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The biggest port in
the country is facing
a capacity crunch.
Oliver Lewis
reports on the six-
year journey to
consent a new
berth at Port of
Tauranga

f you look north from the 40m

high boom of one of the ship-

to-shore cranes at Port of Tau-

ranga, you see Mauao — the
maunga standing sentry at the head
of the harbour. Look south, towards
the harbour bridge connecting cen-
tral Tauranga with Mount Maunga-
nui, and you can see a row of weath-
ered wooden piles.

The port has been trying to get
consent for a berth extension since
2019. If the project had been ap-
proved through the shovel-ready
scheme in 2020, my view from the
top of the crane would be very dif-
ferent: 285m of new quay in place of
the stark, industrial foreshore.

In his office overlooking the ship-
ping channel, Leonard Sampson, the
chief executive of Port of Tauranga
since 2021, explains the convoluted
journey the port has undertaken to
secure approval for the berth and the
wider Stella Passage project under
the Resource Management Act
(RMA).

“It's been six years, $10-12 million
in costs, and just an enormous
amount of frustration,” he said, as a
large container ship passed by.

“When we applied for consent
under the shovel-ready process, the
cost of construction at that time was
in the range of $70-90m — we're now
at $140m.”

There’s also the opportunity cost
of not having the infrastructure in
place. Room in the yard isn't the
constraint; it's the lack of berths.

“We've been approached by ship-
ping companies for potential new
services, or changes to berthing
windows, and were unable to pro-
vide them at the moment because we
simply don't have enough quay,”
Sampson said.

According to an economic report,
the port commissioned a report from
the New Zealand Institute of Econom-
ic Research (NZIER), in 2033, not
relieving wharf constraints at Tau-
ranga will cost the region $54-$79m
and $792m to $11 billion in foregone
benefits. These losses are expected to
recur annually and increase over
time.

“On current trade trajectories,
between 2027 and 2029, the POTL
will be physically unable to accom-
modate more growth in container
throughput,” the report said, meaning
limited options and increased costs
for importers and exporters.

Port of Tauranga is the largest,
fastest-growing and, accordingtoa NZ
Transport Agency (NZTA) report on
the Upper North Island supply chain,
the most efficient port in NZ.

It handles a third of all cargo,
nearly 40% of exports, and — with a
throughput of 12 million 20-foot
equivalent units (TEU) a year —alarge
share of all shipping containers.

Once it's built out, the Stella Pas-
sage project will provide the port with
a capacity of 2 million TEU per year,
enough headroom for 15 to 20 years,
according to Sampson. So what is it?

The port is seeking consent for a
385m extension to its Sulphur Point
wharf (the stage one build is 285m)
and 1.8ha of land reclamation. On the
Mount Maunganui side, which
handles logs and other bulk cargo, the
company plans to extend its wharf
by 315m and reclaim an additional
159ha.

As Sampson told me, the global

-

Port of Tauranga is New
Zealand’s largest port.

nside the six-year, $12m slog to
expand Port of Tauranga

trend in shipping is for increasingly
larger vessels, facilitated, in part, by
the expansion of the Panama Canal
in 2016. To service these larger ships,
the Port of Tauranga plans to dredge
about 15 million cubic metres of
material from the seabed of the Stella
Passage channel, enabling ships with
drafts exceeding 15m to access the

port.

After failing to have the project
considered for fast-tracking under
Covid-era schemes, Port of Tauranga
sought adirectreferral to the Environ-
ment Court. The court heard the case
in February 2023 and issued a de-
cision in December of that year say-
ing consent for stage one would be
granted subject to several conditions,
largely around satisfying cultural and
environmental concerns about the
health of the harbour (a decision on
stage two, the Mount Maunganui side,
was reserved, effectively splitting the
project in two).

A second interim decision granting
consent, from last December, was
appealed within days. Several iwi and
hapt have been involved in the court
process, including Ngati Kahu, Ngati
Kuku and Whareroa Marae. Since it
was established in the 19th century,
the marae has been steadily encircled
by industry at Mount Maunganui,
including a fertiliser plant, the port
and the airport. Representatives from
the marae have previously called for
the managed retreat of heavy indus-
try from the area, citing health and
environmental effects from pollution.

The decision last year, from Chief
Environment Court Judge David
Kirkpatrick, referred to grievances
between tangata whenua and the
port and said that, despite significant
engagement, each side blamed the
other for a lack of progress.

“As long as that continues, there
will be no satisfactory outcome for
themselves or Te Awanui,” the judg-
ment said, using the te reo name for
the harbour.

Port of Tauranga decided to seek
consent for the Stella Passage project
via the Fast-track Approvals Act, a
law passed in 2024 to expedite

approvals for nationally and
regionally significant projects.
In the interview with

BusinessDesk, Sampson said the port
received legal advice that using the
fast-track regime could be 12-18

months faster than staying in the
existing RMA process.

“There’s no question we operate in
a really beautiful part of the country
and a really beautiful part of the
environment,” he said.

