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BRIEFING 
Advanced Aviation Technologies platform-play:  
Positioning New Zealand as the location of choice for the emerging 
unmanned aircraft sector  
Date: 29 August 2018 Priority: High 

Security 
classification: 

In Confidence Tracking 
number: 

0346 18-19 

Purpose  
To seek agreement to the proposed focus area of the Advanced Aviation Technologies platform-
play. An overview is provided in Annex One.  

Executive Summary  
In March 2018, Zephyr Airworks (Zephyr) officially announced its presence in New Zealand via an 
exclusive with The New York Times which included a welcoming statement from the Prime 
Minister. This has significantly lifted New Zealand’s profile and presents a unique opportunity to 
position New Zealand as the global location of choice for the emerging unmanned aircraft (UA) 
sector.   
 
This emerging sector is innovative and research and development (R&D) intensive. It includes a 
range of advanced aviation technologies (UA hardware, operations and services). In the short- to 
medium-term the presence of companies testing and trialling these technologies in New Zealand 
will grow and scale R&D, and stimulate cross-disciplinary technology innovation relevant to 
multiple sectors. In the long-term, the development of an UA sector could generate economic and 
social benefits and new areas of competitive advantage. It also has the potential to advance New 
Zealand’s global profile as a zero carbon economy.      
 
As for any new and transformative technologies, the UA sector also raises a number of challenges 
for policy-makers, in particular regarding: safety, national security and public acceptance.  
 
To realise these benefits and manage the challenges, governments need to be able to move at 
pace with this emerging sector. As indicated in previous advice, New Zealand’s risk-based UA 
regulatory regime and internationally reputable safety regulator, open for business mentality and a 
microcosm to develop and bring these technologies to market have so far been the key factors that 
attracted companies like Zephyr to New Zealand.  

To position New Zealand as a location of choice for the emerging UA sector it is important that we 
remain at the forefront by ensuring our approach to UA operations harnesses the opportunities 
while addressing the challenges.  

The Ministry of Transport (MOT), supported by the Civil Aviation Authority (CAA), Airways and 
MBIE, is leading the development of a vision for enabling a thriving, innovative and safe UA sector 
and providing a pathway for safe integration of small drones as well as more advanced UAs in New 
Zealand.  The vision will support the development of a cross-government multi-year work-
programme covering regulation, funding and investment, infrastructure and technology, and R&D.  
 
It is important that this vision sends a clear signal that this Government is committed that New 
Zealand remains at the forefront in the UA sector, and that this work is undertaken as soon as 
possible.  Free and frank advice
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(iv) Facilitate the development of domestic R&D capabilities and talent; 

Agree / Disagree 

b. Note that should you agree with the proposed focus areas we will work with relevant agencies 
with more detailed advice on the specific concrete actions proposed in this paper; 

Noted 

c. Forward this paper to Hon Phil Twyford, Minister of Transport, for discussion; and,   

Yes / No 

d. Forward this paper to Hon David Parker, Minister for Economic Development, for his 
information.  

Yes / No 

 

 

 
 
 
 
 
Dr Kjesten Wiig  
Director, Innovative Partnerships  
Science, Innovation and International  
MBIE 

..... / ...... / ...... 

 
 
 
 
 
Hon Dr Megan Woods  
Minister of Research, Science  
and Innovation  
 

..... / ...... / ...... 
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Background 
1. The Innovative Partnerships programme’s platform-play is a sector-focused approach for 

building competitive advantage in transformative and emerging technology areas where 
growing research and development (R&D) capability and stimulating innovation is of strategic 
importance to achieving the Government’s vision for a more sustainable, diversified, 
productive and inclusive economy [1269 17-18 refers].  

2. Advanced Aviation Technologies was identified as a key focus areas in late 2017 [1269 17-
18 refers]. This paper sets proposed focus areas for the Advanced Aviation Technologies 
platform-play seeking to position New Zealand as a location of choice for the emerging global 
unmanned aircraft (UA) sector.  An overview is provided in Annex One.  

New Zealand has a unique opportunity to become a location of 
choice for the emerging UA sector  

Zephyr’s presence in New Zealand has significantly lifted our profile in the emerging 
global UA sector  
3. UAs are aircraft of all sizes that operate without a pilot on board.  In the last decade small 

short-range remotely piloted UAs (aka drones) have become increasingly common for 
commercial and recreational activities (eg image capture and analytics, facilitation of labour 
intensive or difficult tasks).   

