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Density… what it’s responding to, why it matters, and the importance of design to do it well

• The wider context in Aotearoa New Zealand

• Wellington is densifying

• Being at ‘home’ in our city as it densifies

• The neighbourhood as an extension of home

• What matters in the design of a neighbourhood… of housing?

Wellington City Council’s Proposed District Plan Design Guides

• Population growth and change

• Principles

• Good design outcomes and regulations

• Mana whenua, climate change and density

• Some examples

What we’ll talk about today
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The wider context in Aotearoa New Zealand

Aotearoa New Zealand is grappling with significant challenges as it grows and develops:

• rising land, house and rental prices;

• pressure on infrastructure and rising sea levels;

• declining availability of developable land;

• the need to significantly reduce carbon emissions and prioritise environmental sustainability; and

• the shift into a new era of addressing systemic inequities stemming from the country’s colonial history.

These challenges are contextual…

but they are not unlike those faced elsewhere globally.

https://doi.org/10.1016/j.wss.2022.100080


The wider context in Aotearoa New Zealand

“The effect of monetary 

and macro-prudential 

policy on house prices has 

also increasingly been put under the 

spotlight. Upon the onset of the COVID-

19 pandemic, the country’s central 

bank dropped interest rates to all-time 

lows and removed macro-prudential 

restrictions on mortgage credit, fueling 

a further 20% to 40% increase in house 

prices in different regions across the 

country.”

New Zealand’s bipartisan housing reforms 
offer a model to other countries 
(brookings.edu)

https://www.brookings.edu/blog/the-avenue/2022/01/24/new-zealands-bipartisan-housing-reforms-offer-a-model-to-other-countries/


The wider context in Aotearoa New Zealand

Housing is one of the NZ Government’s top priorities.

Significant resource is allocated to address the lack of housing affordability and
availability in recent years, including the following:

• 2020 National Policy Statement on Urban Development (NPS-UD) to
remove development barriers, allowing growth where there is good access
to existing services, public transport and infrastructure.

• 2021 Government Policy Statement on Housing and Urban Development
(GPS-HUD) to strategically direct and align housing and urban development
work, aiming to achieve “wellbeing through housing”.

• 2021 MAIHI Ka Ora (and Implementation Plan) developed in partnership
with Māori, for Māori, setting out the vision for Māori housing for the next
30 years and what needs to happen over the next 3-4 years.

• 2021 Housing Acceleration Fund (HAF) of $3.8b to increase pace and scale
of delivering affordable housing.

• 2022 Medium Density Residential Standards (MDRS) / RMA Amendment
Act to enable the development of three homes up to three storeys on each
site, without the need for resource consent.



The wider context in Aotearoa New Zealand

Medium-density housing | BRANZ

https://www.branz.co.nz/mdh/
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The wider context in Aotearoa New Zealand

Opit, S., Carroll, P., and Witten, K. Community Acceptance of Medium Density Housing Development. Porirua: BRANZ. 
https://www.branz.co.nz/pubs/research-reports/er57/

https://www.branz.co.nz/pubs/research-reports/er57/


Wellington is densifying



Being at ‘home’ in our city as it densifies

“Home as a place of belonging, safety, connection 
and acceptance [….] to people and communities… 
[not simply to] a physical location or dwelling”, a 
place of “spiritual safety” and connection with tipuna. 

(Amohia Boulton et al. 2022)



Being at ‘home’ in our city as it densifies

‘Sense of place’, ‘genius loci’, or ‘place attachment’, refers to the connection that forms 
(or fails to form) between people and place.

• Important for many reasons, including community empowerment and kaitiakitanga 
(Lewicka 2011).

• Enhanced by mobility within good quality environments – e.g., streets as ‘Third Places’ 
(Ivory et al., 2015; Jones et al. 2020).

• A positive predictor of wellbeing (Maricchiolo et al. 2021).

Quality social relationships are fundamental to thriving. 

• Social isolation / loneliness – significant public health factor associated with risk for 
psychological and physical wellbeing (Holt-Lunstad 2017).

• Physical isolation – living alone, working alone – can amplify social isolation / 
loneliness (Heu et al. 2020). 



The neighbourhood as an extension of home

(photo from gehlpeople.com)

Each neighbourhood 
makes various 

lifestyles and realities 
possible.

Understandings and experiences of home extend beyond the 

individual dwelling into “everyday experiences at the local 

scale”, so the “notion of home space” can be used “to embrace 

the idea of both housing and the neighbourhood” or area 

(Phillips, 2009, 23). 

To understand home as extending into a neighbourhood or area 

underscores the importance of our collective environments and 

how urbanisation occurs (Boulton et al., 2022; Olin et al. 2022). 



