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1. INTRODUCTION 

 

1.1 My full name is Hugh Anthony Nicholson.  I hold the position of Principal 

Adviser Urban Design within the Strategy and Planning Group at the 

Christchurch City Council (Council).   

 

1.2 I hold a Post-Graduate Diploma of Landscape Architecture from Lincoln 

University and a Post-Graduate Certificate in Urban Design from the 

University of Sydney.  I have more than twenty years' experience in both 

the public and private sectors.  I am a registered member of the New 

Zealand Institute of Landscape Architects.  I have worked as a principal 

urban designer with the Council for eight years.  Prior to this I worked as 

an urban designer with the Wellington City Council for seven years.  I was 

a member of the advisory panel for the development of the National 

Guidelines for Crime Prevention through Environmental Design (CPTED) 

for the Ministry of Justice, and a member of the Technical Advisory Group 

for the Wellington Waterfront. 

 

1.3 As part of my role at the Council I have been asked to provide evidence in 

relation to urban design and amenity in relation to the Strategic Directions 

Proposal. 

 

1.4 I have been involved in the preparation of the Strategic Directions and the 

Residential chapters of the Christchurch Replacement District Plan 

(pRDP).  I was the design leader responsible for delivering the content of 

the public engagement campaign 'Share an Idea' and the subsequent draft 

Central City Recovery Plan.  I was also involved in the preparation of the 

associated draft district plan amendments to the central city zones which 

were subsequently reviewed and incorporated into the Christchurch 

Central Recovery Plan.  I have been extensively involved in the 

development of both Plan Change 53 which introduced discretionary urban 

design assessments for medium density housing, and in Plan Change 56 

which introduced urban design controls into business zones. 
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1.5 I have been providing the Council with my expertise in relation to urban 

design assessments with regard to resource consent applications, Council 

hearings and Environment Court hearings since 2006.  

  

2. CODE OF CONDUCT 

 

2.1 I confirm that I have read the Code of Conduct for Expert Witnesses 

contained in the Environment Court Practice Note 2014 and that I agree to 

comply with it. I confirm that I have considered all the material facts that I 

am aware of that might alter or detract from the opinions that I express, 

and that this evidence is within my area of expertise, except where I state 

that I am relying on the evidence of another person.   

 

3. SCOPE  

 

3.1 I have been asked to provide evidence in relation to the Strategic 

Directions Proposal, more specifically on issues relating to urban design 

and amenity.  

 

3.2 A number of submissions raise issues requesting that the approach taken 

in the pRDP on urban design needs is relaxed.  For example: 

 

(a) Kiwi (761): seeks that the urban design controls are tempered 

where such design controls are unnecessary or would act to the 

detriment of economic growth and recovery;1 

(b) Progressives (790): "overly strong focus on urban design, urban 

form and urban consolidation";2 

(c) Property Council (595): "… the wider policy framework sends a 

clear message – recovery and rebuild must take priority … Where 

urban design standards may negatively impact on recovery, such 

standards are to be relaxed or reduced";3 

(d) SCentre (742): "To support a centres-based approach, the current 

strong focus on urban design needs to be better balanced with the 

enablement of activities";4 

                                                   
1
 Submission Point 3 

2
 Page 8 

3
 Paragraph 33 

4
 Page 3, paragraph 4.9 
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3.3 Mr Peter Eman has analysed these submissions against the relevant 

provisions in the Strategic Directions Proposal in his evidence.  My 

evidence looks at the approach taken by the Council, to urban design, and 

the reasons why such an approach is necessary, at a higher level. 

 

3.4 I note that there are submissions in support of improving the quality of the 

urban environment, for example: 

 

(a) Beacon (1183): supports quality urban outcomes5; 

(b) Carter Group (386):6 supportive of Issues 3.4.3 (the quality of the 

urban environment) and Direction 3.5.2.1 (concerning a well-

defined urban environment)7; 

(c) Scentre (742): "Improve the quality of the urban environment, 

whilst recognising that different issues and design outcomes will 

be relevant to different areas"8; 

 

4. EXECUTIVE SUMMARY 

 

4.1 The requirement for the pRDP to address good urban design arises from 

the Canterbury Regional Policy Statement (CRPS) and the Land Use 

Recovery Plan (LURP).  It also reflects the hopes and aspirations of the 

community as expressed in Share an Idea.   

