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Budget Sensitive 

Office of the Associate Minister of Transport 

Cabinet Economic Policy Committee  

International aviation connectivity resilience - availability of Ohakea 
as an alternate runway 

Proposal 

1 This paper seeks to improve New Zealand’s international aviation connectivity 
resilience by ensuring the Royal New Zealand Air Force (RNZAF) Base 
Ohakea (Ohakea) is available on a full-time 24-hour basis as an alternate 
runway for international flights. This includes agreement to reprioritise savings 
within Vote Transport as interim funding to cover costs of extending the 
provision of air traffic control (ATC) services until ongoing funding can be 
considered via the next Airways funding review. 

Relation to government priorities 

2 This aligns with this Government’s priority to lift economic growth by reducing 
barriers and costs for international airlines to operate flights to New Zealand 
and supports the tourism growth agenda to ensure our aviation settings are fit 
for purpose and enable connectivity. 

3 Cabinet invited me to report back on progress of making Ohakea available on 
a full-time basis to support greater aviation connectivity [CAB-25-MIN-0307]. 
Ensuring 24/7 availability of Ohakea was a key recommendation of the cross-
industry and government Aviation Council. The recently announced Aviation 
Action Plan set December 2026 as the target for this action.   

Executive Summary 

4 All commercial flights are required to nominate an alternate runway, should 
the destination airport become unavailable on arrival. New Zealand only has 
three runways that can accommodate large aircraft: Auckland, Christchurch, 
and Ohakea. Ohakea is the optimal choice as the nominated alternate runway 
for long-haul international flights to New Zealand. 

5 While the RNZAF has made Ohakea available on a fulltime basis as an 
alternate runway, the lack of ATC services during overnight hours limits 
airlines scheduling flexibility and increases operational costs to service New 
Zealand routes. This contributed to Qatar Airways recently downgauging its 
capacity to New Zealand, with the loss of around 20,000 inbound seats per 
year. 

6 Airlines are currently paying to nominate Ohakea as an alternate runway. This 
is an unusual arrangement within the commercial user-pays aviation system 
as airlines pay for services they use (nominating an alternate runway is not 
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equal to using an alternate runway). Fulltime access to Ohakea is an 
important enabler of our international connectivity and supports the 
Government’s tourism growth goals. I am proposing to reprioritise savings 
within Vote Transport to cover costs to extend ATC services at Ohakea until 1 
July 2028. . 

Context of Ohakea as an alternate runway 

7 All commercial flights are required to nominate an alternate runway in their 
flight plans as part of global requirements for aviation safety, as they ensure a 
flight has somewhere safe to land if the destination airport is closed on arrival. 
Airlines will choose alternate runways that are convenient and have the 
required level of rescue fire services and ATC services. This should not be 
confused with diversions caused by in-flight emergencies. 

8 New Zealand only has three long runways (Auckland and Christchurch 
International Airports, and Ohakea) that can safely accommodate large 
aircraft (such as Boeing 767, 777, 787, Airbus A350, A380). The RNZAF 
already allows Ohakea to be nominated as an alternate runway for 
international flights to New Zealand by large aircraft, but this is not available 
24/7 due to the lack of ATC availability. This arrangement is operationalised 
via an Agreement between the RNZAF, Board of Airline Representatives New 
Zealand (BARNZ), and Air New Zealand (the Agreement1).  

9 Ohakea is an ideal choice as an alternate runway due to its location roughly 
halfway between Auckland and Christchurch Airports. The benefits of having 
Ohakea available means aircraft can carry less reserve fuel, reducing costs to 
airlines. For ultra-long-haul flights, carrying less fuel can increase their 
passenger and freight carrying capacity. Around 126 international flights per 
week nominate Ohakea as the alternate runway. When Ohakea is 
unavailable, large aircraft scheduled to land at Auckland can only nominate 
Christchurch, and vice versa.  

10 While alternate runways must be nominated for each commercial flight, it is 
very rare that they are actually used. In New Zealand, most flight diversions 
are due to weather conditions at the destination airport. This usually only 
impacts domestic and smaller international (trans-Tasman and South Pacific) 
flights, and not the large aircraft that nominate Ohakea. There have been no 
flight diversions by large aircraft to Ohakea since the resumption of 
international travel following the pandemic. The two most recent flight 
diversions to Ohakea were caused by obstructions on the Auckland runway. 

Limitations of Ohakea as an alternate runway 

11 Ohakea has limited availability to be nominated as an alternate runway due to 
the lack of full-time ATC services for the aerodrome. All other operational 
requirements covered by the RNZAF are available on a fulltime basis. ATC 

1 Ohakea is a certificated military aerodrome which allows civilian aircraft to use the aerodrome with 
the prior permission of the Base Commander. The Agreement achieves this requirement. 
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services are currently available between the hours of 0500-2230 Monday to 
Friday, and 0500-2200 weekends and public holidays. 

