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1. INTRODUCTION 

1.1 My name is Philip James McDermott. I am a consultant in 

development planning based in Auckland. I have prepared this 

statement of evidence in support of the application by Memorial 

Avenue Investments Limited (MAIL) for greater provision for mixed 

uses in industrial areas in the Proposed Christchurch Replacement 

District Plan (PCRDP).   

Qualifications and experience 

1.2 I am a member of the New Zealand Planning Institute and a Fellow of 

the Chartered Institute of Logistics and Transport.  I have a Masters 

Degree in Geography from the University of Auckland and a PhD from 

the University of Cambridge. 

1.3 I established consultants McDermott Associates Ltd in 1977 (later 

McDermott Miller Group and then McDermott Fairgray Group) and 

market research business Forsyte Research in 1986.  In 1994 I took 

up a five-year contract as Professor and Head of the Department of 

Resource and Environmental Planning at Massey University.  In 1999 I 

became General Manager and Senior Consultant at the Centre for 

Asia Pacific Aviation in Sydney.  

1.4 Since returning to New Zealand in 2004 I have practiced as an 

independent consultant. 

1.5 I confirm that I have read and agree to comply with the Code of 

Conduct for Expert Witnesses (Environment Court Practice Note 

2014).  This evidence is within my area of expertise except where I 

state that I am relying on facts or information provided by another 

person.  I have not omitted to consider material facts known to me that 

might alter or detract from the opinions that I express. 
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2. SCOPE OF EVIDENCE 

2.1 My evidence will address: 

(a) The application of a centres-based approach to planning for 

commercial land uses in Christchurch (section 4); 

(b) Evidence regarding the location of service-based activity in the 

city (section 5); 

(c) The impact of the earthquakes on the role of the CBD and the 

subsequent recovery (section 6); 

(d) Reinvigorating the CBD (section 7); 

(e) Dealing with the uncertainty around the future of retailing, 

commercial and industrial development (section 8); 

(f) The suitability of the Memorial Avenue Business Park (MBP) 

proposed by MAIL for mixed use, including non-industrial uses 

(section 9); 

(g) Conclusions (Section 10). 

2.2 In the preparation of this statement I have considered the relevant 

parts of the Land Use Recovery Plan (LURP), the Canterbury 

Regional Policy Statement (CRPS), and Chapters 15 and 16 of the 

Proposed Christchurch Replacement District Plan (PCRDP).  I have 

undertaken original analyses drawing on employment data from the 

Statistics New Zealand Business Demography and building consents 

databases, with sectors differentiated according to the Australia New 

Zealand Standard Industrial Classification 2006. 

2.3 I also participated in the preparation of an Expert Conferencing 

Statement (30 March 2015) in which agreement was reached on the 

following points (among others): 

“Parties agree: The most appropriate way to manage retail 

development over the life of the Replacement District Plan is to 

adopt an approach that envisages retail development primarily in 

and around the Christchurch centres network, including through 
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expansion and/or intensification of existing centres, and the 

establishment of new centres.  This would include some 

appropriate retail functions in industrial areas. (There is 

disagreement as to what would be “appropriate”). 

3. SUMMARY  

3.1 The centres-based approach in the PCRDP is intended to give effect 

to the requirement of the CRPS (Chapter 6) that “new commercial 

activities are primarily directed to the Central City, Key Activity 

Centres, and neighbourhood centres” (evidence of Mark Stevenson 

para. 4.8.c).  This is a response to the requirement in the LURP that 

councils “define the extent of each key activity centre and ensure 

district plans enable recovery of commercial businesses within key 

activity centres and neighbourhood centres”, while extolling 

“programmes to support clustering opportunities and provision of 

affordable space for smaller and start-up enterprise” (4.3.1, p28).   

3.2 The LURP also identifies Greenfield priority areas for business.  This 

land is “primarily for industrial use to ensure there is sufficient and 

suitable industrial land for the recovery through to 2028”.  The aim is to 

allow for industrial relocation, anticipated industrial growth, and a 

range of activities in a variety of areas (pp. 28-29).    

3.3 The statutory directions in the LURP require the Christchurch District 

Plan to enable the rebuilding of business zones, revitalising of centres, 

and the development of Greenfield priority areas for business.  The 

latter includes establishing “thresholds for commercial activities in 

greenfield priority areas for business where these are considered 

necessary to avoid reverse sensitivity effects or effects on the viability 

of key activity centres” (p29).  

3.4 These directions are reflected in the CRPS requirements that new 

commercial activities are “primarily to be directed to the Central City, 

Key Activity Centres and neighbourhood centres where these activities 

reflect and support the function and role of those centres” and allowed 

to locate elsewhere in response to “the desired amenity of the 

business areas and their surrounds”, provided they “will not give rise to 
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significant adverse distributional urban form effects” (CRPS 6.3.6, 

p.58).  