 

4.2 Urban design regulation is one of a range of methods that the Council uses 

to provide a high quality urban environment and amenities to enhance the 

quality of life for residents and visitors.  The proposed provisions in the 

pRDP have been balanced against the need to remove unnecessary 

impediments to recovery. 

 

4.3 The adverse effects of poor developments on the urban environment and 

amenity have been demonstrated in Christchurch studies, and the 

proposed urban design regulations have been shaped to respond to the 

identified issues.  A range of studies, both international and New Zealand, 

                                                   
5
 Throughout submission. 

6
 And others, for example, Marriner Investments, Marriner Investments No 1, Avonhead Mall, Maurice Carter Charitable Trust, 

AMP Capital Palms. 
7
 Paragraph 20 

8
 Page 8. 
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have identified and measured a range of economic, social and 

environmental benefits that arise from good urban design.  

 

4.4 In my opinion the scale of damage and the likely extent of rebuilding 

resulting from the Canterbury earthquakes in 2010/11 presents both a 

significant risk to long term recovery if the result is a poor quality urban 

environment with limited amenities and, correspondingly, a significant 

opportunity to enhance the quality of the urban environment and increase 

the quality of life for residents and the international competitiveness of 

Christchurch in an international market. 

 

4.5 Research from Harvard University on disaster recovery suggests that an 

effective strategy recognises that the quality of life for Christchurch 

residents has been significantly affected by the earthquakes and aims to 

improve the quality of life in the long term to 'make up for some of the lost 

ground' and to enhance the future prospects for the city9. 

 

4.6 Currently discretionary urban design assessments are operating effectively 

in the Living 3, Living 4 and Central City Business zones within statutory 

timeframes.  The proposed discretionary urban design assessments are 

applied to areas with higher residential densities or greater concentrations 

of activities.  The Council has simplified the urban design assessment 

matters in response to user feedback and encourages applicants to use 

pre-application meetings to discuss potential issues and to facilitate the 

resource consent process. 

 

5. WHERE DOES THE REQUIREMENT FOR GOOD URBAN DESIGN COME 

FROM? 

 

5.1 The primary requirements to include provisions that address good urban 

design in the pRDP arise from two sources, the LURP and the CRPS, both 

of which provide overarching guidance.   

 

5.2 The LURP identifies that "good quality urban design for new and rebuilt 

areas is critical to promote a successful and enduring recovery"10.  In terms 

                                                   
9
 Doug Ahlers, Harvard University, International Speaker Series, Share an Idea, 13 September 2011 

10
 Land Use Recovery Plan, 4.6.3, p.39 
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of establishing a clear strategic planning framework, the LURP directs that 

in district plans there are "requirements for urban design to be addressed 

at various scales for business, housing and mixed use development"11. 

 

5.3 The LURP also requires that delivery mechanisms for recovery such as 

district plans should provide "clarity and certainty about design 

requirements"12 and that the Council should review its district plan and 

amongst other things remove "unnecessary impediments associated with 

urban design requirements".13 

 

5.4 The CRPS states the issue succinctly identifying that "while the speed of 

recovery is important, so to is the quality of the built form" and that the 

quality of the built form is "important for retaining population and attracting 

skilled workers and new business opportunities".14   

 

5.5 The Objectives of the CRPS direct that both residential and business 

development should be of a high quality and incorporate "good urban 

design"15 or "the principles of good urban design"16. 

 

5.6 Policy 6.3.2 of the CRPS requires that business, residential and public 

space development is to "give effect to the principles of good urban design 

below, and those of the NZ Urban Design Protocol 2005, to the extent 

appropriate to the context".  The policy goes on to list seven principles of 

good urban design which when read in conjunction with the principles from 

the NZ Urban Design Protocol provide an indication of the matters to be 

considered. 

 

5.7 Under Methods, the CRPS identifies that "territorial authorities will include 

in district plans objectives, policies and rules (if any) to give effect to Policy 

6.3.2" and that they "should develop urban design guidelines to assist 

developers"17.  In the principal reasons and explanation for Policy 6.3.2 the 

CRPS includes a list of eight outcomes that should result from 

implementing the policy. 

