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INTRODUCTION  

Qualifications and experience 

1. My name is Robert Charles Nixon.  I am a Director with Planz Consultants Limited, a planning 

consultancy based in Christchurch. 

2. I hold a Diploma in Town Planning from Auckland University and am consultant planner and 

an accredited Commissioner.  I have been employed in the practice of Planning and Resource 

Management for 37 years. 

3. I have previously worked for the Housing Corporation and the former Ministry of Works, and 

then the former Paparua County Council and the Selwyn District Council between 1986 and 

1991. In 1991 I joined the Christchurch City Council (“the Council”) as Team Leader City 

Plan.  In 2002 I left the Council to join Planit Associates (now Planz Consultants). 

4. My experience as Team Leader (City Plan) included both policy and rule development for the 

Operative Christchurch City Plan (“the Operative Plan”).  

5. As a Commissioner, my experience includes hearing and making decisions on numerous plan 

changes and resource consent applications in the South Island and in Horowhenua District. 

As part of this role, I have been engaged by both regional and district councils.  

6. In preparing my evidence I have taken into account the evidence prepared by Ms Glenda 

Dixon and accompanying text changes, and the results of mediation held on 18 March 2015. 

7. In this evidence, “the Diocese” means the Catholic Archbishop of Christchurch, while 

“pRDP” means the Proposed Replacement District Plan. 

8. I have read the Code of Conduct for Expert Witnesses contained in the Environment Court 

Practice Note (dated 1 December 2014) and I agree to comply with it. My qualifications as an 

expert are set out above. I confirm that the issues addressed in this statement of evidence are 

within my area of expertise. I have not omitted to consider material facts known to me that 

might alter or detract from the opinions expressed. 

9. EXECUTIVE SUMMARY 

a. The issue in contention is now confined to a very narrow and specific one relating to site 

coverage and setback requirements for spiritual facilities in the Special Purpose (School) Zone 

forming part of Chapter 21 to the pRDP, where that zone is itself located within the low density 
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residential environment. This is particularly relevant to Diocese churches, most of which have 

historically co-located on the same site as Diocese schools. 

b. The Council has also sought to schedule other churches within residential zones under 

Chapter 6 of the pRDP. The Diocese supports scheduling, although it does not oppose the 

inclusion of its churches within the Special Purpose (School) Zone. Within each individual 

Special Purpose (School) Zone applying to a Diocese school/church, the school portion of the 

site (but not the church and related buildings) is also proposed to be designated, as notified 

with Phase 3 of the pRDP. 

c. However the Council proposes that the rules for site coverage and road setbacks be more 

restrictive for churches in the Special Purpose (School) Zone than on sites into Residential 

General Zone where they are proposed to be scheduled. I understand the basis for the 

Council’s concern is that more liberal standards for churches in the Special Purpose (School) 

Zone would create a permitted baseline scenario for any adjoining school buildings to 

dominate the street frontage. 

d. In my view there is no justifiable basis for this difference in standards, given that churches 

should be treated on a “like for like” basis, and that the nature and character of Diocese 

schools is such that there is unlikely to be a scenario where there would be an uninterrupted 

long frontage of adjoining school and church buildings close to the street frontage, or any 

adverse effects from an additional level of site coverage. 

Background 

10. The situation relating to spiritual facilities and schools has had a very complex and fragmented 

history throughout the three phases of the pRDP. When Phase 1 was notified the position with 

respect to schools and spiritual facilities was unknown; provisions relating to the Special 

Purpose (School) Zone were notified as part of Phase 2 along with provisions relating to 

scheduled activities, which however are to be heard at a later stage. 

11. The issue of concern to the Diocese has now narrowed to two bulk and location rules relating 

to churches within the Special Purpose School zone. The position of the Diocese is an 

unusual one, because its churches have traditionally been co-located with its schools, and the 

Council has incorporated these into the Special Purpose School Zone. In principle, I consider 

there is no problem with Diocese churches being included within the Special Purpose (School) 

Zone, given this particular history. By contrast nearly all other churches are located as stand-

alone facilities, the majority being in the Residential Suburban Zone in the pRDP. The only 

exceptions are a small number of churches within the sites of private schools, such as those 

at Rangi Ruru and St Andrews Colleges. 
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12.  To complete the picture, Diocese schools (with the exception of that part of the site containing 

church facilities) within the Special Purpose (School) Zone have also been designated by the 

Minister of Education as part of the notification of Phase 3 of the pRDP. This means that for 

individual Diocese schools/churches within the Special Purpose (School) Zone, the majority of 

the zone is typically designated for school purposes, while the balance containing the church 

is within the zone but outside the designation. 