3.5 While the LURP directions and CRPS policies are required to be 

implemented through the Christchurch District Plan, I question how 

prescriptive the plan policies need to be to achieve the outcomes 

sought.  The LURP focuses on “encouraging" and “enabling”.  The 

CRPS sets out provisions for and conditions under which non-

industrial uses might be allowed in business/industrial areas.  In 

particular, directing new investment to centres or unduly limiting non-

industrial investment in industrial priority areas need not be necessary 

to comply with these requirements.  Indeed, too rigid or too strict a 

regulatory approach may be counter-productive to the extent that it 

reduces the amount of investment in the city as a whole.  I address 

some of these matters in this statement. 

3.6 Retaining a centre's hierarchy in its current (or pre-earthquake) form 

as the basis for revitalisation through regulating what retail functions 

are appropriate among centres and between centres and other 

localities conflicts with the evidence regarding the strength of retail 

dispersal over a significant period of time, the relatively minor role 

retailing has played in recent CBD growth and decline, and the 

diminishing differentiation between retail outlets from place to place.  It 

is also inconsistent with recent and emerging retail business models.  

3.7 The nature and locational needs of commercial activities also change 

over time, as indicated by the emergence of new centres and the 

ageing of others.  This means that differences in commercial growth 

from place to place simply reflect the various growth rates of different 

service activities.  For example, the rapidly growing household-

oriented services favour suburban locations and this is clearly evident 

in Christchurch.  Longer-established business services, on the other 

hand, tend to dominate the CBD.  The fact that these have been 

slower growing means that the under-performance of the CBD in the 

office and service sectors over the past 14 years (relative to the rest of 

Christchurch) is in part structural in nature and not simply a matter of 

lack of competitiveness with alternative, suburban locations.  



5 

SJE-817541-9-1118-V1:sje 

3.8 While reconstruction of the office sector following the earthquakes will 

re-establish the CBD as the primary centre for higher order office 

functions, this is unlikely to reverse suburbanisation of the majority of 

services.  As well as personal and household-oriented services, these 

include lower order office processes (“back-of-office”).  Similarly, 

elements of the technical sectors (engineers, architects and the like) 

that prefer large footprint, low rise offices with easy access to staff, are 

generally most economical in suburban locations.  Neither require the 

high quality finishes and fit-outs associated with centralised office, nor 

can they necessarily carry the associated occupancy costs.   

3.9 An active approach to CBD redevelopment, encouraging and enabling 

development there (rather than over-relying on discouraging it 

elsewhere) offers the opportunity to modernise it.  The result should be 

a strong visitor industry with demand for eating places and specialist 

retailing, a CBD attractive to a wider range of offices (which may still 

require a downward adjustment of land values and rentals), 

surrounded by an expanded residential population with its need for 

personal and household goods and services.  This is consistent with 

the approach of the Christchurch Central Recovery Plan (2012).  

3.10 In addition, given the blurring of boundaries among functions (offices 

and light manufacturing, retailing and logistics, retailing and 

manufacturing) this approach will be difficult to implement in a dynamic 

economy, and certainly one reliant on innovation and productivity 

gains for growth.   

3.11 Under these circumstances, the conditions under which non-industrial 

investment might be provided for outside centres might best be based 

on their environmental impacts and design standards.  This can be 

provided for by considering on a case-by-case basis the appropriate 

thresholds for “non-industrial” activities in industrial areas.   

3.12 Given the evidence in this statement about the range of factors 

influencing centre development and business location it is my view 

that promoting the centres hierarchy and the CBD should not place 

undue emphasis on the prevention of non-industrial activities in 

industrial areas.  If thresholds are too limiting and activity and 
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functional constraints between centres and business areas too 

prescriptive there is a risk that economic activity will be unduly 

suppressed at a cost to the Christchurch economy.  Instead, 

thresholds for non-industrial activities in industrial zones can be set on 

a case-by-case basis recognising the variety of business enterprise 

and subsequently diverse locational needs, the amenity needs of a 

given business or industrial area, and a realistic (or evidence-based) 

assessment of likely impacts on urban form.   

3.13 For example, the location and profile of the proposed MBP, its 

proximity to the airport, and the benefits to the surrounding residential 

community will justify a measure of retail and service activity which is 

unlikely to impact significantly on centres within the retail hierarchy or 

result in other adverse effects on urban form.  Providing for a high 

amenity industrial park with a component of non-industrial uses 

situated on a significant arterial node and adjacent to the airport 

should enhance the capacity of the MBP to lift economic activity in 

Christchurch and contribute in a positive manner to urban form.   

3.14 For these reasons, I support the MAIL submission requesting provision 

for non-industrial uses in Greenfield priority areas subject to the 

identified threshold tests required by the CRPS.  

4. THE CENTRES-BASED APPROACH TO PLANNING COMMERCIAL 

ACTIVITIES 

4.1 The LURP provides for commercial activity in centres to complement a 

compact city core, support an efficient transport network, meet 

community needs, protect industrial areas from being undermined by 

higher value uses, and avoid land use conflicts (4.3.1, p.28).  The 

objective is to “enable recovery of commercial businesses within key 

activity centres and neighbourhood centres”, while extolling 

“programmes to support clustering opportunities and provision of 

affordable space for smaller and start-up enterprise” (p.28). 

