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Abstract 

This thesis is concerned with the theory and practice of urban housing. 

Houses are a socially located “collection of rights, opportunities, assets, and 

attributes” (Donnison and Ungerson, 1982, 11); at the same time, housing 

describes and expresses an urban culture and its values. The activities of New 

Zealand’s commercial housing supply system are governed by planning and 

building legislation enacted in a political climate ideologically aligned with the 

social customs of an electorate that has historically expressed a preference for 

political conservatism, non-intervention, and de-regulation. Harsher aspects of 

social policy have been modified in a long period of Labour-led coalition 

government since 1999; but environmental legislation has remained largely 

unchanged since reforms of 1991 re-oriented planning legislation to suit a market 

economy. In this environment, objectives of sustainability in ordinary private 

housing developments are inscribed as a market responsibility, with a limited set 

of mandatory technical standards.  

The planning and architecture of housing are political acts that represent 

and interpret the substance of a social vernacular in a process that is decisively 

influenced by political priorities in a liberal democracy. This position is 

reconcilable with argument supporting the notion of sustainable urban housing 

as an artefact connected functionally and theoretically to collective habits of 

vernacular-based social systems (Alexander, 1979, 1987; Habraken, 1998). In 

such arguments, sustainability is a subsidiary but dependent condition of 

housing supply. For sustainable urban development to be achieved the inherited 

paradigms of “house” need to be constructed in the managed provision of new 



housing forms. Political ideologies of the planning framework thus become 

relevant to a housing study. 

Auckland is a regional city with a relatively high population growth rate, 

and with strategic planning policies intended to achieve sustainable urban 

environments through a medium density housing typology. Housing at medium 

density has not previously been tested in the private sector in New Zealand. 

Planning policies, in this situation, become the political instruments through 

which a new housing model is to be developed.  

From an analysis of New Zealand’s housing history, affective density and 

interpretations of privacy are argued to be critical dimensions of a socially and 

economically sustainable housing form. Contemporary interpretations of privacy 

correspond to economic habits that underpin New Zealand society. It is argued 

that both New Zealand’s construct of social privacy and its political economy can 

be traced to origins in John Locke’s protestant liberal philosophy. An 

epistemology of density and privacy in New Zealand’s urban and suburban 

housing traditions is considered in relation to Locke, and to Polanyi’s theory of 

tacit and explicit forms of knowledge, used in his thesis to re-conceptualise 

understandings of privacy as a social fact. These ideas constitute a basis for the 

planning of higher density housing in forms that could be shaped to suit the 

social habits and environmental conditions of Auckland.  

 

This thesis examines the question: what higher density forms of housing 

will meet the needs of ordinary house-holders in Auckland in the twenty-first 

century? 

 
 



 1 

Introduction 

 

Architecture and planning for ordinary housing 

 

 

“…the dwelling house occupies a peculiarly central place in the economy [of the 
modern city]. About ninety percent of the structures in any urban community are 
houses; so, from the standpoint of practice, an adequate insight into the task of 

housing today is essential to the development of cities. The socialised provision of 
housing, in integrated neighbourhood units, is the economic foundation of the city.” 

(Lewis Mumford, “The Culture of Cities”, 1938, p.465). 
 

“The essential physical means of a city’s existence are the fixed site, the 
durable shelter …“  (ibid., p.480). 

 

 

When Mumford was writing The Culture of Cities in the mid-1930s, the 

spatial organisation of the urban environment and the problems of mass housing 

design had become the work of professional planners and architects. Mumford’s view 

of housing, the “socialised” need for “the fixed site, the durable shelter”, defines the 

primary building block of urban form in words that have continued to articulate the 

central priority for planning through the subsequent decades of population growth 

and twentieth century expansion of urban environments.  

This thesis is concerned with the planning and the design of urban housing. 

It is focused on the work of planners and architects engaged in housing in Auckland 

in the twenty-first century. Traditionally, architects designed monuments, grand 

public buildings, and individual houses for the wealthy, but the “essential” task of 

housing had no place in their professional activities (Tarn 1971). Nineteenth century 

expansion of middle-classes in industrialised western countries, urban growth, and 

increasing acceptance by City and State authorities of responsibility for the 

provision of ordinary housing brought architects in the early decades of the 

twentieth century a role with a new social function.  
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In the same period the profession of planning emerged as an independent 

discipline. Planning brought concepts of the modern movement - the manifestation 

of the modern era in art and architecture - to city governance, and introduced 

architects to housing as a disengaged design activity. Housing design developed as a 

framework for a professional activity shared by planners and architects working in 

private and public sectors of housing supply (Hall, 1988). By the 1940s systems of 

housing supply were characterised by anonymous, rather than personal clients, 

large volume production in place of single buildings, and industrialised building 

methods in place of craft (Curtis, 1991). Housing was funded centrally by 

governments and corporate institutions rather than from local savings and charities.  

But later in the twentieth century the processes and technologies of housing 

development were re-evaluated. Technological failures were compounded by social 

problems. The collapse of the pre-fabricated Ronan Point tower in London in 1968 

following a gas explosion, and the evacuation and demolition of the Pruitt- Igoe 

project housing in St Louis in 1972 after arson attacks and extreme social 

difficulties forced housing authorities to reconsider their systems of design, 

procurement and administration. These and many similar housing disasters 

precipitated widespread reappraisals of the housing products of the modern 

movement: the ambiguities of the movement’s housing achievements were 

exemplified by Pruitt-Igoe’s history which included the myth of major design awards 

and simultaneously a notoriety for social disruption. 1  

In the wider urban discourse housing continued to be regarded as “first finite 

element of the city” by the influential CIAM group of architects and planners 

(Smithson, 1966, p.32),2 but the housing demolitions marked the end of the modern 

movement in architecture (I. King, 1993), and began a new enquiry into the social 

                                            
1 Pruitt-Igoe, completed in 1955, consisted of 2,870 apartments housing about 15,000 people in 33 eleven storey slab 
blocks designed by Minoru Yamasaki (Bristol, 2004). 
2 CIAM: Congress Internationale d’Architecture Moderne. The CIAM was led by Le Corbusier, Walter Gropius, Aldo 
van Eyck and Mies van der Rohe to challenge all aspects of practices in architecture. It developed a vigorous social 
programme between its 1929 meeting (CIAM 2, Housing for the lowest social groups) and CIAM 8 meeting in 1952, 
entitled The Heart of the City: towards the humanisation of urban life (Tyrwhitt, 1952). 
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principles of housing (Goodchild, 1997; P. King, 2003). The discourse was given new 

direction with the publication of the Report “Our Common Future” (Brundtland 

Report) by the World Commission on Environment and Development (WCED) in 

1987, with that Report’s introduction of concepts of social, economic and 

environmental sustainability.  

 

City stories: Dunedin, Manchester, and Bath 

 

Housing has been a continuous preoccupation in my own career in 

architecture. With a comfortable small-town upbringing in a Dunedin manse in my 

background, my first experiences of life in a large city were gained as a student at 

Manchester University. While studying, I worked as an assistant architect in the 

practice designing housing blocks for Manchester City Council’s redevelopment of 

the inner city districts of Hulme and Moss Side.3  The four curved blocks in the 

“Hulme Five” project were modelled on John Wood’s eighteenth century crescents in 

Bath, and followed Manchester’s slum clearance programme of the mid-1960s.  

 

During the 1980s I ran my own practice in Bath. Various routes from home to 

work took me past one or other of the classical Georgian crescents. They were about 

230 years, or eight to nine generations old. They have not always been highly 

valued: between 1920 and 1970 they were considered to be almost worthless, partly 

because their owners were obliged to maintain them under laws protecting 

England’s heritage buildings. These buildings, however, have been able to absorb 

social, cultural, structural, economic, and functional change for over two centuries, 

and in this way justify the description of “sustainable” building. In Bath’s context 

the crescents can be understood, in my view, to represent the architecture of van 
                                            
3 The practice was Wilson and Womersley, Architects and Planners. Hugh Wilson had been Chief Architect/Planner 
for the Cumbernauld New Town in Scotland, and Lewis Womersley had retired from his position as Chief Architect 
of Sheffield to set up in private practice in the mid-1960s. In their public service careers they had been responsible 
for planning and producing tens of thousands of houses built by the State between 1945 and 1965. 
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Eyck’s “constant human values” for their permanent place in the city’s collective 

memory. They function as both “organism and artefact” in Reinhold Niebuhr’s 

definition of the community (Niebuhr, 1944, quoted in Hucker, 2008): and they “live” 

and “work” as buildings that are responsive to the ordinary human experience of the 

city.  

When I re-visited Manchester in 1992 the Hulme Five blocks were being 

demolished. They had come into being in the early 1970s after a hard-fought battle 

against Ministry-imposed cost yardsticks. The architects I worked with in 

Manchester were the same team that had previously established their reputations 

with the redevelopment of inner areas of Sheffield, including the highly regarded 

Park Hill and Hyde Park projects. They were dedicated and inventive men and 

women who were regarded at the time as among the best housing designers in 

Britain. The practice was well-informed in social issues of housing: social studies of 

community in districts affected by slum clearance programmes, and critical reports 

in professional journals were used to inform regular in-house design critiques.4 The 

Hulme Five buildings were considered socially and architecturally advanced in the 

professional media and were seen as an ingenious alternative to the discredited 

high-rise towers and slabs of the 1960s. They were critically acclaimed for their 

urban qualities, and in this respect a radical improvement over the dreary low-

density “garden suburb” estates to which the communities of the old slums of Hulme 

and Moss Side had been despatched. Architectural opinion judged the concrete 

crescents of Hulme Five to be a legitimate tectonic interpretation of Wood’s much 

admired slate, stone and lead Georgian original, although it may now be argued that 

the decision to take the Bath Crescents as a model for a Manchester slum 

redevelopment project was, at the very least, idiosyncratic.  

 

                                            
4 Two influential documents of the time published by the Sociological Research Section of the Ministry of Housing 
and Local Government (MoHLG) were: “Families Living at High Density”, and “Living in a Slum” (MoHLG 1963). 
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The short life of the “notorious” Hulme crescents has been documented and 

their design condemned (Mills, 2000; Rudlin and Falk, 1999). Criticisms of the part 

played by the architects are justified in some areas. Architects are no longer 

encouraged to import grand but often inappropriate concepts in the design practices 

favoured by advocates of the modern movement and exemplified by the Hulme 

crescents. Later twentieth century experiences have repeatedly demonstrated that 

housing is more than a statistical problem of, in the CIAM approach, the 

manipulation of “big numbers”, and a problem to be solved by more efficient building 

technology. The design of Hulme Five was approached in this way. 

Fauset (2000) lists the problems that led to Hulme Five’s demolition:  the 

development suffered from “acute social problems and severe deterioration of the 

fabric” soon after completion:  

 

Crime - such as murder, mugging, burglary, drug-taking and pushing, 

vandalism, and graffiti - made Hulme the least safe place in Manchester. … 

The extensive use of open, public, unsupervised spaces - such as the vast 

parkland, play areas, decks, lifts and lobbies - was the main reason for 

Hulme’s failure. 

There were problems in the jointing of concrete slabs and panels; condensation 

due to lack of insulation and inadequate and expensive heating systems … the 

cost of rectifying [these problems] was so overwhelming that by 1992 it was 

decided, finally, to demolish the estate.”  

(Fauset, 2000, p.304). 

 

Errors of building technology and aesthetic misjudgements made a major 

contribution to the failure of the scheme. However, in my view two other factors 

have the prior responsibility.  

Firstly, the crescents were profoundly dislocated from the architectural 

traditions of the city’s housing. They replaced largely unornamented low-rise brick 

terraces - in which social equality was architecturally explicit - with a six-storey 
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neo-classical form of building that symbolized and expressed upper-class privilege of 

the eighteenth century. The neo-classical parti belonged to another social group and 

an eighteenth century metropolitan urban environment, when Bath was regarded as 

a resort for wealthy Londoners. Living on an elevated floor was desirable for its 

separation of the principal occupants from unhealthy and unpleasant street level 

conditions, but domestic comforts were wholly dependent on numerous servants in 

the attics and basements. This class-based social arrangement was also no longer 

relevant in Manchester in 1970. 

 Secondly, the redevelopment destroyed the social vernacular established in 

the previously varied systems of ownership: in the new Hulme a mono-culture of 

council tenancy removed the diversity and with that, the richer social environment 

that had evolved in the district (Ministry of Housing and Local Government, 1963a 

and b). Private ownership was eliminated: Manchester’s housing department 

administered a system in which the prospective occupants were excluded from any 

significant element of choice, or any participatory role, but were, instead, assigned 

to a place and a neighbourhood. The process of supply represented remote authority 

and personal anonymity in a series of imposed decisions made by a paternalistic 

bureaucracy. 

 

By the mid 1990s the Hulme district was being re-built in another form and 

by a different process. Learning from this experience, and others like it would seem 

to be an important task. Material and social destruction on this scale has few 

precedents in urban building: in the absence of a civil or natural catastrophe, no 

society in history has built and then abandoned its housing on such a scale. But how 

is the loss measured? Were the city’s housing bureaucrats too hasty in their decision 

to evacuate the development - was nothing from this 1970s building salvageable? 

Where does the whole experience stand in relation to contemporary practices in 

housing design and the imperatives of sustainability?   
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In forming answers to these questions the purpose is to identify principles 

that could guide the planning and design of housing towards a more durable 

solution. Would the present generation of housing managers, architects and urban 

planners have looked for different solutions to the original slums, perhaps with a 

strategy that retained the city grain and some of the buildings; and would they have 

considered a process that included community consultation?  

One contributing strand in the current urban discourse can be disposed of: 

the influence of conservationist arguments that restoration should have been 

considered in the 1960s for these and many similar Victorian buildings. In this 

instance such an approach would have been impractical. Well-built Victorian 

housing in Manchester and in other British cities has survived, but the fabric of 

Hulme and the neighbouring district of Moss Side was beyond recovery. The 

terraces were built in the cheapest materials: bricks in the walls were rotting and 

under-sized joists in the floors and roofs were often visibly deflecting. They were 

packed into narrow rows without public parks or recreational spaces. The industrial 

landscape was relieved only by a handful of churches, pubs, corner shops and 

occasionally an intimidating Victorian primary school. Neither their occupants nor 

their communities fought to save them, and they were rightly condemned and 

demolished in the 1960s. Planned redevelopment in some form was a necessary 

decision. 

 

The experience of developments like Hulme Five has encouraged reform of 

habits of thinking in municipal housing departments in which consultative design 

processes were avoided. Most significantly, addressing the second issue of the role of 

authority, systems of supply have been diversified to include pluralist ownership 

structures; institutional investment has been encouraged, and the monolith of the 

city’s housing bureaucracy has been restructured.  
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In the Hulme example, as Fauset (2000) notes, the 1991 “City Challenge” 

programme was supported by short-term government loans. Competitive bids were 

invited for regeneration proposals which led to redevelopment of the entire district 

by private/public partnerships, carried out under a new urban planning code 

established by the architects appointed for the first tranche. The Manchester 

process, based on consultation, negotiation, and diversity now forms a model for 

similar regeneration programmes in other British cities.  

The first issue, however, of the physical reconstruction of an established 

housing vernacular and its embedded architectural identity is less clearly resolved 

by the form of the post-1992 Hulme. Hulme’s original community has been dispersed 

in the processes of consecutive redevelopments, and the mixed-use programme has 

generated a new neighbourhood that is in no sense “ordinary”.  

 

Comparisons with Auckland: density, growth, and systems of supply 

 

Although Manchester, Bath and Auckland have little obvious commonality 

their twentieth century housing histories illustrate some of the basic issues of 

planning and designing ordinary housing. Differences between urban conditions in 

Auckland and the British cities are also apparent. These include growth in 

Auckland in contrast to static or slow-growing urban populations in Britain, low 

density in contrast to high density, and a low level of state housing provision 

compared to high proportions in Britain. In these comparisons, I suggest, there are 

corresponding variations in the culture of housing. 

The population of Bath has increased by less than 20% since the 1940s. Social 

habits that accompany high densities of 70-80 dwellings per hectare (dph) in the 

central city have been established in the city’s culture for several centuries, and 

growth has been mostly accommodated inside the city perimeter (Office of National 

Statistics (ONS), 2002).  Manchester’s population is static; Manchester’s mass of 
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housing has continued to depend on municipally-supplied and managed property, 

while Bath provides approximately 15% of its population with city-owned housing. 5  

The old Victorian slum terraces in Manchester and elsewhere were normally 

built at densities of about 150 dph. (Muthesius, 1982). The concrete crescents that 

replaced them were designed to densities of 40-45 dph, or about one quarter of the 

nineteenth century development, and have been approximately doubled to 80 dph in 

the 1990s redevelopment (Fauset, 2000). Cunliffe (1986) describes Bath’s eighteenth 

century housing as durable and resilient, and thus at one level, sustainable; Bath’s 

buildings, density and urban morphology illustrate the possibility of a durable, 

continuingly adaptable housing paradigm at moderately high urban densities for a 

socially and economically diverse contemporary community.6  Largely because of the 

ordinary housing of the eighteenth century Georgian Bath is frequently held up as a 

model for liveable city form in the contemporary urban discourse. The same claim 

cannot be made for either the late nineteenth century terraces or the concrete 

crescents of the 1970s. 

Bath’s mix of council owned and privately owned housing is characteristic of 

British cities. However, housing supplied and owned by government or its agencies 

in New Zealand has historically been a relatively small element in the total housing 

supply. The current stock of State housing represents less than 7% of all housing, 

and accommodates less than 5% of the population. Housing in all departments of the 

public sector in Britain accounts for about 35% of all housing, compared to about 8% 

in New Zealand (Baines, 1997; Housing New Zealand Corporation (HNZC) 2004).7   

                                            
5 Office of National Statistics, 2002; referring to central city districts, and statistics for Greater Manchester 
Metropolitan area. The population of Bath including contiguous villages has fluctuated between 74,680 and 90,900 
since 1951. Alongside the dominant model of council supply, diversity of ownership in both cities has been provided 
by Housing Associations since their introduction in the 1970s. 
6 Densities in Bath vary from about 40 dph in the smaller terraces, to theoretical net densities of more than 100 dph 
in fully converted Crescents. The smaller terraces in Bath’s Georgian housing are generally retained as complete 
single units, but flats over consulting rooms, restaurants, bars, retail floor-space, and offices are commonplace in the 
larger houses in the city centre. Terraced houses can be connected horizontally in some circumstances. The 
Crescents have been sub-divided to re-constitute a significant element of the city’s housing in apartments and 
duplexes. Uses other than housing can also be accommodated: in my own practice, larger Georgian houses were 
converted into hotels and hostels, a language school, and local offices for national business organisations.  
7 This comparison is based on stock owned by the subsidized housing associations, charitable housing providers 
(such as the Peabody Trust), and state-subsidized council owned housing assets, military and other institutions. In 
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Auckland’s growth at relatively high rates has been sustained over more than 

a century. Few cities in Britain or Australia are expanding their populations at 

more than 1% per annum; in comparison, the city’s rate of growth is 2.5% (Auckland 

Regional Council (ARC), 2008) and is also higher than other urban centres in New 

Zealand.  The average rate of growth in each thirty year (one generation) period 

during the twentieth century exceeds 100%, as Table 1 (below) illustrates.8  

 

High growth rates coupled to the objectives of sustainability in future urban 

development have converged to bring planning and housing design issues into a 

sharp focus. The issues most immediately affected are related to concepts of 

development density, with which sustainable urban form is considered to have close 

connections (for example, Jenks and Dempsey, 2005; Breheny, 1996; Calthorpe, 

1994). Critically for the larger question of developing a sustainable urban 

morphology, gross densities in New Zealand’s cities average about one-fifth of those 

in Britain. 

Britain’s historical record of relatively high densities, such as those in the old 

Hulme-Moss Side terraces left a social legacy of communities and customs that 

                                                                                                                                  
relation to Britain and other European housing systems New Zealand’s state housing is a small proportion of the 
total. In the state-owned sector Australia’s housing statistics correspond closely to New Zealand’s (Australian 
Bureau of Statistics, 2001). 
 
8 Table 1: Auckland: population growth 

 
Census Year 

 
Population 

 
Gross increase  

 
growth 10 year % 

 
growth 30 year % 
 

1886 33,162    
1896 57,616 24,454 +42.2  
1906 82,101 24,485 +29.8  
1916 133,712 51,611 +38.6 + 303.2 
1926 192,176 58,464 +30.4 + 233.5 
1936 226,365 34,189 +15.1 + 116.7 
1946 289,800 63,435 +21.8 + 97.9 
1956 380,412 90,612 +23.8 + 171.1 
1966 613,671 233,259 +38.0 + 174.9 
1976 796,660 182,989 +22.9 + 118.5 
1986 831,147 34,487 +4.2 + 64.4 
1996 1,008,927 177,780 +17.6 + 54.5 
2006 1,230,612 221,685 +18.0  

 
Note: figures collated from SNZ historical data and Official Yearbooks; frequent changes to geographical definitions 
of Auckland have been taken into account in compiling this data; the present (2010) estimate of regional population 
is 1,470,000 or 240,000 increase on 2006 figures, to be confirmed by next census in 2011 (ARC, 2008). 
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relate to compact housing. The equivalent social customs in Auckland are based on 

low density development consistent with a tradition of a spacious suburban 

morphology. In the twentieth century, unchallenged by shortage of land, and able to 

take full advantage of improving communications technology, Auckland’s densities 

have been determined by its developer’s interpretations of the forces of social 

aspiration and commercial opportunity (Auckland Regional Authority, 1975; 

Auckland Regional Growth Forum, 1998b). 

  

In the context of a political will to pursue sustainable growth, housing 

policies that govern planning and housing design present a series of questions:   

Does sustainable growth depend on higher density housing? The consensus in 

urban planning discourses suggests that it does. What is meant by higher density 

housing? Does “density” have measurable boundaries that can be expressed 

numerically in planning terms? Is density a contextual issue? What are the social 

consequences of higher density? Does the existing vernacular have an influence on 

strategies for developments at higher density? What formal relationships are 

desirable between existing and future built environments?  

Can consolidation or intensification strategies be socially and economically 

effective? What is meant by economic sustainability in the context of private sector 

housing? What other established systems - of social and environmental customs, 

transportation patterns, cultural assumptions, and predictable demographic 

changes - are affected by sustainable growth at increased housing densities, and in 

what way?  

 

These questions have taxed planners and architects for much of the twentieth 

century. Many architects continued to approach the notion of “house” as the 

prospective site of a formal experiment in which “house” is objectified as art with a 

large practical component. The discourse of the modern movement conducted in the 
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meetings and publications of the CIAM, modified the inherited paradigm by the 

attachment of a well-intended, and supremely positivist social agenda (Erber, 1974). 

The Hulme Five development amongst many other such projects is an example of 

this collective architectural aspiration.9  

The concept of house consolidates in the period of time after occupation, when 

the house becomes an identity, a refuge, and a place, and a location in which 

continuity of rights depend on responsible financial and social behaviour (Bachelard, 

1958). Often, as Ward (1990) notes, personal rights also depend on the house-

holder’s acquiescence to an environment governed by rules of occupation that 

obstruct or deny individuation. Housing re-invented as a verb legitimates, and in 

some senses, demands this interpretation: housing supplied by state agencies in 

which tenure is conditional is essentially unchanged from its nineteenth century 

industrial prototype. In this form I argue that it becomes exclusionary, and in the 

twenty-first century is a socially unsustainable system in the dominant culture of 

housing in western societies.  

 

Origins and traditions in Auckland’s housing  

 

Housing in Auckland has evolved to form a vernacular based on majority 

private ownership and with a minority of tenanted housing. It has evolved under 

light-handed regulation, with low density, and through the simple building methods 

necessary for timber-framed single storey houses. Active participation in the 

production of houses has been an element of the vernacular, with important social 

and economic benefits. The principle of personal ownership of property and 

territory, understood in the community to include the private rights that accompany 

ownership is an established socio-economic habit. Its characteristics combine to form 

                                            
9 The objectified notion of the house, codified in professional, bureaucratic, and academic literature, reveals the 
paternalistic disengagement typical of twentieth century philosophies which, as Turner (1972) observed, succeeded 
in converting the word “housing” from a noun into a verb. Housing became something we do to people - “other” 
people, and specifically people we will not know personally (Turner, 1972). 
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a culture of ordinary housing in which private domestic liberties are assumed to 

exist in perpetuity.  

 

Recently developed notions of urban sustainability considered in the context 

of population growth now project an unfamiliar housing model onto the city’s 

landscape. These conditions invite different and more complex questions about 

housing: for instance, and assuming that social customs have enduring significance 

in accordance with theories of social and cultural sustainability, on what knowledge 

is the vernacular based? Vernacular housing usually exhibits some form of social or 

technological compromise: what compromises will be necessary in the next phase of 

Auckland’s evolving housing culture? How will the existing housing culture be 

affected by such compromises? How will the shape and the impact of such 

compromises be determined?  

 

Housing suppliers carry significant responsibilities in a lightly regulated 

environment. Some of these are clarified by asking: Who is this housing type for, 

and what are their social, economic, and environmental priorities? Does higher 

density housing meet the needs of an increasingly pluralistic society? Can the 

adoption of higher densities bring certainty to the goal of sustainable urban form? 

 

Beyond questions that may influence the discourse in planning and 

architecture, other questions arise that help to frame the subject: for instance, what 

is the role for government in this context? How will sustainable housing be defined 

by legislators and interpreted by developers? How effective is the legislative 

framework for the guidance of new models for higher density housing? Consolidating 

these questions around an analysis of forms of higher density housing, the key 

question emerges:  
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What higher density forms of housing will meet the needs of ordinary house-holders 

in Auckland in the twenty-first century?  

 

The argument for higher density housing begins with the planning policies 

intended to contain and manage growth in Auckland. The argument in outline notes 

that these policies are doctrinally based on managerial rather than interventionist 

principles, and that they encourage the housing industry to develop higher density 

housing typologies. The discourse is encircled by definitions and perceptions of 

density, privacy, community, sustainability, and the continuing influence of the 

present vernacular, or more broadly the existing housing culture. Density is a 

quantification of development intensity that provides the planning system with its 

basic statistical data. 

Density is also a critical influence on collective perceptions of crowdedness 

and privacy, and such individual perceptions as identity and security. It relates the 

customs of a housing culture to its material environment, and is thus a constitutive 

function of normative conditions in the city: it encodes the inherited wisdom 

continuously transmitted between generations in a known spatial environment. 

With these qualitative and quantitative functions, density is to be approached as a 

“social fact” of housing design, using Durkheim’s term for a sociological condition of 

community (Durkheim, 1982).  

In developing this argument I propose that Auckland’s low density traditions 

represent a housing vernacular, with functions that need to be identified and located 

in the argument. While building and communications technologies exist in an 

environment of continual change a vernacular is a product of time. Its principal 

function is to maintain social values through generations of the community. In this 

argument these become inherited values of the vernacular that are dependent on 

and inscribed in the built environment, such that the identity and meaning of 
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“Auckland” are a product of its social culture of housing, its urban form and its 

physical setting.  

 

Auckland’s new planning policies conform to a theoretically-derived model of 

urban sustainability. Housing densities proposed by this model require a radical 

transformation of spatial morphology. In the process of change the social fact of 

density imposes a modified vernacular.  

Numerous twentieth century housing systems overseas have resulted in 

short-lived, and thus unsustainable developments; they have frequently been 

associated with innovative design and radical changes to densities and in most 

instances can be characterised as socially and spatially experimental. But in other 

examples densities have been increased without disturbing the local housing 

culture: many such developments have negotiated the transition to higher density 

but have maintained and preserved normative elements of their vernacular 

identities. These examples suggest that sustainable housing is possible at densities 

that would reduce sprawl in Auckland while retaining the integrity of the 

vernacular.  

I argue that a sustainable higher density paradigm develops from an 

understanding of the characteristics of the existing housing culture; that a 

sustainable form of higher density housing can be defined through a greater depth 

of knowledge of the habits and socio-economic priorities of ordinary Aucklanders. A 

broad definition of the meaning of privacy and its relationship to density stands at 

the centre of this proposition. Recognition of the housing culture as a source of 

knowledge for policy brings with it a sociological dimension reflected in the elevation 

of privacy as an inscribed concept. A social understanding of privacy will thus 

influence the quality of the argument proposed.  
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This thesis bridges the divide between theoretical and empirical pathways to 

reach an understanding of the housing culture contextualised in Auckland. The 

practical wisdom (phronesis) of the vernacular relates to disciplines and 

methodologies of the humanities as does the social history of housing culture, while 

the discipline of planning (techne) depends on forms of knowledge developed 

through theory. But the ascribed values of phronesis and techne - the prioritising of 

sources - are decisive in the development of the discourse. For Polanyi (1958, 1966) 

both forms of knowledge contribute to the discourse. In his analysis conflicting 

positions are always resolved by a synthesis of tacit and explicit forms of knowing.   

 

 

The argument is developed in eight chapters. Chapter 1 discusses a small 

group of selected developments to illustrate the typology at three levels of density. 

These exemplars describe average standards achieved in recent projects. A critique 

is developed from comparisons with two projects in Sydney, both designed in the 

1980s, which follow the Auckland exemplars. These projects illustrate the potential 

of higher-density typologies to produce sustainable environments at lower and 

higher points on the density scale. A methodology for the study is proposed, in which 

conceptual analysis is supported by empirically-derived material based on a 

selection of recent developments that represent the typology. Appendix A explains 

the selection criteria for the schemes and sets out their principal statistics.  

 

Chapter 2 proposes definitions for the strategic objectives (sustainability), the 

means (medium density housing typologies) and the regulating mechanisms of 

planning systems that frame the housing process of supply. In concluding this 

chapter I return to Polanyi’s separation of types of knowledge which is used in this 

analysis to distinguish the social and physical elements of the contributing parts. 
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The history of Auckland’s housing vernacular is explored in Chapters 3 and 4 

based on a survey of historical sources and interpretations. I argue that the housing 

vernacular has roots in the shock of immigration and in habits established in 

previous environments, modified by the reality of a new physical landscape. Ethical 

habits were preserved through the gradual evolution of a new social vernacular 

influenced by available material for building, the physical environment, transport 

and communications technologies, and emerging suburban paradigms elsewhere.   

Formal theories of urban planning became influential in Britain and 

Australia in the period of Auckland’s growth between 1890 and 1920. The 

foundations of a low-density suburban vernacular characterised by social and 

spatial independence were laid out in this period. In concluding chapter 4 it is 

suggested that the third generation of immigrants from Europe built the suburbs of 

Auckland to a model that reaffirmed the significance of privacy in the vernacular. 

 

Chapter 5 discusses these social characteristics in the context of parallel and 

external discourses of the modern movement, particularly those in planning and 

architecture. Determinist planning theories were rejected in the post-critical 

philosophies of late twentieth century thinking, an event influenced by developing 

ecological theory, and new theories of political economy. Studies of vernacular 

concepts in architecture and spatial planning started to inform the urban discourse.  

 

I have proposed that in Durkheim’s terminology density is defined as a social 

fact (Durkheim, 1982). Chapters 6 and 7 extend the argument for this proposition 

through an analysis of its quantified and affective dimensions as they are 

understood in contemporary housing theory. Chapter 7 discusses social meanings of 

density through its interpretation of privacy and its subsidiary dimensions of 

identity and security, referencing these concepts to Locke’s work On Essays 

Concerning Human Understanding. I argue that Locke’s political theories, by 
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liberating the concept of self, re-defined concepts of privacy in relationships between 

the individual and the wider community; and that Locke’s philosophies continue to 

underpin the ethical habits of New Zealand’s urban society.  

A question earlier suggested that the role of government contributes to the 

argument, by the enactment of policies that intervene in or, alternatively, liberalise 

the functions of markets. Chapter 8 discusses aspects of Auckland’s prevailing 

political ideologies, which have decisively influenced current urban growth 

strategies. Contemporary political theory is also related to the liberalism of Locke: 

in this thesis Locke’s supposed responsibility for the re-invention of self in twentieth 

century suburban society is considered in the context of social and economic 

consequences of higher density housing. These political theories are relevant to 

general concepts and contemporary definitions of community. I argue that there are 

inherent contradictions in vernacular notions of community, its working definition 

in the social culture of Auckland’s housing, and higher density typologies emerging 

from the first generation of development.  

 

The thesis concludes with a summary of the study and its argument, 

proposing that planning for privacy in higher density urban housing involves a 

different regulatory paradigm for Auckland’s planning system. Sustainable housing 

at higher density is not achievable by an extension of the architectural and planning 

design principles that apply to suburban housing. Privacy is a socio-economic 

function of the vernacular; and sustainability - in all its dimensions - depends on 

continuity and integrity derived from the vernacular. I argue that density is an 

intricate technical and social mechanism, with boundaries that are defined by 

practical and cultural considerations. The forms of knowledge that underpin 

development of theory in planning for housing need to draw on the disciplines that 

intersect in the social and environmental processes of density change. Using such an 
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inter-disciplinary approach, the inherent contradictions of a transition to urban 

densities are, I suggest, capable of resolution. 

Future directions for research, legislation, regional planning strategies, and 

for the development of an effective critique for this type of housing are summarised, 

and questions that may influence the continuing discourse are outlined. 
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Chapter 1 

 

Critique and a methodology 

 
Introduction 

 

Housing in Auckland has developed through the twentieth century by 

following a single theme, with few and minor deviations. Auckland’s housing 

culture, while sharing general similarities with other New Zealand cities, also has 

particular characteristics of scale, density and diversity. Its northern coastal 

location provides a benign climate, a varied landscape, and accessibility for 

international trade communications.  

Continuing growth of population has led to the adoption of planning policies 

to manage Auckland’s sprawling morphology. 10 The initiatives taken by the 

Regional Council in the late 1990s have directed the city’s development towards a 

theoretically sustainable model based on higher density housing. These development 

conditions are framed by a maturing version of a neo-liberal legislative environment 

committed to a market economy and the decentralisation of government. 

I suggest that Auckland’s housing culture, after more than a decade of 

experience with new interventionist housing typologies, is at an intersection at 

which the nominated “medium” density typology can be assessed, and at which the 

typology itself can enter Auckland’s housing discourse. Higher density housing and 

continuing infrastructure investment to prepare the city for a compacted spatial 

                                            
10  In 2007 the Auckland Regional Growth Forum (ARGF) applied 2.5% for predictions of annual growth of 
population based on research (DTZ 2005; Grimes and Aitken, 2005); this is the lower quartile figure; growth of 
households is not represented but is expected to exceed 2.5%. Over ten years the ARC has used conservative 
estimates for growth prediction and has frequently found it necessary to revise future key dates, for instance the 
year by which the Region's population is expected to reach 2.0 million. In their 2007 Annual Report the ARGF 
revised this date from 2050 to 2041. In 2010 Statistics New Zealand revised the date again, to 2031. For comparison 
population growth predictions for Australian cities, in 2008, include Sydney (0.9%), and Melbourne, 1.15% (ARC, 
2008). 
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form have a constant and visible presence. The examples of Bath and Manchester 

have demonstrated that it is possible to build housing that endures, but that failure 

on a significant scale is also possible.   

In this chapter a critique is established by a survey of representative 

examples of the first generation of the new housing typology. Examples of 

developments at higher densities in Sydney are used to demonstrate the potential of 

urban housing, and a research methodology for this study is proposed. 

 

Critical objectivity and higher density housing 

 

The context is multi-dimensional, but can be summarised briefly. Strategies 

intended to deliver sustainable growth at higher densities are a challenge to low 

density traditions, affecting almost every aspect of the process of building and 

occupying new houses. Growth of the city’s population has brought a sharp focus to 

the imperatives of urban and environmental sustainability. After a century of 

growth the agencies of housing supply are pressed by problems of land availability, 

and continue to be confronted by difficulties of the building industry’s production 

capacity (Page, 2006b).  

Growth management is related to other regional strategies with immediate 

social ramifications: for instance, regional investment in more extensive networks of 

public transport in support of sustainable objectives, which correspond to 

transportation needs of higher density housing development. Infrastructure 

investment from the private sector has been slow to materialise, leaving the major 

initiatives to regional and state bodies (Laird, Newman, Bachels, and Kenworthy, 

2001; Hucker, 2005). 

Housing in the medium density range of 31 - 66 dwellings per hectare is 

advocated by a variety of agencies as the preferred route to sustainable future urban 
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growth. Grimes and Aitken (2005) estimate that approximately 50,000 units at 

densities higher than suburban averages have been built in the region in the last 

decade.  

Higher density housing, built at densities ranging from 25 dph to 140 dph 

(and thus outside the medium density parameters), now presents the housing 

market with a variety of prototypes. Predictably, in the context of an unfamiliar 

typology, the higher density sectors have been negatively affected by production and 

technical failures more than other sectors of housing production (Gibson, 2005). 

After fifteen years of building Auckland has a stock of ordinary housing in which a 

long list of problems are evident (Cumming, 2004). I suggest that problems extend 

from technological issues of construction systems and industry practices with ill-

informed resolution of micro-detail in design. They also include issues of social 

perceptions and practices of occupation.  

 

I argue that the problems are systemic, rather than occasional, in that they 

are structured into the processes of regulation, design, supply, and the housing 

market. A small number of poorly-designed schemes could be regarded as aberrant, 

but a detailed inspection of new developments in Auckland suggests that quality 

standards are inadequate on a large scale. While no single scheme illustrates all of 

these issues, design problems are displayed in various combinations by a high 

proportion of projects where densities exceed 50 dwellings per hectare, and in some 

cases, at lower densities.  

 

Social dimensions of housing supply 

 

At the broader level of the social economy, ownership has become a 

marginal or unaffordable option for many in the region as property price increases 

continue to exceed income growth (Murphy, 2003). Housing suppliers in Auckland 
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are unable to maintain previous traditions of affordability: as ratios of income to 

property prices have increased, ad hoc living arrangements and private sector 

rented property have eroded the habit of ownership.11  Declining ownership rates 

contrast with regional growth of population, which is approximately twice the 

national growth rate (Poot, 2005). Although the medium density housing typology is 

known to be more expensive to build (Grimes and Aitken, 2005), market demand 

continues to exceed supply, maintaining relatively high prices. 

Demographic changes in family structures and habits have led to shortages 

of smaller, lower-priced houses, alongside trends in some age groups to choose 

housing in the central city; these changes have created a new market for centrally 

located accommodation at higher densities. In this sector the delayed imposition of 

design constraints has encouraged the development of large blocks of apartments 

and some high density low-rise housing projects. Criticisms that note their lack of 

urban quality and their inadequate site planning are a frequent theme in general 

media (Walker, 2001; Hunt, 2003; Sutton, 2004). These are objective critiques that 

identify aesthetic and technical fault. 12 However, high-rise housing is not a focus of 

this thesis: it is acknowledged here as a contributing factor and a market response 

to demographic change. My footnote referring to this housing sector is intended to 

indicate some of the problems with design and construction in speculative housing 

generally, since similar faults occur in both medium and high density sectors. I 

argue that these faults have common origins in housing supply practices.  

 

                                            
11 Home ownership in New Zealand “peaked at 73.7% in 1986…. By 2006 this had fallen to 66.9%”.  The last figure is 
the upper bound; the lower bound is 63% (Morrison, 2007). A study in 2005 projected a decline in Auckland to 58.3% 
by 2016 (DTZ, 2005). Statistics for this decline are disputable due to accuracy of Census questions, increases in 
numbers of family trust ownerships, under-reporting, and other factors. The consensus between research reports 
suggests that rate of home ownership in New Zealand has fallen by 7%-11% in the two decades up to 2006, and that 
the local (Auckland) statistic is 4-5% lower than the New Zealand average (DTZ, 2005; Pawson and Le Heron, 2005). 
12 The “shoe-box” apartments in the Auckland CBD have become notorious in this category. Apartments of less than 
17m2 were permitted for several years before the Auckland City Council changed their regulations to require a 
minimum of 30m2 in 2005. A small number of apartments at 12m2 were permitted in Auckland’s CBD (Waghorn, 
2006). In most of these developments, density was determined by a form of FAR used with a maximum building 
height, but without restrictions on minimum unit sizes. Developers took advantage of light regulation to maximise 
unit numbers, increasing net residential densities to previously unheard-of figures. For comparison, the smallest 
unit size permitted in Hong Kong is 16.5m2; fewer than 6% of Hong Kong apartments are built at this size. 
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Origins of these problems include the reforms of legislation relating to the 

building industry in the 1990s which have contributed to a series of failures in 

house-building technology and which have damaged the reputation of the industry. 

A high proportion of new houses built between 1997 and 2005 are affected. Under a 

Labour-led coalition government, supervision of the housing industry was returned 

to the ministry in 2004. The principal regulating body, the Building Industry 

Authority (BIA), set up in the 1990s to satisfy ideological preferences for the 

minimisation of state control, has been dismantled to prevent exposure to further 

liability through litigation.  

The Labour coalition and its successor National Party government has 

moved to take a degree of responsibility for technical inadequacies (referred to as 

the “leaky buildings” problem) of the revised New Zealand Building Code 1991 

(NZBC) by the institution of the Weathertight Homes Resolution Service (WHRS). 

This body subsidises the processes of negotiation needed to resolve complex 

technically-oriented legal disputes caused by the combined errors of de-regulated 

legislation, industry practices, site supervision, and building design.13 

The first section of this Chapter outlines and summarises these and related 

design problems. A representative sample of 50 projects are included in Appendix A, 

referenced by number in the Schedule and by density. The notation is: exemplar 

number (1), density (25dph) referring to Beresford Street, Pukekohe (1-25). 

 

                                            
13 The role of the WHRS continues to evolve. As a mechanism, this service can be regarded as a neo-liberal device to 
demonstrate the theoretical limitations of State responsibility. In theory, the WHRS would allocate liability for 
losses incurred by house-holders who have innocently bought the products of a de-regulated industry: blame would 
be apportioned between builders, architects, suppliers and sub-contractors, and privatised certification consultants, 
(all, in theory, covered by indemnity insurance) along with Territorial Authorities (TA) which have approved 
developments. In practice, however, the liability falls back on the TAs when other parties opt to liquidate. 
Negotiations are conducted in private: settlement details are confidential, but a “rule of thumb” suggests that a 
maximum of 65% of total costs are recovered in most instances. Few participants have been satisfied with the 
system. The main councils in the Auckland Region are setting aside large sums to meet future claims under this 
process (various media reports between 2002-2008). 
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Density-related compromises in housing design.  

In the detail of site layout and building design, trade-offs materialise as 

typical housing design problems, and are simplified by dividing the issues into 

“strategic” and “detail” categories. Faults in planning and design in both categories 

are summarised in this Chapter by examples of typical developments illustrated in 

Figures 1 - 9. Seven schemes are presented to compare the principal variables of 

density and parking arrangements. The strategic planning problems of car parking, 

orientation for effective solar access, individuation of units, density, privacy and 

identity, security and legibility, are resolved by different methods that represent the 

standard design techniques in use. 

 

1. Low density exemplars. 

  

Figures 1 and 2:  

Lockington Avenue, Swanson (3-31) and Beresford Street, Pukekohe, (1-25).  

 

Beresford Street, Pukekohe, South Auckland was completed in 2008. Its 

density of 25 dph places it below the threshold of medium density but it is used here 

to illustrate the compromises that begin to occur towards the top of suburban 

density scales. It is compared with Lockington Avenue in West Auckland, completed 

in 2000, with a density at the low end of the medium density scale of 31 dph. At this 

density there are several layout options according to preferences for storage and 

access for vehicles. In these two layouts direct vehicular access to each unit is 

provided to all of the terraced house-types. These are semi-detached bungalows at 

Beresford Street and a mix of two-storied terraces and semi-detached bungalows at 

Lockington Avenue.  
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Fig. 1: Lockington Avenue, Swanson. 

 

The 53 unit Lockington Avenue layout is based on a street grid with narrow 

access-ways to discourage on-street parking, and with housing arranged in groups of 

8 units angled to define shared public spaces. Internal plans are conventional, with 

ground level access to adequately sized private external back gardens. Upper floor 

balconies on the private side of the terrace are protected by an extended roof and 

have enclosed balustrades for greater privacy and to provide an additional external 

space. 

Density is effectively reduced by the inclusion of 24 three bed-roomed 

bungalows on the boundary with an earlier low-density sub-division and also 

bordering the large public park and playground. The merits of the scheme include 

the park, the private gardens, the articulated and irregular building facades, and a 

varied street scene. Although the scheme is a “no-frills” development it achieves 

relatively high standards of privacy, access, and an un-crowded environment. 
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Fig. 2: Beresford Street, Pukekohe 

  

The Beresford Street layout of 100 units suggests that the developer’s 

interest in maximising density for commercial gain controlled the design process, 

resulting in a repetitious and diagrammatic site plan with none of the humanising 

qualities evident at Lockington Avenue.  

The Beresford Street layout is a literal interpretation of planning rules: for 

example, the north facing gardens are the statutory minimum 6.0m deep, with 

statutory 1.2m yards between and behind the unit blocks. The house type is 

externally oriented and planned to prioritise the car. Private external space is not 

enclosed with this type, but delineated by fencing; at a lower density the spaces 

between buildings and fences are useful for planting, and sheds and storage. At 

these dimensions they only provide access. Variations over 100 units include only a 

north-oriented and a south-oriented version of the same house type, offering either 
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an exposed north-oriented front garden, or an enclosed north-oriented back garden. 

These rules are functionally adequate at standard suburban densities, but at 25 

dph, or 50% higher than the densities anticipated, identity, privacy, and community 

space is not attainable with the house type used (see also Figure 8).  

The absence of strategies for sustainable design is measurable: its building 

footprint is 40% higher than other schemes at this density, and when added to the 

road and driveway surfaces the impermeable footprint is 48.5% of site area, 

approximately 45% higher than the average combined footprint of other projects at 

the low end of the density scale.  

 

2. Mid range density exemplars with integrated garaging: Figures 3 and 4  

Corbans Village, Henderson, (11-40) and Edgelea block, Harbour View, Te Atatu (8-

37). 

 

The maximum density at which the preferred integrated parking for all 

units can be retained in two storey terraced layouts is approximately 42 dph, and 

less on sloping or irregularly-shaped sites (for example, Colquhoun and Fauset, 

1991). The two exemplars illustrated in the mid-range of density are well organised 

variations of development at densities in this range, following the basic principles of 

two-storey spatial form, diverse house types, and unobtrusive parking. They are 

both examples of the shift in site planning techniques necessary for higher densities. 

For mid-range developments a number of projects in West Auckland 

encouraged by Waitakere City Council have experimented with the possibilities of 

courtyard and rear-access layouts, which increase the quality of private external 

spaces by enclosed courtyards. Rear-access site planning also reduces the 

cumulative effect of garage doors and pavement crossings on public street frontages, 

and thus achieves an objective of urban design in this housing typology. Two of the 

layouts to emerge from this experiment are shown in Figures 3 and 4:  
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Figure 3: Corbans Village, Henderson Figure 4: Edgelea, Te Atatu.

   

 

The overall densities are approximately 40 dph at the Corbans Village site 

and 37 dph at the Edgelea scheme. In both schemes house types and design styles 

are varied, perhaps to excess at Corbans Village, where six developers have 

differentiated their houses by architectural variations. The layout principles, 

however, are based on rear access lanes to private garages for a high proportion of 

both schemes.14 The flexible two-storey terraced house-type, with screened external 

spaces and conventional dual access / dual aspect plans suits either north or west 

orientation, as these projects demonstrate. 

Car parking at Corbans Village is contained in the garage courts where it is 

unobtrusive in the housing environment. Street frontages on the public side of the 

unit are largely free of garage doors, and are lined with walls and fences rather than 

garage forecourt parking spaces. The Edgelea layout is centered on a small 

                                            
14 New Urbanism planning theory was adopted for the whole Harbour View development. At the Edgelea 
development higher standards could have been achieved. Most of the houses forming the perimeter of the block have 
a front-access double garage but the block plan offers the possibility of side or rear access. Using a semi-detached 
house type, the paired double garage doors interrupt the continuity of the pavement with a 14.0m wide vehicular 
crossing for each pair of houses.  
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pedestrian “pocket” park.  This triangular space unifies the group in the manner of a 

traditional village green, but also forms an access for emergency vehicles to fronts of 

the over-looking terraced units. 

 

3. Higher density exemplars with remote parking: Figures 5 and 6:  

Soljak Place, Mount Albert (34-65) and 955 Mount Eden Road (36-68). 

 

           

Fig. 5: Soljak Place, Avondale            Fig. 6: 955 Mt Eden Road, Three  

        Kings  

 

Higher densities are possible if parking is separated (“remote”) from the 

unit of housing. The majority of projects that take advantage of proximity to 

commercial land developments use this option, in two- and three-storey variations, 

judging the value of higher density to out-weigh lower sales prices. In these schemes 

the departure from the spatial and social vernacular is complete. Privacy, identity 

and security are sacrificed; the liveability of housing in the tradition of Auckland’s 

vernacular is denied by both density and layout. Auckland now has many thousands 

of housing units conforming to this basic model, including the two examples 

illustrated.   
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These projects repeat a single basic house type in two variations and are 

notable for their complete absence of spatial irregularity or architectural diversity: 

landscaping is incidental and insignificant and parking and roadways dominate all 

aspects of the environment produced. At Soljak Place, all units have an adjacent 

open-sided car-port separated from the corresponding unit of housing by a public 

footpath. Although indicated by a light line on the plans, these car-ports crowd the 

space of the roadway and visually confuse the form of the terraces by angular roof 

planes and crudely detailed supporting structures.  

Both of these projects use a single aspect ground floor plan for the majority 

of units to overcome excessive exposure of ground floor living spaces due to 

footpaths, proximity of neighbours, and the dominant arrangement of parking. 

Kitchens on the access side of the house are windowless. Ground floor cross-

ventilation is possible only with the opening of the front door, which also provides 

entry to the unit through the kitchen. Neither project provides public space for 

communal activities in the layout. 

