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ABSTRACT

Public spaces play an instrumental role within urban settings. They 

are places where people can engage with the concentration and 

diversity of people within cities in a distilled form. Simultaneously, 

public spaces offer refuge from the chaos and sensory overload of 

urban experiences, thus allowing people to mentally take a break 

from the city and their daily lives and connect with their 

surroundings or even possibly people around them. However, 

several urban conditions threaten the adequacy of free public spaces 

within the city. Commercialisation and public-private developments 

often result in the creation of spaces that undermine the spirit of 

public space through the imposition of physical, psychological, and 

financial barriers. As cities develop, density achieved through high-

rise buildings become the most efficient use of space. However, the 

high-rise typology which dominates the metropolis is often 

disconnected from the public realm through physical distance and 

privatisation. As urban development forces the spaces for dwelling 

and working upwards, similar practices must be applied to public 

space to ensure they remain sufficient for a growing population. 

Thesis involved data collection through mapping and field 

observations to identify things missing from Auckland’s public 

spaces resulting in the development of a design that reimagines how 

more structures in the city can be made public, fit to host activities 

of leisure, and more responsive to the human scale. 

This thesis seeks to extend the public realm by dissolving the 

barriers high-rise buildings to re-imagine them another form of 
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public space. Extend public dimension into vertical dimension to 

offer new public spatial experiences. This aim is interrogated 

through the design proposal of a ten-storey structure which 

accommodates dwellings, a range of community spaces, and a 

vertical park. This design outcome was reached through iterative 

diagramming, digital modelling, physical modelling, and collage. 

The research and design conducted throughout this thesis offers an 

alternative lens through which public space in urban environments 

can be viewed. It challenges the building typologies, the spaces 

people occupy, and the activities they engage with in the public 

realm to reclaim the city for people. It also presents opportunities 

for further research into how high-rise buildings can be retrofitted 

and adapted to accommodate public life.  
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INTRODUCTION

PROPOSITION

Public space, put by Ali Madaniour, is the “DNA of urban life.” 1  It 

simultaneously provides opportunities to engage with the diverse 

concentration of activity and people in cities, whilst offering refuge from 

the sensory overload of the street, and a break from the tedium of daily 

routines. However, the development of the city is threatening the existence 

and livelihood of public spaces. Commercialisation within the city makes 

access to spaces within the city conditional on purchasing power, and the 

numerous high-rise buildings within the city that are monolithic, largely 

scaled, and exclusive hinder the urban experience. As the cities continue 

to grow and the spaces we live and work continue to move upward, public 

spaces must do the same to ensure they remain adequate. However, much 

of the past and current urban design discourse focuses on the design of 

public spaces at the level of the street. This thesis proposes a re-imagining 

of high-rise buildings to become accessible public spaces with design 

elements break down their size into elements suitable for the human scale. 

How can the high-rise typology, which is traditionally associated with 

exclusivity, spatial fragmentation, and profit generation, be reimagined to 

become an inclusive space which extends the life of the public realm into 

the vertical dimension? 

This research question is examined through the development of a design 

project which transforms a vacant lot in Auckland’s commercial core into 

a vibrant ten-storey structure for a range of public uses. The project 

explores an alternative to the traditional high-rise typology where this 

form that is traditionally considered exclusive and used for the generation 

1 Ali Madanipour, “Rethinking Public Space: Between Rhetoric and Reality,” 
Urban Design International 24, no. 1 (2019): 39. 
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of profit is re-imagined opening a new spatial dimension to the public. The 

intention behind this design is to explore how the scale and exclusive 

nature of high-rise structures can be transformed to become legible and 

accessible. It examines how different spatial conditions can accommodate 

and enhance the various activities that take place in public space.  

SIGNIFICANCE 

The findings in this thesis discovered several gaps in the public spaces of 

Auckland. Not all these gaps were addressed in this proposal, and this 

research could be developed to address other things missing from public 

spaces in Auckland. The design in this thesis started to investigate how 

traditional urban design principles could be applied through the vertical 

dimension. This demonstrates that it is possible to extend public space into 

the vertical dimension and that these spaces do not necessarily have to be 

exclusive.  

SCOPE 

The accessibility and adequacy of public space is a concern spanning 

several dimensions of architecture, urban design, and urban planning. 

Improvement to public spaces can be explored at several scales, from a 

regional scale to a scale involving the development and relationship 

between several sites. However, the focus on this thesis is solely on the 

development of public space at the scale of a single building on a single 

site. This thesis also acknowledges that suburban town centres also face a 

crisis of a lack of strong public spaces. However, the scope of this thesis 

is limited to the interrogation of public space within the central city. 

Accessibility within the built environment can also be addressed through 

several perspectives. There are many factors that may prevent individuals 

from using and enjoying public spaces such as age, sex, ethnicity, social 

status, and physical ability. Though some of these factors are lightly 

alluded to throughout this thesis, the focus is limited to the interrogation 

of accessibility hindered by physical and psychological barriers, as well as 

purchasing power. Other design strategies to improve the accessibility and 

perception of public spaces such as Universal Design and Crime 
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Prevention Through Environmental Design are not within the scope of this 

thesis.  

METHODOLOGY AND STRUCTURE

This thesis is divided into parts based on the research methods used at each 

point. The methods used for each part and the chapters within are as 

follows:  

Literature Review 

Chapter One: Theoretical Perspectives provides background on existing 

discourse regarding public space. The literature review synthesised criteria 

from a range of sources that indicate the success of public spaces. These 

perspectives were collated into a set of criteria the author has determined 

to be the most appropriate for analysing public spaces for the purposes of 

this thesis. Theoretical perspectives on threats to public spaces due to 

urban development are also explored.   

Chapter Two: Precedent Studies collects a range of projects that examine 

various approaches to public space. The chapter is divided into sections 

which include projects addressing public space on a large scale, privately 

owned public spaces, public spaces above ground, and small interventions. 

Data Collection  

Chapter Three: Evaluating Public Spaces in Auckland involves analyses 

the accessibility, limitations, and spatial qualities of public spaces within 

a study area in Auckland central city. The first method used includes a 

desk study where point data was mapped to determine the cost of access 

and uses within ground floor spaces in the study area. The second method 

used includes field observations made at a selection of public spaces 

within a smaller study area. The intention of this chapter is to explore and 

test the theoretical perspectives within the study area of this thesis.  
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Creative Practice 

Chapter Four: Design Brief summarises the research gaps and problems 

identified in the previous two parts. The research question, design 

concept, and site will be introduced. 

Chapter Five: Design Ideation analyses the methods used to create several 

iterations of form, programmatic layout, and spatial qualities These 

methods include diagramming, digital modelling, collage, and physical 

modelling.  

Chapter Six: Final Design describes the design outcome resulting from 

the iteration design process. The project is described starting with the key 

moves, followed by strategies employed at the scale of the building, parts 

of the building, floors, and rooms.  

Reflection 

Chapter Seven: Conclusion provides critical reflection on the research and 

design methods which led to the design outcome. The chapter also 

discusses the feasibility of the design proposal, the significance of the 

research conducted throughout this thesis, and suggests avenues for further 

research.   
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CHAPTER 1: THEORETICAL PERSPECTIVES 

This chapter will review the theoretical background on public space 

drawing from urban planning and urban design discourse. The 

chapter begins by exploring the various understandings of public 

space and the importance of public spaces. The needs public spaces 

can satisfy will be examined and characteristics for good public 

spaces will be identified. The final sections of this chapter will set 

the context for the morphological, economic, and political 

challenges that affect the quality and inclusivity of public spaces. 

The intention of this chapter is to provide the contextual basis for 

this study on public spaces and to examine at the mutual 

relationships between public spaces, people, and cities at an urban 

scale. 
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1.1 DEFINING PUBLIC SPACE

‘Public space’ is a malleable term, which can be understood in terms 

ownership, uses, or spatial qualities.2 In terms of ownership, ‘public 

spaces’ are those owned and managed by government entities. In 

terms of usage, the term might be understood as spaces that host 

‘public life’ or social activities including recreation or discussion. 

For others it may include spaces with certain attributes, such as 

unrestricted access, meaning, democracy. 3 A space may reflect 

several of these qualities at once. For example, state housing may be 

considered ‘public’ in that it is government owned and managed, but 

it is private in terms of restricted access. Contrarily, shopping 

centres have generally unrestricted access but are owned and 

operated by the private sector. 

Public space is often thought of in contrast to private space. 

However, ‘public’ and ‘private’ are not mutually exclusive terms. 

Rather, they are qualities that a space may simultaneously possess 

to varying degrees. The traditional boundaries of public and private 

space are becoming more ambiguous, especially as the provision of 

services and spaces are now often offered through hybrid schemes 

between public and private bodies.4

Han, Kim, and Kwon argue the concept of ‘spatial publicness’ is 

more useful for understanding public spaces.5 This is as it is more 

useful to think about public space in terms of the activities they offer 

for the general population, rather than the owner of the space. In this 

regard, there are two key understandings of the ‘public life’ hosted 

in these spaces. On one hand, public places are where the affairs of 

2 Henry, Lloyd, and Ritchie, “People, Power and Planning in Public Places,” 
112. 
3 Stephen Carr et al., Public Space, Cambridge England; New York, USA: 
Cambridge University Press (1993), xi. 
4 Han, Kim, and Kwon, “Contemporary Spatial Publicness,” 1. 
5 Han, Kim, and Kwon, “Contemporary Spatial Publicness,” 13. 
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the public can be discussed and debated, an example of this being 

street protests.6 On the other, concept of public life is about our 

desire to relax, socialise, and be entertained in the presence of 

others.7

Most notions of public space acknowledge that they are spaces 

designed to serve most of the population. They serve wider society

by accommodating various functions for a range of users at different 

times of day. However, the notion of a singular public should be 

questioned as many spaces are structured to be accessible to some 

groups but not others. 8 Thus, the unrestricted access offered by 

public spaces is not offered equally to everyone which creates a 

paradox where the same place may be both inclusive and exclusive9 

depending on the individual, and their life stage and the groups they 

associate with. 

For the purposes of this thesis, the notion of public space will be 

explored primarily in terms of function and accessibility – this 

adopts the notion of spatial publicness. The focus on this thesis is on 

exploring how spaces can accommodate recreational uses in the 

presence of friends and strangers, as well as how public spaces can 

be made accessible to a range of people. From this perspective, 

examples of public spaces may include parks, plazas, community 

centres, or libraries. 

6 Tridib Banerjee, “The Future of Public Space: Beyond Invented Streets and 
Reinvented Places,” Journal of the American planning association 67,  no. 1 
(2001): 18. 
7 Banerjee, “The Future of Public Space,” 18.  
8 Keith Henry, Greg Lloyd, and Heather Ritchie, “People, Power and Planning 
in Public Places: The Making of Covenant Day,” Urban Planning and Transport 
3, no. 1 (2015): 110, doi:10.1080/21650020.2015.1104515. 
9 Henry, Lloyd, and Ritchie, “People, Power and Planning in Public Places,” 
110.
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1.2 IMPORTANCE OF PUBLIC SPACE 

Public spaces play a critical role in how people perceive the city and 

their quality of life within it. Public space provides a setting to 

socialise and a breath of fresh air to contrast the tedium of many 

everyday routines. Spaces to socialise in are as important and 

complementary to spaces to live and work in (fulfil needs that cannot 

be met in other types of spaces). Public spaces play several 

important roles such as facilitating social interactions, improving the 

liveability, promoting a sense of place, and contributing to resilience 

and sustainability in the built environment. 

With the advent of information and communication technology, it 

was once believed that physical space would no longer be relevant 

as time and space became increasingly condensed and life took place 

through the flow of information. 10 Despite this, it is even more 

important to have spaces for social interaction, as the growth of the 

digital public sphere enhances rather than replaces the desire for 

social interaction enabled through physical presence.11 The recent 

Covid-19 pandemic has proven that though people were able to 

survive without social interaction, it is required for people to thrive.

Both pro-urbanist and anti-urbanist perspectives agree on the critical 

role of public spaces in urban environments. For pro-urbanists, the 

city is a concentration of activity, a place of excitement and 

opportunity, and a blend of eclecticism facilitated by the mingling 

of strangers. 12  From this perspective, public spaces act as the 

settings on which this can be experienced. William Whyte’s analysis 

of public spaces suggests users see public spaces to engage with the 

10 Doreen Massey, “A Global Sense of Place, Space”, in Place, and Gender 
(Minneapolis: University of Minnesota Press, 1994), 156, 
http://ebookcentral.proquest.com/lib/auckland/detail.action?docID=310284. 
11 Madanipour, “Rethinking Public Space,” 43. 
12 Henry, Lloyd, and Ritchie, “People, Power and Planning in Public Places,” 
109.
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life of the city. 13 Anti-urbanists view public spaces as places to 

provide refuge from the congestion, pollution, chaos, and social 

disorder of the city.14

The sheer size of the city and it being run by a select number of 

formal institutions, makes the city a difficult place for people to 

voice their opinions and leave their mark on the city. Public spaces 

are places where some of this is possible – through street protests, 

public forums, or even voting in elections.

Cities are inherently fragmented places of different experiences of 

spaces. The range and sheer bombardment of constant stimulation 

in cities leads to sensory overload 15 often resulting in people 

restricting stimulation by shutting off senses (restricting sound with 

headphones) or limiting social interaction (ignoring strangers). This 

can result in people feeling isolated from their surroundings and 

each other. Public spaces offer pockets of space without all the 

overwhelming stimuli of walking through the city. By offering a 

break from the chaos of the city, public spaces offer the opportunity 

to reconnect with one’s surroundings or perhaps even other people, 

allowing people to feel a greater sense of attachment to the place as 

well as each other.  

Public spaces also contribute towards the resilience of society and 

existing buildings. Designing building typologies to include public 

spaces can make them more resilient to technological changes and 

unexpected circumstances. With the shift to online media 

consumption and online shopping, libraries and malls are becoming 

less important as places to store and display physical items. 

13 William Whyte, The Social Life of Small Urban Spaces (Washington, DC: 
Conservation Foundation, 1980), 28. 
14 Henry, Lloyd, and Ritchie, “People, Power and Planning in Public Places,” 
110. 
15 Carr et al., Public Space, 88. 
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However, these spaces are now being designed to focus more on 

being places for people rather than objects, preventing them from 

becoming obsolete. Public spaces can also be used to account for 

unexpected temporary circumstances such as providing shelter for 

disaster relief or acting as pop-up vaccination centres. 

Public spaces are of particular significance in high-density urban 

environments where people dwell in confined spaces, leaving much 

of their life to be lived in the public realm. Good public spaces can 

make urban environments much more liveable. There are also many 

environmental merits to living amongst density, which make public 

spaces in urban environments important for countries such as New 

Zealand where the ideal home is a standalone dwelling. Good public 

spaces make high-density living more attractive and emphasise the 

benefits of urban living which is important to prevent suburban 

sprawl to ensure the sustainable development of cities. 

