally between Council and WIAL. 

22. The CEO of WIAL has written to Council seeking matching of $1.95m to complete the 
consenting process. A copy of the request is attached and includes a summary of the 
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costs incurred to date, the expected costs to complete the process and an updated 
outline timeline. 

23. Upon confirmation of the additional funding WIAL will complete the technical and 
environmental impact assessments prior to a pre-application consultation process in 
March 2015. The consent application is intended to be lodged in April 2015.  

24. Discussions have taken place with the other Councils in the Region and they have 
supported the runway extension as the number one priority for growing the regional 
economy. The issue was raised by the Mayors in a special meeting with the Prime 
Minister in February and WIAL presented to the Mayoral Forum recently where regional 
support was evidenced. 

Discussion 

Project Feasibility – Summary of key analysis from InterVISTAS, Ernst and 
Young and others 

25. The work completed by WIAL to date has confirmed that: 

 There is a strong economic case for the runway extension both from a regional 
and national economic perspective. The work completed by EY indicates the 
present value of the direct economic benefit to the Wellington Region to be up to 
$684m, and nationally up to $1.75m, between 2020 and 2060 and save 
international travel time for Wellington region based travellers; 

 InterVISTAS, who are recognised experts in the aviation industry, have assessed 

the potential long haul routes and confirmed that viable routes exist for airlines to 
operate long haul flights direct to and from Wellington to Asia with the possibility 
of seasonal services to North America; and 

 A 350 metre runway extension to the South is feasible from an aeronautical and 

engineering perspective and that the estimated cost of the runway extension 
remains in the indicated range of costs.  

26. Officers commissioned a peer review of the EY economic impact report and the 
InterVISTAS route viability report by PWC and Airbiz to provide a high degree of 
confidence that these reports are robust and that the conclusions are supported by 
good processes.  

27. PWC is a leading business and financial consultancy firm and Airbiz is an independent 
international specialist aviation consultancy firm with over 30 years of experience in 
advising aviation business route development and aviation management consulting 
(and many other aviation specialist areas). Both firms have credentials to be able to 
provide a high level of comfort over the original work, which was also performed by 
highly regarded firms in their areas of expertise. 

28. The peer review could not find any errors in assumptions or process that would 
materially impact on the findings of the InterVISTAS or EY Reports.  

29. The key findings of the peer review are: 

 Airbiz conducted the review of the InterVISTAS report and Airbiz are of the 
opinion that InterVISTAS has assessed and presented a reasonable and credible 
view of the airline and route prospects at case study level for new long haul 
services.  

 PWC conducted the review of the EY report and are comfortable with the 

approach adopted by EY to assess potential economic benefits and cannot 
identify any errors in technique, logic or calculation. 
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30. Both Airbiz and PWC identified areas within the EY and InterVISTAS reports where 
further detail, explanation or greater clarity would improve the respective reports. EY 
and InterVISTAS along with WIAL have been advised of these areas and will address 
these matters.  

31. The economic impact and route viability work commissioned by WIAL together with the 
findings of the peer review undertaken on behalf of Council provide a strong case for 
the runway extension and support continuing the resource consent process and the 
associated financial investment required to complete the consenting process. 

32. Attempts have been made to attract long haul flights direct to Wellington utilising the 
existing runway and offering the potential of incentives to airlines to operate direct 
flights. These have not been successful as the load restrictions are such that the 
economics are simply not viable for airlines even with the potential for financial 
incentives to support the route. The runway extension is the critical component of 
achieving direct long haul services to Wellington and materially improving Wellington’s 
international air connections. 

33. In May 2013, the decision was made to commence work on obtaining a resource 
consent for the runway extension. To get real progress against this strategic priority the 
potential for the runway extension needed to move beyond being an idea to being an 
informed process with all of the supporting work to develop a robust business case. 
This remains the case. 

Economic Growth Agenda 

34. The desire to improve Wellington’s international air connections has been a key 
strategic objective of Council and the Region for a long time. It is a key part of Council’s 
economic growth agenda and is one of the Big 8 ideas.  