 

Detail in planning for housing 

 

Misjudgements of detail in site planning and architectural design have 

contributed many unsatisfactory housing developments (for example, Gibson, 2001; 

Hunt, 2003). There are insoluble issues of proximity due to over-development, 

principally related to over-looking due to the absence of site planning guidelines. 

Internal bedrooms and kitchens are common, as are bedrooms in one title 

underneath living rooms in another title with timber floors between; in three storey 

townhouses with upper level living spaces, ground floor bedrooms are accessed 

through garages; internal access from garages to hallways and kitchens or living 

spaces are provided by sliding doors (which cannot be made airtight); ground floor 

toilets may be accessed direct from kitchens; rotary washing lines overhang public 
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footpaths, and in at least one project, the adjoining roadway. There are parking 

spaces in one title adjoining bedroom and living room windows in another, separated 

horizontally by a 500mm concrete footpath.  

Repeated faults in site layouts are identified, relating to functional 

distribution in external spaces, and the sense of crowding that results from over-

dense site planning. In most instances a small reduction of unit numbers or the use 

of a second unit type would remove the problem. The seventh scheme, a 29 unit 

development at Sheehan Street (41-72; Fig. 7), is an example: six units (numbered 

on the plan 19 to 22, and 25 and 26) meet at the apex of the site plan, negatively 

affecting day-lighting angles, access, and severely compromising privacy between 

units at upper floor levels.  

 

 

Fig. 7: Sheehan Street, Ponsonby, Auckland. 

 

This development illustrates the regularly inexperienced selection of house 

types and parking strategies.  The majority of houses face south, a common but 

inexcusable error on sites with a long east-west axis, and one that results in sub-

optimal solar orientation, and thus, south-facing living spaces and warm garages. 
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Planning for vehicles is constantly problematic: inadequate turning and 

parking spaces, and car-dominated common spaces in which concrete or tarmac are 

the only surface material between facing frontages, are compounded by the impact 

of large four-wheel drive vehicles, trade vans and people-movers which all 

contribute to hostile, utilitarian environments. In most projects at the higher end of 

the density scale the management of service access and refuse collection is a 

recurring issue, particularly in gated layouts and developments built without truck 

access. This becomes an intolerable problem for the whole community in the days 

before the biannual inorganic collection. Figures 8 and 9 illustrate typical examples 

of these finer grained design issues.  

 

Fig. 8: Beresford Street (1-25): Ground floor plan, showing orientation 

North facing garages at Beresford Street (1-25) out-number the units in 

which the majority of floor-space is oriented for solar access (Fig. 8)15, while 

preparations for an inorganic refuse collection illustrated in Figure 9 at Oates Road, 

                                            
15 Figure 8 shows the north point on the developer’s drawing. I have included Beresford Street to demonstrate the 
way in which a low density project can achieve none of its theoretical potential despite the greater opportunity for 
high standards of design and fewer compromises at lower points on the density scale. 
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Glen Eden suggest hazardous conditions for safety and hygiene for both the 

residents and the public. 

 

 

Fig. 9 Oates Road, Glen Eden (25-51): an inorganic refuse collection.  

 

Housing habits and medium density.  

 

These seven projects describe general standards of design at different levels 

of development intensity that have emerged from the new housing genre. In many 

instances the problems summarised relate to technical or strategic design options.  

However, I argue that the more significant dimension of the critique is an 

absence of concepts of housing function in relation to habits in the existing housing 

culture. Social habits inherited from earlier generations and transmitted through a 

vernacular constitute the housing culture, but are unacknowledged in a process of 

supply that is defined by commercial advantage.  

In this process, a regulatory system that sets technical standards but leaves 

social criteria to determination by the market is a rational arrangement in 

accordance with prevailing political ideology. The Beresford Street scheme 
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illustrates this point particularly clearly: buildings and spaces are undifferentiated, 

the layout concept is mechanical, and the possibilities of housing design are left 

unexplored, but all the standards required by regulation are met. 

In these circumstances the regulatory system bears responsibility for such 

outcomes. I have suggested in the Introduction that the standards of housing 

development in Auckland are not comparable to average standards achieved in 

Australian and British cities. Notions of sustainability are limited to building 

performance as a matter of technical concern. Where judgements are made the 

private commercial interests of the industry are prioritised over those of occupiers 

and the community in both the technical and the social dimensions.16  

 

Three of Auckland’s recent developments stand outside this general 

criticism. The two initial stages of Beaumont Quarter in Victoria Park (40-69) with a 

development density of 68 dph has been recognised for the high standard of urban 

design (NZIA, 2001, 2010); the Earth Song Eco-housing project in Ranui (4-33) - 

without proposing an urban environment - sets exceptional standards at a medium-

equivalent density, and the 219 unit Talbot Park redevelopment project in Tamaki 

by the HNZC is regarded as a successful mixed scheme in the professional critique 

(Ellery, 2007). But all of these examples are separated from the ordinary mass by 

their methods of supply and tenure: Beaumont Quarter is marketed with a 65 year 

leasehold, Earth Song is a housing co-operative, and Talbot Park is state-sponsored. 

While these projects contribute to the body of new work in the typology they are not 

“ordinary” in a conventional sense.  

The projects illustrated in Appendix A and discussed above in Figures 1 to 9 

are an accurate representation of standards, densities, and layouts of housing 

developments encouraged by the city’s intensification policies. The potential of 

                                            
16 This criticism is evidenced by the costs of technical failures - much of it in medium density housing sector in 
Auckland - falling on house-holders, rather than builders or developers, who have been able to protect themselves 
with shell companies, liquidations, and the mechanisms of a liberalised market economy. 
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medium density housing is thus, I argue, an untested hypothesis in the present 

mass of development.  

Two examples in Sydney demonstrate the possibilities of the typology as a 

sustainable housing form: the 38 houses and apartments at Ewenton Street, 

Balmain, 1990, (Figure 10) and the Northview development of 35 terraced units at 

Fontenoy Road, Macquarie Park, 1985 (Figure 11).17 The density at Ewenton Street 

is 66 dph; Northview has a density of 39 dwellings per hectare.  

 

    

 

Fig. 10: Ewenton Street, Balmain         Fig. 11: Fontenoy Road (Northview) 

Private vehicles at Ewenton Street are contained in a single level garage on 

the south-east site boundary, and residents walk up to 80 metres to their house 

entry.18 Casual and service parking at Ewenton Street is limited to roadside 

                                            
17 Ewenton Street was designed by Philip Cox Richardson Taylor and Partners. Northview was designed by Lend 
Lease Homes. 
18 In practice, many of the garages are not used for car storage, but for boats, bikes, hobbies and spare furniture. 
Sydney has a good public transport network with bus services to the site boundary and two harbour ferry terminals 
400m and 600m from the site.  
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availability. House types include two- and three-bedroomed terraced houses, and 

flats accessed by external stairs in a block above the garage; all units are dual 

access, dual aspect plan types and have small walled patios or upper level terraces.  

The Northview layout and house-types provide all units with ground level 

private external spaces on both sides of the plan, which can be adapted for principal 

access from either side. Some overlooking occurs from public access-ways and is 

contained as far as practicable by fencing screens and external brick partitions. Site 

planning maintains solar orientation for all main living spaces. Approximately two-

thirds of the dwellings have integrated one-car garages, the remainder sharing 

parking structures which “add further variety to the building form as well as 

accommodating the site topography”. The scheme is summarised as a “fairly 

conventional townhouse development [and] a good economical design response to a 

difficult site” (Judd, 1993, p. 42).  

At these densities in two and three-storey mixed schemes, experience in 

layout design has shown that cars cannot be accessed directly from all units without 

reducing the quality of external space. Private and non-private external spaces are 

clearly explained to residents and visitors, and are reinforced in the detail of walls, 

fencing, planting and doorways. Both schemes are designed house by house: the 

repetitive use of one or two plan variations is not apparent because of the varied 

positioning of doors, windows, dormers, chimneys, and garden enclosures of walls, 

fences and planting. The effects of density are acknowledged and accepted in the 

design of external common spaces, and in the parking solutions.  

Terraced house types are the staple generic option for medium density and 

urban housing layouts, but in these developments units are individually modified as 

site conditions demand: residents are able to choose, explain and defend preferences, 

and criticise or approve the small variations. At Ewenton Street houses are planned 

in groups with semi-private communally owned internal courtyards. The house type 

generates variations by the mix of orientation, boundary conditions, and 
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organisation of corner plan-types, where, in some circumstances, preferred dual 

aspect or dual access conditions are compromised, and in some instances sacrificed. 

Perceptions that compromises in these areas diminish the quality of the whole 

development, however, are traded against other advantages.  

 

These developments also illustrate many of the possibilities for an urban 

form of housing. Concepts of urbanism are a “condition of the built environment that 

describes human efforts to live in a collective and co-operative society” (Bohigas, 

1999, p.19). Both projects are imbued with urban qualities of human scale, spatial 

interest, community, and a safe, integrated environment; the idea of “home” is 

expressed in a domestic architectural language. They are characterised by an 

intensity of form which relates to density and architectural mass, and an implicit 

social presence, which references the co-operative organism of community.19 Site 

planning is distinguished by the ordinary experience of a perception of both “part” 

and “whole”; the units of housing are individually expressed (at some, possibly small 

levels of detail, but more definitively by the articulation of the major elements - 

walls, roof-lines, and principal features) and the assembly of the parts also forms a 

legible, coherent, and composed whole as an element of the neighbourhood. Privacy 

and identity are protected, but in the group, the collective entity is perceived as a 

single act of building, and thus represents a coherent social event.  

The compromises are clear and self-evident, and are functionally related to 

density in each scheme. Privacy and security are prioritized, and individuality is 

retained at a sufficient level for visitors to navigate the public spaces without 

difficulty. But the achievements in both projects are most apparent in the balance of 

meanings given by the expressions of completeness of the whole. This derives from 

the spatial form and the separate identity of the individual part.  

                                            
19 Hucker’s Essay on The Role of the State for the Royal Commission on Social Policy refers to Reinhold Neibuhr’s 
(1944) distinction of the “artefact” and “organism” of communities that identifies the component parts of structure 
and tissue in urban societies (Hucker 1988). 
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Three quantitative aspects of the Sydney examples affirm the potential of 

the typology. Firstly, they show that housing at densities much higher than those in 

suburban layouts is capable of preserving standards of identity and privacy inherent 

in a housing culture. Density at Fontenoy Road is three times the average density of 

Auckland’s suburbs, and at Balmain is about five times higher. These densities are 

thus spatially possible without introducing compromises that are irreconcilable with 

the housing culture.  

Secondly, in both examples, the density of older neighbouring development 

has been approximately doubled without suffering apparent social or market stigma. 

This suggests that the existing culture is not unchangeable, but can adapt to higher 

density, and achieve social and economic sustainability if other aspects of social 

habit are respected. 20 Thirdly, both schemes have met the expectations of their 

owners without apparent need of major repair or alteration in 20 and 25 years of 

occupation.  Together, they also illustrate a housing process that replaces the 

fragmented environment of lower density suburban development produced in a 

sequence of small-scale building operations with an urban form of housing that has 

coherent social, as well as commercial merit.  

The two exemplars in Sydney indicate the potential of the medium density 

typology to produce socially and economically durable solutions. It is also clear that 

concepts and issues of density stand at the centre of an analysis of this “ordinary” 

housing typology. What methodologies are relevant to a study of this question? 

 

 

                                            
20 Typical blocks adjacent to Ewenton Street in which all of the original sections’ rear gardens have been infilled 
with additional houses yielded densities of 33-35 net dph., in measurements carried out for this analysis; a similar 
exercise on blocks neighbouring Fontenoy Road produced an average density of 13-14 dph. 
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Methodologies and research strategies 

 

The research question proposes an enquiry into “ordinary” housing to define a 

twenty-first century typology in which the imperatives of sustainability are 

assumed.  

Qualitative and quantitative methodologies have been combined to study this 

question. A qualitative assessment of housing design is implicit in the question: to 

“meet the needs of ordinary householders” the question’s objectives signal an 

intention towards a wider interpretation of what “housing” means, while the notion 

of ordinary implies a concern with the everyday experiences of people and 

communities. This suggests that it is relevant to research “the contexts in which 

meaning and behaviour occur” (Perkins, 1989, p.74). These everyday contexts are 

supplied by a database of representative housing developments included in 

Appendix A.  

 

Methodologies developed in Britain and Australia (Judd, 1993; DETR, 1998) 

and in New Zealand (HNZC, 2001; Turner et al, 2004), have established research 

approaches to the analysis of higher density housing that provide paradigms for 

empirical statistical comparisons. For these purposes quantitative data obtained 

from surveys and council records is used to describe physical and spatial attributes 

of qualifying projects.Those selected for this study and included in Appendix A have 

been drawn from a larger initial sample of over 100 developments.  

Selection is based on preliminary quantitative data of project size, density, 

footprint and parking ratio, to establish a basic standard of comparability. Flat sites 

are preferred to remove potential distortions that can occur with slopes. Other 

variables, such as location, are omitted from the initial selection criteria since they 

affect social and economic performance rather than physical characteristics. 
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Parameters for selection are similar to those used previously in progress reviews 

carried out by City and Regional Councils (for instance, see ARC, 2001, North Shore 

City Council, 2001). In selecting suitable projects by size, for instance, I have 

applied a lower threshold of 20 units: in smaller developments high and low quality 

standards can often be explained as a function of the scale of development, 

particularly in relation to amenity provision.  

Basic survey data are summarised in Appendix A, with site and layout 

details, and a schedule of quantified primary data for 3,002 units and 50 projects in 

the medium density housing genre completed in Auckland between 1995 and 2008. 

The sample represents approximately 10% of the total of housing units in the 

typology supplied by all providers during the period.21 The schedule of projects 

summarises quantitative material and is consistent with the survey-based 

techniques used for evaluations of housing quality in other housing analyses (for 

instance, Colqhoun and Fauset, 1991; Levitt, 2010; Commission for Architecture and 

the Built Environment (CABE), 2003). Criteria for selection are thus, initially, the 

statistics of the examples. These empirical data are supported by site visits 

conducted as far as possible in variations of weather and weekday-weekend 

conditions, to assess social characteristics, servicing arrangements, and the 

efficiency of the planned design in use. Assessments of quality are informed by 

knowledge of comparable schemes and awareness of alternative solutions to design 

issues encountered. This part of the research process is considered an essential 

activity to contextualise the “everyday” experience of occupation. 

They are also shaped by the act of observing. An element of unscripted 

participation occurs in the majority of unannounced visits to occupied developments 

which frequently yield rich materials for later reflections on all aspects of the 

scheme; without attaching formal significance, these experiences provide identity, as 

                                            
21 The ARC estimate in 2008 is that approximately 38,000 “medium density” units have been built since 1995, of 
which about 30,000 have been units in projects of 20 or more (Waghorn, 2008, pers.com.).  
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well as colour and texture to housing research. To make such experiences relevant 

to the process, data gathering for a quantitative statistical profile and the 

development of a qualitative analysis of the scheme have been approached as 

concurrent activities. The activity of site visits in varying conditions moderates 

interpretations and is recalled from notes and photographs immediately after the 

inspection. Extending from this activity, a contested dialogue that continues in 

formal and informal settings makes an important contribution to both the discourse 

and the research process. 

 

Notions of a vernacular or a housing culture invite an enquiry that seeks a 

depth of knowledge greater than that usually gained by an objective empirically-

evidenced analysis of the subject. The authority of research eventually depends on 

how we conceptualise knowledge, which, in housing studies crosses numerous 

disciplinary boundaries. My qualified reference to a housing vernacular in Auckland 

thus suggests that research methodologies other than the empirically-based 

methodologies - those conventionally associated with housing studies in architecture 

and planning - have potential for an exploration that proposes a discourse over a 

broader platform of understanding. 

In addition the contingent nature of research (particularly where disciplinary 

boundaries are to be intersected) has a bearing on the process, and on the outcome. 

Thus, as Vallance (2007) suggests, a research process that acknowledges the 

influence of “critical dimensions” of the discourse is validated by use of texts 

interpreted through debate, and is further modified by cultural and social 

observation (Vallance, 2007, p.35). Subsequent stages of the process of site 

investigation, during which decisive reflections are recorded and the scheme’s 

quality is assessed, engage the constitutive function of a broader discourse. 

According to Fairclough (1995), discourses are “… ways of representing the world - 

the processes, relations and structures of the material world …”, but have the 
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further purpose of representing “…possible worlds, which are different from the 

actual world, and are tied into projects which change the world in particular 

directions” (Fairclough, 2003, p.31). He argues that the critical discourse modifies 

understandings of the material and social environment through a system of rules 

which govern constructed meanings. The collective meanings gathered and 

assembled in discourse - the conclusive weight of argument in the process of 

dialogue - legitimise some forms of knowledge and discriminate against others 

(Fairclough, 2003). Further reflection, and further discussions, are substantive to 

the initial conclusions, but may also extend understandings as they are developed 

and refined.  

Such a discourse is able as a normal practice to connect large issues of 

principle to small detail. As an example, the collective meaning of “back garden” 

examined in the process of site analysis and critical discourse predictably reveals 

increasingly severe functional limitations as plot sizes decrease. Among other 

routine domestic activities, these smaller gardens affect the practicality of out-door 

clothes drying. However, through further dialogue, orientation becomes a prominent 

issue: a north-south orientation with living rooms on the north side (to satisfy 

standard regulations) is not able to provide a useful “back garden” in the vernacular 

form, but an east-west orientation can do so, with living rooms on either side of the 

unit. The macro-issues, of street layout and site access can thus be influenced by the 

detail of, in this instance, the habits of the observed social group, effectively 

understood through dialogue; and prioritising the elements of the discourse becomes 

a collective decision.  

 

For the research process in this study the preliminary analysis that emerges 

from the combined survey-discursive investigation in Appendix A has been revisited 

through a review of literature, firstly in the housing design field, and then in 

architectural and social history. This element of the methodology is designed to 
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fortify the process and contextualize the research question by re-establishing 

connections with theory developed in housing studies, and it opens the way to 

adjacent discourses.  

 

Acquiring knowledge by research 

 

In his work setting out a post-critical philosophy, Polanyi (1958, 1966b, 1970) 

argues that two different forms of knowledge are combined in our ways of knowing. 

Polanyi notes that the “unprecedented critical lucidity” of modern man has 

encouraged a discourse in which objectivity is prioritised, but argues that knowing is 

not based on objective knowledge (Polanyi, 1958). “Tacit” knowing deals with our 

understandings of the world, which are things we know but which cannot be easily 

formalised; it is a form of knowledge that draws on experience and belief. Thus, 

meaning in knowledge stored depends on that which is not articulated but which is 

an accepted understanding.  

“Explicit” knowing is empirically-based and drawn from theoretical 

constructs that develop through experiment. Processes of discovery through 

research engaging an enquiry with empirical processes are tied to tacit knowledge 

by the origin of the question: what is already known, and the accepted meaning of 

this or that piece of knowledge in the context of discourse. In Polanyi’s theory, both 

tacit and explicit forms of knowledge draw on Gestalt psychology to gain a concept of 

holistic principles, and both function at several levels in a hierarchy according to 

complexity of context. Polanyi argues that non-empirically derived forms of 

knowledge are significant, and in most examples of human activity are the superior 

form of knowledge. He demonstrates that tacit forms of knowledge have greater 

significance in the process of enquiry, concluding that: 
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“tacit thought (is) an indispensable element of all knowing and (is) the 

ultimate mental power by which all explicit knowledge is endowed with 

meaning” (Polanyi, 1966b, p.60).  

 

By prioritising forms of knowledge in this way Polanyi elevates the heuristic 

component of thinking over types of knowledge obtained through theoretical process. 

Critically, for the argument in this thesis, Polanyi recognises the importance of 

acquired practice, or tradition, which he refers to as “indwelling” and which he 

identifies as the conduit through which tacit forms of knowledge pass from one 

generation to another. Here, I argue that these forms of knowledge are expressed in 

various ways in a housing vernacular; and note that traditional knowledge is 

suppressed in discourses of the modern movement.  

Polanyi’s work is acknowledged by methodologists writing in the field of 

environmental design as an effective theoretical approach to design research (Abel, 

1997; Lawson, 1998). In adapting Polanyi’s theory of knowledge in this thesis I am 

suggesting that an exploration of tacit knowledge offers an understanding of a 

housing culture that relates to the vernacular and, further, the possibility of a 

reading of spatial forms that illuminates social meaning. The initial physical survey 

is thus given extended validity, by critical dialogue in which literature is a source of 

further knowledge.  

Judgements (including aesthetic evaluations) also form part of the dialogic 

process, which, as Polanyi anticipates imports a personal element to the debate. For 

Polanyi, neutrality is, in any event, an unreliable concept in research, even where 

hard scientific truths are unlikely to be found, as is the case in social aspects of 

housing research. 

Interpreting data; approaching new knowledge 
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The survey data (Appendix A) is proposed as the material for a thesis 

structure based on, and related to exemplar studies. Researchers in housing design 

commonly use a case-study based methodology in a process that seeks new 

knowledge from analysis of precedent (see, for instance Levitt, 2010). Polanyi’s 

theory of knowledge is developed in the physical sciences typically by experiment 

extended from an established knowledge base towards a new understanding. 

Housing research frequently adopts a similar model that uses case studies 

paradigmatically, usually organised in a progressive and linear methodology that 

follows the traditional research process in science.  

Polanyi’s divisions of tacit and explicit knowledge, however, are co-operative, 

and in complex processes such as design, he argues, the transference and validation 

of new knowledge is achieved largely by tacit means. The contribution of tacit 

knowledge is the superior force in the development of new understandings. In this 

view the design process is ambiguous in the sense that what is known is 

continuously reinterpreted in the mind of the designer in an heuristic response to 

ideas introduced.  

Kuhn (1977) distinguishes the separate roles of exemplars, analogies, case 

studies and models in his study of research theory, defining exemplars as “concrete 

problem solutions accepted by the group as paradigmatic” (Kuhn, 1977, p.306). In 

this thesis I have used references to exemplars rather than case studies for 

illustration of the primary characteristics of medium density housing. Where case 

studies are static descriptions - in which key details are likely to be lost in the mass 

of other features - exemplars drawn from a general and representative survey have 

the capacity to explain innovation and identify strengths and weaknesses of 

individual schemes and parts of schemes.  

 

My research approach in this study has thus followed Polanyi’s rule that “it is 

impossible to represent the organising principles of a higher level by the laws 
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governing its isolated particulars” (Polanyi 1966b, p.36). The study of housing 

design, I argue, is effective where it is based on methodologies that consider the 

physical and social entity as a whole - those that can address social interpretations 

of its component parts (identity, for instance, and privacy) as integral elements of 

the composition. The concept of “tacit” knowledge is central in this argument. 

Treating Polanyi’s “isolated particulars” as the product of a case studies-based 

methodology, I argue that dynamic exemplars appropriately used to demonstrate a 

particular issue are superior to other forms of relational paradigms.  

 

In addition, a conventional research methodology is used to build a relevant 

profile of the social culture of housing in Auckland. This consists of a review of 

primary and secondary historical sources relating to Auckland’s development from 

its settlement in 1839 through stages of growth to the present-day, supported by 

statistics drawn from Official Year Books from 1880 to the 2006 census.  

Contributing theory in selected literature from architecture, planning, 

economics, sociology and urban studies has also supplied material to support 

observations and arguments put forward. These sources are referenced in the text. 

The significance of discourse, however, with its representation of tacit knowledge, 

much of it gained by observation, is weighed against the formalised wisdoms of 

standard reference materials. In this evaluative process the local realities of 

Auckland are acknowledged, the values of the vernacular are registered, and the 

qualitative/quantitative concurrent methodology is developed from the combined 

sources of empirical data, social observation, and housing literature. 
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Advocating medium density housing  

 

My argument concerns the mass of ordinary housing required as the city 

continues to grow. Low density suburban housing will continue to provide a 

proportion of the total housing stock, and special category housing will be supplied 

for the dependent elderly, the large student population, and some low-income social 

groups. However, architects, planners and developers working in the ordinary 

housing sector need to identify new models and a form of spatial distribution that 

relates to the social history in the city, and a model that meets the objectives and 

the criteria of sustainable urban development. 

 

Questions of policy in relation to increased densities and sustainability will 

be addressed later in this study. At this point, social and economic functions of the 

housing culture reconstituted at higher densities will, I argue, be subjected to 

significant change in the context of a growth model that pursues the conventional 

principles of sustainability. Customary practices will be affected: replicating 

inherited habits of ownership, for instance, and assumptions of rights to stylistic 

diversity may not be achievable. Assumptions of capital appreciation in property 

value, and the role of property in household asset accumulation may also be 

challenged. Construction systems, materials, and site procedures will change. 

Housing industry traditions of small building companies will be replaced by large-

scale contracting which will be financed by offshore banks and investors (Grimes 

and Aitken, 2005).  

At present, medium density housing - the principal option for increasing 

densities - is considered by a wide sector of the potential market to be a secondary 

housing choice (Randolph, 2005; Mead and McGregor, 2004), rather than an equal 

one. For changes in the housing culture to be accepted in the ordinary life of the city 
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- to be socialised in the economic environment - forms of higher density housing 

need to become an equal choice amongst other options.  

Medium density housing in Auckland has been advocated in policies, but, I 

suggest, without depth of knowledge in housing theory, or housing practice, or 

informed guidance in regulation. I suggest that an understanding of housing 

traditions and cultural habits are a critical part of planning and design in the 

process of developing new housing forms, and that a respect for the social 

vernacular is necessary in the evolution of sustainable housing (Oliver, 2003). 22  

Exemplars elsewhere, such as the two Sydney developments, have gone unnoticed 

by the housing industry and its developers, planners, architects, builders, and real 

estate agents. Auckland’s community is unable to relate positively to, or form 

judgements about the new typology, partly, I argue, because knowledge of the 

standards achievable is slight.  

In this argument I propose that the study of customs inscribed in the existing 

vernacular is a source of knowledge needed to develop sustainable housing at higher 

densities. For Mumford (1961), Rapoport (1977), and Habraken (1983) the social 

functions of housing are paramount in planning: social habits are identifiable, and 

changes, particularly to residential densities, can be socially integrated with 

existing patterns. Identified in this way, housing cultures are also enriched by 

diversity, a proposition that aligns the housing culture with advocacy for the 

influences of social, ethnic and economic diversity (Sandercock, 2005; Jacobs, 1996): 

diversity in the community assists the process of vernacular change and I argue that 

a sustainable form of urban housing is generated by it. 

  

                                            
22 As is suggested in the literature of social anthropology, established communities consider that their housing 
cultures are “sustainable”; they do not usually welcome suggestions to the contrary, and in fact, quite reasonably 
reject them (Oliver, 2003). 
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Chapter 2 

Planning and housing 

 

“House and home stand at the centre of people’s lives, giving them a shelter for sleep 
and half their waking activities, shielding them from the world yet admitting it in a 
controlled and selective fashion, and providing storage and a showcase for most of 

their possessions. … 
 

[The house] confers a bundle of rights and duties which may be distributed in 
various ways among various people - the occupier, the owner, tenants and sub-
tenants, and the authorities responsible for taxation, town planning and public 

health. 
 

There is a right to occupy the house; rights to sell, let and sub-let it; rights to control 
the use which others make of it; rights to extend, demolish, re-build and redecorate it; 

rights to benefit from tax concessions and subsidies; the right to hold an asset that 
generally retains its real value despite inflation; and the right to bequeath that asset 

to one’s heirs. … 
 

Houses, moreover, are fixed in one place. With the house come the neighbours, the 
reputation of the neighbourhood, the jobs, schools, doctors, and shops and other 

opportunities within reach of that point on the map.” 
 

David Donnison and Clare Ungerson,  Housing Policy, 1982, pp. 11-12. 

 

Introduction 

 

The previous chapter has set out the themes and intentions of this thesis, 

identifying sustainability as a universal objective for environmental planning, and 

as a specific objective for Auckland in the processes of planning for growth: a future 

“sustainable urban form” is the core proposition of all strategic policy in the region. 

Medium density housing is promoted through these policies as the means by which 

sustainability can be achieved. Parallel objectives of sustainability such as 

reductions in levels of atmospheric pollution, and a reduced urban ecological 

footprint are dependent on the development of an intensified city form. A housing 

typology that provides higher densities is necessary for this to be achieved.  The 
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mechanisms for regulating the process of intensification in New Zealand are the 

Resource Management Act of 1991 (RMA) at regional government level, and the 

Local Government Act of 2002 at the city level. Regional plans are the responsibility 

of the ARC, guiding the long term strategies and subject to the Environment Court 

for rulings, while the City Councils initiate District plans and control expenditure.  

An early definition for each of these three elements is proposed in this 

chapter: a definition of sustainability as it applies to housing in the urban 

environment, medium density housing as a typology, and the RMA as the planning 

system within which the majority of Auckland’s housing is to be developed.  

Sustainability is considered as a concept in the contemporary 

environmental discourse, and then defined in its role as the philosophical root of the 

planning system. Donnison and Ungerson’s summary of the meanings attached to 

the notion of “house” provides the context for an analysis of current interpretations 

of social sustainability, considered in the literature of sustainability to be the least 

well defined element of the concept (Bramley and Power 2006). 

Characteristics of medium density housing as a type of urban housing are 

outlined, to distinguish the typology from its suburban counterpart. The typology 

introduces a more delicately balanced judgement of needs, wants, and possibilities 

than other housing forms (Colquhon and Fauset, 1991): the outline initiates 

discussion of the problem of functional compromise in relation to vernacular 

priorities. The RMA is then summarised in its context of political and economic 

ideology. Relationships between the objectives, the means, and the mechanism are 

explored in the chapter’s conclusions. 
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Sustainability: origins of a theory 

 

Concepts of sustainability emerged from the World Commission on 

Environment and Development (WCED) Brundtland Report in 1987 as a holistic 

approach to the development of a durable relationship between human habitats and 

their environments. At the outset the Commission’s terms of reference were to:  

 

“… help define shared perceptions of long-term environmental issues and 

appropriate efforts needed to deal successfully with the problems of 

protecting and enhancing the environment, a long-term agenda for action 

during the coming decades, and aspirational goals of the world community.” 

(WCED, 1987, p. ix).    

 

The Report emphasised the long term function of its commission, 

identifying the responsibilities of present generations to those in the future: 

development of the environment should “meet the needs of present generations 

without compromising the ability of future generations to meet their own needs” 

(WCED, 1987, p.26). Concepts of sustainability were based initially on sub-divisions 

of its component parts into its social, economic and environmental dimensions; a 

fourth element has since been added, to recognize cultural sustainability as a 

component with equal significance. 

Broadly similar ideas seeking to develop an all-embracing concept of the 

relationship between human life and the natural universe had been evident in the 

environmental discourse in the two decades preceding the Brundtland Report. An 

earlier attempt, describing the policy objectives of “sustainable management” that 

were proposed by the World Conservation Strategy in 1980 had been adopted in the 

1984 election manifesto of the new Labour Government in New Zealand (Gleeson, 

1994). As a guiding theory for ecologically-sensitive development of the built 

environment, the global endorsement of sustainability can be regarded as a 
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vindication of the decades of protest from a long list of critics of environmental 

policy, including Mumford, Carson, Packhard, Jacobs, and many others. Protests 

had advanced from “alternative” fringe interference to mainstream political 

representation (for instance, in the German parliament) and with growing authority 

as a voice in national consumer affairs (for instance, Nader, in the United States). 

Wide-spread adoption of the principles of sustainability during the 1990s 

into environmental and industrial legislation broadly satisfied the reformist 

ambitions of these influential North America and European-based activists. 

International conferences in Rio de Janeiro (1992), Kyoto (1997), specialised 

inquiries such as the regular meetings of the UN Convention on Bio-Diversity based 

in Montreal, and major government-initiated studies such as the Stern Report, 

2006, have gained traction for the principles of sustainability, and have advanced 

knowledge and reinforced commitments to address the related global environmental 

problems of climate change. 

 

The arrival of sustainability in the environmental discourse has also 

strengthened the case for further study of many themes revealed in earlier 

anthropological investigations of traditional human settlement patterns and 

vernacular architecture.  Drawing on the literature of environmental criticism from 

1950-1980, and recognising the developing critiques of twentieth century housing 

architecture, it can be suggested that the time for a coherent philosophy engaging 

the concepts of sustainability had arrived earlier than the Brundtland Report. 

Discourses of the modern movement had been introduced to notions of energy-

efficient, climate responsive, low-waste buildings found in indigenous architecture 

by Rapoport, van Eyck, Alexander, and Rudofsky, whose studies in the 1960s 

provided the basis for subsequent critiques of much contemporary building, 

acknowledged by van der Ryn and Calthorpe:  
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“What we term “sustainability” was a reality inherent in many pre-industrial 

cultures. It was built into their beliefs, their practices, and the design of their 

environment “ (van der Ryn and Calthorpe, 1986, p.174). 

 

These studies bridged aesthetic, social and technical issues to become a 

theoretical framework for measuring building performance. Without using the word 

“sustainable” they touched on its core principles in their references to durability and 

their focus on traditional methods of maintaining a balance between man-made 

environments and the natural world. Among these balanced relationships, 

managing and minimising waste, and culturally and ecologically defined approaches 

to resource depletion are typical areas of common ground with contemporary notions 

of sustainability.  

Initially sustainability attracted interpretations relating to the effects of 

human activities in the physical environment. An early definition proposed that 

sustainability is: 

 

“… the ability of a natural, human or mixed system to withstand or adapt to, 

over an indefinite time scale, endogenous and exogenous change indefinitely” 

(Dovers and Handmer, 1992, p.275).  

 

Like other definitions, Dovers and Handmer located its purpose in a bio-

technical arena, rather than one that addresses social and economic issues on equal 

terms with issues of environmental technology. In British literature, Goodchild 

(1994) suggests that interpretative ambiguity can be reduced by an either/or 

definition - that either the objective of sustainability is a durable habitable 

environment with wide implications for social and economic legislation, or it is a low 
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energy, impact-minimising approach framed in a series of mandatory technical 

regulations (Goodchild, 1994).23  

If accepted, Goodchild’s latter, and preferred approach would risk excluding 

some of the over-arching social principles of sustainability in the original approach 

of the WCED, and the subsequent Agenda 21 agreement in 1992. As Cuthbert 

(2006) observes, the “social” element of sustainability relates partly to customary 

knowledge, which has greater weight in disputed social and cultural areas, but 

because these both depend on deontic rather than empirical argument, there has 

been a tendency to relegate social and cultural dimensions of sustainability to a 

secondary rank in the discourse (Cuthbert, 2006). 

However, rapid acceptance of the principles identified in the Brundtland 

report, and their incorporation into legislation, statements of intent, and 

declarations from international summit meetings, indicate that the concept of 

sustainability has been embraced and endorsed as a secular, universal, ethically-

based, a-political “meta-narrative”, which as Rogers suggested, will become the 

dominant philosophy of the twenty-first century (Rogers, 1997). Twentythree years 

after the Brundtland Report, the concept may be regarded as a system of principled 

convictions that define an approach to systems of land use, rather than a contestable 

theory in which quantifiable knowledge (relating to, for instance energy 

consumption) would provide the substance of its arguments in the wider 

environmental and economic discourses. Concepts of sustainability have 

implications for more generalised concerns of post-industrial societies such as the 

quality of urban environments, conservation of heritage environments, and urban 

transportation and waste systems.  Development of urban housing is affected by 

each of these issues.  

                                            
23 Troy also declines the elasticised definitions of the term “sustainability”, arguing for a narrower use, preferably 
confined to quantifiable environmental issues, such as water, energy, and pollution (Troy, 1995b). 
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Sustainability in Architecture  

 

Sustainability is seen as a complementary theory in architecture which 

extends rather than replaces current or existing theory. The meaning and purpose of 

architecture (and, it can be argued, the discipline’s theoretical base) has been 

anchored to the definition established by Sir Henry Wootten in 1623 with the 

rediscovery and translation of Vitruvius’ 10 Books of Architecture written in the 

first century AD.  Architecture defined by Vitruvius consists in the qualities of 

“firmitas, utilitas, venustas”, translated originally as “firmness, commodity and 

delight”.  

According to some studies sustainability should be added to this mantra to 

align architecture’s principal definition with the imperatives of the twenty-first 

century; sustainability should be appended to Wootten’s dictum as a new influence 

on building design (for example, Energy Research Group, 1999). However, 

translations of Vitruvius’ work include the twentieth century version by Morris 

Hickey Morgan in which the contemporary word “durable” is preferred to the 

seventeenth century translation of “firmitas” to “firmness” (Morgan, 1914, p.17). 

Durability is a quality that is implicit in all sustainable strategies.24  Architecture 

by Vitruvius’ definition and Morgan’s translation is expected to provide endurance, 

robustness, structural integrity, resistance, and “firmness”: thus the principle of 

sustainability is already in place in Vitruvius’ definition.  

 

Adjusting the professional culture of architecture to the philosophies of 

sustainability has been simplified by this tradition. In 1974 Alex Gordon, then 

President of the Royal Institute of British Architects promoted the slogan “Long 

Life, Loose Fit, Low Energy”, articulating an approach to housing design that would 

                                            
24 The French use the word “durabilite” as a translation of the English word “sustainable” confirming the principle 
of Morgan’s understanding of the original “firmitas”. 
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now seem to have anticipated many of the doctrines embedded in the sustainability 

discourse. Debate on the means of achieving sustainable buildings has generated a 

substantial literature since the concept of sustainability emerged, helping to 

establish practices in the material-physical discourse on factors that may be said to 

constitute the ideal properties of buildings. This location suits the bio-physical 

interpretation originally envisaged in many quarters and has had the effect of 

initially restricting the subject to a debate carried exclusively in science-oriented, 

rather than theory-oriented arenas: with few exceptions, historians and critical 

theorists in architecture have been careful to avoid engagement.  

Before the Brundtland Report few technology-based industries had 

acknowledged the impact of their activities on the natural environment, or the 

effects of that impact on following generations. As Banham (1969) noted, architects 

throughout the twentieth century were able to exclude climate from internal 

environments, using high energy-consuming technologies. Now, despite the many 

buildings that continue to be built in this way, the central critiques are shifting 

towards designs that minimise environmental impacts. The principles of 

sustainability have been incorporated directly into professional institutional 

dialogues, and its most senior officers have engaged with the subject at various 

levels, particularly in selecting projects for design awards.  

 

Sustainability and ethics  

 

The Brundtland Report’s proposition of sustainability also signals clear 

ethical issues. In the institutional dialogues these are recognised by Paul Hyett who 

warns that the present generation risks being the first “to knowingly hand this 

finite planet on to our children in a worse condition than we received it” (Edwards 

and Hyett, 2002, p.14; my italics). Hyett’s assertion identifies a conflict with 

commercially oriented market assumptions in approaches to housing supply. 
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Individual private investment in housing is held to be an economic good in the 

context of supply (for example, Megbolugbe and Linneman, 1994; Stretton, 1999).  

Perkins and Thorns (1999) recognise that housing supply is reliant on a 

development industry operating in a market economy, and in the theory of 

sustainability the industry is newly constrained by a collective moral obligation 

implicit in the notion of sustainability to ensure longevity, or “durability” over a 

longer period of time.  

But as Dixon (2005) notes, a conflict arises with a housing development 

industry that is motivated primarily by prospective short-term gain. Speculative 

housing development is competitive, and as Dixon implies, an area of ambiguity is 

introduced when the industry is required to supply a privately-owned economic good 

and corporate profit in proportions that balance profit with the longer-term interests 

of the owners. The provision of durability with attendant characteristics such as 

flexibility (in this context a capacity to absorb change) is of interest to the 

development industry only as it is defined by building standards necessary for 

consents (Perkins and Thorns, 1999). It is not a moral obligation of the developer to 

the house-holder beyond its definition in building law.  

Thus, while current applications of sustainability retain a bio-physical 

focus, ethical implications of the planning, design and supply of housing impose a 

notional claim for priority consideration to be given to durability. This affects the 

social and economic issue of intergenerational equity and by extension becomes an 

important part of a definition of social sustainability in its role in the urban housing 

discourse. If interpretations of sustainability are widened to impose an ethical duty 

on the processes of housing supply to produce durable investments, then social and 

economic dimensions are structured into the concept alongside environmental 

dimensions. 
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Social sustainability 

 

Sustainability, understood as a theory drawn from principled convictions 

thus has an ethical purpose that reinforces the significance of its other dimensions; 

it becomes identified as a social construct with a theoretically definable social 

function. “Social” sustainability embraces ideas about people individually, people in 

communities, and notions of collective values parallel to those of “well-being”. 

However, reliable definitions have been slow to emerge. Bramley and Power (2006) 

in their study for the CityForm project in Britain recognise the continuing problem 

of an empirically-based interpretation. They cite Carley and Kirk (1998) who define 

social sustainability as the “beneficial interaction between economy, environment 

and social development”, and include the need to “… ensur(e) that whatever we do 

now leaves future generations better off” (quoted in Bramley and Power, 2006, p.2). 

In a similarly broad definition, Polese and Stren propose social sustainability as: 

 

“Development …[of the physical environment] that is compatible with 

harmonious evolution of civil society, fostering an environment conducive to 

the compatible cohabitation of culturally and socially diverse groups while at 

the same time encouraging social integration, with improvements in the 

quality of life for all segments of the population.” (Polese and Stren, 2000, 

p.15-16). 

 

From these definitions social sustainability is seen as a multi-dimensional 

element considered to be dependently related to a range of factors in the urban 

environment: equity, community, urbanity (Yiftachel and Hedgcock, 1993), health, 

safety, social balance and continuity, access to housing and facilities (Barton, 2000), 

poverty, education, and crime (DETR, 2001) are all proposed as constituent parts of 

the concept. Approaching social sustainability from the perspective of the urban unit 

of neighbourhood, Barton (2000) emphasises the importance of community. He 
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distinguishes between the provision of social amenity (the planned and preserved 

physical provision of parks, infrastructure, and access to facilities) and elements of 

social sustainability represented by health, community safety, social continuity and 

equity (including choice) and matters of accessibility to affordable housing as well as 

local neighbourhood facilities. Barton’s focus on sustainable communities is shared 

by other authors (for instance, DETR, 1998; Rudlin and Falk, 1999), confirming a 

bias in literature towards the significance of collective rather than individual 

experience as a basis for research. 

 

Social sustainability and contemporary planning theory 

 

Discourses that set out to define social sustainability are frequently tied 

into continuing debates centred on urban densities, and planning theories that 

advocate consolidation. European literature in these discourses introduces concepts 

of “social cohesion”, “social capital”, “sense of community”, and “healthy cities”, 

confirming a social focus that aligns with environmental objectives of consolidation 

theory (Bramley and Power, 2006, 2009). The Commission of European 

Communities (CEC) (1990) argues that the “compact” city preserves the quality of 

life that the “healthy” city provides, defined by social and cultural interactions 

(CEC, 1990). A focus on “quality of life” and “sustainable communities” while 

advocating similar development policies is a consistent theme in much other 

European writing, particularly government reports.  

A study of social cohesion for the Australian Housing and Urban Research 

Institute (AHURI), by Stone and Hulse (2007) argues that the concept of social 

cohesion is important in the development of definitions of social sustainability; they 

identify three inter-connected elements from which cohesion emerges: 

 



 62 

“ … social cohesion is a policy concept [in which there is a] …degree of 

agreement around two dimensions: strengthening social connectedness, often 

referred to in the language of ‘social capital’, and reducing differences, 

cleavages and inequalities between groups of people living in different 

geographical areas, often referred to as the ‘social exclusion’ dimension of the 

concept. There is also a third, sometimes contested, dimension of social 

cohesion which focuses on the cultural environment …. and encompasses 

ideas about shared values, common purpose, attachment/belonging and 

shared identity.” (Stone and Hulse 2007, p iii). 

 

These elements contribute to the range of indicators have been developed in 

social studies of intensification schemes in Australia for the assessment of social 

sustainability, typically, the factors used in the AHURI report “Examining the links 

between housing and nine key socio-cultural factors” (Mullins and Western, 2001) 

and research projects based in New South Wales, South Australia, Queensland and 

Western Australia. These are: health, crime, poverty, social exclusion, community, 

perceived well-being, anomie,25 education, and labour force participation. The 

dominant criteria for measuring the “quality of life” in these studies are 

investigations of the extent of social networks, perceptions of safety, actual rates of 

incidence of crime, and extent of civil engagement. Using these criteria, Randolph 

and Wood (2004) found that tenure diversification strategies in redevelopment 

schemes for state housing have been successful in some directions although not in 

others. They note higher proportions of economically active households, a greater 

social mix, rising property values, and broadly positive resident perceptions of 

reduced levels of crime amongst the projects investigated. There was no evidence, 

however, that “mixed tenure” had generated new social networks, or that it had 

contributed to community renewal (Randolph and Wood, 2004, p.6-7).  

                                            
25  Introduced by Durkheim (1982; orig. 1895) and defined as: “Anomie” (or ‘normlessness’) occurs under conditions of 
rapid social change … when old rules (those of an earlier era) break down, but the new rules … have not been fully 
formed. This condition of normative confusion precipitates behaviour … that evokes moral comment. Anomie is 
indicative, then, of widespread disillusionment, malaise, and an absence of social integration.” (Mullins and 
Western, 2001 p.9) 
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Research studies commissioned by the Auckland Regional Council (ARC) 

have neither established the effectiveness of social sustainability of intensified 

developments, nor proved them lacking: similar to the Australian literature, and 

studies in other urban centres in New Zealand, there is a pattern of inconclusive 

summaries in these reports that confirms the difficulty of empirical definition 

(Syme, McGregor and Mead, 2005; Vallance, Perkins and Moore, 2005). The ARC’s 

Regional Growth Strategy’s policy development for socially sustainable growth 

identified three issues which emphasise planning strategies designed to minimise 

social problems. These propose that new medium density housing should be: “well 

designed in terms of internal and external spaces”; located for convenient access to 

services and activities, and able to serve the needs of a demographically and 

economically diverse community. Progress towards achieving these objectives has, 

however, prioritised the issues of location, with “little evidence that the third issue, 

the development of a diversified sustainable community” through housing mix has 

been addressed in recent projects (Syme et al., 2005, p 26).  

Other authors in the New Zealand literature are pessimistic about the 

development of socially sustainable urban communities in the prevailing political 

environment (for instance, Murphy, 2003; Thorns, 2000). Sustainable communities, 

according to Murphy are negatively affected by the weakened political support for 

social housing that results from the rise of neo-liberal economic policy and the 

residual welfare state. State housing rentals were forced to adjust to market levels 

between 1992 and 1999, when Housing New Zealand (now called HNZC) rents 

increased four times faster than rents in the private sector.  

Murphy (2003, p.93) argues that “reforms are designed to encourage tenant 

movement” to follow lowest rents, evidenced by high turnover rates in the late 

1990s. He identifies two particular social consequences: firstly, “(h)igh turnover 

rates are likely to have serious deleterious effects on community cohesion within 

HNZC neighbourhoods …” due to transient tenants; and, secondly, as HNZC have 
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admitted: “… families were doubling up in their properties presumably as a strategy 

to deal with market rents” (Murphy, 2003, p.94). 

While Murphy is concerned with rented state-provided and affordable 

housing, the issues he raises are associated with social sustainability for the 

conditions that result. Over-crowded living arrangements and unstable communities 

cannot contribute to the social goals set out in literature that defines characteristics 

of the socially sustainable compact city. Thus, housing developments that meet the 

density standards of intensification, but that prove to be unable to generate 

community stability, or are uneconomic for the occupancy levels planned can be 

criticised for failing to acknowledge the importance of access to affordability, 

community development, equity, and social cohesion. 

 

Sustainability in social theory of compact city planning 

 

The social research studies above have been conducted to examine aspects 

of societal change in the context of planning policies influenced by compact city 

theories. The anti-intensification counter-argument is supported strongly in some 

Australian literature, where suburban densities in the major cities (Melbourne, 

Sydney, Adelaide, Perth and Brisbane) are lower than those in Europe, but are also 

significantly higher than Auckland’s (Auckland Regional Growth Forum, 1998b). 

Theories of urban intensification, it is argued, need more convincing empirical 

justification before they can be widely adopted. Troy (1995b, 1996), Stretton (1991, 

1996), Breheny (1997) argue that the general objectives of sustainability are equally 

attainable in the suburbs, and that environmental pollution and depletion of non-

renewable resources, particularly fossil fuels used in transportation systems need to 

be weighed against other environmental benefits.  

According to Troy (1995b), the quality of life possible in suburban 

development cannot be replicated in higher density housing; rather than promote 
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compact city forms, planning policy should address the known disadvantages of 

suburbs by prioritizing the “provisions of social amenity” that Barton identifies 

(open spaces, infrastructure, and access to facilities). Buxton (2000) argues that 

increasingly fuel-efficient transport engineering will reduce atmospheric and 

environmental pollution.  

The growth of suburban industries has established an urban economy on 

the periphery which, Troy argues, should be encouraged by planning policy, as 

should the suburban social culture. In their report on the effects of compact city 

policies on housing and communities, Healy and Birrell (2006) include comments on 

the economic viability of Melbourne City Council’s current expectations: on cost 

grounds they find no evidence that future household growth will occur in activity 

centres except in high income locations, which, they argue, weakens the case that 

“compact city policy will provide more affordable housing outcomes compared with 

conventional low-density suburban development” (Healy and Birrell, 2006, p.135). 

 

For this thesis the dispute between advocates of the compact city and their 

critics is important: the proposal to develop a form of higher density housing for 

Auckland is wholly aimed at achieving a “sustainable urban form” in the context of 

rapid growth. It is also expected to validate adopted policies. Accepting that 

sustainability is attainable by a balance of environmental, economic, cultural and 

social factors, the relationship of form in the built environment to socially 

sustainable communities is a critical consideration. But equally, I argue that 

political constructs that frame the conditions of housing supply reflect a social 

intention which must - in the current climate of objectives of sustainability that 

govern all aspects of urban development - be able to respond to unexpected 

outcomes.  
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Sustainability, security and protection of private investment  

 

In this context unexpected outcomes include, in my argument, the market’s 

response to governing housing policies. The market assessment of value extends the 

definition of sustainability into areas of economic activity, broadening the concept of 

economic sustainability to include investment stability. This extension asserts that 

part of the meaning of sustainability attaches to economic security for which a 

stable investment platform is necessary.  