1.3 HOW PUBLIC SPACES ARE USED 

Understanding how public spaces are used and the needs people 

have of them can explain why some places are vibrant and others 

are underused. People visit public spaces to account for a range of 

needs. Sometimes, people will visit public spaces with a purpose, 

other times, they may stumble upon a public space to uncover a 

place worth a stop and that may provide them with a resource for 

future use.16 Public spaces are used to fulfil long and short-term 

needs. For example, an office worker may visit a plaza to fulfil their 

immediate needs of eat and rest. However, they may have longer 

term and more subtle reasons for using the public space, such as the 

16 Carr et al., Public Space, 88. 
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need to spend a part of their day in a different environment, or 

having a place to exercise.17

Jan Gehl noted that there are three categories of activities that people 

engage in in public spaces depending on the conditions of the 

physical environment: necessary activities, optional activities, and 

social activities.18 Though Gehl noted these categories in reference 

to outdoor environments, they can also be used to analyse indoor 

environments.

Necessary activities are usually compulsory everyday tasks which 

such as commuting or shopping for necessities. 19These activities 

are minimally affected by the conditions of public spaces. In poor 

public spaces, these activities will be the only ones taking place and 

will usually be rushed through.20 

Optional activities are those that people will only engage in if they 

wish to, and the time and place make it possible. Some of these 

activities include getting fresh air and loitering. These activities only 

take place when exterior conditions are optimal.21

Social activities are a subset of optional activities. The only take 

place when the physical conditions are optimal and have the 

additional requirement of the presence of other people who are 

willing and able to engage with each other.22 

Carr et al. provide a more detailed description of the needs people 

are trying to meet when they engage in optional activities in public 

spaces. These can be broadly categorised as needs which seek 

17 Carr et al., Public Space, 87. 
18 Jan Gehl, Life between Buildings Using Public Space (Washington, DC: 
Island Press, 2011), 11. 
19 Gehl, Life between buildings, 11. 
20 Gehl, Life between buildings, 11. 
21 Gehl, Life between buildings, 11. 
22 Gehl, Life between buildings, 11. 
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stimulation such as active engagement, passive engagement, and 

discovery; and needs seeking refuge such as comfort and 

relaxation.23 

Active engagement involves getting directly involved with activities 

such as interacting with public art, buying from food stalls, or 

meeting up with friends.24 To provide active engagement, public 

spaces should have elements which involve physical activity such 

as ball courts or sports equipment, or public art which can be 

physically manipulated or prompts physical actions, movable 

furniture, or seating arrangement designed to accommodate 

groups.25

Passive engagement refers to the engagement that is derived from 

watching the passing scene and enjoying the environment without 

getting involved directly.26 This is a common need that can be met 

in public spaces, with Whyte reporting that this is the most popular 

activity in city plazas.27 To design for passive engagements, seats 

can be placed near pedestrian flow, particularly near street corners.28 

Physical separation can also allow people to watch each other whilst 

avoiding eye contact, such as from elevated spaces. Seat to allow 

people to watch performances and activities, such as around a 

performance space or near a ball court. 29 Other aspects of the 

environment people can watch include scenery, panoramic views, 

public art, and nature.30

23 Carr et al., Public Space, 88. 
24 Carr et al., “Needs in Public Space”, in Urban Design Reader, eds. Matthew 
Carmona and Steve Tiesdell (Oxford: Architectural Press, 2007), 234. 
25 Carr et al., “Needs in Public Space,” 234. 
26 Carr et al., “Needs in Public Space,” 233. 
27 Whyte, The Social Life of Small Urban Spaces, 28. 
28 Carr et al., “Needs in Public Space,” 233. 
29 Carr et al., “Needs in Public Space,” 233. 
30 Carr et al., “Needs in Public Space,” 233. 
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Discovery represents the human need for exploration. It involves 

seeking variety and the desire gained from participating in new 

spectacles and pleasurable experiences.31 People can satisfy their 

need for discovery by visiting new public spaces to discover their 

unique qualities and meet new people. In public spaces, the need for 

discovery can be satisfied through the contrast and juxtaposition of

elements which might provide an enjoyable surprise. 32  Special 

events or celebrations can also satisfy the need for discovery by 

completely transforming how a public space feels and is used.33

Ceremony, celebration, and festivity are special qualities sought 

after in public spaces that provide a sense of joy that is refreshing to 

everyday lives.34 They offer a distinctive and multi-faceted way of 

accommodating for active and passive engagement as they involve 

a combination of socialising, entertainment, people watching, and 

consuming food and other goods.35 Events may occur as often as 

weekly night markets or they may be ritual celebrations such as 

celebrating the new year.36 

Comfort involves meeting basic physical needs such as food, drink, 

rest, and shelter.37 Comfort can be achieved in public spaces with a 

sufficient range of seating options. Seats can be made comfortable 

by being appropriately oriented, being proximate to pathways and 

amenities, having backrests, and being suitable for both individuals 

and groups.38 Comfort can also be achieved by appropriate spatial 

scales provide a degree of privacy and personal space. 

31 Carr et al., “Needs in Public Space,” 238. 
32 Carr et al., “Needs in Public Space,” 238. 
33 Carr et al., “Needs in Public Space,” 238. 
34 Carr et al., “Needs in Public Space,” 237. 
35 Carr et al., “Needs in Public Space,” 237. 
36 Carr et al., “Needs in Public Space,” 237. 
37 Carr et al., “Needs in Public Space,” 231. 
38 Carr et al., “Needs in Public Space,” 231. 
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Relaxation involves a deeper state of both physical and 

psychological ease.39 According to Carr et al. the need for comfort 

can simply be met by providing physical rest and shelter. However, 

meeting the needs of relaxation requires emotional ease that can be 

achieved by a peaceful environment without vehicles, pollution, and 

possibly with access to natural features such as greenery and 

water.40 

It should be also noted that different groups of people may have 

preferences for different types of activities. For example, parents 

caring for small children may seek active engagement in the form of 

facilities for their children to actively engage in and contact with 

other parents.41 The elderly tend to seek passive engagement, as 

Whyte noted, they prefer sitting at the edges of public areas to create 

feelings of safety whilst they watch others.42 Adults and teenagers 

generally visit public spaces to socialise, usually through 

recreation.43 For example, even when they visit a place to engage in 

activities, such as sports, there is usually considerable socialising.  

Understanding the user needs of public spaces is an important first 

step towards designing a successful public space, however aside 

from accommodating user needs, there are many other qualities 

public spaces must possess to be successful. These will be discussed 

in the next section.

39 Carr et al., “Needs in Public Space,” 232. 
40 Carr et al., “Needs in Public Space,” 232. 
41 Carr et al., “Needs in Public Space,” 233. 
42 Whyte, The Social Life of Small Urban Spaces, 12. 
43 Carr et al., “Needs in Public Space,” 235. 
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1.4 CHARACTERISTICS OF GOOD PUBLIC SPACES

Just as there are several different understandings and uses for public 

space, there many perspectives on what constitutes a good public 

space. Environmental design research, such as the studies conducted 

by Whyte and Gehl, tend to imply that a heavily populated space is 

a successful one. However, Francis argues that activity and 

occupancy cannot be used as indicators of success by themselves 

because they do not gauge the public values that may be attached to 

a place.44 Though it is true that there will generally be many people 

at a space that is pleasant to be in, there may also be a large presence 

of people in a space if there are no other alternatives. As Francis 

states, “the space may be occupied but not loved. It is this deeper 

attachment to a place that is ignored by a central focus on use as a 

measure of satisfaction.”45 In this thesis, these perspectives will be 

combined to determine the criteria for quality space. For this thesis, 

meaning is considered as a quality of successful public spaces, 

however the way the space facilitates various activities and attracts 

people is also important for success an in fact, meaning can often be 

generated through the way a public space is used. 

After considering a range of perspectives, this thesis identifies the 

following as qualities of successful public spaces:

Meaningful / Strong sense of place

Diversity of activities

Responsive

Sociable

Accessible and democratic

Connected and legible

44 Mark Francis, “Control as a Dimension of Public-Space Quality,” in Public 
Places and Spaces, ed. Irwin Altman and Ervin H. Zube, (Boston, MA: Springer 
US, 1989), 155, doi:10.1007/978-1-4684-5601-1_7. 
45 Francis, “Control as a Dimension of Public Space,” 155. 
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Opportunities for agency and personalisation 

Playful and Joyful 

Meaning and Sense of Place 

Sense of place can come from other factors beyond the physical 

attributes of a place. People attach meaning to places based on their 

experiences which can occur at several levels from the individual to 

national. On the individual level, someone may engage in valuable 

social interactions at the same space everyday which allows them to 

attach meaning to it or attend a special event, such as a party there. 

On a group level, people may attach meaning by celebrating an 

event such as a cultural festival at the same place every year. This 

predicted shared experience binds people together in the present or 

can even allow them to feel as if they are part of history.46

Public spaces also contribute to our sense of place and belonging by 

facilitating social interactions. Doreen Massey argues against the 

traditional understandings of a sense of place stemming from its 

physical attributes and a homogenous community inhabiting and 

being attached to that place.47 She argues that many cities now have 

similar physical characteristics due to the implementation of the 

same architectural styles globally as well as the same multinational 

corporations with the same offices, shops, and restaurants dotted 

around the world. 48 The people within a community are also 

constantly rotating due to the speed and ease with which people 

move to and from places.49 Under these conditions, Massey argues 

that a sense of place cannot come from nuanced physical 

characteristics or its permanent residents, but rather the “particular 

constellation of social relations meeting and weaving together at a 

46 Francis, “Control as a Dimension of Public Space,” 155. 
47 Massey, “Global Sense of Place”, 146. 
48 Massey, “Global Sense of Place”, 150. 
49 Massey, “Global Sense of Place”, 150. 
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particular locus.” 50 Place is conceived of as a progress, and not 

something with a single identity, but rather several unique identities. 

The uniqueness and specificity of a place is also produced through 

the distinct mixture of wider and local social relationships facilitated

by that place.51 This makes the public spaces facilitating those social 

interactions important.

Diverse Activities 

The range of activities people engage with were mentioned in the 

previous section. Therefore, to account for all the different needs 

people seek to meet in public spaces, a good public space must 

cater for a diverse range of needs.52 Carr et al. suggest five 

purposes people might visit public spaces. They may visit public 

spaces to satisfy one or several of these purposes. Therefore, a 

good public space must account for a range of them, to attract 

people to it. A mix of activities are they key to successful urban 

places, as opposed to separate uses.53 A range of activities also 

makes a space more interesting and is a better reflection of the 

varied complexity of the city.

 

Sociable 

The essence of public spaces is that they are spaces to socialise in, 

therefore a successful public space must be a place where there are 

50 Massey, “Global Sense of Place”, 153. 
51 Massey, “Global Sense of Place”, 156. 
52 Carr et al., Public Space, xi. 
53 John Montgomery, “Making a City: Urbanity, Vitality and Urban Design,” 
Journal of urban design 3, 3, no. 1 (February 1, 1998): 93–116, 
doi:10.1080/13574809808724418, 98. 
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others, and it is easy to socialise. The presence of people and human 

activity, will attract more people.54

Responsive

Architectural responsiveness can be understood as “the relationship 

between social life and the arrangement within the built 

environment.”55 Responsiveness can be achieved if a space feels 

like it is appropriately designed for the convenience of people. For 

example, responsiveness can be achieved through qualities such as 

human scale, physical porosity, climactic adaptability, richness of 

experience, and visual permeability. 56 The ability to physically 

manipulate elements within a space can also make a space 

responsive.57  

Opportunities for Agency and Personalisation

Opportunities to control and change the space one uses is an 

important quality for public spaces and is one of the ways through 

which people may come to attach meaning to a place.58 Control over 

public spaces is an important quality, because outside their homes, 

many people lack the power and ability to control the spaces they 

use. Personalisation of public environments may involve moving 

furniture, painting murals to express local culture, or interventions 

54 Jan Gehl and Lars Gemzøe, Public Spaces, Public Life, (Copenhagen: 
Arkitektens Forl, 1996), 25. 
55 D. Ironi Padmaperuma, Ubesingha A. Buddhinie, and Jeewanthi Senadeera, 
“Architectural Responsiveness of Entry Threshold Spaces of Public Buildings: 
Physical Attributes and People’s Perceptions,” Cities People Places: An 
International Journal on Urban Environments 4, no. 2 (2019): 80. 
56Padmaperuma, Buddhinie, Senadeera, “Architectural Responsiveness of Entry 
Threshold,” 80. 
57 Carr et al., Public Space, 19. 
58 Francis, “Control as a Dimension of Public Space,” 159. 
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of tactical urbanism. Francis suggests community gardening as an 

activity which allows intimate contact with and control over nature 

allowing urban residents to create a place for themselves and 

develop a relationship to a public space.59

Playful and Joyful 

Carr et al suggest that public spaces can be supplemented by “pure 

joy and fun”60 which are qualities missing form many public 

spaces. 

Accessible and Democratic 

Madanipour suggests that there is a direct relationship between the 

accessibility and publicness of a space as ideal public spaces are 

those designed for everyone.61 Harsh boundaries are an indicator of 

inequality, whereas soft, porous boundaries encourage peaceful and 

sophisticated encounters.62 There are several types of accessibility 

to spaces. The first is the direct access that is possible into a park or 

plaza. In this case accessibility is possible as long as there are no 

fences of walls preventing people from walking in. For those with 

impaired mobility, spaces can be made accessible in this sense 

through the provision of ramps. Visual accessibility which is the 

ability to see into a space.63 This type of accessibility is important 

for people to feel safe within a public. Finally, social access, where 

a space is open to different types of users.64 For example, a space 

59 Francis, “Control as a Dimension of Public Space,” 159-160. 
60 Carr et al., “Needs in Public Space,” 136. 
61 Madanipour, “Rethinking Public Space,” 45. 
62 Madanipour, “Rethinking Public Space,” 45. 
63 Francis, “Control as a Dimension of Public Space,” 164. 
64 Francis, “Control as a Dimension of Public Space,” 164. 
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can be designed to be accessible to children if it is designed to be at 

a scale suitable for them. 

1.5 CHALLENGES: HEIGHT AND SCALE IN THE CITY

There are two main challenges facing public spaces in the urban 

environment. The first is concerns the physical attributes of the city 

which are the large scale and tall heights of the buildings which 

contrast many of the principles of creating comfortable spaces. The 

second challenge is the increasing privatisation of activities and 

spaces which has led to a decline in the number of public spaces and 

their quality.

High-rise buildings are defined by the International Building Code 

as buildings with an occupied floor 23 metres above ground level.65 

In high-rise buildings, elevators are typically required.  

As economic strength creates a more populated and vibrant city 

centre, demand for floor space increase, resulting in verticality 

becoming a defining attribute of the city once a degree of urban 

density is met.66 This building typology represents the best solution 

in a situation where land is scarce and expensive, as it allows the 

amenities within a city to concentrate and stay relatively close to 

each other, and plays a role in limiting many issues faced by cities 

today such as sprawl. Therefore, architectural, and urban design 

solutions must find new ways to design for the human scale within 

and alongside these high-rise structures. 