35. The runway extension is the key project to deliver on improved international air 
connectivity. It is expected that an extended runway will unlock the city’s and region’s 
economic potential by: 

 Increased visitor numbers to the city and region 

 Increasing productivity through reduced travel time for locals and visitors 

 Growing key industries 

 Makes Wellington more attractive to skilled migrants, businesses and students 

 Providing opportunities for airfreight to be serviced out of Wellington  
 

36. These factors combine to contribute to the economic benefits outlined by EY in the 
economic impact report prepared for WIAL, and peer reviewed by PWC. 

Funding Considerations and Options 

37. WIAL are seeking funding support for 50% of the total costs (on the same basis as in 
May 2013) due to the escalation of the estimated costs of this process. This requires 
Council to provide a further $1.95 million of funding to WIAL to continue the RMA 
approvals process to bring our contribution up to $2.95 million (50% of the total 
estimated costs of $5.9 million). 

38. Council has two main options to consider: 

 Fund after consideration through the 2015-25 Long Term Plan; or 

 Fund now through the forecast surplus created by the 2014/15 WIAL dividend 
(estimated to be $13.4m compared to the $11.0m budgeted in the 2014/15 
Annual Plan, creating a surplus of $2.4m from the WIAL dividend). 
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39. Funding the $1.95 million through rates in the 2015-25 Long Term Plan would increase 
the 2015/16 rates or increase the quantum required to balance the 2015/16 rates to 
targeted levels (as our current draft plan is already $1 million over the target limit). It 
would also delay making the funding decision. 

40. Funding now through the forecast WIAL dividend surplus will not require a rates 
increase or new borrowings and allows WIAL to continue with its plan to lodge the RMA 
application in April 2015. It is noted that the increased dividend from WIAL would 
otherwise have been available to Council in any case.  

41. Officers favour funding this through the forecast WIAL dividend surplus in the 2014/15 
year as it allows WIAL the ability to proceed swiftly in progressing the RMA approvals 
process and does not require a rates increase. However Officers recommend that 
Council approval is contingent on confirmation of the dividends increased. 

42. WIAL has a 31 March balance date and therefore there is a high degree of certainty 
that the increased dividend of $13.4 million for 2014/15 will eventuate as indicated. No 
other significant unfavourable variances to budget are forecast for the 2014/15 financial 
year at this time. 

43. A third option open to Council is to decline the request from WIAL and provide no 
additional funding. This would require WIAL to meet $4.9 million of the total estimated 
costs compared to Councils contribution of $1 million.  

44. Should Council decline the request from WIAL, it would send a strong signal to WIAL 
(and Central Government) that Council is not committed to this process. It is likely that 
WIAL would not continue with the consenting process without Council agreeing to be a 
funding partner. WIAL state that they cannot fund the runway extension without public 
funding support and they would be reluctant to continue to invest in the RMA approval 
process without a strong commitment from Council.  

45. WIAL and Council will work together to obtain regional and central government funding 
support. The project needs to be advanced and hold consents to progress these 
funding discussions to adequately demonstrate the project is feasible, viable and able 
to achieve the benefits of long haul connectivity.  

46. If a consent is granted under the RMA approvals process WIAL and Council will have a 
15 year (a longer consent lapse period will be requested) opportunity to deliver the 
runway extension which allows time to develop and consider the funding proposal for 
the runway extension that we expect to include local, regional and central government 
funding. 

47. Officers will ensure that when seeking regional support for the runway extension and 
allocating a funding share across the region, account will be taken of Wellington City 
Council’s support provided in this RMA approvals process that has not yet been sought 
from the region. To do so now would delay the process by a considerable length of 
time. 

48. There have been initial discussions with Government regarding funding. Government 
has asked for a full business case to properly assess the proposal. An approved 
resource consent is a key component of the business case and forms a vital part of the 
approach to Government. 

