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SUBMISSION TO THE CLIMATE CHANGE COMMISSION  

DRAFT ADVICE 

1. EXECUTIVE SUMMARY 

1.1 The New Zealand Airports Association ("NZ Airports") supports the Climate Change 
Commission’s overarching approach to decarbonising New Zealand’s transportation 
sector through its focus on changes that are technologically possible at this time. 

1.2  We note the essential role that international and domestic aviation plays in providing New 
Zealand’s economic prosperity and social connections. We also highlight the 
technological and economic challenges to decarbonising aviation, and set out how the 
airport sector will play its part. 

1.3 NZ Airports supports:   

• Continuing to use the ETS as the main policy lever to decarbonise activities in 
New Zealand, 

• New Zealand’s continuing participation in the CORSIA scheme 

• Continuing with the aviation emissions action plan administered by the Ministry of 
Transport, and a policy framework that provides clarity and stability to the sector. 

2. THE NEW ZEALAND AIRPORTS ASSOCIATION (NZ AIRPORTS) 

2.1 NZ Airports is the industry association for New Zealand’s airports and related businesses.  
Its members1 operate 42 airports across the country including the international gateways 
to New Zealand.  This infrastructure network is essential to a well-functioning economy 
and enables critical transport and freight links between each region of New Zealand and 
between New Zealand and the world. 

2.2 New Zealand’s airports are part of our country’s core infrastructure, delivering connectivity 

that our regions need to succeed. Airports are defined as ‘strategic assets’ under the 
Local Government Act 2002. Also, 21 airports are identified as ‘lifeline utilities’ under 
the Civil Defence Emergency Management Act 2002 and provide important resilience 
capability. 

2.3 NZ Airports is supportive of the Climate Change Response (Zero Carbon) Amendment 
Act, and of the Climate Change Commission’s role as an independent body to advise the 
Government.  

 

1  Our member airports: Ardmore Airport, Ashburton Airport, Auckland Airport, Bay of Islands Airport, 
Chatham Islands Airport, Christchurch Airport, Dunedin Airport, Gisborne Airport, Hamilton Airport, 
Hawkes Bay Airport, Hokitika Airport, Invercargill Airport, Kaikohe Airport, Kaitaia Airport, Kapiti Coast 
Airport, Marlborough Airport, Masterton Airport, Matamata Aerodrome, Milford Sounds, Motueka Airport, 
Nelson Airport, New Plymouth Airport, North Shore Airport, Oamaru Airport, Ohakea Airport, Palmerston 
North Airport, Queenstown Airport, Rangiora Airfield, Rotorua Airport, Takaka Airport, Taupo Airport, 
Tauranga Airport, Timaru Airport, Wairoa Airport, Wanaka Airport, Wellington Airport, West Auckland 
Airport, Westport Airport, Whakatane Airport, Whanganui Airport, Whangarei Airport, Whenuapai Airport 
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2.4 While international aviation emissions are not currently included in most national 
inventories, we are a sector concerned about making our contribution to addressing 
climate change risks – both in terms of mitigation and adaptation.  

2.5 New Zealand has an aviation emissions action plan, administered by the Ministry of 
Transport – and NZ Airports supports its continuing implementation in the mission to 
transition to a low-emissions economy.  Airports, like other businesses, require 
frameworks that can deliver stable, clear policies and associated regulations, and 
minimise compliance and transaction costs. 

3. VALUE OF AVIATION TO NEW ZEALAND  

3.1 The necessity and value of aviation to New Zealand’s economy and to New Zealanders 
cannot be over-stated.   

3.2 Due to its geographic isolation, small population size, and open economy, New Zealand 
is the OECD member most heavily dependent on international aviation services, and that 
those air connections remain high frequency, efficiently run and affordably priced.  A 
further factor making New Zealand economically and socially dependent on economical 
and efficient international aviation linkages is that our per-capita GDP is substantially 
lower than the OECD average.  Higher costs and hence higher priced international flights 
will have substantial, and relatively greater, detrimental effects on New Zealanders than 
in comparable nations.  

3.3 It is worthwhile noting that New Zealand is the most geographically isolated developed 
nation on Earth.  The shortest distance from any New Zealand airport to any other 
developed nation’s airport is 1,830km between Dunedin and Hobart, Tasmania.  The 
minimum distance between New Zealand and an equivalent sized population is 2,450km 
(Auckland to Sydney).  Looking further beyond Trans-Tasman flights, journeys by air to 
the world’s major population and economic centres are several hours long and many 
thousands of kilometres.   

3.4 Unfortunately, New Zealand does not have the option of easily decarbonised international 
road transport links or very low emission rail transport that are options for other nations’ 
decarbonising their international transport links.  Sea transport requires very long 
transportation timeframes.  For international travel, aviation is the only realistic timely 
option. 

