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In the year 2025, will we live in a marvellous modern city? 
The council’s  Auckland Plan says we will and its new draft 

Unitary Plan is the rulebook for how to get there. But all 
around Auckland, people are up in arms. We’ve looked at  
St Heliers and the eastern suburbs, and the Shore, to try  
to find out: who’s right and what should happen now?
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a DReam FoR St HelieRS

So you live in St Heliers, it’s 2025, and here’s the choice: Get in 
the car and crawl along Tamaki Drive, watching a stream of cy-
clists fly past in their dedicated cycle lanes, before you arrive in 
town and pay a congestion charge and a parking fee, and go to 
work, go shopping, whatever. Grumble about it. 

Or, roll down to the jetty whenever it suits, get on the next little 
ferry, do your emails or read or chat on the ride, and arrive at the 
bustling row of ferry berths spread along Quay St. Your ferry has 
stopped half a dozen times on the way. If you missed it, no wor-
ries: they come every 10 minutes. 

Not possible? Been to Brisbane? It’s a city with a population 
not much bigger than Auckland’s and it has fast, functional  
ferries that scoot up and down the river all the time. 

It’s possible. The same thing — a string of fast, comfortable, 
small and cheap ferries — is possible for the East Coast Bays, 
from Browns Bay down to Devonport and across to the CBD. 

And for the whole upper Waitemata: a loop linking Stanley Bay 
to Beach Haven, Greenhithe, Riverhead, Hobsonville, Te Atatu, 
Pt Chevalier, Westmere, Westhaven… 

We could do more. Push a canal from Green Bay through to the 
Whau River right by the Avondale Racecourse, linking the Wait-
emata with the Manukau. A question: Why does Portage Rd in 
New Lynn have that name? Answer: Because it was the route used 
by local Maori to drag canoes from one harbour to the other, and 
then, over a hundred years ago, it became the route of a proposed 
canal. There’s another Portage Rd in Otahuhu, running from the  
Tamaki River under the motorway and across Great South Rd to 
the Manukau. Same question, same answer. 

Dig out those canals, and you could connect the airport by  
ferries to any point on the Auckland city coastline. 

Not possible? Flown into Venice? Water taxis and vaporettos 
— water buses — take you from the airport to the Molo, the quay-
side by the Piazza and St Mark’s. It’s spectacular, romantic and 
highly efficient. 

We don’t have St Mark’s, and not many crumbling palaces 
either, but who cares? We have 50-something volcanoes, and 
cliffs of soaring grace, and pohutukawa tumbling off headlands, 
and beaches at the end of every other street, and the glittering, 
glorious Waitemata. 

And we have Quay St, which could become our Molo. Stepped 
into the water, and with piers to service a thousand small vessels 
for public use; and markets by day and by night; and entertain-
ment and cultural expression of all kinds, in theatres and galler-
ies and concert halls as well as out on the street itself. Quay St, 
which could become a glorious seething heart for this city, steal-
ing from Sydney’s Circular Quay, from Barcelona’s La Rambla, 
from London’s South Bank and from the canals of Venice. 

Quay St, which is ripe, bursting, fecund with the possibility of 
transforming this city.

O f course, there’s a catch. You’ll have to get used to having 
more neighbours. It can’t happen if the city doesn’t get 
more compact. But will that be bad?

Let’s go back to St Heliers, 2025. Those ferries have been run-
ning for a couple of years, and the village centre features a lane-
ways-connected cluster of shops and street stalls — a bustling 
clothes market, with bars and cafes — that provides employ-
ment for locals and attracts customers from all over the city. In 
one part there’s even a permanent food market: butcher, baker, 
greengrocer, chocolate shop… it’s Matakana, come to town.

People ride the ferry, do some fabulous shopping, walk over the 
road to the beach, maybe hang around to catch a movie in the 
new cinema. The suburb now has three restaurants in the Metro 
Top 50 and seven eateries in the Cheap Eats Top 100, and the 
ferries run till late. 

St Heliers has changed, all right, though it’s not immediately 

obvious when you look. Many of the streets behind the shops 
now contain low-rise terraced housing, and there are some 
apartment blocks a bit further inland and at the bottom of Cliff 
Rd. On the surrounding slopes, many homeowners have built 
granny flats on their properties and, thanks to all these housing 
developments, long-time residents needing to move out of their 
large family homes are staying in the suburb they love. 

And, thanks to all that and to a range of affordable-housing 
measures agreed on in the Great Auckland Housing Initiative 
of 2015 — involving central and local government, banks, prop-
erty developers and community groups — the suburb is filling 
up with families. Plans for a new high school have been given a 
great boost by news that local philanthropist Graeme Hart will 
donate the land, subdivided from his own property nearby. 

In the St Heliers community, they are all very proud: just like 
Mt Eden 50 years earlier, they have discovered how rewarding it 
is to live in a leafy suburb where stately mansions co-exist with 
multi-unit dwellings. Where there are children in the streets and 
enough people around to fill the shops, sustain the library and 
other community services and, of course, to ride those wonderful 
ferries. And where it still feels like a village by the sea.

N ot going to happen? Well, actually, it might. It could. 
Almost everything in our dream for St Heliers is 
anticipated in the Auckland Plan (AP) — the 30-year 

vision for the city adopted by the council last year — and the 
draft Unitary Plan (UP) — the rulebook for how we achieve that 
vision now being debated around the city.

But many people in St Heliers don’t want their suburb to grow 
like that, and their sentiments have been loudly shared by people 
in the other eastern suburbs, and in Milford and Belmont, in Mt 
Eden and in some other parts of the city.