4.2 Some 900ha of priority business land is identified “primarily for 

industrial use”, providing for “industrial relocation and growth in a 

variety of areas” (4.3.2, pp.28-29).  The LURP recognises that some 

commercial businesses will be appropriate in these areas.  Both 
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provisions, ensuring that centres can accommodate commercial 

activity and that sufficient land is available to meet industrial needs, 

are enabling in nature, intended to support recovery and growth.   

4.3 The LURP and CRPS provide for these measures to be implemented 

through the Christchurch District Plan by promoting the rebuilding and 

revitalisation of existing centres and planning for Greenfield areas.  

Among other things, the LURP calls for “thresholds for commercial 

activities in greenfield priority areas where these are considered 

necessary to avoid reverse sensitivity effects or the effects on the 

viability of key activity centres” (p.29).  

4.4 Policies and rules in Chapter 15: Commercial of the Revised Proposed 

Christchurch Replacement District Plan (8 April 2015) promote a 

hierarchy based on the CBD, nine nominated “key activity centres”, 

seven district centres, 32 “neighbourhood centres”, and five large 

format centres.  In some places different categories of centre are 

contiguous.   

4.5 Policy 1 (including Table 15.1) defines the roles of each category and 

allows for their intensification in a way that: 

gives primacy to and does not adversely affect the recovery of the 

Central City as a regional centre and the primary destination for a wide 

range and scale of activities serving the region’s population including 

shopping, community facilities, employment, offices, commerce, 

administration, food and beverage, entertainment, events, tourism and 

transport services” (15.1.1.1). 

It also seeks to support and enhance “the role of District Centres as 

significant focal points” and maintain “the role of Neighbourhood 

Centres” and Local Centres. 

4.6 The adoption of a centres hierarchy to regulate commercial 

development relies in the PCRDP on limiting functions according to 

where in the hierarchy they should sit and excluding functions 

associated with existing centres from other localities.  This approach to 

the allocation of land use across the city is justified by Senior Planner 

for Christchurch City Council, Mr Stevenson, as “supporting the 
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functions of centres as focal points to support cohesive urban form” 

(Evidence of Mark David Stevenson, 18.7).   

4.7 The approach is supported by the evidence of Mr Heath in which he 

states that suburban retail development has “diluted the CBD as a 

retail destination, and by default diluted the amenity, quality and 

environment it affords the community and other land use activities to 

the detriment of the Central City overall” (5.2) and that “retail activity is 

crucial to the Central City’s rebuild and recovery process” (5.3). 

4.8 Mr Heath offers the opinion that, given that there is “enough retail 

capacity within the existing and proposed ‘new’ centre network” (5.4), 

“a planning framework that facilitates and encourages retail 

development in the city’s existing and proposed new centre network, 

and discourages retail development in out-of-centre or standalone 

suburban locations represents the appropriate pathway forward” (5.5).  

He advocates a consolidation approach which would limit the 

expansion of retail capacity to existing centres (5.6). 

4.9 While I accept the utility of a centres-based approach as one 

component of planning for business land and employment in 

Christchurch, I do not accept that rules that support unconditionally a 

retail hierarchy defined at a particular point in time are appropriate.  

Indeed, both the LURP and PCRDP allow for exceptions provided they 

do not have significant distributional or urban form effects.  In 

undertaking an appraisal of such effects, I would seek to distinguish 

those that might be attributable to differences among localities from 

those that reflect structural change or changes in the external 

environment. 

4.10 My reasons for suggesting that a more generalised and flexible 

approach to the retail hierarchy is appropriate are outlined below. 

4.11 First, a strict approach is a blunt approach to regulation.  It relies on 

predicting what activities might seek to locate in what localities and at 

what scale in the future and then limiting their capacity to do so by 

aligning rules with an essentially historical construct: the current 

arrangement of across localities.  The difficulty of this approach lies in 

the diverse and dynamic nature of the activities that make up retailing 



9 

SJE-817541-9-1118-V1:sje 

and commercial services and the changing nature of the markets they 

operate in.   

4.12 Predictions that effectively encompass structural and technical 

changes, changes in demand, changes in the ownership and 

operation of businesses, shifts in the allocation of public and private 

resources, external market conditions and how they impact on 

households and businesses, and so on are almost impossible to 

make.  In my experience a focus on the environmental effects of 

activities is more likely to lead to satisfactory outcomes given the 

complexity and uncertainty we face in planning for commercial activity.   

4.13 Second, retailing is by no means the principle driver or even a leading 

driver of CBD development so that regulations aimed at promoting the 

sector there are unlikely to be effective.  Rather, the economic 

wellbeing of the CBD responds to demand from visitors with a variety 

of motivations for visiting rather than being driven by people visiting 

simply for the purpose of shopping.  It also benefits from the 

convenience shopping of people working in the CBD.   

4.14 The “incidental” nature of retailing in the CBD is demonstrated by the 

figures.  In 2000 it accounted for just 10.2% of CBD employment.  