3.5 The sharp reduction to air freight capacity caused by COVID-19 is a very good illustration 
of the economic necessity to New Zealand of having sufficient air freight to allow rapid 
export and import of high value and/or perishable goods.  The New Zealand Government 
has to date committed $542m subsiding air freight services through the International 
Airfreight Capacity and Maintaining International Air Connectivity schemes to make sure 
those goods (including essential medical supplies) were rapidly available to New 
Zealanders and enabled generating export income from perishable foods. 

3.6 Domestic aviation is of equal importance to New Zealanders for similar reasons.  New 
Zealand has difficult geography for building land transport infrastructure, low population 
density, and lacks economically viable alternative modes of rapid transport outside of the 
Auckland-Hamilton region.  New Zealand’s two elongated islands, each with substantial 
mountain ranges running the length of the centre, make cross-island or lengthways land 
transport expensive and time-consuming.    

3.7 Low population density and difficult terrain has led to rapid road and rail transport links 
being largely underdeveloped, particularly for passenger transport.  For example, driving 
a vehicle from the two extremes of Cape Reinga and Bluff takes 29 hours, including an 
often-delayed sea ferry trip.  Car travel between the main population centre Auckland to 
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the capital Wellington is eight hours.  Ground transport between Wellington and 
Christchurch is by sea ferry and road, taking over 81

2⁄  hours.  We note that in common 

with road transport, aviation reaches every region of New Zealand.  Rail journeys in 
contrast take similarly long lengths of time, while not all parts of New Zealand are 
reachable by the rail network.  Coastal shipping and ferries take far longer than other 
transport modes.  In summary, for longer journeys, aviation is the only time-efficient 
transport mode. 

4. DECARBONISING IS THE FUTURE OF AVIATION 

4.1 NZ Airports, along with every major aviation sector organisation, global engine and aircraft 
manufacturers, plus major airlines and airports, recognises that aviation must become 
carbon-free.  There is an immense global effort underway to develop the new technologies 
that can firstly reduce and then replace the use of fossil-fuelled engines.  The major issues 
facing the decarbonisation of the global aviation industry are the speed of developing, 
certifying, and then deploying new engine technologies with adequate range and 
reliability, and/or in reaching sufficient scale production of the sustainable aviation fuels 
(SAF) needed by existing engines.   

4.2 Airports’ contribution to overall global aviation GHG emissions has been estimated2 to be 
5%.  In New Zealand, airports’ contribution is likely to be much lower because of the 
greater level of renewable electricity used instead of thermal generated electricity or fossil-
fuelled boilers.  New Zealand’s airport terminals do not need heating or cooling to the 
same scale to cope with the extremes of cold or hot weather that most other nations face. 

4.3 The aviation sector’s global efforts to decarbonise start with the International Civil Aviation 
Organisation (ICAO) and the international peak bodies for airports (Airports Council 
International - ACI) and airlines (International Air Transport Association – IATA).  The Air 
Transport Action Group (ATAG) is a highly respected association that represents all 
sectors for the air transport industry and enables the different sectors to work together on 
sustainability issues.  

4.4 The Airports Council International has a long-established program known as Airport 
Carbon Accreditation (ACA) for individual airports to follow a staged process of 
decarbonising and having that progress independently verified.   Several New Zealand 
airports are using the ACA process to help reduce their emissions.  

4.5 Political entities such as the European Union have set targets for aviation’s 
decarbonisation.  The aviation sector within those regions and nations have responded 
by forming sector-based initiatives to meet those targets.    

4.6 Within the private sector, global corporations in the commercial engine and airframe 
manufacturing sector are energetically seeking technological advances that will deliver 
low or zero carbon flights.  There are tremendous commercial advantages to be gained 
by being first to market with a deliverable solution. 

4.7 The New Zealand airport sector’s approach to decarbonisation is four-fold.  Airports will 
progressively in coming years: 

• Lower their own emissions from their operations, 

• Be timely enablers and supporters of aircraft operators’ changes to new fuels and 
new aircraft engines, 

 

2 Lee et al, Aviation and global climate change in the 21st century’ (2009) 
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• Support and cooperate with other parts of aviation sector – such as air navigation 
service providers - to improve flight efficiency and flight times, and reduce aircraft 
fuel burn, and 

• Work with local government and other public transport providers to reduce 
emissions from land travel to and from airports.  

4.8 The New Zealand airport sector recognises that the greatest burden in decarbonising 
aviation will fall on aircraft operators and their customers because the main source of 
aviation’s GHG emissions comes from using fossil fuels.  As such, we are seeking to co-
operate and co-ordinate as early as possible with aircraft operators looking to change their 
fuel use to low or zero carbon options.    

4.9 As the operators of major transport infrastructure, airports in New Zealand are already 
making choices that reduce their on-airport emissions by choosing energy sources, 
materials and machinery that have lower or zero emissions.   