Some of their objections are very good. Others are bad and 
some are just plain ridiculous. Of course, separating them out is 
never easy. In this feature, I’ve focused on the eastern suburbs, 
while Chris Barton has had a good look at the arguments rag-
ing around Belmont and nearby Milford (page 48). Most of what 
we’ve both looked at applies widely across the city.

Many people fear the plan is so radical it will destroy the “New 
Zealand way of life”, as Orakei ward councillor Cameron Brewer 
puts it. Ironically, the one thing that almost everyone who ob-
jects to any part of the plan agrees on is that it really doesn’t go 
far enough. That is, while it relies on a vision of a more “compact 
city”, it doesn’t do enough to show how we’ll get there. 

The classic example of this: transport. The plan says noth-
ing about ferries. That stuff about ferries you’ve just read? We 
dreamed it up. 

In fact, the plan contains no transport planning at all. It ad-
vises readers to consult the separate Auckland Transport Plan 
where, if they are patient, they may discover that the council has 

made no provisions for any new transport services to St Heliers 
or any of the eastern suburbs over the next 10 years. Nor has it 
made provisions for small, fast and frequent ferry services of the 
kind described here, for any part of the city. 

Look at that another way. St Heliers could become a showcase 
suburb for the new Auckland: harbour-focused (because that’s 
what we love about this place), a mixed population, a vibrant, 
economic productive and beachy, informal local life. But with-
out a good ferry service, the plan risks turning Tamaki Drive and 
the ridgetop roads to town into a nightmare.

And what will that lead to? It scarcely seems possible, but the 
obvious answer is… the revival of the discredited eastern motor-
way, running up from the east and south and following the rail 
line across the Orakei Basin and Hobson Bay to town. 

It’s like the council has run out on the field in its bright new 
super-city colours, started to play an attractive style of football 
against some pretty glumpy opposition and then (oh no!) turned 
round and scored a massive own goal.

tHe Plan anD itS enemieS

The draft Unitary Plan replaces all the district plans of the old 
councils and sets out how every part of the city is allowed to de-
velop. It assumes Auckland will gain a million more people over 

eastern suburbs residents at a meeting in orakei. Centre: 
mayoral hopeful john palino in white shirt with Clipboard.
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the next 30 years, and will accommodate them by becoming a 
“compact city”. Not that it will be extremely compact: only 60 per 
cent of the growth will be settled within the existing urban areas. 
The balance will be housed in new suburbs, towns and villages in 
the outer reaches of greater Auckland.

The UP focuses growth along “transport corridors”, especial-
ly where there is rail, in order to make the expansion of public 
transport more feasible. Every section and every street within 
the city boundary is allocated to a zone, three of which are res-
idential (see box). Most people will still live on sections with a 
single house. But many will be able to build a granny flat, and 
some will be able to convert their properties (or sell to develop-
ers who will do it) to terraced housing or apartments up to pre-
scribed heights.

The AP and the UP share a fundamental premise: Auckland is 
heading for crisis. We don’t have enough affordable housing (for 
people on low and low-to-mid incomes) and we aren’t building 
it. Our transport system — roads and rail — will not cope with 
the population growth, especially if the city is allowed to keep 
sprawling into the country. We risk serious damage to the very 
thing that underpins Auckland’s desirability: its natural beauty. 

This is the view of the mayor, Len Brown, the majority of coun-
cillors and, at a national level, the Labour and Green parties.

There is an alternative view: the city isn’t broken, so it doesn’t 
need fixing. As the National Party’s Epsom-based list MP Paul 
Goldsmith told me, “We already have one of the most liveable 
cities in the world. All the surveys say it, and you’ll notice Len 
Brown is proud to report them.” 

I met Goldsmith at York St Mechanics, his choice of cafe in 
Newmarket. York St has a semi-laneway feel and the cafe is one 
of the coolest in the whole city. Goldsmith is a preppy type, a  
former councillor who told his party’s candidate selection meet-
ing in Epsom before the last election that he wanted the job  
because he wanted to be in Cabinet. 

He’ll get there, too, assuming his party stays in office: he’s 
smart, loyal, a clear thinker, and he doesn’t go around abusing 
waiters. He’ll make toast of Act’s incumbent Epsom MP, John 
Banks, if he gets his party’s backing to go head-to-head with him 
in the electorate next year. 

What Goldsmith says in public, you can safely assume reflects 
the party line. He told me incremental development has suc-
cessfully given Auckland new suburbs, new motorways and new 
town centres such as Albany and Botany, and there’s no reason 
to believe it will not continue to serve us well. Sprawl is good. 

A ccording to council officers who have asked not to be 
named, it took 18 months to prepare the draft Unitary 
Plan. Originally, they were hoping for a fresh start, but in 

the end, many parts of the old district plans found their way into 
the new one. 

This is because the plan has a statutory function. It is set up 
under the Resource Management Act and must be sturdy enough 
to withstand legal challenges under that act. If the council wants 
to designate a park for housing, for example, and locals object, 
the council might be asked to show it considered the alternatives 
and came to its decision based on good evidence of the benefits. 

Lots of evidence-based research has been done over the years 
for the district plans, but not so much for the new plan, espe-
cially as it’s designed to realise a vision, and visions aren’t strong 
on evidence to start with. 

Hopes for the plan inside the council were high, and they set 
up community meetings all over the city to gather public views. 
And at those meetings, there have almost always been people 
who share the high hopes. 

“We need a conversation based on principle rather than attach-
ment,” said one person at the meeting held in Orakei. What he 
meant was, could we talk about the plan in terms of its vision for 
the city, rather than its impact on our own street? 

Fat chance. Views like his were swamped by people fearful 
of change. 

“People are worried about their lifelong equity in their homes,” 
Cameron Brewer told me. “Worried about losing sunlight. About 
their kids not getting into the local schools. About losing the  
aesthetic feel of the neighbourhood. They’re worried we will lose 
the New Zealand way of life.”