Total retail jobs had declined by 8% (to 4,270) in February 2010, 

accounting for just 8.3% of CBD employment.  (After the earthquakes 

the retail share of CBD employment rose slightly even though 

numbers dropped a further 40% because many more office jobs were 

lost -- around 32,000 from 2010 to 2012).   

4.15 Third, as cities grow retailing naturally decentralises to maintain 

access to expanding and more widely distributed household demand.  

While this is catered for largely in existing centres their relative scale 

and mix of functions will shift over time according to local and city-wide 

growth and changes in the character of their catchments.  New areas 

of residential development may justify new centres.  Even as new 

centres emerge, interstices will remain in the city, both residential and 

business areas that are poorly served and may justify some out-of-

centre retail investment. 
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4.16 Fourth, the retail business model has changed – and continues to 

change – in ways that no longer simply favour aggregation around a 

central location.  The productivity gains from international production 

and distribution networks have supported new forms of retailing over 

the past two or three decades.  This is reflected in the proliferation of 

integrated centres under single ownership (malls) on the one hand, 

and large format retailing on the other.  One result is diminishing 

differentiation of retail offerings by locality, reducing the advantage to 

retailers of a centralised location and lowering the travel needs of 

customers to fulfil their retail requirements.  

4.17 The resurgence of malls goes hand-in-hand with the growing 

dominance of chain stores, including new forms of department store 

no longer tied to central locations.  These use mall locations to offer 

the choice, quality, and range of brands in suburban localities that 

were once confined largely to the CBD.   

4.18 Large format retailing usually offers a range of bulky items in a 

showroom environment, offering a degree of choice that was once 

only attainable from visiting a number of stores across multiple sites. 

Both malls and large format centres offer significant efficiencies of 

distribution to the consumer.   

4.19 Changes in retail business models are reflected in changes in the 

investment preferences, reducing the value of a central city location 

among other things.  They are evident in the decline in the CBD share 

of Christchurch’s retail employment from 26% to 21% between 2000 

and 2010.  Given the higher productivity associated with new forms of 

investment (with significant benefits to consumers), the CBD share of 

turnover will have declined even more than its share of retail 

employment.  This is confirmed by Mr Heath who identified 27% of 

retail employment in the CBD (Evidence Mr Heath, Table 2) but only 

20% of retail spending (Evidence Mr Heath, Figure 11).  

4.20 Retail business models will continue to evolve.  The shift towards web-

based retailing, for example, may well see greater integration with the 

logistics sector with sales fulfilment directly from advanced 
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warehouses.  This means that retailing is likely to overlap even more 

with “industrial” functions.   

4.21 The issues for planning are how far changes in the nature of retailing 

affect urban form, what are the productivity or efficiency trade-offs of 

allowing more flexible rules against the possible loss of amenity in 

existing centres, and how far such rules might actually be capable of 

shaping (or constraining) retailing in the future.  

4.22 Apart from highly specialised, visitor-oriented, and niche activities, 

however, it is difficult to see retail demand for central localities 

approximating past shares.  One prospect may be for retail growth in 

the CBD to be driven by household demand following the revival and 

intensification of inner city housing.  At that point, however, CBD 

retailing would come to resemble the mix and form of suburban 

retailing, responding to population growth rather than relying on 

protecting current activities through planning regulation.   

4.23 This critique of an “over-specified” hierarchy can be generalised; it is 

difficult to predict the form and distribution of commercial activities 

generally beyond, say, 5 to 10 years.  Consequently it is difficult to 

anticipate investment profiles, location preferences and land use 

effects when writing rules into a land use plan.  

4.24 Taken too far, regulating to protect the current distribution of retail and 

service capacity through district plan rules can be construed as anti-

competitive.  The rules required to sustain the centres hierarchy in its 

current form inevitably favour existing property and business over 

potential competitors, artificially inflating property values and rentals, 

and creating entry barriers to new investment.  One outcome will be a 

reduction in potential investment and thereby a loss of productivity 

gains, lowering city income and welfare. 

4.25 Given such a potential outcome, I favour an approach to the retail 

hierarchy that allows for some changes in centres and their roles, and 

which does not unduly exclude retail and commercial activities from 

other areas.  With respect to the revitalisation of the CBD I prefer, 

instead, a more direct and transparent approach to CBD revival 

(considered in section 7, below). 
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5. THE CHANGING LOCATION OF COMMERCIAL ACTIVITIES 

5.1 The PCRDP separates retailing from other commercial services which 

it defines as businesses “providing personal, property, financial, 

household, private or business services to the general public” PCRDP, 

Chapter 2, p. 13).  It lists a number of inclusions defined by function 

which cover both household and business demand.   

5.2 In retailing there is a risk that directing particular service functions 

towards particular centres within a historically-based hierarchy will limit 

opportunities to move from the “status quo”, discouraging their growth.  

5.3 An analysis of trends in Christchurch service employment from 2001 to 

February 2010 confirms that the CBD remained the dominant centre 

(Table 1) although there were gains in suburban areas (defined in 

Attachment 1).  While the period to 2007 was marked by strong growth 

across the board suburban areas stood out (Table 2).  The inner and 

outer suburbs together accounted for 69% of service job gains 

compared with 22% in the CBD.  The slowdown during the global 

downturn, between 2006 and 2010, saw no growth on the inner 

suburbs. 