Community Engagement 

49. The desire to improve Wellington’s international air connections has been something 
the Council has been working towards for over a decade and has featured in Council’s 
annual and long-term plans as far back as the 2006/16 long-term plan.  
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50. The need to improve connections to the world was also discussed with the community, 
and adopted, as part of the Wellington 2040 and the Economic Development 
strategies. More recently, the option of supporting the construction of a longer runway 
was communicated as part of Council’s Big 8 Ideas and the early engagement on the 
2015/25 Long Term Plan as also covered in the economic growth agenda. 

51. The airport runway extension has long been the number one priority of the Wellington 
Employers Chamber of Commerce members' list of initiatives to help move the city and 
the region forward, sending a signal to WIAL and the Council that there is strong 
support from the business community. There was 89% support for a runway extension 
in their latest member survey. 

52. WIAL has set up a separate website about the runway extension and provide feedback. 
Pre-application public consultation will be performed by WIAL in early 2015. 

Next Actions 

53. On the basis that the funding request from WIAL is approved then the next steps will be 
for WIAL to complete the work required for the consent application, carry out the 
consultation process through February and March 2015 with a view to lodging the RMA 
consent application in April 2015.  

 
 

Attachments 
Attachment 1. WIAL Letter 28Nov2014 Runway Extension Funding Request   Page 12 
Attachment 2. Ernst & Young Economic impact of the proposed runway 

extension   
Page 16 

Attachment 3. InterVISTAS Consulting Inc Viability assessment of long haul 
service at Wellington Airport   

Page 55 

Attachment 4. PWC Peer Review Economic Impact of the proposed runway 
extension report Final   

Page 93 

  
 

Author Kiri Rasmussen, Manager, Economic Development Projects  
Authoriser Derek Fry, Director City Growth & Partnerships  
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SUPPORTING INFORMATION 
Consultation and Engagement 

The specific request for additional funding has not been consulted on, however the proposal 

to progress this project as one of the Big 8 ideas has been communicated as part of the 

2014/15 Annual Plan and the pre-consultation on the 2015-25 LTP. 
 

Treaty of Waitangi considerations 

None directly from this funding decision. The project itself is a key issue to Mana Whenua 

who will be consulted with by WIAL. Further WIAL will undertake an extensive cultural and 

environmental impact assessment as part of its application. 

 

Financial implications 

The amount of financial assistance sought by WIAL is $1.95m. It is proposed that this be 

funded in the 2014/15 financial year from the additional amounts received from the WIAL 

dividend for the year. The WIAL dividend for 2014/15 is budgeted within the Council annual 

plan at $11.0m. WIAL has advised that it expects the dividend payable to Council for the 

2014/15 financial year will be $13.4m a forecast favourable increase of $2.4m compared to 

the Council 2014/15 Annual Plan. It is noted that WIAL has a 31 March balance date and so 

are now almost three quarters of the way through their financial year. 

 

It is proposed that the additional funding sought by WIAL for the consenting process be 

funded directly from the increased 2014/15 dividend from WIAL and that Council approval is 

contingent on the increase dividend is received. This allows Council to make a decision that 

will not delay the consenting process and does not require Council to seek any additional 

funding from ratepayers or increase debt levels.  

 

Policy and legislative implications 

None 

 

Risks / legal  

Aside from the normal decision making processes, there are no legal considerations with 

respect to the request for funding.  

 

The WIAL Board has approved an equivalent amount of $1.95m on the condition that 

matching funding is obtained from Council. Failure to provide matching funding could result 

in the resource consent process not being completed. A secondary risk is around timing, any 

delays in approving funding will impact on the project timetable accordingly as WIAL cannot 

commit further funding without certainty that Council funding is confirmed as being available. 

 

Climate Change impact and considerations 

Climate change and other environmental impacts of the runway extension itself will be 

considered as part of the work required for any application for resource consent. The funding 

request will enable all of the requisite work to be completed. 

 

Communications Plan 

None required 
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