13. The bulk and location provisions relating to churches in the Special Purpose (School) Zone 

vary according to the “host” residential zone. For example, Rule 21.6.2.3.3 (Road boundary 

setback) states that for school sites where the alternative zoning in the specified appendix is 

‘Residential Suburban’, the setback from the road must be at least 10m; but where it is 

‘Residential Medium Density’ it must only be a minimum of 4m. The more liberal standard for 

the latter reflects the higher density of development in that zone. It is the bulk and location 

standards for those schools within the Special Purpose (School) Zone which in turn are within 

the wider Residential Suburban environment, which are of concern to the Diocese. 

14. In addition to two informal discussions on the subject with consultants or officers representing 

the Council, I attended mediation held on 12 October on the specific issue of the bulk and 

location standards applying to churches within the Special Purpose Schools Zone.  

15. The list of submissions relating to the ‘Notice of Hearing’ received on 12 October made 

reference to 4 submissions by the Diocese. The subject matter of two of these, submissions 

656 and 676 on Phase 1, have been dealt with in earlier hearings and the Diocese does not 

wish or need to present further evidence on them. 

16. Submission 2147 concerns the subject of ‘Scheduled Activities’, specifically spiritual facilities 

within residential zones, contained in Chapter 6 of the pRDP. This submission is not simply on 

behalf of the Diocese, but also on behalf of numerous other churches including the Alpine 

Presbytery and the Methodist Church and others. These are to be dealt with in later hearings, 

at a date to be determined by the Hearings Panel in a prehearing conference in late October. 

However it is fair to say that following informal discussions with Council officers, I believe there 

is a broad level of agreement between the Diocese and other churches on one hand, and the 

Council on the other, as to the use of scheduling and an associated set of rules as a 

technique for managing development of spiritual facilities. 

17. Submission points 8 in Submission 2147 was however specific to the circumstances of the 

Diocese, and sought the following relief: 
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“8. The submitters oppose the bulk and location standards for churches in the Special 

Purpose Schools Zone and seeks that these be made consistent with those for Scheduled 

Spiritual Activities amended as set out in the submissions above”. 

18. This wider submission included an extensive list of various churches, and most importantly, 

the street address and legal descriptions of land occupied by the church and related activities. 

It also sought the option of scheduling the Diocese churches in the Special Purpose Schools 

Zone. This means that the issues raised through this submission are also linked to the 

eventual hearing of submissions on scheduled activities. For this reason, and as originally 

suggested by the facilitator at the mediation session on 12th October, I believe it would have 

been preferable that the matters in the submission be dealt with at the time of the hearing of 

submissions on scheduled activities. However my understanding is that the Council did not 

favour this course of action. 

19. Submission 2089 was also lodged as part of submissions on Phase 2, Chapter 21, Special 

Purpose Zones. The relief sought included the following with respect to rules: 

“1. The Diocese opposes Rule 21.6.2.4.1.1 (2. – Site Coverage) and seeks that on school 

sites where the alternative zoning in Rule 21.6.3 specifies that site coverage be 35% (the low 

density residential zones), that this be increased to 40%. 

2. The Diocese opposes Rule 21.6.2.4.1.3 (1. – Road Boundary Setback) and seeks that on 

school sites where the alternative zoning in rule 21.6.3 specifies that the minimum building 

setback be 10 m, that this be reduced to 4.5 m. 

3. ……… 

20. From the above, it is apparent that there are inconsistencies between these submissions with 

respect to the relief sought on the matter of the rules applying to churches within the Special 

Purpose (School) Zone on one hand, and those for scheduled churches on the other. While 

the fragmented nature of the manner in which the Council has prepared the plan has been a 

factor, I apologise to the Hearings Panel with respect to any confusion that may be caused. 

However I do not think it creates any difficulties with the scope of the remaining relief now 

sought. 

21. As would be expected, the Council has made a number of changes to the relevant plan 

provisions, some of which have satisfied the submissions made by the Diocese and other 

parties, or which the Diocese no longer wishes to pursue. The penultimate outcome of these 

discussions and amendments are contained in the text changes accompanying Ms Dixon’s 

evidence. The issues in contention have now greatly narrowed. 
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22. Accordingly, the submitter accepts the text changes outlined in Ms Dixon’s evidence for the 

Specific Purpose School Zone dated 13 October 2015 with the exception of the following: 

 Rule 21.6.2.3.1a Site Coverage, as amended in Ms Dixon’s text changes, specifies 

that the maximum percentage of the net site area covered by buildings shall be 40%. 

This is in accordance with relief sought by the Diocese under submission point 2089.2. 

