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FEEDBACK ON THE PROPOSED NATIONAL POLICY STATEMENT  
ON URBAN DEVELOPMENT 

1. EXECUTIVE SUMMARY 

1.1 The New Zealand Airports Association ("NZ Airports") is the industry association for 
New Zealand’s airports and related businesses. Its members operate 31 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.   

1.2 NZ Airports members have extensive experience in dealing with RMA processes and 
issues, and in particular with the conflicts that arise when sensitive activities (like 
dwellings) are proposed or undertaken near airports.  NZ Airports therefore welcomes 
the opportunity to provide feedback on the NPS, which will directly impact on its 
members.  NZ Airports has formed a working group to consider the opportunities and 
implications of an NPS on urban development, drawing in particular on the planning 
experiences of Auckland, Wellington, Christchurch and Queenstown airports.   

1.3 While NZ Airports appreciates the main stimulus for the NPS is the current housing 
shortage, and does not oppose endeavours to address that issue, it is fundamental to 
the development of productive urban centres that residential growth does not 
hinder the effective current or future operation of New Zealand's airports.   

1.4 Airports, which could be adversely affected by future urban development enabled by the 
NPS, should also not be precluded from being able to submit on resource consent 
applications to ensure relevant considerations are effectively taken into account 
throughout the consent process.   

1.5 Airports are located in all of the areas of New Zealand which are experiencing high 
levels of population growth, and reverse sensitivity effects on airports represents a major 
challenge in planning for this growth.  It is critical that any NPS on urban development 
addresses reverse sensitivity effects on airports, given the significant threat such 
development has on the growth and development of this crucial infrastructure.  While 
urban intensification is supported, this must not be to the detriment of New Zealand's 
airports. 

2. A CHALLENGE IN PLANNING FOR GROWTH:  REVERSE SENSITIVITY EFFECTS 
ON AIRPORTS 

2.1 One of the most frequent RMA issues airport operators face is in relation to "reverse 
sensitivity" effects caused by activities sensitive to airport activities being planned for or 
located in close proximity to established airports.  Reverse sensitivity is a well-
recognised concept that is relevant in the consideration of the actual or potential effects 
of a proposed activity.  It has been variously defined, but essentially refers to the 
vulnerability of an established activity to objection from new, sensitive land uses located 
nearby.  As a result of that objection, the established use may be required to restrict or 
constrain its operations or further mitigate its effects so as to not adversely affect the 
new activity.   
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2.2 For NZ Airports, this means there is a risk that new activities (such as houses, childcare 
centres, schools, and the like) that locate near established airports may object to the 
effects of that airport (in particular, noise effects which cannot be reasonably 
internalised, such as those generated by the taking off and landing of aircraft). 

2.3 Acoustic insulation and other mitigation measures are not sufficient in themselves to 
address potential noise effects on residents or reverse sensitivity effects on airports.  
For example, such measures are only effective provided that windows and external 
doors are not opened.  It is also not possible to adequately mitigate the adverse effects 
of high aircraft noise on outdoor areas.  Exposure to noise outside is also likely to result 
in increased complaints to airports regarding lawfully permitted noise, therefore likely 
having a reverse sensitivity effect by limiting airport operations.   

2.4 In a planning sense, the environmental effects (and noise effects in particular) which 
arise from the use of airports need to be managed in a unique way.  Most airports 
operate within the context of district planning provisions which provide land use controls 
on land in the vicinity of airports (and not just on land adjoining or adjacent to airports), 
as well as controls on the amount of aircraft noise that can be generated by aircraft 

operations at the airport through air noise boundary controls.  This approach to airport 
planning is endorsed by New Zealand Standard 6805:1992 "Airport Noise 
Management and Land Use Planning", which has been used by local authorities and 
airports around New Zealand to address the resource management issue of aircraft 
noise.   

2.5 The Government's National Airspace Policy 2012 requires that: 

The Government expects the aviation sector and local authorities to proactively 
address their respective interests in any future planning.   

... 

Airport authorities and local authorities should work together in a strategic, 
cooperative and integrated way to ensure that planning documents (including 
those under the Resource Management Act) appropriately reflect the 
required noise contours and/or controls and approach and departure paths 

that take account of current and projected traffic flows.   

Resource Management Act planning tools (including plan rules and 
designations) should as far as practicable seek to avoid the establishment 
of land uses or activities and potential obstacles or hazards that are 
incompatible with aerodrome operations or create adverse effects.  

[emphasis added] 

2.6 It is implicit in both NZS 6805 and the National Airspace Policy that these planning tools 
be used to reduce adverse effects on people and communities and to reduce reverse 
sensitivity effects on airports through avoiding the establishment of incompatible 

activities nearby. 