Market behaviour is a permanent barometer of confidence in investment, 

and capital value in property ownership, with equity value available for mortgage 

borrowing or for redistribution in the event of marriage or partnership break-downs, 

is an important contributing element in small business finance, family re-

formations, and inherited wealth (Stretton, 1999). Capital value is paramount in an 

urbanised society in which the housing culture has been tied to conservative fiscal 

habits and the initial ambitions of immigrants to own property. It becomes both the 

primary source of collateral, and the visible evidence of social status.  

Security of investment is thus a central consideration, and externalities 

that may influence investment performance or reliability assume greater 

significance both as social and as material conditions.26  As King (P. King, 2003), 

Stretton (1999) and others have argued, housing is an economic merit good which is 

not equivalent to other commodities; it is an economic necessity usually constrained 

by limited choices, but which also benefits others in the immediate community.27 

Sustainability is thus conditional on investment stability, alongside other factors. 

An unintended outcome in this context is the suggestion from a pilot study 

that the capital performance of investment in medium density housing is relatively 

                                            
26 Troy views this issue more forcibly: for housing supply systems promoted by a “political planning system in a 
market economy in which land is privately held” (Troy, 2004, p.27), the protection of capital invested in housing is a 
primary consideration for political and social reasons.   
27 Speculative market risk associated with trading in general commodities is undesirable in the context of housing 
provision, where allocation should be based on need rather than market pricing mechanisms (King, P, 2003). 
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poor (Turner and Su, 2006). The study was designed to investigate a question raised 

in research for the ARC relating to the integrity of investment in this typology 

(Syme, McGregor and Mead, 2005). A price-tracking methodology was developed to 

examine the patterns of sales in typical new projects. A sample of ten developments 

with 437 housing units were analysed using sales data covering a period of eight 

years obtained from the Real Estate Institute of New Zealand (REINZ). The main 

statistics are summarised in Table 2. 
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Caspian Close  29 32 1998 13 201 262 23.3 2.9 front access, det. 
Corbans Village (11-40) 40 83 2003 21 246 280 12.1 3.0 rear access, terraced 
Tuscany Towers (14-42) 42 97 1998 61 220 285 22.8 2.9 front access, terraced 
Melview Place (17-44) 44 22 1998 21 215 276 22.1 2.7 courtyard, terraced 
Rakich Place Ranui 48 39 2003 4 230 245 6.1 1.5 front access, terraced 
Gunner Drive (30-61) 61 31 2000 27 192 237 16.8 2.8 “ 
Soljak Place (34-65) 65 61 2000 42 193 250 22.8 3.8 “ 
Krisley Court (42-74) 74 28 1998 57 184 245 24.8 3.1 3 st. front access 
Lakeview Place  80 30 1999 56 199 251 20.7 2.9 3 st. front access 
3 Ambrico Place 85 22 1999 35 195 263 25.8 3.7 remote pkg., terraced 
Totals + results  437  355    2.9  

 

Table 2: pilot study tracking price changes in 10 selected projects.   

Two indications from this study have a bearing on the question of 

investment as an economic dimension of social sustainability. 28 Firstly, in 

comparisons with annualised house price increases of the same period (REINZ, 

2006, quoted in Turner and Su, 2006) rates of capital appreciation in the typology 

have been consistently lower than other housing options, averaging less than half 

the rate of growth. Secondly, a relatively high proportion of medium density housing 

is tenanted (ARC, 2000b; DTZ, 2004). The pilot study showed that higher rates of 

                                            
28 This study was carried out in 2006 by Unitec’s Housing Research Group. Data for the study was obtained from the 
Real Estate Institute of New Zealand (REINZ), which records more than 90% of sales but does not maintain records 
of tenancies. The turnover rates calculated are therefore simple averages of re-sales; they exclude tenancy turnover 
rates which if recorded would increase the statistics of house-hold mobility considerably. 
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turnover appear to correspond to higher densities: higher rates of re-sale occurred in 

schemes where net residential density rises above 60 dwellings per hectare. The 

implication of this trend is that the typology generates transient, rather than 

permanent communities.  

 

Australian research has found that higher density housing is generally 

financially uncompetitive, and that medium and long term investment is less secure 

in higher density developments (Randolph, 2005; Healy and Birrell, 2006). These 

studies suggest that future supply of medium density housing depends on investors 

who will be prepared to risk relatively poor capital performance as well as market 

fluctuations in rents. Density becomes significant if it is perceived as an influence on 

market value or if density affects the rate of capital growth: if a negative 

relationship between higher densities and investment is confirmed then higher 

densities are acting against the logic of the housing market. 

A part-explanation for lack of market enthusiasm for the typology may be 

related to demographic change. Property ownership in Auckland has declined by 

between 12 and 15% since 1986, eroding the traditions and socio-economic habits of 

the housing culture, and leading to higher rates of private sector tenancies 

(Statistics New Zealand (SNZ), 2006; Grimes and Aitken, 2005). The decline in 

ownership has been consistent through four census periods, and is apparently 

unrelated to other fluctuations of immigration or economic externalities (Page, 

2005). Life-style changes, delayed family formation, and a trend towards smaller 

households account for some of the decline. 

Applying non-interventionist policies, second properties and investments in 

housing continue to be free of taxes on capital gains; notably, the opposite of tax 

policy in comparable economies. Investors in the private sector will avoid higher 

densities, as more profitable investments can be found in lower density 

development. This has been evident in British and Australian experiences, which 
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suggest that design regulation and decisive fiscal advantage by taxation policy are 

both necessary for the typology to succeed in intensification strategies (Larkham, 

2006; Gleeson and Low, 2000). 

But the present market performance of medium density housing appears to 

contradict the objectives of policy, by which the wisdom and mechanisms of the 

market can be relied on to achieve sustainable housing without regulation. This 

outcome, if substantiated by a comprehensive study, invites questions relating to 

definitions of economic sustainability, of which the first is: what constitutes 

economic sustainability in this type of housing?  

 

Donnison and Ungerson’s statement quoted at the beginning of this chapter 

proposes that the individual house is a concentration of social and economic 

meanings. These meanings also need recognition in the process of sustainable 

development: that is, that while the planning and production of housing may be a 

market commodity, and a numerical factor in a complex managed environmental 

process, the house in its role as a spatial and social anchor needs to be seen in its 

human context.  

 

A summary definition of sustainability 

 

Sustainability is defined as a conceptual objective aimed at achieving a 

relationship with the natural universe that identifies the physical and ecological 

boundaries of human use of the earth’s non-renewable resources. In pursuing this 

objective sustainability is an approach to development that connects social, cultural 

and economic considerations with bio-physical activities, and in this definition it has 

now assumed an over-arching function in all areas of environmental development. 

As an integrated guiding theory for a commercial housing industry in a large and 

expanding urban settlement the concepts embodied in sustainability, and 
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particularly those that address social sustainability have been refined through 

discourse and through experience to now supersede other parameters. Thus, the 

effectiveness of strategies focussed on one element of the sustainability agenda are 

also subject to the criteria by which other elements are evaluated. 

 

 

Housing: definitions for higher density 

 

Medium density housing is a form of urban housing that has been 

considered as a separate housing typology in New Zealand since the 1950s, when 

planners and government agencies began to advocate policies for the intensification 

of New Zealand’s cities. The typology proposes that the essential characteristics of 

sub-urban housing - the twentieth century detached stand-alone low density model - 

are capable of replication at densities that will produce a more efficient urban 

morphology; “medium” density, as design studies have demonstrated, can preserve 

the private external spaces and the social and economic independence of ownership 

in a built form that satisfies planning and political objectives (Radford and Sarris, 

2003b; Levitt, 2010).  

Other housing models that provide higher densities and thus 

intensification, such as medium and high-rise apartment blocks, propose forms of 

housing that have usually been thought to suit few New Zealanders.29 In spite of 

official support for medium density housing over a long period, however, examples of 

the typology built before 1995 are rare. Construction and design experience was 

limited, and with few examples in the housing market it was generally unknown as 

a housing alternative. Australian urban planning, however, has been developing 

knowledge of the typology since the 1960s. The typology has also been a standard 

                                            
29 “In a country such as New Zealand where the detached house is the ideal, any excursion into the erection of 
apartment blocks demands an excuse, even an apology” (Firth and Wilson, 1949; p.25) 
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housing model in Britain since the nineteenth century. In spite of significant 

differences in housing cultures experience in Britain and Australia has helped to 

inform and also to define a New Zealand variation. 

 

New Zealand housing and planning authorities use a definition for medium 

density based on “site areas per unit” of more than 150m2 and less than 350m2 (for 

example HNZC 2001; North Shore City Council (NSCC), 2001). Alternatively the 

ratio of site area per unit is described as housing in a density range of “dwellings per 

hectare” (dph); density ratios expressed in this form is preferred in housing 

literature particularly from sources where medium and higher densities are 

commonplace. The “site area per unit” ratio generally used in New Zealand for 

medium density housing converts to densities between 31 and 66 dph.  Density can 

also be measured by ratios of habitable rooms per hectare, and “plot” ratios of floor 

space to site area. The plot ratio method, in which total floor space is calculated as a 

ratio of site area is considered to be the most useful planning guide for many 

housing developers in Britain and Australia (DETR 1998; Kearney, 1983), although 

used infrequently in New Zealand. 

Medium density housing in Australia is defined as: 

 

“… horizontally attached dwellings which … rarely exceed three stories 

above the ground, with individual access and private open space at or near 

ground level” (Judd, 1993 p.8). 30  

 

Elsewhere in Australian literature the definition is expanded by the 

perfunctory addition of “attached (dwellings), no lifts, in small lot subdivisions” 

(Victoria Department of Planning and Urban Growth, Tract Consultants, Swinburne 

                                            
30 In the absence of other terms for higher density low-rise housing that could distinguish between different 
characteristics in “medium” density housing, Australian practice now extends this density range: low-rise housing 
up to 140-150 dph is referred to as “medium density” in Adelaide and Melbourne. Some low-rise examples in 
Auckland, for instance at Quay Park and Eden Terrace have been developed at similar densities.  
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Centre for Urban and Social Research, Sarkissian Associates, 1990, p.1). Design 

guides in New South Wales and Victoria both recognise the “shock” impact of 

medium density, recommending that developments be designed to minimise the 

effects of this typology on surrounding neighbourhoods.  

Medium density housing is sometimes described as “multi-unit” or “multi-

housing” in Australian and New Zealand literature. These terms refer to constraints 

placed on the unit of housing by the higher density of layout, and were introduced to 

conceal the differences between familiar suburban densities and non-traditional 

housing forms at higher densities (Gatley, 2000). The Housing New Zealand 

Corporation’s “Housing Design Guide” describes medium density housing models as:  

 

“… minor units, duplex units, row/terrace housing, and cluster or courtyard 

housing, with one or more party walls between units”, where duplex units 

are “two units sharing one party wall on a boundary” (Housing New 

Zealand, 2001, p.34). 

 

These descriptions summarise the variations of house types on which 

medium density site planning is based. 

 

Medium density house types  

 

House types are distinguished from other forms of higher density housing 

by modes of access. Private space is usually accessible directly from the external 

public domain, rather than from any form of enclosed semi-public space, such as a 

common corridor, lift lobby, or multi-owned stairwell or balcony (Judd and Dean, 

1983). House types used in New Zealand’s developments include terraced, semi-

attached, detached, and courtyard (including rear-access) plans, and, borrowing 

from the Australian and British typological definition, low-rise apartment blocks 

(Mead, 2007; Colquhon, 1999). The latter configuration sacrifices immediate access 
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to ground level private space for all units, considered to be a prerequisite in the 

typology (Judd and Dean, 1983).  

The terraced three-storey house type with living spaces on upper floors over 

a ground level garage and entrance is also used in New Zealand. This house type is 

efficient for increasing density but, as with apartment blocks, access to ground level 

private external space is compromised. Other disadvantages of this house type are 

recognised in housing literature: over-looking from upper floor living spaces is 

unavoidable, and upper floor living and kitchen spaces involve more carrying. In 

addition the ground level public domain is dominated by garage doors and traffic 

movements creating a poor environment for family living (Colquhoun and Fauset, 

1991; Levitt, 2010). 

Unit sizes vary in all these definitions but generally exclude houses of more 

than 160m2 in floor area. Forms of construction are typically adaptations of house-

building methods already in use, allowing medium density developers to contract 

building trades, craftsmen and suppliers familiar with housing to the construction 

process. Building systems have been developed to exclude the materials (for 

instance, steel frame, reinforced concrete, and curtain walling) and the methods of 

construction associated with the commercial sector.  

 

Car ownership and density  

 

In practice site planning of medium density housing is also defined by the 

relationship of the unit of housing to private vehicles. Auckland’s housing habits 

attach a high priority to the accessibility and the security of the private car, which is 

preferred in secure storage within the property boundary or property curtilage.31 As 

                                            
31 In British planning practice the word “curtilage” is used to refer to the territorial property boundary, or the 
recognizable spatial limits of a privately-owned unit of housing. It is useful in this context for differentiating 
between car accessibility arrangements in types of higher density housing layouts. 
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density increases, however, the location of the car may be physically separated by 

common or public space, effectively reducing its security.  

To categorise the steps in the progressive detachment of the private vehicle 

from the unit of housing that occurs with increasing density, three principal, and 

one subsidiary classification of layout types have been proposed (Turner et al., 

2004). The primary distinctions are between the secured-controlled and the 

unsecured de-controlled status of the parking space allocated to the unit, which are 

classified as “integral” and “remote” parking respectively. In the latter category, in 

which garage courts and common access areas within the site are included as 

separate layout types, the convenience of immediate proximity is compromised, and 

protection of the car from weather, and from vandalism (despite widespread use of 

alarm systems, and planned-for visual surveillance) is more problematic.32 

 

The effect of higher density housing on habits of car ownership is a practical 

issue for Auckland residents, and thus becomes a specific design problem (NSCC, 

2001). The car is the means to social and workplace mobility, an indicator of social 

status, and in a city with modest public transport, an asset with significant practical 

dimensions. For tenants it is also usually the highest-value item of private property 

owned. Climatic and topographic conditions are considered to be significant. 

Auckland has high average rainfall compared to other New Zealand cities, with high 

humidity, and frequent steep slopes in its road network. These conditions militate 

against alternative non-motorised means of trip-making, such as walking or cycling, 

and increase the difficulty of accepting lower standards of car provision in housing 

developments than are normal in medium density projects (Turner et al, 2004). 

Habits of car ownership combined with the effects of low costs of private 

transport, and the practicality of private transport as a solution to Auckland’s 

environment encourage commercial housing developers to privilege vehicular 

                                            
32 The 4th (subsidiary) type refers to the 3-storey townhouse house type with upper level living spaces. 
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accessibility in site planning, and to minimise distances between vehicles and house 

entries. For medium density housing in Auckland this presents an area of severe 

difficulty, since there are no models for housing at densities of more than 45 dph 

that retain the preferred car-house relationship while maintaining other 

characteristics of the typology (for instance, Colqhoun and Fauset, 1991; Mead, 

2007). 

 In this respect, and for reasons of environment and social habit it is likely 

that site planning and design in Auckland needs to aim for higher standards of car 

provision than would usually be accepted in Britain and Europe;  Australian 

standards, however, with similar dependence on private car ownership, apply 

similar parking ratios (Judd and Dean, 1983). In most other areas - access, density, 

and internal spatial arrangements the New Zealand version of the medium density 

typology is maintained in a form that matches models developed in other countries. 

 

Social factors in medium density housing 

 

Medium density housing is thus defined by density and certain other 

characteristics of layout and house type. Social aspects of various forms of higher 

density housing have been studied in Australia and New Zealand (for example, 

Randolph 2005; Mullins and Western, 2001), many related to the “compact city” 

discourses discussed earlier in this chapter. New Zealand’s state housing provider, 

HNZC, founded the Centre for Housing Research Aotearoa New Zealand (CHRANZ) 

in 2003 with the objective to “invest in rigorous, independent and relevant housing 

research to … meet New Zealand’s housing needs through sustainable, affordable … 

housing opportunities” (NZIER 2004). A further body of New Zealand literature 

consists in studies in Christchurch and Auckland originating in academic research 

(for example, Dixon and Dupuis, 2001, 2003; Dupuis and Thorns, 1996, 1998; 

Vallance, et al, 2005) and from Auckland City Council and Regional Council 
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commissioned reports, much of it focussed on the objectives of the CHRANZ mission 

statement.  

The medium density typology is commonly associated with “affordable” 

housing which is theoretically achieved by the reduction of land costs; it is thus 

identified with low and medium-income households, thus locating it in a “social”, 

public or subsidised housing category (Berry, 2002). Housing affordability is a 

“dynamic” issue that affects both private and public sectors, and which according to 

Mitchell (2004) has been identified as a factor of social sustainability in many of 

these studies. In New Zealand and Australia studies addressing affordability have 

noted social perceptions of medium density housing. A common view is that lower 

income households will be “undesirable” neighbours (Vallance et al, 2005), and a 

“(social) threat in established low-density residential suburbs” (Radford and Sarris, 

2003a). In the private sector, Radford and Sarris argue that the stigmatizing of 

medium density housing by association with public housing can be overcome by 

design:  

 

“The characteristics that are likely to be acceptable to medium/low income 

households and their housing providers are the same attributes as for the 

wider private sector” (Radford and Sarris, 2003a; p.10). 

 

In this argument the built form and externally expressed notions of “house” 

play an important part in the wider public perception of design quality. Dixon and 

Dupuis (2003) also comment on the relationship of built form to perceptions of 

quality associated with medium density in their study of one of the larger Auckland 

developments, concluding that proximity (the result of more densely planned 

housing) has few proven connections with the growth of stable communities in an 

increasingly pluralist environment, and suggesting that the frequently high level of 

tenanted properties in Auckland’s examples contributes to transience rather than 
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stability (Dixon and Dupuis, 2003, p.371). The 450 unit development researched in 

this study, Ambrico Place in New Lynn, Waitakere City, is influenced by the design 

principles of New Urbanism, a traditionalist design approach that was strongly 

endorsed by the planning authority, and that claims enhanced community, 

affordability and social sustainability through density increases. 

Many obstructions to the acceptance of higher densities are linked to 

technical failures related to building quality, which have been widespread in the 

medium density sector (Hunn, 2002). Thus the stigmatization of the typology is 

twofold as it is affected by association with social housing, and also with shoddy 

building. The density factor itself, however, is a variable influence on public 

perceptions in New Zealand and Australia: trends towards inner-city living 

evidenced by census data from 1996 and 2006 have encouraged higher densities and 

have been accompanied by a breaking down of density as an indicator of economic 

group (Grimes and Aitken, 2006; Randolph, 2005). As European studies show, the 

principal determinants of public and market perceptions of quality are location and 

amenity rather than density (CABE, 2003) but at this stage in the process of 

developing higher density housing in Auckland there is little evidence from research 

that a similar shift in public attitudes has impacted on neighbourhoods outside the 

central area.  
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Planning 

 

New Zealand’s Resource Management Act 1991 

 

New Zealand’s town planning laws between 1926 and 1991 were modelled 

on British legislation enacted in 1911. The function of planning was confirmed by 

the adoption of the Town and Country Planning Act in 1926 as an instrument of 

government intervention in a mixed capitalist political economy, essentially 

consensus-based in operational principle, and similar, as Thorns (2002) 

acknowledges, to planning legislation in other states in the British Commonwealth. 

Contemporary accounts of the passage of the Act confirm the existence of political 

opposition to the principle of state influence on environmental planning. This was 

balanced by a necessity to provide the state with powers to improve collective 

controls of land uses. The immediate and largely undisputed need for greater powers 

for state intervention through planning laws related to deteriorating conditions in 

New Zealand’s urban housing (Ferguson, 1994; Isaac and Olssen, 2000).  

In New Zealand’s variant, constraints on the political influences of planning 

followed a pattern of restricted government and local council powers in favour of “an 

inherent bias towards protecting private property rights”; policy mechanisms 

“mitigated the physical detrimental impacts associated with the process of urban 

land development” but also prioritised a regulatory regime that in theory minimised 

interference with private ownership through agencies of government (Memon and 

Gleeson, 1995, p.113).  

Between 1926 and the mid-1980s new layers of regulations had been added, 

increasing legislative complexity with cumbersome and obstructive procedures that 

had gradually eroded the earlier political intentions of minimised state influence. In 

addition, land use controls were impeded in some instances by duplication; Fookes 
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recorded instances of these in the Minister’s words as the “…rules and other ad hoc 

interventions that are intended to achieve multiple and often conflicting 

objectives...” when describing the out-going legislation (Fookes, 2000b, p.82). 

 

However, the replacement statute, the Resource Management Act of 1991 

(RMA) was tabled in a period of significant political and institutional change. 

Labour and National governments in New Zealand both rejected the gradual 

introduction of neo-liberal reforms in the manner of governments in many other 

countries during the 1980s. In New Zealand “the scale, speed, and coherence of 

change (left) virtually no aspect of life … untouched” (Buhrs, 2000, p.33), as a 

“virulent” form of the political doctrine replaced a traditional welfarist economy with 

a new “ruthlessly” monetarist framework (Kelsey, 1995). In this context the 

planning process was a prime candidate for economic experiment, for the 

opportunity it presented to radically revise the traditional prescriptive-based 

planning control system, and to de-regulate the development of private property. 

Statutory powers that had accumulated through the twentieth century in all areas 

of environmental legislation were rationalized and re-assembled. The RMA replaced 

a system based on prescription with a managed, “effects-based” and unified statute 

in which the guiding principle is the concept of sustainability (Ministry for the 

Environment, 1999). Environmental determinism - apparent from the new Act’s 

emphasis on bio-physical strategies as the means of addressing sustainability - 

coupled with the minimisation of the effects of development are inherent principles 

in the 1991 version of the RMA.  

The RMA is described as a framework that “requires government 

intervention … to be justified in terms (of) efficiency and physical environmental 

bottom lines”, and is reliant on the notion of compatibility between economic growth 

and the maintenance of high-quality social and environmental conditions - or 

“sustainable development” (Buhrs, 2000, p.34). Initially the meaning of the word 
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“sustainable” remained in dispute. When introducing the Act the Minister, the 

Honourable Simon Upton proposed to leave interpretations of sustainability to civil 

and legal procedures. This pragmatic approach pre-supposed an environmental 

focus, and a future course in which the RMA evolved alongside definitions based on 

quantifiable evaluations informed by empirical discourse. In taking this course 

Upton was following a pattern of amendments to environmental legislation that was 

emerging overseas in the 1990s, following wide-spread recognition of the need for 

sustainability to be an integrated concept in planning law.33 Troy, for instance, notes 

that Australian planners expected their legal systems “to supply meaning in the 

absence of a precise political determination” (Troy, 2004, p.22).  

However, the new political creeds did not require precision in the detail of 

the RMA; rather, their proponents sought the separation of environmental 

objectives - the true task, as they saw it, of land-use planning - from those that 

engage with socio-economic issues. The RMA thus represents as an “uneasy 

compromise between New Right and Green interests (which) reflect inherent 

contradictions” in legislating for sustainability (Dixon, 2005, p.72): in this 

observation, Dixon draws attention to the opposed assumptions underlying the 

“compatibility” of economic and environmental objectives in a de-regulated system. 

The compromise omits a definition of sustainability that can be aligned with the 

intentions of the WCED. It does, however, meet the ambitions of both interest 

groups. Thus, the RMA has reinforced the protection of ecologically sensitive 

environments in rural districts, and has handed responsibility for urban housing to 

the privately owned property development market.  

 

                                            
33  The British “White Paper on the Environment” (1990) presented by the Minister Chris Patten is an example. 
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External views of the RMA  

 

As a radical departure from conventional planning legislation, the RMA has 

attracted the attention of planning authorities in Europe and other countries of the 

British Commonwealth. It has been noted as the “first planning legislation in the 

world that places central importance on our duties to future generations” (Oc, 1995, 

p.211), identifying the Act with one of the key concepts of sustainability. The RMA is 

also intended to be a “speedy, developer-friendly process” that responds to criticism 

of planning legislation as an obstruction to free market principles (Carmona and 

Sieh, 2004, p.216), and which makes a necessary attempt to address the 

management of a sustainable environment (McManus, 2005). 

Guarded approval from overseas has thus cautiously endorsed the 

principles of the RMA. It is not an isolated legislative gesture, possibly intended to 

promote New Zealand’s “clean green” image, but a core policy of the new market-

oriented political economy. It was legitimized as a cross-party Act by its origins in 

the reformist Labour government in power from 1984 to 1990, and by its subsequent 

enactment by the succeeding National Party government, elected in 1991.  But it 

remains an expression of the will to de-regulate in accordance with the political 

philosophies of neo-liberalism, even though it may be, as Gleeson (1994) observes, 

“excessively influenced” by the Maruia Society (concerned with environmental 

conservation) and the Business Round Table, and dominated by techno-centric 

rather than eco-centric advocacy.  

 

Critiques of the RMA  

 

Critical judgements of the RMA can be proposed at two levels: by 

consideration of its success as a practical mechanism for environmental regulation, 

and by an evaluation of its success in achieving its stated objectives. 
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Criticism has included: uneven levels of efficiency at an early stage in 

administration of the Act due partly to “repeated organisational restructuring” 

(Dixon, et al, 1997, p.607), and insufficient regard for cultural issues, and economic 

issues prioritised over environmental issues (Frieder, 1998). A comprehensive 

longitudinal study enquiring into the quality of New Zealand planning commenced 

in 1995 (Planning Under a Co-operative Mandate) has generated good practice 

guides but has also indicated that the Ministry has failed to “provide clear guidance 

… for local authorities to undertake any meaningful assessment of quality in their 

planning performance” (Miller, 2003 p.341).  A smaller survey of practices in 

planning departments suggests that the technical complexity, as well as the 

philosophy of the RMA have a bearing on this issue, as there have been prolonged 

and continuing difficulties with implementation (Jay, 1999).  

 

Criticism in practice has not been confined to the academic arena: the RMA 

has been condemned by representatives of the development industry for obstructing 

development, overloading consent processes with unnecessary costs, and, through 

legal costs in the Environment Court, unfairly weighting appeal procedures against 

legitimate objections (McShane, 1998); in other words, criticised for failing to 

achieve its “developer-friendly” objectives. In the non-urban context the RMA has 

drawn complaints from infrastructure developers for its slow resolution of proposals 

to construct or improve power plant and power transmission systems, water 

installations and road building programmes (Selwood, 2007). These problems of 

implementation, along with those identified by Jay, Miller, and others may be 

defended as short-term difficulties of adjustment to a radically altered legislative 

regime, but they may also be systemic, and thus reflective of fault in the Act itself.  
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Others argue that the Act with its emphasis on “managing” the physical 

environment can only function if ecological objectives are satisfied, ensuring that 

consents are granted on proposals that meet sustainable criteria in these functions 

alone (for instance, Buhrs, 2000; Memon and Gleeson, 1995). Similarly, Grundy 

(2000) argues that Section 5 is open to a legitimately narrow interpretation which 

limits the scope of the Act, thus “ignoring the social realities” of the twenty-first 

century. Grundy’s concern is that social and cultural matters are excluded in this 

over-confined definition, observing that a complete concept of sustainability cannot 

function without them. Gunder (2000), writing from within the New Zealand 

planning establishment, reaches conclusions with similar outcomes for any effective 

redistribution of social equity. He summarises the political counter-arguments that 

have accumulated around the RMA, suggesting that, while it may achieve the aims 

intended, it is also, characteristically: 

 

“ … a legal framework for supporting the economic system … by defining 

and protecting individual property rights against the threat of 

environmental externalities …[advancing] a mythology of environmental 

sustainability while creating a framework to protect sustainable laissez-faire 

development for an assumed society of purely utilitarian consumers” 

(Gunder, 2000, p.297).  

 

The alignment of the RMA to sustainable management (rather than, as 

originally proposed in the draft Bill inherited by the incoming National government, 

a system for the management of sustainable development of the physical 

environment) assumes a society oriented towards utilitarian legislation, and one 

with few ambitions for the urban community. Individualism is encouraged and the 

interests of the community at large are suppressed: the RMA rejects the traditional 

purposes of planning for social goals. Individual property rights must also be 

granted priority over notions of urbanism since these abstractions address the 
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community of the city, rather than rights and future ambitions of the citizen 

(Ericksen et al, 2003). This critique can be traced back to ill-defined applications of 

the word “sustainability”. In the absence of clarity, sustainable development has 

arrived as a blanket term used to justify a “business as usual” approach. From this, 

a critical discourse is extended to argue that the environmentalists of the 1960s and 

1970s have not succeeded in placing environment on the international agenda: 

rather, they have capitulated to institutions such as the World Bank, losing the 

influence of protest and dissent in the process (Buhrs, 2000; Gleeson and Low, 2000; 

Baureidl and Wissen, 2002). These outcomes may be seen as deliberate and fully 

intended consequences of the RMA’s origins in neo-liberal political theory: the 

twentieth century roots of planning theory in the writings of Howard, Geddes, Stein, 

and Mumford, and in socially liberal political theory have been displaced to 

accommodate political priorities and imperatives, particularly those that affect 

private property.  

 

These priorities have a collective bearing on speculative housing 

development. Functioning as a “mechanism” for urban housing the RMA has 

generated approval in some quarters, and has also drawn criticism. Its principal 

weaknesses are its lack of engagement with urban development, and the failure to 

define clearly what is intended under the Act by the term “social sustainability”. 

Density is an acknowledged influence on the development of social cohesion, housing 

affordability, and the identifiable elements of social sustainability in research and 

planning experience overseas. But as Memon and Gleeson (1995) suggest, urban 

society is unrepresented in the RMA:  

 

“…the implied anti-urbanism (of the RMA) signals the rise of a new 

“environmental” planning paradigm in Western countries. It is our belief that 

the “environmental” paradigm signals a worrying dilution of social equity 
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goals which should be an important concern of urban planning.” (Memon and 

Gleeson 1995, p.110). 

 

The need to progress towards a broader definition of sustainability is 

considered to be a critical factor in the process of developing a model for higher 

density housing. This objective is frustrated by the prevailing neo-liberal legislative 

environment, in which sustainability is approached as a meta-narrative, with a 

primarily bio-physical focus. Further acceptance of the wider concept is opposed by 

free market and libertarian principles, such as those espoused by McShane, by 

which social engineering is regarded as an unnecessary interference in an 

essentially commercial process. 

 

While the RMA is a radical departure from the conventions of twentieth 

century planning theory, the test in this thesis relates to its performance as the 

legislation that generates higher density urban housing, achieves sustainable 

human environments in all the areas of its remit, and that sets targets for the 

standards to be achieved.  

What guidance is given by the RMA to developers wishing to build at urban 

densities, and what statutory powers would regulating bodies be granted? Can the 

RMA, restricted to interpretations of bio-physical impacts through lack of definition 

in the Act itself, still function effectively to manage an unfamiliar typology, and 

achieve a sustainable urban model in an unregulated market environment? In the 

context of medium density housing, in what sense is “sustainable management” 

understood, and what criteria apply? How does the RMA manage the paradigm shift 

towards aspirations of an urban morphology that higher densities make possible? 

And what can be defined as the objectives of these factors considered together, in a 

context of continuing population growth? 
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With these questions to consider four influences can be identified that have 

emerged since the mid-1980s. These, I argue, have the potential to initiate new 

processes of sustainable urban development: 

(i) Concepts of sustainable development emerged to dominate theory and 

practice in urban planning;  

(ii) Guided by these concepts, the introduction of the RMA reversed the 

operational methods of New Zealand’s conventionally prescription-based planning 

system. As an effects-based planning system the RMA was designed to prioritise 

sustainability but otherwise to privilege commerce. Under the new regime, housing 

developers were to benefit from a streamlined system in which consent could only be 

denied on the basis of excessive environmental impacts.   

(iii) Urban Design, seen as a sub-discipline shared between Architecture, 

Planning, and Landscape Architecture emerged as a factor in the housing discourse. 

The implementation of an urban design strategy has significant economic and social 

ramifications; and, further, planning practices in Australia and in Europe assert the 

view that design standards of higher density housing are critical to the development 

of high quality urban environments (New South Wales Urban Design Advisory 

Service (NSW UDAS), 1998a, 1998b; Carmona, 2001; CABE, 2005). 

(iv) Strategies for managing growth in Auckland have adopted a version of 

compact city theory, modified in practice to meet local conditions. Coupled to a 

liberalised market economy, this was expected to encourage new forms of housing 

which were to be provided by the private sector; higher densities were to be invited 

under a new effects-based planning system in which sustainability would be assured 

through intensification.  

These four influences, while still in a formative stage, affect the design of all 

new higher density housing. The recent preoccupation with urban design and the 

broader constructs of planning and architecture have a decisive influence on new 

forms of housing, importing processes in building, design, and ideas of community 
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that distinguish medium density housing from the suburban tradition. The suburbs 

continue to be protected by devolved responsibilities under the Local Government 

Act 2002, regulated by Territorial Authorities’ District Plans and unchanged 

planning practices expressed in controls of suburban detail. Such controls include 

section sizes, set-backs, height limits, and the boundary rules that ensure minimum 

standards of neighbourhood development, and these systems will, in theory, 

continue to preserve “the high tolerance of eccentricity” that, as Edmonds (2006, 

p.122) observes, characterise Australasian suburbs.  

While the suburbs continue to be eccentric they are no longer socially mono-

cultural: demographic forces have impacted on the family template for which they 

were built, immigrant communities have flourished, and a pluralistic social culture 

has evolved. Concepts of urban form, however, have been notably absent in New 

Zealand urban development; design and planning expertise, and building industry 

practices would appear to be poorly positioned to undertake the complex task set by 

these four new operational conditions.  

There are profound implications in widely supported criticism that the RMA 

is found to suit rural rather than urban development (for instance, Perkins and 

Thorns, 2000b; Rowe, 2005; Peart, 2007). The issues of social sustainability 

summarised earlier are supported in the principles of the RMA, but are not fortified 

either by the processes, which prioritise the physical environment, or by the first 

generation of higher density housing developments.  

 

Conclusions 

 

With its political purpose designed to prioritize rights of private property 

ownership, the RMA offers a technical definition for environmental sustainability, 

but is not seen to be responsive to social or cultural projections of communality, and 

does not contain the mechanisms to manage sustainable development in complex 
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urban situations (Buhrs, 2000; Rowe, 2005). These comments on the RMA justify the 

assertion that the legislative environment in Auckland is unable to navigate 

between the competing demands of sustainability, urbanism, market forces, and 

typological characteristics of medium density housing. These have been identified as 

the objectives, means, and mechanisms for the construction of Auckland in a more 

compact form.  

 

Embarking on the production of a different housing typology with the same 

instruments of building organisations and design skills that served the general 

purposes of housing development in twentieth century suburban environments could 

be expected to lead to problematic outcomes. An experimental planning system tied 

theoretically to concepts of sustainability is an unfortunate juxtaposition with such 

an objective. Equally housing knowledge is unlikely to be of practical use, if 

embedded in the suburban culture while striving to replicate suburban forms of 

housing at significantly different densities.  

To develop a theory for the planning of a new housing form, a different 

understanding of housing knowledge may inform and strengthen the discourse. An 

understanding of the relative complexity of higher density housing is assisted by 

Polanyi’s separation of types of knowledge discussed in the Methodology section 

earlier. Polanyi (1967) contends that this is a simultaneous perception of two 

different conditions, in which the part is governed - in this context - by social laws 

relating to the right of separate identity (or “self”), expressed in the arrangement of 

private space, or possession of territory. A second and superior set of laws governs 

the perceived whole through the architecture of the group: these are also social laws, 

but are related to the interests of the community, expressed in the dominant 

composition of the block, and reinforced by materiality, tectonic form, and 

consistency of detail (Polanyi, 1970).  
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This hierarchy of knowledge embodies a form of tacit knowledge drawing on 

agreed understandings in the social vernacular. An ordinary perception holds, at the 

same time, collective and separate interpretations of meanings, in which the joint 

meaning of the parts is given by the whole (Polanyi, 1958; 1967; 1970). In the 

Sydney examples illustrated earlier such an understanding is regulated by 

formalised expressions in the spatial organisation of the site, and in the architecture 

of the units of housing. It is not dependent on an explicit justification which might 

be offered by, for instance, policy statements, or a locally-organised neighbourhood 

discussion forum intended to encourage participation in the process of change, but is 

a form of independent and heuristic knowledge that resolves an apparent 

hierarchical conflict. Polanyi’s notion of a tacit form of understanding, which he 

defines as “co-extensive with the text of which it carries meaning” allows a 

subsidiary perception of a social arrangement to be “known”, but known without 

articulation (Polanyi, 1958:87); in this application to two housing developments, 

explicit rules are followed to determine a physical arrangement, while tacit 

knowledge informs the subsidiary rules that define the social arrangement. 

 

The urban qualities present in the Sydney exemplars demonstrate that 

durable housing environments can be achieved: they each reflect social expectations 

of housing design and also offer interpretations of social meaning. The evolution of a 

social culture - with which the pattern of suburban development at low density is 

aligned - has origins in the economic aspirations of settlers in the nineteenth 

century, and the conversion of those ambitions to urban environments early in the 

twentieth century. The “tipping point” of urbanisation which was recorded in the 

Census of 1911 when urban populations exceeded rural populations may be 

regarded as a critical stage of this evolution (King, M, 2003). More importantly, the 

social perspectives of new and first generation immigrants from Europe in the 

nineteenth century, which are considered in the next two chapters, are seen to have 
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inscribed basic conventions relating to privacy and personal independence on the 

culture of housing.  
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Chapter 3 

 

Origins of the housing culture 

 

 

“This Bill will promote the distribution of land among a much larger number of the 

population than has hitherto been the case. It will prevent in the future those 

extremes of poverty and wealth which are the curses of older countries. It will further 

induce people to come from the home country to settle with their families here.” 

 

William Rolleston, Minister for Lands, introducing his perpetual lease Bill, 1882. 

Quoted in Fairburn, 1989, p.175 

 

Introduction 

The British government annexed the territories of New Zealand in 1839 at a 

time of significant political and social change. Britain’s progression to an industrial 

economy in the early decades of the nineteenth century depended on large work-

forces, for which pre-industrial urban housing was inadequate (Tarn, 1971; 

Muthesius, 1982).34 Fundamental social reform and broader representation had 

been demanded by the newly urbanised populations of British cities. The new urban 

communities had started to inhabit forms of mass-produced housing, planned on a 

scale not previously contemplated, and spatially organised in ways that displaced 

the traditions of ordinary housing.  

Housing aspirations of immigrants from Britain to the new colony, however, 

drew on concepts related to earlier traditions - those that had prioritized personal 

identity and involvement in process, for both their spatial configuration and their 

source of supply. Notions of ownership, and “self”, embedded in their aspirations 

                                            
34 Ernst Erber describes this as: “… the city functioned as the vortex of industrial society: it sucked in the raw 
material of human resources as required by the economy, disciplining, regimenting and instructing the new-comer in 
‘urbanism as a way of life’  (Erber, 1974,  p.31). 
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provided the foundations for a New Zealand vernacular of settler housing for most of 

the nineteenth century. 

Chapter 3 considers the political, social, and economic circumstances of the 

predominantly British Europeans who settled in New Zealand after 1839. It 

considers the characteristics of the early immigrant society that contributed to, and 

subsequently determined, the distinctive culture of New Zealand’s housing of the 

twentieth century. The chapter addresses the history of settlement in New Zealand 

with a focus on the evolution of its housing and building culture. It considers house-

building methods in the context of the building industry as it operated in the 

nineteenth century in Britain, the effects of colonisation strategies and of land 

acquisition, the immigrants’ motivations and cultural aspirations, and house-

building practices as they developed in New Zealand. The progress of settlement 

through three generations from an undeveloped landscape to widespread 

urbanisation by the beginning of the twentieth century is summarised. 

 

 

Housing in Britain 1800-1850 

 

The social culture of immigrants from nineteenth century Europe to New 

Zealand was dominated by the settlers from Britain. The social changes that 

affected Europe in the decades after the technological and political revolutions of the 

eighteenth century, which had created a new and liberating social framework, 

supplied a large part of the incentive to emigrate: in the transformed environment 

ordinary people were able to make previously inaccessible choices. Advertisements 

and promotions held out opportunities for personal betterment, a prospect beyond 

the social expectations of the great majority in the class-bound traditions of Britain 

(Binney, 1990).  
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Many were also influenced by deteriorating urban conditions in British 

cities. In the first quarter of the nineteenth century, cities in Britain absorbed 

unprecedented urban growth resulting from two generations of agrarian reforms 

and rural de-population; in addition, improving standards of public health 

contributed to lower infant mortality rates and a longer average lifespan (Fraser, 

2003). Population increases in urban areas of between 25% and 29% per decade 

were common throughout the first half of the 19th century, more than twice the 

growth rate of the national population in the same period (Burnett, 1978).  

The physical transformations and consequent social conditions in Britain’s 

urban centres attracted widespread critical comment. Malthus was amongst the 

earliest critical influences. In 1798 he had predicted that the inevitable consequence 

of unregulated population growth would be economic recession accompanied by 

social unrest, possibly as destructive as the mass civil up-rising witnessed a few 

years earlier in France. As the urban populations expanded, public dissent and 

protest, during and after the Napoleonic Wars, appeared to confirm these 

predictions. 

The Malthusian critique defended the existing social hierarchy. Other 

contemporary political theories, broadly adopting the Whig philosophies of secular 

humanism, led to the Reform Bill in 1832, the “first major change to the franchise 

and political geography of England since … the 1650s” (Black, 2000, p.177). The 

working class Chartist movement for parliamentary reforms took more radical 

positions in the years that followed (Thompson, 1968). In the transition from late 

feudalism to a recognisably democratic socio-economic system, Britain’s habit of 

“defensive revolution, or pre-emptive reform” (Belich, 1996, p.292) had succeeded in 

deflecting more widespread public dissent. The social changes that followed in 

Britain after 1832 were represented particularly by a significant widening of the 

electoral franchise, and recognition of rights of workers to form Trade Unions 

(Fraser, 2003).  
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New ideas in the politics of democratic governance, many relating to the 

principles of free trade and individual enterprise, provided “bottomless wells (for) 

economic and social advance” (Belich, 1996, p.292), and had started to displace the 

orthodoxies of the previous century’s social and political philosophies. As Trevelyan 

summarises these developments in Britain early in the nineteenth century: 

 

“England … could no longer regard the victims of economic circumstance 

with the hard indifferent eye of earlier ages,” and: “(a)fter 1822 … repression 

ceased to be the sole method of government … in the spirit of a new and 

better age” (Trevelyan, 1947, pp.466 - 483).  

 

Advances in the new industrial technologies offered few immediate benefits 

to the domestic living standards of the recently urbanised population. In the period 

between the first Reform Bill of 1832 and the first Public Health Act of 1848, in a 

predominantly laissez-faire economic environment accompanied by accelerating 

urban growth, “nothing was done to control [the activities of] the slum-landlords and 

the jerry-builders” (Trevelyan, 1947, p.528). Public protest at the increasingly 

intolerable conditions in Britain’s manufacturing cities was widespread; protest 

crossed class boundaries as multiplying urban populations started to affect the 

living standards of all sectors of society (Fraser, 2003; Burnett, 1978).  

Early nineteenth century housing in the industrial cities consisted mainly 

of short-term lodging houses, tenement houses, and their basements; housing 

designed to accommodate large-scale rural migration or permanent family 

settlement was a rarity. House-building land in central city areas had become 

scarce, and densities increased as landlords sub-divided existing properties rather 

than risk the higher capital costs of developing new tenements (Burnett 1978). 

Numerous accounts, including contemporary records and historical studies, have 

documented the over-crowding, and the damp and unventilated buildings that 



 95 

housed the urban working classes during the period between 1815 and 1840 (for 

example, Tarn, 1971; Muthesius, 1982).35  

 

British house-building in the 19thC. 

 

House-building in Britain operated on business and organisational practices 

unchanged since the late middle-ages until the last quarter of the nineteenth 

century. An unregulated, fragmented, and under-capitalised building industry 

supplied almost all of Britain’s urban housing, and can be considered to have carried 

some responsibility for the prevailing conditions in the cities. In the 1840s, when 

immigration to New Zealand was tentatively under way, the industry in Britain’s 

towns and cities consisted of small building firms employing two or three labourers 

working with a skilled craftsman-proprietor, usually a mason or a carpenter. 

 Building firms were local businesses with craft skills learned from 

apprenticeships, producing, however, not more than three or four houses each year 

(Muthesius, 1982). Industrial production methods that were in the process of 

transforming all other sectors left the house building industry more or less 

untouched; with few exceptions, building continued as a small-scale “cottage-craft” 

activity throughout the nineteenth century.36  

Building firms typically operated on a basis of minimal capital investment; 

they depended on credit arrangements, usually obtained through speculators or 

from lawyers investing clients’ funds, a process for financing building that 

frequently allowed the builder to own and let the property on completion. The 

                                            
35 As Trevelyan described these conditions: “Immigrants to the mining and industrial districts were .. dumped 
down..  in the rows of mass-produced brick dwellings erected to house the hands. .. the mass of unregarded humanity 
were .. without any social services .. to compensate for the lost amenities of country life.” (Trevelyan, 1947, p p. 475-
476). 
36 A small number of building companies anticipated a demand for large buildings in London and expanded their 
workforces and business operations to meet those demands. In 1828 Thomas Cubitt employed “about 1000 men”; in 
1851, however, only 9 builders in the capital employed workforces of more than 200, and 57 employed more than 50 
workers. In the provincial cities, a building company with 10 employees was considered a large firm (Burnett, 1978, 
p.20). 
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builders’ reliance on credit, where fluctuations in interest rates and material costs 

could damage speculative contracts, were combined with the fundamentally 

unpredictable nature of the building process, which was (and is) affected by weather 

and the health of the tiny workforces. Together, these conditions gave professional 

builders a reputation for financial instability (Burnett, 1978).  

 

Outside urban areas, ordinary housing “for the human backbone of the 

nation” had usually been built by farm labourers during periods of inactivity in the 

agricultural cycle (Brunskill, 2000, p.24). In the tradition of country building, and to 

achieve maximum economy, materials were those found locally: the diversity of 

vernacular building in Britain is a reflection of the variations in materials, 

ecological and climate conditions, and from these variables, design traditions in 

building forms (Oliver, 1975). Accounts of rural housing in early nineteenth century 

Britain describe medieval practices (for example, Barley, 1986); with few exceptions, 

professionally organised building by companies similar in size to those in the cities 

was limited to private construction of houses for the gentry.  

Materials used in the new urban house-building industry were less varied: 

predominantly brick and stone for the main elements of structure, with timber floors 

and roofs, and with slate or clay tile roofing. These are relatively durable materials, 

but the standard of building was often poor, water and drainage services were 

minimal, and external spaces in the form of alleys and streets, and communally 

owned yards and courts, were small and insanitary (Guillery, 2004; Oliver, Davis, 

and Bentley, 1981). Tarn (1973) suggests that the association of ‘ordinary’ housing of 

the cities with a wide range of health problems due to air pollution, a persistently 

damp environment, and overcrowding, was well established; the social and economic 

consequences became the source of concern to some legislators, as well as to 

increasingly numerous reformers and radical activists.  
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The standard of housing construction produced by the builders and 

speculators undoubtedly contributed to the squalid conditions of urban life, 

alongside rack-rents, and the consequential over-crowding experienced by the 

majority. Historians have held the house-builders responsible for the poor building 

standards during this period in spite of efforts by charitable organisations to 

improve conditions (Tarn, 1971).37  

Three factors, which together recognise the intrinsic and compounding 

disadvantages of building as an occupation, provide the industry with an 

explanation, and a limited defence; firstly, the absence of political will to centrally 

regulate building practices, until mid-century38; secondly, the pressures to protect 

speculative profits in an uncertain and competitive market, which had an adverse 

effect on construction quality; and thirdly, particularly relevant in the house-

building sector, the difficulty of adapting industrial business practices, for instance, 

in the application of economies of scale in production, to an industry operating 

largely on small scale projects (Tarn,1973).  

 

Colonisation strategies  

 

In a liberalising political climate successive British governments adopted 

strategies that began to look to the new colonies for opportunities to re-settle some 

of its expanding, and perhaps surplus population (Matthias, 1983; Davison, 2000). 

The eighteenth century notion of colonies as the source of raw materials changed to 

one in which colonies could assume a role as extensions of the society of the 

homeland, able to address the problem of over-population, and also able to provide 

                                            
37 Tarn’s account of the 3 main Charitable organisations’ contribution to better quality housing for the “industrious” 
working classes, particularly in London, does not alter the broad picture drawn here; the statistical impact of their 
developments, mostly in tenements, was small. Charities and private philanthropists intervened to alleviate some of 
the worst conditions. However, between 1840 and 1880, their “organised efforts … (were) hardly enough to make any 
impression on the problem” (Tarn, 1971, p.16); as Gray observed: “The philanthropists were unable to escape the 
disability of their arbitrary self-appointment.” (Gray, B, 1908; quoted in Tarn, 1971, p.54) 
38 Victorian laissez faire principles were deeply ingrained in government: the Public Health Act of 1848 was 
advisory, rather than mandatory, in its first edition (Muthesius, 1982).  
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future markets for consumption of the products of Britain’s new industries (Cain 

and Hopkins, 1993; Fraser, 2003).39  

 

Emigration to North America had been established in the previous century, 

and by 1825 Australia had started to attract a regular flow of settlers as well as the 

de facto colonists of the transports to the penal colonies in Sydney, Hobart, and 

Brisbane (Frost, 1990; Matthias, 1983). After 1832, the reformed political structure 

of the British Parliament was able to approve the colonisation of New Zealand 

without territorial challenge from other European nations. The springboard was 

provided by forces stationed in New South Wales, geographically the closest British 

colony, and where two generations of British emigration had established a viable 

settlement. Confident of territorial control, the British endorsed the principle of an 

experimental colonisation system using the privately funded, entrepreneurial 

strategies developed in London by Edward Gibbon Wakefield, with supervision by 

the colonial administration based in Sydney (Belich, 1996). 