Brewer chose a cafe in Nuffield St for our interview, which I 
thought said more for his loyalty to his own legacy than it did for 
his sense of the city. Nuffield St is the shopping street renovated 
with great fanfare when he was CEO of the local business asso-
ciation, but which never became cool because they also let it stay 
a busy through-route for cars and used it to park up the buses. 

Like Goldsmith, Brewer is also preppy, but in a short-pants kind 
of way. And where Goldsmith pronounces, as if his statements 
are playing cards placed carefully on the table for you to consider, 
Brewer lets ideas bounce out of his mouth just to see which ones 
hit the wall and bounce back. The New Zealand way of life? Really? 

Still, whatever you think of Brewer’s list (there are many who 
would say it represents an absurd misreading of the Unitary 
Plan), he has a point. Call it nimbyism if you like: a response that 
effectively says, “You can do what you like with the city but Not In 
My Back Yard.” But nimbyism is allowed, or should be. 

It is not inherently wrong for people to complain if they fear 
their way of life is under threat.

a HigH-RiSe CitY?

The UP issue most people worry about: apartment blocks. 
Desley Simpson is chair of the Orakei Local Board, which in-

tHe PRoPoSeD HouSing ZoneS

SInglE houSE
53 per cent of the residential parts of the city. Single units up to 
two storeys high, with a minimum section size of 500sqm. If you 
want to build something else, you’ll need planning consent and it 
won’t be easy to get. This is very similar to most places now.

MIXED houSIng
40 per cent of the residential parts of the city. You will be able 
to create a second property on as little as 300sqm of land: this 
is the “granny flat” option, which the old Auckland City Council 
abolished more than a decade ago. Developers who buy several 
sections will be able to build apartment blocks, with height limits 
but no density limits, although they will require planning consent. 
The council wants to use a flexible approach to density and the 
Urban Design Manual to encourage good design. 

TErraCE houSIng/aparTMEnTS
Seven per cent of the residential parts of the city, mainly along 
major transport routes, around major train stations and near 
shopping centres. Blocks of four, five or six storeys are permitted, 
although planning consent is required for each project — largely 
to ensure good design standards. If you own a single home in 
these areas, no one will take it from you, but it might be hard to 
get a building consent to renovate, because the council sees the 
long-term future of the land as more intensive.

oThEr
Mixed-use areas in local centres will allow residential and 
commercial activity in the same areas. And in rural areas, there 
are regulations, as now, for homes on large sites. 
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cludes the eastern suburbs down to the sea and most of the area 
from Newmarket back to Ellerslie and up through Mt Welling-
ton to Glen Innes. “People are saying emphatically no,” she told 
me, sitting in a super-elegant, brightly coloured get-up (lime 
green that day; hot pink the last time I saw her) that was rather 
undermined by her choice of cafe: a Gloria Jean. 

She said: “We don’t want Tamaki Drive to turn into Surfers 
Paradise. Or Bondi. The harbour is our point of difference and 
it’s unique. The pohutukawa, the cliff vines.”

Surfers Paradise? Like Brewer, Simpson also tosses out a few 
things she can’t possibly think will be taken seriously. Nothing 
in the plan will allow the eastern suburbs to become like Surfers. 

In fact, looked at on a citywide level, the plan makes it harder 
for big tower blocks to go up anywhere. Deputy mayor Penny 
Hulse is the politician who has steered the plan through coun-
cil. As she says, “Places like Takapuna and Newmarket have no 
height restrictions now. We’re bringing it down.”

Brewer is closer to the mark: “Nobody wants a wall of four-
storey-high apartments along Tamaki Drive.” 

The plan does allow limited high-rises in parts of Mission Bay 
and St Heliers, and four-storey blocks could eventually dominate 
the St Heliers “village” and line the foreshore at Kohimarama. 

But even then, most of that is not new. Tamaki Drive has ac-
commodated apartment blocks for many years and, despite 
the enormous fuss about the four-storey limit for the St Heliers 
shops, that’s the height already allowed under the district plan. 

To that, Brewer and Simpson both said, so what? St Heliers 
residents have argued for a lower height limit for years. “The 
council still hasn’t listened,” said Simpson.

Residents are also concerned about shading, loss of views and 
the possibility that apartment blocks sitting cheek by jowl with 
villas will ruin their value. Some of that could happen.

Views from residential buildings, as it happens, are not 
protected in district plans now. But the Unitary Plan does not 
have graduated divisions between one zone and the next, so 
some villas could find themselves next to four-storey walls. 

And there is little in the plan to ensure variety in the built-up 
areas. It’s unsubtle: a whole block of the Mission Bay shops could 
be filled with towers. Simpson: “Why is there a four-storey level 
in Kohi? Why not step it up as you move back from the beach?” 
That’s a good question.

However, not everyone thinks intensification should be kept in 
check, or even that it is a problem. Younger people at the com-
munity meetings, especially, have pointed out that their priori-
ties are not the section and the big house. “We want affordable 
choices in the city,” said one man at the Orakei meeting. “And we 
want it near public transport that works well.”

What he meant was, public transport can’t work well unless 
lots of people use it, and if the suburbs aren’t dense enough, 
that can’t happen. 

“Neither me nor any of my friends,” said another young man at 
that meeting, “for reasons of friendships, and our jobs, and going 
out and just all the stuff we want to do, want to live in the wops.” 

And one Orakei man in late middle age got to his feet to say 
this: “When I get older, I want to live in a place where there are 
young people around me. That means homes they can afford.” 
Everyone who is scared of the prospect of one day having to shift 
to a retirement village will say amen to that.

integRating tHe inFRaStRuCtuRe

The UP issue most politicians complain about: infrastructure. 
The lack of it. All those extra people, but where are the new 

schools, the parks, the public transport? Will the stormwater 
drains and sewers cope? It doesn’t really help that the answers 
are: dunno, dunno, wtf and dunno. 