65 Chris Reeves, “Talking in Code: High-rise building definition,” Building 
Safety Journal, August, 2019, https://www.iccsafe.org. 
66 Zhongjie Lin, and José Luis Gamez, Vertical Urbanism: Designing Compact 
Cities in China, (Abingdon, Oxon; New York, NY: Routledge, an imprint of the 
Taylor & Francis Group, 2018), 5. 
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From the perspective of inhabitants, one of the advantages of high-

rise buildings is that they offer panoramic views, and a range of them, 

whether the view is to the street below, the window of another 

building or panoramic views of the whole city. However, high-rise 

buildings can also be difficult to inhabit as many of the higher spaces 

are often exclusive and these spaces can be overbearing and difficult 

to perceive from the ground. There are challenges with designing 

high-rise buildings too, as their size usually results in the 

fragmentation of the spaces within the building as well as a 

disconnection between the spaces inside and outside. Koolhaas’s 

concept of “architectural lobotomy” describes instances where the 

façade of a building is separate from its interior architecture, 

becoming a monolith which hides the continuously changing 

activities inside from the outside world. 67  Another concept is 

“vertical schism” which describes high-rise buildings as a “stack of 

individual privacies”68 where a range of programmes are “arbitrarily 

distributed within a single building through the deliberate 

disconnect between floors”. 69 This dominant planning strategy 

within many skyscrapers is enabled by the elevator and contributes 

to the sense of the city being a set of fragmented spaces. However, 

the merits of this superimposition of platforms is that it allows for 

unpredictable and a variety of programmes to change overtime.70  

There are a few perspectives on how to reconcile urbanism and the 

substantial size and height of high-rises. Gehl suggests that the focus 

should be on designing spaces and facades that are attractive and 

cohesive at the eye level and to place the larger monolithic structures 

67 Rem Koolhaas, Delirious New York: A Retroactive Manifesto for Manhattan, 
(New York, NY: Monacelli Press, 1994), 100. 
68 Koolhaas, Delirious New York, 85. 
69 Koolhaas, Delirious New York, 105. 
70 Koolhaas, Delirious New York, 105. 
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on top where they are no longer perceptible. 71  This strategy is 

common where the focus on many high-rise buildings is on the 

ground level. Gehl suggests that through this design method, when 

a building meets the street in a friendly way, it does not matter as 

much how tall it is.72

Koolhaas has a contrasting perspective where he argues that large 

buildings do not need a relationship with the surrounding, but rather 

that bigness can constitute the urban character. As he states, 

“bigness no longer needs the city: it competes with the city; it 

represents the city; or better still, it is the city.”73 Koolhaas’s idea of 

bigness fundamentally opposes the tenets of urbanism, with critics 

suggesting that the “bigness” is not as promising as he describes, as 

it does not consider the cultural and societal factors of the city which 

cause endless and overwhelming complexity at the metropolitan 

scale.

Vertical urbanism is a theory that encourages the same principles of 

urban planning and urban design that are applied to cities on the 

street to be applied vertically above and below ground.74 Instead of 

urban life and urban design existing only in a planar dimension at 

ground level, it is imagined as a matrix for urban living and urban 

design solutions. This idea still focuses on designing buildings in 

tandem with the rest of the city and designing for urban life but

recognises that as urbanisation continues and people live in higher 

buildings, taking care to design up may be as important as street 

level. 

71 Martin C. Pedersen, “Jan Gehl on Why Tall Buildings Aren’t Necessarily Bad 
for Street Life,” Common Edge, May 5th, 2016, https://commonedge.org/jan-
gehl-on-why-tall-buildings-arent-necessarily-bad-for-street-life. 
72 Pedersen, “Jan Gehl on Why Tall Buildings Aren’t Necessarily Bad.” 
73 Rem Koolhaas, Bruce Mau, Jennifer Sigler, and Hans Werlemann, Small, 
Medium, Large, Extra-Large: Office for Metropolitan Architecture (New York, 
NY: Monacelli Press, 1998), 515. 
74 Lin and Gamez, Vertical Urbanism: Designing Compact Cities in China, 6. 
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1.6 CHALLENGES: PRIVATISATION AND EXCLUSION   

Among commentators, there appears to be a shared notion that 

public spaces are being lost in urban settings and replaced by private 

exclusive spaces.75 This concern extends beyond issues of adequacy 

and the distributive equality of community spaces,76 but is also a 

concern of the extent to which public spaces offer freedom and 

accessibility. Much of this stems from the concern that the 

management of spaces are increasingly privatised. Privatisation 

occurs through a few different mechanisms. In some cases, the 

provision of services and spaces is simply being passed from the 

public to private sector or the public sector is entering into 

partnerships with private developers to provide services. 77  Even 

when spaces are developed by the public sector and promote the 

rhetoric of public space, they might operate with similar motives of 

risk and reward as the private sector.78 Carr et al. suggest that this 

approach of managing spaces based on economic principles of risk 

and reward undermines the human perspective of public spaces.79 

This has implications on the spatial character of public spaces. 

When developed for economic purposes, spaces are often more 

prescriptive so that the uses of the space are often programmed in as 

this allows developers to predict the outcomes and thus rewards the

space will reap. This replaces the qualities of spontaneity, diversity, 

and flexibility of public spaces and people’s freedom to use the 

spaces. Spaces may even be designed for commercial reasons, such 

as symbols of identity for corporations and even cities. The design 

75 Henry, Lloyd, and Ritchie, “People, Power and Planning in Public Places,” 
110. 
76 Banerjee, “The Future of Public Space,” 11. 
77 Madanipour, “Rethinking Public Space,” 40. 
78 Madanipour, “Rethinking Public Space,” 40. 
79 Carr et al., Public Space, 87. 
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outcomes of these motivations are usually exuberant spaces and 

buildings that promote an image above a people-centred approach. 

The logic for privatisation is that the private sector can provide 

spaces that the government do not have sufficient resources and 

funding to do. However, the outcome of this is that many of these 

spaces developed are more exclusionary as access to the space is 

restricted by purchasing power, which contributes the deepening 

spatial segregation between rich and poor. Baddock describes this 

condition as “spatially partitioned and compartmentalised cities”80

where cities contain “outer” space and the “inside” which is only 

available to a select few. Many of the “inside” spaces are those 

driven by consumerism such as shops and cafes. When cities are 

built to facilitate consumption, market power and the ability to 

consume will always exist as factors as to whether one is included 

in spaces or denied access to them. When spaces are designed and 

developed for profit, they will be designed in favour of groups able 

to consume such as office workers, tourists, and middle-class 

shoppers. This results in those in marginalised age groups or 

socioeconomic groups to be considered invisible inside the central 

city. If they are unable to consume, they have nowhere to go and 

nothing to do within the central city, pushing them out. 

The privatisation of spaces also leads to the decline in quality of 

public spaces as people can get the same services from higher 

quality private spaces. This results in a cycle where there are fewer 

voluntary users of a public space due to its poor quality, resulting in 

80 Stephen Graham and Simon Marvin, 
Infrastructures, Technological Mobilities and the Urban Condition, ed. Simon 
Marvin and ProQuest (London; New York: Routledge, 2002), 257. 
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a smaller incentive to improve it, which in turn continues to lead to 

fewer users and further decline.  

There is also a relationship between the exclusivity of spaces and 

high-rise buildings. In addition to being physically distant from the 

street, high spaces are also expensive and command a greater land 

price. 81 This often results in the higher spaces being used for 

commercial means to make returns, which means much of the 

population is excluded from the views and spatial qualities of higher 

spaces.

Earlier in this chapter, the importance of public spaces and the

human needs which they satisfy where discussed. For public spaces 

to fully realise their significance and meet needs, the primary drivers 

for the design and development of public spaces must be to create 

spaces where people can explore and socialise with each other. 

Though higher spaces have several different challenges concerning 

their accessibility, the intention of this thesis is to attempt to 

reconcile the issues of height, inclusivity, and a people centred 

public space.

 

81 Graham and Marvin, Splintering Urbanism, 223. 
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CHAPTER TWO: PRECEDENTS 

This chapter analyses individual projects at the scale of the park, 

building, floor level, and room. The precedents discussed 

throughout this chapter are organised into the following sections:

Mixed Use Community Buildings 

Privately Owned Public Spaces (POPS)

Public Spaces Above Ground

Small Interventions of Community Space 

The precedents have been selected and critically analysed for each 

of their approaches to public space in urban settings. Each section 

will begin by outlining the design criteria which the precedents in 

that section be evaluated against. The intention of this chapter is to 

identify a blend of design attributes that create diverse, exciting, and 

inviting public spaces as well as attributes that are less effective. 

These analysed design elements will inform the design solutions 

later developed in this thesis. 
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2.1 MIXED USE COMMUNITY BUILDINGS

The precedents in this section are considered public both in the sense 

of being accessible to the general population as well as being funded 

by the government. They are large buildings designed to be icons 

within their respective cities, and they exemplify the diverse range 

of activities that should be present in public life. 

The criteria discussed for each precedent are as follows

Programme Determines whether the activities add value to 

public life and whether they blend well together

Circulation: Affects how one’s journey throughout the space 

is perceived.

Invitingness: As explored in the previous chapter, it is much 

more difficult to account for human senses at larger scales. 

Therefore, it is imperative to analyse the design elements in 

each precedent that contribute towards making the 

architectural precedent more perceivable and comfortable to 

be in. 
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Pompidou Centre 

The Pompidou centre designed by Richard Rogers and Renzo Piano 

has been described in many ways - as “something between an oil 

refinery and the deck of a container ship” by The New Yorker,82 or 

as a “heart fed by monumental arteries in bright primary colours” on 

its official website.83 Key ideas behind the Pompidou Centre are 

flexibility and porosity,84 which are two qualities essential in good 

public spaces. 85 

The philosophy behind the Pompidou Centre was adapted from the 

Fun Palace, as a “building for information, fun, and culture.” 86

Where “culture was offered to the masses as proof of 

democratisation.”87 And the opportunity to socialise and be creative 

was offered as a flight from reality. 88 Building considered 

“monument to the ritual of transparency and the free circulation of 

information.”89 Democracy would be permitted by standardisation 

and technological advancement. Culture was no longer for the elite 

but disseminated within a public forum. The Pompidou Centre 

aimed to convey its publicness by aiming to transform the agency 

people have on the street, through protest and counter cultural 

practices, into the built environment.90

82 Thomas de Monchaux, “The Original Shock of the Pompidou Center,” New 
Yorker (New York: New Yorker, 2022), https://www.newyorker.com. 
83 “Our Building.” The Pompidou Centre, accessed May 14, 2022, 
https://www.centrepompidou.fr/en/collections/our-building. 
84 Wouter Davidts, “Art Factories: Museums of Contemporary Art and the 
Promise of Artistic Production, from Centre Pompidou to Tate Modern,” 
Fabrications 16, 16, no. 1 (2006): 25. 
85 Dal Co, Centre Pompidou: Renzo Piano, Richard Rogers,” 54. 
86 Francesco Dal Co, Centre Pompidou: Renzo Piano, Richard Rogers, and the 
Making of a Modern Monument, ed. Steve Piccolo and Centre Georges 

87 Francesco Proto, “The Pompidou Centre: Or the Hidden Kernel of 
Dematerialisation,” Journal of Architecture 10, 10, no. 5 (2005): 573. 
88 Proto, “The Pompidou Centre,” 585. 
89 Proto, “The Pompidou Centre,” 574. 
90 de Monchaux, “The Original Shock of the Pompidou Center.” 
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The Pompidou Centre is primarily an art museum and a library, with 

12,210m2 dedicated towards the Museum of Modern Art and 

10,400m2 dedicated towards the public reading library. 

Additionally, it includes other uses such as temporary exhibition 

spaces, screening rooms, a theatre, a conference room, and a 

museum research centre. A core idea within the Pompidou centre is 

that it was intended as a stack of uniform spaces with external 

support from a free-standing structural frame.91 This would allow 

the building to change in plan and section to adapt to unpredicted 

circumstances.92

The Pompidou Centre looks like a service shed turned inside out, 93

with structural and mechanical elements such as pipes, ducts, and 

escalators (the main circulation system) expressed on the exterior. 

This conveys transparency as it shows the inner workings of the 

structure as well as its access routes. This makes the building more 

readable, allowing the audience to immediately identify the main 

access point as well as the access points throughout the building.94 

This makes the building appear more open and vulnerable, rather 

than fortified. There is an inextricable link between the façade and 

the public nature of the Pompidou Centre. Piano and Rogers 

expressed their intention about “creating a huge transparent façade” 

to express that the building posed no barrier for accessing culture.95 

The façade itself, is intended as an activity container; a structural 

91 P. B Ahm et al., “Design and Construction of the Centre National D’art et de 
Culture Georges Pompidou,” Proceedings of the Institution of Civil Engineers 
66, 66, no. 4 (1979): 558. 
92 Ahm et al., “Design and Construction of the Centre National D’art et de 
Culture,” 558. 
93 Davidts,”Art Factories: Museums of Contemporary Art,” 25.  
94 Proto, “The Pompidou Centre,” 577. 
95 Proto, “The Pompidou Centre,” 585. 
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framework in which people can walk along and look down on the 

piazza and city,96 thus becoming an extension of the piazza. 

Despite its intentions the comfort aspect of the Pompidou is 

eliminated by its large unforgiving scale combined with its machine-

like aesthetic. Reyner Banham suggests that though “at first the 

façade offers the eager visitor dynamic cultural production. But the 

fun and flexibility evoked by the exterior machinery appears to be 

that of an empty and transparent box, much like a supermarket.”97 

The complexity of machinery does not lend itself to ideas of play or 

control.  

The flaws of the Pompidou stem from it promising too much 

flexibility. Its Strong intentions failed through its means of aesthetic 

execution that may be incompatible with public space. Intuitively, a 

giant machine does not seem malleable by people at a human scale.

96 Ahm et al., “Design and Construction of the Centre National D’art et de 
Culture,” 559. 
97 Banham, Megastructures, 211.  

Figure 2.1. Pompidou Centre exterior from plateau. Circulation clearly 
expressed. 
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Figure 2.2. Floors and programme within 
Pompidou Centre (Levels 4-6). 
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Dokk 1 

Dokk 1 designed by Schmidt Hammer Lassen Architects is 

Scandinavia’s largest public library. The architects stated the focus 

of the library is people, rather than books.98 Represents paradigm 

shift in library design from a focus on books to people and their 

relationships.99 Intended to be a gathering place in the city with 

opportunities for users from all backgrounds.100

Within the building, there are a range of spaces for meeting, making, 

learning, collaborating, contemplating, and play, house books and 

other media, study cells, halls for talks and theatrical performances, 

project and teaching rooms, and cafes.101 There are a diverse range 

of spaces for those seeking a place to learn, socialise, be alone, be 

active, and perform. A playground landscape wraps around the 

library on outdoor terraces. This allows this function to be visible 

from the building exterior, sending the message that the building is 

a special place for children and families.102 This creates a sense of 

invitingness and safety as spaces that are friendly for children, are 

often friendly for everyone – as stated by urbanist Jan Gehl and Aldo 

van Eyck. However, the most important spaces within Dokk1 are 

the informal spaces without a designated programme.