Table 1 The Distribution of Service Activity in Christchurch, 2001 to 

2010 

  Number Percent Share 

  2001 2006 2010 2001 2006 2010 

CBD 33,780 36,699 38,151 43% 40% 40% 

Inner Suburbs 11,294 13,567 13,532 15% 15% 14% 

Outer Suburbs 30,167 36,951 39,798 39% 41% 42% 

Lyttelton 223 229 237 0% 0% 0% 

Rural 2,215 3,397 3,504 3% 4% 4% 

Total 77,679 90,843 95,222 100% 100% 100% 
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Table 2 Changes in the Distribution of Service Employment 

 

2001-2006 2006-2010 2006-2010 

Number % Share % Number % Share % Number % Share % 

CBD 2,919 9% 22% 1,452 4% 33% 4,371 13% 25% 

Inner Suburbs 2,273 20% 17% -35 0% -1% 2,238 20% 13% 

Outer Suburbs 6,784 22% 52% 2,847 8% 65% 9,631 32% 55% 

Lyttelton 6 3% 0% 8 3% 0% 14 6% 0% 

Rural 1,182 53% 9% 107 3% 2% 1,289 58% 7% 

Total 13,164 17% 100% 4,379 5% 100% 17,543 23% 100% 

 

5.4 Digging a bit deeper, I ranked employment in each of 

35 predominantly office-based service activities in terms of their 

contributions to job growth in Christchurch from 2001 to 2010 (Table 

3).  Even putting aside pre-primary and primary school education 

(which gained over 2,110 jobs) household-oriented activities dominate 

growth.  Leading service sectors include Residential Services 

(+1,170), Personal and Other Services (+1,350) and Arts and 

Recreation Services (+1,180).  The expectation is that their changing 

distribution will reflect the changing distribution of households as the 

city grows. 

5.5 High performing services that cater to both final and intermediate 

demand include Architectural, Engineering and Technical Services (up 

1,520 employees) and Public Order, Safety and Regulatory Services 

(+1,400).  They are likely to have mixed location demands, with more 

specialist offerings favouring a central location and others a suburban 

location, closer to workforce and clients.  Technical service businesses 

often favour low-rise, relatively large footprint offices with abundant 

natural lighting offices which are more economical in suburban areas. 
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Table 3 Growth of Service Activities 

  

2001 2010 2012 

Changes 

  
2010-

2001 
2010-12 

P80 Preschool and School Education 7,330 9,390 9,400 2,060 10 

Q86 Residential Care Services 4,730 6,480 6,060 1,750 -420 

M692 Architectural, Engineering and 

Technical Services 
1,530 3,050 3,910 1,520 860 

O77 Public Order, Safety and Regulatory 

Services 
2,440 3,830 3,800 1,390 -30 

S95 Personal and Other Services 3,180 4,550 4,060 1,370 -490 

R Arts and Recreation Services 2,880 4,060 3,250 1,180 -810 

M70 Computer System Design and Related 

Services 
1,380 2,510 2,700 1,130 190 

Q84 Hospitals 7,130 8,020 8,100 890 80 

M696 Management and Related Consulting 

Services 
1,750 2,620 2,320 870 -300 

Q85 Medical and Other Health Care 

Services 
6,810 7,630 7,570 820 -60 

N73 Building Cleaning, Pest Control and 

Other Support Services 
1,930 2,710 3,000 780 290 

M693 Legal and Accounting Services 2,400 3,080 2,900 680 -180 

R91 Sport and Recreation Activities 1,750 2,390 1,960 640 -430 

P81 Tertiary Education 4,150 4,630 4,160 480 -470 

O751 Central Government Administration 1,910 2,360 2,320 450 -40 

K64 Auxiliary Finance and Insurance 

Services 
780 1,200 1,070 420 -130 

N729 Other Administrative Services 1,570 1,980 1,670 410 -310 

P82 Adult, Community and Other Education 1,310 1,700 1,320 390 -380 

Q87 Social Assistance Services 1,800 2,190 2,050 390 -140 

S94 Repair and Maintenance 2,140 2,500 2,440 360 -60 

L66 Rental and Hiring Services (except Real 

Estate) 
1,320 1,610 1,480 290 -130 

M691 Scientific Research Services 270 560 520 290 -40 

K63 Insurance and Superannuation Funds 830 1,090 1,290 260 200 

O753 Local Government Administration 1,180 1,440 1,110 260 -330 

L67 Property Operators and Real Estate 

Services 
1,270 1,500 1,470 230 -30 

K62 Finance 2,060 2,210 1,980 150 -230 

M697 Veterinary Services 150 300 300 150 0 

J Information Media and 

Telecommunications 
3,740 3,860 2,970 120 -890 

M699 Other Professional, Scientific and 

Technical Services 
100 180 150 80 -30 
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2001 2010 2012 