In defence of the council, there are good reasons these things 
are not in the Unitary Plan. Stormwater and many other services 
are covered off by the council in separate planning documents, 
and the UP usually refers to them — though not always clearly. 

Deciding where schools go is the job of the Ministry of Educa-
tion, not the council. Public transport is organised and planned 
by both Auckland Transport (AT) and the NZ Transport Agency 
(NZTA). AT is a “council-controlled organisation”, but its plan-
ning does not form part of the Unitary Plan. NZTA is a govern-
ment agency, and its role in planning Auckland transport was 
retained by the government in Wellington, despite many objec-
tions, when the super city was established. 

On top of all this, under the Resource Management Act the 
council is not mandated to produce plans for traffic, schools, 
stormwater and sewage within the UP. So even if it did, those 
plans might not be legally defensible. 

However, what the UP does do is tell all those other agencies 
where the need for their services is likely to be, so they can start 
their own planning. In the eastern suburbs, some of the schools 
are already bursting, and if the UP is adopted, that could get 
worse rather quickly. It’s true all over Auckland. So the plan tells 
the Min of Ed it needs to get active now. 

Not that it will be easy. Goldsmith said, talking about Mt Eden, 
“If we have lots more people, we could need new schools. But 
Mt Eden is an expensive place to buy land for schools.” Desley 
Simpson made the same point about St Heliers.

There’s a bigger issue. Simpson told me, with a decisively dis-
missive wave: “What they used to do in the days of the old district 
plan, that’s not the point. Why look backwards? This is the coun-
cil’s plan for the future.”

She is right. This was a historical moment to be bigger and 
bolder, to find a better way to do our planning than the one we’ve 
got. The council and the government between them let it pass. 

Lack of integrated planning also has a cause within the council: 
silo planning. This is the name for what happens when the vari-
ous units and departments don’t co-ordinate their ideas. Head 
planner Roger Blakeley, addressing a meeting in early May, spoke 
of the need for different parts of the council “not to work in silos” 
— but it was surprisingly late for him to be saying that, given the 
massive amount of planning they’ve already done. 

The most ludicrous example of recent times is Stonefields, the 
suburb built on the site of the old Mt Wellington quarry. Stone-
fields has a village centre, a new school, parks and a lake, and 
room for 2500 homes housing 6500 people. In many ways, it’s a 
model for new suburban life in Auckland, and its planners, as-
suming that model suburbs are well connected to public trans-
port, limited the number of car parks.

Yet after 10 years, many people in Stonefields still have to walk 
a kilometre or more to get to a bus stop. “This has led,” said Simp-
son wryly, “to some degree of scepticism.” 

And, despite the Unitary Plan allowing more intense housing 
over 43 per cent of the Orakei board area, Simpson and Brewer 
are both fond of pointing out there are no plans for more buses 
or trains. 

A note on that, though. One of the reasons for a limit on the 
trains through Orakei is that the government refuses to green- 
light the inner-city rail link. The purpose of the proposed route 
under the CBD is to allow more trains to travel the suburban 
routes, passing efficiently through Britomart, rather than clog-
ging it up as they do now, because they have to go back out the 
way they came in. 

mp paul goldsmith

Simpson, Brewer et al can sneer at the lack of expanded public 
transport all they like, but the government, which they support,  
is the reason for it.

 

one million moRe 

That “one million growth” figure is hard to get your head around 
— so much so that a lot of people reckon it can’t be true. But it’s 
not wishful thinking, and not a statement of a goal. It’s a projec-
tion by Statistics New Zealand based on existing trends.

For the past 15 years, Auckland has been growing at the rate 
of around 3.5 people every hour. That’s 30,000 every year. About 
60 per cent is “natural growth” (births over deaths) and the rest 
is migration from elsewhere in New Zealand as well as overseas.

Brewer doesn’t think it’s a problem. “Ways of working are 
changing so rapidly. People are working from home, young moth-
ers. Some people commute from Napier. We’ve got to counter the 
mythology that everyone needs to be in the CBD.” He also said, 
“People are moving to Australia, they’re moving to the provinces.”

However much any of that is true, it’s hardly relevant: the 
growth rate over the past 15 years has been steady and it indi-
cates we are likely to have a million more people in 30 years’ time. 

“Why don’t we put a cap on it?” asked one man at a community 
meeting in Mt Eden. 

What did he mean? With one-child families? Goldsmith, to his 
credit, got up at that meeting and said, “To my knowledge, there 
is no law in this country against having children.”

So should people have to shift to other parts of the country? It’s 
true, and not just for the sake of Auckland, that we need strong 
regional economic growth. But is anyone suggesting we should 
have such a brutal command economy that people are forceably 
moved out of Auckland? 

And who would have to go? Said deputy mayor Hulse, “Are they 
saying our grandchildren have to live in Palmerston North?” 
Pretty strong stuff, just so a relatively small number of people 
can preserve their “New Zealand way of life”.  

Hulse also said, “I’ve heard, ‘Why do we have to have those 
people? Why can’t we put them down south and out west?’ I say, 
‘They could be your children.’”

Brewer said, “Let’s look after those who are already here.” 
There’s the hiss of something far nastier behind some of this.

tRuSting tHe CounCil

It must have been a shock to the council — elected politicians 
and officials — to discover just how mistrusted they are. 

Stories like the Stonefields fiasco don’t help. Nor does every 
long-standing request from a local community that has been 
consistently overlooked. Nor do all those shoebox apartment 
blocks in Hobson and Nelson Sts and on Beach Rd in the CBD 
and above the Newmarket railway station. 