However under submission point 2147.8, the Diocese sought that site coverage be 

50%, as this is the level provided for under Scheduled Activities (Spiritual Facilities), in 

Chapter 6, Rule 6.5.2.3.2iv. 

 Rule 21.6.2.3.3 ”c” (which I believe is an error, and should read “a”) specifies a road 

boundary setback of 10m. I consider that the required road setback should be reduced 

to 6m, consistent with that for scheduled churches as proposed by the Council under 

Rule 6.5.2.3.3iv. This is within the scope sought under Submission point 2089.3.  

23. As explained to me, the Council’s concern is that if a Catholic Church adjoining one of its 

schools in the Special Purpose School zone is able to be sited 5m from a road frontage, or be 

permitted to have 50% site coverage, a permitted baseline could then be argued by the 

neighbouring (designated) school that it too, should be able to have a 5m road setback and 

50% site coverage. The specific concern is that this could have an adverse visual effect on 

neighbours, particularly those across the road from a Diocese church/school site. 

24. Alternatively however, under the councils proposed rules, a Methodist Church (for example) 

and related buildings on a site 200 m up the road would be allowed to have a 5m setback and 

50% coverage, even where it directly adjoins residential neighbours. I consider that the 

setback and coverage rules should be based on effects on the environment, rather than a fear 

that the proprietors of a Catholic School, subject to the agreement of the Minister of 

Education, will seek to exploit a supposed loophole in the plan for the benefit of its adjoining 

school. I also consider that as an activity, churches should be treated on a “like for like” basis. 

25. Perhaps more importantly however, is that none of these Catholic schools, with the exception 

of Mairehau Parish School, the redevelopment of which is already been approved by resource 

consent, is expected to significantly increase in size. The most common scenario will be the 

replacement and improvement of classroom blocks. Traditionally, sites containing Catholic 

schools and churches are arranged so that the church occupies the road frontage and the 

school is located behind - examples of these being Mairehau Parish School, St Patricks 

school in Bryndwr, Christ the King School in Burnside, St Teresa’s School in Riccarton, St 

Bernadette’s School in Hornby, Our Lady of Victories School in Sockburn, St Annes School in 

Woolston, our Lady of Assumption School in Halswell, and St Peters School in Beckenham. 
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26. I have attached site plans of four Diocese schools to my evidence. All of the Diocese land 

shown on these plans is zoned Special Purpose (School). The land occupied by the church 

and associated buildings is shown shaded in grey. The balance of the land comprises that 

used by the school and which is proposed to be designated. 

27. The first, St Patricks Bryndwr, is typical of a diocese school site, with the school having limited 

road frontage. The second, St Joseph’s in Papanui, is an example of a school which has 

existing buildings along the Vagues Road frontage. The third, Star of the Sea in Sumner, is an 

unusual site in having three road frontages. The fourth, St Teresa’s in Riccarton, is another 

example of a school with limited road frontages. 

28. In my view it is fanciful to suggest that if church buildings (within the shaded areas) were to be 

sited 5m instead of 10m from the road frontage, or have a site coverage of 50% instead of 

40%, that development could take place which would present residents opposite with 

monolithic building frontages. 

29.  St James School in Aranui, St Josephs School in Northlands, New Brighton Catholic and Star 

of the Sea School in Sumner, are examples of schools which have already long been built 

partly or fully along the road frontage, but there are no plans for future development closer to 

their road frontages, and both St James and Star of the Sea are very small schools. Some 

schools like St Patrick’s and St Peters for example, have short sections of street frontage, but 

are most unlikely to develop on this land. 

30. The only example of a school which I am aware has active plans to build closer to the road 

frontage is St Mary’s school in Manchester Street, which is diagonally opposite the buildings 

hosting these hearings, but this is a school in the Central City Zone where bulk and location 

issues are not restrictive. 

31. Similarly, this seems no reason why site coverage cannot be increased to 50% instead of 

40%, consistent with that allowed on other church sites outside the Special Purpose (School) 

Zone which are scheduled. 

32. There is no section 32 assessment that I have been able to identify to explain the more 

restrictive setback and site coverage requirements for churches within the Special Purpose 

School zone, compared to other churches in the Residential Suburban Zone. I have been 

advised that architects working with the Diocese are of the view that these rules, particularly 

the road setback, have the potential to give rise to additional resource consenting 

requirements beyond that which would be required for churches outside the Special Purpose 

School Zone. The great majority of these School zones are themselves in the lower density 

Residential Suburban zone environment. 



7 

7 

 

33. In conclusion, I consider it would be appropriate to amend the rules identified above to provide 

for the reduced site coverage and setback requirements consistent with what the Council 

already considered as reasonable for other churches outside the Special Purpose (School) 

Zone. 