What matters in the design of a neighbourhood?
Neighbourhoods (our collective environments) must be designed to 

not only address affordability and capacity issues, but also to:

• Respond to environmental challenges, and 

• Be meaningful and effective in responding to diverse 

cultural and contextual sensitivities at scale. 

Different types of neighbourhood design are possible, but they must:

• Support connectivity with place (te taiao), and

• Support connectivity between people (te ao tangata)

So, neighbourhood design must be coordinated with and/or 

incorporate equitable access/connection to:

• Transport infrastructure (walking, cycling, public, etc.)

• Community infrastructure (public space, education, etc.)

• Environmental infrastructure (green, water, etc.)

• Other essential infrastructure (energy, food, etc.)

Olin, C.V., Berghan, J., Thompson-Fawcett, M., Ivory, V., Witten, K., Howden-Chapman, P., Duncan, S., Ka’ai, T., Yates, A., 
O’Sullivan, K.C., Keall, M., Ombler, J., and Hinckson, E. (2022). Inclusive and collective urban home spaces: the future of 
housing in Aotearoa New Zealand. Wellbeing, Space & Society. DOI: https://doi.org/10.1016/j.wss.2022.100080(Hammarby Sjöstad, photo by Crystal Olin)

https://doi.org/10.1016/j.wss.2022.100080
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capital gain

efficiencies

status

politics

out of fear

for short-term ‘wins’



“I should say: the house shelters day-dreaming, the 
house protects the dreamer, the house allows one 
to dream in peace.” 

(Bachelard 1958 – The Poetics of Space)

What matters in the design of housing?



The ways in which people understand and experience 
home are “both lived and imagined” (Phillips, 2009, p. 23); 
and are influenced by cultural, social and political contexts. 

Not only do we need to supply a greater quantity of affordable, 

public and community housing in Aotearoa, but we have a 

responsibility to increase the quality of housing design. Everyone 

deserves to live somewhere that is secure, connected, accessible, 

warm, dry, functional, safe, dignified and beautiful.

What matters in the design of a dwelling?

(“True love waits”, painting by Aaron Waghorn)

VARIOUS IMPORTANT QUALITY CONSIDERATIONS:

• Ambient indoor environment

— Temperature

— Air quality

— Humidity

• Architecture / physical structure

— Materials / methods of construction

— Interior layout / functionality

— Safety / injury hazards mitigation

— Access / public-private interface

— Aesthetics / visual ‘language’ or ‘style’



What matters in the design of housing?

New book by Guy Marriage (architects/designers can get a free copy – EBOSS)

https://www.eboss.co.nz/medium-registration


What matters in the design of housing?
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Design Principles 
Following on from a number of engagement 
opportunities with the community as part of Planning for 
Growth, Wellington City Council has identified six city 
goals to guide the Spatial Plan, District Plan and related 
efforts to plan for and support anticipated growth: 

1. Partnership with mana whenua 
2. Compact 
3. Inclusive and connected 
4. Greener 
5. Resilient 
6. Vibrant and prosperous 

These goals are used as design principles that all new 
developments in Wellington should strive to meet. 



1. Responding to the natural environment
• Land
• Water 
• People 

2. Effective public-private interface
• Urban structure
• Fronting the street
• Heritage

3. Well-functioning sites
• Movement and access
• Open spaces
• The site
• Placing the building

4. High quality buildings
• Sustainability
• Built form
• Inclusivity 
• External appearance
• The internal spaces

Design Outcomes 
Design outcomes are intended to support the design 
principles and achievement of good design across 
Wellington. While the Design Guides are ultimately 
outcome-focused, specific guidance should not be used 
as a strict template or planning rules, nor should it 
reduce the potential diversity of design approaches 
taken. 

Rather, the Council anticipates guidance to be interpreted 
and used appropriately by resource consent applicants 
and advisors, so as to achieve good design that meets the 
overarching outcomes and principles of these design 
guides. 

In support of the six design principles, the following four 
design outcomes help to coordinate specific guidance 
across a range of scales, from the wider environment 
through to individual buildings.



Unheard Stories: mana whenua identities, worldviews and practice
Māori, and more specifically mana whenua identities, worldviews and practices 
have for the most part been erased from our built environment. Acknowledging 
these in appropriate and considered ways offers an opportunity to create a 
unique sense of place in any new development. At times, particularly where 
developments are large or impact significantly on wider urban systems, it will be 
appropriate to engage mana whenua in the design process. This should be 
factored into resourcing for development projects.

To support robust design outcomes for mana whenua, one of the six goals for Our 
City Tomorrow is partnership with mana whenua. This goal has been translated 
into a design principle to guide development through the resource consenting 
process. 

The Design Guides ensure the integration of mana whenua identities, 
worldviews and practice into the city and that new initiatives and developments 
reinforce the city’s aspiration to become a city where mana whenua can flourish.