                                                   
11

 Ibid, 4.6.1, p.38 
12

 Ibid, 4.6, p.38. 
13

 Ibid, 4.6.2, p39. 
14

 Canterbury Regional Policy Statement, Issue 6.1.4, p.49. 
15

 Ibid, Objective 6.2.3, p.51 
16

 Ibid, Objective 6.2.5, p.52. 
17

 Ibid, Policy 6.3.2, Methods, p.54. 
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5.8 The expected outcomes from the CRPS, that the pRDP must give effect to, 

are set out in full in Attachment 1, as are the principles of good urban 

design.  Although the Strategic Direction Proposal address this issue at a 

high (strategic) level, I believe these are highly relevant to the approach 

the Council has incorporated into the pRDP, and will provide a useful 

checklist to review the more detailed urban design provisions in 

subsequent chapters/hearings.    

 

6. SHARE AN IDEA  

 

6.1 Share an Idea was a public engagement campaign which resulted in more 

than 106,000 ideas about how to rebuild Christchurch after the Canterbury 

earthquakes in 2010/11.  The six week campaign was launched by the 

Council shortly after the February 2011 earthquake to inform the 

development of the draft Central City Recovery Plan.  Whilst the ideas 

informed recovery planning for the central city, the public shared ideas that 

related to the wider city. 

 

6.2 The Share an Idea website was used as a virtual noticeboard where 

people could upload ideas and see other peoples' ideas.  The campaign 

was launched with a two day expo attended by 10,000 people, and the 

combination of high-tech opportunities including video booths and 

Facebook combined with low-tech solutions such as Post-it notes proved 

remarkably successful.  

 

6.3 Share an Idea has been recognised internationally and was the unanimous 

overall winner of the Co-Creation Awards in 2011.  This was the first time 

that an initiative from outside Europe had won the award. 

 

6.4 All of the ideas were digitised and analysed into key topic areas.  The 

linking statements below were identified as the high level principles that 

drew together the common themes identified through public consultation18:  

 

(a) People must be placed at the centre of the redevelopment; 

                                                   
18

 Common Themes from Public Ideas - Christchurch Central City Plan, Christchurch City Council Report, 14 July 2011, p.6 
http://archived.ccc.govt.nz/council/proceedings/2011/august/cnclcover11th/13.centralcityplan.pdf 

http://archived.ccc.govt.nz/council/proceedings/2011/august/cnclcover11th/13.centralcityplan.pdf
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(b) A destination to live, work or play; 

(c) Greening essential to create people friendly places and a central 

city that is aesthetically appealing.  Greening must be 

incorporated into the transport networks, especially walkways and 

cycleways connecting key parts of the central city, and in the 

general streetscape and squares, as well as in building design 

and layout;  

(d) Interconnectivity made easy and enjoyable between activities 

and between different locations. Integrated affordable transport 

networks with pedestrians as the priority and including a range of 

options such as walkways, cycleways and public transport that 

moves people easily into and around the central city;  

(e) Vibrancy by preserving the ground floor and streetscape for 

activities that attract people such as cafes, and restaurants.  

Create precincts that attract people for a range of activities.  

Increase the number of people living in the central city;  

(f) High quality well designed low rise buildings that are safe, 

sustainable, look good and function well.  Restore iconic heritage 

and earthquake proof.  Create a legacy for Christchurch by 

providing a well thought out city centre.  A high quality central city 

will attract both locals and tourists; 

(g) An inclusive and accessible central city for all ages, ethnic 

groups, people with disabilities by providing an appropriate range 

of environments, activities, buildings, services and facilities; and 

(h) A business friendly environment that attracts businesses back 

and makes it easy for new starts and builds on the collaborative 

environment that has developed as an outcome of the 

earthquakes.   

 

6.5 One of the key topic areas was Design and Appearance.  Key ideas were 

summarised as follows: 

 

(a) People want high quality building designs that will leave a 

proud legacy for the city.  They don't want cheap tilt slab 

construction or soulless multi-storey glass buildings.   

(b) Building design should focus on creating environments that are 

people friendly and that incorporate open space.   
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(c) New buildings should allow for green space and interact well 

with the surrounding environment. 

 

6.6 A number of ideas also recognised the role of the Council in regulating 

building design and layout. 

 

6.7 Other key topic areas included: 

 

(a) Point of difference: Opportunity for Christchurch to create a point 

of difference, with the 'garden city' theme a unique selling point 

locally, nationally and internationally.  

(b) Housing Density: Recognising that density and building height 

are closely related to urban sprawl, with medium to higher density 

living less likely to result in sprawl.  

(c) Housing Types and Styles: A range of housing options and that 

all housing developments, regardless of price, must be well 

designed and incorporate open space.  

(d) Sustainability: New builds must incorporate sustainable design 

principles.  

