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INTRODUCTION  
 

1. My full name is Dr John Malcolm Wilson. I am a professional historian. I 

hold an M.A. in history (first-class honours) from Canterbury University, 

1966, and a Ph.D., also in history, from Harvard University, Cambridge, 

Massachusetts, 1977. 

2. I worked subsequently as a journalist, for the Christchurch Press and as 

the founding editor (1983-2002) of the magazine of the New Zealand 

Historic Places Trust. As editor of this magazine I gained a very broad 

knowledge of and familiarity with historic buildings and sites throughout 

New Zealand. In my career as a journalist I have paid special attention to 

maintaining standards of historical accuracy while writing for a ‘popular’ 

readership. 

3. Since the late 1970s I have had an interest in, and made serious study 

of, New Zealand’s architectural history. I published my first book, Lost 

Christchurch, in 1984, which became a standard general work on 

Christchurch’s architectural history. I am author of the 2007 book City 

and Peninsula which described and pictured the heritage buildings of 

Christchurch, Lyttelton and Akaroa. (I am also author of a number of 

other books not directly relevant to the history and architecture of 

Akaroa.)  

4. In 2000 I wrote a paper on Akaroa’s architectural development 1840-

2000 as background to the preparation of design guidelines for Akaroa. I 

subsequently participated in the preparation of the Design Guidelines in 

the Banks Peninsula District Plan.  

5. I have also undertaken work on contract for the Christchurch City 

Council. This has involved research on individual buildings and sites in 

Christchurch and on Banks Peninsula but also, more importantly, the 

writing of historical and architectural narratives of the histories of 

Christchurch, Akaroa (Akaroa Historical Overview, John Wilson and Louise 

Beaumont, 2009) and Banks Peninsula intended to guide and inform the 



 3 

identification and assessment of individual heritage items and 

conservation areas for the development of District Plan provisions. (I 

wrote a similar work for Nelson City.)  

6. I resided near Akaroa for thirteen years from the 1990s and have been 

a member of the Board of the Akaroa Civic Trust since then. My main 

contribution to the work of the Akaroa Civic Trust has been preparing 

publications about historic sites and buildings in Akaroa, editing updates 

of the Trust’s Akaroa Five Historic Walks booklet, and editing its 

Newsletter. These ongoing activities have kept me informed about 

developments in Akaroa even though I no longer live on Banks Peninsula. 

7. I have been engaged by the Akaroa Civic Trust to give evidence in 

relation to the historic heritage values of  Akaroa. 

8. I confirm that I have read the Code of Conduct for Expert Witnesses in 

the Environment Court Practice Note 2014 and that I agree to comply 

with it. I confirm that I have considered all material facts of which I am 

aware and that this evidence is within my area of expertise. 

9. I was unable to attend the Expert Conferencing on Historic Heritage, 

Chapter 9.3, Sessions 10 and 11, on 10 November 2015. I have read the 

Statement resulting from that conference and am familiar with the issues 

discussed. I note that agreement was not reached in relation to the 

assessment process. 

10. The key documents I have referred in preparing my evidence are 

• NZ Historic Places Trust Registration Report – Akaroa Township Historic 

Area – assessed by Wayne Nelson, dated October 1997 and reviewed 

by Gavin McLean, dated 15 July 1998. 

• Opus International Consultants Akaroa Streetscapes Report for Banks 

Peninsula District Council, 2005. 

• John Wilson and Louise Beaumont Akaroa Historical Overview. A report 

prepared for Keri Davis-Miller, City Plan Team, Christchurch City, 2009. 
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• Harrison Grierson Consultants Ltd Akaroa Heritage Conservation Areas 

Study for Christchurch City Council, 2009. 

• Boffa Miskell and Archifact Akaroa Township Character Project for 

Christchurch City Council, 2009. 

• Operative Banks Peninsula District Plan.  