The flexibility within Dokk1 is permitted by its structure. A concept 

shared by Dokk1 and the Pompidou Centre is that both intend to 

have a robust external structure which provides the framework for 

98 Sidsel Bech-Petersen, Lisbeth Mærkedahl, and Marianne Krogbæk, “Dokk1: 
Co-Creation and Design Thinking in Libraries,” 2016, 92. 
99 Diane Koen and Traci Engel Lesneski, Library Design for the 21st Century: 
Collaborative Strategies to Ensure Success, vol. 179, 179 (Walter de Gruyter 
GmbH & Co KG, 2018), 93. 
100 Bech-Petersen, Mærkedahl, and Krogbæk, “Dokk1 Co-Creation and Design 
Thinking,” 102. 
101 Koen and Engel Lesneski, Library Design for the 21st Century, 93; Rolf 
Hapel, Knud Schulz, and Marie Østergård, eds., Space for Change: Dokk1: 
Aarhus’ New Meeting Place (Aarhus: Aarhus Kommunes Biblioteker, 2015), 7. 
102 Koen and Engel Lesneski, Library Design for the 21st Century, 93. 
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an open and adaptable interior. In the case of Dokk1, the intention 

was for the building to have an “external shell – like a warehouse”103 

with the angular exterior contrasting with the malleable interior.  

The interior spaces are not constrained by the placement of load-

bearing walls. Instead, the structure is supported by nine concrete 

cores and several columns in between laid out in a grid.104 Interior 

has a large open layout with spaces defined by furniture and 

shelving. The spaces naturally flow into each other with the 

intention of inviting the user on a journey of self-discovery.105 This 

is enhanced by the limited material palette. Concrete is used 

throughout the interior as a unifying material, creating the 

appearance of spaces flowing into each other. 106 The open plan 

promotes flexibility, but Dokk1 approaches an issue with flexibility 

overlooked in the Pompidou Centre, that is – though 

unprogrammed, flexible spaces are important as they are paces 

where people can leave their own marks on the space,107 however, 

what can be done in those spaces is often unknown by the users. It 

is therefore important to create indicators to stimulate users to 

generate their own ideas for activities such as through the furnishing 

and level changes.108   

An example of flexibility is the ground floor has circulation through 

an oversized staircase, with ramps between each large step. Dubbed 

‘the ramp’ each step has its own environment which can change as 

desired by flexible furnishing.109 There are variations in flexibility 

with some spaces changing content every day, and others less 

103 Hapel, Schulz, and Østergård, Space for Change, 40. 
104 Koen and Engel Lesneski, Library Design for the 21st Century, 98. 
105 Koen and Engel Lesneski, Library Design for the 21st Century, 93. 
106 Hapel, Schulz, and Østergård, Space for Change, 47. 
107 Koen and Engel Lesneski, Library Design for the 21st Century, 98. 
108 Koen and Engel Lesneski, Library Design for the 21st Century, 94. 
109 Koen and Engel Lesneski, Library Design for the 21st Century, 99. 
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frequently. The underlying principle is that the spaces can quickly 

change in nature as they are programmed not by a permanent 

structure, but by activity and furniture.110 Architecturally, the ramp 

creates connection and the free flow of activities between the two 

levels of the library. 111 Throughout these levels, varying ceiling 

heights and degrees horizontal enclosure achieved through 

furnishings make for a range of diverse experiences.

110 Koen and Engel Lesneski, Library Design for the 21st Century, 99. 
111 Hapel, Schulz, and Østergård, Space for Change, 47. 

Figure 2.3. Ramp hosting range of activities. 
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Dokk1 was intended to be an open and inviting place, which the 

architects intended to communicate through the architectural 

language.112 Like the Pompidou Centre, the façade is intended to 

appear open. The completely transparent façade at the ground floor 

connects the interior with the surroundings, allowing users to feel 

close to the life of the city and the harbour.113 Passers-by can also 

see the activities within the building and are invited to step in.114 

Interior spaces are bathed in light to appear inviting and ‘congenial 

senses’ with places within that are both tucked away and open.115

The natural light is achieved by six large atria with skylights 

drawing daylight deep down into the building. 116  The atria 

themselves are varied throughout the floor places, creating double 

and triple-height spaces to add spatial diversity. 

People are invited to walk around the outside of the library by a wide 

staircase leading from the water’s edge to the terrace.117 The upper 

levels of the building are covered in a light-coloured metal with 

panels behind the metal mesh118 to give the metal an impression of 

layered softness and transparency.

Compared to the Pompidou Centre, Dokk1 appears less extravagant, 

though perhaps this is one of its strengths, creating a sense of 

honesty and rawness that aligns with the spirit of publicness and 

democracy. The materials and interior are left simple to contrast 

with the dynamic form of the architecture and life withing the 

library.119 

112 Hapel, Schulz, and Østergård, Space for Change, 40. 
113 Hapel, Schulz, and Østergård, Space for Change, 40. 
114 Hapel, Schulz, and Østergård, Space for Change, 40. 
115 Hapel, Schulz, and Østergård, Space for Change, 7.
116 Hapel, Schulz, and Østergård, Space for Change, 47. 
117 Hapel, Schulz, and Østergård, Space for Change, 45. 
118 Hapel, Schulz, and Østergård, Space for Change, 45. 
119 Hapel, Schulz, and Østergård, Space for Change, 47. 
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Figure 2.4. Exterior view of Dokk1 showing terraces that invite in people. 

Figure 2.5. Wide steps double as gathering space. 
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Figure 2.6. Outdoor terrace with slide and façade with 
glazing and metallic mesh. 
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Figure 2.7. Level 1 of Dokk1. Playground on surrounding terraces. Space is open except for cores but is divided 
and made more intimate with furniture. 
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2.2 PRIVATELY OWNED PUBLIC SPACES (POPS)  

Privately Owned Public Spaces result from contracts between the 

government and private developers. They are the result of incentive 

zoning programmes where the inclusion of a space inside or next to 

the building available for public use results in an additional Floor 

Area Ratio (FAR) or an additional building floor for the developer 

and property owner.120 Bonus floor and Bonus FAR schemes have 

been adopted internationally and have been in place in Auckland 

since the 1970s.

These spaces are discussed in contrast to the primarily government 

funded spaces in the previous section, as they based on the primary 

assumption that corporations can build and manage publicly 

accessible spaces, which local governments no longer receive 

sufficient funding to do.121

POPS are a form of space that represent the increasing privatisation 

of the public realm. Compared to the spaces in the previous chapter, 

the public have even less of a political contribution to these spaces. 

The primary issue with these spaces is that there is a presumption of 

publicness, but the reality is that these spaces exist in the private 

realm and only welcome certain groups of people.

The precedents within this chapter will be analysed in terms of their 

spatial quality, to compare the types of public spaces provided by 

private and public bodies. The POPS analysed in this study have 

limitations as public spaces as they are either neglected or have a 

strong underlying commercial agenda.

120 Banerjee, “The future of public space,” 15. 
121 Miller, Designs on the public, chap. 4. 
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POPS in Auckland: 56 Wakefield Street and Lumley Centre 

Many of the POPS in Auckland have potential, but seem exclusive 

and unusable due to sparse and unwelcoming furnishing, limited 

entry hours, and inadequate signage to indicate they were public 

spaces.122 It should be noted that most POPS in Auckland simply 

exist as thoroughfares. Though they increase porosity within the 

urban fabric, they do not contribute to public value because they do 

not invite the public to sit, stay, and enjoy the experience of being 

in the city, nor do they provide the public with any other activities. 

The two spaces analysed in this thesis are not thoroughfares, but 

they are very much in the minority. 

The rooftop garden on top of the AUT School of Tourism can be 

accessed during the hours of 7am-6pm or 7am-9pm (during daylight 

savings) on weekdays. 123 Its restrictive opening hours mean that 

much of the working population (working standard office hours) 

have a very limited window of time to visit the space after work, if 

at all. The rooftop is closed on weekends making it inaccessible for 

most of the public including families and the working population. 

Access to the site is obscured and not designed in a manner which 

invites the public onto the roof. Access to the site occurs through a 

long dark corridor without any indicators to suggest this is a public 

space or that it would lead to one. There are not any architectural 

indicators, or even signage to inform the public of the space on the 

roof. The rooftop provides excellent views, but has limited 

decorative elements aside from some decking, artificial grass, and 

122 Dory Reeves, “Open up Hidden Public Places in Auckland Towers,” New 
Zealand Herald, 2016, https://www.nzherald.co.nz. 
123 Will Anderson et al., “An Assessment of Bonus Floor Spaces in Auckland,” 
University of Auckland (University of Auckland 2016), 
https://cdn.auckland.ac.nz/, 57. 
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planting. 124 There is no shelter, seating, or the presence of any 

activities on the rooftop, discouraging people from staying.125 The 

rooftop garden is now made permanently inaccessible due to safety 

concerns. This draws particular attention to a common problem 

amongst POPS, is that they can initially be constructed, but only to 

have the developers void the terms of the agreement.

124 Anderson et al., “Bonus Floor Spaces in Auckland,” 57. 
125 Anderson et al., “Bonus Floor Spaces in Auckland,” 57. 

Figure 2.8. Rooftop space is sparse suggesting minimal 
effort was put in. 

Figure 2.9. Entrance to rooftop space is cold and 
intimidating. 
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The Lumley Centre is only open to the public between the hours of 

8am and 6pm, which reinforces the idea that the space serves as a 

access way for office workers, and not a place for the public to linger 

after work or on weekends. In addition to the thoroughfare, there is 

an open public space on the Shortland Street entrance. The space 

offers great views across the city but does not seem inviting as it 

lacks shelter and seating. Though public, the indoor space appears 

mostly used for business purposes, which would make anyone not 

engaging in business activities feel uncomfortable in the space. This 

defeats its purpose as a public space.  

Figure 2.10. Entrance to Lumley Centre appears as any other 
commercial building. People have no way of knowing this is a public 
space without existing knowledge. 
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Figure 2.11. Indoor public space is empty and appears commercial. 
Suggests people do not know about it or feel uncomfortable using it. 

Figure 2.12. View of outdoor terrace overlooking Shortland Street. 
Limited furniture inviting people to stay. 
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Sky Garden at 20 Fenchurch Street 

The Sky Garden is a publicly accessible rooftop enclosed by glass 

intended to be provide the most spectacular views of London. Public 

opinion of the Sky Garden is resoundingly negative. The building in 

which the Sky Garden is located, is one of the most despised 

buildings in London, partially due to its monstrous size. The Sky 

Garden is largely criticised for failing to live up to its promises as a 

public space. One of the intentions of the Sky Garden was as a public 

space which would provide the best views of London, however 

visitors and critics describe liken the experience of being in the Sky 

Carden to “feeling like an airport terminal”126 and trapped in a “steel 

cage” 127 due to its cold grey surfaces, prolific use of steel and 

barrenness. Architecturally, visitors are prevented from enjoying the 

view as it is obscured by the large steel structural members. There 

are limited outdoor spaces for enjoying the view, only a series of 

parapets and smoker’s terrace. As one critic remarks: “Nowhere can 

you put your face to the glass and look right down. The whole of 

London spreads out below, but you’ll have to crane your neck to see 

it.”128 The accessibility of the Sky Garden is also questionable. Like 

many of the POPS in Auckland the Sky Garden is only open to the 

public between 10am-6pm, though it is open seven days a week. 

Visitors are encouraged to book a ticket to enter. Though walk-ins 

are permitted, they are only allowed if there is sufficient seating and 

photo identification must be provided. The bureaucracy and 

surveillance required to enter the space deter it from feeling inviting. 

The visitors at the Sky Garden by way of free entry are required to 

126 Feargus O’Sullivan, “London’s Worst Building,” Bloomberg, 2015, 
https://www.bloomberg.com. 
127 Oliver Wainwright, “London’s Sky Garden: The More You Pay, the Worse 
the View,” Guardian, 2015, https://www.theguardian.com. 
128 Wainwright, “London’s Sky Garden.” 
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leave by 6pm, to make way for the paying clientele. The Sky Garden 

has limited activities with which people can engage with for free, as 

most of the space is dominated by expensive bars and restaurants.  

The general sentiment is that the quality of the public space provided 

does not justify the enormous size of the building as a whole, most 

which are private spaces. The Sky Garden is a case of a space where 

there is contestation between the public and private, unpaid and 

paid, uses. For a building run by private entities, ultimately the 

private uses which generate income will be prioritised to the 

detriment of the public nature of the space.

Figure 2.13. Limited activities in Sky Garden. Completely surrounded by steel 
framing which makes it seem industrial.
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2.3 PUBLIC SPACES ABOVE GROUND 

The conditions of height and verticality are inherent in dense urban 

settings. Therefore, public space must naturally migrate above 

ground, though this comes with additional challenges in terms of 

accessibility and determining suitable activities. The precedents 

discussed in this section will be evaluated in terms of how they 

approach some of these challenges.

MegaBox

Megabox is a 34-storey complex designed by Jerde in Hong Kong. 

The complex is a vertical shopping centre comprising big box outlet 

stores, retail, a food court, restaurants, and housing. The typology of 

the shopping malls in East Asian megacities demonstrate that the 

vibrance of street life can successfully exist within the interior 

spaces of vertical urbanism.129 These malls are structured vertically 

in high-rise buildings and are an integral component to authentic city 

life. This contrasts with the United States, Australia, and New 

Zealand, where malls are generally laid out horizontally and 

associated with the suburbs.

A common circulation system in many vertical shopping malls is a 

“move up and trickle down” pattern.130 Upon arrival, visitors will 

take an express escalator or elevator to a floor and slowly move 

down the mall as they browse through stores. These are difficult 

public spaces as they lack wayfinding tools and often force shoppers 

to be ‘immersed in an endless one-way labyrinth’.131 This type of 

experience can be avoided through place-making strategies, similar 

to those applied to streets and open spaces. Within Megabox, there 

129 Zheng Tan, “Urbanism in a Skyscraper: A Study of Vertical Malls in Hong 
Kong,” in Vertical Urbanism (Routledge, 2018), doi:10.4324/9781351206839-8, 
94. 
130 Tan, “Urbanism in a Skyscraper,” 106. 
131 Tan, “Urbanism in a Skyscraper,” 106. 
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are three atria arranged for gathering and specific programmes. Each 

atria is independently themed with its own circulation logic. The 

atria are joined by express escalators. In Megabox, foot traffic is 

funnelled between the atria by the express escalators and elevators, 

but visitors are also encouraged to engage with the independent 

circulation systems of each atrium. Megabox also has a spiralling 

ramp in the carpark which runs throughout each floor in the mall 

creating multiple access points at each level.132

Like the POPS, malls have a paradoxical nature of being both an 

economic device as well as serving a public programme. Due to the 

lack of other options, communities and schools can often rent large 

spaces in the mall for events and gatherings. 

The vertical dimension is elongated in these malls, which redefines 

traditional understandings of public space which are is often 

associated with the open plaza.133 It is common for communities and 

schools to rent out flexible spaces within vertical malls for events 

and gatherings. Megabox has three blank floors for this very 

purpose.134 Shopping malls have a paradoxical nature of serving 

both economic and public uses, which may be exacerbated by the 

vertical dimension. As with POPS, in malls, economic factors are 

often prioritised over the benefit of the public. 135  Despite these 

challenges, vertical shopping centres demonstrate that public spaces 

and street life can adapt to vertical settings. 