Changes 

  
2010-

2001 
2010-12 

O754 Justice 150 210 190 60 -20 

M694 Advertising Services 300 330 460 30 130 

N722 Travel Agency Services 760 770 600 10 -170 

O76 Defence 100 60 35 -40 -25 

N721 Employment Services 4,140 4,010 6,630 -130 2,620 

M695 Market Research and Statistical 

Services 
2,630 390 320 -2,240 -70 

TOTAL 77,900 95,400 93,570 17,500 -1,835 

 

5.6 Some services that traditionally favour a central location have suffered 

a significant downturn. Given that in many cities the CBD is typically 

the location of a disproportionate share of slow growth activities, if only 

because of their long-standing nature, its decline in Christchurch can 

be seen as ”structural” in nature, at least in part, rather than resulting 

from a failure to compete with other Christchurch localities.   

5.7 Structural change results from factors such as declining demand for a 

particular service or sector-wide transformations from, for example, 

changes in ownership, service specifications, technology, regulations, 

modes of delivery or the competitive environment.  These factors will 

impact disproportionately in areas where those sectors are 

concentrated. 

5.8 Over the past decade or so such impacts are evident in advertising, 

market research, travel agencies, information and media services and 

employment agencies.  (Not surprisingly, perhaps, the last mentioned 

experienced a significant revival after the earthquakes in 

Christchurch). 
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6. THE IMPACT OF THE EARTHQUAKES 

6.1 It is difficult to anticipate what medium-term investment will take place 

in the CBD, although leadership in public investment in the interim 

should continue to see it making a recovery. 

6.2 As it turns out, the city-wide reduction in service employment after the 

earthquakes was limited (Table 4).  However, the consequent push 

from the CBD – 24% of jobs gone by February 2012 – saw a reversal 

in the previous contraction in the inner suburbs.  Not surprisingly, the 

gain in outer suburbs jumped (3,520 a year compared with 1,350/year 

from 2001 to 2006).  

Table 4 Impact of the Earthquakes on the Distribution of Service 

Employment 

 

2010-12 

Shift 
2012 Total 

Share 

2012 

CBD -16,031 22,120 24% 

Inner Suburbs 6,334 19,866 21% 

Outer Suburbs 7,033 46,831 50% 

Lyttelton 3 240 0% 

Rural 767 4,271 5% 

Total -1,894 93,328 100% 

Source: Statistics New Zealand 

6.3 An analysis of building consents establishes how recent investment is 

panning out, and provides a foundation for thinking about the 

prospects for CBD office and retail growth in the near future.  (The 

Statistics New Zealand consents database defines shops as “shops, 

restaurants and taverns", and offices as “office and administration 

buildings”).  While consents prior to 2010 largely reflect expanding 

capacity (although a small share will be for replacement buildings and 

some may not be acted on), a large proportion of consents since then 

comprise replacement buildings restoring capacity lost in the 

earthquakes.  
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6.4 New office floorspace has grown consistently ahead of retail 

floorspace (Figure 1), confirming the more limited potential of retailing 

to shape centres and the centres hierarchy compared with services.   

Figure 1: Commercial Building Area Consented in Christchurch 1996-

2014 

 

Source: Statistics New Zealand 

6.5 Since 2010 the consented area of offices has expanded dramatically 

simply because their preponderance in the CBD meant that a greater 

area of office buildings was affected by the earthquakes and required 

replacement than the area of retailing affected.   

6.6 Census area units have been divided into the CBD, inner suburbs, and 

(outer) suburban areas for the purposes of this comparison.  Several 

conclusions can be drawn from examining before and after earthquake 

trends.  

6.7 New office floorspace favoured the suburbs up to 2010 (Figure 2).  

The CBD accounted for 37% of total area from 1996 to 2000; just 12% 

from 2001-2005; and 32% during the downturn from 2006 to 2010 

(Figure 2).  It is not unusual during an economic downturn for activity 

to consolidate in the centre while it is more likely to expand in non-

central areas during periods of buoyancy.  
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Figure 2: Distribution of Commercial Floorspace Consented in 

Christchurch, 1996-2014 

 

Source: Statistics New Zealand 

6.8 The CBD share of office area consented leapt to 59% from 2011 to 

2014 as central city rebuilding took off reinstating CBD leadership in 

new activity with 254,000m2 of offices consented over the period.  

Nevertheless, office construction remained strong elsewhere with 

174,000m2 consented from 2011 to 2014 outside the CBD compared 

with 159,000m2 from 2006 to 2010 (Figure 3).  

6.9 New retail floorspace was even more concentrated in the suburbs, 

with 32% in the CBD from 1996 to 2000; 11% from 2001 to 2005; 8% 

from 2006 to 2010; and 10% from 2010 to 2014.  Of 525,000m2 

dedicated retail floorspace consented from 1996 to 2014, just 

77,000m2 was located in the CBD.  The CBD as a destination for new 

retail investment fell sharply after 2000, with the inner suburbs coming 

to play a much more significant role (although still secondary to the 

outer suburbs).  
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Figure 3: Distribution of Retail Floorspace Consented 1996-2014 

 

Source: Statistics New Zealand 

6.10 Unlike offices, there is no sign of substantial investment committed to 

reinstating CBD retailing since the earthquakes.  Of 161,000m2 new 

retail space consented from 2011 to 2014 only 15,000m2 is in the CBD 

(although the ground floor of many new office blocks will include a 

retail component).   