• Evidence of Dr Ann McEwan, for the Christchurch City Council, 2 

December 2015 

 

 

SCOPE OF EVIDENCE 

11. The specific parts of the Natural and Cultural Heritage Proposal that my 

evidence relates to are:  

9.3 Historic Heritage  

Recognit ion and protect ion of Historic Heritage in Akaroa and 

in the Akaroa Historic Area.  
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SUMMARY 

12. Akaroa has very significant historic heritage values. Akaroa is truly 

unique in New Zealand because of the large number of surviving heritage 

buildings, the chronological span represented by these buildings and the 

absence of intrusive modern development. 

13. The heritage values of Akaroa as a whole are important and exist 

independently of the heritage values of individual items, or of identified 

smaller areas within the whole. The town as a whole has a coherent 

heritage narrative. 

14. Recognition of the special character of Akaroa by successive councils, 

with strong planning rules since at least 1970 and the support and buy-

in of the local community, has played a major role in the preservation of 

the town’s historic heritage. 

15. A large volume of work that has already been carried out in relation to 

Akaroa’s historic heritage and this provides a sound basis for the 

consideration of heritage areas in Akaroa.  

16. All of the Heritage New Zealand registered Akaroa Historic Area is 

important in terms of its architectural, cultural and historic values. 

17. Recognition of the Akaroa Historic Area as a Heritage Area in the 

District Plan is entirely defensible, because of its significant historic 

heritage values, the information that is already available about this Area, 

and the long-standing support for it within the community. 

18. Full assessment, in consultation with the community, to identify further 

heritage areas in Akaroa should be carried out as soon as possible. 

19. Akaroa has suffered very little earthquake damage and the protection 

of Akaroa’s historic heritage has assumed an even greater importance in 

light of the region’s overall disastrous loss of heritage buildings.  
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The importance of Akaroa’s Historic Heritage  

20. Akaroa has very significant historic heritage. As well as the individual 

registrations by Heritage New Zealand of many historic buildings, items 

and sites throughout Akaroa, the registered Akaroa Historic Area (1999) 

recognises the overall heritage values of a large area of the town centre 

and surrounding residential streets. The 1997 registration Report stated 

‘…the true significance of the area lies in the fact that it is an 

exceptionally well preserved example of a colonial New Zealand town 

from the second half of the nineteenth century.’ 

21. The Akaroa Historic Area was proposed by the Akaroa Civic Trust, at 

the instigation of the local community following widespread concern 

about obtrusive new development that was occurring in the town. 

22.   Three features of Akaroa differentiate it from any other New Zealand 

town and warrant the use of the word ‘unique’ to describe it. Neither 

Russell nor Arrowtown, the towns with which Akaroa is most commonly 

compared, possess all three features in combination. Nor do such other 

‘historic’ towns as Lawrence and Riverton to name just two. Some of 

these towns have, like Akaroa, not experienced significant population 

development since the early 20th century, but none of them have older 

buildings in the same number as Akaroa, buildings that span the same 

chronological range, or comparable settings. 

23. The three features that distinguish Akaroa are 

• The survival, mostly unaltered, of a large number of late 19th and early 

20th century buildings – public, commercial and residential.  

• The chronological span represented by these buildings, from the 1840s 

to the present day. 

• The nearly complete absence of large, intrusive, recent developments 

that overshadow or detract from the surviving older buildings.  
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24. There are historical reasons for these. The European settlement of 

Akaroa was very early. Only Russell can claim an earlier date of founding, 

and it suffered fires and other changes early in its history, which Akaroa 

did not. Through the second half of the 19th century Akaroa was 

prosperous and grew, but through the 20th century the population was 

more or less static. The only significant ‘development pressure’ was for 

further holiday accommodation and this was largely met by continuing to 

build single-family, detached dwellings in locations (up the town’s valleys 

and at The Glen) where it did not intrude significantly on the town’s 

older ‘heart’. Throughout, Akaroa’s economy has been based on small-

scale enterprises and the surrounding rural and marine area. This has 

ensured that the town’s buildings have remained ‘in scale’, a point to 

which I return later.  

25. Recognition of the special character of Akaroa by successive Councils, 

with strong planning rules since at least 1970 and the support and buy-

in of the local community, has also played a major role in the 

preservation of the town’s historic heritage. 

 

 The number of ear ly buildings. 