 

The New Zealand Association had been launched in London by Wakefield in 

1837, proposing a “scientific” model for a socially viable New Zealand colony based 

on the social structure of the British motherland. In this strategy the Association 

received occasional support and little obstruction from the British Government 

(Sorrenson, 1992). Two years later, the Association, re-named the “New Zealand 

Company” to assert its commercial identity, had developed a migration programme 

for the 1840s and 1850s, adopting a “systematic” colonisation strategy that proposed 

to import a complete vertical cross-section of British society, a small scale 

reproduction of Britain for the new territory (Bassett, 1990, p.40). The Company’s 

campaign in Britain advertised New Zealand to “farmers and small capitalists” and 

                                            
39 British exports of manufactured consumer goods to colonial markets increased significantly towards the end of the 
19thC; at the same time Britain increased imports of food from mainly colonial sources to supply 95% of its total 
domestic requirement (Fraser, 2003, p.588). 
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“persons of the industrious classes” (Binney, 1990, p.38), holding out a vision of a 

planned, secure, economically prosperous society in established townships, a vision 

that also encouraged family emigration.  

Wakefield’s prospectus offered potential immigrants an attractive 

alternative to urban life in Britain in a homogenous and scientifically stratified 

society, preferably with a protestant majority, but without ethnic or religious 

distinctions between Anglo-Saxons, Celts or other European races that might 

contribute (Bassett, 1990). For prospective emigrants, especially those with an 

“industrious” outlook, the condition of Britain’s urban housing in 1840 supplied 

considerable motivation (Fairburn, 1990).  

 

The best estimates of rates of home ownership in Britain in the 1830s – 

1840s suggest that less than 10% of dwellings in the larger cities were owner-

occupied, and less than 3% in the largest cities. These figures include houses owned 

by the upper classes (Erber, 1974). As Davison summarises this issue, “… the only 

real prospect of freehold ownership for most British working men was in the 

colonies” (Davison, 2000, p.10) As tenants in the cities, with no hope of becoming 

property owners, with little opportunity to take control of the physical 

circumstances of their own lives, and with the perception that these conditions 

would not improve in the future, the prospect of life in the colonies represented by 

emigration may have needed little elaboration by either Wakefield, or the Colonial 

Office.  

 

In the event, “the original groups of settlers did not remotely resemble a 

cross-section of English society” (Sinclair, 2000, p.144). Graham describes the first 

immigrants as drawn mostly “from labouring and lower-middleclass backgrounds” 

(Graham, 1992, p.116) with, at 24% of all British immigrants, a disproportionately 

large contingent from Scotland (King, M, 2003). Housing conditions in Scottish cities 
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were considerably worse than those in England (Davison, 2000). The reluctance of 

the upper levels of the British gentry to leave their inheritances and face the social 

and financial uncertainties, and the physical hardships of colonial life trimmed off 

the higher-placed and most wealthy social group. Conditions of migration, both in 

the necessary financial commitment and the event of the journey itself discouraged 

family migration. They also excluded the poorest and the least healthy inhabitants 

of England’s industrial cities (Belich, 1996; Fraser, 2003).40  

Within two decades of the first phase of settlement the ordered colonisation 

of New Zealand envisaged by Wakefield was disrupted by the social impact of 

itinerant gold-miners in the South Island and the Coromandel Peninsular, and in 

addition, irregular waves of immigration from the Australian colonies (Dalziel, 

1992). 41 In consequence, the “scientific” programme was only a limited success: New 

Zealand’s first generation settlers were drawn largely from the lower and middle 

ranges of Wakefield’s ideal social cross-section, and were predominantly single 

males (Belich, 1996). Wakefield contributed settlers to the extent that, in 1852, 

12,000 of the 22,000 Europeans in New Zealand were immigrants brought to the 

colony by his company (Bassett, 1990)42. More significantly for the development of 

New Zealand’s housing vernacular, the company’s dealings in land had secured a 

large proportion of the territory required for the “self-contained economy” with 

which the British Colonial Office had intended to establish and maintain the colony 

(Belich, 1996). 

 

                                            
40 Rural migration continued in Britain throughout the 19thC; as Rebecca Fraser notes, 40% of male labour in rural 
areas migrated after 1860, some to the colonies (Fraser, 2003, p. 588) 
41 The discovery of gold in Victoria in 1851 caused immediate unplanned immigration to Australia from many 
countries; some gold rush immigrants moved on to New Zealand to become permanent settlers (Forster 1995, p.8). 
42 The figure given by King is 15,500 in total; King also underlines the disproportionate influence of the New 
Zealand Company’s immigrants on social and economic developments in the 19thC. (King, 2003, p.173). 
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Land, colonisation and housing in New Zealand 

 

The complex issue of the coloniser’s acquisition, use, and ownership of land 

is a primary contributing factor in the evolution of New Zealand’s housing culture. 

Traditional Maori systems of ownership for land and property, in which the 

community assumes a role of stewardship, conflicted with both Wakefield’s, and the 

colonial administration’s intentions: set against promises of private ownership to the 

settlers, communal ownership of Maori land was a major impediment to the process 

of acquisition. Private land ownership is, however, a fundamental economic factor in 

the prevailing political liberalism of the colonisers, and to the housing culture that 

developed in the nineteenth and twentieth centuries (Olssen, 1992). The history of 

Maori custom, and the guiding principles that had currency at the time of European 

settlement, need to be summarised to explain the origins of the present-day pattern 

of land and property ownership. 

For the New Zealand Company, investment of private capital in the new 

colony depended on the acquisition of land, to be used as a tradeable asset that could 

be profitably re-sold to settlers or investors (Sorrenson, 1992). Wakefield’s 

prospectus advertising his plans for systematic colonisation made the process of 

land purchase the principal attraction for investors, reinforced by the social strategy 

of a “Better Britain” – the security of their investments would be greater in a 

socially stable colony, which could thus be expected to return profits “from the 

outset” (Gardner, 1992, p.59). Controlling the purchases of land, and the proceeds of 

the sales, had been essential to the New Zealand Company’s social programme as 

well as to its commercial viability. From early trading with Maori, which was often 

characterised by naivety on both sides (Sorrenson, 1992), the New Zealand Company 
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had maintained the social intentions of the Company’s prospectus by setting land 

values to establish a “sufficient” price.43 

Gardner’s account of the British Colonial Office ambitions in New Zealand 

in 1839 emphasises the role the colony was expected to play in “coping with … social 

problems” at home. At the same time, however, it would be required to show that 

this “outlay would yield a satisfactory return”; that is, that investment would offer a 

sound commercial return, ideally in the short term (Gardner, 1992). To achieve this, 

Maori were required to cede exclusive rights of land purchases to agents of the 

Colonial Government. The economic strategy, in its simplest form, provided cheap 

land titles to the British Government for on-sale to settlers at a higher price (Stone, 

2001). Trading profits would pay for administration and protection for the colony, 

while Maori would gain from “British technology” and the principle of benevolent 

rule, British protection, and rights as citizens of the Empire. Maori would be 

expected to accept low prices for their land in return (King, M, 2003).  

 

On this basis Captain Hobson “hastily and inexpertly” drew up the Treaty 

of Waitangi, and persuaded a majority of Maori leaders to accept it in the course of 

1840 (Owens 1992, p.51).44 Hobson was acting for the Colonial Office of the British 

Government and also for Sydney investors by taking over the role of acquisition and 

re-sale of land, a role previously filled by the New Zealand Company. The Treaty’s 

economic intentions relating to the purchase and permanent transfer of land 

ownership, however, were not clearly explained to Maori (King, M, 2003; Parsonson, 

1992).  

The new colonial administration under Captain Hobson removed the 

commercial cornerstone – trading in land – from Wakefield’s Company when the 
                                            
43 “ … low enough for men with some capital to set themselves up in style, high enough to oblige the lower classes to 
work for a time before they could establish themselves on small farms” (Binney, 1990, p.41) 
44  Accounts of the circumstances of the Treaty vary, but there is broad agreement that it was ‘hastily and inexpertly 
drawn up’, ambiguous and contradictory in content …’; Owens (1992) describes Hobson as “ a sick man, … legally 
untrained and (without) legal advisors .. surrounded by manipulators and self-seekers: all his advisors had land or 
wanted it.” Maori chiefs were preoccupied by their own ‘mana’ (status), and potential tribal advantage. (Owens, 
1992, p.51). 
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Treaty was signed, and, after disputes over pre-1840 land purchases, the experiment 

in “scientific colonisation” lost credibility in the London investment market. As a 

consequence of the Treaty, the British system of private ownership of land replaced 

the Maori tradition of communal ownership, at least for all land transferred in this 

process. By 1880 the majority of land purchased from Maori by the Government had 

been re-sold into private holdings. Land purchases from Maori, and in some cases, 

land seizures, continued under Government control through the remainder of the 

nineteenth century (King, 1992). 

 

Maori traditions and colonial practice 

 

Communitarian traditions in Maori culture have a close theoretical 

relationship to principles of state control of land. These traditional practices, 

however, had been displaced in New Zealand by Victorian Britain’s determination to 

emphasise individualism, free trade, and private enterprise, particularly in the first 

three decades of settlement. At the time of the European discovery of New Zealand 

the initially mobile Maori population had settled in relatively permanent hapu 

(extended family) communities typically of between 30 and 50 members (Davidson, 

1992).  Larger pa-based (fortified town) settlements of up to 500 houses, occupied by 

an iwi (tribe) were established in some North Island locations.  Shirley (2005) 

summarises Maori tradition as based on “the whanau and the tribe with the mana 

of Maori and the integrity of the tribe intimately associated with land” (Shirley, 

2005, p. xvi). In spite of rivalries, the customary kaitiakitanga of all Maori iwi 

recognised the “connectedness” of life and place (King, M, 2003, p.78), and collective 

ownership of, and responsibility for, the environment – the land, water, and 

vegetation, and with these, the crops and products of the land.  
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Considered to be a central issue in the early stages of colonisation, practices 

in the acquisition of land had been debated in British political and intellectual 

circles since Locke’s seventeenth century work on constitutions for settlements in 

North America, in which rights of the colonisers were first publicly debated. The 

debate was rekindled later in the nineteenth century by radical utopian socialists, 

drawing on the liberalist humanism of Bellamy and George. In Britain, Mill, the 

economist Marshall, and various reform groups, including socialists and anarchists, 

advanced ideas that contained notions of direct state intervention in socio-economic 

affairs, in some cases using new manufacturing and communications technologies 

for their justification (Hall, 1988). Black (2000) notes that, with social philosophies 

inherited from the Chartists and Dissenters of the 1830s, a new literature developed 

around political and economic theories that advocated communal, and as a 

theoretical possibility, state ownership of land.  

 

Ideas from these and other sources were in wide public circulation, and 

affected political developments in the newer colonies (Richardson, 1992). Mill, for 

example, asked to advise British Liberal politicians on appropriate colonial 

procedures for the administration of land distribution, had proposed a utilitarian 

tax-based solution that redirected the profits of ownership from the landlords to the 

community (Sinclair, 2000). He argued that equitable ownership and tax revenues 

could only be guaranteed by this arrangement. 

In New Zealand, however, a large proportion of the land blocks bought 

cheaply in the early acquisitions were rapidly and profitably sold on, with some 

exceptions in rural areas of the South Island, and in the environs of Auckland and 

Wellington (Stone, 2001). These profitable speculations in the early years 

established a market in land dealing that concentrated ownership in the hands of a 

small number of investors, and set high prices that disadvantaged immigrants in 

the 1870s and 1880s (Graham, 1992). It is argued here that a fair and equitable 
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distribution of land could only have been achieved in a regulated market, as Mill 

had predicted; promises made to many of the late-nineteenth century immigrants 

could not be kept, and their expectations of “advancement” were frustrated.  

 

Immigrant culture 

 

Although land was an important matter for ordinary settlers from Britain, 

there were other aspects of the colony that attracted the immigrants. New Zealand 

could be represented as a new “paradise”: one in which class of origin was less 

significant than capacity for hard work, in which a “populist compact” replaced the 

paternalism of Victorian British society, and where the socially and manually 

versatile “sturdy yeoman” could succeed and prosper (Belich, 1996, p.409). The 

immigrants, men and women, were “unwilling to accept inferior status”; fresh from 

the abolition of the Combination laws in Britain they were investing in a new social 

order (Sinclair, 2000, p.98).  

To early observers of the colony, the most striking phenomenon of the New 

Zealand Company settler communities was the majority reaction against attempts 

to preserve the British class system, with its traditions of limited property 

ownership and distribution of private wealth, limited educational opportunity, and 

the restriction of rights to vote freely (Sinclair, 2000).  

Of the “sturdy yeoman’s” origins, Trevelyan noted that: 

 

“… the English village during the first half of the Nineteenth Century was 

still able to provide an excellent type of colonist to new lands beyond the 

ocean. The men were accustomed to privation and to long hours of out-door 

work, and were ready to turn their hands to tree-felling, agriculture, and 

rough handicraft. The over-population [and] … the resentment felt by freer 

spirits against the rule of squire and farmer … (filled the Empire) with men 

and women of British speech and tradition.” 
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Trevelyan describes these men and women as: 

 

“only at one remove from the villager: … not wholly a product of the city,[not] 

incapable of going back to the land or of plying more trades than one… still 

able to adapt [themselves] to the hardships of pioneer life, and to its variety 

of requirements and opportunities.” (Trevelyan, 1947, pp.474-475).  

 

Emigration was not an “act of deliberate rejection” of the homeland 

(Graham, 1992, p.113); nor was it a “flight from starvation to exile”, but rather, as 

Thompson’s summary, “a short road to abundance and affluence” (Thompson quoted 

in Sinclair, 2000, p.104), and also “an attempt at creating a society which was 

classless because everyone was middle class” (Sinclair, 2000, p.105). Their ambition 

to build an egalitarian society was recognised by observers and advocates of the 

colonisation programme at the time, and according to Sinclair it persisted into the 

twentieth century. Notions of social revolution were almost entirely absent. In the 

third generation:  

 

“The majority [of settlers] still seemed to regard their historic mission as the 

achievement of bourgeois living standards, of bourgeois respectability, rather 

than the abolition of the bourgeoisie.” (Sinclair, 2000, p.212). 

 

Graham explains the social egalitarianism of the first generation of settlers 

as the product of the “practical difficulties of pioneering” rather than evidence of an 

early commitment to a particular social philosophy (Graham, 1992, p.138). 

Employment opportunities for working men were mostly outside the main 

settlements. Rough living conditions in the bush helped to generate loosely formed 

immigrant communities based on collaboration and solidarity, and a convention of 

equality in the male culture of New Zealand that passed on to later generations 

(King, M, 2003).  
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In the early decades the hard conditions were reflected in a severe gender 

imbalance. Immigrant males in the colony out-numbered women by almost two to 

one in the first generation of settlement, a differential that persisted until the Vogel 

plan in the 1870s to provide free passages for single British women (King, 2003).  

Women from working and lower middle classes could anticipate some 

advantages if they undertook the high risks of emigration: an escape from class 

barriers in England, from poorly paid work usually in domestic service, and, in the 

superior climate of New Zealand, a healthier and less physically debilitating life 

than that endured in the cities of Britain. From an early stage, women adapted to 

the necessities of a survival culture, acquiring craft and working skills that included 

building or extending houses and an independence that guaranteed their own and 

their children’s futures in the event of accidents affecting their husbands’ ability to 

provide (Belich, 1996).45  The imbalance between the numbers of men and women in 

the colony made it possible for women to select the better-qualified of the men for 

marriage – qualifications measured in literacy and trade skills – suggesting, 

simultaneously, opportunist rather than romantic partnerships, and a rapid 

“refinement of class ambition” (Belich, 1996, p.393). Role and class definitions, fixed 

by social tradition in England, were necessarily more flexible in the colony.  

The first generation of settlers that arrived in New Zealand were ambitious 

to own land, and to achieve prosperity for themselves by enterprise and hard 

physical labour. These ambitions did not distinguish New Zealand’s settlers from 

those in other British colonies in the same period: Belich observes that the 

“reproductive expansion of Europe” in the eighteenth and nineteenth centuries 

shared the “same list of unique national characteristics: egalitarianism, 

pragmatism, anti-intellectualism, [and] colonial ingenuity” (Belich, 1996, p.277).  

 

                                            
45 Servant girl Sarah Sharpe had jumped at the chance to be her own mistress. She was particularly proud of 
building her own kitchen, when her husband could not leave his work to do it: “I got a little maid to mind the 
children, while I put up a mud kitchen 20ft. long and 12ft. wide”; abridged from Belich 1996, p.391. 
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Housing the settlers 

 

This description of settler characteristics in New Zealand provides an 

accurate and distinctive profile, without implying that any particular quality is 

more significant than another. It is argued, however, that in relation to the 

nineteenth century culture of housing, they collectively support the more 

fundamental immigrant ambition to gain independence through the ownership of 

property.  

First generation immigrants to New Zealand began the transition to a 

different, and more enterprising, housing model, “from the start” becoming 

landowners and householders rather than tenants, even if the houses built were 

modest (Sinclair, 2000; Dalziel, 1992). In contrast with their experiences of rented 

housing in Britain, where tenancy agreements were often conditional on good health 

and good behaviour, it became possible for New Zealand’s new social order to be 

independent of the landlords, and to assume direct responsibility for the physical 

condition of houses they occupied. The settlers were also able to claim the civil 

rights, and the social and economic benefits associated with land and property 

ownership (Olssen, 1992). Referring to the colonisation of Australia, to which New 

Zealand’s historical experience is closely related, Davison has observed that “the 

underlying convictions about domestic life which shaped people’s ideas of home” 

were largely imported with the immigrants: 

 

“They carried with them notions of property, family, and independence, 

which they had learned in the land of their birth … The homes these 

emigrants created in the new land were based on those essentially British 

ideals which the cities of the homeland had nurtured, but which they denied 

to the majority of their inhabitants.” (Davison, 2000, pp.6-7) 
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The social and economic conditions of settlement, it is suggested, are 

consistent between historical accounts and records: the immigrants shared a culture 

based on aspirations to build a society that reduced class difference and the 

concomitant privileges of wealth and power. Through their common aspirations the 

immigrants were able to frame and express a new housing vernacular. Their ideal 

form of housing would be indifferent to gender and class, would be based on 

ownership, and would exercise control of external and internal spatial form. It 

would become a vehicle for the accumulation of individual wealth through property, 

and would state their intention to lead a private life.  Thus established, the 

vernacular provided a theoretical model that framed the socio-economic and spatial 

parameters for suburban housing in the following century.  

 

Building houses in 19thC. New Zealand 

 

From their origins in Europe and their familiarity with the building 

industry practices, immigrants, including the majority British settlers, were 

familiar with tenement housing consisting of multi-occupation, multi-floor, 

individually constructed and landlord-owned blocks. Many of the immigrants would 

have also been aware of the more recently developed back-to-back and two storied 

terraced housing (also owned by landlords or industrial employers), that had started 

to replace tenements in Britain’s cities in the 1830s (Muthesius, 1982).  

 

New Zealand’s nineteenth century building industry developed in a similar 

pattern to that in Britain: it was fragmented, small-scale, craft-based, “workshop-

like” and vulnerable to the vicissitudes of fluctuating economic conditions, some of 

which was reflected in Auckland’s enthusiasm for property speculation (Belich, 

1996, p.361).  But houses were a minor part of the industry’s function. House 
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building in urban areas saw significant numbers of self-built, mostly timber-framed 

houses.  

Salmond (1986), in his study of early housing notes that the settlers in rural 

districts generally built their own houses, continuing the rural traditions of Britain, 

and using materials from local resources. In adopting these practices the settlers 

started to develop a building vernacular in timber construction. To service the self-

build activities an industry emerged from timber suppliers and their saw mills, and 

their catalogues of timber products, which steadily increased in complexity and 

variety. Kit-set self-built houses imported from Britain were available, and were a 

popular and cost-effective alternative. Brick makers and metal workers, the latter 

using imported materials, had expanded into moderate-sized industries before the 

shift to urban house-building in the 1890s.  

 

The foundations of a distinctive local culture of building can be identified at 

an early stage: it is estimated that by 1860, 80% of all houses in the colony were 

built in timber, establishing a New Zealand architectural vernacular in the first 

generation of settlement (Salmond, 1986, p.60). Initially, in a brief phase of a pre-

industrial vernacular house builders started to use methods derived from rural, 

rather than urban British housing models: log or timber frame structures, plank or 

cob (rammed earth) walls, with turf, shingle, and later, corrugated iron roofing. 

Material supplies for settler’s housing were dominated by pit-sawn timber, a choice 

that illustrates, simultaneously, the physical commitment of the immigrants, and a 

readiness to convert their house-building methods to those familiar from the 

practical rural traditions of Britain.46  

Houses were “simple box cottages usually [with] one or two rooms, a 

rectangular plan and a gabled, or hipped roof” with the “great virtue … especially 

those made of timber” of being capable of enlargement by extension (Salmond, 1986, 

                                            
46  “It took two men six weeks of backbreaking work to pit-saw enough wood for a small house.” (Belich 1996, p.355). 
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p.74). They were also spatially limited: from historical records Belich notes that 

“about half of all houses in the 1860s, and a third in the 1870s, had only one or two 

rooms” (Belich, 1996, p.378).47 These house-building methods indicate a departure 

from the construction technologies and the materials of urban house-building known 

to the immigrants.48  

The immigrants sought control of the fabric: size, complexity, internal 

arrangement, services, appearance, and territory now became the domain of the 

householder. It became possible to build according to needs, and to modify the house 

as needs and aspirations changed. Salmond describes houses as simple timber boxes 

with one or two rooms which could be extended with more rooms, verandas, or out-

buildings; services and primary fittings such as fireplaces, kitchen stoves, and water 

systems could be improved, or up-graded, as resources permitted.   

The vernacular of ordinary housing became the basis of the large scale 

ownership of houses by the end of the nineteenth century. While official records 

leave room for debate, Fairburn (1990) suggests that the significant measure for 

calculation is by the number of workers with households (workers who were 

supporting families with children) who owned their houses, with or without 

borrowings: the New Zealand statistic for 1892 on this basis is one-third of workers’ 

households (Fairburn, 1990, p.207). This high level of private ownership, it is 

argued, provided the socio-economic template for later developments that as Olssen 

(1992) observes, consisted entirely of privately owned stand-alone timber framed 

housing. 

                                            
47 Architectural histories of building in 19thC New Zealand tend to focus on prominent buildings, usually more 
elaborate in design, and particularly those where the architect’s name is recorded and the building has been 
preserved. The housing standards that applied for the majority of the immigrants are not visible in the literature, 
but are considered in this thesis to be the buildings that define the vernacular to a large degree. Jeremy Salmond’s 
Old New Zealand Houses (1986, reprinted 1993) is one of the few texts that recognise the significance of ‘ordinary’ 
building. 
48 The administrative and supply origins of New Zealand’s urban housing traditions lie in the models and practices 
of 19thC government in Britain as the administrative power. The differences between the New Zealand traditions of 
ownership and those in North American and European cities are partly explained by the early 19thC. history when 
governments in Germany and France made higher investments in infrastructure and urban regeneration than were 
made in Britain (Mathias, 1983). The practice of City and State provision in the supply of rented accommodation in 
urban areas in European countries crossed the Atlantic with immigrants to North America, while New Zealand 
adopted the British model of central provision of infrastructure coupled with private sector development of housing. 
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External space on all sides of the house became the preferred form of site 

layout, effectively separating the house from the public space of the street for 

privacy, and, behind the house, retaining garden space of sufficient size to grow 

vegetables and fruit, as well as, in many cases, to accommodate livestock. In the 

earliest immigrant settlements it was the practical custom to rear cows, goats, and 

poultry to supply the household’s needs. This aspect of the housing vernacular was 

extended into the private back yards of suburban housing in the 1920s, when 

poultry (“chooks”) was the commonest form of household animal kept.49 

 

Other aspects of the character of the immigrant community are reflected in 

their approach to house building and housing supply. It is reasonable to speculate 

from the literature that these included the ability to extend and convert trade skills, 

to re-discover basic skills of building once common in rural life, coupled to a 

combination of enterprise and material ambition. In their ability to make, to adapt, 

repair, and modify, as Belich suggests, a pioneering resourcefulness developed, 

illustrated by the advice from Julius Vogel in 1875, that: “the handyman in the 

colonies should be able to turn his hand to almost anything” (Vogel, quoted in 

Salmond, 1986, p.71). A packing case that arrived with a piece of furniture was 

valued almost as highly as the furniture itself (Salmond, 1986). 

 

In this area, Wakefield’s immigration propaganda that had represented 

New Zealand as “a labourer’s paradise where the industrious were invariably 

rewarded with the joys of property” was at least partly justified (Fairburn, 1990, 

p.207). Individual ownership of land had been firmly established by the first 

generation of settlers. However, the private ownership of large holdings in rural 

areas, and speculation in land in urban areas became an impediment to universal 

                                            
49 In the second half of the nineteenth century a “very large percentage” of households made use of housing land for 
food production (Fairburn, 1989); in 1921, more than 40% of urban households in New Zealand maintained poultry 
in rear gardens (Mullins and Kynaston, 2000, p.153). 
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house ownership for the second and third generations. Contrary to the earlier 

intention, new immigrants in the 1870s and 1880s were confronted with renting or 

buying property in a private land market not dissimilar to that which they hoped 

had been left behind in Britain (McKinlay, 1988; Sinclair, 2000). 

 

Urban land and suburban housing 1890-1910 

 

Immigrants in the late nineteenth century arrived at the beginning of 

significant change in the colony’s economic and social structure (Brooking, 1992, 

p.230). Political and economic theory in this period, the majority of it originating in 

Britain influenced the first Liberal Government in 1892 to introduce a series of 

Land for Settlements Acts. Intended partly to relieve a declining economy, but also 

in response to public pressure, the revised legislation curtailed purchases from 

Maori, and eased paths to private ownership (Brooking, 1992). Its primary purpose 

was related to the supply and distribution of rural land, particularly to reduce 

landlord profiteering. Ferguson (1994) suggests that a secondary intention related to 

the increasing urbanisation of New Zealand’s population, and that amendments to 

the 1892 Act in 1896 were inspired by the need to address issues of distribution and 

ownership of urban land to ensure that access to ownership was more widely 

available. 

In the earliest housing, in addition to small room sizes and unsophisticated 

room relationships (Salmond, 1986), the Long Depression between 1877 and 1895 

may also account for some neglect of maintenance. The earliest town building had 

been unable to achieve the quality standards in materials and finishes that became 

available when the supply industries were fully established. As well as the 

constraints imposed by “landlordism” on a wider franchise for land ownership, much 

of the housing built in the towns by the first generations of immigrants had declined 

into dilapidated condition by 1890 (Isaac and Olssen, 2000).  
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Olssen (1992) suggests that the dense morphology of the urban environment 

and the shabby state of much town housing in New Zealand’s cities disappointed the 

expectations of the rural migrants and new immigrants from Britain and Europe. In 

Britain and Australia lower density suburban developments, reliant on public 

transport systems, had begun to change the design of city housing. With knowledge 

of developments in town and city housing elsewhere, ordinary working people 

aspired to higher standards than those offered by the housing stock of New 

Zealand’s main centres; as Fairburn (1989) argues, high prices, poor quality and 

landlordism encouraged further self-building on sections in the suburban districts. 

This also reinstated the atomised social forms of rural life (Fairburn, 1989). 

Government attempts to end the Long Depression determined a sequence of 

social and economic developments that began to shape the housing culture of the 

twentieth century. Housing was re-vitalised and given new direction by land 

ownership reform and by new central funding made available for house building in 

urban centres (King, M, 2003). By 1900, New Zealand Labour organisations and the 

Liberal Government were agreed that: 

 

“…suburban settlement was necessary. Suburbs would undermine the 

economic basis of slums, and provide an opportunity for the levelling 

upwards on the social scale of the industrious workers” (Ferguson, 1994, 

p.45). 

 

Six of the key economic and political developments towards the end of this 

period, each with direct and distinct social consequences, are summarised as follows: 

(i) New Zealand’s primary economic base in agriculture gradually gave way 

to new, small scale urban industries (King, 2003). A large white-collar workforce in 

the commercial and civil administration sectors developed during the 1880s, 
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drawing labour from the large families of the newly educated working classes 

(Belich, 2001).50  

 

(ii) The conservative southern dominance of New Zealand politics, related to 

South Island agriculture, declined, and was replaced in 1891 by the Liberal 

governments of Ballance and Seddon, and the radical collectivism of influential 

ministers (Sinclair, 2000). Population drift to the North Island displaced the South 

Island’s majority in 1886. New representatives from ordinary backgrounds were 

elected to Parliament, to moderate, and then supplant, the patriarchal hegemony of 

the Victorian gentry; their impact on reforms included the passing of the Land Acts, 

and the introduction of Income Tax in place of duties levied on trade and property 

(King, 2003).  

 

(iii) New Zealand’s contribution of troops to Britain’s colonial war in South 

Africa in 1899 created a sense of nationhood, confirmed by the rejection of a proposal 

to join the Australian Federation in 1901, and by Dominion status granted to New 

Zealand in 1907.51 These events helped to define New Zealand’s gradual emergence 

as a separate and independent country, rather than a colony of Britain or sub-colony 

of Australia. Drawing on the practical and socially modernising traditions 

established by the pioneers, the old habits of England were being discarded or 

rejected; for instance the custom of primogeniture, and many of the associated social 

conventions relating to land ownership.  

In relation to housing, Graham summarises the developing culture of 

twentieth century property ownership when she states that: 

                                            
50 The white collar workforce employed in offices and the civil service increased in size between 1886 and 1911 from 
approximately 1 in 20 to 1 in 6 of the total of all employment; the majority lived in towns and cities (Belich, 2001, 
p.140). 
51 The quality of the troops sent by Australian and New Zealand governments for service in the Boer War also drew 
the attention of the British to the poor physical condition of their own recruits and influenced debate on the 
inadequacy of housing in British cities which was held to be partly responsible (Burnett, 1978; Belich, 1996; Isaac & 
Olssen, 1990, p.107). The outbreak of bubonic plague in the Rocks area of Sydney in January 1900, for which 
overcrowding and sub-standard housing was blamed (along with port controls), supplied a further incentive to 
address housing conditions in Australia and New Zealand (McManus, 2005). 
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“. … assertions of privilege … were resented, particularly the association of 

social, economic, and political privilege with landed wealth. The possession 

of land in itself was an accepted common goal.” (Graham, 1992, p.138). 

 

(iv) Women, who had shared the hard work of settlement-building, had 

gained universal suffrage in 1893, fifteen years after Maori and Pakeha men had 

achieved the same status.52 

 

(v) Following public protest at the conditions of housing in some inner city 

areas, particularly Wellington and Auckland, Liberal government legislation 

introduced the Workers Dwellings Act in 1905, providing a role for the State in 

housing supply. At the time, the political intention is understood to have been an 

intervention on a larger scale than that achieved (Ferguson, 1994). Equally, it can 

be argued that the resilience of the housing culture already in place, rather than 

government parsimony, is reflected in the limited results of the 1905 programme. 

 

(vi) During this period, and despite the revived immigration programme  

under Vogel’s administration, people born in New Zealand out-numbered New 

Zealand inhabitants born elsewhere (1886 census), and by 1911, the majority had 

migrated to towns and cities (King, M, 2003). The migration to urban centres was 

partly a result of increasing mechanization of agricultural processes; however, it 

also reflected the decline of the agriculture sector’s dominance in the expanding 

total economy (Olssen, 1992, p.258). 

 

As urban-based employment increased, suburban development was 

“willingly endorsed” by local authorities in the four main centres, and was 

encouraged by successive government (Ferguson, 1994, p.88). Suburban housing 

                                            
52 These political advances were made a generation before similar expansion of suffrage in Britain. 



 117 

satisfied “the aspirations of most New Zealanders to live in their own homes” and it 

promised to “combine the best of town and country” (Isaac & Olssen, 1990, p.129). 

When transport systems and infrastructure had been installed, the numerous social 

and political advantages became apparent: particularly, transport provided a 

solution to the problem of conditions in rented housing in the cities (Schrader, 2005). 

In addition, the principle of suburban housing development aligned with the Liberal 

Government’s distaste for urban life, itself, it may be suggested, a predictable 

response from parliamentary representatives based on their own experiences of New 

Zealand’s urban housing.  

 

Conclusions 

 

By 1900 the emerging housing culture had absorbed the shock of 

immigration and was advancing on suburban expansion for a town-based majority 

population. I argue that four issues can be identified to summarise and conclude this 

chapter.  

Firstly, suburbanisation did not introduce a new culture for ordinary 

housing, as it had done in Britain, and to a lesser extent, Australia, in the 1870s and 

1880s. In New Zealand, the suburbs consolidated the existing culture. In Britain 

and Australia, residents in the new suburbs were moving out of inner-city districts, 

retreating from over-crowding and high density, but in New Zealand, although some 

were re-locating from the city centres, the majority were migrating into the cities 

from rural districts. Low density suburban development on the quarter-acre sections 

of Auckland and other centres permitted a continuation of the housing traditions 

and the social customs – the emerging New Zealand vernacular – inherited from the 

nineteenth century.  

Secondly, the spatial form of the suburbs did not confront the immigrants’ 

social tradition of independent and self-reliant family-based groups with a radically 
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different environment. Rural populations had been sparsely distributed, and in their 

dispersed form, spatially defined communities – the villages that some of the 

colonial advocates had hoped to establish – were small, and relatively infrequent;53 

consequently, in the move to the cities there was little development of, or desire for 

spatially expressed ideas of communitarianism amongst the new suburban 

inhabitants. Low density suburbs do not determine a community form; rather, they 

provide spatial relationships that lack definition but within which social groups 

evolve, usually for specific recreational and cultural purposes (Gans, 1972; 

Thompson, 1982; Fishman, 1987).  

The third issue concerns the process of building, and the relationship of the 

building industry to housing supply. The house building industry in New Zealand’s 

cities was able to increase production by expanding the number of small building 

firms, but without the necessity of other organisational changes such as those that 

had occurred in Britain by 1900. Standard suburban housing in the New Zealand 

paradigm does not require either the building skills or the coordinated organisation 

in building necessary for the development of more densely planned housing. In this 

form it was possible to continue the building methods evolved in the nineteenth 

century in the new context; the new houses, many of which were self-built or 

extended from simple units supplied by builders and pre-fabricators, provided the 

same flexibility for invested capital, and held land space in reserve for future 

change. In many important respects, these were traditions in building that were 

regenerated in New Zealand from historic practices in rural Britain. 

Finally, the normative condition of housing in 1900 now encouraged 

property ownership in New Zealand by ordinary people. As a tradeable commodity 

in the market, a housing asset was established as being inclusive of the owner’s 

personal investment of labour, skill, and capital, which were commonly to be found 

                                            
53 Country settlements as large as Fielding were loosely developed around large farmhouses and homesteads, and 
had few of the characteristics of a European “village” beyond the single main commercial street. 
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in the form of alterations and extensions, and, in some cases, the entire building. By 

1900, the ambitions of the second and third generation of “labouring and lower-

middle class” immigrants, to be in control of their home environments and to own 

property, were satisfied, for a majority of families. The housing culture established 

by the immigrants before 1900, but now relocated in the sophisticated new suburbs, 

was demonstrated by New Zealand’s levels of private ownership, which were higher 

than those in comparable countries (Olssen, 1992), and similar to those in the main 

Australian colonies.  

 

In all of these areas of social and physical form, which are fundamental to 

the construct of a housing culture, the twentieth century suburbs, exemplified by 

Auckland’s developments after 1900, confirmed and reinforced the traditions 

established in the nineteenth century by the first generations of settlers. In the 

following century, according to Saville-Smith and Thorns (2001) government 

housing policies encouraged levels of private ownership to rise, and endorsed the 

development of suburban cities to ensure a continuation of the housing culture 

defined by the nineteenth century immigrants.  
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Chapter 4 

 
suburban paradigms in the twentieth century 

 
 
 

“… the retreat from the city held manifest advantages for health and family life … an 
effort to have life on one’s own terms, even if it meant having it alone: the heresy of 

the private individual’s seeking to take over … the functions of the whole 
community.” 

 
Mumford, “The City in History” 1961, p.553 

 
 
 
 
Introduction  

 

Chapter 3 summarised the sequence of economic and political events that 

began to define New Zealand’s identity at the end of the nineteenth century. These 

events are held to be the primary contributing influences to New Zealand’s urban 

housing vernacular in its consolidation after 1900.  

Suburban housing forms adopted in the early twentieth century were the 

products of systems for financing and constructing houses that functioned efficiently 

on small scale projects, and that met the aspirations of the newly urbanised, self-

sufficient, socially independent family groups. It is argued that the transition of the 

housing culture from the rural and small town settlements of the nineteenth 

century into the twentieth century suburbs required only minor adjustments in the 

spatial arrangement of houses, in the social construct of communities, and in its 

methods of supply. 

Chapter 4 considers the origins and spatial detail that distinguishes New 

Zealand’s version of suburban housing. The twentieth century culture of sub-urban 

housing is characterised by transport systems and the related phenomenon of 

residential density. In these areas of urban planning, the socio-economic 
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characteristics of Britain and eastern Australian States (New South Wales and 

Victoria) have historically influenced New Zealand patterns, but with significant 

limitations that continue to affect the design of new urban housing at higher 

densities.  

The transition of the nineteenth century immigrant housing culture into 

twentieth-century New Zealand cities is a social and an architectural narrative. The 

origins of the narrative lie in the chronologically earlier urban traditions of Britain 

and Australia, the principal sources of New Zealand’s immigrant culture. It is also 

the story of extended conflict between the necessarily low densities that correspond 

to a suburban housing culture, the practicalities of the city’s topography, and the 

commercial realities of private and public urban and suburban transportation 

networks. This chapter outlines the technological development of urban transport 

systems, and it introduces Auckland as the pre-eminent example of a New Zealand 

city in the twentieth century.  

 

 

Origins of suburban housing 

 

Development density in the British suburbs of the nineteenth century had 

an explicit relationship to social class (Burnett, 1978; Muthesius, 1982). The socio-

spatial housing vernacular in Britain was considerably affected by the nineteenth 

century suburbs, but with no expectation that the established socio-economic system 

would need modification.  

The exceptional rates of growth of urban populations in British cities early 

in the nineteenth century were referred to in chapter 3. Industrial employers, 

builders and land-owning speculators adapted terraced and “back-to-back” house 

types from the eighteenth century to supply mass housing at moderately high 
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densities: lower than the overcrowded tenements and boarding houses, but higher 

than the “through terraces” that followed later in the nineteenth century 

(Muthesius, 1982).  

In both of these forms, and with few exceptions, all of this housing was 

leased or rented to working-class tenants (Tarn, 1973); it was also diagrammatic in 

layout and in internal arrangement, designed to meet minimally functional 

standards of shelter. In less perfunctory housing, the majority of the increasingly 

numerous middle classes also rented their houses,54  with freehold property an 

alternative only in country districts, or, later in the nineteenth century, in the 

socially exclusive new town and city suburbs (Brunskill, 1982).  

 

The first suburbs were developed speculatively in North American and 

British cities from approximately 1820, as a form of housing for the wealthy new 

mercantile classes. Suburbs, it was claimed, would be able to protect the purity of 

the family from the moral depravities of the city, in an arcadian environment that 

would restore the inhabitants’ relationship with nature. Advertisements by builders 

in popular magazine promoted the suburbs to women in particular, “play(ing) off 

gender against class as a way of mitigating urban and economic conflict” (Hayden, 

2002, p.39). The first British experiments with large-scale terraced suburban 

housing, in London, were intended for the upper-middle classes in areas to the west 

of the city, including Holland Park, Chelsea, and Regent’s Park;55 further from the 

centre, “villages” of low density detached houses, in Dulwich, Wimbledon and 

elsewhere, catered for wealthier families aspiring to social elevation (Thompson, 

1982).56  

                                            
54 By 1840 about one-sixth of the population of British cities were “middle-class” (Burnett, 1978, p.97). 
55 Regency period suburban terraces in London followed the five storey Georgian model, with reception floors at 
street level and first floor, owners’ bedrooms on the 2nd floor, and household staff accommodated in attics above and 
basements below; a rear garden or courtyard connected the house to a coach house accessed from a rear service lane 
or “mews”. For all practical purposes, the comfort of the owners was entirely dependent on domestic staff, and the 
house represented a 17thC. and 18thC. way of life (Ison, 1980). 
56 In other respects, London is not a model for suburban study: in the nineteenth century, “London retained pre-
industrial complexity both in its class relations and in its urban structure.” (Fishman, 1987, p.74) 
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Nineteenth century suburbs in the provincial cities in Britain consisted of 

large villas designed to resemble the country houses their occupants aspired to, set 

in landscaped “villages”, “estates”, and “parks”. In many examples these 

developments were enclosed by a perimeter wall, with private internal roadways 

separated from the public highway by gates, and sometimes a lodge or gate house, 

suggesting a secure and protected environment within (George 2000).57 Engels, 

writing in 1844, describes early examples of Manchester’s suburbs built for the 

“upper bourgeoisie” as standing outside the city in “free, wholesome country air” 

(Engels, 1892, p.46). These early developments were socially and architecturally 

superior; for as long as a plentiful supply of reliable domestic servants could be 

found, they were a practical alternative to town housing, and were accessible on the 

basis of privately owned horse-drawn carriages, or, in some cases, horse-drawn 

public omnibus services (Muthesius, 1982).  

The principal characteristics of suburban development, according to Archer, 

(2005) were readily transferable to less exclusive housing: middle class and white 

collar workers were able to aspire to less costly variations of the detached suburban 

“park” model before the end of the century. In many such lower cost developments, 

tree-lined streets, small front and generous rear gardens disguised the actual net 

densities achieved in narrow-fronted terraced housing layouts. The lower cost 

suburbs that emerged later in the century were based on railway and tram systems 

and provided new housing alternatives for ordinary city-dwellers, but maintained, 

at approximately 40 dwellings per hectare, moderately high densities to optimise 

the infrastructure costs (Burnett, 1978; Jenks and Dempsey, 2005).  

British working class families were housed in less spacious terraced 

developments from the 1840s, the new suburbs for “respectable artisans” (Tarn, 

                                            
57 Parallels between the early suburban villa developments in Britain and “gated” housing in the 21st.C are relevant; 
gated schemes often claim a “community” identity and function; security (protection from the vices and perceived 
menace of the city) inside a boundary wall, added to a guarantee that the managed environment will ensure a 
community of relatively equal and like-minded residents, in turn protecting property values, are all common 
features.   
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1971).58  This housing type introduced a significant social advance, in its provision of 

an individual identity for each family, by street address, front door, and the 

separated rear external spaces (Muthesius, 1982): British cities now housed the 

most socially stable of its industrial working classes as tenants in much the same 

way as earlier non-property owning generations had lived in rural conditions. In a 

period of social and economic change the new housing developments, particularly 

the suburban terraced housing type, offered all classes the prospect of improved 

living conditions, but an unchanged arrangement of class division, and for the 

majority, including the expanding lower middle classes, tenancies in privately 

owned investment property.  

 

Social change and suburban housing 

 

The observation, in Engel’s analysis, that the suburbs re-configured the 

city’s community into social groups and arranged spatial divisions between the 

groups, is significant in the comparison of Britain’s nineteenth century suburbs to 

the suburbs that appeared later in New Zealand. Social classes, in the classic 

examples (for instance, Manchester, Bristol, and Liverpool) were now distributed in 

a socially coherent spatial order, forming an urban arrangement of the mixed society 

of an industrial city, in accordance with the British, and particularly, the English 

tradition of class divisions. Older urban traditions of communality, of rich and poor 

living in close proximity, were transformed by the development of the socially 

stratified suburbs, along with many other customs of urban life: for instance, by the 

need to commute into the city for business and work, and by the separation of the 

workplace from the family home (Fishman, 1987; Hayden, 2002).  

 

                                            
58 Terraced houses were designed with small, but enclosed, back yards, and usually planned without a front 
separating space, either externally or internally, between the public footpath and living room. Back yards were too 
small, and in Britain’s climate, too sheltered by enclosing walls, to provide usable gardens; they did, however, 
separate the backyard lavatory from the house (Muthesius, 1982). 
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Suburban expansion in Europe and North America was less coherently 

organised in a broader sense, however: the suburbs successfully constructed a class-

based social order, but their builders neglected the spatial co-ordination of civic, 

industrial, recreational, and commercial functions. Consequently, utopian theories 

of the nineteenth century, in literature and in social discourses began to focus on the 

issues of suburban form (Oliver et al., 1981). In developing the discourse, the 

proponents of utopian ideas recognised that, in an era of increasingly efficient 

technologies for transport and communication, low density “dispersed” housing 

embraced the potential to change urban form as city cultures evolved in the 

twentieth century (Hall, 1988). According to Isaac and Olssen (1990) immigrants to 

New Zealand between 1870 and 1920 were aware of these new urban morphologies, 

but were also conscious of the socio-economic constructs to which they related.  

 

Suburban density and transport 

 

First generation urban housing in New Zealand built between 1850 and 

1885 was modelled on similar densities to those in Australian cities, although few 

traces remain in 2010. Urban patterns in nineteenth century British cities, as Hall 

(1988) notes, were functionally characterised by high densities that concentrated 

populations within short distances of the primary activities, in particular, work-

places and markets. Australian settlements continued these traditions in the early 

decades, developing as “walking” cities in which two miles was accepted as a 

maximum travel distance for daily purposes (Frost and Dingle, 1995).59 By 

comparison with Australia, New Zealand’s city communities were small, and 

transient. 

The combined impacts of population growth, public demand for housing 

reform, and the development of transport technologies, began a process of de-

                                            
59 Approximately 3 kilometres, or 40 minutes at average walking speeds. 
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centralization from the 1840s and 1850s, in both Britain and Australia. Cities in 

other British colonies also met growth demand by the introduction of decentralised 

housing developments at lower densities during this period (Harris, 1996; Jackson, 

1985). Urban growth in New Zealand, however, did not occur until late in the 

nineteenth century. High density housing, serving large populations living in 

concentrated cities, was therefore less evident in New Zealand’s main centres than 

in either Britain, where existing cities were expanding, or in Britain’s other colonies, 

where large settlements had been established at an earlier date.  

 

At an early stage, Marshall recognised the potential future possibilities 

associated with advances in the technology of communications, as well as 

increasingly sophisticated transportation systems, in the evolving concepts of a 

lower density urban culture of housing. Writing in 1884, he listed the agents of 

urban dispersal, and thus the fundamental conditions of suburban housing, as: 

“railways, cheap postal and telegraph services, and newspapers” (Marshall, 1884, in 

Hall & Ward, 1998, p.10).60  

Between 1870 and 1930, Auckland’s suburban development relied on 

improving public transport technologies, from horse drawn trams and a surface rail 

system in the 1870s, through the introduction of electric trams in 1902, to electric 

trolley buses after 1924 (Watson, 1996). The contribution of the surface, heavy rail 

system to passenger traffic was slight, however, affecting only Henderson and 

Onehunga; passenger rail supplied no better than a “modestly frequent” and 

“sketchy” service to a small number of suburbs (Carter,Craig and Matthewman, 

2004, p.51). Regional surface rail systems provided connecting networks between 

the city centre and the industrial suburbs of Penrose and Onehunga on generally 

single track routes; for most commuters, electric trams proved superior in their 

                                            
60 The Victorian economist Alfred Marshall is recognised as an influential participant in the town planning debate 
summarised in the review of the Garden City proposals in this Chapter. 
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reliability, route flexibility, and lower infrastructure cost, and, from 1905, their 

“proliferation” captured the majority of rail commuter patronage (Carter et al., 

2004).61 

Although the short distance efficiency of the tramways limited their 

operational scope to Onehunga, south of the city centre, Meadowbank in the east 

and Avondale in the west, the tram system provided convenient, if, for some, 

expensive, public transport.62  Difficulties presented by Auckland’s terrain were 

overcome by motor buses, which were able to reach into the low density residential 

districts without high infrastructure costs, and which became a significant factor in 

the public transport system later in the 1930s (Belich, 2001). In Schrader’s account, 

by 1929 the suburbs of Auckland were “served by cheap and efficient public 

transport” (Schrader, 2005, p.31), making use of all the available systems that were 

able to meet the broad economic criteria that applied. 

The Municipal authorities in Auckland took control of the fixed rail 

networks in 1919. Before this occurred, the symbiotic relationship of land 

speculators and privately owned public transport operators had had significant 

effects on the location of suburban housing development (Olssen, 1992). In his study 

of the social history of New Zealand transport, Watson (1996) argues that two 

factors have determined the social and economic framework of New Zealand’s urban 

environments: firstly, the sequence of adoption of transport technologies, and 

secondly, local topographical and geological conditions. The sequence of suburban 

housing development discussed by Olssen is related to the transport technologies 

referred to in Watson’s study; this relationship follows a pattern observed in Britain 

in the same period, of contracts between developers and transport operators for 

suburban projects (Oliver, Davis, and Bentley, 1981). 

                                            
61 “The competition of motor transport hit railway passenger traffic with particular severity. In 1934 the railways 
carried fewer passengers than in 1902, despite track mileage increase of one-third, and with nearly a doubled 
population to serve” (Waterson, 1965, p.124). 
62 Early in the twentieth century, low cost suburban housing promoted by central government was rejected by many 
of the poorest inner-city tenants, because of the high cost of transport to city centre employment (Ferguson, 1994). 
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As more advanced transport technologies, developed in Australia or Britain, 

became practical investment alternatives for Auckland’s suburban growth, land 

speculators made commercial arrangements with the transport operators to secure 

new routes, and thus establish higher land values adjacent to those routes (Olssen, 

1992). The chronology of suburban expansion therefore owed little to city planning 

concepts, but a large debt to the transport technology available to private investors, 

working closely with landowners. 