(e) Parks: Green space of varying sizes to meet a range of needs, 

recognising the importance for aesthetic value. This theme went 

beyond parks to include trees and other plantings throughout the 

streetscape, including the transport network and in building design 

and layout.  

(f) Public Health and Design for Health: Environments that are 

healthy for people, this links also to a desire for more green 

space.  

(g) Needs of over 65s: Key needs of the elderly to be considered 

including accessible facilities, pathways, transport and activities.  

(h) Safety: a safer built environment in terms of withstanding the 

effects of the earthquakes, and also with good safety after dark.  

(i) Signage: Attention must be paid to ensure it does not add to 

visual pollution.  

(j) Maori: Increased acknowledgement of Maori culture in the city. 

 

6.8 These ideas have been a reference point for the Council in much of its 

work since the earthquakes, providing clear guidance of the community’s 
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hopes and aspirations.  In my opinion many of the ideas and themes which 

were expressed as part of Share an Idea have helped to shape the pRDP.  

In particular the emphasis on a high quality urban environment, the 

sustainability and accessibility provisions, active street frontages, CPTED, 

public health considerations, density, housing choice, and connectivity 

provisions have been shaped by the public views expressed in Share an 

Idea. 

 

7. WHAT IS THE COUNCIL'S ROLE IN IMPROVING THE QUALITY OF THE 

URBAN ENVIRONMENT? 

 

7.1 There are five broad ways in which the Council contributes to the quality of 

the urban environment.  These are: 

 

(a) providing services and infrastructure;  

(b) providing public spaces – including streets, squares, parks;  

(c) engagement, community programmes and information – 

eg. design guides, community grants, education programmes;  

(d) direction and leadership – providing strategic vision based on 

community consultation and engagement; and 

(e) regulation – regulating land use and building standards. 

 

7.2 Regulation is one tool within a wider integrated approach to providing a 

high quality of urban environment and amenities for residents and visitors 

to Christchurch. 

 

 Why is regulation required? 

 

7.3 Regulation is required to avoid the adverse effects of poorly designed 

developments on the urban environment and on urban communities.  Well-

designed developments will: 

 

(a) assist with reducing crime through the application of the principles 

of CPTED; 

(b) reduce travel times and dependence on private motor vehicles, 

and enable walking cycling and public transport; and improve 

accessibility for all abilities and ages; 
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(c) provide for a high standard of physical amenities; 

(d) minimise adverse effects on neighbouring properties such as loss 

of privacy and overshadowing; 

(e) protect important features of the natural environment; 

(f) protect heritage elements from inappropriate development, and 

enhance their values; 

(g) improve the mental and physical wellbeing of its residents; and 

(h) create efficient and functional development patterns and urban 

form. 

 

7.4 Any regulation needs to be balanced against rights of landowners to use 

and develop their land.  Urban design regulations that prevent land from 

being used reasonably and economically do not benefit either the city or 

the urban environment.  

 

8. QUALITY ENVIRONMENT / QUALITY OUTCOMES 

 

 What are adverse effects on the quality of the urban environment?   

 

8.1 Adverse effects can be categorised into two broad types: 

 

(a) reducing amenity or quality of life for users (including future users 

and neighbours) eg. lack of privacy, overshadowing, lack of 

outdoor living space or storage space, lack of safe pedestrian 

access; and 

 

(b) reducing the quality of the public realm eg. poor subdivision 

layout, lack of connections to the rest of the city, lack of provisions 

for walking or cycling, blank walls, dominance of vehicle crossings 

or carparking, lack of passive surveillance. 

 

8.2 The quality of public spaces is strongly linked to the qualities of adjacent 

privately owned developments.  Successful public spaces are generally 

characterised by edges with a high degree of visual interest and a range of 

adjacent activities that interact with the street.  For example a successful 

shopping street will have a number of entrances and shop windows 
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together with seating opportunities and street trees rather than blank 

concrete walls.   

 

 Is urban design regulation about architectural style or colour? 

 

8.3 Urban design regulations are not concerned with any particular 

architectural style or colour.  They are concerned with improving the quality 

of the public realm, with protecting the amenity of the built environment for 

occupants and the general public.  Buildings that are not 'great 

architecture' can provide good urban outcomes. 