26. The archetypal Akaroa dwelling is the verandahed, 1½-storey cottage 

with gable ends and often dormers. But even in the 19th and early 20th 

century, Akaroa’s domestic architecture was richly varied and examples 

of all the significant New Zealand styles of those decades – including 

carpenter Gothic and Italianate – are still found in Akaroa. No other New 

Zealand town has a similar number and variety of dwellings of the second 

half of the 19th and early 20th century in such a small area. 

27.  Akaroa’s later 19th and early 20th century buildings also include more 

commercial and public buildings of that vintage than any other New 

Zealand town of comparable size. These buildings include the churches, 

the hotels, shops, commercial buildings such as the former Shipping 
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Office and such public buildings as The Gaiety Hall, the Coronation 

Library, the Courthouse, the Phoenix Lodge, the former Town Hall and 

the former Post Office. The inter-mixing of residences with public and 

commercial buildings, in the town’s two historic hearts – Rue Lavaud to 

the north and Beach Road and Rue Jolie to the south, is also a 

distinguishing feature of Akaroa. 

28.  In the Akaroa Historical Overview, page 5, I stated ‘Akaroa’s character 

is set by older buildings to an extent greater than is the case for any 

other New Zealand town’. There are places in Akaroa – the Rue 

Lavaud/Rue Balguerie intersection or the lower stretch of Rue Jolie 

South - where the buildings and streetscape have altered very little in 

general appearance for a hundred years or more and where it is still 

possible to inhabit, at least in the imagination, the town of previous 

centuries. 

The chronologica l span of its buildings from the 1840s to the 

present day. 

29.  Although dwellings older than 100 years are among the town’s ‘iconic’ 

buildings, Akaroa also has many good examples of houses built in 

subsequent decades. The town’s architectural heritage includes not just 

the early colonial cottages and larger Gothic and Italianate houses. 

Akaroa has a unique character as a place illustrating all stages of the 

development of New Zealand’s domestic architecture, from the 1840s to 

the present day. The more recent houses which tell the later parts of a 

continuous history of domestic building include villas and bay villas, 

bungalows (of all vintages), state houses , houses in which Modernist 

influences are apparent and houses which reflect the concern of some 

architects to develop the town’s vernacular traditions. A house which 

elsewhere might not be remarkable or deserving of individual protection 

may be of great importance in Akaroa because it helps the town 

illustrate the complete, continuous story of New Zealand’s domestic 

architecture. 
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30.  Akaroa has a shorter history of public and commercial building. 

Relatively few public or commercial buildings in Akaroa date from post-

World War I. But the survival of a significant number of public and 

commercial buildings up to the time the Post Office was built 

immediately before World War I has meant that Akaroa’s two historic 

‘cores’, at the north and south ends of the town, have a well-preserved 

colonial character, which they would not have had had more public and 

commercial buildings been replaced through the 20th century. 

The absence of intrus ive development 

31.  Three developments of the 1990s – the La Place (Emerald 

Endeavours) apartments in Rue Jolie South, the Criterion motels on Rue 

Jolie North and the Warren & Mahoney ‘fish tank’ units behind the Gaiety 

Hall – were widely criticised at the time they were built. It was considered 

that their scale dominated their immediate streetscapes and more 

distant views of the town, and that their form and materials were foreign 

to the town’s earlier architectural styles and urban form. The large size, 

the three-story height and the monolithic masonry construction of the 

La Place apartments and the Criterion motels were significant departures 

in Akaroa’s architecture which impacted the town’s overall heritage 

character. The ‘fish tanks’, while individually small, present as a large 

scale development due to their repetitive nature, and their large 

expanses of glass are also considered to unsympathetic in Akaroa.  

While these buildings may not be intrinsically or individually bad, they 

represented a new trend which, if continued, would seriously degrade 

Akaroa’s historic character and values. 

32.  It was argued in defence of the La Place apartments and the Criterion 

motels that they were not larger than some existing buildings in Akaroa. 

What this argument overlooked was that these existing larger buildings 

were all public (The Gaiety, the churches) or commercial (the Bank of 

New Zealand, the hotels) and not private or residential. This 

differentiation has a long history in Akaroa and is appropriate to 
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maintain. The town’s older (larger) public and commercial buildings are 

also congruent in style with its dwellings, particularly in being simple, 

straightforward buildings,. 