Watson’s second factor, the influence of topography, is a fixed, pre-

determined reality with quantifiable economic consequences in most New Zealand 

cities.63  Rail systems are difficult and expensive to build in a landscape of ravines, 

cliffs, waterside destinations, and the underlying basalt rock geology affecting much 

of Auckland (Carter et al., 2004; Watson, 1996). For economic reasons, landforms in 

Auckland effectively ruled out some of the technologies of the late nineteenth 

century, for instance, the cable-hauled tram network used in Melbourne, and the 

extended surface rail networks installed in London, Melbourne, and Sydney.64 

Topographical complexity imposed similar limitations on tram networks. Electric 

tram systems had been used in Melbourne since 1880 (Frost and Dingle, 1995), but 

did not appear in Auckland until 1902 and then, initially, on a limited scale 

(Stewart, 1995).  

In addition to Watson’s primary factors, New Zealand governments in the 

early twentieth century, although progressively more inclined to intervene in urban 

affairs, were reluctant to legislate for, or to use the powers of compulsory purchase 

necessary to accumulate land for such large-scale public works, particularly the land 

acquisitions necessary for surface rail networks (Gardner, 1992).65  

                                            
63 Wellington’s earthquake in 1848, still a fresh memory for some 1890, reinforced the perception that the “shaky 
isles” were geologically unreliable, imposing some constraints on transportation planning. 
64 Railway investors in Sydney also encountered difficulties with irregular landforms, but with an extensive 
industrial base were able to bring profit-making surface rail systems to terminii on the periphery of the central area 
of the city in the early 1880s (Frost and Dingle, 1995). 
65 In the critical period of the late 1870s, when transport technology available in Australia might have attracted 
investment by government, the New Zealand economy was “saturated in debt” (Gardner, 1992, p.74). Melbourne’s 
suburban rail network, beginning with routes south and east of the city centre, was in operation from 1865; by the 
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The determinants of city form, as Watson argues, include the sequence of 

adoption of the available technologies in combination with topographical factors; 

however, in Auckland’s example, these primary factors may be extended to include 

the influence of commercial arrangements between land speculators and private 

transport contractors, as other observers suggest (Gardner, 1992; Ferguson, 1994). 

In Auckland, the impact of speculators on the sequence of development is apparent 

from a study of suburban district plans of the 1890s to the 1930s, which illustrate an 

irregular pattern of scattered subdivisions, at various stages disconnected from each 

other by large areas of arable land.  

 

In the suburbs beyond the tramways, and without the long-term investment 

in rail systems necessary to concentrate development, privately operated bus 

networks supplemented the growing use of private transport: new suburbs were able 

to develop at low densities, unaffected by the spatially regulating constraints of a 

comprehensive fixed-line network. Levels of private car ownership increased 

through the 1920s, and again after 1945, so that the car superceded other forms of 

transport as the dominant means of family and commuter mobility by the mid-1950s 

(Watson, 1996).66 As numbers of vehicles sharing the streets increased, the road 

network became less efficient and less safe; under public pressure to reduce 

congestion, the tramway infrastructure was gradually removed, and the street rail 

network was finally closed completely in 1956 (Stewart, 1995).67  

In 1959 the harbour bridge consolidated the transportation network as a 

road-based system and confirmed the habits of suburban Aucklanders by providing 

cheap new access to apparently unlimited territory for more low density housing on 

the North Shore. The 1946 Ministry of Works Report proposing a corridor plan for 

                                                                                                                                  
mid-1880s, after city authorities had acquired land for central termini facilities, an “expansionary boom in suburban 
lines”, completed the network (Lewis, 1999, p.72).  
66 “By 1930 the proportion of cars to people had reached one to eight” (Bush, 1971, p.267); Watson notes the statistic 
of 40% of commuters to the city centre in Auckland travelled by car in 1954 (Watson, 1996, p.195). 
67 Tram systems in other countries were also being replaced in this period: tram technology was unable to provide 
higher speeds, or to reduce route inflexibility, or to increase passenger comfort (Richards, 1966). 
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the city, which included a scheme to extend and electrify the rail network, was 

rejected before any irreversible decisions had been made: the Labour administration 

of Fraser was replaced by Holland’s National government, and all ideas of 

interventionist policy-making such as a publicly-funded public transport system 

were removed from policy (Harris, 2004).   

Auckland’s suburbs therefore grew with the second generation, 

intermediate technology of electric tramway systems and privately owned motor 

transport, and later, the petrol-engined omnibus. The engineering design of buses, 

based on relatively light suspension systems, standard engine technology, and 

rubber tyres in contact with tarmacadam, offers higher levels of comfort than rail-

based transport, and at a lower cost. Private cars, vans, and service vehicles 

gradually displaced fixed route public transport for the movement of people and 

goods in the city region, with investment in roads routinely taking priority over 

other transport choices (Bush, 1971; Carter et al., 2004).  

 

In summary it is argued that the first generation transport technologies 

had little impact on Auckland’s morphology because the city lacked sufficient scale, 

by population or economic power. Suburban housing density in the 1890s and later 

was not significantly constrained by second generation transportation technologies 

of electric trams: New Zealand was emerging from the Long Depression, government 

investment in other areas had higher priority than transport infrastructure, and the 

more recent technologies were less costly and required government approval rather 

than intervention.  

Developable land in the Auckland region was also readily available, and 

encouragement to undertake development from the competitive borough councils 

was considerable (Bush, 1971).  Higher housing densities, commonly between 40 and 

60 dwellings per hectare, had been dictated by the exigencies of transportation 

economics in British and Australian cities in the middle decades of the nineteenth 
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century (Frost,1990), but when the migrants started to develop the suburbs of 

Auckland, intermediate second generation transport technologies were preferred for 

flexibility and economy, and their aspirations to build at low density – the basis of 

the housing vernacular – needed little modification in its new setting. 

 

Utopian ambitions and Garden City theory 

 

Design theories for colonial settlements and cities have frequently explored 

utopian themes, and have experimented with theories regarding ideal city form at 

many points in history (for example: Mumford, 1938; Hall and Ward, 1998; 

Cuthbert, 2006). In the early colonisation stages of Australia and New Zealand, 

three major cities, Wellington, Melbourne and Adelaide, each began their 

development with comprehensive city designs, each with some element of utopian 

intention (Frost, 1990; Forster, 1995).68  In 1851, Auckland considered, perhaps 

briefly, the ambitious Plan 17A proposed by Felton Mathew, a geometric Beaux Arts 

exercise in street arrangement that drew on town planning from London and Bath 

in the eighteenth century (Stone, 2001).   

As Bassett (1990) notes, Wakefield’s scientific colonisation strategy included 

elements of a utopian vision for the spatial organisation of New Zealand’s town and 

cities to ensure that the intended social structure would be accurately translated 

into physical form. Early plans produced in Britain by the Colonial Office and 

implemented in Wellington and Auckland, however, took little account of utopian 

social theory, following, instead, the town planning principles of ancient military 

history, and more recently, those used in the eastern states in North America 

(Girouard, 1985, p.249). Settlers in New Zealand were recommended to follow the 

                                            
68 Australian cities are distinguishable by their 18thC and 19thC origins: Sydney, Brisbane, Hobart and Perth 
(Freemantle) were penal colonies settled by mixed social groups and were unplanned; Adelaide and Melbourne were 
not penal colonies, and were developed with sophisticated and ambitious central area plans (Frost and Dingle, 
1995). 
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plans supplied, which, with no apparent knowledge of topography, tended to be 

impractical.  

The colonial administrators in Australia who had orchestrated New Zealand 

commerce in the nineteenth century, also influenced New Zealand’s urban 

development strategies (Belich, 1996).69 In the event, as Bassett suggests, the 

dependence of “the volatile colonial economy on profits from land dealing” took 

precedence over both the Colonial Office suggestions, and over Wakefield’s utopian 

notions of city planning and of social order (Bassett, 1990, p.51). The management of 

the process of land acquisition, and the activities of land speculators contributed to 

both the sequence of development, and the sometimes irregular street layouts and 

compact housing at high densities that had evolved in parts of Wellington and 

Auckland by 1880.70 

 

Garden Cities and Garden Suburbs 

 

Urbanisation in New Zealand between 1890 and 1911 occurred in a period 

of economic recovery and transformation (Perkins, Memon, Swaffield, and Gelfand, 

1993), with a government inclined and mandated to intervene in economic and social 

strategies. In spite of New Zealand’s decision against federation, political 

correspondence with Australia continued to influence New Zealand affairs. 

Urbanisation also coincided with ideas emerging in Britain, advanced by Ebenezer 

Howard, which proposed that Garden Cities would resolve the problematic urban 

conditions of late nineteenth century British cities.71  

                                            
69 “Arcadianism” with its focus on an agricultural economy, was preceded, according to Belich, by a dominant 
“utopianism” in the 1840s – 1880s (Belich, 1996, p.306). 
70 “the very shape of cities … in New Zealand [has] resulted directly from an individualistic, capitalistic ethic.” 
(Kilmartin and Thorns, 1978, p.40) 
71 Pamphlets circulated by Howard in the 1890s were followed by the publication of his book, “To-morrow: A 
Peaceful Path to Real Reform” in 1898. 
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Hall (1988) recognises connected strands of urban theory from diverse 

origins in the development of Howard’s Garden City ideas,72 including those from 

the colonisation strategies, containing explicit utopian objectives, expounded by 

Wakefield of the New Zealand Company in the 1830s (Hall, 1988; Freestone, 1989; 

Cuthbert, 2006). From a synthesis of contemporary literature Howard’s Garden City 

Movement proposed a coherent theory for a new form of urban socio-economic and 

spatial organisation to make use of the emerging technologies.   

In his study of Garden City planning in Australia, Freestone comments that 

Howard’s planning theory had a ready audience in the antipodean cities, 

particularly in its proposals for private ownership and low densities.73 The central 

planning principles of Howard’s theory – of low density development, high standards 

of accessibility, an incremental building process, and private ownership – embrace 

economic, spatial, and social dimensions; significantly, these principles matched the 

ambitions of all the participants in the suburbanisation of New Zealand cities. In 

the absence of any competing proposition for town planning (as opposed to the urban 

“beautification” proposals of Sitte, and Olmstead), the notion of institutionally 

supported, and professionally planned urban reform had undeniable political and 

social merit (Hall, 1988).  

 

British legislation for town planning in 1909, was followed by the formation 

of the (British) Town Planning Institute in 1914. Immediately after the First World 

War the ideas of the Garden City movement dominated the 1919 Tudor Walters 

Report addressing housing issues in Britain’s cities (Punter and Carmona, 1997). 

These events encouraged New Zealand’s advocates of urban reform to develop a 

similar framework. Although their early efforts “lacked sufficient momentum …[to 

attract] any degree of urgency” in the political establishment (Perkins et al, 1993, 

                                            
72 These strands included influences from the writings of the London-based Russian émigré Kropotkin, and the 
American “City Beautiful” movement (Hall and Ward 1998, pp.11-12). 
73 In settlements, particularly, where the pioneers “did not build compact communities because … there was ample 
space” and with the “more explicit utopian-radical connections … expunged.” (Freestone, 1989, p.16). 
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p.18), active support, particularly for the planning of the urban environment, was 

eventually satisfied with the passing of the Town Planning Act in 1926. Later, the 

1935 Labour administration was able to undertake new state housing development 

guided by the principles of Garden City planning (Schrader, 2005b), and 

simultaneously able to justify further suburban expansion, using an established and 

respected planning theory in its defences against critics of the environment 

produced.74 

The modern movement in architecture and planning (1900-1945) advanced 

numerous other theories in town and urban planning, many acknowledging or 

proposing a utopian vision. There were futuristic, and sometimes wildly ambitious 

proposals; city forms were imagined, filmed, described and illustrated in literature 

and in the popular media. In addition to the discovery by architects that housing 

was a legitimate field for their endeavours the new discipline of planning proposed 

revolutionary ideas for city design and urban housing: as Cuthbert (2006) notes, 

there were proposals to raze European cities to the ground and replace them with 

tower blocks (by Le Corbusier, in La Ville Contemporaine, 1922), and to re-

conceptualise cities in the form of mega-structures (for example: William Leigh, in 

1908, and Sant’Elia in 1915). 

  

These propositions had no discernable influence on New Zealand’s new 

urban inhabitants, however, or on urban morphologies that developed between 1890 

and 1930 in the main centres. The development sequence was determined by 

practical considerations relating to land form, routes, services, and employment, in 

addition to, and in the service of, the fundamental ambition to acquire private 

capital, and thus to consolidate the house building vernacular established in the 

nineteenth century (Kilmartin & Thorns 1978, in Perkins et al., 1993). The evolving 

                                            
74 Describing suburban developments in the 1920s, “Speculative builders and real estate agents deployed the rhetoric 
of garden cities in promoting suburban development and New Zealanders responded strongly.” (Isaac and Olssen, 
2000, p.113). 
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culture in New Zealand followed, with similar precepts, the more advanced pattern 

of Australian suburban housing in which the “social ideology of the planned garden 

suburbs” produced a “deeply conservative” community (Freestone, 2000, p.127). 

New Zealand’s land reform in the early 1890s released land for private sales 

and town building, and accelerated the end of rental and leasehold tenures, clearing 

the path towards wider private property ownership (Fairburn 1990).75  New 

immigrants from Europe and internal migrants from rural districts continued to 

attach importance to the prospect of owning property (Graham, 1992). For both 

groups, the prospect of ownership was enhanced by the conceptualised environment 

of the Garden City proposals, a concept further legitimised by its endorsement in 

British legislation. 

 

There are few parallels to be drawn between the early stages of 

development in the privately owned suburbs of New Zealand’s cities, and either the 

housing culture of British suburbs of 1870 – 1900, or the fantastic visions of future 

cities in the northern hemisphere. The coherent propositions advocated by the 

planners of the Garden City movement, however, and its application to the planning 

of garden suburbs, were professionalized and articulated in New Zealand by the 

architect pioneers of planning including Seager and Russell. Howard’s Garden City 

theories had a profound influence on housing design in countries comparable to New 

Zealand throughout the twentieth century (Freestone, 1989). However, in the 

context of New Zealand’s progress towards a low density urban morphology in the 

period between 1890 and 1930, Auckland became, arguably a natural destination for 

Garden City theory, and in some respects a more viable location than in the political 

context and social traditions of its origins in Britain.  

 

                                            
75 Land prices were still high enough, as Wakefield had intended, “to oblige the lower classes to work … before they 
could establish themselves”, (Bassett, 1990), but were not high enough to obstruct a modest programme of strategic 
intervention by both Liberal and Reform Governments in the first two decades of the twentieth century. 
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Housing and suburbs: Auckland’s progression 1840-1900 

 

Auckland was established at an early stage as the colony’s principal trading 

centre, a role that also helps to explain the speculative land dealing that became its 

principal commercial attraction (Stone, 2001; Sinclair, 2000). By 1853, of the six 

main provinces in New Zealand, Auckland was the only township that had “escaped 

the influence” of Wakefield’s scientific programme, an influence that had affected 

nearly two-thirds of the pakeha settlers in the colony (Bassett, 1990, p.48). The 

intensity of this speculation resulted in a settlement subdivided into extremely 

small land parcels, the subdivisions offering, in theory, some degree of financial 

recovery from over-enthusiastic initial investment (Gardner, 1992). According to 

King (2003) the 9,000 pakeha settlers in Auckland in 1853 formed a community that 

was characterised by transience rather than the commitment to permanent 

settlement expected in Wakefield’s settlements. The Waikato wars, and the 

Coromandel peninsular gold rush in the 1860s, both events that centred on 

Auckland, created opportunities for further land speculation, and led to irregular 

growth of the township’s community (Gardner, 1992).  

Intensive land speculation, and ineffective planning, each contributed to 

poor standards of housing in the first generation of settlement, which were 

described as “a beggarly collection of stricken huts and wooden houses … everything 

dirty and shabby” by one observer in 1855.76 Auckland’s founding community was a 

mixture of military pensioners and soldier settlers, many itinerant gold prospectors, 

alongside colonial administrators and business speculators; for newly arriving, and 

perhaps more conventionally-minded immigrants, there was “little of the staid 

formality which characterises the society of an old settled English town” (Swainson, 

1853, in Bassett 1990, p.51). Auckland’s growth at the end of the nineteenth century 

when its population doubled in 15 years was caused partly by the urbanisation of 

                                            
76 Quoted from the Letters of the Hon.Constantine Dillon by C A Sharp (1954), re-quoted in Belich 1996, p.339.  
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New Zealand at the end of the first period of extractive colonisation, and also by the 

northward drift of population (Forrest and Johnston, 1973).  

 

The poor condition of much of the city’s housing stock in the 1890s, the 

legacy of the first era of building, and the expectations of its new inhabitants, led to 

a period of heavy investment in infrastructure by the borough councils, with the 

building of drains, water services, and tramways, all intended to assist the process 

of expansion. However, despite new powers to develop housing with Government 

assistance, neither the municipalities nor the private sector undertook the much 

needed slum clearance (Schrader, 2005b; Ferguson, 1994).  Politicians and 

administrators continued to resist the use of public funding to address this problem, 

confident that private initiative would, ultimately, provide solutions.77,78  

Suburban housing developments in the 1890s, and based on public 

transport networks, started to determine the spatial form of the city. The suburbs 

represented the ideal environment, requiring a minimum of adjustment for the rural 

migrants, and in form, satisfying the expectations of new settlers from Britain, 

where Howard’s Garden City theories advocating low density urban living were 

widely publicised. Land owners and speculators were able to profit from high 

market demand, and the new century promised further improvements in the 

supporting technologies for transport and communications.  

 

                                            
77 Some housing conditions in Auckland were described in 1903 as “hovels that would disgrace a Whitechapel slum” 
(Schrader, 2005b, p.20). 
78 In 1914 pockets of particularly “odiferous” slums existed in some of the gullys adjacent to Queen Street, “occupied 
by rather disreputable people”; and slum conditions in the worst areas of the city centre continued into the 1930s 
(Bush, 1971, p.214-5). For political purposes, particular events were used to draw public attention to this problem: 
for instance, the 1918 influenza epidemic, during which the Government accused the Auckland City Council of 
ignoring their responsibility for “insanitary housing conditions which fostered the disease” (Bush, 1971, p.202). To 
address the problem of slum housing, political strategies included purchase by the City Council, and clearance; the 
principal strategy, however, was to advance the development of the suburbs, with some level of control over density 
and building quality. 
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Suburban expansion from 1900-1970 

 

With many similarities in origin and social culture, sub-urban housing may 

be represented as the translation of a socio-economic system evolved through sixty 

years of settlement, repositioned and relocated into low density communities. From 

1920 a suburban culture was established as the principal form of housing in 

Auckland. Modifications to the vernacular model made in this process, in internal 

plan, and decorative external detail, reflect the increasingly materialistic 

aspirations of the new urban populations, rather than dissatisfaction with the 

customs of housing design established in the nineteenth century. Freehold 

ownership of property, and territorial control, both of which are central 

characteristics of suburban housing, continued to validate the suburban culture.  

 

An account of the history of suburban housing in the twentieth century can 

be divided into two parts: (1), the period between 1900 and 1970, and (2), the period 

after 1980, recognising the 1970s as a decade of transition. In the first period, 

privately owned suburban housing became the normative condition of urban life, 

against which other forms of housing could be evaluated. Housing in the suburbs 

was codified in the form of a three-bedroom, single storey timber structure, usually 

with about 100m2 of floor area, and incorporating the principal characteristics of its 

settlers’ origins: houses were owned by their occupiers, were surrounded by private 

garden spaces, and were capable of alteration by owners to meet changing 

circumstances (Ferguson, 1994).   

By 1900 the villa with as many decorative features as the buyer could afford 

had become the standard suburban house.79  Site design was regularised to a 

frontage of 15m – 18m and a depth of 40m – 60m, to provide a quarter acre section 

                                            
79 Later in the nineteenth century decorative elements in the form of fretwork, brackets, balustrades and handrails, 
and then whole window bays, were added, always to the street frontage, bought from “irresistibly tempting 
catalogues” and following Victorian trends in house design improvements (Salmond,1986, p.128). 
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of approximately 1,000m2. The suburban version of the vernacular became a house 

with between four and six rooms,80 with the first modification to houses usually the 

addition of a garage and frequently a workshop built to one side or in rear garden 

space (Salmond, 1986).  

 

Policies that provided assistance with housing supply continued from 

Seddon’s Liberal government into Massey’s Reform (conservative) Party tenure after 

1912 in the form of loan schemes, introduced in 1900 with the State Advances Act. 

The dilapidated condition of some inner city housing provided ammunition for the 

critics of government housing policy, and further proof to the Liberals that “the 

private sector is an unreliable provider of decent housing for the urban poor” 

(Schrader, 2005b, p.29),81 and, in fact, for many amongst the respectable citizens of 

the main cities. Institutional intervention in the form of the low-cost housing loans 

made available to a wide sector of the population, achieved slum clearances in the 

most dilapidated districts, and supplied the finance for new suburban development, 

and thus, the platform for ordinary housing for the next fifty years. Seddon’s 

reforms are further evidence that governments can take a degree of responsibility 

for housing.82 Government finance offered at low rates of interest on secured loans 

had the effect of persuading banks to compete for mortgages with similarly low 

interest rates, thus as Chapman (1992) observes, successfully enlarging the market 

in finance for house-building.  

 

                                            
80 Three-quarters of all houses had between 4 and 6 rooms (Historical Statistics NZ, 1984, quoted in Belich, 2001). 
81 The realisation that there had been a “general failure of either private enterprise or municipalities to improve 
inner city slums”, (Schrader, 2005b, p.22), and with knowledge of successful state and city-led housing reforms in 
Britain, the Liberals introduced the Workers’ Dwellings Bill in 1905 to directly involve the state in the process of 
ordinary housing. 
82 The Bill was an ambitious, but also a cautious, proposal, setting high standards for design and construction. The 
production of houses by the state was almost too small to register in overall statistics: just 646 units (approximately 
45 units per year) before the scheme was abandoned in 1919, instead of the 5,000 envisaged by Seddon (Ferguson, 
1994, p.63). 
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Character and identity in the twentieth century suburbs 

 

Dunstall summarises the developing character of New Zealand’s suburbs in 

the period after 1945, as: “(h)ousing patterns [that] summed up the Pakeha ethos of 

possessive individualism, equality, cultural homogeneity, and integration in race 

relations” (Dunstall, 1992, p.458). This view conceals some of the other realities: the 

suburbs were also socially conformist, demographically homogeneous places to live. 

They were widely criticised for creating visually monotonous landscapes (for 

instance, Reynolds, 1977), a criticism that applied particularly to the state housing 

developments in the 1940s (Schrader, 2005a). Twentieth century suburbs in many 

countries have attracted such critical comment, most frequently for their failure to 

continue the traditions of the built form of European cities in the fifteenth to the 

eighteenth centuries (for instance, Mumford, 1938, 1961; Oliver et al, 1981; Relph, 

1976).83 

However I suggest that the placeless-ness associated with suburban 

housing is less conspicuous in New Zealand than in other countries, and 

particularly, despite the city’s size, in Auckland’s version of the suburb. This is due 

partly to uneven topography and ecological diversity, and partly to the fragmented 

and incremental process of supply and construction. Large scale projects by a single 

housing company have been rare in Auckland’s suburbs, except in the State housing 

developments. These account for a small proportion of the total. Neither the house-

building industry nor the housing market, it is suggested, considered that a better 

model was offered by large-scale developments that are inevitably repetitive in 

character and detail, and that require large-scale financial investment and its 

attendant risks.  

                                            
83 North America “tract” developments, and the large scale “housing estate” private sector schemes common in 
Britain after 1920, have attracted sustained criticism from social and environmental commentators for much of 
twentieth century (Relph, 1976). Many of these schemes, characterised by flat sites, and by repetition of maximum 
numbers of identical units on predictable and unvarying street layouts, are justly condemned for over attention to 
commercial profit margins, and inadequate consideration of the built environment. 
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The housing market in the suburbs attached its highest values to a constant 

supply of one-off buildings, which despite similarities, supplied a landscape of 

considerable variation of built form, and much diversity of colour and material. In 

their diversity, the early suburbs also represented visible continuity with the 

vernacular imported from rural New Zealand, and, it is suggested, at the same time 

revealed aspects of the atomistic origins of the new communities. 

 

The first period of suburban housing expansion therefore established an 

environment that corresponded closely to the culture inherited from the nineteenth 

century settlers, redefining and extending the vernacular that had been evolved by 

families that had frequently built and owned their houses. The suburbs also 

provided a solution to the inner-city housing problems that continued to attract 

public criticism until the middle of the twentieth century. In the process of 

relocation, the settlers, the “hybrid peasant/workers” that Fairburn (1989) identifies 

in the initial stages of urbanisation appear to have successfully transferred the 

essential social and economic characteristics of their vernacular to the urban 

environment. 

 

Suburban housing: 1970 - 2006 

 

In the second period, and beginning with a transitional decade, the housing 

culture was modified by four interconnected events, which started to dilute the 

remaining features of the nineteenth century vernacular. With other factors, these 

events have had transformative consequences for supply systems and building 

design, and have affected suburban traditions relating to site density. 

The first of these events were changes in the regulatory framework that 

followed the twin shocks to New Zealand’s national economy of Britain’s 

membership of the European Union, and the international oil crisis of 1974 (Hawke, 
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1992; Trotter, 2007). In a radical response to international political trends during 

the 1980s, and with a precarious internal economy, the strategies of intervention by 

governments that had characterised New Zealand politics since the 1890s were 

reversed, discarding the long-established, “welfarist” economy, and replacing it with 

a form of free-market economy (Hawke, 1992). The reforms of the 1980s affected 

environmental legislation, at that stage in the form of the Town Planning Act, and 

the Local Government Act, both of which had received criticism from many quarters 

for being excessively regulatory in the 1970s and early 1980s (Gleeson, 1994).84  

 

These political and economic developments occurred alongside and perhaps 

accelerated the progress of the second event, the gradual emergence of changes in 

family structures that started to affect the demographic homogeneity of the suburbs. 

Demographic changes, indicated by successive census returns between 1981 and 

2001, included declining levels of home ownership and marriages, increasing 

numbers of single people and unmarried couples forming households, and delayed 

house purchasing and family formation trends (Pool and Sceats, 2000). Later in this 

period, there were significant increases in the number of people choosing to live in 

high-rise apartments in the city centres (Auckland, Wellington, and Christchurch), 

and in the regional sub-centres of Auckland (Takapuna and Manukau) in preference 

to suburbs (Syme et al., 2005). The latter changes reflect an international trend 

towards central area residential preferences, partly the result of employment 

growth in the “FIRE” industries, 85  which have influenced demographic patterns in 

all New Zealand’s cities, and particularly Auckland (Mead and McGregor, 2004). 

 

                                            
84 As Gleeson describes this process: “Restructuring the welfare state provided the overall contextual environment for 
review of environmental planning and related local government legislation. The process of settlement and economic 
expansion in New Zealand since the 1860s was aided by the development of the political and administrative 
bureaucracy within the confines of a nation-state. Almost all facets of life in New Zealand progressively came to be 
affected by a high degree of state intervention through economic management policies, and through the provision of 
physical infrastructure and social welfare services.” (Gleeson, 1994, p.83) 
85 Finance, Insurance, and Real Estate jobs sector, a growth employment centre of the 1980s and 1990s. 
Employment growth in these industries also (a) reflects Auckland’s economic function within the New Zealand 
economy, and (b) parallels population growth in “ports of entry” cities world-wide since the 1970s (Frey,1994). 
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Maori urbanisation became a third factor in the growth of Auckland after 

1950, and therefore affected both stages of suburban expansion in the twentieth 

century. The twentieth century phenomenon of Maori recovery after the impact of 

colonisation, and the subsequent impact of Maori urbanisation that has affected 

Auckland more than other centres, justifies further consideration of this factor, 

particularly in the context of Maori investment in medium and higher density 

housing.86  

Britain’s approach to the tangata whenua was initially expressed by Hobson 

in 1840, that “(w)e are one people,” and by Governor Grey’s determination in the 

1850s to include Maori in Parliament.  This approach did not prevent a severe 

decline in the Maori population towards the end of the nineteenth century (for 

instance, King, 1992). In the early stages of New Zealand’s urbanisation, Maori lived 

almost entirely in small farming communities: by 1900, when Auckland’s population 

was “predominantly white”, 98% of Maori lived in rural settlements (King, M, 2003, 

p.246). Lease agreements on Maori-owned land, and acquisitions by governments 

throughout the twentieth century, progressively reduced Maori-occupied farming 

land so that by 1939, when Maori birth-rates were recovering rapidly, it was 

possible to predict a need for Maori to migrate to the cities, for economic reasons as 

well as to reduce rural overcrowding (Poulson and Johnston, 1973). War-time 

employment based in the cities further accelerated Maori urban migration.  

The Department of Maori Affairs, instructed to achieve integrated urban 

communities, adopted a policy of “pepper-potting” with the intention of dispersing 

Maori migrants into existing suburban communities. The officials in charge of 

housing loans in the State Advances Department favoured strategies that 

encouraged concentration and the formation of Maori enclaves; as a result, Maori 

started to form communities in some Auckland neighbourhoods, and the 

                                            
86 Two medium density developments in West Auckland (Krisley Court, New Lynn, in 1997, and Keeling Road, 
Henderson, in 2000), with 47 units in total, were financed by Maori investment trusts and are largely occupied by 
Maori owner-occupiers. 
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Department of Maori Affairs began a programme to assist further migration, 

conscious that the policy would create a demand for new housing (King, 2003).  

Policies of the State Advances Department partially satisfied Maori cultural 

aspirations, with the construction of Te Kura Kaupapa (Maori language) schools, 

Marae developments built for tribal confederations, and a renaissance of Maori 

communities, all of which became an established part of the urban environment in 

the 1960s and 1970s (Walker, 1992).87 Migrants were predominantly single men, 

and as Barker and Brown (1980) have noted, were mostly unskilled and poorly 

educated. The majority found accommodation in the central area or inner suburbs, 

but moved on to outer suburbs, particularly Otara, which was also the destination 

for most Maori family migrants (Rowland, 1973); by 1966, only 12.5% of Auckland’s 

Maori population lived in the city centre. For Auckland, Maori migration, the 

development of substantial Maori communities in the suburbs of the south and west, 

and the resulting enrichment of the region’s urban society, can be represented as the 

most significant social and economic event in the period.  

 

The fourth event was the combined impact of the large increases of 

immigration from the Pacific Islands in the 1970s, and from Asia in the 1990s. 

Immigration from Britain and Europe continued during this period,88 but 

immigrants from the two Pacific Rim sources have had permanent effects on the 

cultural heterogeneity of Auckland, and on its housing culture. With both these 

groups of immigrants contributing numerous languages, the ethnic sub-populations 

in 2006 included 54 different groups (Thorns, 2002). The Pacific Island immigrants 

were typically multi-family groups, and, it is observed, had little difficulty in 

                                            
87 Not all rural migrants followed the classic staged pattern of rural – local town – metropolis; however, as the final 
migrant destination, Auckland attracted nearly one-third of North Island Maori migrants in the inter-censual 
period 1961-1966, and increased its Maori population by 38% in the process. Other inter-censual periods show 
similar population movements. (Poulson and Johnston, 1973). 
88 An explanation for the high percentage of European immigrants choosing to settle in Auckland is offered by Trlin 
(1973): their occupations are “notably urban in character”, (and thus do not relate to the primary agricultural 
industries of New Zealand); urban concentrations of ethnic groups are replicated in international studies, “to which 
immigrants in New Zealand are no exception” (Trlin, 1973, p.280-281). 
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adjusting to Auckland’s spacious and informal suburban environment. Asian 

immigrants tended to be multi-generational single family groups (Pool and Sceats, 

2000), who were less familiar with low density housing.  

The majority of the new immigrants settled in Auckland. For these 

immigrants, Auckland is accessible, has an established and supportive resident 

immigrant community, and provides New Zealand’s largest range of educational and 

business opportunities. In addition, the city’s low density suburban housing culture 

has been perceived as a significant factor in the immigrants’ choice of destination, 

and in particular those from Asian countries (DTZ, 2005).  

Two waves of Pacific Rim immigration therefore introduced new dimensions 

to the housing culture, and a challenge to the conventions of the suburban mono-

culture established by the vernacular, which had also started to absorb the impact of 

Maori urbanisation. The economic reforms of the 1980s, and changes in the 

suburban demography brought structural challenges to the housing culture, 

affecting transportation, building form, preferences in location, and the economic 

framework within which a housing culture functions. The period of consolidation of 

New Zealand’s housing vernacular, adapted socially and spatially to a twentieth 

century suburban environment, was then followed by other changes in the last 

decade of the twentieth century, as issues of urban sustainability began to influence 

the process of growth. 

 

Summary: establishing the suburban paradigm 

 

Auckland is the most “spectacular” example of New Zealand’s low density 

suburban housing culture (Dunstall, 1992). By 1920 the new suburbs represented a 

civilised alternative to the crowded city of the late nineteenth century. The primary 

influences on the culture – of transportation systems in the context of topography, 

growth sequence, social aspirations, and environmental planning principles 
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translated into spatial form by legislation and government assistance with finance – 

have constructed a low density sub-urban form that continues to reflect the 

nineteenth century origins of the dominant social group.  

 

I have argued that because New Zealand’s urbanisation occurred later than 

in Britain and Australia, Auckland’s morphology was less determined by the first 

generation of transport technology than comparable Australian cities, where, 

constrained by the economics of high-cost transport investments, suburbs were 

developed at higher densities. Transport technology had a significantly smaller 

influence on density than it had in Britain and Australia a generation earlier. 

Additionally, in the period between 1840 and 1900, a majority of houses in the 

suburbs of Britain and Australia had been developed as private investments for 

rental tenure;89 their densities were dictated by prevailing socio-economic customs, 

and by the economics of speculative development. In the process of Auckland’s 

growth after 1890, the prevailing housing culture resisted both the higher densities 

of these models, and their forms of tenure.  

As Auckland expanded into the new low density suburbs, the social order of 

New Zealand was also changing, with unionisation of labour during and after the 

First World War, and, later, the economic shock, and the social consequences, of the 

Great Depression. The influenza epidemic in 1918 focussed further political 

attention on the poor quality of housing and associated health conditions many 

endured in New Zealand’s cities. In the course of these events housing development 

patterns in New Zealand’s cities followed practices elsewhere but in critical areas 

Auckland’s suburbs were not similar in their social function to those in Britain: they 

were dominated by the aspirations of rural migrants rather than an exodus of 

disaffected residents from increasingly congested central city neighbourhoods.  

                                            
89 Statistics for Melbourne and Sydney, for instance, indicate that less than one-third of houses in urban areas were 
in private ownership in 1911 (Badcock, 2000); in Britain at the same time, less than 10% of urban housing was 
privately owned by the occupiers (Muthesius, 1982). 
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The principles of Garden City planning were expropriated to legitimise 

mono-cultural low density development, rather than to supply a comprehensive 

proposition for the planning of complex communities as Howard had intended. New 

Zealand politicians and planners did not envisage the construction of new towns, but 

– with reservations about the practice of intervening in a market process – were 

happy to find in Garden City planning theory an degree of endorsement for 

suburban expansion. Government loan schemes through the State Advances Act 

after 1902 reinforced and encouraged the suburban process.  

Finally, between 1918 and 1940, the spatial form of ordinary housing in 

Auckland’s suburbs became an extension of the independent social vernacular 

established in the nineteenth century, with high levels of private ownership, and 

flexible, intermediate technology providing the transport network, largely privately 

financed. The later phases of urban growth in Auckland were stimulated by 

immigration from new sources, but continued to be based mostly on natural 

population increases.90 Growth in the post-1945 period expanded the suburban 

vernacular, which was, for many of the new inhabitants, one of Auckland’s principal 

attractions.  

                                            
90 Statistics for population growth between 1966 and 1975 estimate that about 50% of Auckland’s increase in this 
period was “natural” (self-generated); a further 25% was “inward” migration from overseas, and the remainder from 
migration within New Zealand (Dunstall, 1992, p. 456). 
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Chapter 5 

 
Vernacular housing and 20thC. planning 

 
“Human existence is qualified by the insoluble unity of life and place.” 

Christian Norberg-Schulz, 1985, p.13. 

 

 

 

Introduction 

 

This chapter considers the identity and character of the housing culture in 

relation to the dominant socio-economic trends of the twentieth century. Ordinary 

housing in the cities of western industrial nations was transformed by the 

transportation and communication technologies outlined in chapter 4; further 

changes were effected in the first period of rapid growth in Auckland by political and 

economic liberalisation of the twentieth century (for instance, Frost, 1990; Olssen 

1990; Sinclair, 2000; Dalziel, 1992).  

A New Zealand housing vernacular, based on traditions of supply, 

ownership, and spatial design had been laid down by the first generations of 

immigrants. The vernacular is considered in this chapter, firstly, in the context of 

influences on housing design at the start of the period and secondly, in relation to 

literature in the architectural discourse on vernacular housing, from the period after 

1960, when the modern movement in architecture, town planning and urbanism 

became the subject of widespread critical review. In this period, traditional forms of 

housing - vernacular forms - were revisited to re-inform the debate on some aspects 

of perceived failure in housing design.  
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Further, this chapter considers the New Zealand vernacular in relation to 

the dominant later discourse in urban studies relating to sustainability, which 

occurred in the last quarter of the twentieth century. I argue that the characteristics 

of an existing vernacular contribute defining concepts in the development of a 

theoretical model for sustainable urban housing, and that this is a source for 

planners and architects in practice.  

 

Identifying influence from the vernacular  

 

Frequent use of the word “vernacular” has been made in reference to the 

culture of the immigrants to New Zealand in preceding chapters. In the broader 

literature of vernacular research, a vernacular architecture implies a domestic or 

residential context, but it may also extend to other indigenous building forms that 

provide for the social, cultural and religious activities of the community (Rapoport, 

1969; Rykwert, 1972; Oliver, 1975).91  A housing vernacular is a distinctive built 

form that represents an architectural identity within a regional culture, and that 

expresses collective and particular notions of place and community through the use 

of material resources. In the process, a housing vernacular creates a spatial and 

social arrangement of buildings that is unique to the sponsoring community.  

 

Early urban settlements in New Zealand had not established customs of 

house-building in permanent materials. At the end of the nineteenth century 

ordinary housing in Auckland, and most other New Zealand’s cities continued to be 

built in the form of detached, light timber-framed houses and cottages occupying 

small sites. The use of permanent materials was confined to a small minority of 

buildings, largely in the public and commercial sectors. Denser forms of housing, 

                                            
91 The word “vernacular” is primarily used in the context of language where it refers to a native dialect, from its 
Latin origin, “vernaculus” referring to “native, indigenous, domestic” (language), with connotations of “informal, 
colloquial, and distinctive (speech)”. The vernacularisation of a language is the translation of a speech form to a 
native (indigenous) version. (OED). 
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usually in continuous terraces modelled on English designs, and built in brick, 

stone, and concrete, had been developed in the 1870s in the “walking cities” of 

Sydney and Melbourne (Forster, 1995), but had not been adopted in New Zealand on 

any significant scale. 

In a climate of political liberalisation at the end of the nineteenth century 

Auckland’s city authorities started to intervene to remove the most decrepit of the 

city’s slum housing, which had provided accommodation for a significant proportion 

of the city’s ordinary citizens in cottages and central area boarding houses (Bush, 

1971; Olsen, 1990).  In outlying areas of the isthmus, occasional private houses 

occupying larger sites had been built in initial phases of settlement. Before 1900, 

speculative developments of small detached villas, usually built at net densities of 

less than ten houses per hectare, had started to generate a low-density morphology 

in districts such as Remuera, Ellerslie, Point Chevalier and Mount Eden.  

For many immigrants, Auckland held the prospect of modest prosperity, 

and security in wage-earning employment on which housing loans could be sought; 

in these circumstances the cramped poor-quality inner-city rented housing was an 

unattractive, and an avoidable, option. Houses in the suburbs could be bought with 

savings, or rented in the short term and then purchased from the builders, who were 

normally under-capitalised, and regularly found it necessary to recover their 

investment (Ferguson, 1994).  

In this context, it is argued that the modified version of the immigrant 

housing culture developed in the suburbs to determine the spatial morphology of the 

city. The vernacular’s fixed characteristics were its low density, and its high levels of 

private ownership. In accordance with the immigrant community’s egalitarian social 

objectives, class-based spatial distribution typical of cities in Europe was not a 

significant factor in the suburban expansion. According to Bush (1971) wealthier 

families already lived on small estates, or small-holdings, outside the central area, 

and had no need to join the flight to the suburbs. The vernacular was thus less 
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concerned with aesthetic considerations, or efficient use of land, and more with the 

creation of a spatial structure that satisfied socio-economic functions.  

 

Town planning in the twentieth century 

 

The post-Victorian era provided a context for urban theories that informed 

many aspects of urban life through their engagement with, and enthusiasm for new 

technologies, new social constructs, and new ideas relating to wealth distribution. 

Political and social philosophies after 1900 supplied the theoretical platform for the 

recently established profession of planning, with the principles of Garden City 

planning providing coherent and practical theory at its core (Mumford, 1938; Hall 

and Ward, 1998).  

Howard’s theory, outlined in the previous chapter, may be regarded as a 

significant influence in the process of New Zealand’s urbanisation, and, it has been 

suggested in this argument, a greater influence in New Zealand than in the colonial 

cities in Australia that were expanding in the same period.  

This proposition is justified by the chronology of urban growth. Auckland 

began its most spectacular period of growth approximately twenty years later than 

comparable settlements in Australia, and was able to benefit from the wide public 

acceptance, the professional endorsements, and the clarity of ‘modernism’ in 

Howard’s theory.92  When Auckland’s suburban morphology was being developed, 

ideas of form were unobstructed by any legacy of permanent higher density housing 

setting a tradition of denser development.93 Howard’s Garden City planning 

principles were in general circulation, and in Auckland they were welcomed by local 

                                            
92 Adelaide, in South Australia, may be regarded as a significant exception, along with several suburbs of Sydney 
and Melbourne, for example, Daceyville, in Sydney (Freestone, 1989; Hall and Ward, 1998). However, the main 
urban centres in both Australia and Canada had been building permanent medium density housing in all their 
inner city districts, using the British terraced housing form as a model, since approximately 1865; their urban 
form(s) were subsequently modified by the influence of Garden City planning theory  (Frost & Dingle, 1995; 
McManus, 2005). 
93 For instance: “The terraces … contributed to the texture of the Australian cities in a way that they are now seen as 
an inevitable part of the Australian urban environment” (Cox, 1983, p.16). 
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and national politicians; they were advocated by planners and architects, and their 

influences were acknowledged by the suburban developers (Freestone, 1989; 

Ferguson, 1994; Schrader, 2000). 

Howard’s proposals addressed a comprehensive list of social and economic 

objectives, which were set out in his original publication, Garden Cities of To-

Morrow, in 1898. Garden City theory was a modernist, utopian proposition, from its 

origins in nineteenth century social and political thinking, and, with such origins, 

was legitimately promoted as an “experiment … designed for humanity at large” 

(Howard, 1965 (1898), p.57). Howard’s intention was to achieve a systematic 

organisation of cities and towns that would regulate the spatial relationship of 

housing to other land uses. This, he argued, could be achieved through a co-

operative movement that also met the objectives of socio-economic liberation of the 

individual in the wider community (Hall and Ward 1998). In his Introduction to the 

re-publication of Howard’s text, Mumford elucidated and summarised the principles, 

emphasising that Garden City theory is not a licence for suburban sprawl, but a 

proposal for an “integrated foundation for an effective urban life” (Mumford 1945, 

p.34). In its original calculation, the theory was based on gross population densities 

of 75 people per hectare (Mumford, 1945).  In practice densities in English suburbs 

of the period were considerably lower than this.  

In the British context, Howard’s liberal social objectives may have been 

perceived as a relatively long-term ambition, set in the Edwardian framework of a 

mildly reformist capitalist economy.94 Transplanted to the New Zealand context, 

however, Howard’s objectives were explicit and immediately realisable. Within the 

theory of the Garden City planning “experiment”, and its garden suburb extension, 

the immigrant-based housing vernacular found a high degree of validation. In spite 

of modifications to meet the spatial discipline of the new urban environment many 

                                            
94 Fishman suggests that Howard’s “Peaceful Path to Real Reform” (of capitalism) became, in practice, a means of 
the preservation of orthodox capitalism (Fishman, 1987). 
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of its principles were readily assimilated into the patterns of suburban development 

(Schrader 2005).95  

 

Housing architecture in New Zealand 

 

The prevailing philosophies of the modern movement also dominated 

housing design theories in architecture. The architectural premises of the modern 

movement – particularly, Sullivan’s declaration that “Form” should follow 

“Function” (Sullivan, 1896) – elevated concepts of functionality to a position in the 

architectural critique that had previously been occupied by arcane discourses 

relating to aesthetics (see: Curtis, 1991; Sharp and Rapoport, 1969). Technological 

advances in the development of construction materials, particularly steel and glass, 

alongside mechanical engineering inventions, offered new possibilities for multi-

storey building design, and for the control of their internal environments. To express 

ideas of functionality theorists in architecture proposed that a new aesthetic order 

would need to be devised (Blundell-Jones 2002; Corbusier, 1923). Housing became a 

new interest for architects in the modern movement: the proposition that architects 

might seek a role in the wider social arena introduced a social and political purpose 

to a profession that had previously been interested only in wealthy clients and 

individual projects. 

The search for new sources of inspirations for architectural form generated 

an interest in vernacular architecture in the early phases of the modern movement. 

The nineteenth century discourses in architecture had found little of interest in the 

primitive architectures of indigenous societies, since the practices and the 

intellectual disciplines of architecture were considered to relate exclusively to 

                                            
95 In this respect, there are two paradoxes in the adoption of Howard’s modernist planning theory in New Zealand. 
Firstly, the futuristic proposition that working men and their families should find social and economic liberation in 
new Garden Cities in England was an ambition that had already been achieved on a large scale in New Zealand by 
the immigrants’ own determination (Belich, 2001); and secondly, the appropriation of Howard’s theory to legitimise 
the new low-density “garden suburbs”, which, as Mumford makes clear, had not been Howard’s intention. 
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advanced philosophies, mathematics, and classical notions of aesthetics in geometry 

and proportion – a cultural sophistication that primitive societies could neither 

exhibit, nor be expected to appreciate.96  Although, in the modernists’ discovery of 

new building forms in primitive cultures there was an acknowledgement of the 

characteristically extreme functionality of their architectures, early interest 

focussed on the formal, tectonic, and aesthetic possibilities of primitive vernaculars, 

particularly these qualities as they were found in vernacular housing design 

(Colquhoun, 2002).97   

While architects in Europe and North America were beginning to 

expropriate ideas from remote cultures, the New Zealand vernacular consolidated in 

the suburbs, basing its new developments on the social and aesthetic housing design 

principles of the immigrant communities. Building practices in New Zealand, having 

already developed a functional morphology, and also a practical material form, were 

broadly resistant to the new sources of architectural inspiration; house builders 

were content with the model that had been established, developing a suburban 

vernacular in equilibrium with its physical and socio-economic environment.  

It is acknowledged that overseas architecture influenced details of external 

expression, in, for instance, the substitution of the Victorian villa form by the 

“Californian” bungalow (Salmond, 1986). In most houses, larger panes of glass in 

casement frames began to replace complex sash windows, and simplified timber 

sections replaced the more heavily sculptured sections preferred in the nineteenth 

century; ornate decorated bargeboards, veranda balustrades, and bay windows 

became unfashionable in a short space of time (Shaw and Morrison, 1991). Internal 

room layouts also reflected the zeitgeist as the patriarchal Victorian arrangement of 

                                            
96 In New Zealand, this view of architecture affected the advice to Bishop Marsden, in 1841, after his request for 
guidance on the appropriate style for church building in the colony: he was instructed by Pugin to adopt the crude 
“Romanesque” style, as the currently fashionable (in London) “Gothic” style was considered to be over-sophisticated 
for a primitive out-post of the Empire (Alington, 1965).  
97 Le Corbusier’s study of Mediterranean housing, for instance, was a study of the plastic nature of built form in 
rendered (plastered) masonry structures, with minimal attention paid to social culture (Curtis, 1991).  
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the family gave way to less hierarchical domestic plans suited to twentieth century 

family life and structure (Isaac and Olssen, 2000).  

In other respects, for instance, in the mechanisms for supply of finance for 

prospective owners, and in the trade and materials industries, housing systems 

continued to evolve from established practices (Salmond, 1986). Liberal and Reform 

Party governments encouraged and supported the builders with accessible loan 

schemes at low rates of interest.98 In the normal process of supply, architects (who 

might have been influenced by European trends) were seldom commissioned to 

design houses, except in the statistically insignificant area of state housing,99 and, in 

the continuing tradition of the profession, individual houses for the wealthy. 

Suburban Californian bungalows were built from cheaply acquired plans, and were 

uncomplicated constructions, and as Schrader (2005b) notes, with owners usually 

physically participating in the building process.  

Perhaps of greatest importance for the later decades of the twentieth 

century, the low density spatial forms of early suburban developments were not 

influenced by the denser, more urban housing developments in England and 

Australia; the net housing densities suggested in the proposals for planned Garden 

Cities, at 25-30 houses per hectare, were reduced to less than 10 houses per hectare 

in the new suburbs of Auckland and other urban centres. The borrowed imagery of 

avant-garde European modernism, and the possibilities of compact higher-density 

site planning, both of which had been amongst the attractions of vernacular 

architecture for architects of the modern movement, had little impact in New 

Zealand.  