My favourite moment in this whole debate came when John 
Banks, now a government minister with a publicly declared 
memory problem, got up at one meeting to call those blocks 
“North Korean” and “some of the worst developments anywhere 
in the developed world”. People turned to one another all round 
the room to mutter, “Wasn’t he the mayor when they were built?”

In fact, he wasn’t mayor when they were all built, but the 
Citizens and Ratepayers team — effectively, his team — was in 
charge when the rules permitting those buildings were promul-
gated. Banks did introduce better design processes in his last 
term as mayor, but they weren’t strong and much of the damage 
was done in his first term. 

Trust, in large part, is about design. About whether we think 
the design of buildings and urban spaces is going to improve. 
The Unitary Plan says it will, partly because it relies on new and 
improved urban design rules and partly because discretion has 
been built into the approval processes. 

Two problems with that. The first is that the new design rules 
don’t quite exist yet. The UP refers to them, and they will be in 
place by the time it takes effect. But they’re still being developed 
so we don’t know how good they’ll be. 

It’s such a shame. A set of compelling rules, presented in easily 
understandable lay terms, placed front and centre in the Unitary 
Plan, would have made it so much easier to judge if the council 
was up to the task of improving urban design in Auckland. 

The other problem relates to the new discretion. The council 
has eschewed the old (and internationally discredited) approach 

CounCillor Cameron brewer

“When I get older, I want to  
live in a place where there are 

young people around me.”
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of district plans, which is to prescribe exactly what and how we 
can build. The new approach allows developers and their archi-
tects, and residents, to come up with clever new approaches. 

It doesn’t signal the council will turn a blind eye to overcrowd-
ing. Nor does it mean, as Desley Simpson suggested to me, that 
the plan “doesn’t regulate design”. Planning consents, mindful 
of rules about height and density, will still be required. And as 
Penny Hulse told me, “Even when apartment buildings won’t 
require resource consent, they will still need to meet the urban 
design rules.” 

What it does mean is that flexible decision-making, not box 
ticking, should become the watchword.

Unfortunately, most developers don’t like discretion. Creative 
solutions produce uncertainty, and that can be costly if they  
introduce delays, open the door to legal challenges or make mon-
ey more expensive. With some honourable exceptions, develop-
ers prefer rules. They like to tick the boxes.

Perhaps the best-known recent example of the value of discre-
tion is a commercial one: Britomart. Developers Cooper and Co 
are one of the honourable exceptions and they have worked hard 
to find creative solutions for their work. But it was not within the 
rules for them to build a tower block on Quay St, so that failed 
to get a resource consent. Yet it is allowable to put squat office 
blocks like the new Westpac right in the middle of the precinct, 
where the Pavilions are now. So that’s what they’re going to do. 

Which is better? More to the point, shouldn’t the rules make it 
as easy, or as hard, to do one or the other, so the decisions can be 
made on merit, not on what’s easier to get approved?

All over town, there are buildings where the developer chose 
the ugly but easy option and the architects were left weeping into 
their gin as they rued the opportunities lost. 

Attempting to get us past this ridiculous situation is one of the 
best things about the Unitary Plan. As Cameron Brewer said, 
very simply: “It gives people a lot more choice.” Brilliant.

But there is a risk. Where apartment blocks are allowed, the 
planning consents do not have to be notified. That means, if 
you’re in the apartment block zone or right next to it, they could 
start building a four-storey block next door without telling you 

first, and you wouldn’t have the right to complain even if you 
found out. It will be the same for residents in the mixed zone if a 
neighbour wants to go up three storeys instead of two. 

They’ve done it like this as a carrot for developers. The Unitary 
Plan makes it easier for every developer who embraces the poten-
tial of the new urban design rules and the discretion they allow. 
Developers who don’t will find the going harder. In theory. 

We’re back to the issue of trust. Will the council look after your 
interests with non-notified consents? How do you know? We 
need to see those design rules, but that’s not enough. Citizens 
should be consulted on matters that directly affect them, and 
councils should not strip away those rights because they think 
they know what’s good for us.

FoRCing it DoWn ouR tHRoatS? 

Penny Hulse said: “In St Heliers, I faced 200 people baying for 
blood. Yet the proposals for the business district there are an ex-
tension of what’s already in the St Heliers plan.”

The deputy mayor has made the exasperated sigh her stock-in-

trade. In conversation and when she chairs meetings, she uses a 
gentle voice and an intonation full of breathy dying falls, as if to 
remind you how good natured she is about having to be so long 
suffering. She’s not doing it so much these days. She’s over it. 

In a moment of feeling good, she said, “It’s a stunningly impor-
tant thing to do, to have this big discussion.” Then she thought 
about how that discussion was handling the idea of population 
growth, and she said, “There is such vitriol around people com-
ing into this city.”

Hulse is from out west, a protégé of long-time Waitakere mayor 
Bob Harvey. She got into local body politics on the back of a cam-
paign she helped to lead about a rubbish dump. She knows what 
it’s like to stand in a hall and shout at the idiots from the council 
up the front. She’s been there and got the T-shirt. In her office, 
she’s even got a photo of herself wearing it.

Community consultation is what she went into politics to do.
Now, she’s got Cameron Brewer saying the UP process is “top 

down”; Paul Goldsmith saying, “The speed isn’t conducive to 
good planning”; nice respectable citizens baying for her blood.

And yet the council has gone way further to consult the city 
than it was required to under the Resource Management Act. 
The RMA obliges the council to “notify” the Unitary Plan: to 
publish it in draft form and call for formal submissions. That will 
happen in September. 

This council produced a pre-draft plan, called a series of com-
munity meetings in every part of greater Auckland where it 
could be discussed, and set up a website with maps, charts, ex-
planations and a feedback form. 