4. Advances in technologies (eg batteries, software and artificial intelligence, sensors and 
lightweight materials) are now also providing the basis for the development and adoption of 
more advanced, larger, longer-range UAs capable of carrying passengers and cargo (eg ‘air 
taxi’ and package distribution services, delivery of medical supplies) and performing more 
complex tasks across a range of public and private sectors (eg search and rescue, 
connectivity, agriculture). 

5. This emerging UA sector (drones and more advanced UAs) includes a range of advanced 
aviation technologies (eg UA hardware, operations and services, see Figure One overleaf), 
and builds on a wide range of high-tech and innovative industries (eg composite materials, 
high-value manufacturing, software development).   

6. Zephyr Airworks (Zephyr), a flagship company of the Innovative Partnerships programme, is 
one of the leaders in the development of a fleet of electric and remotely piloted UAs designed 
to carry goods or up to two people.  In March 2018, it officially announced its presence in 
New Zealand via an exclusive with The New York Times which included a welcoming 
statement from the Prime Minister.   

7. Since the announcement, a number of other international companies developing similar 
technologies have expressed interest in New Zealand as a possible location for the testing 
and trialling of their advanced UAs  With this increasing interest, 
there is potential for New Zealand to be also attractive to companies that are developing 
specific UAs componentry, or focus on UA operations and services.  There are also a 
number of domestic companies that are developing advanced aviation technologies, and are 
looking for investors.  
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opportunities. UAs are expected to provide easier access to remote areas and more effective 
responses in emergency situations.   

14. Passenger carrying UA are also increasingly becoming a reality. How big of a role services 
like air taxis will play in New Zealand’s future transport system is yet to be determined. They 
could provide an alternative urban transport option for time-sensitive passengers and 
passenger carrying services (eg medical emergencies), enhanced connectivity within the 
regions (eg serving communities that do not have regular air services) and reduce transport 
infrastructure costs.    

15. The development of advanced aviation technologies also has the potential to advance New 
Zealand’s global profile as a zero carbon economy. While there is some uncertainty around 
the extent to which widespread use of UAs would lower emissions, companies and research 
organisations developing these technologies aspire to provide lower emissions modes of 
transportations, The focus is on electric battery powered rotors, but there is also increasing 
interest in the potential for hydrogen motors.  

… but it also raises a number of challenges  
16. As with any transformative technology area and emerging sector, new activities also raise a 

number of challenges.   

17. The current aviation system has been designed to operate with pilots.  Beyond-visual line-of-
sight (BVLOS) flight and integration of UAs in the national airspace are challenging policy 
makers around the world, to identify and manage implications for public safety.   

18. Security is also a key challenge.  UAs capable of carrying passengers and cargo and 
performing more complex tasks also have potential criminal and dual use applications.  

19. Widespread use of UAs also requires policy makers to manage the interests of existing 
traditional aviation participants (eg access to airspace, technology requirements).   

20. The concept of ‘flying taxis’ or freight delivery drones has also not yet been fully canvassed 
with the general public.  In addition to safety and national security, privacy and public 
nuisance aspects are likely to be raised both with government and industry.  

Government has a critical role to play to realise this opportunity 

Governments need to be able to move at pace with this emerging sector and 
address the challenges it raises 
21. As indicated in previous advice, the ability to conduct BVLOS flight and integration of UAs in 

the national airspace is critical for the emerging UA sector.  It is one of the main factors that 
companies developing these technologies and investors consider when deciding where to 
locate their activities and investments.  

22. Governments have a crucial role in planning ahead to ensure a future-focussed regulatory 
regime and approach, and to consider whether public investments is needed in technology 
(eg transponders) and infrastructure (eg UA traffic management and supporting 
infrastructure), to enable safe BVLOS flight and safe integration of advanced UAs, and 
address the challenges it raises.   

23. To fully realise the benefits of the regulatory interventions and investments in infrastructure, 
governments also have a key role to play in supporting the growth of a domestic industry and 
the development of domestic R&D capabilities and talent.  
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Annexes 
Annex One: Draft concept platform-play 

Annex Two: Upcoming advice on specific actions.  
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Annex One: Advanced Transport Technologies platform-play 
[Overview A3] 

  

 

 





  

 