 

8.4 Urban design assessments relate to a range of criteria.  Key criteria 

include the relationship with the street and public open spaces, building 

form and articulation, access and carparking, landscaping and site 

amenity, service areas and utilities; and residential amenity.  Guidance 

may also be provided to support understanding of these criteria, such as 

the Council's Building Multi-unit Housing Guide.19   

 

8.5 Whilst specific examples are provided there are many different design 

solutions to achieve the desired outcomes.  For example an assessment 

would not generally address the specific colour of developments or 

recommend particular architectural features, however these are useful 

tools to provide visual interest and human scale where the building form 

itself does not achieve this adequately. 

 

 Why don't we leave it to the market? (or do we really need regulation?) 

 

8.6 Prior to the earthquake the Council carried out two comprehensive studies 

of urban quality, one for the medium density living zones20 and one for the 

central city and larger suburban business zones21.  These studies reviewed 

recent developments across these zones and evaluated them against a set 

of urban design criteria drawn from national and international studies. 

 

                                                   
19

 Building Multi-unit Housing (In Living 3 zones): An Urban Design Guide for Christchurch, Christchurch City Council,  
http://resources.ccc.govt.nz/files/homeliving/buildingplanning/forms/p332_urbandesignguidel3zones.pdf 
20

 Urban Design Review of Recent Residential Development, Appendix 5, Living 3 & Living 4 Plan Change, Boffa Miskell Ltd., 
October 2009 
21

 Appendix 6A, Site Survey Results February 2011, Urban Design Technical Report, Plan Change 56 and Results and 
Recommendations, Urban Design Technical Report, Isthmus Group, March 2011.  

http://resources.ccc.govt.nz/files/homeliving/buildingplanning/forms/p332_urbandesignguidel3zones.pdf
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8.7 In the second study forty-one developments in the central city and 

business zones were selected for appraisal including sites in the central 

pedestrian core of the city, fringe central city areas, and suburban main 

streets and shopping malls.  Key urban design matters and a range of 

assessment criteria were identified from urban design literature and the 

forty-one sites were assessed against the criteria. 

 

8.8 The results showed: 

 

(a) a spread of scores indicating that the criteria were responsive; 

(b) a proportion of high and moderate scores in each criterion that 

indicated that good urban design outcomes are readily achievable; 

and 

(c) at the same time a relatively significant proportion of low scores 

which indicate that for a significant number of developments there 

is an opportunity to significantly improve the urban design 

outcomes. 

 

8.9 In my opinion these studies indicate that a significant number of new 

developments are likely to perform poorly against urban design criteria and 

will contribute to poor urban outcomes.  The results from these studies 

have informed the selection of provisions as part of the District Plan 

Review. 

 

 What are the risks of not having urban design regulation? 

 

8.10 In most New Zealand cities the percentage of buildings being replaced at 

any one time is relatively low.  In Christchurch in the five years prior to the 

earthquakes an average of 2.4 resource consents for new buildings were 

received each year in the Central City Business Zone. 

 

8.11 As a result of the Canterbury earthquakes approximately twenty thousand 

houses have been destroyed, and approximately 80% of buildings in the 

central city have been demolished.  The city is likely to see an 

unprecedented number of new buildings being constructed over the next 

ten years and the risk of poor urban outcomes is significantly higher than in 

other New Zealand cities.  



 

25570804_1.DOCX   

 15 

 

8.12 Buildings are one of the longer lasting elements of urban form.  New 

buildings are likely to have a lifespan of more than fifty years, and the 

adverse effects of poor quality development will affect not only the current 

generation but future generations also.  Whilst the speed of recovery is 

clearly an important consideration, in my view making decisions which 

result in a poor quality urban environment will have detrimental effects on 

the long term recovery of Christchurch for the next fifty years. 

 

8.13 A range of methods are used in the Council's approach to urban design, 

including regulation.  In my opinion the most robust outcomes have been 

achieved through the use of a combination of methods such as using 

design guides and regulation in tandem. 

 

 Who else has urban design regulations? 

 

8.14 The use of urban design regulations as part of land use planning is 

common in cities throughout United Kingdom, Australia, Canada, USA and 

Europe. 

 

8.15 All major New Zealand cities have some form of urban design regulation in 

their district plans including Auckland, Wellington, Dunedin, Hamilton, and 

Tauranga. 

   

8.16 Christchurch currently has urban design regulations in the medium density 

living zones and in the central city, and had notified a plan change (Plan 

Change 56) introducing urban design controls to a range of suburban 

business zones (Business 1, 2 and 2P).  Plan Change 56 has 

subsequently been withdrawn and is now incorporated in the pRDP.   