4.10 New Zealand’s major airports and some regional airports are already well along the path 
of measuring and reducing their own GHG emissions.  Examples of such actions to date 
include: 

• installing ground source heating to replace LPG and diesel-fuelled boilers,  

• installing solar panel arrays,  

• installing EV charging stations in carparks,  

• replacing their commercial vehicle fleet with EV or hybrid vehicles,  

• waste minimisation and increasing diversion of solid waste from landfills, 

• installing ground electrical power at gate to replace the use of auxiliary jet fuel with 
electricity and providing ground service equipment charging facilities, 

• replacing refrigeration units with newer installations that have lower emission 
factors, and  

• replacing airport lighting with higher efficiency LEDs.   

4.11 Airports are also asking their suppliers about those companies’ emission reduction plans 
and encouraging those changes to be made.    

5. NZ AIRPORTS SUPPORT FOR THE ETS-BASED POLICY 

5.1 New Zealand Airports supports using and strengthening the New Zealand Emission 
Trading Scheme (ETS).  We also endorse the Climate Change Commission’s draft advice 
to use the ETS as the primary method to allocate and reduce emissions from New 
Zealand-based activities.   

5.2 The ETS is neutral between different sources of emissions and is both technology and 
transport mode neutral.  The ETS provides incentives for all commercial operators to 
reduce their own emissions and preserves flexibility for sectors to adopt carbon-free 
activity in the most economically rational way.  We note the importance of having 
predictability in the future path of reducing ETS units. 
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6. CONTINUING SUPPORT FOR CORSIA 

6.1 NZ Airports supports continuing New Zealand’s participation in the International Civil 
Aviation Organization’s (ICAO) Carbon Offsetting and Reduction Scheme for International 
Aviation (CORSIA) emission reduction and mitigation scheme.  No single nation or 
political grouping can by itself regulate international aviation’s emissions without creating 
severe economic disadvantages.  CORSIA is the best international scheme currently 
operating for emission reductions to occur in aviation, which is the most global of 
industries.  We note that the EU Commission’s recent proposed amendment of the EU’s 
ETS to implement CORSIA is effectively an endorsement of that scheme. 

6.2 Unlike the comparable developed nations we benchmark ourselves against (Australia, 
Canada, US, the United Kingdom, EU), New Zealand does not have a significant 
population base, high urban density, or the strong economic performance that would 
enable its transport sector to more easily afford the transition to net zero long-lived GHG 
gases.  Therefore, New Zealand’s policies for transitioning to a carbon-free transport 
sector must maintain as much flexibility as possible to keep the economic impacts as low 
as possible.  CORSIA gives New Zealand’s international aviation sector that flexibility. 

6.3 We think it would be reasonable for the Commission to fully explore options for 
international emissions to be factored into the New Zealand Emissions budgets.  For 
example, more complex options which consider equity across different countries and the 
different kinds of aviation activities occurring. 

7. BARRIERS TO RAPID CHANGE 

7.1 The Draft Advice document correctly identified that there are currently few alternatives to 
fossil fuel technology in aviation and that new technology would take some years to be 
deployed.  NZ Airports notes that the New Zealand aviation sector faces several 
technological and regulatory barriers to rapid decarbonisation irrespective of government 
policy or the sector’s intentions. 

7.2 The aviation sector’s overarching values are safety and reliability, and these values 
cannot be compromised when introducing new technology or procedures.  A less safe 
aviation sector is unacceptable for the travelling public or the sector’s employees.  

7.3 Aviation technology and operations are subject to international standards for safety and 
reliability reasons, set at the global level by ICAO, and implemented by each state’s civil 
aviation authority.  International development of new standards and recommended 
practices through this body takes time.  Within New Zealand, the Civil Aviation Authority 
must adopt and implement any new standards before novel technologies and processes 
can be adopted. This also takes time. 

7.4 New Zealand is an importer of aviation technology and is dependent on international 
airframe and engine manufacturers for the supply of aircraft, especially commercial 
passenger aircraft.  It is also an importer of aviation fuels.   

7.5 The pace of aviation’s decarbonisation will be largely set by developments down two 
broad paths:   

• new engine technologies, those engines’ associated fuels reaching adequate 
production levels, and new lighter airframes.   

• achieving sufficient production of Sustainable Aviation Fuels (SAF). 
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7.6 Fortunately, there is energetic and global development by aircraft and engine 
manufacturers for zero (or at least much lower emission) engines.   

8. SPECIFIC QUESTIONS ASKED IN THE DRAFT ADVICE  

8.1 At this time, NZ Airports does not have a position on the New Zealand Government’s 
possible mandating the blending of Sustainable Aviation Fuel (SAF) into the current fuel 
supply.   

8.2 NZ Airports does support the Government investigating the potential for a domestic SAF 
industry as this would provide greater security of SAF supply for New Zealand aviation.   

9. CONTACT 
 
Contact point:  

Kevin Ward 
Chief Executive 
New Zealand Airports Association 
 
Address for Service:  

 
Kevin Ward 
New Zealand Airports Association Inc. 
P O Box 11 369 
Manners Street 
WELLINGTON 6142 
 
Telephone: (04) 384 3217 
Email: kevin.ward@nzairports.co.nz 
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