132 Tan, “Urbanism in a Skyscraper,” 103. 
133 Tan, “Urbanism in a Skyscraper,” 94 
134 Tan, “Urbanism in a Skyscraper,” 106. 
135 Tan, “Urbanism in a Skyscraper,” 106. 
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Figure 2.14. Activities and experience in Megabox.
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Figure 2.15. Atrium and circulation allows people to see activities on 
other floors.
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High Line

The High Line is a 2.4 kilometre long, 9 metre high elevated public 

space built on an abandoned freight rail in Manhattan. The project 

is designed by James Corner Field Operations in collaboration with 

Diller Scofidio + Renfro (DS+R) and Piet Oudolf.  

It engages with its height by offering a new type of promenade. It 

offers a new way to see the city from a higher vantage point, as well 

as an opportunity to walk through a street surrounded by nature and 

away from the vehicular activity of the city.

As one walks through the High Line, they will experience a range 

of different spaces. The journey throughout the High Line is made 

dynamic by the alternating vistas leveraging the views of Manhattan 

and the Hudson River.136 The landscaping also divides the High 

Line into separate sections through discrete units with different 

ratios of hard and soft surfaces. 137 These range drastically from 

being fully paved to being generously planted. To further break up 

its large scale, the High Line includes human-scaled interventions 

scattered throughout. The interventions offer the public 

opportunities to diverge from the linear track to explore and loiter.

The High Line offers a diverse range of passive and active 

programmes. This is made possible by it being a large open space 

which can accommodate a range of activities, as well as having a 

few concentrated nodes of a particular type of activity. All of these 

elements combine to make the High Line a diversified public space 

which offers a range of experiences for different groups of people. 

136 “High Line,” James Corner Field Operations, Accessed April 2, 2022, 
https://www.fieldoperations.net/project-details/project/the-high-line.html. 
137 “The High Line,” Diller Scofidio + Renfro, Accessed April 2, 2022 
https://dsrny.com/project/the-high-line. 
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Several different circulation systems provide access to the elevated 

park. The circulation is categorised into three different hierarchies. 

Primary access takes place through the fast elevator which creates a 

direct vertical connection between the ground and the High Line. 

The standard stairs are the secondary form of access, and special 

access is provided through ramps and slow stairs which allow those 

with disabilities to enter the park gradually. Each of these circulation 

methods offer a different pace at which visitors can transition 

between the fast pace of the street and slower pace of the path above. 

Figure 2.16. The High Line offers a break from the busy 
streets while still letting users enjoy the urban surroundings.
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Figure 2.17. Slow stairs into the High Line double as resting areas.

Figure 2.18. People visit the High Line for exercise or relaxation.
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Figure 2.19. Semi-planted experience with views of city.

Figure 2.20. Densely planted experience obscured from city.
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MVRDV Rooftops in Rotterdam 

There are several benefits for the public activation of rooftops, as 

they pose a solution for the scarcity of spaces within the city and can 

help avoid sprawl. However, they are a tricky space to activate as 

they have an exclusive nature and are disconnected from life on the 

street.  

MVRDV is a firm committed towards making better use of 

Rotterdam’s rooftop spaces. Many rooftops on Rotterdam currently 

exist simply as green roofs, but MVRDV suggest that they can be 

expanded into habitable spaces.138

138 MVRDV, “Rotterdam Rooftop Catalogue”, MVRDV, Updated May 31, 
2022. https://www.mvrdv.nl/stack-magazine/3878/rotterdam-rooftop-catalogue-
interview. 

Figure 2.21. City of activated rooftops 
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Figure 2.22. Speculative rooftop uses by MVRDV including terrace housing, community 
workshops, rooftop farms, sports courts, a stadium, and amphitheatre.
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The idea of rooftops as public space is not fully registered by public 

perception, which MVRDV aim to challenge.139 The following two 

projects in Rotterdam by MVRDV are temporary installations with 

intention to alter this perception. The following rooftop projects 

both have free admission to address the typical exclusive nature of 

these spaces, however, as both these projects are temporary 

installations, the contribution they make to the urban fabric is 

limited. The focus of the two projects is on bringing awareness to 

the potential rooftop spaces, rather than activating rooftop spaces 

with activities.  

The Podium is a bright pink rooftop terrace installed on the roof of 

Het Nieuwe Instituut. The rooftop is accessible by elevator or a large 

striking staircase in the same colour as the roof. The staircase is 29 

metres high with 143 steps. Once people reach the top, they have 

panoramic views of the city and a view of the Boijmans Van 

Beuningen, which is another building designed by MVRDV with a 

standout rooftop covered in trees, drawing attention to the potential 

of rooftop spaces. The rooftop space is limited as it currently offers 

no activities other than viewing the city. The intention is for the 

rooftop to be open for activities including sports classes, rooftop 

dinners and children’s activities in the summer of 2022, though this 

effectiveness of this cannot yet be evaluated at the time of writing 

this thesis.  

139 MVRDV, “Rotterdam Rooftop Catalogue”, MVRDV, Updated May 31, 
2022. https://www.mvrdv.nl/stack-magazine/3878/rotterdam-rooftop-catalogue-
interview. 
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Figure 2.23. Podium arranged for special events.

Figure 2.24. Podium arranged for weekends.
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Figure 2.25. Colour makes the Podium stand out as a rooftop space.
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2.4 SMALL SCALE INTERVENTIONS IN THE PUBLIC 

REALM 

Small interventions play a crucial role in creating engaging public 

scales as they exist at a scale where it is easier for users to adjust 

spaces to their preferences, giving them a sense of agency in the 

public realm. They also exist at a scale where it is easier to create a 

sense of comfort. They Show that typical perceptions of public 

space as community centres or large plazas are not the only spaces 

where people can interact with each other in the public domain. 

These spaces will be evaluated in terms of the strategies they use to 

create comfort and diversity. This shows that even in institutions 

without public activities, small scale interventions can be used to 

transform parts of the place to give it qualities of public space. 

Aberrant Architecture

Aberrant Architecture typically design public space installations in 

typically commercial environments to inject other uses into the 

space. In this respect, they share similar intentions with this thesis. 

Landscape for Play is a child-centred installation in Matadero 

Madrid. Colour and abstract shapes are used to create a play 

environment for children. Rather than giving a prescriptive method 

for play, the installation focuses on inspiring free play inspired by 

architectural elements. It gives users a sense of agency by allowing 

them to use their imaginations to decide how they wish to engage 

with the forms, instead of a prescriptive method. The landscape 

comprises follies crevices and different levels of ramps, stairs, and 

cylinders without firm restrictions of prescriptive uses. Strong 

colours are used to indicate different spatial uses. 
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Figure 2.26. Colour used to divide the large space into smaller regions 
and make the space interesting

Figure 2.27. Children playing with the varied heights and ambiguous 
play spaces.
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Social House is a small (12m2) pop-up space in the Xintiandi retail

district in Shanghai. The Social House will act as an unpaid public 

space for people to engage with in the shopping district. Its intention 

is to be a social catalyst which will allow visitors to explore how 

they can be social in small public spaces. Despite it being a public 

space, a domestic element, the hearth is abstracted to create a sense 

of comfort and invitingness. Aberrant Architecture drew from 

hearths, fireplaces, and mantelpieces in Chinese and British 

domestic architecture to create five sculptural hearths which are the 

centre piece of the Social House.140 Though the hearth is associated 

with the private realm, it is also associated as a space for gathering. 

This abstraction combines the trope of an outdoor library with a 

domestic hearth. Thus, this abstract blend of elements blurs the 

realms of public and private; interior and exterior. Though Aberrant

Architecture usually use strong colours throughout their work, for 

the Social House, they used a soft pink. The pink contrasts with the 

surrounding grey stone material palette but its softness feels more 

welcoming than that of a strong colour.

140 Aberrant Architecture, “Social House,” Aberrant Architecture, accessed 
August 15, 2021, https://aberrantarchitecture.com/projects/social-house.

Figure 2.28. Soft pink of Social House stands 
out against surroundings
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Figure 2.29. Event configuration in the Social House

Figure 2.30. Library configuration in the Social House
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Figure 2.31. Small size creates intimacy amongst strangers.
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Co-working Utopic_US

Co-working is a form of work closely linked to urban living. The 

density and diversity of people as well as the abundance of 

opportunities within cities encourages the creation of these types of 

spaces where their essential purpose is to share creativity. Co-

working Utopic_US by Izaskun Chinchilla is an interior design 

project involving the unexpected amalgamation of various forms of 

IKEA furniture to create uncanny designs. Some examples of the 

repurposed furniture include bunk beds being transformed into 

desks with hammocks. 

Furniture appears temporary, and with a D.I.Y. aesthetic. Furniture 

is flexible to give users a sense of agency and control over their 

space. The furniture can be moved around the coworking space and 

is designed with several colours and textures to appear playful and 

messy. This makes the furniture vibrant and inviting as it encourages 

the users to play with the furniture and contribute to the mess, 

customising the space to their liking. The furniture aims to inspire 

creativity and express to the users that everything around them can 

be transformed into something unexpected. Emphasis is on 

customisation, to give people the agency to customise their 

workplace into a unique space to inspire thought and creativity, 

tailored to their unique needs. 

Despite this being a work environment, a playful setting is achieved 

by the repurposed furniture forming different levels with swings and 

ladders suspended from the platforms at various heights, creating 

the appearance of a jungle gym. A sense of rest is also invoked by 

the hammocks which are a piece of furniture often associated with 

leisure and relaxation.
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 Figure 2.32. Platforms and various levels create playground-like 
atmpsohere. 
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Figure 2.33. Combination of different forms of furniture to make 
desk-hammocks. Hammocks create sense of relaxation and fun 
for work environment. 

Figure 2.34. Collage-like interior creates options for 
customisation and encourages people to do so. Colour creates 
joyful and playful mood.
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CHAPTER THREE: EVALUATING PUBLIC 

SPACES IN AUCKLAND 

This chapter details the methods used to collect and analyse data 

from the selected study area in Auckland. This intention behind 

these methods is to analyse how the theories discussed in the 

literature apply to public spaces in Auckland. The methods used 

throughout this chapter document and analyse the conditions of the 

current public spaces in the study area to identify any issues or gaps 

within the current public spaces that can be addressed through a 

design response. 

The first section outlines how a study area was selected based on 

statistical population data. The second section outlines the process 

of mapping with G.I.S to determine on an urban scale whether the 

study area has the same problems of exclusion and consumer-based 

activities as discussed in the literature review. The third section 

explains the personal observations made at a range of public spaces 

within the study area. This section explores the problems in the 

public spaces and the extent they fulfil needs and have possess 

qualities of good public spaces at a human scale. The final section 

summarises the findings from the two data collection processes to 

set the scene for how they might inform the development of a design 

solution.  
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3.1 STUDY AREA SELECTION 

Auckland’s city centre was selected as the study area. As the most 

populated city in New Zealand with the largest commerce, trade, 

education, and employment centre the country, the central city is 

expected to have a plethora of spaces for commercial use. At the 

same time, a range of different population groups travel to the city 

for many uses and thus the needs they have from their public spaces 

must be accounted for. 

A smaller study area must be selected to conduct a thorough 

investigation of the spaces. Statistical data was mapped to determine 

the areas with the greatest concentration of people, as well as the 

groups which would benefit the greatest from free public spaces as 

they are unlikely to be able to afford paid spaces and services. The 

area units used for this is Statistical Area 2 (SA2). SA2s are areas 

that generally reflect communities with shared social interactions 

and similarly sized populations of between 2000-4000 residents. 

Figure 3.1 and Figure 3.2 were overlaid to determine a general area 

with the highest population densities that also covers the SA2s with 

the lowest income. The resulting study area is displayed in Figure 

3.4.  
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Figure 3.1. Map of all SA2s in Auckland Central City.
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Figure 3.2. Population Density of SA2s in Auckland Central City.
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Figure 3.3. Median income of SA2s
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Figure 3.4. Study area for GIS mapping. 
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3.2 MAPPING EXTENT OF EXCLUSION 

Results from Mapping

Figure 3.5 maps the uses at ground floor based on information from 

Google Maps. Most of the spaces has uses based around 

consumption, which matches the theories expressed in the literature 

review. Figure 3.7 maps the “Cost of Access”, which is the money 

one must spend to access the space either physically or 

psychologically. This map revealed that there are the fewest number 

of spaces within the study area that can be accessed for no cost. Most 

spaces within the area can be accessed by paying the lowest price 

range. However, even this lower price range adds up for low-income 

earners, especially if they visit the space every day or have to pay 

for multiple entry fees per visit (for example, both themselves and a 

child).  

Figures 3.9 and 3.10 clarify the spaces that can be accessed for no 

cost. These maps make it clear that there are a limited number of 

enclosed spaces in the city which can be visited for free and that the 

largest free public space remains the street. This presents 

opportunities for more enclosed spaces that are free to access. These 

potential spaces could also include qualities of the street as a free to 

access place that is extremely familiar. 
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Figure 3.5. Map of activities at ground floor.
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Figure 3.6. Graph of activities at ground floor.
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Figure 3.7. Map of cost of access.
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Figure 3.8. Graph of cost of access.
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Figure 3.9. Mapping free to access spaces.
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Figure 3.10. Reverse figure ground of free to access spaces 
(in black).
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Implications of Findings  

The median annual income in New Zealand in 2018 was $51,844. 

The median annual income in all but one of the SA2s is below the 

national median income. This shows that many of the people living 

in the city are less likely able to afford access to privatised and 

commercialised spaces. If income is a consideration, it would be 

preferable to have spatial needs met in public realm rather than 

private realm. At the same time, many of the spaces in Figure 3.7

shows that majority of the spaces are spaces for consumerism and 

thus in line with this, most of the spaces require a cost to be paid for 

users to break the financial entry barrier into those spaces. The fact 

that most of the spaces within the study area are spaces for 

consumption may not be an issue if the needs are still provided for 

by the public spaces which are free to access.  
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3.3 FIELD OBSERVATIONS

For this section, the study area was reduced so that a series of 

spaces within Auckland could be evaluated at a human scale. This 

method allows for an investigation at the human scale and personal 

level to determine the extent public spaces in Auckland city meet 

human needs. The strengths and weaknesses of these spaces can 

also be evaluated, and results used to inform the design 

development within this thesis. The findings were documented 

with charts (in Appendix), written notes, photographs, and collage.  

Route 

This study set out to analyse a group of spaces all within 800 metres 

of each other, as well as the SA2s with the lowest median income 

and highest population densities. This was so the spaces analysed 

were those that were within a 10-minute walk for a high population 

of people with lower income levels, as well as a 10 minute walk for 

commuters arriving from the Britomart train station. This means that 

they are spaces within a walkable distance for city dwellers as well 

as commuters. The walk started at the University of Auckland’s 

architecture and planning building and ended at Takutai Atrium 

which is an access point to the Britomart train station. The route was 

mapped based on the identification of spaces that were free to access 

within the walking area. During the walk, stops were also made at 

unplanned destinations, usually to meet needs which could not be 

met by the planned spaces on the route. 