“From our perspective, we are
100% committed to mitigating the
environmental effects. The challenge
has been trying to quantify those.”

According to alegal submission on
itsbehalf, the port is offering a cultural
mitigation package worth $6m over
the life of the consents, including a
one-off payment of $2m to a tangata
whenua-led forum for projects of its
choosing, $100,000 for the forum to
prepare a Matauranga Maori state of
the environment report, and $Im
upfront to the Whareroa Marae Reser-
vation Trust.

Sampson is hopeful of receiving
consent through the fast-track pro-

We are 100%
committed to
mitigating the

environmental
effects.

Port of Tauranga chief executive
Leonard Sampson

cess this year. If granted, it would take
around six months to mobilise con-
struction, followed by 24 months to
carry out the Sulphur Point recla-
mation and build the first 285m
length of quay at the container ter-
minal.

The dredging will take place at the
same time, before attention shifts to
the Mount Maunganui side of Stella
Passage. There are eight ship-to-shore
cranes at Port of Tauranga. From high
up on crane seven, you could see
dozens of manually operated
straddle carriers navigating the three-
high container stacks to deliver boxes
to the quayside.

The view from the two new ship-
to-shore cranes needed for the 285m
extension will be very different, with
Port of Tauranga becoming the first
NZ port to pursue a major automation
project since Port of Auckland and its
failed attempt.

Sampson said the port had a pre-

ferred vendor. The new automated
stacking cranes will be built in blocks
nine containers wide and six high, a
significant capacity increase over the
existing manual three-high straddle
system.

“It’'s out-of-the-box technology that
works,” Sampson said, adding that the
port was targeting a go-live date for
the first round of automation in 2028.

Automation will deliver efficiency,
safety and environmental benefits,
but Sampson said the issue of ships
not arriving on time was still a factor
in terminal productivity, with on-time
ship arrivals still down compared
with pre-Covid levels.

“To improve productivity, ports
need to have sufficient resources:
that's cranes and straddles, sufficient
labour in terms of people, sufficient
yard space, and we need container
ships to turn up on their windows.”

Sampson said the Stella Passage
project, including the dredging and
automation components, was the
single largest capital investment the
port had made in 20 years.

“Combined, youre somewhere
between $350-400m and that’s over
the next three to five years,” he said.

Port of Tauranga has a sprawling
web of interests across the NZ supply
chain, including stakes in every major
port —both sea and inland — servicing
the Upper North Island aside from
Port of Auckland.

As well as its eponymous facilities
in Tauranga, the port company is a
50:50 partner with Tainui Group
Holdings in the $60m Ruakura inland
port; it operates the MetroPort inland
port in Auckland with KiwiRail; it paid
$40m to retain its 50% stake in
Northport while also gaining ex-
posure to 160ha of land via a tie-up
between the port and Marsden Mari-
time Holdings; and it controls 50% of
PrimePort in Timaru.

It's no surprise, then, that Sampson
has thoughts on the wider supply
chain.

Earlier this year, Forsyth Barr re-
leased research examining the profit-
ability of NZ's 13 commercial ports. In
their report, the analysts stated that
the average pre-tax return on capital
across the sector declined from 11.2%
in 2014 to 7.7% in 2024.

“The sector as a whole is not
earning anywhere near its cost of
capital,” thereport said. “Ports are real

businesses that should generate
appropriate returns, yet few do in
New Zealand.”

Sampson didn't disagree with the
analysis and said natural market
forces should dictate port invest-
ment, not local economic develop-
ment aspirations. As required under
the Port Companies Act, ports are
meant to act as commercial busi-
nesses.

“If each port was operating to
achieve a commercial return, then
straight away you would invest
rationally to go and cater for the
volume or the market that you have,
as opposed to doing irrational devel-
opments that then go and drive
suboptimal outcomes.”

And with a global trend towards
larger vessels, Sampson said NZ ports
had a choice to make: invest in the
deeper channels and new berths
required to service large container
ships, or focus on becoming feeder
ports running coastal services to and
from the large, international hub
ports.

Referring to PrimePort as an ex-
ample, he said: “We're not investing
to take 10,000 TEU ships or 8000
TEU ships. We're investing to take
coastal feeders so it’s fit for purpose
and can offer cost-effective services
for the cargo base that it's got.”

Sampson didn't believe, as a
country, NZ had sufficient capital for
numerous ports to invest in the
necessary upgrades to make them-
selves big-ship capable. Nor did he
think it would be good for the country
to have just one international hub
port.

As for the Upper North Island, he
said the Stella Passage upgrades
would give Port of Tauranga head-
room for 15-20 years. Northport be-
came increasingly important after
that, he said, and Port of Auckland
was also important, especially for
fast-moving consumer goods.

“Everyone’s got a part to play.”

It was only established in the
1990s, but since then, the container
terminal at Port of Tauranga has
become the biggest in NZ — a crucial
conduit for the primary sector
exports underpinning the economy.
This year, a consenting decision will
determine the view from the top of
the cranes and the future of the port
for decades to come.