12 Most large aircraft flying to New Zealand are destined for Auckland, so 
Christchurch becomes the only available alternate runway when Ohakea is 
unavailable. For ultra long-haul flights (such as Doha to Auckland) this can 
prevent the aircraft flying with full passenger or freight loadings due to the 
requirement of carrying extra reserve fuel for Christchurch. 

13 Christchurch’s susceptibility to winter fog conditions can result in international 
flights being delayed by up to six hours to ensure Christchurch can be 
nominated as the alternate runway. This has significant knock-on effects and 
costs for airline operations and makes New Zealand a less appealing 
destination for long-haul flights who only have that airport to designate as their 
alternate runway. 

Airlines are paying to nominate Ohakea as an alternate runway 

14 In New Zealand, commercial aviation operates as a user-pays system with 
costs (such as air navigation services, regulatory oversight, infrastructure) 
recovered from industry. Any costs to an airport for being available as an 
alternate runway are recovered through the landing charges from scheduled 
flights at that airport. Airlines usually only pay fees (landing and ground 
handling charges) if a flight is diverted to an alternate runway. Long-haul 
international flights will nominate several alternate runways across the 
intended flight path.   

15 However, airlines pay $4.560 million per year to nominate Ohakea as an 
alternate runway. As Ohakea is a military base without scheduled commercial 
flights, the RNZAF cannot use standard commercial cost recovery 
mechanisms to ensure the necessary operational requirements for diverted 
commercial flights are in place.  

16 Airlines pay a capped $1.0 million access fee to nominate Ohakea. This 
access fee is collected by the RNZAF and is returned to the centre.  

17 The RNZAF charges fixed costs to airlines of $2.803 million per year to cover 
the additional costs of the necessary support services to support a diverted 
commercial flight. This includes additional firefighters, firefighting training, 
additional refuellers, and contributions to infrastructure (runway maintenance), 
facilities, and CAPEX (fire appliances and ground support equipment). Airlines 
also pay MetService for meteorological services. 

18 The Airways Pricing Framework does not apply to Ohakea. Airways is 
contracted to provide ATC services at Ohakea by the RNZAF for the hours of 
0730-2230 Monday to Friday (excluding public holidays). Airlines pay Airways 
for the extended hours of 0500-0730 Monday to Friday, and 0500-2200 
weekends and public holidays (this is channelled via Air New Zealand). This 
leaves an overnight gap where Ohakea cannot be nominated as an alternate 
runway. 
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1 note that in September 2025, Cabinet invited me to report back on of making 
Ohakea available on a full-time basis to support greater aviation connectivity 
[CAB-25-MIN-0307]; 

2 note the RNZAF has made Ohakea available as an alternate runway for large 
aircraft on international flights to New Zealand and that access is limited by 
the hours air traffic control services are available; 

3 note this limitation increases costs for airlines, and is perceived as a barrier to 
airlines commencing long-haul routes to New Zealand; 

4 note this contributed to Qatar Airways downgauging their capacity to New 
Zealand, with the loss of approximately 20,000 inbound seats per year; 

5 note airlines are paying fees to nominate Ohakea as an alternate runway for 
the hours it is currently available; 

6 agree that there is a compelling case for Ohakea to be available on a full-time 
basis as an alternate runway for large aircraft on international flights to New 
Zealand which will support the Government’s tourism growth goals, and that 
funding will be required to secure this in the short to medium term; 

7 note that in October 2025, following Cabinet agreement [ECO-25-MIN-0170 
refers] Maritime New Zealand cancelled the interim EORC solution for the 
Cook Strait effective from February 2026, resulting in savings of 
approximately  which would be reprioritised to other priorities or 
cost pressures within Vote Transport  

 is available to be transferred now, with the residual amount to be 
confirmed following final contract wind-up in February; 

8 agree to reprioritise funding of $4.570 million from the EORC which is 
immediately available to provide Airways with funding for two years to give 
effect to recommendation 5;  

9 agree to establish the following new appropriation:    

Vote 
Appropriation 
Minister 

Appropriation 
Administrator Title Type Scope 

Transport Minister of 
Transport 

Ministry of 
Transport 

Airways 
New 
Zealand: Air 
Traffic 
Control 
Services for 
Ohakea 

Non-
departmental 
Output 
Expense 

This 
appropriation 
is limited to 
expenses 
incurred by 
Airways New 
Zealand for 
providing air 
traffic control 
services for 
Ohakea. 

10 approve the following fiscally neutral adjustments to give effect to the policy 
decision in recommendation 7 above, with no impact on the operating balance 
and/or net core Crown debt over the forecast period: 
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