Local boards wanted to increase the number of public meet-
ings, and that was facilitated. That’s the process we’ve been go-
ing through. 

There’s an ongoing debate between the council and the gov-
ernment about whether notification and any of the subsequent 
process (submissions, hearings and appeals), which could take 
— wait for it — three years, will be fast-tracked. The intention 

All over town, there are 
buildings where the developer 
chose the ugly but easy option. with the pre-draft consultative process has been excellent. 

Brewer admitted to me, “Yes, it’s an additional process. You’ve 
got to give them that.” 

But the execution was dreadful, as is outlined overpage. 

WHat HaPPenS noW?

In early May, the average price of an Auckland city home was 
$735,692, up 12.2 per cent in just 12 months. The International 
Monetary Fund says New Zealand house prices are 25 per cent 
overvalued, and much of that is caused by Auckland. 

Why? Rampant inflation in the housing market is being fu-
elled by generous bank lending policies, tax breaks for property 
investors and several other factors, but the most obvious cause 
is the yawning gap between supply and demand.

We should be building 13,000 homes a year. Last year, only 
5000 building consents for new dwellings were issued. We  
urgently need more homes, which means we urgently need good 
rules about where and how to build them. 

The alternative, if we don’t worry too much about planning, 
will be cheap, isolated dormitory suburbs on the far-flung edg-
es of the city, offering their residents something much less than 
“the New Zealand way of life”. It creates more problems than 
it solves.

“I’m not against intensification,” Brewer said. “We just need a 
bit more balance.” Goldsmith and Simpson said much the same. 

There will be changes to the draft. We’ve been told that coun-
cil officers have identified close to 200 issues arising from the 
consultative process that they will need to address. Many are 
minor, but quite a few are not. 

Hulse told me, “The envelope interface from town centre to 
terrace housing is too harsh,” and “Things need to be done on 
a human scale.” I asked what that meant, and she said, “Well, if 
we permit six storeys, it could mean a building was one storey at 
the street and then stepped up two more, and then three.” 

Mayor Brown has publicly announced there will be more 
graduated height levels from one zone to the next and within the 
zones that allow multi-storey blocks. He’s also said the height 
limits in St Heliers and Milford will be lowered. Hulse gave the 

example of the Nautilus tower in Orewa. “You stand next to it, at 
ground level you don’t even know it’s there.” 

Nautilus was built with a planning consent gained by 
getting an exemption to the district plan in the Environment 
Court. The new rules, if they incorporate what Brown and 
Hulse are now proposing, should make it far easier to get that 
kind of outcome. 

It’s obvious the council is listening. The revised UP is sched-
uled to be notified right in the middle of the local body election 
campaign, and will almost certainly be the big issue. 

As we went to press, Brown and Hulse were still to comment 
on the relaxed non-notified consent process. Change to this is  
essential. If you don’t want a neighbour to be allowed to go  
beyond the standard rules, you should be able to say. 

B eyond that, maybe it’s worth remembering: in 30 years’ 
time, we’re going to have more intensity and more sprawl. 
And there will be no end to it, either — no time when the 

problem will be fixed or the debate will be over. After 30 years, 
there will be another 30 years…

There are local arguments — this street should be zone X 
but you’ve got it as zone Y — but every plan based on whatever 
principles are in play will have those problems. They need to be 
worked through coherently and in good faith. Not everyone will 
get what they want, but the process is important. 

The biggest issue of all is this: a plan is worth nothing if it isn’t 
supported. If local communities don’t like it, the politicians 
who gave it to us will be thrown out of office, and their plan with 
them. If developers don’t like it, they won’t engage with it and 
won’t build the way it proposes they should.

Hulse said, “Our role is to make it easier to allow the market 
to do the right things.” That’s so true. And the market responds 
to demand. 

The job for Brown and his council is not to defeat the citizens 
of St Heliers, Belmont, Mt Eden and wherever. It’s to win the 
city to the vision. Brown is the first mayor we’ve had since Dove-
Myer Robinson — mayor for all but three years from 1959 to 1980 
— even prepared to say he has a vision, and we applaud him for 
it. But it turns out that’s the easy part. 

He’s got work to do.  

tHe ComPaCt CitY 
 
Councillor Dick Quax, supported by Cr Cameron Brewer, 
says Auckland is already more compact than any other city in 
Australasia, and in a sense he’s right. If you divide what’s called the 
“contiguous urban area” of Auckland by the number of residents, 
you discover Auckland has 2400 people per square kilometre. 

Sydney, in contrast, has 1900, Melbourne 1500 and Brisbane 
a mere 1000. The data, which is not disputed, comes from an 
international agency called Demographia.

But the figures are misleading. Auckland’s contiguous area stops 
at Long Bay in the north and the foothills of the Waitakeres in the 
west. It’s relatively small. Sydney’s in contrast, goes on forever: its 
outlying towns are all joined up, so most of what we would call 
“rural residential” land is included.

In fact, by Quax’s measure, Hamilton is almost as dense as 
Auckland and Napier is equivalent to Melbourne. 

It’s more revealing to look at the densest area in Auckland — the 
isthmus from Parnell to Pt Chevalier and Westhaven to Onehunga. 
It has around 3500 people per hectare. In Sydney, the equivalent 
built-up suburbs cover about seven times more land and contain 
between 3800 and more than 7000 people per hectare.

The densest single suburb in Auckland is Ponsonby, and it has 
very few buildings over two storeys in height. Council planner 
Ludo Campbell-Reid says Ponsonby offers the kind of model they 
would like to see adopted in some other parts of the city.

orakei loCal board Chair desley simpson, 
standing at left, in a Community meeting. 
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Want to KnoW moRe oR HaVe YouR SaY? 
Give your feedback on the draft Unitary Plan before  

5pm, May 31 at shapeauckland.co.nz
 

To fInD ouT how ThE plan affECTS your propErTy, go To  
ShapEauCklanD.Co.nz anD ClICk on ThE “E-plan” lInk In ThE ThIrD  

paragraph, ThEn SElECT “plannIng InquIry” anD follow ThE InSTruCTIonS. 