 

8.17 The New Zealand Urban Design Protocol 2005 was published by the 

Ministry for the Environment to recognise the importance of urban design 

in the development of successful towns and cities. The protocol is a 

voluntary commitment by central and local government, property 

developers and investors, design professionals, educational institutes and 

other groups to create quality urban design.  The Christchurch City Council 

is a signatory to the New Zealand Urban Design Protocol 2005. 
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 Is good urban design affordable? 

 

8.18 The Council is reflecting the views of the community in not wanting 

featureless tilt slab buildings, but neither is it expecting gold plated edifices.  

In my view, creating a high quality urban environment requires 

development to be affordable and well designed.   

 

8.19 Good urban design takes into account the functional and operational 

requirements of businesses, infrastructure and housing, and aims to 

incorporate these into a design that also maintains or improves the quality 

and sustainability of the urban environment and the amenities that people 

use and enjoy. 

 

8.20 Good design can save money and add value.  This was evidenced by a 

recent case study carried out by EECA Business22.  TM Consultants 

reviewed the plans for a new office block in Christchurch and 

demonstrated how heating and cooling requirements could be reduced by 

more than half, the capital cost of the building could be reduced by 

approximately $300,000 and additional space could be rented out. 

 

 What are the benefits of good urban design? 

 

8.21 There are a number of international studies measuring the benefits of good 

urban design.  These include studies from the United Kingdom23 24 25 26, 

Australia27, and the USA28 29 30.  These studies identified a range of social, 

economic and environmental benefits which resulted from good urban 

design.  While some of these benefits are economic or can be clearly 

quantified in dollar terms, it is clear from these studies that a significant 

                                                   
22

 How energy efficiency saves on build cost, construction time and signs like this, EECA Business 
https://www.eecabusiness.govt.nz/sites/all/files/tm-consultants-april-2014.pdf 
23

 The Value of Urban Design, Commission for Architecture and the Built Environment & Department of Environment, Transport 
and the Regions (DETR), 2001 
24

 The Value of Good Design, Commission for Architecture and the Built Environment, 2002 
25

 Matthew Carmona, Claudio De Magalhães & Michael Edwards (2002) Stakeholder Views on Value and Urban Design, 
Journal of Urban Design, 7:2,1, p.45-169. 
26

 Matthew Carmona, Claudio de Magalhães and Michael Edwards (2002) What value urban design? Urban Design 
International 7, p.63-81. 
27

 GilesCorti B 2006, The impact of urban form on public health, paper prepared for the 2006 Australian State of the 
Environment Commitee, Department of the Environment and Heritage, Canberra  
28

 Measuring the Street, New Metrics for 21
st
 Century Streets, New York City Department of Transport, 2012 

29
 The Economic Benefits of Sustainable Streets, New York City Department of Transport, 2012 

30
 Measuring the Economic Value of a City Park System, The Trust for Public Land, 2009 

https://www.eecabusiness.govt.nz/sites/all/files/tm-consultants-april-2014.pdf
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proportion of the benefits are longer term benefits to society as a whole 

that are not easily quantified, and need to be considered as part of larger 

strategic initiatives  such as reducing obesity or crime. 

 

8.22 The Ministry for the Environment completed a comprehensive study of the 

value of urban design in 200531 which concluded that: 

 

(a) good urban design can offer significant benefits to the community; 

conversely, poor design can have significant adverse effects on 

the urban environment, society and economy; 

(b) while good urban design sometimes costs more upfront, this is not 

necessarily the case; moreover, long-term costs can be avoided; 

(c) communities value the better quality of life that good urban design 

can deliver; 

(d) urban design can affect people's ability and willingness to 

undertake physical exercise - good design can offer health 

benefits; 

(e) urban design can help make towns and cities safer and more 

secure; and  

(f) urban design elements are interconnected - urban design is most 

effective when a number of elements come together (eg, mixed 

use, density and connectivity). 

 

8.23 The MfE study describes a key economic issue pointing out that:  

 

   urban design may create positive 'external benefits' – benefits of 

an economic, social or environmental nature that accrue to the 

wider community and are not fully captured by the developer.  It is 

rare that a development will be large enough that external benefits 

can be essentially 'internalised'. A related issue is that developers 

may have shorter time horizons (higher 'discount rates') than the 

community as a whole. Developers may thus tend to emphasise 

short-run returns and curtail costs, whereas the community may 

favour a durable yet flexible outcome that provides lasting utility.32 

  
                                                   
31

 The Value of Urban Design, The economic, environmental and social benefits of urban design, Ministry for the Environment, 
2005. 
32

 Ibid, p.8-9 
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8.24 In my opinion this economic issue suggests that is that it is not appropriate 

to expect the market (or individual developers) to carry out good urban 

design when the benefits will not be fully captured by the developer.  