33.  In this context, the former Post Office can be identified as a key 

building in the story of maintaining and enhancing, rather than modifying 

and damaging the town’s existing character. In the years leading up to 

World War I, most small town post offices built in New Zealand were in an 

elaborate Edwardian Baroque style. That Akaroa’s post office, designed 

in those years, had a semi-domestic, vaguely Queen Anne appearance 

may have been the result of a conscious intention to give Akaroa a post 

office that was in harmony with its established architectural idioms, with 

which the ‘standard’ Edwardian Baroque building would have clashed. 

34. The larger older buildings are also not significantly larger than the 

town’s cottages and houses. This introduces the crucial question of 

scale. If inappropriately large buildings, (which are likely also to be of 

materials and forms which are not congruent with the materials and 

forms of the town’s historic buildings) are allowed anywhere in Akaroa, 

the town’s character will, given its topography and the very many 

vantage points from which it can be viewed as a whole, quickly lose its 

present charm, coherence and historical authenticity 

35.  That growth in Akaroa as a whole has been relatively unobtrusive has 

been critical to maintaining the town’s historic cores in such a way that 

that they appear intact. If obtrusive development is allowed in areas 

beyond those cores, though the cores themselves may remain intact, the 

over-all sense of a town that has altered little in its physical form and 

appearance for more than a hundred years will be lost. 

 

Other Considerat ions 

36. Any effort to protect Akaroa’s historic character and values must also 

take into account that ‘other fabric’ – the sea walls, curbing, street and 



 11 

footpath surfaces, fencing, gardens and trees – are particularly important 

in a town of small scale and close ‘grain’. (This point was made 

effectively in the 2005 Streetscapes report, which emphasised the 

relationships between authentic old buildings and the spaces surrounding 

them. It was also made in critiques of the remodelling of part of the 

Beach Road waterfront in the early 21st century.) The retention of picket 

fences and hedges through which ‘cottage’ gardens can be glimpsed 

from the street, and the avoidance of high solid fences and garage doors 

facing the street, are as important to the town’s historic character as 

the retention of its older buildings. 

 

Recognit ion of Heritage Areas in Akaroa 

37.  The serious risk of degrading Akaroa’s heritage values by inappropriate 

development cannot be averted if the town is divided up into discrete 

units – whether heritage conservation areas or ‘character’ areas. Akaroa 

is so small, and so distinctive in its topography, that such developments 

almost anywhere in the town will impact on its historic character and 

values. 

38.  Akaroa is not a place where the control of activities on individual listed 

sites is sufficient to preserve the town’s historic character. The retention 

of buildings which might not (because of their young age, or the degree 

to which they have been altered) qualify for individual listing, but which 

contribute to the town’s overall heritage character and values is 

important. Within the historic core of Akaroa (at least) the effects of 

demolition or alteration of any building needs to be taken into account, 

and, if demolition is appropriate, the scale, form, location and design of 

any new building needs to be assessed in relation to effects on heritage 

values, not just on neighbouring sites but within the town as a whole.  
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39.  The heritage values of Akaroa as a whole are important and exist 

independently of the heritage values of individual items, or even of 

identified smaller areas within the whole. 

40.  The proposal of a unitary heritage conservation area covering all those 

area of the town where there are heritage items, as recommended in the 

2009 Akaroa Historical Overview (Part Two, Appendix One, pages 1 & 

2),  of which I was a co-author, was explicitly rejected in the Harrison 

Grierson Heritage Conservation Areas Study (2009). This was on the 

grounds that the whole town was not a coherent heritage area and that 

there was a need to draw ‘defensible’ boundaries that could be 

supported by historic information and heritage assessments.  

41.  In my view heritage area methodologies that may be appropriate 

elsewhere (in Christchurch, for example) will have perverse outcomes in 

the case of Akaroa because of its size and topography and of the large 

number and wide dispersal of its older buildings and heritage items. In my 

view the town as a whole has a coherent heritage narrative, the value of 

which is important not only to historians, but to the Akaroa community 

and the town’s many visitors. 