 

                                            
98 Loan schemes were popular and successful: “by the end of the 1920s the state was financing nearly half the houses 
being built in New Zealand.”  (Schrader, 2005b, p.31). 
99 In this area of housing design, architects were asked to produce buildings as similar as possible to those in the 
private sector: there was to be no visible distinction between “state” and private housing. However, from the first 
models, State houses were required to be built to higher standards of construction (Ferguson 1994). 
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Vernacular architecture and post-1945 housing design 

 

A second phase of interest in vernacular housing occurred during the 1960s, 

following a decade of sustained criticism of housing architecture. In the course of 

this criticism the socio-economic assumptions, the aesthetic judgements, and the 

environmental consequences of twentieth century planning and architecture were 

re-evaluated. According to King (1993), the international revival of interest in the 

vernacular preceded the “fall” of modernist architecture, and was closely connected 

to the critique.  Literature of this period includes numerous studies that orchestrate 

the parallel disciplines of geography, anthropology, and sociology in support of 

coherent understandings of the formal and informal built environments of 

indigenous cultures (Hawkes, 2002). The spatial and structural characteristics of 

much vernacular architecture were documented, with detailed analyses that record 

and identify the precise building habits of, in some cases, quite small communities 

in both primitive and advanced societies (see: Oliver, 1989, Brunskill, 2000; 

Rykwert, 1972). These studies generally adopted the methodologies used by 

researchers in other disciplines to record descriptions and interpretations of 

relationships between social customs, the physical environment, and the built form.  

 

A number of studies in vernacular architecture published from 1960 

onwards established an alternative critique in opposition to the principles of the 

Modern movement (Chermayeff and Alexander, 1960; van Eyck, 1966; Ward, 1974; 

Turner, 1972). The most relevant of these are discussed in more detail below, but 

the movement was significant for two reasons. Firstly, their authors referred 

directly to cross-disciplinary research in the social sciences to identify some of the 

human qualities absent both in the theory and in the products of the modern 

movement. Their critiques had particular application to “brutalist” solutions to mass 

housing, which, by 1965, were self-evidently unable to address the social issues 
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which had been claimed by the CIAM to be the core responsibilities of architects and 

planners.  

Secondly, this group also began to recognise key strategies in 

environmentally responsive building practices (Hawkes, 1975). Research in 

environmental performance was starting to inform a separate, but complementary 

strand of architectural design theory, which was critical of contemporary 

architecture’s dependence on technology, particularly of its profligacy in its use of 

irreplaceable material resources, and its high energy requirements (Banham, 1969).  

A specific critique of the instrumentalism of the modern movement for its 

environmental consequences grew from this alternative strand of architectural 

theory (Banham et al, 1969; Turan, 1983; Lawrence, 1989). Environmentalists 

recommended the traditional building systems of vernacular housing as a source of 

design guidance for lower-technology solutions, and for the low energy, low waste, 

“response to environment” strategies that are revealed by research studies (Marcus 

and Sarkissian, 1983; van der Ryn and Calthorpe, 1986; Elkins, Mclaren and 

Hillman, 1991).  

The significance of vernacular architecture brought a new influence to the 

critique of modern architecture from a combination of social and environmental 

research, led by the writings and publications of Mumford, Rykwert, and Alexander, 

and supported by criticism in urban and environmental studies (Goodman and 

Goodman 1947; Jacobs, 1961; Packard, 1961) 100 While Rykwert’s series of papers 

between 1961 and 1976 drew on historical sources in architecture and the literature 

                                            
100 For architecture and planning, the most influential of the vernacular studies in the mid-twentieth century were:  

(i) Alexander’s study of traditional Indian villages, published in 1964 under the title: Notes 
on the Synthesis of Form followed the publication of Community and Privacy in 1960 
(with Serge Chermayeff); 

(ii) Rykwert’s early study, The Idea of a Town, (n.d; approx. 1962), in which the author 
extended observations of architectural form and social ritual into an interpretation of 
responsive form (Rykwert, 1972);  

(iii) Rapoport’s analysis of the origins of housing traditions, House, Form, and Culture, 
published in 1969; 

(iv) The study on configurative form in North-west Africa, The Child, the City and the Artist,  
published in the Dutch Architectural Journal, Forum, in 1962 by Aldo van Eyck, which 
was widely translated and re-printed (Strauven 1998); 
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of the modern movement to develop theory in the phenomenology of architecture, his 

work is significant in that he recognises a prime relationship between contemporary 

suburban housing and vernacular architecture.101  

Other events, for instance, Lewis Mumford’s renewed attack on American 

suburbs, and the social and environmental effects of urban transport strategies that 

depended on the private car (Mumford 1961), the publication of Rachel Carson’s 

book, “Silent Spring”, in 1962, and Bernard Rudovsky’s 1965 exhibition, 

“Architecture Without Architects” at the Museum of Modern Art in New York, all 

contributed to a climate of critical debate that extended beyond the boundaries of 

architecture and planning. 102  

However, contemporary practices in housing design were more directly 

influenced in this period by the research publications of Rapoport, Alexander, 

Habraken and van Eyck.103 104  An important area of their work helped to redefine 

the nature of vernacular design, and in doing so, drew vernacular practices and 

concepts into the critique. A summary of these studies assists in the definition of a 

vernacular, and also serves to situate the development of Auckland’s suburban 

vernacular in the emerging environmental discourse. These authors are considered 

in the order of their subsequent influence on housing design in the post-modern 

discourse.  

 

 
                                            
101 Rykwert’s studies associated architectural theory with post-existentialist philosophy, and influenced later 
theorists including Tschumi, Norberg-Schulz, Tafuri, Rossi, Venturi, and Jencks, all of whom discussed “housing” in 
the context of general theory. Few of these texts appear to make references to suburban housing; however, 
acknowledgements of the origins of suburban housing design in vernacular architecture do occur; for instance, 
Norberg-Schulz notes: “the built form of the suburban house recalls both its vernacular relatives and the more 
“civilised” townhouse”  (Norberg-Schulz, 1993:99).  
102 Rudovsky’s exhibition placed images and brief descriptions of numerous vernacular examples in the environment 
of Architecture and Art criticism. The Exhibition Catalogue, published as a book in 1965, was widely read in 
architectural circles, and introduced vernacular concepts of repetitive form to a large audience. 
103 Rapoport, Alexander, and Chermayeff were based first, in Britain and later in North America; van Eyck, and 
Habraken were based in Holland, and Habraken later moved to the USA as Professor of Architecture at MIT. 
Others, including Alva da Silva in Portugal, and Charles Correa in India, have contributed significant work in the 
architecture of regional vernaculars, developing detailed knowledge of the principles of vernacular design, including 
the inter-relationship of form, material, climate, and social culture.  
104 van Eyck’s 1959 visits to the Dogon tribes in West Africa elicited a new, architecturally formalised, source of 
inspiration in his understanding of repetition in geometric space; his studies of Mexican pueblos, which commented 
on the vernacular response to extreme climatic aridity, followed from teaching appointments in the USA in 1960-61 
(Strauven 1998, p.380-393). 
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Christopher Alexander  

 

Philosophies of the modern movement were notable for the absence of 

concepts of community participation, a shortcoming that had been identified by 

Alexander in studies published in the early 1960s.105 The role of custodianship of 

practical knowledge is the central function of the community, and a consistent and 

observable characteristic of traditional societies. Participation in the community is 

at once a collective right and an individual obligation, with rights of access to all 

shared resources the leading benefit of membership.  

Alexander was initially engaged in the contemporary debate through his 

interest in design methodology having located many of the modern movement’s 

short-comings in its design processes. Alexander’s approach is summarised in his 

text A Pattern Language (1973) developed from his observations relating to the 

function of architecture in creating a necessary sense of “wholeness” in ordinary 

life.106  His research methodology leads to a cross-disciplinary “complex theoretical 

structure,” described by his collaborator, Ingrid King, as “ a composite of theoretical 

models from widely divergent set of fields: systems theory, natural science 

methodology, linguistics, cognitive psychology, biology, [and] genetics.” (King, 1993, 

p.16). 

The Pattern Language is presented as a design system, able to address the 

design “problem” through a process that acknowledges communal and individual 

human needs in the ordinary course of life. According to Alexander (1974), the 

                                            
105 Alexander’s analysis developed from initial studies in collaboration with Serge Chermayeff, in Community and 
Privacy: Towards a New Architecture of Humanism, in 1960, Notes on the Synthesis of Form (1964), and the radical, 
and influential short study, A City is Not a Tree, published in 1966. A Pattern Language was published as the first 
of three volumes, in 1973, completed in 1979 with A Timeless Way of Building. These texts combined a critique of 
both modernist Architecture, and modernist Planning assumptions, and made widely recognised contributions to 
the critical discourse on modernism between 1960 and 1980. Alexander’s later studies, after a period of neglect, are 
now routinely referred to in contemporary literature, as are Habraken’s. In other respects Habraken and Alexander 
had little in common. 
106 Alexander’s academic background in mathematics suggests that his intellectual approach to another discipline 
(design) merits a similarly logical structure: he claimed in an interview in 1971 that he wanted “to create buildings 
with the same kind of beauty that traditional architecture had. …I studied mathematics for a long time … [and 
learned that you have to] specify a step-by-step process which anyone can carry out; the definition of a process … was 
just a way of being precise”. (Jacobson, 1971, p.769). 
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enduring strength of vernacular architecture is due to the “un-selfconscious” process 

of design in traditional communities, where the vernacular form is determined by 

custom and practical wisdom. It is rare, in vernacular architecture, to find an 

irrational resolution of a spatial or technical matter. Alexander (1964, 1974) seeks 

the “timeless truth” of natural order, which he identifies in diverse vernacular 

settings. In traditional settings, he identifies a notion of order that, he argues, 

cannot be constructed through the Cartesian logic of western philosophical 

traditions, or through the methodologies of objective knowledge, such as those that 

characterise modernist approaches to housing design.107 108  

The Pattern Language theories, as Alexander proposes, construct a 

“discipline which teaches us the true relationship between ourselves and our 

surroundings” (Alexander 1979, p.16), offering an approach to a “living order”, 

through the syntax of a language that provides a “code, like a genetic code, for the 

human acts of building” (ibid; p.166). The ordinariness of the vernacular exhibits a 

harmonious morphology in architecture: an intensity that is not capable of 

replication in the industrial productions of modern architecture, because, he argues, 

these depend on processes that are not able to engage the “timeless” ways of 

building (Alexander, 1979).  

 

John Habraken 

 

Habraken’s first theoretical studies were produced in the context of the 

1950s post-war housing supply system in Holland, and in the critical discourse on 

                                            
107 The majority of these researches were based on traditional communities in India and South America; they also 
draw on experiences in European and North American cities. 
108 The 264 Patterns proposed were developed from a process of dialectical analysis, and draw on perceptions of 
relationships between individuals and the built landscape of the contemporary city, redefined to recognise 
traditional preferences, instincts, habits, and responses. The definition of a Pattern, when correctly completed, 
provides the core idea it encloses with a quality that is “free from inner contradictions”, able to assume a place in 
“the order of things which stand outside of time” (Alexander, 1979, p.38). As a design methodology, the theories of 
the Pattern Language are intended to apply to all types of building, in which the significance of the “innate 
sensibility” of the participating community justifies the statement that “certain organisational principles are valid 
from one community to another” (Alexander et al., 1974, p.141). 
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urban housing that become the main preoccupation of leading activists in the CIAM.  

Habraken’s appointment to lead the SAR housing research team in 1964 followed 

his influence on this discourse (Bosma, 2000).109  The processes of housing supply, 

which Habraken’s SAR team were commissioned to refine, represent a typical 

twentieth century housing system. From his earliest publication of “Supports and 

People” in 1961 Habraken argued for an inclusive approach to housing design, to 

acknowledge the importance of the occupier’s imprint in the social construct of 

“home”.110  His thinking was influenced, according to Bosma (2000), by Bachelard, 

whose book The Poetics of Space had re-defined the concept of “home” after its 

publication in 1958.  

In later publications, Habraken (1972, 1981) cross-references critical design 

analyses in the context of architectural practice to Alexander’s research, and 

particularly, to Alexander’s principal three volume work, A Timeless Way of 

Building. In a study of “the ordinary” in housing vernaculars, Habraken proposes a 

methodology of design that observes and examines territory, and in particular the 

interface of public and private space, in a systematic approach to the configuration 

of domestic space (Habraken, 1972, 1998). By different arguments, Alexander and 

Habraken conclude that the separation of the individual from the process of supply 

constitutes the deepest flaw in design theories of the modern movement; the 

frequent failure to provide lasting solutions to large scale housing design was partly 

attributed to its absence. 

Habraken’s analysis draws on examples from diverse cultures to suggest 

that there are universal principles for the design of domestic space. The study of the 

architecture of vernacular building reveals numerous, and consistent human 

aspirations which vary much less than might be expected. He demonstrated, for 

                                            
109 The SAR was the Dutch group of architects, established in 1964, in the publicly-funded Foundation for 
Architecture Research; housing was an urgent priority in Holland after 1945: war damage, population growth, 
urbanisation, and earlier neglect were all contributing factors. The American post-war Marshall Plan provided part 
of the funding for large-scale housing renewal (Bosma, 2000). 
110 Published in Dutch under the title De Dragers en de Mensen, (1961), and Supports: an Alternative to Mass 
Housing, (1972) (first English-language edition). 
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instance, that the concept of privacy has cross-cultural significance: in otherwise 

dissimilar cultures, the configuration of spaces that separately provide for domestic 

activities (cooking, sleeping, bathing) share numerous common features in their 

arrangements (Habraken, 1983). 

In his discussion of recognition and interpretation of form, Habraken 

suggests that the sense of “belonging”, and of personal ownership creates a 

participatory relationship between the building and the occupant.111 He rejects the 

instrumental assumptions of an institutionalised approach, in which forms of 

imitation had come to displace the essential process (in housing design) of 

interpretation, observable in the subsequent manipulation by occupiers and owners 

to modify, to personalise, and to dwell. Additionally, he argues that the problem of 

repetition of a standardised housing form – the source of dissatisfaction with 

twentieth century suburbs for many architects and planners – declines in 

importance when the people housed are conscious of a satisfactory arrangement of 

their spatial connection to the larger community, and at the same time, are 

conscious of their own involvement in the production of the building they occupy 

(Habraken 1972, 1983, 1998). 

 

Aldo van Eyck 

 

Van Eyck was a contemporary of Habraken in Holland, and an influential 

figure in the CIAM. Habraken’s publication of Supports and People in 1961 had 

focussed the CIAM discourse on the parallel dilemmas of mass housing production, 

also referred to as the “problem of large numbers” (Tyrwhitt 1952; Mumford 1961), 

and the problem of “designing for the anonymous client” (Bakema, 1962). Housing 

                                            
111 The Dutch system exemplifies methods of housing supply in most European countries, including Britain, 
characterised by City or State authorities as principal urban land owners commissioning “mass” housing 
developments without meaningful reference to future tenants, few of whom would have alternative housing choices. 
In such systems, the process of supply is state-financed, is usually subsidized by tax revenue, and building 
production is invariably controlled by large corporately-structured contracting organisations. 
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supply was a function of government agencies, or housing corporations, which were 

“set up as ‘democratic’ representatives of the aspirant residents” (Strauven, 1998, 

p.367).  

Van Eyck’s experiences in West Africa had introduced him to the 

architectural possibilities of repetitive form by observations of the vernacular 

architecture of the Dogon tribes, particularly the forms of architecture seen in the 

dense, “urban” Dogon settlements (Schoenauer, 2000). He argued that in the modern 

movement, “we don’t know how to humanize plurality, how to humanize number.” 

Observing that “Vernacular [architecture and planning] was always able to cope 

with limited plurality in former days”, van Eyck concluded that architects have 

misunderstood the “collective concept [of the] vernacular”; contemporary systems 

deny the possibility of “direct creative participation” which, he argued, provides the 

conduit for essential knowledge of a domestic culture in the evolution of housing 

forms (van Eyck, quoted in Scott, 1963, p.38).112  Principles of design found in 

vernacular building deserved greater recognition; he identified characteristics of 

social and environmental harmony in vernacular architecture which could be 

attributed to collective cultural understandings of configurative built form, and 

which, he argued, were wholly absent in contemporary approaches to housing 

design.  

 

The solution that van Eyck proposed to the CIAM consisted of a design-

process theory of a configurative discipline that relied on study of architecture as a 

“counter-form” of urban communities to “provide structural insight into the formal 

language of human plurality” (Strauven, 1998, p.369). Such an investigation would 

make it possible for architects to synthesise the non-hierarchical order of increasing 

social complexity with notions of aesthetics related to “number and harmony”; urban 

form designed with concepts of configurative form would resolve the problem of 

                                            
112 These comments were made in an address to the Pacific Congress in Auckland in 1963. 
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providing for “the human need for communication and participation” (ibid; p.370). In 

an analysis of diversity of vernacular form in urban settings, van Eyck proposed 

that architecture needed to provide a counter-form of the societies themselves, not 

least because of the need to represent the direct participation of the users in the 

process of supply (van Eyck, 1962). In this perception, and alongside his 

determination to maintain a leading role for architecture in housing design, van 

Eyck’s analysis corresponds to Habraken’s position. For both, the pre-conditions 

that define the “act of dwelling” in all forms of vernacular housing are in conflict 

with the assumptions of the modern movement.  

But Habraken and van Eyck each sought a solution to the problem of user 

non-participation that could be effective within the conventions of the existing 

institutional context. Habraken’s initial ideas were outlined in “Supports and 

People”, and proposed a partial solution based on a continuation of corporate 

domination of the process of supply and the preservation of existing structure and 

technologies of the building industry. Similarly, Van Eyck had no ambition to 

challenge the institutionalised process of housing supply in Holland, identifying 

design process and theory as the routes to improved solutions. 

 

In Habraken’s initial model, the existing industries and public corporations 

would supply a serviced infrastructure as part of an overall local district plan, 

leaving individual families and citizens to complete their own accommodation 

according to need, financial resources, and personal preferences. Kits of parts, co-

ordinated to the primary structure, would be provided by the corporation, and 

supplied to owners from a central store of components. The architect’s function in 

this process would consist of anticipating all variety of individual need, in 

consultation with tenants and owners (Habraken, 1972); to ensure compatibility the 

architect would retain a mediating role in component design.  
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As Habraken’s critics pointed out, such a process would be difficult to 

manage and prioritise, and would not be able to avoid a high level of qualitative 

variability. More significantly the institutionalisation of a vernacular built form 

would, as Voelcker (1966) argued, inevitably impose unfamiliar and untested 

technologies, procedures, and bureaucratic contamination, which would threaten the 

integrity of the vernacular itself.  

 

Amos Rapoport 

 

Rapoport’s study, House Form and Culture, published in 1969, was the most 

influential analysis of vernacular architecture in this period (Oliver, 1981). Rapoport 

made explicit connections between the profound stability of societies found in 

“primitive” cultures, and the pragmatism of housing design as it had been built in 

various vernacular forms. He identifies qualities in vernacular architectures, both in 

the built form and in the concepts of dwelling, that are unique to the culture of the 

inhabitants, suggesting that a vernacular form develops an aesthetic dimension that 

characterises the community’s aspirations, their religious beliefs, their stories, and 

their social structures and relationships. Additionally, he argues that vernacular 

architecture is invariably characterised by accessible, and also climate responsive 

construction technologies, achieving a natural balance between the bio-physical, and 

the constructed human environments.  

Rapoport distinguishes between different types of knowledge in traditional 

societies, referring to the “silent languages”113 found in the architecture of 

vernacular housing (Rapoport, 1969). He argues that these languages of design are 

drawn partly from the practical wisdom derived from the collective experience of 

groups of people building for and within the community, and partly from the tacit 

knowledge of shared cultural understandings that define the symbolic meaning of 

                                            
113 The term may originate from the title of E.T. Hall’s book “The Silent Language” published in 1961. 
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“home”.  Each type of knowledge is inseparably part of the vernacular: the explicit 

knowledge of tradition and the tacit cultural knowledge embedded in and expressed 

in forms of architecture, materiality, and by the connecting spaces between 

buildings, are the three elements that form the vernacular’s identity. In the 

development of a housing vernacular, Rapoport observes that, while shelter is the 

passive function of housing, “the positive (active) function is the creation of a social 

unit of space”; 

 

“A house is a human fact, and … man has built [houses] in ways so diverse 

that they can be attributed only to choice, which involves cultural values. … 

Given a certain climate, the availability of certain materials, and the 

constraints and capabilities of a given level of technology, what finally 

decides the form of a dwelling, and moulds the spaces and their 

relationships, is the vision that people have of the ideal life.” (Rapoport, 

1969, pp.46-47). 

 

Rapoport’s perception that, before all other functional and environment-

related choices, traditional housing forms demonstrated a “vision of the ideal life” 

revealed a further characteristic of a vernacular: that the enduring social validity of 

a housing culture is a shared understanding that belongs to the whole community, 

one in which the active participation of the individual is an obligation. The 

individual is constrained by the shared communal objective of the group in both the 

process of construction and in its collective social meaning.  

Writing in Britain in a period of large scale industrialised system building, 

Rapoport suggested that such methods of housing supply could be readily adjusted 

to provide a flexible, “open” design solution similar to that found in traditional 

vernacular housing. However, in practice, system building “seem(s) to do the 

opposite”: the potential for adaptability is obstructed by both the technology of 



 168 

system building, and the provider’s corporate intransigence, reflecting contemporary 

preoccupations with “functional exactness” (Rapoport, 1968, p.302). 

 

Vernacular architecture and sustainability 

 

The contributions of these ideas may be divided into two connected areas of 

discussion: issues identified in design theory relating to human aspirations that had 

not previously been recognised in the discourse of housing design, and critiques that 

addressed environmental issues. The environmental debate became more prominent 

towards the end of the period in which these writers were most active, and is 

therefore summarised here. 

The environmental praxis of vernacular architecture is the result of the 

extended dialogue between man and nature (Turan, 1983; Banham, 1969). Renewed 

understandings of vernacular architecture, alongside the development of an 

awareness of environmental design in architecture late in the twentieth century, 

have provided part of the platform for a broader enquiry into issues of sustainability 

(Hawkes, 2002). In an early  text, van Eyck prophetically suggested that it would be 

through the “rediscovery of constant human qualities” that architects will be able to 

“solve the environmental problems our period poses today” forming an early 

connection between vernacular building, environmentalism, and housing design 

(van Eyck, 1966). The discourse in sustainability, I argue, involves the development 

of theories and practices that can re-invest housing architecture with human values, 

and that can also reverse and repair the damage caused by the impact of human 

technology. 

Alexander, Habraken, Rapoport, and van Eyck all make frequent references 

to the skills demonstrated in vernacular architecture in their fashioning and 

adaptation of locally available building materials to respond to climatic conditions: a 

“true” vernacular invariably manifests an understanding of its own environment 
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with a cognitive rationality that has been displaced by technology. There is 

recurring evidence in all vernacular studies of the custom to construct durable 

buildings, using materials “as if they were valuable and permanent” and then to 

conserve such investments in labour and materials (Banham, 1969, p.21). Sources of 

water and energy were typically used with a similar regard for conservation; in 

some societies, as Oliver (2003) notes, material waste was more or less unknown. 

New environmental concerns in the late twentieth century, particularly those 

related to depletion of non-renewable energy resources have re-focussed attention on 

principles of material use and energy conservation found in traditional building.  

 

Vernacular architecture and social experiment 

 

According to Oliver (1981) a characteristic feature of vernacular 

architecture is its capacity to absorb and be improved by imported technology. He 

argues that the skilful appropriation of a colonising technology is a consistent 

feature of vernacular building which demonstrates its rationality. The gradual 

acceptance of construction materials from origins in vernacular building, such as 

rammed earth and sun-baked earth blocks, has reversed the process of historical 

“colonisation” by more advanced technologies: a modified and improved material has 

developed from the combination of one building system with another. 

 

Developments of urban eco-villages have appeared occasionally in Europe 

and North America, and have recently started to occur in Australasia. Typically, 

these developments experiment with sustainable building technologies to achieve 

varying degrees of autonomy, with, usually, a focus on low or zero-energy building 
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design.114 A new two-storey housing development for instance, in Adelaide, is partly 

built in straw bale walling, and a 32-unit housing scheme in West Auckland has 

used rammed earth walls, amongst other materials selected for their low 

environmental impact.115 In the Adelaide example, the use of cement-based render 

over a galvanised wire screen on the external surface extends the life of the straw 

bale wall, without significantly increasing its embodied energy; the rammed earth 

walling used at Ranui is provided with greater strength by a small quantity of 

cement mixed with the clay, with a similarly minor affect on the embodied energy 

calculation.  

Construction technologies that dominated house building in North 

America’s western states were similar to those used in New Zealand and Australia, 

suggesting that vernacular building customs from North America were exported to 

other countries where European settlement was taking place (Frost, 1990). However 

in a technical assessment these light-weight timber construction methods have been 

criticised for being an unsuitable response to the climates typically found in the 

eastern Australian states, and in New Zealand. Houses built in light-weight timber 

framing lack the material mass to store heat energy with which to stabilize the 

internal environment. Timber construction also performs badly in cool temperate 

climates with high levels of humidity. According to Banham (1969) in these climates 

housing was made habitable only by the invention and mass production of iron 

heating stoves fuelled by wood of the type Salmond (1986) notes were common in 

New Zealand.  

House building in masonry or brick was largely rejected in New Zealand for 

reasons of economy, the slow speed of construction, and unpredictable geological 

conditions. Timber was readily available, and the building skills and tools for timber 

construction were economical and easily acquired. Arguably, light-weight timber 

                                            
114 1960s counter-cultures included numerous “back-to-nature” movements, some of which were associated with 
architecture and planning; reproductions of primitive cultures (teepee living, for instance) usually relied on 
traditional building models for inspiration.  
115 The Earthsong development at Swanson Road, Ranui (4-33) is described in more detail in Chapter 7. 
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construction was seen as a shared vernacular building system, providing equally 

unsatisfactory conditions for everyone: few houses built in Auckland between 1890 

and 1930 benefited from any form of insulation. 

 

Alexander, Habraken, Rapoport and van Eyck argued that the central 

human realities of housing design, and those that identify a vernacular, have been 

by-passed in the twentieth century’s dedication to technology-based systems. 

Housing “failures” are a twentieth century phenomena: housing design has not 

failed in any comparable way in other periods of human history. Collectively, these 

authors suggest that the “silent” language of traditional housing is a vital, and a 

critically neglected force in design. The most consistent faults of the modern 

movement are the dislocation of the occupant from the participatory activities of 

making houses, and ultimately, ownership of houses produced in this way. The 

principal functions of vernacular housing traditions are those that provide socio-

economically durable structures. Such traditions are less dependent on formal 

aesthetic variation than on shared conventions, and are illustrated by their 

underlying principles of inclusiveness (Chermayeff and Alexander, 1960; Rapoport, 

1969).  

 

Collective influences in design theory 

 

The architect-authors in this group relocated the study of vernacular 

traditions in the theoretical discourse in architecture. They recognised the 

significance of (a) the active role of the occupier in all stages of housing process, (b) 

the functional role of possession, and (c) the occupier’s role in the process of 

frequent, and even constant change to the building occupied. In this respect, they re-

defined the nature of “vernacular” in an architectural and social framework. In 
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doing so they presented alternative inclusive design theories in architecture, and 

formed a new relationship with environmentalism. 

A selective approach to the principles observed in vernacular housing forms 

is necessary: there are few obvious similarities between the societies that produced 

the buildings studied by van Eyck, Alexander, and others, and the complex micro-

economies, and increasingly plural communities that inhabit an urban environment 

such as Auckland. I suggest that the characteristics of New Zealand’s housing 

vernacular are indivisible from the “real force” of “the human instinct for protection 

and territoriality” (Alexander, quoted in King, 1993, p.18), perceptions of the 

ontology of housing that are shared by both Rapoport and Habraken.  

 

A housing vernacular, such as that developing in New Zealand in the 

nineteenth century, can be regarded as a living design process, moving from 

relatively crude building to a sophisticated form, and in the process attaching to 

itself progressively more generous space standards, absorbing and re-defining its 

aesthetic objectives, making or importing improvements in technical performance, 

and consolidating its function in the domestic economy of capital accumulation in a 

durable, and practical investment.  

The transition to the suburbs in the twentieth century affected some of the 

vernacular’s characteristics, without imposing significant changes to its methods of 

construction, or its socio-economic form. In advocating the recognition of a New 

Zealand vernacular, I argue that the principal elements of ownership, participation 

in process, and of communities unified by common goals are features that are 

consistently identified in vernacular forms, and those that are most closely 

associated with durable housing development in history. The practical building 

techniques of the immigrant culture developed in the European settlement of 

Australia and New Zealand provided all the necessary conditions for these principal 

elements to flourish.  
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Vernacular architecture and New Zealand housing 

 

Accounts of housing design in the literature of New Zealand architecture 

have, on few occasions, recognised or identified a vernacular form. In the 

conventions of the critical review practices of international journals and professional 

magazines, domestic architecture is discussed and assessed in terms of its formal 

architectural intention and achievement relative to European and North American 

examples, and with a focus on the architecture of individual houses. Clark has called 

this the paradigm of architecture “operating in the house-as-site-of-formal-

experiment” (Clark, 2007). In this context, a number of New Zealand architects have 

had their work published, and these articles have affirmed the ability of local 

architects to register a presence in the world community of designers.116  

However, the majority are houses that have been commissioned by wealthy 

clients, and are located in the New Zealand landscape or close to a beach, rather 

than its cities: they are in no sense ordinary buildings. From the architectural 

literature of the period after 1945 there is a clear consensus that the suburbs 

contained no possibility of architecture, and the notion that a generic housing 

vernacular was represented by them received no apparent recognition (for example, 

Firth and Wilson, 1949; Reynolds, 1977). In some instances a New Zealand style is 

explored in the design illustrated, but a conscious attempt to define a New Zealand 

vernacular is generally absent.  

This omission is partly explained by the lack of any tradition in New 

Zealand for building housing in volume, especially in circumstances where housing 

supply is the result of state activity. Housing design has been at the heart of the 

concerns of architects associated with the modern movement throughout the 

twentieth century (Colqhuon, 2002), but the lack of involvement with the design of 

                                            
116 In this area, New Zealand housing architecture has attracted some attention from the international critical 
community: Roger Walker and Ian Athfield were reviewed in the Architectural Review in 1973; Peter Beaven’s work 
has been published in major journals, and the house designs of contemporary architects including Bossley, Fearon 
Hay, Noel Lane, and others, are discussed in international magazines and journals from time to time. 
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“mass”, or ordinary housing has created a dilemma for New Zealand architects. For 

them, participation in this central activity has been frustrated by the tradition of 

independence of housing supply, and, indirectly, by continuously high levels of 

ownership. In contrast with housing supply systems operating in Britain and most 

European countries, the development of housing by the State in New Zealand was, 

and continues to be, numerically a small sector. In 2007, the share of housing owned 

by the Housing New Zealand Corporation was approximately 6% of the total (63,000 

units, of all types), compared to approximately 25% in Britain (HNZC, 2004; Baines, 

1997). The highest percentage of state-owned and tenanted housing in the total of 

all New Zealand housing units was 11-12% in the late 1950s (HNZC, 2004).  

Compared to the percentage share of state or council owned housing in Britain, at 

its highest, 32%, in 1975, (Lowe, 1994, p.365), it is apparent that state supply is a 

minor contributing factor, despite the public affection and respect it has always 

attracted.117  The achievements of New Zealand’s architects in the field of “mass”, 

“ordinary”, or multi-housing residential developments have been intermittent, and 

generally undistinguished largely for these reasons.  

 

The vernacular and its relationship to state housing  

 

The important exception is the work during the 1940s and 1950s of the 

Department of Housing Construction. Alongside local practitioners,118 a Ministry of 

Works team that included a number of immigrant architects, particularly Plischke 

and Newman, designed several larger state housing schemes. In a series of housing 

developments undertaken by the Department during the period, site planning and 

interior unit layouts were influenced by ideas from external sources: apartment 

blocks in Auckland and Wellington, and Newman’s three-storey Star blocks of the 

                                            
117 For Auckland, the figures are 22,000 units, or approximately 7% of all housing units (HNZC, 2004). 
118 Local architects were already influential in the development of a New Zealand architectural idiom through the 
work of the Auckland-based Group Architects: their movement specialised in detached single-storey houses, 
confirming the suburban housing culture in doing so. 
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late 1950s, for instance, were clearly the product of research in, and intimate 

knowledge of housing designs in Europe.  

However, state housing is the product of a planned, interventionist political 

economy, typical of all the major European countries at the time. As many of these 

forms of housing had already been tacitly rejected in the development of New 

Zealand’s suburban housing, along with the higher densities necessary, their use by 

the Housing Department in the 1950s was not certain of success. There was a 

persistent gap between the design objectives of the Department’s architects, and the 

demonstrable aspirations of the public, reflected in their differing notions of the 

spatial and social constructs of the community. More importantly, state ownership 

of housing conflicted severely with cultural and vernacular intentions tending to 

confirm that in its method of supply, design, ownership and tenure, and 

construction, state housing retains similarities to the vernacular only in the low 

density of layouts used for the majority of its developments.119  

On this basis housing produced by agencies of the state for rental tenure is 

to be regarded as forming a part of the stock of New Zealand’s ordinary housing, and 

that this sector reflects, and intentionally simulates, but does not represent, the 

vernacular suburban form emerging in the course of the twentieth century. These 

distinctions are re-visited in chapter 8 where social and political philosophies 

manifested in nineteenth century communities are identified in the forms of non-

state housing developed by later generations. 

  

                                            
119 Schrader argues that the contribution of state housing to the mass of the vernacular has considerable social 
significance: however, in an accurate definition of vernacular housing, state houses of the period between 1935 and 
1960 cannot be considered to represent, as Schrader proposes, the “archetypal New Zealand home” (Schrader 2000); 
rules of occupation that prevent tenants from making their own alterations are one of several reasons to reject this 
description. 
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Summarising the New Zealand vernacular 

 

The New Zealand vernacular may be characterised as a form of housing 

that became an established culture, based on practical applications of available 

technology and mainly locally supplied materials, limited access to trained 

professional building skills, and, initially, limited knowledge of the immediate local 

environment, and its climate. From its origins in nineteenth century semi-rural 

settlements, the vernacular adapted to the twentieth century suburbs, assuming in 

the process a modified spatial arrangement, and gradually absorbing social and 

technological refinements, to emerge, by about 1970, as a highly developed sub-

urban housing form.  

The principal spatial characteristic of the vernacular in Auckland is its low 

density, with private property ownership an integral characteristic of the socio-

economic condition. In the formative stages, the technologies available for transport 

and communications were adequate, and economically accessible. The culture was 

reinforced and validated by flexible building supply systems, a climate that requires 

housing to provide heated interior space for relatively short periods of the year, and 

private garden spaces that were of sufficient size to provide most of the family’s 

food. In its early stages the culture was dependent on the division of land into 

1000m2 parcels, priced to be accessible to a high proportion of all inhabitants, and 

supported, at the critical early stages, by government loans at low rates of interest. 

The quarter acre section originates in a land market calculation of the minimum 

size that would be acceptable to newcomers (Bush, 1971).120  

 

The predominantly British housing culture imported with settlers provided 

most of the influences on internal spatial arrangements in the New Zealand 

                                            
120 A significant effect of this distribution of land ownership is that, as household sizes have reduced from 
approximately 4.5 persons per household in 1926 to 2.8 in 2007, the proportionate occupation of land has increased 
per capita, effectively reducing geographical densities for the city as a whole. 
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vernacular, identifiable from historic records in room relationships, and, within the 

family structure, social orthodoxies relating to role and gender. Thus, for instance, 

in the primitive pre-industrial stage of vernacular development the living spaces 

combined all day-time activities in a single room similar to the living room of 

contemporaneous British working-class housing (Salmond, 1986).  Later in the 

nineteenth century, the functions served by this single space were divided between 

three rooms, separating kitchens from a general purpose dining-living room 

occupied by children and parents, and a sitting room, or “parlour”, reserved for more 

formal social occasions (Bassett, 1990; Salmond, 1986).121 In the early stages of 

development, bedrooms began as a single room shared by all members of the family, 

as was the common practice in Britain at the time; later, the single room was 

divided into two, and then, frequently, three rooms, as Victorian perceptions of 

family virtues, and standards of privacy, became the established social requirement 

for respectable people.122  

 

In the later stages of its evolution, the vernacular was sufficiently flexible to 

absorb the impacts of several further changes, particularly externalities relating to 

transport and communications, and the impact on Auckland’s urban communities of 

Maori urban migration, and other immigrations from overseas. Demographic 

changes in New Zealand between 1970 and 2006 have created demand for a larger 

number of smaller households; many of the traditional patterns of family structures 

have changed, while at the same time, Auckland’s population has continued to grow.  

 

                                            
121 A similar sequence of house plan evolution is seen in Australian housing during the same period (Davison, 2000). 
122 Studies of early settlers’ house plans also show the development of a moral culture alongside the historical 
sequence of the vernacular evolution: a 2 bedroom plan, usually a cottage, provided a desirable separation of adults 
from children. The 2 bedroom plan was sometimes configured to provide for one of the bedrooms to be rentable, in 
which case it would be accessed from the back door and through the kitchen, thus retaining the front door, living 
room, and main bedroom in a private area of the cottage, separate from the space shared with the lodger. Three bed 
roomed houses, or “villas” were built for the typically large families of the period, in some cases with a plan 
arrangement that provided for a boys’ bedroom accessed from a living space, and a girls’ bedroom accessed from the 
parents’ bedroom. [Plan details are drawn from Binney et al., 1990; Brookes, 2000; Ferguson, 1994; Belich, 1996]. 
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From this analysis, the New Zealand vernacular is a housing form with 

defining socio-cultural characteristics that may be summarised as: 

 

(i) a vernacular housing form based on an ambition to achieve high levels of 

owner-occupation and private property ownership, with concomitant assumptions 

relating to property rights; this aspect of the vernacular justifies the motivations of 

the earliest settlers, their rejection of British housing traditions, and their 

aspirations to economic independence;  

 

(ii) a high level of owner participation in the initial process of supply, with 

concomitant assumptions relating to progressive, or staged, development of houses; 

these assumptions also relate to an informally organised, and fragmented building 

industry, operating efficiently on small-scale projects. In addition, the simple 

manual skills required for light-weight timber construction, with which substantial 

alterations can be made in a short space of time, continue to allow owners to modify 

houses to meet changing household circumstances, at moderate cost; 

 

(iii) a modest, under-stated style of architecture, which indulged some of the 

more elaborate details of late Victorian and Edwardian design for a relatively short 

period between 1880 and 1910, before reverting to undecorated internal and 

external detail with the single storey “Californian” and later, Art Deco bungalow 

styles; suburban housing after 1945 was also generally compact and modest in form 

and detail, and an unpretentious affirmation of a vernacular characterised by 

practicality and economy; 

 

(iv) in street or neighbourhood groups, the vernacular is dependent on a 

spatial form that requires physical separation between houses, with surrounding 

privately owned garden spaces functionally associated with domesticity. For the first 
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half of the twentieth century, these functions included vegetable and fruit 

production, and frequently, poultry enclosures; sometimes there was room for 

smaller farm animals such as goats, pigs, and sheep.123  

 

(v) a house-building tradition based on timber frame construction and the 

associated technology of light-weight claddings and roofing, which continued to 

prioritise economy, speed of construction, and practicality over environmental 

suitability. Within this vernacular form there are recognised disadvantages: for 

instance, some practical issues such as fire hazard, acoustic privacy, and high 

maintenance costs, which have been accepted for most of the twentieth century.   

 

Family life in the suburbs is configured by the spaces and buildings initially 

arranged to suit an urbanised immigrant vernacular, to become, as Dunstall (1992) 

characterised it, culturally homogenous, egalitarian, and possessively 

individualistic. The great majority of all houses erected in Auckland’s suburbs 

between 1900 and 1980 represent this vernacular. The organisation of suburban 

space is a product of the settlers’ desire for independence, individuality, and 

personal identity, converted from its origins in loosely-planned rural settlements, 

and responsive to technological change as the century progressed. The vernacular 

morphology has absorbed growth, the evolution of a transportation system based on 

the expansion of private car ownership, and new phases of immigration from within, 

and outside New Zealand.  

In the housing culture inherited through the vernacular, the productive 

gardens of the first generations have given way to swimming pools, barbeque areas, 

and hobby spaces – the suburbs now offer recreational gardens, for an increasingly 

leisure-oriented community, in place of the functional, produce-oriented external 

                                            
123 The suburban “farmlet” culture declined in the second half of the twentieth century, to become a rarity by 1980 
(Mullins and Kynaston,  2000); backyard “chooks” are a minor, and diminishing, custom in 2007. 
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spaces of rural small-holdings. In most instances, the standard 18 metre section 

frontage has made vehicular access to rear gardens possible, facilitating the use of 

these spaces for parking and storing cars and bicycles, caravans, and sports and 

recreational equipment. The 1000m2 site area provides space for workshops and 

sheds for garden equipment, and serves as a base from which maintenance and 

alteration work can be carried out.  

For most of the twentieth century, owners have been able to re-configure 

internal spaces to accommodate changing standards of, for instance, bathroom, 

kitchen, and laundry provision; heating systems have been installed, using under-

floor space which usually made available by the light construction system of piled 

foundations, and electrical circuits have been extended to increase power and 

lighting points to provide for proliferating domestic gadgetry. Within the curtilage of 

suburban properties a self-sufficient social culture continues to be possible, and 

commonplace. 

Marcus and Sarkissian observed that most people “do not want to build 

their own homes” (Marcus and Sarkissian, 1986, p.6), but they do want the right, 

and the opportunity, to modify, adjust, and personalise (ibid., p.63). Applying these 

observations to the New Zealand suburban culture it is apparent that conditions for 

such occupier-driven alterations continue to be satisfied. Marcus and Sarkissian are 

also acknowledging a cultural shift away from the origins of the vernacular, where 

staged development and participation in the activity of building was common 

practice, and towards a contemporary housing culture where the majority accept a 

“ready-made dwelling”( Marcus and Sarkissian, 1986, p.65).  

In the New Zealand context this acceptance may be considered as a part-

vindication of the suburbs themselves, and evidence of their durability. Houses in 

the suburbs can pass from generation to generation, absorbing the personalising 

imprint of succeeding owners and at the same time capable of further change; and 

over time they also satisfy the desire for accumulation of capital wealth.  
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Revived interest in the principles of vernacular housing architecture placed 

a clear focus on the shortcomings of twentieth century housing. In the New Zealand 

context, the vernacular customs of ownership, participation, and identity in a 

community, had demonstrated a practical alignment of housing customs with the 

immediate environment, with socio-economic constraints, and with the available 

building technologies. These customs also describe a maturing community 

confidence in the vernacular represented and consolidated in suburban housing. It is 

argued that this suburban vernacular constitutes a sustainable housing form, and 

thus, one that merits close observation in the context of policy changes that imply 

different spatial forms, and different processes of supply. 
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Chapter 6 

 
Planning for density 

 

 

 

What are proper densities for city dwellings? The answer to this is something like the 

answer Lincoln gave to the question, ‘How long should a man’s legs be?’ Long enough 

to reach the ground, Lincoln said…. Densities are too low or too high when they 

frustrate city diversity instead of abetting it … and what is right differs in specific 

instances” 

Jane Jacobs, 1961, p.221 

 

 

Introduction 

 

Jane Jacob’s story of President Lincoln’s views on appropriate densities 

draws attention to the importance of density in the planning of early settlements in 

North America. Lincoln saw density as a matter of sufficiency. In the same spirit 

Jacobs argued that “proper” urban densities are “a matter of performance” (Jacobs, 

1961, p223).  

Auckland’s settlement was not regulated by density policies in its early 

stages. Wakefield had distributed land in a “scientific” plan elsewhere in New 

Zealand in pursuit of a colonial utopia, but Auckland followed Australian practice, 

characterised by Sandercock in Sydney as the foundation for “a national hobby in 

land speculation” (Sandercock, 1990, p.14). Speculation in central area land 

determined minimal plot sizes and unequal distribution between land uses. The 

broad concepts that had been debated in nineteenth century North American 

settlement were established in planning practice and applied as numerical ratios to 

regulate housing development for most of the twentieth century in Europe (DETR, 
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1998; Jenks and Dempsey, 2005).  Bush (1971) notes that density as an instrument 

of planning only arrived in Auckland’s administration with the expansion of the city 

in the middle decades of the twentieth century.  

 

In the late 1960s, housing planners and architects in Britain became less 

willing to rely on density, partly because of profusion of systems of density 

measurement and calculation, but also because the formative relationship of density 

to social, economic, and environmental effects had started to receive recognition in 

housing studies (Sharp and Rapoport 1969; Alexander, 1965, 1977). These studies 

reconstructed density as a multi-dimensional concept in housing design that 

required interpretation of unquantifiable influences. Ernest Alexander, in his 

description of density as “a complex concept involving the interaction of perceptions 

with the concrete realities of the built environment” was acknowledging some of 

these interpretative dimensions (Alexander, 1993, p.182). 

The planning profession’s recent and cautious re-discovery of what Breheny 

(1997) called the “lost art” of density has been due partly to renewed recognition of 

its function in the design processes used by architects, and in development systems 

used by house builders, for whom it is an indispensable factor in commercial 

calculations (Carmona, 2001; Goodchild, 1984; Hooper, 1994).     

 

Twenty-first century concerns require that Auckland’s traditional low 

density form be considered in relation to urban sustainability. Literature in this 

field identifies density as a key determinant in sustainable housing design (Frey, 

1999; Talen, 2003), an influence on quality of the physical environment (Judd, 1993; 

Jenks and Dempsey, 2005), and density is linked to key quality indicators including 

social performance, and thus a significant device for planning policies in the 

regulation of urban housing development (Breheny, 1996; Lock, 1995; New South 

Wales Department of Urban Affairs and Planning (NSW DUAP), 1998a; Scoffham 
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and Marat-Menzies, 2000; Bramley and Power, 2006). The inclusion of the word 

“density” in the generic term, “medium density housing”, also suggests that some 

further definition is necessary for use in the local context. 

 

This chapter discusses the technical function of density as a quantitative 

measurement of land use, to establish a working definition.  Historical densities 

have been referred to in preceding chapters where they have been identified as 

significant in the development of housing habits. Continuing this approach this 

chapter considers Auckland’s record of housing density and density controls to locate 

the term in relation to the city’s twentieth century development. The relationship of 

density to planning for urban sustainability is then discussed, with a focus on the 

role that density occupies in current planning policy and legislation in Auckland.  

 

Density: a summary of technical functions 

 

The Australian Model Code for Residential Development (AMCORD) 

defines density as a numerical ratio that relates occupation by people to a unit area 

of land; it is an abstract term of measurement, which is both quantitative and 

relative (Department of Housing and Regional Development (DHRD), 1995). It 

describes the relative intensity of spatial occupation by people according to the units 

of measurement used, and in this quantitative “technical” function, provides the 

basis for a “parametric statistical analysis in strategic urban planning” (Alexander, 

1993, p.185). The quality of the analysis obtained depends on the accuracy of the 

measurement methodology, for which rigorous standardised procedures are 

necessary. For the resulting density calculation to provide a basis for comparisons 

between layout designs, or for use as an indicator of site capacity, the measurement 
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method employed needs to be stated, and the parameters of anticipated accuracy 

need to be defined.124  

In current British and Australian practice, the main use of density in 

planning policy is in its application to housing development, where it serves two 

purposes: (a) in the administration of policy objectives such as “reducing the need to 

travel, making efficient use of land, promoting affordable housing, and maintaining 

the character of existing areas”; and (b), as a planning tool “to estimate site capacity 

and land requirements” (DETR, 1998). However, as a planning tool, density may 

also be unreliable, partly because of the “bewildering variety of measures used to 

express (it)” (Alexander 1993, p.192), and also because of variations in the way 

densities are calculated (for example, King, Rudder, Prasad and Ballinger, 1996). 

Forsyth (2003) suggests that measurement methods vary in relation to the use for 

which the calculation is intended, with more than twenty possible systems in 

common use, generating confusion, and in some circumstances, misinterpretation 

through lack of clear “translation”.  

Auckland’s regional planning authority, the Auckland Regional Council 

(ARC) recognises similar problems with accurate and practical definitions, and with 

the “translation” of terminology relating to density. The Auckland Regional Growth 

Forum (ARGF) 2004 Intensification Report comments: 

 

“… trying to define housing by density becomes problematical at higher 

densities. … a simple measure of density does not take into account design 

issues, such as building coverage … ”, and “Continual references to density 

being the prime differential of housing types reinforces these misconceptions” 

(ARGF, 2004, p.5). 

                                            
124 Various measurement systems are used for density calculations. For this study the three definitions proposed by 
AMCORD, “net residential”, “gross residential”, and “neighbourhood” density, and their calculation methods, are 
used in preference to alternative systems used in Britain and North America.  
The most significant category in this thesis is Net Residential Density (NRD), defined as: “the ratio of the number of 
dwellings to the area of land they occupy (including internal public streets plus half the width of adjoining access 
roads that provide vehicular access to the dwellings” (DHRD, 1995, Pt.6, p.2). 
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These comments reflect several categories of reservations that continue to 

be widely shared in the literature of urban planning (for instance, Talen, 2003).125  

Distortions caused by the use of density as a predictive tool can become evident 

when demographic variations and future trends are over or under-estimated; this 

applies particularly to declining household occupation rates, which have the effect of 

reducing actual population densities and thus the predictive value of common 

density ratios such as “habitable room”, and “bed space” per hectare measurements.  

