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OpINION

The proposal to build a new stadium 

in Dunedin has been talked about so much that people are 

getting tired of it. Some opinions aired in Critic have been that the whole 

issue is marginal for students anyway, although OUSA voted its non-support 

in September last year. Apart from inconvenience through the time of 

construction and perhaps rent rises due to landlords passing on increased 

rates, does it really have much significance for students, now or later? It does 

through a backdoor marked ‘Opportunity Cost’.

The project has attracted criticism on the grounds its costings are 

unrealistic – you won’t get a 30,000-seat roofed stadium for $188m – and that 

it’s a bad business proposition – the likely dollar returns on that expenditure 

are somewhere between minimal and heavily negative. The proponents 

struggle to answer the first objection but have a good reply to the second. 

Moana Pool, the Public Library and Art Gallery are all business negatives. 

Any cash inflows are minimal returns on the cost of building them and their 

operating costs mean they produce net losses, not revenues. The reason the 

city built them and operates them is because they provide a ‘public good’. 

That is the value of swimming, reading books and looking at art, respectively, 

plus vaguer benefits like civic pride – the ‘feel good’ factor – making people 

feel better about being in Dunedin. There may also be ‘downstream’ economic 

benefits – not direct returns to the investor, but indirect ones which happen 

because these facilities are reasons for people to visit or live in Dunedin, 

bringing more dollars into the city. The advocates of the Awatea Street stadium 

say it’s the public good and downstream economic benefits that justify the 

project, just like the pool and the gallery. It’s a fair reply but do the public goods 

and downstream benefits really stack up?

The stadium is offered as a multi-use facility, but non-sport uses are 

fairly tenuous. Discounting unlikely visits by the Pope and the Dalai Lama, 

conferencing has been dismissed by the Carisbrook Stadium Trust’s own 

Horwath Report and by the City Council – both of which expect conferencing 

to remain focussed on the Dunedin Centre in the CBD. National events 

promoters Ian Magan and Paul Sprey have said the Carisbrook Stadium Trust’s 

projections of four concerts a year with 14,000-plus crowds are unrealistic. 

With or without a roofed stadium, Dunedin’s population is simply too small. 

Which leaves smaller events and sports. But they won’t include cricket, and 

the only big audience-puller is rugby. The Carisbrook Stadium Trust itself says 

the 20 days a year that rugby might attract big audiences to the stadium does 

not justify its building. So what does? The answer offered is civic pride and the 

downstream economic benefit coming from the ability of the stadium to 

attract students to Dunedin.

Otago University’s Vice Chancellor David Skegg has said the stadium 

might attract an extra 200 students a year. But would it? Would 200 more 

people decide to study in Dunedin because of a covered stadium? What is 

this figure based on?

Never mind. Let’s suppose it would. But then say you took the city’s 

$91.4m and the Regional Council’s $37.5m and invested that somewhere 

where you got a 10% return on your $128.9m – you’d have $12.89m a year to 

do something else with. 

What if you offered that to Otago students as lower fees or no fees? 

Wouldn’t that attract more students? You could use it to give 2,600 students a 

$5,000 / year fee reduction, for example. Or there could be other permutations. 

Isn’t that likely to attract more than 200 students a year? Fairly obviously it 

would. But by putting the money into the stadium, this opportunity would be 

lost. That is an ‘opportunity cost’ – something you can’t do with the money if 

it’s spent on a stadium.

Of course, you might cynically suppose that hell would freeze over before 

Dunedin and Otago ratepayers would put their hard-won pennies into any 

such madcap scheme for benefiting scarfies – and you might just be right.

The real point is, though, if the sharp end of this project is attracting more 

students to Otago then you could get far more bang for your bucks by using 

the money in other ways. Or a fraction of the money. You might even prefer 

to spend some of it supporting research at the University, providing better 

internet access, or insulating student flats.

Dunedin probably should do something about upgrading its stadium 

facilities, and spending some money on Carisbrook is an obvious answer. But 

it is in Dunedin’s and Otago’s interest to do something for the University and its 

students. But the sums needed for the stadium will use up all the funds that are 

likely to be available for the next 20 years. If you’d rather more of it came your 

way, now is the time to have a look at the issue and have a say. The councils 

haven’t quite committed your money just yet.
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