At each location, the activities and occupancy were recorded, and 

extent to which the space had qualities of good public spaces and 

whether it met needs was analysed. Figure __ shows a chart which 

summarises the findings at each space and a selection of spaces will 

be discussed in greater detail below.  
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Figure 3.11. Map of all public spaces visited in smaller study area. 
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Figure 3.12. Table of attributes used to evaluate spaces.
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Description of Findings

A wide range of spaces were visited, however written notes are only 

presented on the spaces from which the most significant findings 

were obtained.

Myers Park, when visited on a cloudy day was largely empty which 

reflects the lack of shelter on the site. When visited on a sunny day, 

the playground proved to be popular with many children and parents 

near it. The ambiguous playground equipment offers children 

opportunities to interpret uniquely. Myers Park offers various forms 

of active and passive engagement. Children were observed playing, 

and people were observed to be socialising or simply people 

watching. As this is a green space, it has the potential to fulfil 

comfort needs. However, there is a lack of shelter and the seating 

provided seemed randomly placed instead of being strategically 

located to enhance comfort. 

Figure 3.13. Splash pad at Myers Park. Space has no use in winter. Poor 
relationship to surroundings as slope makes it seem inaccessible. No 
surrounding seating or other opportunities to watch people use splash pad.



85

Figure 3.14. Playground at Myers Park. People engaging in a range of activities (socialising, 
playing, sitting alone). Ambiguous and insufficient seating. Brick benches are uncomfortable 
for long term use and without back rests do not provide comfort for everyone.

Figure 3.15. Clearly marked spaces to sit and walk. Myers Park has a reputation for being 
unsafe, emphasised by its lack of occupancy and heavy surveillance. 
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Aotea Square and Sky City Metro, where very uninhabited 

suggesting deficiencies in these public spaces. Aotea Square is often 

used as a place for cultural events, and in this sense, satisfies the 

need for celebration, but otherwise lacks forms of engagement that 

make it an interesting public space for the everyday. The space is 

too large and lacks interventions to make it more responsive at a 

human scale. The metro is an interesting space as it is one of the few 

publicly accessible spaces which offers people the opportunity to 

occupy a high space and enjoy some of the views from this height. 

However, the space inside has few windows to allow these views to 

be enjoyed and is a dark space dependent on artificial lighting (even 

during the day), making it an uncomfortable experience. The 

circulation system which uses elevators as a primary source of 

circulation was also confusing and created an uncomfortable 

labyrinthine experience.  

Upon the first visit, the Metro was closed due to many of the 

businesses within shutting down, illustrating a limitation of spaces 

sustained by commerce.  
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Figure 3.16. The large space can accommodate large crowds for events but is 
intimidating and unusable when they are not in session. The monolithic 
appearance of the Metro building is poorly connected with the square. 
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Figure 3.17. Metro building lacks windows. 
The windows that do exist do not offer 
expansive views that are possible from this 
height or opportunities to get close to the glass 
and view.

Figure 3.18. Escalators through the building 
create can be confusing to navigate. Most of 
the space become unusable as it is mostly just 
for circulation
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Auckland Central Library was the most populated space visited 

and one of the only spaces where a range of age groups were 

observed, from children to the elderly. It offers a degree of freedom, 

as users were observed to be engaged in a range of activities of their 

choosing, ranging from browsing on devices to reading books. 

However, there are limitations in the socialisation opportunities 

offered. Though this is a large open plan space, it is divided into 

smaller intimate environments by shelving and other furniture, 

which makes it more responsive and perceptible.

Figure 3.19. Collage of range of intimate spaces within the large open space of the library. 
Potential for the surrounding outdoor shared street to be better integrated with library.
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Ellen Melville Centre is an intimate public lounge with a strong 

connection to an outdoor space, Freyberg Square. This is achieved 

by glazing between the indoor lounge and square which allows 

people using either of the spaces to look into the other. This was the 

only indoor space observed where people could consume their own 

food and drink and were even encouraged to by the microwave. The 

space also offers free tea and coffee, though this has recently been 

stopped due to the pandemic. There is freedom here for people to do 

as they wish on the desk and sofa. The activities the majority are 

engaged in determine whether the space would be used for 

socialisation or quiet activities. The trend seems to be that it is a 

space most often used for quiet individual activities, which creates 

a degree of limitation. Despite the glazing, access into the lounge is 

not entirely clear without existing knowledge that this space is 

publicly accessible. This is because glass alone is a common façade 

material used in many buildings in the city, including private ones. 

Thus, when the space is quiet and mostly unoccupied (as it was when 

observed), there is uncertainty as to whether one can wander into the 

space freely or if they need a reason or permission to be there. 

 

 

  

Figure 3.20. Glazing is like the various retail storefronts, 
which does not make it clear that this is a different kind 
of public space.
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Figure 3.21. Intimate spaces within open plan created by furniture 
arrangement. Lack of  use during the day. Needs stronger form of 
activation. 

Figure 3.22. Microwave inviting people to bring their own food.
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Implications of Findings 

A key observation noted amongst several of the public spaces 

audited was that they often seemed empty and lacking in people. 

This suggests that there are a series of needs that ae not being met 

within the public spaces. There is also opportunity for the diversity 

of activities to be increased, and few spaces offered opportunities 

for personalisation and customisation. It was difficult to have all 

needs met within a single public space, which resulted in having to 

visit several public spaces. However, comfort stops at paid places 

were often made along the journey to the various public spaces. This 

means that a trip to the city to enjoy no-cost activities, incurs several 

hidden costs. The walk along the street also confirmed some of the 

sentiments expressed in the literature review in terms of the 

monolithic and exclusive nature of tall buildings.  

 Many of the free public spaces were at street level and did not allow 

people to access higher floors either outdoors or within buildings. 

The one that did, host commercial activities and without these, 

becomes completely unusable. 

Outdoor spaces tended to have a greater range of the qualities of 

successful public spaces, as they tended to be more sociable and 

offered more opportunities for discovery and active engagement. 

The interior spaces analysed were quiet where people to kept to 

themselves. Outdoor spaces offered more opportunities for both. 

This seems that social spaces are often those outside or those which 

one must pay to access, such as bars, cafes, or restaurants. 
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CHAPTER 4: DESIGN BRIEF  

This chapter will outline the problems and gaps identified in the 

literature review and data collection. This will inform the research 

question and design brief which respond directly to these problems. 

The chapter will conclude by establishing the context for the design 

project by introducing the design site and establishing the design 

strategies which will govern the design development.  
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4.1 PROBLEMATIC AND GAPS IN KNOWLEDGE 

The findings from the literature review and field observations 

suggest that open spaces and the streets tend to have more qualities 

of good public spaces including fewer barriers to access such as 

physical walls and purchasing power. They also have benefits such 

as an increased range of activities, spontaneity, and more choices. 

However, in outdoor spaces, it is difficult to regulate comfort which 

means that people can only stay until they must meet other needs. 

The lack of people in many of the spaces audited suggests that there 

are a series of needs not being met in those public spaces. The lack 

of shelter and comfort fulfilling elements in outdoor spaces also 

means that accessibility to these spaces is dependent on weather.  

Indoor spaces in Auckland central city, which are completely free to 

access are limited, and do not offer the same freedom, diversity of 

activities, choice, and sociability as the outdoor spaces. Many indoor 

spaces are only accessible through payment, and many spaces on 

higher floors are not accessible to the public at all. Those that are, 

offer very limited forms of engagement. This results in a substantial 

dimension of the urban environment being inaccessible to the 

public.  

As cities continue to grow and space becomes scarcer, spaces for 

working and living in have started to move upwards. For there to 

remain an adequate portion of public spaces, public spaces and 

public life must also start occupying the vertical dimension of the 

city. Most of the discourse in the western world focuses on the 

design of publicness at on streets themselves or at ground level. 

Some theoretical positions and practical design solutions have 

started to explore ideas of vertical urbanism. However, such 

explorations are missing from Auckland. This leaves an opportunity 

to explore how the vertical dimension could be reimagined to 
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accommodate public life, as well as address problems specific to the 

accessibility and quality of public spaces in central Auckland. 

4.2 RESEARCH QUESTION 

How can the high-rise typology, which is traditionally associated 

with exclusivity, spatial fragmentation, and profit generation, be 

reimagined to become an inclusive space which extends the life of 

the public realm into the vertical dimension?

Sub questions that inform will inform the design output include: 

 How can spaces within the city be designed for uses beyond 

consumption? What types of free activities can the space 

accommodate? 

 How can large spaces be designed to become more 

responsive and communal? 

 What types of activities and architectural qualities create a 

sense of belonging and community?

How do different spatial uses relate to each other in terms of 

program and privacy? 
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4.3 DESIGN BRIEF  

The proposed project will be a multi-storey public structure on a 

vacant site between Fort Street and Shortland Street in Auckland. 

The structure is to be mixed-use and will be accommodate 

residential and a range of community uses. The building will be 

owned and managed by the local government and will be used by 

residents within central Auckland (including residents in the 

building) as well as people from all around Auckland who use the 

central city to play and work. 

The design, titled “The Fort”, challenges notions of high-rise 

buildings as it aims to transform their exclusive nature into an 

accessible and inviting building. Thus the project is named as forts 

are seemingly impenetrable structures, but the same concept of the 

fort is appropriated by children into spaces for play, imagination, 

and comfort. 

The project challenges conventional building typologies of high-rise 

mixed-use buildings that are used to generate profit and only 

accessible to the public at street level. The project also challenges 

the conventional notion of public spaces being on the street and at 

street level. The project posits that by fusing these two traditionally 

disparate forms can produce a new type of public space that will 

open a new dimension of the urban realm to the public. This will be 

important as cities continue to expand upwards. The building will 

also aim to fuse the freedom and diversity observed in the public 

spaces in Auckland city with the comfort and intimacy of indoor 

spaces. This will be fused to create a new setting where both these 

conditions can be experience within the same structure. 
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4.4 SITE 

The selected site is currently used as a Wilson Car Park between 

Fort Street and Shortland Street. 

The site could be what Roger Trancik calls a ‘lost space’, which is 

a “vacant blight-clearance sites that were, for a multitude of reasons, 

never developed.” 141 Trancik calls these ‘antispaces’ that make 

positive contribution to the surroundings or users.142 They fail to 

connect elements in a coherent way. The selected site is an example 

of this. As a carpark, it has a contrary effect on the shared street 

which has the intention of making Fort Street more pedestrian 

friendly. One of the causes of this is “an unwillingness of 

contemporary institutions – public and private – to assume 

responsibility for the public environment”. Lost spaces, Trancik 

argues, are another adverse effect of privatisation on the urban 

environment. Thus, the development of this site into a community 

building would have an overall positive contribution on the 

surroundings. 

Officially, the site is currently used as a private car park. However, 

it has also been appropriated by pedestrians as it is also used as a 

pedestrian thoroughfare. It is also used for a weekly night market. 

There is plenty of pedestrian activity around the surrounding streets, 

however this site is often walked through or by-passed. It is not a 

destination itself.  

Both Fort Street and Shortland Street are primarily used for 

commercial purposes. This means that there is opportunity to use 

this site to introduce a community space. There will be added 

bonuses because of the proximity of the site towards the major 

141 Roger Trancik, Finding Lost Space:Theories of Urban Design (New York: 
 

142 Trancik, Finding Lost Space: Theories of Urban Design, 1. 
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transport centre within the city. There is an attempt to increase 

pedestrian experiences on Fort Street and Shortland Street, as half 

of Fort Street has been transformed into a shared street and 

Shortland Street has crossing improvements in the form of colourful 

street graphics. A community building which is well connected to 

the street would further enhance these efforts to improve the area for 

pedestrian use.

Figure 4.1. Site selected between Fort Street and Shortland Street.
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Figure 4.2. Site selected between Fort Street and Shortland Street.
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Figure 4.4. Street graphics to improve crossing on Shortland Street.

Figure 4.3. Shared street on Fort Street.
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4.5 DESIGN STRATEGIES

1. People-Centric and Responsive

This strategy involves ensuring that the space is comfortable to be 

in and has elements scaled appropriately for interaction and even 

customisation of the space. The needs people visit public spaces to 

satisfy (active engagement; passive engagement; discovery; comfort; 

relaxation) will be accounted for. 

2. Inviting and Accessible 

This project involves a radical take on an existing typology; thus it 

is crucial for the building to be obviously publicly accessible, which 

can be achieved through inviting qualities and clarity of vertical and 

horizontal circulation from the street into the building. One of the 

methods through which invitingness will be achieved is by 

expanding the boundaries between spaces inside and outside and 

those public and private. Barriers will instead be expanded into 

threshold spaces so that people experience changing conditions as 

they move through different spaces and are invited into them. 

Clarity between public and private space is also essential as this will 

accentuate the public spaces. 

 

3. Diversity 

Diversity is necessary to account for the range of people using the 

space and the various needs public spaces fulfil. It also makes the 

space more interesting and engaging. This will be achieved 

through a range of activities offering active and passive 

engagement, and a combination of indoor and outdoor spaces of 

different sizes.
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4. Joy

Joyful public spaces bring vibrancy into the lives of the people 

who stop by them everyday or visit them for special occasions. 

This will be achieved in the Fort by an abundant use of colour, 

which has been proven to increase mood and the inclusion of 

spaces for celebration within the Fort.
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CHAPTER FIVE: DESIGN METHOD 

This chapter documents the media and methods used throughout the 

exploratory stage of the design process. Due to the large scale of the 

design proposal, the early design stages involved designing various 

building methods separately, rather than attempting to design the 

whole building at once. This allowed for a more thorough 

investigation of the possibilities for each design element. Diagrams, 

digital and physical models, and collage were produced to generate 

ideas for the morphology and spatial qualities. This chapter is 

divided into two sections based on each of these elements. Each 

section describes the media used and goals for the design element 

and analyses the intentions and outcomes of each iterative series. 

Some series were produced as a direct result of the outcomes 

generated from previous series, whilst others were produced 

independently. The design process involved constant switching 

between the design of the different elements and various forms of 

media. However for clarity, each media series has been organised 

into the section corresponding with its design element it explores. 

Following the analysis of each iterative series, the most suitable 

iterations were synthesised into a new iteration to initiate the 

developmental stage of the design process. 
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5.1 MORPHOLOGY

One of the field observations made on the street was many buildings 

appeared too monolithic. Thus, the intention of this was to explore 

different ways to break up a mass to create an overall form that was more 

varied and easier to read in terms of the implied spaces. The following 

series were made through digital models presented through axonometric 

diagrams so that each series could be observed and evaluated from the 

same viewpoint. Some forms were created for exploratory purposes, 

whilst others were produced in response to earlier diagrams to interrogate 

the three-dimensional qualities of them.  

The first series was produced with additive modelling. However, upon 

completing the iterations, the nature of additive modelling was found to 

create forms that were too complicated and would later pose challenges in 

designing the organisation and circulation strategy. Iteration 1.3 

comprising one mass divided into a tall block towards the south and a 

shorter block towards north was selected. This form allows both blocks to 

have a degree of exposure to the northern sun and views. More iterations, 

this time using subtractive modelling were made based on Iteration 1.3. 