2.7 Reverse sensitivity effects pose a substantial threat to the ongoing operation of New 
Zealand's airport infrastructure, and have materially constrained airport infrastructure in 
the past.  Airports already operate in constrained urban environments.  Resource 
management planning processes have resulted in operational restrictions and curfews 
at Wellington, Queenstown and Auckland Airports.  Costs incurred by New Zealand 
airport operators in relation to the monitoring, recording and responding to complaints 
from activities sensitive to aircraft noise (e.g. residential dwellings) have been 
significant.  Airport operators throughout New Zealand are required to be heavily 
involved in planning processes to ensure that airports are protected from reverse 
sensitivity effects and their growth and development is managed appropriately, and that 
local authorities are educated on the tension between residential intensification and the 
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need to protect airports' lawful operation and planned development.  Airport operators 
need to stay vigilant to applications for consent to establish inappropriate sensitive 
activities like residential dwellings near them. 

2.8 If the NPS enables residential growth without regard to the operation and development 
of airports, then that growth will risk jeopardising the substantial economic and social 
benefits that such assets bring, not only to cities and towns, but to the surrounding 
region and country as a whole.   

2.9 NZ Airports is also concerned that if an NPS on urban development does not explicitly 
require decision-makers to avoid reverse sensitivity effects on airports, then the 
important district planning provisions which airports rely so heavily on (like air noise 
boundaries) could be undermined. 

Suggested objective and policy 

2.10 NZ Airports does not oppose an NPS which seeks to encourage or enable urban 
development.  However, unless addressed and managed well, the Government's desire 
to increase land supply to promote housing through instruments such as the NPS has 
the potential to create very real tensions with established significant infrastructure.  It is 
critical that reverse sensitivity issues are recognised and provided for in an NPS 
designed to increase housing supply, so that this growth does not stymie airport 
infrastructure and restrict the economic growth, jobs and exports that airports provide.   

2.11 Any objective contained in the NPS should include reference to protecting New 
Zealand's airports from reverse sensitivity effects and incompatible subdivision, use and 
development. 

2.12 The NPS also needs to include a specific policy addressing reverse sensitivity effects 
on airports.  NZ Airports would support a policy which read: 

In achieving the purpose of the Act, decision-makers must manage activities to 
avoid reverse sensitivity effects on airports, and to ensure that the use, 
operation, maintenance and upgrading of airports is not compromised. 

2.13 An explanation of the need to ensure that residential growth does not hinder the 
effective current and future operation of airports should also be included in the preamble 
to the NPS.   

Notification of urban development 

2.14 If strong objectives and policies relating to managing reverse sensitivity effects on 
airports are contained in the NPS, then this should be adequate to protect airports from 
the effects of urban development.   

2.15 However, with any focus on better enabling land supply for housing, comes a desire to 
reduce barriers to development.  One such perceived barrier is notification 
requirements.  Any provision in the NPS to reduce notification requirements needs to be 
carefully considered when drafting the NPS as it is critical that airports are notified of 
development proposed within their air noise boundaries.  Airports also have a duty to 
protect the airspace around their aerodromes from obstacles that pose a risk to air 
operations, such as new buildings near flight approach paths.  This can include 
developments on high ground some distance from the airport.  Local authorities are, in 
our experience, often ill-equipped to comprehensively understand and consider the 
effects of sensitive activities like residential development on airports. 

2.16 Limiting notification to adjoining landowners is of little utility to airports, whose air noise 
boundaries and obstacle-free airspace often extend well beyond their own land.  
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Because the effects arising from an airport can extend well beyond that airport's 
property boundary, limiting notification to adjoining landowners often excludes airports 
from having a say in an application, despite the real reverse sensitivity effects that can 
arise as a result.  In this regard, airports are unique from other significant infrastructure 
providers. 

2.17 In order to efficiently and effectively operate, it is crucial that an NPS on urban 
development does not, either directly or indirectly, reduce an airport operator's ability to 
submit on proposals for urban development that affect their operations, including by 
limiting notification to adjacent landowners.   

3. CONCLUSION 

3.1 Urban development in the vicinity of airports represents a serious planning challenge for 
any NPS, which must ensure that adverse effects on people and communities and 
reverse sensitivity effects on airports are reduced through avoiding the establishment of 
incompatible activities nearby. 

3.2 NZ Airports would welcome any opportunity to consult further with the Ministries as to 
the detail of the NPS and any potential benefits or issues that may arise from its 
contents.   
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