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Coronavirus: Aussie air survey �ights
over NZ leave a trail of �nger pointing
Aaron Leaman · 19:18, Apr 06 2020

An Australian aerial survey company is being accused by Kiwis of breaching
lockdown rules - but it says it has been cleared to �y.

Australia-based Nearmap has come under �re from Kiwi operators after allegedly
completing survey �ights across New Zealand during the past fortnight.

Flight records show an Australian aircraft operated across the South Island in late
March, and in Whāngārei, Tauranga and Wellington from April 3 to 5.

The Cessna aircraft, which is owned by Handel Aviation, was also active in the
skies above Hamilton on Monday despite authorities previously saying air
surveying companies aren't exempt from lockdown rules.

READ MORE:
* Aussie air survey company �outing NZ lockdown rules reported to the police
* Coronavirus: What stores and services are still open during lockdown?
* Surfers still �outing lockdown rules

Nearmap's website says it captures high resolution aerial imagery across New
Zealand multiple times a year. 

A New Zealand pilot, who declined to be named, said he was one of at least
three people who have lodged complaints with police accusing the Australian
company of breaching lockdown rules. Only essential businesses can operate
during lockdown.

"I've done a bit of survey �ying myself on the side and you can tell by the zig zag
lines that they were carrying out survey work around Hamilton. What they were
surveying I don't know," the pilot said. "But these guys have been all over the bloody
country."

But Nearmap said in a statement that the company was "conducting operations as
part of the essential business services supply chain in New Zealand, with
clearance to �y under the guidance of the Civil Aviation Authority (CAA) and New
Zealand government".

Flight records show the Cessna aircraft took off from Tauranga about 8.30am on
Monday and returned to Tauranga three hours later.

Landpro executive director Mike Borthwick told Stuff while his company aircraft
are grounded during lockdown, the Australian company appeared to be operating
as normal.

Nearmap's aircraft had been operating in New Zealand since December "very
sporadically", but their activity had ramped up in the �rst 10 days of lockdown,
Borthwick said.   

In its statement, Nearmap said that it was "providing critical support services
for infrastructure maintenance".

"Our work involves capturing images for many essential industries in all New
Zealand provinces," the company said.

"This includes contracting for New Zealand government departments where
images are used for the ongoing maintenance and construction of critical
infrastructure, including building and construction (essential services and critical
infrastructure), utilities and communications supply (maintenance and repair), and
transport and logistics (rail and road).

"We appreciate the tireless efforts of health and government o�cials. We are
making our high-resolution aerial imagery available free of charge to health
o�cials and government agencies for Covid-19 relief effort planning."

Ministry of Transport manager of economic regulation Tom Forster had earlier
said that air survey companies were not exempt from the lockdown rules and
should not be operating. The ministry would advise the CAA and Police of
Nearmap's activity, he said.

CAA manager Mike Richards earlier said the aircraft operator had been advised
they need to "determine for themselves" the work they are doing meets the
de�nition of essential services.

"The operator indicated to CAA they intended to con�rm with the police in each of
the areas they were working in," Richards said in a statement.

The pilot who laid a complaint about Nearmap said he was contacted by
police and told an o�cer would speak to the aircraft's crew in Tauranga.

In a statement, police said they had made enquiries and information was passed
to the Ministry of Business, Innovation and Employment (MBIE) who were taking
the lead in this case.

When asked what action MBIE will take over Nearmap's �ights, MBIE advisor
Duard Ferreira  said the Ministry of Transport was "best placed" to answer this
query.  

Key information: Sign up to get Stuff's daily coronavirus situation report email
newsletter. It's a quick summary of the essential updates from New Zealand and
around the world on Covid-19.
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