With each iteration of the subtractive models (Figures 5.2 and 5.3), the 

following factors were explored 

 Volume ratio of community (blue) to residential (green)  

 Maximising daylighting through exposing a greater area to the 

North 

 Opportunities for outdoor spaces 

 Connection between the community space and the street 
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Figure 5.1. Additive modelling to explore morphological possibilities. 
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Figure 5.2. Subtractive modelling to explore morphological possibilities: 
iterations 1-6.
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Figure 5.3. Subtractive modelling to explore morphological possibilities: iterations 7-11.
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After the subtractive models, the form was refined into the outcome 

in Figure 5.4, which formed the basis of the developmental iterations 

discussed later in this chapter. This iteration offers both residential 

and community spaces northern exposure and provides the public 

space with a strong street access as it connects to both Fort Street 

and Shortland Street. There are opportunities for a range of public 

and residential outdoor spaces which would allow people on the 

street to see the activities, thus emphasising the publicness of the 

building. There are a few issues with this iteration that subsequent 

iterations seek to resolve. The first is that the residential block 

divides the two community segments on the rooftop and at ground 

level, which may create confusion regarding the publicness of the 

rooftop. Clarity of access to the public rooftop will be explored in 

subsequent iterations. The next step for this iteration is to interrogate 

possible spatial qualities implied by this form.  

Figure 5.4. Iteration selected for further development. 
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5.2 SPATIAL QUALITY 

The intention of the series presented in this section is to explore the 

possibilities for the look and feel of the space. It is important for the 

building to appear visually interesting from the exterior, with the 

north and south facades being strongly distinguished from each 

other. Colour and materiality are two of the qualities that are 

explored. 

Collage used to test the implications of the morphologies developed 

in the previous section. Within the design process, some collages 

and models were amongst the first iterations produced to explore the 

overall look and feel of the space. After morphologies were explored, 

more collages and models were developed again to explore/test the 

implied spatial qualities of the morphology.  

Collaging Urban Space, Colour, and Materiality

As a starting medium, collage was selected because of its unfinished 

qualities, making it effective at this early stage of design. Collages 

can be read subjectively and therefore present further projections of 

opportunity and can be read and repurposed for several scenarios. It 

is open to multiple forms of interpretation and can be used as a 

springboard for more ideas. Figures 5.5 and 5.6 experiment with the 

use of colour on the street and facades to bring vibrance and joy into 

urban streetscapes.
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Figure 5.5. Collages exploring colour used to 
brighten threshold spaces between buildings.
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Figure 5.6. Collage exploring the use of colour to enliven the street and facades.
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Figure 5.7. Collage which involves stacking single storey spaces into high-rise.

Figure _ is an experiment which addresses the monolithic and 

intimidating nature of high-rises. In this collage, a tall structure was 

created by stacking individual rooms on top of each other, so that 

each storey appears perceptible. The ground floor is imagined as an 

open space which sprawls onto the street. This also experiments 

with the use of timber as a material in tall structures, as it is less 

common, but has qualities of domesticity which may make it seem 

more inviting. 
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Figure 5.8. Collage of organic blend of planes and colour.

Modelling Planes and Colour: Part One

Figures 5.8 and 5.9 act as three-dimensional collages which explore 

the spatial qualities possible with colourful planes. Figure 5.8 an 

exercise in exploring an organic form to experiment with the 

possibilities that may arise from spontaneous and participatory 

design and building processes

Figure 5.9 explore the effect of colour in creating diverse spaces 

with voids and varying wall heights. This was interpreted as a 

sequence of spaces, both horizontally and vertically. The different 

types of spaces possible present opportunities for them to host 

different types of activities.
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Figure 5.9. Collaging sequence with different spatial 
qualities.
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Modelling Planes and Colour: Part Two

Figure 5.10 is a set of three collages which explore the intimate

spatial qualities possible through colour and form at the scale of the 

room. 

Figure 5.10. Exploring qualities of intimate 
spaces through colour.
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Modelling Architectonics and Materiality 

 

Figure 5.11 is a series of additive physical models made from balsa 

wood. This series was made to explore mass and materiality, and 

differing levels and degrees of transparency. The residential space 

is modelled by the opaque box, and community spaces are modelled 

with the scaffolding and platforms. It is an exploration of the 

potential qualities implied by the digital mass model in Figure 5.4

The outcomes of this series were that it showed the effectiveness of 

having a dense opaque mass contrasted with the light-weight mass. 

This makes the privacy of each part clear and suggests possible 

functions which may occur in each. Having the solid box  suspended 

by the stick masses was found to create a transparency that clarifies 

the accessibility of the public spaces. Timber was experimented with 

as a possible material with which to create spatial qualities and a 

structural element. Timber seems appropriate as a material choice as 

it is used in both community and residential and is associated with 

warmth which creates invitingness.  



117117

Figure 5.11. Physical models developed in response to previous digital models. Exploration of 
contrasting qualities of mass and materiality.
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5.3 DIGITALLY MODELLING DEVELOPMENTAL 

ITERATIONS  

The most suitable iterations from the above sections were 

synthesised into a single digital model. Digital modelling was 

utilised as the method for this stage of development as it allowed 

detailed explorations of each iteration and corresponding drawings 

to be produced relatively efficiently. The most effective elements of 

each iteration could also be quickly duplicated to another.

In contrast to the previously discussed series and iterations in this 

chapter, the focus for this series is not to explore, but to refine from 

one iteration to the next. The intention for this series is to reach a 

final design that successfully responds to the problem and research 

question. Each iteration was focused on producing a design which 

best employed the design strategies and intentions of the project.  

A perspective and section drawing of each iteration is provided in 

Figures 5.12, 5.13, and 5.14 A more comprehensive set of drawings 

for each iteration can be found in the appendix.
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Figure 5.12.  Digital model iterations 1-3. 



120 
 

Figure 5.13. Digital model iterations 4-6. 
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Figure 5.14. Digital model iterations 7-8. 
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CHAPTER 6: FINAL DESIGN 

This chapter analyses the design outcome in relation to the strategies 

it set to employ, and the research question this thesis seeks to answer. 

The chapter starts by outlining the overall organisational and 

structural systems within the Fort before describing each segment 

and the specific spaces within.
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6.1 SEGMENTS 

The Fort comprises three segments, each with differing functions, 

levels of privacy, and spatial qualities. A horizontal privacy gradient 

exists between the three segments, with the Jungle Gym being the 

most publicly accessible space and the Apartments being on the 

other end of the spectrum as they are inaccessible to all, but the 

residents. 

The Funnel acts as a threshold space between the Jungle Gym and 

the Apartments, both buffering and connecting the two. Like the 

street, the public and the residents may have spontaneous encounters 

with each other here. It is also an internal courtyard with an atrium 

that provides light and ventilation for the centre of the building.  

The Jungle Gym is primarily on the Shortland Street end of the site, 

though it also encompasses the entirety of the three bottom levels 

and rooftop. These spaces accommodate a range of public and 

community activities. The Jungle Gym has its own vertical privacy 

gradient. The ground floor and rooftop are intended as the most 

public spaces, with level 5 accommodating the most private 

activities of all the floors.  

The Apartments are private residential spaces, contrasting the 

other two segments. Though the Fort is a public building for the 

general public, the residents are likely to play a role in determining 

the atmosphere and activities that occur within the spaces.  
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Figure 6.1. Long section.
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6.2 THE GRID 

A grid is used as a structural, organisational, and formal motif throughout 

the building. It provides a strong sense of order that is paradoxically required 

for spaces to also accommodate flexibility and mess. Earlier precedent 

studies of similar large mixed-use community buildings demonstrated that 

it accommodates a range of activities and allows for flexibility, making the 

spaces more responsive. For example, within the post and beam structure, 

both open spaces and interior spaces with flexible partitions are possible. 

The grid can also be scaled up and down to efficiently accommodate 

different sized rooms which will host different activities and have different 

spatial implications. The largest module accommodates large open plan 

rooms, whilst the smaller scale creates partitioned seating areas and 

playground equipment.  

The four modules of the interior grid are as follows:

8 metres x 10 metres: Largest scale used to organise the overall plan. 
Several of these modules can be combined to form open plan spaces or 
larger rooms suitable for events. 

4 metres x 5 metres: Used to divide spaces for socialisation. 

2 metres x 3.3 metres: Used to divide spaces for solitude or intimate 
socialisation

2 metres x 2 metres: Smallest scale used to inform furniture placement and 
design. 

The structural system of the Fort comprises glulam columns and beams, 

where the spans between the columns have determined the size of the largest 

module. Mass timber construction (MTC) is still relatively uncommon in 

Auckland; thus, its use allows the Fort to stand out as a significant space 

within the city, emphasising its different form and function compared to 

other high-rises in Auckland. The exposed timber construction also creates 

a quality of warmth and honesty – an architectural expression of two 
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qualities important in comfortable and invitingpublic spaces. Used correctly, 

MTC can also be more sustainable compared to alternatives such as 

concrete and steel, especially in New Zealand where timber is abundant. 

Though this thesis is not an investigation of the structural feasibility and 

sustainability of MTC, it is at its core, a project about how to make spaces 

better for people and about preserving the life of the public realm, in which 

sustainability also plays a crucial role.

Both for the exterior and interior, the grid creates a sense of cohesion within 

an extremely diverse building. The north and south façade differ in colour 

and materiality to communicate the contrasting programmes they each 

sheathe. However, they are both framed by the grid creating cohesion 

between these contrasting facades within the same building. It also creates 

a sense of order on the two facades, which otherwise have a range of messy, 

diverse, and changeable elements.
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Figure 6.2. Interior view of Funnel.

6.3 THE FUNNEL

The intentions of the Funnel are for it to comprise elements which separate 

and facilitate the transition between the Jungle Gym and the Apartments. 

The Funnel also acts as a spatial break between the conditions within the 

two other segments as well as a break from the sensory overload of the city 

outside. The spatial qualities within the other two divisions are enhanced

through provision of light and ventilation in the funnel.

The design process involved the form of the Funnel being designed 

first and then informing the form of the other two segments. This 

was because the Funnel was a significant space for this thesis, which 

explores the notion of softening barriers through the expansion of 

boundaries into inhabitable space itself. This approach contrasts the 

orthodox of the in-between spaces as the resultant leftover spaces. 

Instead, this thesis chooses to focus on the in-between space first 

due to the critical role it plays in permeability.
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Early iterations of the voids included same sized voids in the same 

position throughout the building and different sized voids in varying 

positions of the floorplate of each level. The first iteration was found 

to lack diversity, whereas the second iteration was found to cause 

confusion in terms of circulation and wayfinding.

The final design of the central void fuses the best aspects of these 

iterations. The voids vary in size, with the smallest sized void on 

Level 4 and the largest on the Rooftop. This combines a sense of 

difference as one navigates upwards through the Funnel with 

predictable wayfinding, to create an overall experience that is clear, 

yet varied. The east walls throughout the Funnel each have a 

different mural on them. This is a visible indicator of how people, 

besides the architects and developers, can play an instrumental role 

in defining the character of the Fort. The different murals on each 

floor also add to the diverse experiences on each floor. 

The descending sizes of the void also maximise daylight penetration 

throughout the building. This makes the void a bright and interesting 

space to occupy. Almost like a park, it offers users the opportunity 

for fresh air, whilst shielding them from the sensory overload of the 

open street.  

The notions of separation and connection are prevalent throughout 

the Funnel. The void physically separates the Jungle Gym and 

Apartments from each other but may also connect them through the 

intermingling of sound from various floors. Meanwhile physical 

connection is offered through the perimeter ‘bridges’, where users 

from each segment can run into each other. The partitioning used 

within the also reflects the in-between qualities. A polycarbonate 

wall and colourful sheathing separate the Jungle Gym and the 

Funnel, whilst a trellis and opaque wall separate the Apartments and 

the Funnel. To an extent, both these partitions offer physical 
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Figure 6.3. Cross Section through the Funnel.

separation with a degree of connection through obscured visibility 

and the degree of transparency reflects the privacy difference 

between the two sandwiching segments. The sheathing is also 

spaced 3 from the wall, which create more extended boundaries as 

users move from the Jungle Gym or Apartments into the Funnel.

Vertical connection throughout the entire building is also present in 

the funnel. The only indoor part of the funnel houses the elevators 

and fire stairs.
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Figure 6.4. Socialisation spaces in the Funnel

Figure 6.5. Intimate threshold space in the Funnel
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6.4 THE JUNGLE GYM

The Jungle Gym is named for its bright colours and the range of 

recreational activities hosted within. One of the intentions of this 

segment is to offer clear access from the street into the building’s 

spaces to invite the public into the structure. Once inside, it also aims 

to remain a comfortable and inviting environment.

As a public space, this segment aims to account fulfil the needs 

people have of public spaces by being a diverse and interesting space 

which offers a range of activities and different types of spaces to 

explore.

Shortland Street Exterior Elevation

Looking from Shortland Street, the Jungle Gym appears open to the 

city to indicate its receptiveness to the public. The Shortland Street 

elevation comprises open terraces linked by a set of stairs leading 

from the plaza on the ground floor to the rooftop. A glass elevator 

protrudes from the eastern end of this elevation to offer people a 

faster route from the ground to the rooftop. The two forms of 

circulation offer different paces for people to enjoy the experience 

to the rooftop. The stairs offer a gradual shift of the view of the city 

below and the opportunity to venture into each of the levels to 

discover more activity. The elevator on the other hand, offers quick 

transportation for those seeking an immediate transition from 

ground to rooftop. Circulation throughout the building is deep blue, 

including the stairs and framing of the elevator, and the framing of 

the whole façade is cream. This matches the colour of the blue and 

cream crossing polka dots at the intersection between Shortland 

Street and High Street which is right in front of the Fort. This brings 
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elements on the street into the vertical circulation of the Fort, to 

suggest that is a publicly accessible vertical extension of the street.  

The open terraces again act as an extended inhabitable boundary 

between the building and the street. This prevents the façade from 

appearing as a harsh boundary between the city and the interior, as 

pedestrians can see from the street that they can walk into and 

inhabit parts of this façade to be in a state of in-between being 

outside on the street and inside the building. The glazed portions of 

the façade allow users in the building to participate in passive 

engagement by comfortably watching people on the street without 

eye contact. On the exterior, the glazing is sheathed by thin colourful 

louvres which are a general indication of the nature of the activities 

occurring within the building. Red represents engagement, yellow 

represents socialisation, purple represents creativity, and blue 

represents relaxation. This allows pedestrians to have an idea of the 

mood and types of activities occurring within the building. It also 

creates a vibrant and diverse exterior façade, which is more legible 

and engaging to look at. This contrasts with the façades of many 

other facades within the city which are comparatively monolithic 

and imperceptible.  
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Figure 6.6. View of the Jungle Gym from Shortland Street
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Figure 6.7. Cross section through the Podium and exterior of the Apartments.

Figure 6.8. Cross section through the Jungle Gym.
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Programme  

The vertical privacy gradient throughout the Jungle Gym divides its 

levels into three parts: 

1) Ground Floor and Podium

2) Middle 

3) Rooftop and Greenhouse 

The ground floor is the most public space as it is a physical extension 

of the street, this is followed by the rooftop which this thesis aims 

to develop into a more accessible and activated public space.  