Extending the function of density to realise its potential as an indicator of 

building form or quality in residential environments requires, as Forsyth suggests, 

translation: she advises that variations (“slippage”) between intensity of housing 

planned and that achieved in the first years of use need to be anticipated (Forsyth, 

2003). Density ratios are therefore to be used cautiously. Other areas of caution are 

also advised, particularly in the context of a general planning paradigm in which 

higher densities are advocated. Lock (1995), referring to British experiences 

suggests that planners in Local Authorities need to treat carefully with 

propagandists of higher density who are particularly prone to “expressing their 

desire for … more urban mass” through density increases (Lock, 1995, p.175). Lock’s 

observation is significant in the Auckland context where a general presumption in 

favour of greater urban mass accounts for some of the more conspicuous planning 

errors produced in the period of growth after the introduction of the RMA in 1991.126  

 

                                            
125  For instance, in a discussion of urban redevelopment in Britain, Rudlin and Falk refer to the distortions that 
density ratios can introduce in housing yields where mixed uses are proposed, illustrating the discrepancies that 
can occur when using “net densities to assess urban land capacity and the viability of services such as public 
transport and recycling” (Rudlin and Falk, 1999, p.219). The example used to illustrate this “danger”, the Hulme-
Moss Side regeneration project referred to in the Introduction, is a direct extrapolation (viability of public transport 
and recycling facilities) based on the anticipated density of occupation interpreted from planned housing provision 
of density of bed spaces. These both proved to be grossly over-estimated when occupation and mixed uses were 
established (Rudlin and Falk, 1999). 
126 Examples of these contributions to the “urban mass” include un-coordinated developments on adjacent sites (for 
instance, on Mount Street, Wakefield Street, and Hobson Street) and excessive densities in some low-rise schemes 
(for example, Holly Street, Avondale, (31-62), the development at 10 Campbell Road, One Tree Hill, and Eden 1 and 
2 developments on Mary Street, Mount Eden). 
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Density and planning in Auckland 

 

The traditional practice in planning and property in Auckland has been to 

define density by simple unit lot size in the quantified measurement of surface area, 

as for instance, in a standard suburban section, of 1000m2 (one quarter of an 

acre).127  As a measure of land, rather than a density ratio, the practice has origins 

in the early settlement of the city (Stone, 2001; Ferguson, 1994). There would 

appear to be some significant advantages, for instance, that quantity and value are 

related in a single figure (the higher the area of land, the greater the value), and 

that the simple measurement of site area is readily understood by real estate 

agents, house-holders, and in associated general media. The “lot size” measurement 

suits a process in which properties are being considered individually. 

However, for purposes related to density definitions in urban housing, 

where groups of houses are being considered, I argue that “lot size” density is 

unsatisfactory in several areas. Firstly, it is a measurement of land rather than a 

ratio of density. Secondly, the system is not transferable to intensive housing forms: 

as the ARC notes, units of housing in apartments “may have no ground area 

associated with them” (Mead and McGregor, 2004, p.5). Thirdly, because it focuses 

on individual sections of land, it is not able to indicate qualitative aspects of the 

immediate environment. Additionally, I argue that the term is confusing in a 

natural perception of numerical calibration, since the intensity of development 

increases as the unit area of land decreases, a mentally illogical process.  

The most accessible measure for medium density housing, and the one 

preferred by the majority of authors in housing literature, is “dwellings per hectare” 

(dph), qualified by some further notation usually defining vehicular access or house 

                                            
127 Density figures are converted from units per acre where necessary using the multiplier of 2.47. A quarter acre is 
1016m2, rounded to 1,000m2. 
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type (Judd and Dean, 1983; Colquhoun and Fauset, 1991; Fader, 2000).128  

International practice in urban planning, including Australian and British planning 

literature, has now standardised the use of the dwellings per hectare measure (the 

inversion of the m2/section), describing housing density in units of accommodation 

(houses, habitable rooms, or bed-spaces) per unit area of space (hectares), by 

dividing the number of measurement units selected into the area of a hectare. For 

medium density housing this system has the further advantage of smaller and more 

easily registered numbers, and an ascending scale corresponding logically to density 

increase. 

 

Other density calculation systems include measurement of floor area ratio, 

(FAR), or floor space index (FSI), technically a ratio of allowable building 

quantified as the total floor area relative to site area.129  This measurement 

system, which originated in Britain, is combined with site restrictions expressed in 

percentage coverage (or footprint) and allowable building height. The FAR/FSI 

density measurement is an effective means of control for middle and higher density 

housing development and is regarded as a system that also predicts a degree of 

built form and housing unit type (AMCORD 1992; NSW DUAP, 2001).  

As a numerical prediction of planned intensity, density calculations offer a 

practical tool only with explicit qualifications. All measurement methodologies are 

liable to degrees of approximation: degrees of precision need to be defined by an 

indication of variability, since housing sites are varied by topography, boundary 

conditions and access, orientation, shape, and the presence of existing natural 

features.  The net residential density (NRD) measurement method is considered to 

be the most effective density convention for medium density housing, on the basis 
                                            
128 Use of the land area measure (square metres per dwelling unit), although rare in overseas planning practice, and 
clumsy for medium density housing, continues to be preferred in recent New Zealand literature: the ARC 
Intensification Guide illustrates 17 projects, describing density in this measurement unit, and presenting a clear 
example of the need to use more sophisticated terminology for this housing typology (ARC, 2000a). 
129 Cities in Germany, Sweden, and Australian States rely on floor area ratios in various forms, sometimes in 
concert with habitable rooms (Sweden), and dwellings per hectare (Victoria Department of Planning and Housing, 
1995; DETR 1998). 
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that it is an internationally recognised system that permits comparisons between 

housing developments in, for instance Australia and Britain, and New Zealand, and 

because it retains integrity in the process of interpretation. To acknowledge the 

deviations that are known to distort density calculations in all systems of 

measurement, this study will use a 7% standard deviation on either side of net 

figures; for instance, if a NRD calculation produces a figure of 44 dwellings per 

hectare (dph), the project is considered to be comparable to others between 41 dph 

and 47 dph.  

 

Densities in Auckland 

.  

Applying standard methods of measurement, Auckland’s “low” density, is 

classified as “very low”, or even “super-low” in international comparisons, and 

incapable of generating an urban environment (Jacobs, 1961).130 131  Net residential 

densities in Auckland have evolved at between 8 and 15 dwellings per hectare, 

compared to Britain where suburbs built at 20 dph are considered to be low density 

(Hall, 1988; Goodchild, 1991). Housing developments in British towns including 

semi-rural districts have achieved average densities of over 27 dph in the most 

recent decades (Breheny, 1997). Auckland’s suburban figures relate to the densities 

proposed by Howard for his Garden Cities, which suggested theoretical net densities 

of about 35 dph (Howard, 1965 (1898); Mumford, 1945; Hall and Ward, 1998).132 

Densities in Australian cities cover a wider range, with early twentieth century 

densities of 50-60 dph in large areas of inner suburbs and densities similar to those 

in Auckland’s suburbs in later twentieth century developments (NSW DUAP, 2001). 

                                            
130 For these comparisons, 20thC suburbs in most Australian and North American cities also qualify as “low 
density”, with densities similar to Auckland; low densities approved for use in rural areas of Britain were set at 20 
dwellings per hectare in the Tudor Walters Report on Housing in Britain of 1919 (approximately twice the suburban 
density adopted in Auckland between 1900 and 1970). 
131 Net densities of 15 dwellings per hectare qualify for the description “very low” according to Jacobs; the “semi-
suburb” environment produced by densities of 25-40 dph “… will not generate city liveliness or public life – their 
populations are too thin …” (Jacobs, 1961, p.222). 
132 The first Garden City, Letchworth, commenced in 1903, was designed by Parker and Unwin at approximately 25 
dph., a significantly lower density than Howard thought desirable (Ward, 2004). 
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Lower densities at the commencement of Auckland’s expansion after 1890 

produced spatial effects that are illustrated by Figures 12 and 13. The diagrams 

indicate the typical plan forms and site densities of housing in Newton resulting 

from settlement and land speculation between 1860 and 1875 (Figure 12). With net 

site areas averaging less than 200m2, and a narrow street providing access the net 

residential development density is 33 dph over the sample area, or approximately 

280m2 gross area per unit site including access and incidental spaces.  

 

 

Figure 12: Newton: Cobden Street: developed 1855-1880133  

 

The Newton sample can be compared with the grid of sections developed in 

the Grey Lynn suburb, documented in the 1893 survey plan.  Cobden Street is one 

kilometre from the Town Hall on Queen Street. For Grey Lynn and other central 

suburbs (Kingsland, the north sector of Mount Eden, and areas west of John Street 

                                            
133 The net residential density is approximately 33 dph, in the area selected with an FAR of 0.215; site coverage 
(footprint) is 18% excluding out-buildings, sheds, and privies. The neighbourhood plan indicates proximity, street 
form, building variety, and rear private garden spaces. Three buildings in this diagram are two storied; the 
remainder are single storey cottages (ACC archives: 1893 Survey of Auckland). The first subdivision plan for Grey 
Lynn superimposed a regular grid over the whole suburb with lot sizes varying between approximately 500m2 and 
1000m2. Development between 1890 and 1920 recognised the topographical realities of water-courses, swampy and 
low-lying ground, and ravines and gullies, resulting in a smaller total yield than originally planned (Auckland City 
Council: historic archives). 
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in Ponsonby) the distance to the city centre is less than three kilometres, which, by 

contemporary standards, was an acceptable walking radius. Tutanekei Street in 

Grey Lynn is 2.5 kilometres from the city centre, equivalent to nineteenth century 

inner districts in Sydney and Melbourne. Grey Lynn’s local distributor roads are 

24m wide, with 18m local access roads; individual site areas average 650m2. In 

comparison with the Newton sample density of 30-35 dwellings per hectare the net 

residential density in Grey Lynn is 13.5 dph.  

 

 

Figure 13: Grey Lynn: Tutanekei Street   

 

Figure 13 shows the built form typical of the block following approximately 

100 years of occupation, and the boundary of the net residential density calculation 

area. Houses are close to the street frontage, with 1.0m wide side yards giving 

access to gardens; the grain of the housing is regular, but not repetitive, retaining 



 193 

some of the organic quality of earlier housing closer to the city centre. Side spaces 

are not wide enough to permit vehicular access to gardens. 

 

Figures 12 and 13 above illustrate several issues of historic densities in 

Auckland in relation to density in current practice. Applying the net residential 

measurement method, the progression from nineteenth century single storey 

cottages at 30-35 dph to villa forms of housing at approximately 12 dph early in the 

twentieth century is clear in the statistics and the visual representation – the 

compact and organic spatial form seen in Figure 12 is replaced by greater regularity 

of buildings, and larger private and public spaces in Figure 13. In the course of the 

city’s expansion after 1890 roads were doubled in width, in response to the advent of 

motorised transport; more elaborate houses were built, reflecting an improving 

economy and the higher material aspirations of the new urban communities.  

The early suburbs laid down an approximate spatial form for later 

developments at even lower densities, with suburbs that followed in areas west and 

south of the city centre developing at net residential densities of less than 10 

dwellings per hectare. Some districts, particularly New Lynn, Avondale, Ellerslie, 

and Remuera134 developed small local shopping and commercial centres, to begin a 

process of de-centralization, and attracted housing development adjacent to these 

centres at densities slightly higher than the suburban averages. The mass of the 

city, however, was settled in a sprawling low-density suburban form based on large 

sections and single storey houses. After 1890 suburban growth was tied to a 

convention of 700-1000m2 sections and net residential densities of approximately 10-

15 dph. 

 

                                            
134 Onehunga and Henderson were established earlier, based on port facilities, and timber extraction respectively. 
Onehunga in particular was settled with a small but significant area of higher density cottage-type housing, with 
larger sections and small estates on surrounding land (Stone, 2001). 



 194 

Density regulation in Auckland’s housing vernacular 

 

Low density layouts in Auckland’s suburbs provided, arguably, the balanced 

town and country environments that Howard’s Garden City vision had promised. 

They satisfied the shared “vision of the ideal life” that Rapoport attributed to 

vernacular housing forms. Between the backs of houses built to suburban frontage 

set-backs, gardens spaces are large enough to permit dense landscaping – 

simulating native country bush outside the city boundary, and in the suburbs, 

providing equivalent visual privacy, and encouraged by a climate in which many 

non-deciduous plants grow quickly. Low density, serviced by wide roads, suited 

other aspects of both the vernacular and the natural environment: over-coming 

problems of site topography for instance, and providing the spatial framework for a 

society that aspired to personal independence. In the twenty-first century, the 

survival of this inherited organisation in the main inner suburbs, including Mount 

Eden, Grey Lynn, Epsom, and Parnell is evidence of the practicality of low density 

development in the housing vernacular, its compatibility with the evolution of urban 

life over several generations of expansion, and its alignment with the physical 

environment. 

Auckland’s legacy of low density housing has determined several functional 

aspects of suburban life. Privately owned and controlled external spaces of suburban 

sections have made acquisition and ownership of private vehicles a simple matter. 

Rising levels of private vehicle ownership, with consequently declining 

environmental and safety standards and increasing difficulties in providing secure 

car storage have been problems for residents of inner suburbs in the older 

Australian cities (Crookston, Clarke and Averley, 1996), but have not obstructed 

similar car ownership trends in Auckland. Private transport was also more 

necessary, since the low density of population could not sustain a cost-effective 
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public transport system, a reality evident some time before the tram routes were 

finally discontinued in 1956.135  

 

Planning authorities had been critical of Auckland’s low density since soon 

after the adoption of the Town and Country Planning Act in 1926, regularly 

advocating strategies for higher densities (Auckland Metropolitan Planning 

Authority, 1951; Auckland Regional Authority (ARA), 1958, 1968, 1975).136 Higher 

densities would generate vibrant urban and suburban centres, and varied and 

flexible living environments would be made possible by housing intensification. 

Density controls in district planning schemes were extrapolated from the proposed 

gross densities to form a system of density regulation on the basis of habitable 

rooms or bed spaces per unit of area. Planning controls on density, from 1958 until 

the late 1980s, used a gross “persons per hectare” measure in three main categories 

similar to those proposed by the 1944 Abercrombie Plan for London (ARA, 1968).  

However, a determination to continue the tradition of low densities across 

the city is illustrated by the 1958 District Scheme for Auckland, in which maximum 

city densities were set in four zones (Auckland City Council (ACC), 1958).  The old 

slums of Newton, Grafton and Arch Hill had been cleared by the 1960s, removing 

most of the remaining higher density nineteenth century housing in the city. Of the 

nearly 4,000 hectares of the zoned central area, 94% were designated for permissible 

gross densities of 125 persons per hectare (a maximum of 20 dph in a net residential 

measurement), at the occupancy rate at the time. Only 1% of the city centre was 

designated for housing at densities of more than 100 dwellings per hectare.   

Replacement of previous planning legislation by the RMA created the 

opportunity to reinstate the method of density regulation preferred by developers, 

councillors, and real estate interests (ACC, 1999b; Mead and McGregor, 2004; Paetz, 

                                            
135 This legacy continues to affect transport planning in the region, but generally without the loss of suburban car 
parking and storage space. 
136 For instance, by encouragement of “… a greater variety of housing…” (which) “.. will result in land savings, due to 
the increase in overall density …” (ARA, 1968). 
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2007).  This method of density regulation is increasingly ineffective in the process of 

developing strategic intensification policies, particularly in the context of changing 

social parameters, and the wider range of types of housing needed to accommodate 

the changing social structure.137 Resistance to change in levels of density is 

associated with claims by the development industry that building land is not in 

short supply. Arguably, the egalitarian notion identified by Isaac and Olsen (2000) - 

that all members of the community have the rights to equal standards of housing - 

also reinforces perceptions of the community’s commitment to the vernacular.  

Thus, the New Zealand dream of a large section and home ownership, 

preferably in a suburban location, continues to be validated by the reality, justifying 

Sinclair’s (2000) description of New Zealand as a small property owning democracy. 

In pursuit of this near universal ambition, private sector housing in the central area 

has been a rarity.138 In the region as a whole, a study in 1968 concluded that 85% of 

all housing consisted of single-storey, stand-alone buildings (ARGF, 1998b). In 1980, 

Auckland contained very little housing at net residential densities higher than 15 

units per hectare, even in the central city area. Auckland’s dedication to suburban 

living is demonstrated by the 1992 statistic for the central area where the resident 

population was less than 1% of the total population of the region.139  

 

                                            
137 These include the issues of demographic change, immigration, declining home ownership rates, social changes 
including smaller families and delayed family formation, and an ageing population discussed in chapter 3 (Poole 
and Sceats, 2000; Paetz, 2007). 
138  The exception is the Housing Corporation which developed a small number of multi-storey “Star” apartment 
blocks. Star blocks were also used in other locations in the city. The 3 storey “walk-up” “wing-roofed” block, in its 
standard form contained 12 flats, and was designed to achieve densities of 89 people per acre, compared to the 36 
accommodated in standard housing developments (Ferguson, 1994, p.192). 110 Star blocks were eventually built in 
New Zealand, including 50 in Auckland.  
139 The resident population of the central city area in 1991 was less than 2,100 in the four cities (Manukau, 
Waitakere, North Shore, and Auckland Cities)(SNZ, Census, 1992). Outside the CBD, a small number of multi-
storey apartment blocks (Ponsonby, Remuera, and Parnell) and a handful of apartments in 2 and 3 storey blocks, 
mostly on the waterfronts of Devonport, Mission Bay, and Kohimarama, were the only examples of private sector 
housing that was not developed at suburban densities. 
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Density and sustainability 

  

Analyses of density as a factor in sustainable urban form have produced 

lengthy debates in local and international literature. In broad terms, there is 

agreement that density is an influence on quantifiable aspects of sustainability in 

housing design, for instance, in house-hold energy consumption, land use, and 

resource depletion. As has been noted in chapter 2, there is less agreement about 

the effects of density on unquantifiable factors, such as social cohesion, community 

development, and concepts of “liveability”, in relation to site planning and the 

design of sustainable housing (Breheny, 1996; Scoffham and Vale, 1996; Troy, 1989, 

1995a, 1996b; Stretton, 1991, 1996).  

In this continuing debate, discussion of Auckland’s suburban densities is 

dominated by three approaches:  

(a) those categorised generally as Compact City theories, which claim that 

sustainability is dependent on integrated economic, social and physical planning, 

and in which higher housing density is identified as a solution to most or all issues 

of sustainable urban planning;  

(b) New Urbanism, the North American version of compact city theory, 

which advocates traditional building forms derived largely from European origins, 

and which also relies on increased density for some parts of its claim to generate a 

sustainable urban form; and  

(c) the adoption of consolidation policies and practices which depend on the 

process of infilling the existing city’s low-density spatial form to intensify land use.  

 

Two other compact city approaches are considered as subsidiary to New 

Urbanism: the movement to redefine parts of cities as Urban Villages, and the 

Smart Growth initiative, both of which are based on polycentric theories of urban 
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form (Calthorpe, 2005; Dunham-Jones, 2000; Frey, 1999). While overlaps between 

the three categories are acknowledged, it is argued that in the Auckland context 

each has an identifiable role in the planning of growth in the region, and are 

separable by the effects of their various applications.  

All of these approaches consider that some form of housing intensification is 

necessary to achieve sustainable urban form. They are differentiated by varying 

emphasis on other aspects of urban planning, such as mixed uses, brown-field 

regeneration priorities, and transport systems (compact city theory), a combination 

of transportation policies and explicit rules for the control of built form, and reliance 

on private commercial ventures in the supply process (New Urbanism’s 

traditionalist architecture); and, in the adoption of consolidation policies, a 

fragmented, incremental process of housing supply. In Auckland, infilling 

consolidation policy is accompanied by an apparent disinterest in the control of built 

form: where advocates of New Urbanism propose high levels of design control, the 

regulatory system in the Auckland region, guided by the RMA, appears to be content 

with minimal design constraint. Infill consolidation practices are piece-meal in 

principle, and are liable to produce housing characterised by informality.140  Urban 

consolidation under these local policies includes small and medium-scale 

developments of 3 – 6 units, sometimes on brown-field sites, and small back-land 

site projects of one or two houses.  

 

Intensification policies have generally followed earlier Australian planning 

strategies, and have been justified by the same arguments used in that context, 

reflecting the similarity of urban conditions between New Zealand and Australia.141 

In Auckland, intensification policies represent an explicit commitment by the ARC 

                                            
140 The exception to this characteristic informality is housing development in designated conservation areas, where 
design controls are normally imposed for preservation of historic character. 
141 As an example, the 1987 Residential Consolidation Study produced by the Planning Department of the Auckland 
Regional Authority, quotes in full the 1985-86 Review of Urban Consolidation in Sydney statement of objectives as 
an explanation of the potential benefits (for Auckland) of consolidation (ARA, 1987, pp.3-5). 
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to the principles of compact city planning in a combination of the forms it takes 

(Mead and McGregor, 2004). These policy directions have been developed over a 

thirty year period, influenced by progress reports (Bush and Scott, 1977; ARA 1987; 

ARC, 2000d), and have resulted in a pattern of a gradual acceptance of higher 

housing densities by regulating authorities for both new developments and for the 

infilling of existing neighbourhoods. Public approval has been expressed by some but 

not all members of the affected communities; majority opinion has, however, been 

shown to support the principle of intensification, sometimes after vigorous initial 

objection (Syme, McGregor and Mead, 2005; Vallance, Perkins and Moore, 2003).  

 

Compact city planning and sustainability 

 

For advocates of Compact City theory, higher densities equate to greater 

sustainability, with numerous ancient forms of urban housing cited as the proof (for 

example, Kroll, 1987; Duany, Plater-Zyberk and Speck, 2001; Giddings, Hopwood, 

Mellor and O’Brien, 2005). For these theories, denser city forms based on an 

“ecological metabolism” recognisable in the urban traditions of Europe, tackle the 

primary issues of energy and water consumption, thus identifying the influence of 

city form and transport planning on urban sustainability (Yencken and Wilkinson, 

2000). Urban form becomes an expression of the shared values of the community 

through a compact spatial arrangement, generating a socially functioning urban 

morphology which is also more efficient in its use of energy resources.  

Site planning and the selection of house type are critical factors in 

sustainable design (King et al., 1996; Dumbaugh, 2005). Sustainable housing forms, 

which include terraced typologies in several configurations,142 all provide versions of 

clustered housing that increase land use efficiency, and theoretically lower total 

                                            
142  As defined in chapter 2: Medium Density Housing. The dominant choices in two-storied terraced forms are dual 
or rear lane access, private internal courtyard plan, and dual aspect narrow frontage terraced plan types; wide-
frontage single aspect terraced plan types are also used occasionally, as are medium-frontage single aspect, usually 
with at least one window on the “blind” side of the unit.  
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energy requirements partly through reduced reliance on private transport (Jenks 

and Dempsey, 2005; Rudlin and Falk, 1999). Wright (2006) provides evidence that 

continues to validate these general principles, showing that higher energy 

requirements are consistently associated with low density (and often urban-

peripheral) housing, and that lower energy consumption is to be found in smaller, 

denser, or compact developments.  

British research has demonstrated that reductions of 20% in power and 

heating energy consumption can be gained by improved solar orientation, and 

higher standards of insulation, which compound energy efficiencies gained by 

compact site planning, particularly in terraced housing typologies. Further support 

is illustrated in the detail of suggestions for communality, where garden spaces and 

ancillary structures, for instance, green houses, can be shared by co-operative 

ownership, contributing, it is suggested, to stronger and more stable communities 

(Bartuska and Kazimee, 2005).  

In Auckland’s housing culture some of these strategies are relevant, but 

others are not: shared productive gardens, for instance, advocated in Britain (Rudlin 

and Falk, 1999), relate to housing traditions in which tenancies, and relatively high 

densities dominate, rather than the widespread private ownership of property and 

the large private gardens of Auckland’s suburbs. Similarly, Britain’s focus on energy 

consumption reflects a housing culture in a climate that requires heating in houses 

for most of the year, and where cooling systems are uncommon.143  

It also reflects the anchoring of density in compact city concepts, and in a 

housing culture where densities are already high in comparison to those in 

Auckland. Compact city strategies place high priority on transportation alternatives 

to private car use, suggesting that walking and cycling trip-making distances are 

critical to reducing both energy use and carbon pollution, and that practical 

distances for these alternatives, as well as route quality, can be achieved through 

                                            
143  Applying World Health Organisation recommended minimum internal temperatures of 160C. 
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higher density housing (Newman and Kenworthy, 2000; Buxton, 2000; Pitts, 2004).  

Density affects travel distances and thus energy consumed in transportation, to the 

extent that “…density is the dominant explanatory variable for the level of transport 

energy use” (Newman and Kenworthy, 2000, p.113). Low density development in 

large cities, according to Bertolini (2005) becomes dependent on roads designed for 

high speeds as well as for distribution, increasing the scale of environmental 

damage caused by pollution and energy consumption.  

In a counter-argument Troy (2004) maintains that the practice of 

measuring energy consumption in all forms is contentious, since it is influenced by 

individual affluence, and lifestyle, as well as the constructed housing form. 

However, empirical evidence suggests that material and social benefits accrue from 

planning for environments that are less dependent on the use of private vehicles, 

including improved health (Ellaway, MacIntyre and Bonnefoy, 2005), and social 

opportunity (Bramley and Power, 2006; Williams, 2000; Breheny, 1996).  

 

New Urbanism and architectural style 

 

The New Urbanism and the Urban Villages Forum (UVF) are movements 

that originated in Britain and North America in the 1980s, in response to sprawling 

suburban development, and decaying inner-city districts, which were perceived by 

the protagonists as evidence of failure of twentieth century theories of town 

planning and architecture.144  The New Urbanist’s rejection of modern 

                                            
144 The primary faults, as argued by New Urbanists, are to be found in rigidly planned zoning which is held to be 
responsible for car-dominated low density suburbs and also in the aesthetic style of undecorated modernist 
architecture, which fails to “lift the human spirit” (Dutton, 2000). Traditional urban design favours streets with 
high levels of pedestrian activity, landscaping, permeability of sub-spaces, and integrated social, residential, and 
business functions. To redress this omission, the New Urbanists propose to contain traffic in small-scale mixed-use 
spaces. In the various associated branches of the Movement, there is repeated advocacy of public transport (evident 
in the literature of “TOD”s, or “transport-oriented development”, and “TND”s, “traditional neighbourhood 
development”), suppression of traffic volumes and penetration, and in numerous other ways, a broad aim to 
privilege the public domain by strategies based on the principles of traditional urban design, most often drawn from 
the romantic “picturesque” urbanism of Camillo Sitte (Duany and Plater-Zyberk, 2001). 
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architecture145 suggests an investigation of common ground with the critiques 

developed by Alexander and Rapoport: these authors are repeatedly referred to in 

New Urbanism literature which draws approvingly on the later critical writings of 

Alexander.  

However, the literature of New Urbanism and the UVF mythologizes 

historical urban life and the qualities of traditional urban space. In the traditions of 

European city form, the intensity of the built environment increases towards the 

core, a model imitated by New Urbanism’s “transect” proposal of built form, in 

which housing density, site planning, and plot sizes are determined by their spatial 

relationship to the centre or the edge of the settlement, neighbourhood, or town 

plan. With rhetoric resembling that of the pioneers of modern architecture these 

movements promote traditional architecture, and, wherever possible, architectural 

forms that appropriate a local vernacular in pursuit of a nostalgic re-creation of 

history, modified to meet the social and economic expectations of contemporary 

urban life. 

The neo-traditionalist arguments of the New Urbanists differentiate this 

group from other critics of the modern movement, few of whom recommend a return 

to historical models of town planning or architectural form. Marshall (2007) notes 

that Alexander’s studies of vernacular architecture investigated environmental 

balances and the cultural meanings of abstract space in traditional housing rather 

than the superficialities of architectural styles. Alexander’s stated ambition, to 

“…create buildings with the same kind of beauty (found in) traditional architecture,” 

contained no suggestion that he approved of imitation (Jacobsen, 1971, p.768); 

rather, that beauty is a quality of responsive architecture that also gives meaning to 

buildings. In practice Alexander’s buildings “… are often humble, containing only 

the essence and nothing more, and respectful of context and precedent …” 

                                            
145 The New Urbanists claim to accept some modernist architecture, as for instance, Katz in his study of Seaside, 
Florida (Katz, 1994): the basic position, however, is weighted strongly in favour of traditionalist design. 
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(Marshall, 2007, p.256): the subtle principles of vernacular architecture are always 

observed, but are not derived by an imitative process. As Fisher (2000) suggests, the 

intensely traditional architecture developed by the majority of New Urbanist 

architects is usually marked by an absence of the qualities in design that 

Alexander’s work is most noted for - humility, simplicity, integrity, and originality.  

  

Density and traditionalist architecture 

 

Density controls are a key strategy in the New Urbanism movement, and a 

cornerstone of New Urbanism’s claim to sustainable development. The UVF also 

expresses dissatisfaction with conventional housing development and proposes an 

alternative physical model for sustainable housing, again with concepts of density 

used as key strategies. The UVF has been endorsed by the Prince of Wales, and 

adheres to the broad design principles developed by Krier, a prominent figure in the 

movement to revive traditional and classical architecture. 

Urban Village campaigners align their conceptual objectives with theories 

in favour of compact cities and a synthesis of centrist and de-centrist planning 

strategies, to promote sustainable development practices. This is to be achieved, it is 

claimed, by promoting the use of public transport systems (and the suppression of 

the use and visibility of private cars), by internal community self-sufficiency, along 

with high standards of building durability, and an insistence on the use of local 

materials in construction. In the best-known example of the movement at 

Poundbury in Dorset, ambitions of the UVF extend to social and economic objectives, 

such as those that will provide “… community strength and business vitality [so 

that] effective local democracy will flourish and defend the interests of the 

neighbourhood” (Thompson-Fawcett, 2000, p.276).146 Poundbury is a “counter-

                                            
146 The UVF’s ambitions for urban form are demonstrated in the Dorset village of Poundbury, where the Prince of 
Wales has commissioned his own development of a small town, eventually intended to accommodate 5,000 people. 
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product” that defies the “…arrogance of private and public speculation …in 

contemporary conventional development”, as it “…attempts to deliver a counter-

space and also an alternative society” (Thompson-Fawcett, 2003b, p.80).  

According to Thompson-Fawcett the origins of the urban village concept are 

located in dissatisfaction with the products of the British private sector housing 

system of supply as it has been developed through established market and 

institutional practices in finance and planning. The UVF aims to subvert aspects of 

the system that determines design, building quality, and spatial arrangement in 

Britain’s new housing by proposing a different market model; one that is also a 

counter model to aesthetic and social objectives of the modern movement.147  

An example of the UVF influence on layouts and density is shown in Figure 

14, below:   

 

 

 

Figure 14: Urban Village housing project, Grimsby, England: 2006.  

                                                                                                                                  
The town plan organises commercial and private residential uses to correspond to, and visually resemble generic 
historical models. Several aspects of the Poundbury development correlate with New Urbanism’s concepts, 
particularly the themed medieval cottage building styles, the narrow public streets, and the discreet removal of cars 
from some public spaces. Initial proposals to integrate intermittent social housing (with a proportion of funding 
from state subsidies), no doubt motivated by genuine intentions for a mixed community, were impractical in the 
process of development, resulting in most of the 20% of all houses in this category being provided in one “quarter” of 
the town (Thompson-Fawcett, 2003b).  
147 The UVF has been endorsed by several government-sponsored organisations in Britain, including English 
Partnerships and the Urban Task Force (Thompson-Fawcett, 2003a), confirming its status as an “establishment-
approved” initiative, rather than a challenge to the institutionalised planning system. 
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The project (Figure 14) is described as a “New Model Village” following 

design principles developed by Krier for Poundbury. In the context of suburban 

densities of 22 dwellings per hectare, (semi-detached housing, left side of plan) the 

proposal is for development of 185 houses at approximately 40 dph. The organic 

character of a traditional village street is apparent. Other parts of this development 

proposal indicate the social diversity, and also the socio-economic hierarchy 

intended by the designers.148  

The UVF advocates a regionalised morphology for housing design, 

presented in an architectural style aligned with known public tastes, and heavily 

favouring the traditions of village environments. Marshall (2007) notes that projects 

based on these planning and design principles have dominated peripheral (non-

urban) housing development in Britain for the last decade. 

Typically, the movement’s claim to credibility for a sustainable approach to 

housing is based on densities higher than conventional speculative housing, on 

community development, and on high-quality construction and design. The site 

planning illustrated in Figure 14 takes no account of solar orientation, or 

recognisable environmental strategies that impose disciplined approaches to house 

type selection in Britain’s climate. The Grimsby plan maintains car parking 

provision at the normal suburban standard of two per unit, suggesting that claims 

to sustainability will depend largely on density, and the development of a strong 

community. 

 

In Britain, a compactly organised village is a culturally acceptable concept. 

In the period after the design initiatives taken in the 1970s in Essex,149 and also in a 

                                            
148 Site planning to re-state a traditional socio-spatial arrangement is deliberately incorporated in projects under 
UVF and New Urbanism guidelines. In this instance the placing of the larger double-fronted house facing the site 
entrance (bottom of plan) with a (just visible) double-flight stair up to an imposing front door re-imagines an 18thC. 
town plan.  
149 The Essex County Council’s “Essex Design Guide” published in 1973 can be regarded as an early manifestation of 
renewed public attachment to traditional architecture; amongst the design professions, however, the Guide is 
regarded as an excessive commitment to “contextualism” in design, and an extreme reaction to modernist 
architecture and planning (Forty and Moss, 1980). 
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climate of developing public support for “heritage” conservation, the attractions of 

urban villages are readily discernable (Forty and Moss, 1980). Having successfully 

avoided the real inconveniences of medieval village planning, for instance in car 

access and parking arrangements, spatial proximity, and high maintenance 

materials, a twenty-first century “urban village” proposes densities familiar to house 

buyers from their experience of urban and rural forms. The market disadvantage 

associated with visibly higher densities achieved in UVF projects is traded away 

against other, often superficial attractions by skilful layout design and by the 

manipulative use of historicist architecture with its persuasive references to 

vernacular origins.  

These trends are endorsed in Britain by government authorities and other 

organisations, as shown by the illustration of a typical exemplar in Figure 15, below, 

from the CABE publication The Value of Housing Design and Layout (2003). 

 

 

Figure 15: typical traditionalist housing in southern England, 2003.  
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New Urbanism and the UVF share a propagandist platform, in their 

rejection of modern architecture and twentieth century planning, and in their claims 

to sustainability. In Britain, the UVF is criticised as a reactionary response to the 

social changes of the twentieth century, most of which have found some form of 

expression in the buildings of the urban and sub-urban environment through the 

expansion of home ownership and middle-class society (Rogers, 1997). Both 

movements are also apparently unconscious of the ironies embedded in the housing 

designs they promote: the high levels of domestic technology expected in new 

speculative housing such as wireless computer and audio circuits, heating and air 

conditioning installations, and built-in vacuum cleaning systems are concealed 

behind facades that describe an ancient village street, whilst cars are relegated to 

back lanes to preserve the medieval appearance. 150 New Urbanism, however, also 

advocates higher densities, and offers identity through diverse building forms. 

Privacy, durability and community are prioritised, and human-scaled public spaces 

with suppressed traffic strategies are recommended; these characteristics are 

important to the development of urban typologies. 

 

Influences in Auckland 

 

Densities achieved in the first British experiments with Garden City 

developments were approximately halved in Auckland’s suburbs of the same 

period.151  Auckland’s developing suburban vernacular encouraged diversity in 

architectural expression, and gave tacit approval to an organic process of change 

made possible by light-weight construction and a loosely arranged spatial form. The 

                                            
150 Urban Village concepts have been recommended by planning consultants to the regional planning authorities in 
Victoria, Australia, together with detailed proposals that include various strategies for increasing housing densities, 
and reducing traffic; although approved in principle, none of these plans have been implemented (Buxton, 2000). 
151 Parker and Unwin’s traditional architecture, although highly determinist, was popular in Britain. At the same 
time that Howard’s first Garden City was being built at about 25 dph, Grey Lynn, Waterview, Avondale and other 
suburbs in Auckland were being built under the influences of Garden City theory at densities of 12 dph or less. 
However, these densities must be seen in the context of a system of housing supply in which, in Edwardian Britain, 
less than 10% of householders owned their homes, compared to nearly 50% in New Zealand. Densities in Britain 
reflected developer’s perception of sales to investors rather than sales to owner-occupiers. 
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influence of historicism, with its built-in resistance to ad hoc customisation, was 

slight, for associational as well as pragmatic reasons. 

However, in spite of the great differences between the objectives of New 

Urbanism and the UVF, and New Zealand’s contemporary housing habits, the 

influences of these movements have now become significant in Auckland. 

Thompson-Fawcett notes that recent local government interest in urban design has 

been based “unmistakably on New Urbanist principles, processes, and exemplars” 

(Thompson-Fawcett, 2003a, p.269). New Urbanism’s concepts suit larger-scale 

development projects, evidenced by several large developments influenced by New 

Urbanism planning concepts that have appeared in Auckland, with varying degrees 

of commitment to the original theories. New Urbanism’s general ideas for density 

have been adapted to provide the planning frameworks for, among others, Flat Bush 

in Manukau City, for about 40,000 inhabitants, (2002), Addison Park, Pukekohe, for 

1400 houses (2005), and the Te Atatu Harbour View development of approximately 

450 housing units in Waitakere City (1997-2005).  

Typically, the Te Atatu project aims to achieve an overall density of 15-20 

dph as opposed to the surrounding density of 8-10 units per hectare.152 Densities are 

graduated across the site as recommended by the transect theory. Selected New 

Urbanist concepts are evident in a number of smaller schemes, or parts of 

developments. The 97 unit Tuscany Towers development at Ambrico Place, New 

Lynn, (14-42) where street and public space design, and external architectural 

details draw on spatial and aesthetic ideas originating in New Urbanism, is a 

prominent example. The density in the Tuscany Towers section of the development 

is 42 dwellings per hectare, more than three times that of the surrounding older 

                                            
152 Traditionalist planning and architecture, most conspicuously represented by New Urbanism, is an influence on 
numerous other higher density projects in New Zealand, particularly at Tauranga, Queenstown, and the Pegasus 
private new town for 5000 people on a site north of Christchurch. 
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neighbourhoods in New Lynn, and higher than the 33 dph of housing in the early 

settlement of the city.153 

The Ambrico Place scheme, consisting of approximately 450 houses in nine 

development parcels has been affected by the technical problems of leaky buildings, 

and at Tuscany Towers by the developer’s bankruptcy before completion, but its 

most severe shortcoming relates to uneven density control of the whole development. 

The themed unity of low-rise forms based on inhabited streets was established with 

the initial Tuscany Towers parcel with the intention that it should become a 

dominant characteristic of the whole scheme.  

Adjacent developers, however, have been able to build at densities of up to 

85 dwellings per hectare, mostly by using the smaller footprint three storey terraced 

house type in which, typically, ground floors are occupied by garaging, and living 

spaces are at upper levels. An inhabited street strategy is functionally dependent on 

consistent density levels: units enclosing the street need ground floor rooms looking 

onto the public space, as well as gardens, yards, and patios. In this development the 

city council, anxious to promote higher density close to the New Lynn town centre, 

was apparently powerless to prevent significant variations in site densities between 

separate development parcels, with reductive effects for the quality of the scheme as 

a whole.  

 

As other medium density projects, notably the Corbans Village scheme for 

83 houses in Henderson (11-40), have demonstrated,154 architectural variations can 

                                            
153 In the context of a middle-income suburb, Tuscany Towers is a unique experiment which, in its site planning and 
architecture demonstrates a more complete commitment to the principles of New Urbanism than any other recent 
project. The designers, an Architect based in Britain collaborating with a local practice, used four terraced house 
types to introduce a hierarchy of building forms that is rare in Auckland, but made possible by the scale of the 
development. House units have at least one garaged car space and a second parking space within the property 
curtilage, and all have external front and rear gardens or patios. A three-storey variation is used to terminate short 
terraces serving as an occasional landmark inside the layout, but not, as strict New Urbanism would require, placed 
as an axial device to close an important vista, or command a public space. The perimeter is defined by a stepped-
section three storey house-type designed to enclose the development and its internal semi-private open spaces, 
which include a tennis court, a television mast for the whole project housed in a little folly-tower, and some small 
(“pocket”) parks.  
154 The Corbans Village development at Lebanon Way, Henderson (see also Figure 3, Ch. 1) consists of 6 separate 
parcels, distinguished from each other by surface styles: the internal plans are essentially dictated by site layout 
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be absorbed – the style selected for one part of a larger development need not pre-

determine architectural styles used in other parts of the same project. However, in 

relatively small developments, large variations in density have the effect of 

discriminating between the parts, disadvantaging some - in the example of Ambrico 

Place, Tuscany Towers - without offering other compensating benefits. The housing 

design skills evident in the Tuscany Towers site plan have not been recognised by 

other architects and planners in the Ambrico Place scheme, but more significantly, 

adjoining developers have not been bound by restrictions on density. As a result, 

Tuscany Towers has become an isolated medium density development surrounded 

by, and on one side, overlooked by poor quality housing built at higher densities. For 

this, the wider legislative environment is responsible, as the territorial authority 

was not empowered to dictate uniform or coherent densities for the whole site.  

 

Under the prescriptive rules laid down by the New Urbanists, uncontrolled 

localised variations of density would not be permitted. New Urbanism’s “transect” 

model requires graduated steps in density, articulated by streets and open space. 

The abrupt changes of density between development parcels in the Ambrico Place 

scheme illustrate the merit of the theory. An even distribution of space within the 

layout and controlled standards of spatial quality in a New Urbanist design would 

allow some density variation under a regulating master plan: Ambrico Place, 

however, with no overall conceptual strategy suffers from ad-hoc variation.  

 

                                                                                                                                  
variations. In an eclectic mix, the majority are modelled on traditional Breton fishing village terraced houses, but 
others include Art Deco, Dutch traditional with double reversed curved gables and party walls, and a synthesised 
“modernist” three storey terrace, some of which have pedimented front doors. The architectural consistency of 
Tuscany Towers in spite of origins in medieval Italy, introduces a local architectural coherence that most other 
examples of medium density housing in Auckland lack.  



 211 

Consolidation by infill development 

 

Infilling is a form of urban consolidation that aligns with “compact city” 

theory. Urban intensification by the processes of infill is defined by the ARC as: 

  

“… incremental development of suburban areas through the gradual addition 

of stand-alone dwellings (which) … involves the sub-division of the back or 

front of a large section where a new house is built.” (Mead and McGregor, 

2004, p.64). 

 

Consolidation is enabled by a territorial planning authority’s use of zoned 

decreases in permissible site areas for sub-division: in Auckland City’s case, for 

instance, the permissible site area per unit is a progressively smaller lot size, 

usually with at least one minimum dimension. “Infill” consolidation also includes 

redevelopment of sites with capacities of up to 12 units where previous subdivisions 

have been accumulated, and where other uses have been discontinued.  

Intensification in Auckland by this method began in the 1960s with 

“sausage” flats, typically four to six single storey two-bedroom units built in terraced 

blocks at right angles to the street: it is a characteristically small scale of 

development that matched the capabilities and organisation of the building industry 

at the time, with limited financial risk to relatively small investments. Infilling is a 

practical market response to demographic changes that have seen steady increases 

in the number of smaller households, and also reflects the aspirations of an ageing 

population that has less need of productive gardens and perhaps declining 

enthusiasm for managing them. Infilling has also been a means of capitalising 

private property values, often, according to Vallance et al, (2005), with the intention 

of creating capital funds for retirement.155  

                                            
155 Planning policies intended to increase the up-take of infilling were initially ignored by owners. A sudden change 
in public interest occurred in the early1980s, followed by local action groups forming to prevent this form of 
intensification in some suburbs.  
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Further use of this strategy is limited by the availability of suitable sites, 

their location, access, and market viability. As a percentage of total expansion 

capacity in 2004, infill sites in the ARC’s “easy-to-do” category offer a significant, 

but diminishing, resource.156   The more difficult sites remain undeveloped and the 

development costs of sub-division have become progressively higher as the more 

difficult sites are tackled. Although the ARC (2000a) estimates that 25% of total 

regional growth can be accommodated by small-scale infill projects there is doubt 

that all of this potential can be brought to fruition. Of infill sites remaining 

undeveloped, 70% are not in nodal areas, and a percentage will not be developed for 

a miscellany of other reasons.157 Allowing for some loss of existing property value, 

the prospect of an uncomplicated gain in capital derived from the process of infill is 

increasingly remote for owners of undeveloped sites (Mead and McGregor 2004).  

 

A typical example of infill is illustrated in Figures 16(a), 16(b) and Table 2. 

Figure 16(a) indicates the spatial arrangement of the original development as a 

figure and ground diagram, in this example a 5.18 hectare part-block of Tamaki, 

between Maybury Street and Point England Road. Figure 16(b) shows the modified 

environment achieved by infill between 1995 and 2002. The effects are summarised 

in Table 2, below.  

The 37 new houses are detached single-storey timber-framed units similar 

to the originals, and have increased density to 17 dph with a total additional floor-

space area of 4,070m2, or 72.5%. Part of the increased floor space per person reflects 

duplication of service spaces. The smaller theoretical gain in site population, 

however, (26.8%, or approximately one-third of the net increase in floor-space area) 

is affected by declining occupancy rates. Environmental impacts are clear from 

                                            
156 Demand and supply issues, summarised by the ARC in 2004 estimate capacity in “easy-to-do” sites, where 
undeveloped land is available, and “more complex” sites, where existing buildings would have to be removed, and 
the site developed to maximise its capacity. In the latter category, the private decision to develop also assumes that 
owners are willing to move. (Mead and McGregor, 2004, pt.11, pp.63-66).  
157 For example: personal choices to retain gardens and orchards; family trust objectors and tax liabilities; protected 
landscapes, and infrastructure and access difficulties (Waghorn, pers.comm., 2004)  
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Table 2, which highlights increases in surface impermeability and footprint both in 

excess of 50%.  

 

Figure 16(a): Maybury Road, in Tamaki, Auckland: original site 

development in approximately 1965-1970. The area of the site analysed for 

density is outlined. 

 

Figure 16(b) diagram from the ARC GIS survey, 2005.  

The block as developed with rear garden detached housing infill. Properties shown 

in tint are not sub-divided. 
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5.18 

 
51 

 
10 

 
5610 

 
3.7 

 
28.9 

 
194 

 
102 

 
23.7 

 
12.6 

 
2005 

 
5.18 

 
88 

 
17 

 
9680 

 
2.8 

 
40.3 

 
246 

 
175 
(est.) 

 
36.3 

 
19.9 

 
Change 

  
+ 37 

 
+ 7 

 
+4070m2 

 
- 24% 

 
+11.4 

 
+52 

 
+73 

 
+53% 

 
+58% 

 

Table 2: Maybury Road, Tamaki: statistics of density changes following infilling.  

 

As Mead and McGregor (2004) suggest, owners choosing to sub-divide are 

motivated by the opportunity of an untaxed capital gain; infill housing occurs in the 

knowledge that significant detrimental impact on the suburban environment will 

result. Thus consolidation in this form introduces known and anticipated 

consequential losses to the amenities of existing neighbourhood, including privacy, 

landscape, and outlook, as well as an increase in hard surfaces, and the number of 

pavement crossings for vehicular access. Predictable effects are reduced lot sizes, 

and the loss of natural barriers that contribute to visual and acoustic privacy 

(Reynolds, 1977; Vallance, et al, 2003). 

Such impacts of infilling are apparent in the example of Maybury Street, 

Tamaki - increases of 53% and 58% in impermeable surfaces and building footprint 

are not readily disguised. Core spaces of the block, originally open gardens without 

paved surfaces, become progressively less able to absorb surface water, significantly 

altering the natural ecology and largely removing the possibility of productive 

gardens. Private vehicles, mostly originally located on the perimeter of the block 

now penetrate to the central spaces, and dominate both visually and aurally. 
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Distances between houses are reduced, affecting standards of privacy and increasing 

perceptions of crowding. Impacts affecting the whole environment are the result of a 

collective decision to maintain the suburban arrangement of detached housing with 

direct vehicular access to each unit, rather than reconsideration of the choice of 

house type to suit higher levels of density. 

 

Infill and the suburban vernacular 

 

The version of compact city theory adopted in Auckland approves of the 

process of infill consolidation as a sustainable development strategy, despite 

acknowledgement that there are some significant disadvantages noted in literature 

(for example, Jenks et al, 2000; ARGF, 1998a). The ARC recognises the potentially 

negative effects of over-loading existing social and physical infrastructure, including 

the capacities of schools and urban public space, and the effects on existing 

communities of possible “gentrification” (ARGF 1998b). Infill housing is also an 

irreversible process, which, as a planning strategy tends to reinforce the 

permanency of the suburban grid and preventing potentially denser future 

redevelopment. Once adopted in a defined area, the policy cannot be withdrawn for 

reasons of equity (Waghorn, pers.comm. 2008).  

Incremental consolidation in Australian cities is described as a “random 

process not generally guided by any clear planning principles”, and has had 

“unintended consequences” which include a net loss of housing stock (against 

calculated potential population densities) in sub-divided or dual-occupancy 

development (Victoria Department of Planning and Urban Growth, 1990). This has 

led to criticism of these consolidation policies for their apparent inability to achieve 

intensification, but which have resulted in degraded suburban environments with 

no evident benefits (Stretton 1991; McGloughlin 1992; Lewis 1999). Infilling policies 
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are also difficult to coordinate with SGMAs, resulting in intensified neighbourhoods 

with no convenient access to transport routes. 

Table 2 and Figures 16(a) and 16(b) illustrate graphically and statistically a 

similar effect in Auckland, where, it has been argued, the random process has had 

detrimental environmental consequences but where, in an evolving suburban 

vernacular, the outcomes may be beneficial in their economic and social results.  

But aspects of consolidation by infilling correspond to the rationality of 

vernacular customs. These are partly interpretative: the apparently incoherent 

arrangement of suburban spaces that result can also be defended as a condensed 

version of the existing morphology, rather than a fundamentally different housing 

model. The process leaves the owner in control of his or her property, permits owner-

developer participation in design and production continuing the vernacular custom 

of close involvement in the system of housing supply, and it creates opportunities for 

real or apparent economies in supply costs. 

Infilling is also predominantly a single site process of development that 

matches the traditional process of building supply: the small-scale house-building 

industry is able to continue its traditional method of operation to supply houses 

efficiently and economically. The new building provides the owners with flexible 

choices for its occupation, including family-related use, income-producing rental use, 

and, sooner or later, sale for capital profit. These benefits are the product of the 

original decision to develop the city in large land sections and have cumulative 

advantages for the property owner. The housing culture, although socially and 

spatially modified, is able to absorb infill development without suffering 

fundamental damage. Thus, the process preserves many significant socio-economic 

customs. 
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Discussion and conclusions  

 

This chapter has been concerned with establishing a definition for density 

that reflects the housing vernacular concept proposed earlier in the context of 

current policies for intensification which have the strategic objective of developing a 

sustainable compact city. I have suggested that a common methodology for 

measuring density will clarify technical issues of the debate and will also assist in 

defining social meanings associated with density. However the central issue is in 

discussion of the factors that will identify higher density housing for twenty-first 

century needs. I have argued that density is a condition of the present culture and 

that historical patterns of density are significant in the vernacular. 