B elieve it or not, Aucklanders are arguing about architec-
ture. I’m delighted. It’s an argument this city needs to 
have. Why is it, when we live with such natural beauty, 

that our city has some of the ugliest and most boring architecture 
on the planet? I blame any media which treats architecture as a 
dirty word and architects as intellectual snobs and servants of 
the rich who will prostitute their design ideals for a quick buck. 

While there’s some truth to this view of the servile profession, 
architects are also trained to play a vital social role, as the 
creators of beautiful buildings and intelligent urban design. So 
why do we have theatre and movie critics, and book, music, TV 
and food critics, but no regular equivalent in mainstream media 
to critique architecture and our built environment? Maybe we 
need Prince Charles. 

In 1984, Charles launched a stinging attack on modern archi-
tecture when he told the Royal Institute of British Architects that 
a proposed extension to the National Gallery in Trafalgar Square 
was a “monstrous carbuncle on the face of a much-loved, elegant 
friend”. Shortly after that, several newspapers began regular cov-
erage of architecture with dedicated correspondents.

In Auckland, unless we are regularly talking about our built 
environment, something so fundamental to how we live, we will 
not get very far. Tragically, new building is mostly discussed in 
our newspapers as merely real estate, with no critical appraisal. 
We don’t have celebrities of the heft of Prince Charles or Grand 
Designs’ Kevin McCloud to raise critical questions about good 
and bad design, but great architecture needs great argument. 

A uckland does, however, have the Unitary Plan, which 
has, at least, got people bickering. The pity is that the 
discussion is so dim-witted, poorly informed and in-

stantly polarised, thanks, in part, to shrill media coverage. “The 
proposals have not gone down well with some councillors, who 
fear it will lead to slums and multi-storey ‘walls’ along popular 
beachfronts such as Orewa and Browns Bay,” reported the New 
Zealand Herald on February 21. 

By the end of April, the conspiracy had worsened, with the 
Herald reporting that some residents believe “the council is 
paying lip-service and acting like the government of Cyprus to 
steal property rights for a bankrupt agenda”. Local publications 
such as the North Shore Times have fuelled the hysteria with an 
ongoing barrage of anti-the-plan headlines. Some examples: 
“High-rise plans are flawed says councillor”, “Battle lines drawn” 
and “Consultation just ‘lip service’”. 

of similar suggestions at other meetings. Please make sure you 
formally send us that proposal.” 

Despite repeated assurances this is a draft plan and all feed-
back will be considered with a view to making changes, it’s ob-
vious many people don’t believe the consultation is genuine. 
Many appear to have no idea they are in a consultative process. 
Mistrust pervades — us against them in an antagonistic, adver-
sarial foray. A crisis of confidence. 

Yet on the face of it, the Unitary Plan is the largest community 
consultation project Auckland has ever seen. A plan to design 
this city by the people for the people. What’s not to like? Per-
versely, the democratic process under way seems to be produc-
ing the opposite effect — a suspicion that the council is conspir-
ing against the people. 

The “Save our Cities” group certainly think so. “We have no 
confidence in the council at all,” says one resident at a packed 
meeting in Belmont on May 5. “If we are a more affluent suburb, 
that is just the way it is. You have to work a bit harder to live 
here… We want our environment to be nice. I want it to be 
better than some other parts of Auckland.” 

Grant Gillon, Kaipatiki  Local Board member and one of the 
meeting’s organisers, whips up the outrage with a visualisation 
of what four-storey “monolithic” structures look like. One 
resident says the image reminds him of “postwar East Germany”,  
likening it to “the most unsightly looking apartments you could 
imagine” already on Taharoto Rd. He’s convinced the same 
“halfwits” who allowed those “are going to allow the same things 
to happen all over Belmont, Bayswater and Takapuna”. 

A local architect takes the microphone to point out density 
doesn’t have to look awful. “It’s unfair to say if it’s four storeys 
high, it looks like this,” says the architect. “The pictures of den-
sity would not be reinforced by people who live in Portland, Or-
egon, or Amsterdam or London or almost any European city.”

Gillon disputes the one million people growth figure. He thinks 
it will be more like 300,000. An Aramoana Ave resident of 40 
years points out intensification has already happened with infill 
housing all around him, subdivisions and apartments across the 
road. “It’s increased in my day, so what do you expect is going to 
happen in the next 30 years?” he asks. “Rather than just rubbish-
ing this system, we must put up proper solutions.” 

Another agrees: “It’s all very well to say put it somewhere else, 
which is a typical nimby attitude. Where in the greater Auck-
land area is the perfect place for an extra 300,000?”

Among the largely older crowd, a younger voice raises the 
spectre of a geographical divide, and how the plan may address 
an emerging destructive generation gap. “The young people 
I know want to stay living here. We don’t want to move to Te 
Hana or Huntly to get a house. We’d like to stay living in our 
communities on the Shore because we love it. At the moment, 
there isn’t a lot of housing for people younger than me to live 
here in the future.” 

No one listens. The meeting passes a resolution that “utterly 
rejects the proposed Unitary Plan”.

Do nothing. Not in my backyard. Yet still the people keep 
coming to “the world’s most liveable city”. Where do 
they go? One popular solution is sleepout cabins, which 

are popping up all over the city in the backyards of overcrowded 
households needing an extra bedroom. 