Regulation is appropriate in order to ensure that greater external or public 

benefits can be achieved.  A balance is needed whereby the costs of any 

regulation for public good do not make development uneconomic. 

 

 What is the current process for urban design assessments? 

 

8.25 The Council pro-actively encourages applicants to undertake pre-

application meetings particularly with regard to discretionary urban design 

controls.  The intention of these meetings is to clearly identify potential 

urban design issues and opportunities to add value before an application is 

made in order to achieve better design outcomes and to speed up the 

processing of the resource consent. 

 

8.26 The Council has established Rebuild Central, a 'one stop shop' where 

potential developers in the central city, Lyttelton and Sydenham can get 

advice on urban design, resource and building consents, infrastructure 

works and activities in one location.  Pre-application meetings at Rebuild 

Central are currently free of charge.  Emphasis is placed on supporting and 

working in partnership with potential developers to promote the recovery. 

 

8.27 The Council employs a team of urban design and regeneration experts as 

part of the Strategy and Planning Group.  One of the functions of this team 

is to provide expert urban design advice for pre-application meetings and 

resource consent applications.  Depending on the scale and significance of 

the application the Council can also refer the application to the 

Christchurch Urban Design Panel for an independent urban design 

assessment. 

 

8.28 Generally the focus in terms of urban design assessments is on 

applications which are larger in scale or involve higher residential densities 

or concentrations of activities or are located in sensitive locations.  These 

are applications where good urban design is critical and the risk of poor 

outcomes would affect larger numbers of people, not just in the immediate 

years to come, but in the long term future of Christchurch. 
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 What is the Urban Design Panel? 

 

8.29 The Urban Design Panel is an independent panel established to provide 

urban design advice to the Council and to applicants.  The Panel: 

 

(a) incorporates a broader set of expertise than generally available to 

Council staff and promotes best urban design practice; 

(b) reduces conflict by establishing a three-way discussion about 

design quality; 

(c) is able to recommend when it is appropriate to break district plan 

rules; and 

(d) safeguards both applicants and Council staff from being 'captured' 

by a subjective bias. 

 

8.30 Each Urban Design Panel is composed of multidisciplinary group of four 

panellists drawn from a pool of senior and well-respected national and 

Christchurch design professionals who have been nominated by one of the 

professional institutes of architects, landscape architects, planners, 

surveyors or the New Zealand Property Council. 

 

 Do urban design assessments delay development? 

 

8.31 In the 2013 / 14 year 99% of all resource consents (including those with 

urban design assessments) were processed within the statutory 

timeframes.  In general urban design assessments do not cause significant 

delays to the statutory timeframes for resource consent applications. 

 

8.32 Urban design assessments can involve additional time outside the 

statutory timeframes to address recommendations and to make any 

necessary design modifications.  Generally the Council encourages this to 

take place prior to an application being lodged with Council.   

 

8.33 More than 90% of consents which triggered a discretionary urban design 

assessment in the Living 3 and Living 4 Zones also trigger other district 

plan rules.   
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9. APPROACH TAKEN IN pRDP 

 

9.1 In my opinion the approach taken in the Strategic Directions proposal of 

the pRDP is broadly consistent with the approach I have outlined in my 

evidence.  Urban design is an integrative and holistic approach that 

facilitates a wide range of specific objectives to be incorporated within 

specific parts of the city and specific developments.  These provisions are 

set out below. 

 

9.2 There are a series of provisions within the Strategic Directions Proposal 

which are focused on supporting a strong urban form including:  

 

(a) Issues 3.4.1 and 3.4.1.4; 

(b) Strategic Directions 3.5.2.1 and 3.5.2.2; 

(c) Objective 3.6.2; 

(d) Policies 3.6.1.1, 3.6.1.5 iv. and v., and 3.6.2.7. 

 

9.3 Promoting a high quality of urban environment through good urban design 

is a second theme evident in a range of provisions including: 

 

(a) Issue 3.4.3 and 3.4.4.4; 

(b) Strategic Direction 3.5.2.6; 

(c) Objective 3.6.1 v; 

(d) Policy 3.6.1.5 vi. 