Environmental sustainability
Wellington needs to and can become more 
sustainable, ensuring its natural environment is 
protected, enhanced and integrated into the urban 
environment. Design plays a crucial role in achieving 
sustainability goals. The unique benefits and 
efficiencies of buildings, sites and urban systems 
need to be maximised, delivering quality places 
where resources are optimised. Sustainable design 
can include the ongoing use of existing buildings and 
the adaptation of heritage buildings for new uses.

The Design Guides aim to ensure that nature and 
eco-friendly practices are more proactively 
integrated into our city, and that new development 
contributes to a future for Wellingtonians that is 
environmentally sustainable.



Density, height and new housing types
More and more people are choosing to make Wellington their home. Higher densities and 
more people are a good thing, and larger populations can sustain more local businesses and 
initiatives. Higher densities make public transport options, community services and events 
more viable and therefore more available. When done well, density can increase the general 
well-being of people through improved social connection opportunities, safety and 
accessibility.

In delivering density, new developments will need to provide for a range of housing types. This 
will be needed as our population becomes more and more diverse. This means that new 
buildings in Wellington are likely to be taller than some of their neighbours, at least at first. 
Done well, new development can be integrated with our valued heritage places and the city 
can seize this opportunity to set a new benchmark for design quality in Wellington. It can and 
should contribute to our city’s evolving identity, which consists of buildings, streets, spaces, 
landscapes, history, people, uses, stories, mana whenua stories, memories and more.

The Design Guides aim to ensure that density, height and new housing types are delivered 
through quality design, so that Wellington continues to be a place that a diverse range of 
people are proud of and want to call home.























Some examples

Hīnaki Street Apartments (Hīnaki neighbourhood, Tāmaki, Auckland)
This neighbourhood is 4 minutes’ drive from Panmure Town Centre, and 3 minutes’ drive from Glen Innes Town Centre. It borders 
Ruapotaka School and is a 12-minute walk to the Tāmaki Estuary. When it is fully built, it will provide 300+ new homes, along with new 
and upgraded parks, playgrounds and infrastructure. Hīnaki Street Apartments provide 75 1-, 2- and 3-bedroom homes, 61 KiwiBuild and 
14 open market. They are developed by NZ Living / Simplicity.

(photos by Crystal Olin)
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Some examples

Mahitahi Kāinga Trust – Te Kōtukutuku Papakāinga (Otara, Auckland)
A social housing project consisting of 41 single bed apartments, Whanau apartment and Whare Manaaki (communal gathering space, plus 
3 office/consult spaces). Common space is clustered together in a central landscaped courtyard to encourage interaction and connection 
between residents. The project was developed through a co-design process and used a guiding narrative to keep the project true to its 
values and embed the stories gifted to the project into the fabric of the buildings. 

(renderings by TOA Architects: https://toa.net.nz/work/mahitahi-kainga/)

https://toa.net.nz/work/mahitahi-kainga/
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Some examples

Breese Street by Milieu (Brunswick, VIC, AUS)
A collaboration between local architects DKO and Breathe Architecture, this project is designed to foster community, strengthen connects and provide better 
ways of living in an urban area. The building’s sawtooth roof architecturally responds to the suburb’s industrial heritage, while its orientation and façade 
optimises thermal efficiency and delivers dual aspects to most homes, facilitating cross-flow ventilation and reduced energy consumption. The project consists of 
59 apartments across two buildings, creating two cores and a maximum of five homes per floor. With a 7.9 NatHERS star rating, no fossil fuels are created or 
consumed at Breese Street, and the energy supplied throughout is 100 per cent sustainably sourced via a combination of wholesale GreenPower purchasing and 
a 30-kilowatt PV solar panel system.

(photos from TUD website: https://www.theurbandeveloper.com/articles/tud-awards-winner-development-of-the-year-medium-density-residential)

https://www.theurbandeveloper.com/articles/tud-awards-winner-development-of-the-year-medium-density-residential
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Some examples

Hammarby Sjöstad (Stockholm, Sweden)
Hammarby Sjöstad is an ambitious brownfield development spanning 160 hectares, built between 1994-2020. Most of the buildings are located around Lake 
Hammarby, an area previously known as the "Lugnet" industrial park. The development is comprised of 12,700 apartments and a multitude of restaurants, cafes 
and shops within a walkable environment. Due to its size and geographical location in Stockholm, its designers needed to supply a variety of social facilities—
including commercial streets, schools and health care facilities – within the development. It boasts a high environmental profile, aiming to spearhead sustainable 
city-planning; it features the “Envac” system that set a global standard for waste and recycling collection. During the expansion on the Stockholm metro, one of 
the new stations will be built in Hammarby Sjöstad.

(photos by Crystal Olin, 2014)



(Mt Victoria Lookout, Wellington – photo supplied by Wellington City Council)

Thank you!

Questions?
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