6.11 Despite the boom in replacement building there is no sign in the post-

earthquake activity that the suburbanisation of commercial activity is 

changing, and no obvious reason why it should.  CBD offices remain 

important for higher order services (in the professions and specialised 

activities with a wide reaching client base) but the central city is no 

longer the primary location for many other service and office-based 

activities.  

 

7. REINVIGORATING THE CBD 

7.1 The function and profile of the CBD is changing throughout the 

developed world.  It is increasingly focused on a combination of public 

administration, specialist and high order service activities that service 

metropolitan-wide and regional markets, and visitor activities.  The 

latter are reflected in art and recreational activities, often concentrated 
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around key nodes in a city, cafes, bars and restaurants, and quality 

public spaces including connections among nodes.  Retailing in the 

CBD is also increasingly specialised, catering for tourists and perhaps 

offering high end, high value international brands. 

7.2 A CBD with greater emphasis on public spaces and visitor activity may 

be complemented by a renewed focus on permanent residential 

activity, typically catering for a young, active and often transient 

population in medium to high density dwellings in and around the city 

centre.  The resulting population growth in turn complements demand 

for the services catering for visitors and provides an impetus for food, 

convenience, and personal goods stores, typically distributed through 

and around the CBD.  

7.3 The Earthquake Recovery Programme provides Christchurch an 

opportunity to accelerate the modernisation of the CBD along these 

lines rather than seeking to cement in place through regulation a form 

already in transition away from a traditional dependence on local 

retailing and lower order office and service activities.  A more direct 

and active approach is evident in the Christchurch Central Recovery 

Plan (2012).  This promotes a more compact core surrounded by 

green spaces and focused on anchor public projects, creating an 

attractive destination and context for private investment.  While not 

doing away with the need to plan for activities across the hierarchy, it 

offers a proactive alternative to the strict regulation elsewhere as a 

means of reinvigorating the CBD. 

 

8. DEALING WITH UNCERTAINTY 

8.1 The unpredictability of the future economic structure (the mix of 

commercially sustainable and growing activities) and its association 

with urban form call for a flexible approach to land use requirements 

for office, retail and industrial activity.  Such an approach also needs to 

be capable of accommodating the changing forms of these activities.   

8.2 For example, it is difficult to distinguish high tech activities (defined in 

the PCRDP as communications technology development; computer 
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and information technology development; and associated 

manufacturing, electronic data storage and processing, and research 

and development, Chapter 2, p.32) for light industry, including R&D 

activities, computer-based manufacturing, or the production of IT 

equipment and systems, on the one hand, and from the office and 

information processing functions of the services sector.  Not only is it 

difficult to physically distinguish office services from “industrial” 

premises of this kind, but they are likely to share workplace profiles 

and values, employ similar people and occupy offices that are 

indistinguishable from one another.   

8.3 Similarly, retailing is increasingly the end point of an international 

production and distribution chain.  The links of this chain are becoming 

more integrated so that the store is the end distribution point where 

once the wholesaler performed that function.  In another more recent 

development, the internet (and social media generally) increasingly 

provides the channel for selecting and purchasing goods from 

inventories held in a warehouse rather than traditional retail premises, 

with couriers, delivery vans, or trucks, delivering to the consumer.   

8.4 While showrooms may still be used – often at the front of the 

warehouse – there is clearly a blurring of the edges between the 

industrial and retail activities.  A similar blurring is evident among 

those locally-based producers, especially of furniture and building 

products, where the front of the factory acts as the showroom for retail 

and trade sales.  In addition, over the past two decades, under 

changing international trade conditions, many former manufacturers 

have simply become designers, marketers, and distributors of 

products sourced from offshore producers.  

8.5 Drawing the line between these activities with respect to where they 

might locate is inevitably arbitrary and gives rise to rules with 

potentially high costs of compliance and enforcement and limited 

benefits by way of rationalising land use or limiting effects.  Under 

these conditions of significant uncertainty, the regulatory approach to 

managing the effects of business development and urban form might 

be best aimed at defining threshold effects or standards rather than 
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attempting to differentiate and control functions across indistinct and 

shifting activity boundaries. 

8.6 Reliance on a centres-based approach that is too prescriptive and 

arbitrary with respect to functions and scale will not provide that 

flexibility.  By effectively increasing the costs to business and reducing 

the financial resilience of enterprise or discouraging investment 

altogether, an approach to land use needs dependent too heavily on 

defending existing centres and their current roles will reduce the 

quantum and efficiency of new investment, undermine the collective 

competitiveness of business in Christchurch and thereby lower output 

and employment. 