 

9.4 There are a number of provisions relating to quality of life, opportunities for 

community interaction and safety from crime including: 

 

(a) Strategic Direction 3.5.3.4; 

(b) Objective 3.6.1 vii; 

(c) Policy 3.6.1.5 iii. 

 

9.5 Supporting a strong identity for Christchurch and recognition of special 

features and of cultural sites for manawhenua is another thread in the 

provisions including: 

 

(a) Issue 3.4.4.6; 



 

25570804_1.DOCX   

 21 

(b) Strategic Direction 3.5.3.3; 

(c) Objective 3.6.1 v; 

(d) Policy 3.6.1.5 I. 

  

9.6 There are a series of provisions which are focused on walking and cycling 

as a mode of transport including: 

 

(a) Issue 3.4.2 b; 

(b) Strategic Direction 3.5.2.5; 

(c) Policies 3.6.1.5 ii. and 3.6.2.1 vi. 

 

What kinds of urban design regulation are being proposed? 

 

9.7 Three kinds of urban design regulation are being proposed in the pRDP: 

 

(a) information requirements which raise the level of understanding of 

the urban context of development proposals, and the opportunities 

or constraints that need to be addressed; 

(b) prescriptive plan rules which prescribe 'how much' development is 

permitted – these are generally related to built form or bulk and 

location; and 

(c) discretionary assessment matters which are concerned with 

quality - 'how well' the development contributes to urban quality 

and amenity. 

 

9.8 The intention is that the amount of permitted development is clear and 

defined by rules, and that the discretionary assessment is concerned with 

the quality of the proposal and based on a clear understanding of the 

context of the development.   

 

9.9 Discretionary design assessments are not required everywhere – for 

example they are not required in the lower density suburban living zone 

where more than 70% of the Christchurch residents live.  They are 

recommended primarily in areas with higher residential densities or with 

more intense concentrations of commercial activities where risk of adverse 

effects is higher and more people could be affected. 

 



 

25570804_1.DOCX   

 22 

9.10 In response to user feedback on the current discretionary urban design 

assessment matters in the Living 3 and Living 4 Zones, the Council has 

reduced the comprehensive descriptions and removed the explanations 

from the assessment matters to leave a simple and focused set of 

assessment matters which is more user friendly.  

 

9.11 The combination of quantitative rules and discretionary assessment 

matters provides developers with certainty as to the amount of 

development that is permitted, and at the same time provides flexibility with 

regard to how they deliver a reasonable quality of development. 

 

 Should urban design assessments be notified? 

 

9.12 The Council's position is that where people might be adversely affected by 

breaches of city plan rules for bulk and location such as height, setbacks or 

recession plane intrusions, these people should be notified and have an 

opportunity to be heard. 

 

9.13 Where a consent relates to a discretionary urban design assessment which 

relates to the quality of the development, the Council proposes that these 

matters should not be notified in order to reduce the likelihood of vexatious 

delays. 

 

9.14 This issue will be addressed in more detail, in evidence by the Council on 

specific proposals, for example in the residential chapter. 

 

  

 

 Hugh Anthony Nicholson 

18 November 2014 
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Attachment 1 

 

Canterbury Regional Policy Statement  

Chapter 6 – Recovery and Rebuilding of Greater Christchurch 

 

Policy 6.3.2 – Development form and urban design 

 

Extract from Principal reasons and explanation 

 

Good urban design is critical to the rebuilding and recovery of Greater Christchurch… 

 

Good urban design can increase the functionality, amenity and efficiency of urban areas in 

Greater Christchurch. It will support the economic performance of Greater Christchurch, its 

attractiveness as a tourist destination, and its ability to attract and retain new or returning 

residents and increase the quality of life of its existing residents. In particular, addressing the 

matters listed will: 

 

(1)   assist with reducing crime; 

 

(2)   reduce travel times, fuel usage and therefore greenhouse gas emissions, and 

dependence on private motor vehicles; 

 

(3)   provide for a high standard of physical amenities; 

 

(4)   minimise adverse effects on other areas such as flooding, traffic congestion and 

degraded water; 

 

(5)   protect important features of the natural environment; 

 

6)   provide protection of historic heritage from inappropriate development, and enhance its 

values; 

 

(7)   improve the mental and physical wellbeing of its residents; and 

 

(8)   create efficient development patterns. 

 