42.  Splitting up the town into discrete, separated ‘heritage conservation’ 

or ‘character’ areas, as envisaged in the 2009 Heritage Conservation 

Areas Study (Harrison Grierson) and Township Character Study (Boffa 

Miskell), leaves unresolved the problem of what happens in the 

‘interstices’. If individual buildings which do not warrant individual listing 

but nevertheless contribute to the town’s overall historic heritage are 

demolished, or out-of-scale developments using inappropriate materials 

or styles are allowed, the town as a whole will lose its unique heritage 

character and values. Akaroa is too small, and its setting too 

constrained, that failing to recognise it is a whole will defeat the purpose 

of any other measures or provisions intended to protect that historic 

heritage. 
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43. I believe that a single large historic or heritage area which ‘overlays’ the 

different planning zones is the only way in which the town’s historic 

heritage and character can be properly protected. The risks to the 

heritage values of the town are common to all parts of it and to attempt 

to limit consideration of the historic heritage values of the town to only 

small parts of it is doomed to failure.  

44. The evidence of Dr Ann McEwan for the Council, at 7.6, states that the 

Akaroa Historic Area ‘did not meet the significance required for 

identification as a HCA – partly because it excluded some parts of the 

township with significant historic heritage values … and partly because it 

was better suited to identifying historic character…’  

45. While I certainly agree with Dr McEwan that the Akaroa Historic Area 

does not include all significant heritage areas in the town, I do not agree 

that the Area is simply about historic character. I am strongly of the 

view that it does include the most significant heritage areas in Akaroa, 

and that all of the Akaroa Historic Area is important in terms of its 

architectural, cultural and historic values, both tangible and intangible, 

and the story it tells about the development of the town since the 

1840s. 

46. I accept that any extension of identified heritage areas beyond the 

Akaroa Historic Area already provided for in the current Banks Peninsula 

District Plan will require proper consultation with affected parties.   I do 

consider however that the large volume of work that has already been 

carried out provides a sound basis for the consideration of heritage areas 

in Akaroa, as provided for in Policy 9.2.3.4 of the current Chapter 9 

Proposal.  

47. I do not think that this work is out of date; Akaroa’s heritage has 

remained largely unaffected by the earthquakes and I am not aware of 

any significant changes to its heritage fabric within the last decade or so. 
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48. In addition, I am of the strong view that heritage protection is not just 

the province of ‘experts’. To be successful the foremost requirement is 

the understanding and commitment of people and communities. From my 

knowledge of the Akaroa community I am certain that there is a very 

strong commitment and desire to preserve Akaroa’s heritage and 

character within the community, including property and business owners.  

49. Further assessment of heritage areas, to be incorporated into the 

District Plan should be carried out as a matter of urgency.  

50.  In the meantime, the minimum requirement is that the present Akaroa 

Historic Area, as recognised in the Banks Peninsula District Plan, is 

carried over into the Replacement Plan in such a way that new 

development is required to take account of any effects on the heritage 

values of this Area. 

51. I believe that recognition of the Akaroa Historic Area as a Heritage Area 

in the District Plan is entirely defensible, because of its significant 

historic heritage values, the information that is already available about 

this area, and the long-standing support for it within the community. 

52.  The small size of Akaroa and its topography are key differences 

between Akaroa and Christchurch. Christchurch is so large, and so 

dispersed across flat land, that the definition of specific smaller heritage 

or character areas is appropriate. Akaroa’s size and setting, which means 

changes in almost any part of the town will have impacts, if not 

throughout the town, at least in neighbouring areas, make different  

planning provisions for the town both appropriate and necessary. 

53.  The final reason why different planning provisions to protect historic 

heritage are appropriate is that Akaroa suffered very little damage to its 

buildings in the earthquakes compared to Christchurch and Lyttelton. To 

my knowledge no heritage dwellings or commercial buildings have been 

lost and public buildings have been, or are in the process of being, 
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repaired to new building code standards. The hospital was the only major 

building that has been lost in Akaroa. 

54. In my view the protection of Akaroa’s historic heritage has assumed an 

even greater importance in light of the region’s overall disastrous loss of 

heritage buildings.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 