 

9. THE SUITABILITY OF THE MAIL SITE FOR COMMERCIAL 

ACTIVITIES 

9.1 Under these circumstances, new business areas might best be 

allowed to develop on their merits while meeting the requisite 

environmental and design standards and the requirements of the 

CRPS and LURP, including avoidance of reverse sensitivity in 

industrial areas and maintaining quality urban form.   

9.2 The current proposal is that the MBP site should be zoned Industrial 

Park (Memorial Avenue).  However, as the PCRDP stands, industrial 

zoning limits the capacity to accommodate offices and retailing in 

anything other than an ancillary capacity when clearly these may be 

indistinguishable to or evolve from manufacturing.   

9.3 The MBP site is located at the intersection of two key arterial roads 

and virtually adjacent to the airport.  It has a high public profile and it is 

well-located relative to recent and potential future residential growth.  

As such it is a strategic location that will offer advantages to a range of 

commercial and community activities as well as to light industry.  

9.4 Both office activity and light industry are relatively labour intensive with 

employees requiring much the same local (on-site) amenities.  These 

might include a gymnasium, cafes and a restaurant, recruitment and 
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training facilities, convenience and personal goods stores, banking 

facilities and the like.  The provision of such amenities within a single 

business park generally benefits both employees (in terms of the 

capacity to fulfil a range of personal business functions locally) and 

employers (in terms of lower staff turnover).  

9.5 While it is close to the airport, large scale logistics premises are 

unlikely to locate in MBP partly because such uses would be out of 

scale in this locality and partly because they are adequately catered 

for on airport-controlled land.  

9.6 Relevant activities that have been increasing their presence in 

suburban locations that might be expected to locate in the MBP 

include sport and recreation, and medical services servicing on site 

(working) and off-site (residential) populations.   

9.7 Professional and scientific services that favour non-CBD localities are 

also likely to be attracted over and above uses that are considered 

ancillary to industry because of physical integration or contiguity.  

Equally important, office-based services may be in independent 

ownership and physically separated from the production or 

warehousing process, but nevertheless choose to locate in close 

proximity to an industrial customer or client base.  In addition, the 

concentration of computer system design and related services already 

evident in Christchurch’s outer suburbs reflects a preference for 

attractive environments of industrial parks of the sort that MBP can 

offer.  A location close to the airport may well reinforce the advantages 

of the site for high tech businesses with significant national or 

international business transactions.  

9.8 The location and profile of the site, the potential quality of its 

development for mixed uses, and the prospect of diverse new 

investment taking place at a key nodal location suggest that it can also 

make a significant positive contribution to Christchurch’s urban form 

without impacting on the vitality of existing centres.   

9.9 While the precise mix of activities that might be allowed for at this site 

will be subject to consideration at a later hearing, for it to fulfil its 

potential to accommodate investment and employment and meet its 
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potential to contribute to the ongoing growth of Christchurch, the 

PCRDP should provide the opportunity and flexibility to promote 

forward-looking development which will include a component of non-

industrial development.  

 

10. CONCLUSION 

10.1 In my opinion, greater flexibility is warranted than provided in either the 

too strict centres-based approach to retailing and commercial services, 

or the arbitrary separation of industrial from non-industrial land uses.   

10.2 The analyses indicate that the wider distribution of investment and 

employment in office and retail activity was well underway before 

2010.  There is no reason to expect this to diminish.  While the 

earthquakes have shifted the balance of office construction back to the 

CBD for the moment, the changing mix and orientation of service 

activities is such that continuing suburbanisation will continue 

alongside its redevelopment.   

10.3 The impact of the earthquakes has provided an opportunity to take an 

active approach to redeveloping the CBD.  However, it would be ill-

advised to use it also as an opportunity to overregulate investment 

elsewhere in the city.  By creating artificial barriers to entry, which will 

be reflected indirectly in land prices as well as high regulatory costs, 

the over-restrictive provisions in the PCRDP risk reducing investment 

and consequently employment and incomes.  Such outcomes will be 

counter-productive because the lower incomes resulting will reduce 

the spending, especially the discretionary spending, that might 

otherwise expand demand for the goods and services that the CBD 

will provide. 

10.4 On these grounds I recommend a more liberal approach to the 

regulation of the centres hierarchy, one which highlights direct 

initiatives (especially in the CBD) and facilitation rather than one which 

relies too heavily on directing what activities cannot take place 

elsewhere.  In particular, the notion that the only offices which might 

locate in industrial areas are ancillary offices containing “activity that is 
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incidental to a permitted or consented activity on the same site” 

(PCRDP, Chapter 2 Definitions, with amendments as recommended in 

the evidence of Mr Stevenson, Attachment E, p.14 - 16) could distort 

and discourage the sort of investment in new and expanding activities 

that otherwise offer the potential for growth well beyond the current 

recovery phase.  

10.5 Given the favoured location of the proposed MBP I recommend that 

zoning for that site in the PCRDP should protect the opportunity for a 

range of uses there, including non-industrial uses, subject to avoiding 

reverse sensitivities - highly unlikely to occur on a planned Greenfield 

site – and any adverse effects on urban form.   

 

 

Philip McDermott 

24 April 2015 
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