“When times get tough a lot of people cope by moving in with 
each other,” RoomMate cabin rental owner Andrew King told 
the Sunday Star-Times. The cabins run off mains power and are 
under 10sqm, which means as long as they don’t have plumbing, 
they don’t require a building permit in many parts of Auckland. 

The Unitary Plan offers a more permanent solution, allowing 
single houses to be altered to include a rental unit. It’s known as 
“gentle intensification”. 

Gillon claims a key problem of the Unitary Plan is the lack of 
consultation — particularly in the Belmont area, where he says 

there has been none. Odd, because the day before, in the tor-
rential rain, I attend, with other hardy souls, a Belmont Unitary 
Plan Walk led by Devonport-Takapuna Local Board members 
Chris Darby and Dianne Hale. 

“There is development here in the existing plans that has not 
been realised. The market has not taken it up,” says Darby. It’s a 
good point. Zoning is no silver bullet for the real problem facing 
Auckland: not enough building. 

Darby has no doubts about the population growth and he also 
acknowledges the baby-boomer problem — 50 per cent of the 
dwellings in Devonport are one- and two-person households. 
That’s led to a housing shortage for both the young and those 
in the later stages of life. The elderly “haven’t stayed in Devon-
port. They have had to move north to retirement villages.” 

He asks those present to look across to the Belmont local centre 
— a rather tawdry collection of fast-food outlets, a liquor store 
and rundown shops split by the traffic nightmare of Lake Rd.

Darby: “How do you see it in 20 or 30 years? Can you see some 
retail at ground level and maybe some people working at the 
next level? And is there a third level with some apartments? Is 
that it, or is there a fourth level in your mind?”

Resident: “What about the Lake Rd gridlock?”
Darby: “Let’s say we’ve got good infrastructure to get people 

in and out of here — a tram system or a contemporary light-rail 
system. What do you see?”

Resident: “I’d like to see a village space, well designed in terms 
of people being able to walk around — safe for kids, accessible for 
elderly and providing some of the facilities instead of having to 
go to the supermarket. A place where people can meet and greet 
and also do some of their basic shopping. A little hardware store, 
that’s the sort of thing. Not just all cafes and takeaway places or 
rundown dairies. We want a village atmosphere.”

Planner: “Do you think there would be a little town square?”
Resident: “Yes.” 
For a moment, peace has broken out. Darby and Hale provide 

a great example of what needs to be happening all across Auck-
land. This is our chance to argue the Auckland we want into 
existence. As the bedraggled prepare to leave, with promises to 
meet again in a week’s time, an elderly resident signs off. “Can I 
just say thank you to the three of you. It’s nice to get advice and 
it’s also nice to be listened to.” 
 
CHRiS baRton’S RegulaR uRban DeSign Column Will RetuRn next iSSue.

The other culprit is the council, whose PR on this undertak-
ing, while well intentioned, has been woeful. Consultation 
meetings have been poorly publicised and poorly run. These 
should have begun with highly polished presentations, explain-
ing the key messages of the plan and the way forward. Instead, 
they have relied on town planners stumbling their way through 
explanations, exposing themselves as possibly the worst com-
municators in the universe. Mayor Len Brown’s engagement 
with the process has been waffly, garbled and unconvincing. 

A sample from his off-the-cuff speech, at the Town Hall cham-
ber on April 18: “… the Unitary Plan basically sets the rules and 
one of the key issues around the Unitary Plan for people’s con-
sideration is if you are not going out as much as what we’ve pre-
viously done, but we will be going out and taking in 146 square 
kilometres of more greenfields land, so it’s a balance project — a 
bit out, a bit up.” Dear lord, get this man a speechwriter now. 

Brown burbles on: “… that we preserve our built heritage here 
already; and secondly, that we do so in a way that doesn’t insult 
the eye of the observer and the inhabitant when you are going 
up and you’re building and developing things from apartment 
blocks and court houses and terraced houses.” 

Court houses? No doubt the mayor has his heart in the right 
place. But where was the advertising campaign to lay out the 
issues? Sadly, Brown has been a leader missing in action, when 
he should have been the visionary in the vanguard. 

Online, the message also became hopelessly bogged down. If 
you know what you’re doing, it takes at least five counter-intuitive 
clicks to get near information about your property’s zoning rules 
via the Unitary Plan. Having online access to all the maps and 
data is laudable as an idea, but clearly it’s a work-in-progress.

T he real crisis here is the lack of knowledge, or rather the 
transfer of knowledge from those in the know to those in 
the dark. Hence this typical interchange — in this case, 

about Grey Lynn — at one of the Unitary Plan events.
A Peel St resident: “The last thing we need in terms of char-

acter, amenities, quality of life — we have been there for years 
— is to have four-storey apartment buildings. Why? What is the 
purpose? We have a right to be angry.”

Planner: “So you are saying we have got it completely wrong. 
[Laughter.] That’s genuinely what we want to know.”

A Schofield St resident is also upset, on account of a proposed 
rezoning to mixed housing. “Frankly, this threatens to get rid of 
a very lovely collection of bungalows and villas and a nice neigh-
bourhood which I particularly enjoy living in. Council may not 
see it as heritage, but the people who live there definitely do.” 

The planner points out that nothing will necessarily be de-
stroyed by the zoning, especially if no one sells their properties, 
and that all houses built before 1944 require resource consent 
to be demolished. That would invoke a “character assessment” 
of her property and surrounds which would likely result in the 
street getting heritage protection. 

Someone else asks why isn’t demolition of pre-1944 building 
something that is automatically publicly notified. “Thanks for 
that feedback,” says the planner politely. “We’ve had quite a lot 

STory CHRiS baRton

B r o u h a h a  i n  B e l m o n t
Arguing about architecture in suburban backyards all over town.

New building is mostly discussed 
in our newspapers as merely real 
estate, with no critical appraisal.