Both ends of the ground floor are open directly to the street, with the 

change in level from Shortland Street to Fort Street mediated by 

ramps, this creates a gradual transition between the two streets and 

allows users to engage in the changing topography of their 

surroundings, which is characteristic to streets in Auckland. 

People entering from Fort Street experience a compression of space 

as they walk through the site, as they enter a space with a ceiling 

height of 6 metres and leave through a heigh of 3 metres, whilst 

those entering from Shortland Street experience an opposite 

expansive spatial change. The drastic change in ceiling height from 

6 metres creates different spatial conditions that make the overall 

ground floor more interesting and able to host different activities 

that require the different ceiling heights. 

This space is for general use as a public square. It can be used as a 

thoroughfare for commuters or used as a place to take a short break. 

It can also be activated into a space for cultural events that satisfy 

needs for celebration and joy. 
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Figure 6.9. Ground level floor plan.  
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Figure 6.10. Potential interior in the Podium with closed shutters.

Levels 2 and 3 comprise the Podium. These spaces are fully 
accessible spaces from the north end to the south and can be used 
for group socialisation and physical activity. They protrude from 
the Apartments on the north elevation to so that they are more 
emphasised as a space the public could access. The north street 
facing side of the podium has colourful adjustable shutters to 
differentiate them from the timber clad Apartments and visually 
link them with the colourful southern façade. This suggests they 
host similar activities within them. The intention for the ground 
floor and podium floors is for them to be spaces that the public 
may wander into spontaneously. Wandering into the ground floor 
is simple as it has no glazing and is directly connected to the street. 
Once people are at the ground floor, they can see and hear the 
activity occurring on the upper Podium floors and may be tempted 
to wander into those levels, offering the opportunity to satisfy the 
need for discovery.
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Figure 6.11. Podium with closed shutters. Colour draws attention to 
this public space.

Figure 6.12. Podium with open shutters so people can see 
activities within to understand it is a public space.
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Figure 6.13. Level Two floor plan. 
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The Middle includes Levels 4 – 8. These storeys are intended as 

spaces those that people may visit for a particular use or to meet a 

particular agenda. For example, the fourth floor is a dedicated 

space for children with childcare services, that parents may 

deliberately visit. The fifth floor is the most private of all the floors 

within the Jungle Gym. There are small, partitioned spaces here for 

people to be isolated and have some space to themselves. This is a 

space that people may actively seek out for rest. Floor six 

comprises a co-working space with different sections for working 

alone or collaboratively. This space is not only intended for people 

who are working for their living, but also those who are working 

on personal projects or community projects but may not have the 

space or resources (such as computers and printers) to do so 

anywhere else. Floor seven is a workshop and studio space, which 

also offers people the opportunity to undertake creative projects 

which they may not otherwise have the resources to do so.  
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Figure 6.14. Level Six floor plan.  
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The eighth floor comprises two large rooms that can be used for 

public and private events. They can also be divided by flexible 

partitions to create smaller meeting rooms for community groups, 

businesses, or even groups of friends who want a private space to 

socialise. These rooms differ from the breakout rooms offered in 

commercial buildings, as there is no obligation to be productive or 

engage in business related activities. These rooms exist for anyone 

to do anything in. When not in formal use, the space acts as a lounge 

for spontaneous activities. 

The community kitchen, dining area, and public lounge is on the 

ninth floor and leads directly to the rooftop terrace. The GIS 

mapping in Chapter Three revealed that many spaces can be 

accessed by the public in Auckland to consume food and drink, 

however in these spaces, people must buy the goods as well as the 

right to use the space. The Ellen Melville Centre was the only space 

identified which allowed people to consume their own food inside, 

as well as have free and coffee. The uses here aim to expand upon 

that by not only letting people consume their own food and have free 

beverages, but also by cooking within a communal setting. The 

community greenhouse on the tenth floor allows people to pick 

produce for it and use in the community kitchen. The expectation is 

that the greenhouse would primarily be used by the Apartment 

residents, however it is available for public use. Gardening is an 

activity that offers people the opportunity to manipulate and make 

gains from their public spaces, which promotes a sense of 

connectedness to the space. The rooftop terrace is an extremely 

important within the Fort. It would be one of the very few rooftops 

which are designated for public use within Auckland city and that 

are free and clear to access. The fact that the Fort offers people the 

opportunity to be on high open space within the city, activities to 

engage with in this space, and excellent views of the waterfront 
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Figure 6.15. View of Rooftop.

makes it stand out from almost all the other high-rise buildings in 

the city. 
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6.5 THE APARTMENTS

As the focus of this thesis has been on designing public space and 

thresholds, only the elements beyond the exterior walls of this 

segment have been designed to understand how the exterior of the 

Apartments interact with the other segments within the building. 

Each apartment is 4 metres wide with variable depths depending on 

the floor on which they are located. The long narrow apartment 

plans were designed to maximise the number of apartments which 

could be exposed to the sunlight and waterfront views to the north. 

This ensures that each apartment is relatively similar in terms of 

spatial quality creating equality amongst the buildings. As the Fort 

is a government run building, the Apartments are likely to be state 

dwellings.  

The larger apartments are on the lower floors and the smallest are 

on Level 8. The range of apartment sizes accommodate a range of 

living arrangements making them suitable for residents with various 

lifestyles who would benefit from the range of activities within the 

Jungle Gym. The community spirit of the Fort results in these 

dwellings being targeted towards those wanting a communal urban 

living experience. 

As this thesis focuses on shared community spaces and thresholds, 

the focus of the design of the Apartments has been on the balcony. 

Balconies mediate the space between the privacy of one’s apartment 

and the life of the street. They are both important for apartment-

dwellers as it is their only source of private outdoor space, but at the 

same time balconies are found to support social interaction within 

neighbourhoods, as neighbours can watch each other from balconies 

or even have conversations.

The design of the balconies in the Fort accommodates both these 

uses. The balconies comprise a semi-public space closest to the 
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street and a semi-private space between the semi-public space and 

the individual apartments. The semi-private spaces are only 

accessible by the respective apartment resident. There are adjustable 

shutters between the semi-private and semi-public spaces to give 

residents the autonomy to control their privacy and extent they wish 

to engage in the semi-public area. It also provides solar shading. The 

semi-public balcony encourages residents of the same floor to 

socialise with each other, as isolation between apartment neighbours 

can be common and the ethos of the Fort is to encourage public 

interaction. 

The façade for the Apartments has glass windows and doors with 

timber cladding and shutters. This is to contrast with the colourful 

façade of the Jungle Gym to indicate their different uses. Where 

colour is used to indicate types of activities on the façade of the 

Jungle Gym, the relative homogeneity and opacity of the Apartment 

façade reflects this segment’s use as a private space where 

pedestrians on the street do not have the right to go into the space or 

understand the activities which occur within.  
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CONCLUSION 

RESEARCH AIMS 

This thesis was developed out of a concern for liveability and well-

being within the central city. Conditions within metropolitan 

environments such as a lack of legibility, exclusivity of urban 

typologies (such as high-rise buildings) and the commercialisation 

of space at both ground floor and upper levels inspired a design 

proposal which imagines an alternative solution for the future of 

public spaces. The design proposal aims to offer more opportunities 

for using public space beyond the two common uses of public spaces 

in Auckland – either as a blank slate or having an extremely 

prescriptive use. The design outcome proposed in this thesis aims to 

offer a hybrid between the two.  

Auckland is developing towards a denser urban form. The 

development of skyscrapers is creating more spaces to work and 

dwell in, but not necessarily for life between the two realms of home 

and work. Furthermore, many of these spaces within high-rise 

structures are physically and experientially inaccessible. The 

importance of public space continues to grow. It is particularly 

important in an urban context where despite the concentration of 

built form, activity and people; people often feel disconnected from 

each other and their environments. Places for physical connection 

are also important in today’s digital and post-pandemic world, 

where we have learnt that digital interactions cannot replace 

physical ones. 
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REFLECTIONS ON METHODOLOGY

This thesis started with a literature review to establish a 

comprehensive foundation for understanding public space, its 

importance, qualities of good public spaces, and challenges to them. 

This understanding was expanded upon through the analysis of 

precedents which explained how public space could be addressed 

through large buildings, partnerships with private developers, above 

ground, and at smaller scales. The precedent studies demonstrated 

the importance of colour, materiality, legibility, and transparency as 

spatial attributes for engaging and accessible spaces. It also 

highlighted the limitations of spaces developed with private 

developers within the current legal framework, and the limitations 

of large scale public space projects. The literature review set the lens 

through which studies of Auckland would be conducted and the 

criteria which would inform the design proposal. 

A desk study and field observations were conducted of public spaces 

in Auckland. Throughout this process, variations on issues and 

concepts discussed in the literature were also identified in Auckland. 

The two studies were effective as the desk study allowed for a 

broader view of the scenario in Auckland, which is that most 

spatially public spaces are for consumption, and there are very few 

spaces which can be accessed at no cost. The field observations then 

revealed that of the free to access spaces in Auckland there were 

limitations in the needs the spaces were able to satisfy. Furthermore, 

the journey between the spaces revealed the monolithic nature of the 

high-rise buildings in Auckland which presented an opportunity to 

inject diversity and joy into the Auckland’s streetscape.  
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Ideas for the design were generated through a range of media 

including diagramming, digital modelling, collage, and physical 

modelling. The approach throughout the early design process was to 

produce as many variations as possible, including ideas which were 

at opposing extremes of each other. These iterations were then 

critically evaluated against each other and mediated to become more 

feasible. These media represent a method through which large 

complex structures can be developed by separating them into 

different elements so that the most effective form of media could be 

selected to develop each element. 

These elements were then synthesised into a single iteration as a 

digital model to initiate the process of developing a cohesive 

building. From there, rigorous iterations of the whole building were 

developed. The advantage of digital modelling is that it allowed 

detailed iterations to be produced relatively quickly and efficiently 

so that they could be critically analysed sooner and developed upon. 

However, a challenge with this method was that it only manged to 

focus on the exterior elements and at the scale of the whole structure. 

Interior spaces were not investigated with the rigour that this thesis 

had initially intended. Other forms of modelling may have been 

required such as the detailed modelling of selected interior elements 

developed through perspective drawings, or through physical 

models large enough to evaluate the perspectives and interior 

qualities possible.   
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REFLECTIONS ON FINDINGS

The result of the identified problems and iterative media is the Fort, 

a ten-storey structure combining a series of open and enclosed 

public spaces with apartments.  

The final outcome challenges the orthodox of organising public and 

private space within a building where the public space occupies a 

single storey (usually the ground floor) and the rest of the building 

is left for private or commercial uses. Instead, within the Fort, public 

and private space is integrated to allow public spaces to exist and be 

accessed from the ground floor all the way to the rooftop. This 

allows the public to experience a new dimension of the urban 

environment – height and views, which is a common urban 

experience, yet one that is usually highly privatised. Furthermore, 

this thesis found that private and public spaces do not have to be 

separated by hard barriers but can instead be mediated by an 

expanded boundary that becomes an inhabitable threshold space 

which creates a mutual invitingness between the two spaces.  

This thesis found that high-rise buildings and the vertical spaces 

within do not have to be exclusive and monolithic. Instead, they can 

become extensions of the street that accommodate urban life. This 

was explored in the Fort by the open terraces on the exterior and the 

exterior expression of distinctly coloured circulation which clarifies 

the accessible spaces from the ground to rooftop. By making 

rooftops clearly and easily accessible to the public, this thesis 

presented an alternative solution for rooftops where they are not 

underutilised or exclusive spaces but instead can host communal 

activities against the backdrop of breath-taking views. The 

monolithic and orderly exterior of high-rise buildings is also 

challenged by the range of materials and colours within an organised 

framework, which offers unpredictability and diversity to the street 
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experience. For some pedestrians, the Fort may appear disparate or 

messy. However, the intention is that the mess on the façade is 

another method through which responsiveness is communicated. 

Instead of appearing as a unified, ordered, and untouchable 

monolith, the public feel as if they can manipulate the space by 

contributing to the mess too. 

The feasibility of a proposal like the Fort is uncertain. The structural 

and safety implications still require further development. To better 

evaluate the feasibility of this design proposal, further research can 

be conducted on the implications of such a proposal on the 

residential spaces that accompany the public. Practical elements 

such as the acoustic and fire-safety considerations should also be 

further evaluated. The building would require considerable 

investment from the government and to acquire full funding, may 

even require a public-private partnership which begs the question of 

whether the results achieved would end up being similar to that of 

the other POPS in Auckland. If a proposal such as the Fort were to 

be realised, it may also be better suited for other cities. Though 

Auckland does not have any public spaces like the Fort, it does have 

other public spaces within the city, some of which have 

commendable qualities. Consequently, the Fort may have a larger 

impact in cities with a greater population density and more high-rise 

buildings, where there is a more pressing need to provide new types 

of public space in a dense urban setting.  

The intentions of the design outcome and this thesis are not to argue 

for all high-rises within the metropolitan environment to be 

developed into public space or have a public space component. This 

thesis recognises that this may not allow a city to fulfil its rational 

requirements. Instead, this thesis argues for a more inclusive and 
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diverse public realm and has offered one solution through which this 

could be achieved.  

FURTHER RESEARCH 

Though this thesis was developed on a vacant lot, the spirit of its 

design can be applied to retrofit other monolithic multi-storey 

buildings such as office buildings and car parks, which are 

decreasing in occupancy as cities shift to a greater use of public 

transport and offices shift to hybrid-work. Research conducted 

through this avenue could further interrogate the interior and smaller 

scale qualities that achieve accessibility and invitingness as there 

will be less focus on the structure.

On a smaller scale this design in thesis can also inform, roof, or 

community spaces can be developed as public additions to buildings 

which are currently private. These smaller interventions could 

appear like the Jungle Gym and be additions the exterior of 

buildings, or the circulation and terrace strategies explored 

throughout this thesis could also be explored.  

SIGNIFICANCE OF FINDINGS AND BROADER 

IMPLICATIONS

The research conducted in the thesis suggests a way in which a 

building shapes the spaces around it. A building like the Fort 

which aims to extend the street into a building, could help the 

current causes to make Shortland Street and Fort Street more 

pedestrianised, through the increase of pedestrian flow. 

This thesis also offers an alternative lens through which the existing 

urban fabric can be viewed. It challenges what public space might 
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look like, and preconceptions that high-rise buildings must be 

designed to be illegible and exclusive. This thesis proposes new 

activities that can occur within the public realm, activities that can 

be done with others. This thesis also offers a method for dissolving 

the numerous social, spatial, and financial barriers that inhibit 

people from living the full experiential breadth the city has to offer.

Within the scope of this research, the design project hybridises 

components of high-rise buildings and various forms of public 

space, to develop a new type of public space and open a new 

dimension of the urban realm for public use. In a broader sense, this 

thesis aims to shift the intentions of architecture to reclaim the urban 

setting for people. It demonstrates that no matter how contrary it 

may seem, building typologies which are seemingly exclusive to the 

private realm can be reappropriated for public use. 
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APPENDIX A

Assessing activities and spaces in Auckland
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APPENDIX B

Early design explorations through diagramming
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APPENDIX C

Developmental iterations 
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APPENDIX D

Drawings from Final Crit Presentation
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