Chapters 4 and 5 focussed on the vernacular development; in this chapter 

historical densities have been contrasted with densities in other cities regarded as 

influences on Auckland’s development. More significantly late nineteenth century 

inner city densities in Auckland, at 30-35 dph were lower than those in Sydney, or 

British cities.  In addition Auckland was a late-comer to housing constructed in 

durable materials. The shape of the city that developed between 1890 and 1920 was 

affected by “intermediate” technology in transport systems, improving 

communications, and land availability to make lower densities feasible. Auckland’s 

already relatively low densities followed trends elsewhere to produce suburbs, still 

within walking distance of the centre at densities of 10-15 dph. At such low 

densities, I argue, the housing habits of the nineteenth century were largely 

preserved in the process of urbanisation.  

 

The way in which these observed facts of history can be marshalled to bear 

on the central question of this study is assisted by Polanyi’s separation of types of 

knowledge. Personal, or “tacit” knowledge in the context are the understandings 
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stored and embedded in the housing vernacular. Tacit knowledge ensures continuity 

from one generation to the next; it holds the collective understanding that guides 

individual reactions to changing circumstances and external conditions. Polanyi 

argues that this is a superior form of knowledge, one that governs other influences. 

In this role tacit knowledge manipulates perceptions of the effects of change to re-

establish previous understandings for another condition.  

The capacity of tacit knowledge to respond to change determines the course 

of, and the speed of the process of adaptation. Durkheim describes such phenomena 

as “social facts”, defined as “… manners of acting, thinking, and feeling external to 

the individual, which are invested with a coercive power …” (Durkheim, 1982, p.52). 

In a developing vernacular, I argue that density acquires a social function; it 

constitutes, in Durkheim’s definition, a social fact, which is inscribed through its 

distinctive characteristics. From the summary of chapter 4, above, these are: 

independence, identity, privacy, ownership, control of territory and security, status, 

and the freedom to make changes as circumstances demand.  

There is thus a relationship between the social fact of density and the 

housing culture. Low density developments emerged, I argue, as the normative 

condition of the culture in which habits could re-establish their central meanings. In 

the course of its relocation the dominant social habits embedded in the vernacular 

were re-constructed in response to the altered spatial forms in the suburbs, re-

forming understandings in the low density environment. Tacit meanings of density 

seen in its role as a social fact are thus, in Polanyi’s hierarchy of forms of knowledge, 

the proximal laws of the housing culture, the meanings that define a particular 

social form, and those that ensure continuity in the vernacular. 

 

Polanyi’s (1966) explicit forms of knowledge also contribute to the processes 

of change. New technologies in the first decades of the twentieth century - 

electrification, public transport systems, communications, and later, building 
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materials, construction techniques, and building and planning legislation, along 

with other social developments in education and health care, have steered the 

housing culture towards a spatially ordered version of the original form. The 

transformation from an ad hoc spatial morphology to a regular arrangement of 

streets, sections and buildings, has been illustrated in comparisons of Figures 12 

and 13. As Polanyi defines this form, explicit knowledge can be subjected to rapid 

changes, for instance, when a new transportation system replaces an existing one; 

but it also serves to explain or verify change. These are distal elements of the social 

culture expressed in the vernacular, and in Polanyi’s terms, subsidiary to the 

driving force of meanings associated with density. The normative condition has thus 

retained its principal characteristics while it absorbed change by a process in which 

the high significance of privacy - privacy in its expanded meaning in the vernacular 

- was protected both in site planning and in the architecture of houses.  

 

Polanyi’s proposition can be extended to provide an understanding of 

compact city theories as forms of explicit knowledge. Neo-traditionalist planning is a 

particular theoretical method for building an urban environment, reliant on a theory 

of space and function that depend on higher densities to achieve their aims. New 

Urbanism approaches planning for housing with a hierarchical theory for spatial 

distribution and socially ordered selections of house types, both of which are 

essential elements of its theories. Neo-traditionalist theories reject change: where 

the modern movement celebrates technology these theories suppress it, and where 

modernist architects resist historicism, New Urbanism sees it as a fixed 

architectural paradigm.  

In this sense I argue that New Urbanism and the UVC are closed systems, 

designed to conceal the transformative effects of change. Spatially organic 

neighbourhood plans are tied to neo-traditional design which can only be modified 

by the application of the same rules to new parts: the rules pre-determine the 
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outcome in accordance with the underlying theory. In comparison, the housing 

culture of Auckland is highly elastic, and capable of responding to new forms of 

explicit knowledge. 

But as I have suggested, the third active strategy used in compact city 

planning policies - the processes of infilling, and another example of explicit, or 

theoretical knowledge - is one that is able to form a close fit with the key values of 

the vernacular. Infilling has been defended in this analysis for its alignment with 

existing social habits in the vernacular, despite the unintended consequences of its 

environmental impacts. However its ineffectiveness in contributing to higher 

densities, and its impact on future alternative consolidation strategies leave it open 

to criticism. Furthermore, infilling can only be continued as a minor, and declining 

influence, as fewer and fewer practical opportunities occur. 

 

Developing cities in a more compact form is the leading and most plausible 

option for future urban sustainability in the contemporary discourse. But compact 

city policies in Britain, North America, and Australia function in a historical context 

of housing vernaculars with nineteenth century origins in relatively high density 

housing, permanent street and plot layouts, and relatively durable building 

materials, as well as multi-generation urban communities. I have argued that 

Auckland has no equivalent tradition in its urban history.  

Dutton (2000) characterises suburban sprawl as the “ruthlessly rational 

product” of house building industries operating unimpeded in commercially-oriented 

planning environments. Auckland’s sprawl should not, however, be regarded as a 

nationally-endorsed indifference to urbanism, but as a phenomenon of the 

vernacular housing culture, and one that generates a particular difficulty for 

sustainable growth in the future. Many of the developments at higher densities in 

the last decade have demonstrated that the vernacular becomes unrecognisable 
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when densities are increased, with unpredictable effects on the existing culture. In 

this context, re-conceptualising the function of density for housing policies that seek 

higher urban populations suggests that Rapoport’s “affective” dimensions of density 

should be given further consideration.  
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Chapter 7 

 

Affective dimensions of density 
 
 
 

“…  even with the most severe physical constraints and limited technology, man has 
built in ways so diverse that they can only be attributed to choice, which involves 
cultural values. … socio-cultural forces, therefore, become of prime importance in 

relating man’s way of life to the environment.” 
 

Amos Rapoport, 1969, p.48 
 

 

Introduction 

 

This chapter considers qualitative aspects of density to develop an 

understanding of the relationship between spatial and social aspects of Auckland’s 

vernacular culture and current housing design practices. I have argued in chapter 6 

that density regulations are not effective for the purpose of maintaining even 

standards for layout design, or for density to be an effective influence on design 

quality. This is particularly evident in co-located developments. I have suggested 

that the reasons for this are partly the result of historic habit through the continued 

use of a defective measurement method, and partly doctrinal in the context of a de-

regulated economic environment. Chapters 1 and 6 have demonstrated that a 

measurement of the density of built schemes can supply a quantitative framework 

for critical comparative analysis. Further, where qualitative issues are shown to be 

problematic in exemplars such as the Ambrico Place development (14-42, 17-44, 42-

74, 46-87), quantitative density-based comparisons can be useful in gaining a clearer 

understanding of the problem, but are not able to supply a complete explanation.  
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Density in its role as a guide to site capacity provides only a rough 

approximation but this has significant value to the main participants in the early 

stages of design. As Heath (1984) notes, architects or site planners engaged on new 

projects seize upon quantifiable factors before other considerations, on the basis that 

these are the radical constraints of the design.158  The most common design process 

resolves all the fixed issues first (how many, how high, what type, how far apart), 

and addresses qualitative matters – those that benefit from reflection, or that affect 

social and aesthetic areas of design – when the non-negotiable areas have been 

established.  

Equally, land-owners and developers, primarily concerned with profit 

margins, can only approach a new project on the basis of notional yields; planners 

and engineers need an indication of density before they can estimate effects on local 

traffic and infrastructure capacities. In the present market-oriented processes 

density continues to offer a potent and effective tool for preliminary quantification. 

Density is thus a regulating factor in practice, where, as Frey (1999) suggests, it 

functions in design as the “first variable” (Frey, 1999, p.22). Prescription of density 

in planning statutes supports only the mechanical calculation, and has little 

influence on qualitative consequences. 

 

But in what way does density become a social fact? The qualitative 

dimensions of density are referred to as “affective” density (Rapoport, 1968, 1975). 

This concept may be summarised as the interconnected effect of three human 

perceptions: privacy-exposure; identity-anonymity; and perceptions of security, or 

conversely, degrees of perceived risk. The notion of privacy, from roots in Greek and 

Roman philosophy, and from the works of the early Enlightenment philosopher John 

Locke, is the binding concept from which other perceptions of social circumstances 

                                            
158 Lawson (1998) describes fixed or non-negotiable criteria in design as “radical constraints”. The development 
“rules”, which are reasonably consistent across the region, have directly generated much of the built form in the 
region, particularly where infill has taken place.  
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and conditions, particularly those that define qualitative values in housing design, 

are drawn.  

Locke’s arguments connected ideas of privacy, proposed as the “rightful 

possession of the individual,” to property ownership, and to the place of the 

individual in relation to society (Locke, 1993). These ideas resonated with the 

aspirations of the growing eighteenth century English bourgeoisie.  

I argue that suburban communities in New Zealand continue to be 

influenced by Locke’s philosophy. In this proposition “affective density”, with origins 

traced to Locke’s definition of privacy, becomes a collective term for the qualitative 

social and economic characteristics of the housing culture established initially by the 

immigrants, and later modified to suit the suburban communities. The social values 

that underlie the vernacular are evident in the spatial form and density of 

Auckland’s suburbs, and are interpreted from it, to form facts of the vernacular. 

 

Affective Density  

 

Density becomes a meaningful term, or a “social fact” through an 

understanding of human experience, and is thus “a relational value, highly 

dependent on other behaviours and processes” (Cohen and Gutman, 2007, p.414). 

Rapoport, (1975) observes that housing cultures that have developed into a definable 

vernacular form are sensitive to variations of density: increases or decreases of 

density affect the “spatial and temporal dimensions” of the housing environment 

(Rapoport, 1975, p.138-139). The technical and functional purpose - the 

measurement of intensity of site planning - is considered to be less significant than 

its qualitative, “relational”, or “affective” impact, that is, the way in which “density” 

is registered in ordinary perceptions of a housing environment ( Habraken, 1972; 

Jain, 2001; Jenks and Dempsey, 2005).  
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Drawing on cross-cultural studies of vernacular architecture, Rapoport 

(1969; 1980; 1985) has argued that the “decoded judgement” of density is a 

consistent phenomenon in any of the environmental systems found in records of 

human settlement: a stable community determines its spatial arrangement through 

a form of spatial intensity of occupation that is at once a physical fact and a social 

interpretation regulated by cultural agreement. The qualitative dimensions of 

density are operational at the level of both individual and group experience. In 

relation to the normative and desired condition, density at unfamiliar intensities 

leads to an increased awareness of other people, an ascending or a descending state 

of awareness that determines the “rate of social interaction” (Rapoport, 1975, p.136), 

so that “affective” density is, in the ordinary social process, the degree of crowding or 

isolation consciously registered by the individual.  

Borrowing Rapoport’s term, Ernest Alexander describes the qualitative 

impact of affective density as:  

 

“Individual cognitive factors can include feelings of control or lack of it, 

privacy, and comfort. Socio-cultural factors may contribute both to perceived 

density, and, in the sense that they contribute norms and standards, to the 

affective density as well. These factors include homogeneity or heterogeneity 

of users of the environment, presence or absence of socio-culturally regulated 

norms of interaction, levels of social interaction and the character of 

activities in relevant settings.” (Alexander, 1993, p.183). 

 

Influences of affective density therefore relate to spatial or physical housing 

design parameters, and to social or cultural traditions and habits, which have 

consequential effects on social concepts of privacy, ownership, and community. 
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Auckland’s Context and Affective Density 

 

Before considering affective density in the suburban context it is useful to 

briefly refer to two other commonly-held perceptions of density, and its impact. 

Firstly, higher density housing in Auckland has started to create a visibly different 

urban landscape. In the public debate on a changing physical environment, “density” 

is an abbreviated term of reference, negatively constructed in most instances, and it 

is held responsible for aspects of change that are disliked. Different levels of 

measured density in medium and higher density housing have practical 

consequences, which are relatively easily detected: car parking and manoeuvring for 

instance, or private garden space, are both visibly and quantifiably constrained at 

higher densities. Confronted with an unfamiliar housing typology, public responses 

are pre-disposed to rejection, since the traditions of housing – the vernacular form, 

the known version – are apparently challenged, and possibly threatened. Public 

responses are typically expressed in pejorative terms such as “future slums”, or 

“little boxes” (Sutton, 2004; Walker, 2001).  

Such disparaging opinions tend not to discriminate between measurable 

levels of density by reference to numerical standards but, rather, comment critically 

on affective and qualitative issues. In the public forum critical comment also 

includes a normative aesthetic judgement. Aesthetic objections register as 

subjective, possibly “romantic” critiques, and in the rationalist philosophies of 

architecture and planning are secondary to functional issues in housing design 

(Abel, 1997; Colqhoun 1999). 

However, public hostility may also be interpreted as a perception that the 

established habits of the vernacular are being ignorantly discarded in new housing 

developments. Aesthetic criticism, it is argued, conceals an unarticulated rejection of 

other effects of higher density housing (Alexander, 2007). An intense consciousness 

of declining privacy standards becomes a normative perception in the ordinary 
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experience of housing at higher density. More significantly, in the public discourse 

the reputation of higher density housing is damaged by the habit of disparagement, 

encouraged by negative media reporting (for example, O’Connor, 2005). “Density,” 

an abstraction based on an alien concept, is held responsible. 

Secondly, communities are also pre-disposed towards a high level of 

confidence in their own institutions, particularly those that have been designed to 

set and maintain standards. As Soja (2000) has observed in studies of suburban 

habits in California, some levels of community discontent are a routine condition of 

life in the suburbs, but dissent that results in action against an institution needs 

extreme provocation.159 The inclination to accept community standards that Soja 

identifies is, arguably, reflected in the assumption that a regulating standard set by 

the community’s institutions must have been satisfied, however minimally. In the 

case of house building the approval process is understood to be technically complex, 

costly, and highly regulated: public approval of housing (at all densities) can be 

interpreted as an indicator of confidence in the integrity of the system. However, 

there continues to be doubt, and even hostility, to recent higher density housing. A 

sense that housing has been taken out of the hands of the people housed and is to be 

delivered by a remote authority is apparent in general media reports; “privacy” has 

been relegated or diminished.  

 

In the present analysis, the abstract concept of privacy, and the concrete 

reality of density are joint components of a single cognitive perception. By the same 

argument privacy was embedded in Auckland’s supply system which consisted of 

small-production building firms and is itself a product of the suburban community 

and its economy (Bush, 1971). State sector housing initiatives, and private sector 

speculative housing developers have made contributions to the building of the 

suburbs but have not dominated their production. Suburban traditions in Auckland 

                                            
159 Miles Lewis, writing in the context of suburbs in Melbourne, makes similar observations (Lewis, 1999). 
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in the mid-twentieth century, as Bush (1977) noted, were mono-cultural but they 

were also socially monolithic, constructed by and for a largely classless society and 

by an incremental process.  

 

Privacy as the central concept of affective density 

 

Affective dimensions of density are governed by perceptions of privacy, 

defined as the ability to control social interaction, which, conventionally, is 

progressively reduced as density increases, and conversely induces a sense of 

isolation or disconnectedness in environments lacking in intensity at familiar levels 

(for instance, Rapoport, 1975; Jain, 2001). In this experience, privacy is a human 

perception with cultural variations that introduces unquantifiable effects. As 

Rapoport (1990a) suggests, socially diverse encounters in an increasingly complex 

and unfamiliar social group (a rare event in traditional communities, and one for 

which preparation is difficult) imposes a greater need for information to explain the 

new circumstances, and induces higher levels of confusion as additional information 

is processed and evaluated. In Auckland’s context, I suggest that strategic decisions 

to encourage higher densities are obstructed by public opposition based on the belief 

that the new denser housing typologies will signal the end of privacy in the 

suburban vernacular tradition. The socio-cultural perception of crowding in higher-

density housing is thus a response to the sense that privacy - an assumed right in 

another remembered environment - is progressively sacrificed for ill-defined 

purposes associated with sustainability.   

 

Referring to Community and Privacy: Towards a New Architecture of 

Humanism, Chermayeff and Alexander’s seminal 1960 work on concepts of privacy 

in architecture, Rapoport identifies the significance of territorial boundaries, and 

the potential value of screening devices in the boundary details of social and 
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physical environments to control permeability, or to act as “filters allowing varying 

amounts of information” to be transmitted and absorbed at an manageable rate 

(Rapoport, 1975, p.142). Perceptions of privacy include the individual’s ability to 

control, or “filter” auditory, olfactory, and visual dimensions of the domestic 

environment (Darroch, 1983). Habraken (1981, 1998) also recognised the role of 

boundaries in the process of maintaining socially acceptable levels of privacy, 

focussing on design, and the management of external spaces to achieve territorial 

control.   

Studies in parallel fields, including results of research using attribution 

models in psychology, suggest that these territorial perceptions of crowding or 

isolation also correspond to commonly experienced senses relating to the abundance 

or scarcity of resources. Loss of privacy is frequently expressed by a demonstration 

of a fear of material deprivation, which, with sufficient provocation, has the 

potential to negatively affect social behaviour (Saegerts, 1976; Jain, 2001).  Jointly, 

these theories suggest that perceptions of privacy and density are interdependent 

forces in design for ordinary housing. 

 

Origins of privacy 

 

In studies of the origins of ideas in language, Williams (1976) traces 

concepts of privacy to their association with special benefits or privileges in Roman 

law (priviligium), and in the more recent history of language, the concept of privacy 

as it is used to characterise the principle of “personal independence”. He also 

explores the relationship of privacy to class and to the rights of individuals: 

 

“’Private’ … is a record of the legitimation of a bourgeois view of life: the 

ultimate generalized privilege, however abstract in practice, of seclusion and 

protection from others, of lack of accountability to “them”; and of related 
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gains in closeness and comfort of these general kinds; … in the senses of the 

rights of the individual (to his private life or, from a quite different tradition, 

to his civil liberties) … it has been widely adopted outside the strict bourgeois 

viewpoint.” (Williams, 1976, p.204). 

 

Williams expands the concept of privacy to include ordinary human rights 

as those of any member of a free society.  At the same time he suggests that the 

“bourgeoisie” are defined by privacy: the evidence of a certain standard of privacy 

“legitimates” a class perspective, and confers social status. Perceptions of privacy 

regulate understandings that are guarantees of individual rights in the community, 

including the right to not be accountable in some circumstances, the right to 

“seclusion”, and the right to engage or disengage at different times. In the context of 

a suburban vernacular Mumford (1961, p.553) argues that the “collective will to lead 

private lives” is not only a profound social objective: it is a manifestation of privilege 

expected – an abstract representation that is reflected in what are, or are perceived 

to be, achievable standards of personal independence.  

Privacy thus becomes a condition that validates the individual, and 

conversely, its absence reflects an imprecise social position, or an absence of status 

and self-regard. For a society in which personal relationships are dominated by 

traditional class distinctions, the capacity to withdraw (to attain privacy) is a 

translation of the room spaces, room sequences, and connecting routes of the house 

plan; the right to privacy, required for the expression of self, is then evidenced by its 

spatial arrangement.160  These conditions are observed in the normative 

arrangement of nineteenth century houses described in chapter 3. 

 

Other studies in urban research (for example, Darroch, 1983; Hillier, 1988) 

which extend the spatial implications of privacy from readily controlled internal 

                                            
160 This socio-spatial arrangement is demonstrated in 19thC. British middle class housing  where a nominated 
(with)-drawing room constructs in space a definition of privacy, the acceptable degree of social engagement, and an 
exact definition of the relational status of visitors. 



 232 

arrangements to external and public space support Williams’ definition. For privacy 

as an ordinary experience, Hillier’s (1988) analysis of high density inner city 

housing in London has indicated that external spatial configuration, and the design 

of routes that provide “unconstrained natural movement” at ground level – routes 

which can be arranged to ensure a roughly quantifiable level of social activity – are 

more effective responses to privacy than a prescribed level of measured density. In 

the congested urban settings used in these studies, the ability to control exposure to 

social interaction is determined by the rate of incident and destination, space and 

route qualities (such as landscaping, lighting, and spatial function), as well as 

density. Hillier is also conscious of the sense of permanency that is conveyed by the 

urban built environment, drawing from this a perception of customary or normative 

conditions that determine relationships between people and (their) places in the 

city.  

Spatial revision and material change, frequently at a rate that would be 

considered confusing in a stable, low density context is a constant condition of the 

city, and one that distinguishes the urban environment from the sub-urban. The 

right to engage or withdraw is perceived to have been undermined when new 

developments present a different, ostensibly permanent spatial arrangement, 

adding a further source of anxiety: that, once lost, privacy will not be recoverable in 

the new and evidently permanent environment (Hillier and Stutz, 2005).  As Hillier 

(1988) suggests, the unpredictable fluidity of higher density urban environments 

can also be understood as an attack on private rights related to spatial stability, 

particularly where domestic and commercial functions intersect.  

Privacy that is apparently attainable at some level of density but eroded at 

another is a variable perception that also reflects the intensity of community 

interaction. Thus, the removal of privacy would appear to be the immediate spatial 

consequence of intensification, where the assumed social isolation of low density 

suburban housing is replaced by an environment in which the common personal 
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experience is an intensified awareness of others in the community. Social research 

studies in New Zealand suggest that community attitudes that object to urban 

planning proposals to increase density are most frequently based on these and 

similar perceptions of personal loss, usually articulated in relation to the perceived 

loss of property (for example, Vallance et al, 2003). In these studies privacy is seen 

to be associated with rights of territorial control and ownership; the defence of 

privacy becomes a matter of protecting personal rights through which individual 

achievements are externally measured. Reduced private space, a quantifiable fact of 

higher density housing, is experienced as an “invasion of privacy”, which may be 

further interpreted as “theft” or “stealing” (for instance, theft of “my backyard”, or 

“the landscape”) to suggest an actual material loss, as in a loss of property (Vallance 

et al, 2005).  

 

Locke’s concepts of privacy 

 

Conversely, privacy is reinforced by greater territorial control, and 

particularly, by private ownership, an understanding that was clear in the culture of 

the early generations and builders of Auckland’s suburbs. Goldie (1997) suggests 

that political ambitions of the founders of the suburban culture align with Locke’s 

preoccupation with property rights, alongside equality, individual enterprise, and 

community welfare.  

Other themes outlined in Goldie’s analysis of Locke’s writings also resonate 

with the aspirations of the predominantly rural culture of New Zealand’s 

immigrants. In accordance with his philosophy of protestant Christian duty, there 

are communitarian and welfarist principles in Locke’s work: the community may not 

neglect its duty to the poor, but should reward individual personal achievement, 

including material success, to enable charitable works:  
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“Locke sees private property and money as necessary instruments for 

economic growth, in order that the whole community would be enriched. He 

is not concerned to celebrate private wealth, but to enhance the ‘common 

stock’.” (Goldie, 1997, p.43). 

 

In an analysis of affective density “Locke’s privacy” is a relational concept 

that defines the individual as an independent social entity. In contrast to the 

instrumental treatment of privacy in modernist housing architecture, in Locke’s 

construct privacy is an identifiable right in which moral identity and the concept of 

self is prioritized. The modern movement’s approach to “housing” displaces personal 

autonomy: the CIAM and its followers assumed responsibility for interpretations of 

social customs. The affective element of density is re-formed as a quantifiable 

measure in housing development, while the notion of privacy is reduced to an 

institutionalised perception of a state of being, vulnerable to functional re-definition 

and arbitrary spatial variation.  

Here I suggest that in this key area of difference, the area in which privacy 

is constituted, public perceptions have identified the source of a fundamental 

departure from the established cultural tradition. Attempts by planners and 

architects to conceptualise privacy in a framework of regulations that govern only 

proximity are unable to resolve the complex diversity of such human phenomena. I 

will return to the influence of Locke’s proposition - the reversing of the traditional 

doctrine of the individual as a subject of higher authority - in chapter 8. Here, I 

suggest that this influence validates the independence of action assumed by New 

Zealand’s nineteenth century settlers. 

 

Privacy, identity-anonymity and perceptions of self in community 

 

Following Locke’s argument, Williams (1968) has suggested that concepts of 

self defined by privacy extend to relationships with others. These cultural 
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understandings are open to challenges by external actions and decisions that have 

the power to alter the existing balance of relationships between the individual and 

the social group. There is a sense that personal identity is at risk if ordinarily 

assumed rights, those that are understood to be inscribed in a convention of 

spatially and socially defined privacy, are, or can be, withdrawn or modified by 

others without negotiation – rights that are, in fact, the essence of social 

participation (reserving the right to withdraw), and the independent control of self 

in one’s individual universe. The rights that accompany ownership of property may 

thus be perceived to have been removed.  

Fairburn (1989) in his study of nineteenth century rural communities 

suggests that rights of individuals were adjusted in the period of urbanisation after 

1890 in the course of - for many - their second migration. The conditions of identity 

and thus, privacy in the rural environment of New Zealand had necessarily been re-

constituted in the process of meeting socio-economic change: the decline of 

agricultural industry had gradually eroded the practicality of the rural alternative, 

and had led, ultimately, to the compromises of twentieth century suburbs.161  

 

Amongst other writers, Goodchild (1997) has identified anonymity as a 

condition that continues to diminish perceptions of privacy, and perceptions of 

security, particularly in modern suburbs. However, Auckland’s suburbs were not the 

products of tract developers building large numbers of identical, impersonal boxes: 

the mass production methods of post-war suburbs in Britain and North America 

were not copied in New Zealand. Material supplies were under central control for 

almost two decades, leading to restrictions on gross floor areas. These restrictions 

also resulted in a levelling effect on the process of housing supply which included 

                                            
161 Britain’s urban migrations, noted by Muthesius (1982) had transformed the habit of social belonging in a rural 
community to a condition of urban anonymity. At an early stage the builders of large scale urban housing 
abandoned the tradition of individually identifying household territory. For housing supplied to the industrial 
landlords individuation was unnecessary and undesirable. Pre-industrial country towns and villages in Britain 
continue to display this tradition: in picturesque landscapes, no two houses are the same.  
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housing finance through the Housing Loans Corporation. The political intentions 

were explicit. As in other countries the suburban bourgeoisie was to be extended to 

include traditionally less affluent classes.  

But in comparison with, for instance, the Levittown projects in the United 

States, or similar large scale developments in Britain, which involved the building of 

thousands of units in effectively single contracts, suburban expansion in Auckland 

was a fragmented and incremental operation, dependent on, and responsive to the 

direct involvement of the prospective householders.162  The levelling effect of finance, 

building processes and material constraints, on the evidence of the suburbs 

themselves, was minimal. Suburban communities were content with a “bourgeois” 

environment, in which privacy and identity were adequately expressed by formal 

architectural diversity and by the opportunity to lead private lives. This was the 

fulfilment of an ambition inherited from earlier generations, as Sinclair has 

observed, carried forward into the initial stages of urbanisation.  

 

Privacy and Identity in Urban Planning  

 

The low development densities in Auckland’s suburbs attracted criticism 

from radical advocates of European urbanism (Firth and Wilson, 1949), taking 

critical positions similar to those of more recent enthusiasts for greater urban mass. 

In his account of post-1945 plans for large-scale housing intervention, Trotter (2007) 

describes a government proposal in which suburban Aucklanders would be 

encouraged to abandon their 1000m2 sections in return for an urban life in a high 

density environment. Leach (2003) describes the utopian visions outlined by the 

                                            
162 Figures for individual companies are difficult to obtain: Keith Hay Homes, one of the largest of the region’s 
house-builders have no accessible records of their output for the years between 1950 and 1970, but are thought to 
have produced about 11-12,000 houses in this period. Assuming this to be roughly accurate, their share of the 
market over the period would average less than 8% per year: other volume house-building companies probably 
contributed about 20%. Approximately 70%, on this estimate, were built by low-volume contractors and the house-
holders themselves. This pattern has continued. Industry statistics in 2003 describe an industry profile of 2 builders 
producing approximately 500 units per annum, 2 other firms producing between 250 - 350, followed by a “tail” of 
builders producing between 3 and 12 houses (Stevens, 2003). 
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Housing Department’s architects, led by Wilson, Firth, Newman, and Plischke, who 

were concerned with the future form of the city, but who despaired of the cultural 

and social anonymity of the suburbs. 

Suburban residents, free to develop their vernacular-based expressions of 

individuality were unlikely to be persuaded by this vision. They had established 

Auckland’s first period of urban expansion and had fine-tuned their social customs 

over two further generations of suburban growth. The aspirations embedded in the 

vernacular culture had focussed on property ownership and personal control.  

In this construct, economic liberty, independence within a community, 

privacy, and ultimately, the identity of the individual, are all to be found in 

suburban society, through control of property.163 The examples of higher density 

European housing held up as models for Auckland in the late 1940s suggested only a 

return to history, when high density was associated with landlord control of 

property, and consequent loss of privacy.  

The Housing Department’s ideas may have been a watershed in the history 

of housing in New Zealand. The Modernist’s, and particularly, from overseas sources 

the Internationalist’s perspectives in contemporary architecture and planning (with 

whom the Housing Department’s senior officials identified) had been unable to find 

architectural or social merit in suburban housing. Critics attributed to it the class 

limitations of mono-cultural society, a structural denial of diversity or individuality 

of built form, and for Mumford, an inevitably conformist society which “in every 

outward and inward respect [came from] a common mould, manufactured in the 

central metropolis” (Mumford, 1961, p. 579).  

 

Typically, Mumford’s attack on mass suburbia continued: 

                                            
163 In the future, Auckland was to become, as Trotter describes it, the “anarchic, automobile-inspired, socially 
dislocated sprawl of [the] present-day” (Trotter, 2007, p. 205); in vernacular theory relating to form, if this became 
an obstruction to continuity of the culture, then internal modifications would emerge to correct it.  
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“(The) habit of low-density building is the residual bequest of the original 

romantic movement, and by now it is one of the chief obstacles to 

reassembling the parts of the city and reuniting them in a new pattern that 

shall offer much richer resources for living … suburban standards of open 

space, with free-standing houses, often as few as five houses to the acre, has 

been maintained …” (Mumford, 1961, p.580-581). 164 

 

Aside from the inefficiency of its use of land, suburban development was 

condemned for its disconnected communities (Firth and Wilson, 1949; Leach, 2003). 

Auckland, however, according to Trotter (2007), expanded from 1900 onwards with 

an effective but minimal public transport system. Auckland’s new  bourgeoisie were 

committed to a housing culture that depended on low density development. More 

extensive public transport systems were unnecessary because increasing affluence, 

the intended economic outcome of the social process, supplied the means to private 

transport.  The growth of the city into a low-density suburban morphology was not a 

retreat from a sophisticated and dynamic urban centre, but the product of an 

urbanised settler community whose aspirations were based on spatial and economic 

independence. Historians confirm that the class monoculture that thrived in the 

suburbs was broadly indifferent to the influences of other external factors, and 

positively resistant to the urbanists in the Housing Ministry (Dunstall, 1992; 

Ferguson, 1994; Schrader, 2005).  

 

Suburban vernacular architecture and the realisation of identity   

 

For Auckland’s suburban inhabitants, the opportunity to frequently modify 

and re-express individual identity through external and internal alterations was 

understood to depend on the physical space of a 1000m2 section, active participation, 

simple building systems, and the absence of interference from a controlling 

                                            
164 Equivalent to 12 dwellings per hectare, or similar to the average net residential density in Auckland after 1920. 
The phrase Mumford uses (“as few as”) implies that 5 units per acre is a scandalously profligate density. 
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authority. Personalisation or customisation of property is a respected tradition of 

the vernacular that defines a recognizable unit of social space, and that also serves 

as a means of communication. Rapoport (1990b) suggests that the messages 

signalled by personalisation simultaneously notify particular social aspirations, and 

maintain distinctions between groups. Preserving the individuality of a house, he 

argues is regarded as both an expression of inclusion in the neighbourhood 

community, and separation from it: a design that makes a small statement of 

separateness without an explicit rejection of shared values is the principal design 

language of the suburban genre (Rapoport, 1990b).165  

To an experienced observer familiar with the suburb, the variation of 

building detail codifies routes and locations and creates legibility. The exuberant 

details of late Victorian and Edwardian villas lost favour as architectural tastes 

shifted to more subtle and less opulent expressions of style in the 1920s. Over-stated 

Edwardian villa frontages enriched the street but with an excess of identifying 

detail that became a confusing message, and also, remembering the extreme 

simplicity of back elevations, loaded too heavily with claims to individuality. 

Salmond (1986) suggests that these extravagant details came to be seen as 

pretentious as well as troublesome for maintenance in the longer term.  

Conventions of design in this context are informal. They are defined partly 

by materiality and partly by the intensity of the spatial order which is also reflected 

in measured densities illustrated in figures 12 and 13 in chapter 6. Identity is 

maintained by observance of the customary range of variations, and by planning 

regulations that patrol the boundaries and protect the vernacular. In practice, the 

boundaries are constantly tested by architects, often aiming to import a degree of 

privacy, or style difference that is greater than the degree of variation accepted in 

                                            
165 In Auckland’s suburbs individuation is most effective when it is expressed in the public façade using the 
standard and limited range of materials, paint colours, building forms and standard details: in combination these 
under-state finely-varied levels of difference. 
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the conventional suburban order. This is illustrated by an architect’s house in 

Kohimarama.166   

Communal rights expressed in this form are an assumed understanding in 

which the subtleties become, in some situations, liable to misinterpretation. 

Rapoport’s (1990a) account of an American family, who were pursued through the 

courts for building a house too similar to the one next door, illustrates the 

convention relating to the right, but also the obligation, to maintain a degree of 

difference, regarded in this instance as a legal right: the “right” to difference may 

reverse, to become an obligation in the neighbourhood, requiring an identifiable 

gesture of difference. In the sense that identity and privacy are rights claimed as a 

form of privilege, and that in a civil society the individual and the community have 

reciprocal rights (the mechanism that effectively grants the privilege claimed), the 

assumption of a higher level of privacy can also be interpreted as an act in which an 

individual is “taking (away)” something that belongs to the community, expressed in 

the form of the tacit agreement in the vernacular.  

In each of these examples - of extreme disassociation, and of over-imitation - 

the rights of the community are imprecisely defined, but are also plainly understood. 

The language of the vernacular is sufficiently plain to be readable by non-residents, 

further clarifying the messages evident in the Kohimarama house, which 

communicates its disaffection to all passersby. The issue of identity is thus an aspect 

of privacy which activates and in each of the examples discussed, offends commonly 

held vernacular understandings. 

 

                                            
166 An architect’s house in Kohimarama provides an example: in its deliberate rejection of conventions relating to 
façade design the house acknowledges the boundary that defines the shades of privacy acceptable in the vernacular. 
The house illustrates two aspects of codified constraints. In its use of materials, colour, and scale, the building does 
not challenge the unwritten vernacular convention, but the blank elevation to the street suggests that the 
inhabitants are disinclined to “belong”. The balances between individual and community rights are consequently 
challenged by the perception that the architect’s family have made a claim to “more” privacy than others in the 
neighbourhood. The architect has also chosen to make this challenge in the material language of the vernacular, by 
importing a deviant architectural statement in the context of, to use van Eyck’s term, the “configurative form”. In 
doing so, the house avoids the conventional gestures of communication. At the same time the vernacular signals - to 
the observer - its intolerance of significant deviations, marking the house as a non-conforming intruder by its 
excessive indifference to its neighbours. 
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Privacy, security and crime 

 

Identity recognisable in the wider community reinforces a sense of personal 

security, which medium and higher density developments are thought to lack 

(Darroch, 1983; Rapoport, 1990a). Housing developments generally suffer from the 

association of higher densities with lower-income housing, particularly in urban 

communities where extremes of wealth are greater than those in New Zealand.  

Problems of social dysfunction, anomie, crime and vandalism, where they occur in 

high density “social” or public housing schemes in Britain, Australia, and North 

America, are perceived to be caused by an absence of security (Newman, 1973; 

Coleman, 1985; Tiesdall and Oc, 1998; Cozens, Hillier & Prescott, 2002).  

Newman made direct connections between density and the physically 

hazardous environments of high density social housing projects in an influential 

study in New York carried out in 1972.167 Concerned with an urban environment 

that (was) “possibly the most cogent ally the criminal has in his victimization of 

society” the study found fault with many aspects of housing design (Newman, 1973, 

p.44). The principal sources of insecurity were identified in Newman’s study as the 

ambiguity of anonymous public spaces, inside or external to buildings, a finding 

confirmed by Hillier’s (1988) analysis based on British examples in the 1980s. 

Newman’s solution is to reduce public authority-managed space to the minimum 

possible, to eliminate all “left-over” space from the public realm, and to arrange 

private ownership of as much ground level space as is possible in the layout.168  

Coleman’s (1985) London study found that perceptions of insecurity are 

intensified in enclosed common spaces of multi-occupied buildings. The leading 

                                            
167 The New York University Project for Security Design in Residential Areas, 1972, directed by Oscar Newman. The 
study lead to Newman’s influential 1973 book, “Defensible Space”, which criticised planning and design, and offered 
numerous solutions for the detailed arrangement of higher density housing. Densities in New York, however, are 
not comparable to those in any part of Australasia. Newman’s later publications have addressed the management of 
low income housing, rather than seek refinements in architectural design. 
168 Newman developed the concept of “defensible space” from which he proposed design criteria for safer housing: 
crime and vandalism can be contained or prevented by observing basic design rules for entrances, openings for 
ventilation, external spaces and routes, informal surveillance, and in the finer details, by the use of external 
lighting, locks, bars, and other security devices. 
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examples are slab apartment blocks built for social housing, where common 

ownership accompanied by infrequent maintenance and the complete absence of a 

traditional public domain such as an open street, have been identified as a source of 

perceptions of insecurity (Coleman, 1985; Horsey, 1985; Lynch and Hack, 1998).169  

The high-rise typologies that generate these categories of ambiguous public space 

are infrequent in New Zealand: beyond a small number of examples in the main city 

centres, multi-storey housing blocks using lift access have not been built for public 

housing since the 1960s. The un-owned left-over space, however, is a persistent 

feature of lower-density layouts, and a common source of dispute from which 

perceptions of insecurity arise, in public and private sector housing. Density, 

however, is not found to relate to such problem spaces.170   

 

Studies of the relationship of criminal activity to density have recorded 

numerous correlations between low-income neighbourhoods and the low-level 

criminal activities of theft and burglary, and similar anti-social behaviour but have 

been unable to find evidence to support the common perception that crime and 

higher densities are linked (Syme, McGregor and Mead, 2005; Palmer, Zeirsch, 

Arthurson and Baum, 2005). Vallance et al, (2003) have drawn similar conclusions, 

but have also revealed a cluster of anxieties about safety that relate to design rather 

than density - traffic movements, particularly reversing manoeuvres, over-looking, 

opportunities for concealment, and ill-defined public spaces. These design issues do 

not appear to relate to particular density levels. Proximities in the smaller spaces of 

medium density layouts impose a need for changes of, for instance, driving and 

parking habits. Enforced changes such as these are cumulative, and usually 

                                            
169 Public housing programmes in all European countries and in the United States used high-rise blocks to increase 
housing densities in inner city districts. Wide-frontage slab blocks with central double-banked corridors were 
preferred to “point” or “tower” blocks for reasons of construction economy.  
170 Managers of the state housing corporation (HNZC) are aware of maintenance and “policing” problems of such 
spaces as landscaped roadside verges and small park spaces, which sometimes attract disused cars, discarded house 
hold equipment, furniture, and so on (Graham, pers. comm., 2005). 
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contribute to heightened anxieties that express a sense of a loss of control; they are 

also commonly attributed to insecurity, and indirectly, to density (Jain, 2001).  

Robust vernacular habits and a mono-cultural suburban community in the 

mid-twentieth century encouraged the personal freedoms of unlocked houses and 

cars, and undefended homes (Bush, 1971). In Auckland’s climate, closing and 

locking ground-level bedroom windows (in the standard single-storey detached 

house) at night is undesirable for more than half of the year, and the habit of 

retaining ventilation from open windows has been a form of liberty widely assumed 

by suburban house holders. The impacts of consumerism and externalities such as 

the increasingly common insistence of insurers to protect ownership of easily 

transported possessions with an electronic armoury of locks and alarms, have 

contributed to a sense of insecurity that affects low-density suburban housing and 

higher density developments equally. But in such an environment, perceptions of 

increased density compound anxieties related to security and thus, indirectly, affect 

the relational concept of privacy as it has evolved in the suburban vernacular. 

 

Influences of security and typological variants 

 

Three variations of medium density developments in Auckland where 

design strategies that prioritize security have been adopted are outlined to illustrate 

relationships of security to density. In prioritising security these developments form 

a sub-category of the genre that are characterised by security rather than density. 

Extended interpretations of privacy are more fully explained by a brief summary of 

these variations.  

 

(i) Developments based on neo-traditional design  

Newman’s proposals for defensible space are referenced frequently in the 

literature of neo-traditionalist planning (for example, Dutton, 2000). New Urbanism, 
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its associated movement, the Smart Growth initiative and the UVF place design for 

safety and domestic security high on their lists of design priorities, where it is 

represented as an issue related to sustainability. This focus is intended to reassure 

potential buyers that higher density housing is not inherently insecure (Kreiger, 

1999; Duany and Plater-Zyberk, 2001). Thus, developers of New Urbanist projects 

make claims to the effect that their particular design strategy offers a solution to 

home security, and that the perceptions of insecurity associated with higher density 

should not be applied to them. 

In local applications of these strategies the implications of increased density 

are extended to include the suggestion that security is a scarce commodity, but one 

that can be enhanced by proximity. Making explicit use of this interpretation, it is 

possible in a New Urbanist-styled development for residents to leave home “without 

the normal concern of (sic) what might happen whilst [they] are gone”, as one 

developer has advertised a project in Christchurch (Winstanley, Thorns and 

Perkins, 2003, p.184). Such representations of security in housing design use a 

normalisation of crime to exaggerate risk for promotional purposes: they also 

dispose of anxiety in relation to security in a comparatively dense layout. 

The sales material thus succeeds in associating enhanced security with, 

firstly, proximity (to overcome a prospective purchaser’s possible resistance to 

higher than normal densities), secondly, with an as yet unformed community, and 

thirdly with New Urbanism, represented as a form of housing that offers solutions 

to these perceived dilemmas, and presented in a comforting architectural style of 

building. New Urbanism’s pre-occupation with security exposes the promotional 

orientation of its design theory by the suggestion of a monopoly: that its particular 

niche in the housing market offers an exclusive understanding of security problems 

which its competitors have over-looked.  
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(ii) Density and gated communities. 

 

Gated developments are represented in Appendix A by 11 schemes.171 In 

their emphasis on security, neo-traditional developers have re-invigorated notions of 

defence in relation to concepts of “home”. Defensive housing developments protected 

by walls and gates have appeared in Auckland in numerous schemes since the mid-

1990s, with, in some instances, gates added as a later modification (Dixon, Dupuis 

and Lysnar, 2004).172  Gated developments imply a concern with domestic security: 

the gates separate the community from the neighbourhood, to construct, in the 

development theory, a superior housing environment with the appearance of 

isolation, and thus protection, from an unreliable urban environment.  

Security becomes a unifying focus of interest for management and social 

groups formed by residents (Dixon & Dupuis, 2004). Soja (2000) suggests that there 

may be a concomitant sense of protection by the assurance that other members of 

the community inside the gates will be people “like them”. Such perceptions are 

compounded by sales price controls, maintenance contracts, behavioural regulation, 

and restrictive covenant-based activities of body corporates acting on their behalf. 

Although historical suburban developments in Britain and North America constitute 

a form of precedent for walled and gated housing it is widely held that these 

arrangements make a minimal contribution to the security of the individual resident 

and are principally intended to serve a marketing strategy (Cuthbert, 2006).173,174  

The presence of security gates reinforce perceptions that lack of security is 

correctly associated with higher density housing, by the implication that these 

                                            
171 The gated projects are: 6-37, 14-42, 26-53, 28-56, 31-62, 34-65, 37-69, 38-69, 45-85, 48-94, 49-94. 
172 These follow North American “gated communities” which provide housing for more than 4 million people in over 
20,000 developments; the compounds offer a walled enclosure, sometimes with its own armed security patrol, adding 
a second layer of defence between the unit of accommodation and the outer urban environment. (Scott and Soja, 
1996). 
173   Early Victorian suburbs modelled on “parks” are similar to gated schemes (George, 2000): see footnote 52. 
174  The Tuscany Towers development in New Lynn (14-42) described in Chapter 5, is an example. Larger 
developments that have retro-fitted gates have frequently done so in response to the notion that gated properties 
attract higher value. Later experiences do not always justify the costs and inconvenience, according to one manager: 
the gate motors are liable to break down, or sliding gates jam, and minor collisions necessitate expensive repairs, 
with some resident’s cars trapped inside (author’s site notes, St Georges Terraces (26-53)). 
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measures are advisable and that they are responsibly provided by the better 

developers. Even in small examples of Auckland’s gated developments, internal site 

security is given priority over relationships with the wider neighbourhood, 

exchanging social integration for a supposedly higher level of personal security. 

Commercial advantage, however, with a perception of higher market values shared 

by developers and gated community householders, is, arguably the dominant theme 

in Auckland’s developments of this type, rather than genuine anxieties deriving 

from security, or an articulated rejection of the neighbourhood community. 

 

(iii) Co-housing development and security   

 

Co-housing developments are based on social objectives with explicit 

community intentions, rather than commercial advantage, but they have other 

commonalities with gated housing. The only recent co-housing scheme in Auckland, 

the Earthsong development of 32 units at Ranui (4-33), maintains a high standard 

of security for its community, by control of the site access road, and by alarm 

installations, as well as informal surveillance by the community’s members. 

Security for the 55-60 residents in the Earthsong project is also assured by an 

organised participating community, an explicit objective of the co-housing strategy 

from its early stages. In this example the community has formed around shared 

activities, particularly in weekly meals, central social and administrative facilities, 

and a form of micro-democracy of internal government (Algie and Allison, 2002).  
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Figure 17: Earthsong, Ranui site plan 

 

 

In the first decade of its presence in West Auckland the social and 

community objectives at Earthsong have been largely internalised. 175 Density is not 

an objective with commercial implications: rather, it describes the desired spatial 

proximity that the initiating group judged ideal for the development of the social 

functions of its community. Individual units exhibit considerable interior variation, 

reflecting a high level of participation in planning the detail of the houses.  The 

scheme’s official density of 26 dwellings per hectare is finely-calculated in the 

physical interpretation of the co-housing strategy, with security, privacy, and 

                                            
175 Parking is arranged along the west boundary; a footpath system permits emergency access to all the house units. 
The site includes a wetland pond fed by surface water drainage using swales from the whole site, incorporated as a 
natural environmental element (Angell, 2002).  
The higher measured density figure (33 dph) is obtained by Earthsong’s site planning, for instance the separation of 
parking from houses, the site space allocated to productive gardens, and the central communal buildings, all of 
which are standard features of co-housing schemes. The re-calculated density of 33 dph allows for floor areas in the 
communal buildings added to the total on a pro rata basis, but the figure given excludes frontage site areas where 
commercial floor space is planned. All of Earthsong’s units are oriented to maximise solar advantage, for water 
heating and the natural benefits of passive solar access to individual living spaces. 
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identity all significant elements in the construct, but it is nonetheless a carefully 

decoded factor in the spatial plan.176  

Eliminating the site planning features that penalise layout efficiency from 

the density calculation - environmental features such as the large wetland-pond 

which would not occur in a conventional suburban development - but including 

parking and access, the net residential density is re-calculated at 33 dwellings per 

hectare. This figure optimizes the density at which short terraces of two-storey 

houses can be developed with a full range of sustainable design strategies for water, 

solar access, surface permeability, garden areas, and renewable or recyclable 

construction materials: a higher density would preclude, progressively, some, and 

ultimately, most of these features. 

 

Density and privacy in typological variants 

 

Of the three principal variants, the Earthsong co-housing scheme most 

clearly displays the current possibilities of sustainable design at medium densities. 

However, the development is not a product of the commercial housing market. 

Earthsong is dependent on a much higher level of commitment to process, and 

subsequently to engagement in the evolving community than that expected in a 

suburban vernacular culture. As the project demonstrates, a small scheme may take 

many years to bring to fruition, and in its process, may draw the available stock of 

energy for producing this housing type from a wide area, exhausting it at the same 

time (Algie and Allison, 2002). In this respect Earthsong is necessarily categorised 

as an experiment (a glorious one), created by a set of specialised conditions, rather 

than as a model in a market-oriented system of supply. Its principal merits are in its 

                                            
176 26 dwellings per hectare is the figure stated in the Resource Consent application, where density was, from the 
documentation, a contested issue. 
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implementation of sustainable design strategies, its community and its flexible 

response to the needs of individual house-holders.  

 

Auckland’s gated developments prioritise internal site security over 

relationships with the wider neighbourhood, exchanging social integration for a 

claimed enhanced level of personal security. This is evident even in small schemes. 

Developers of gated schemes diverge from New Urbanist principles, relying on the 

swipe-card barrier-defence at site entrances rather than the ideas that proximity 

reinforces security and that higher levels of surveillance originate in increased 

densities. In these typological variations it is apparent that privacy, as an 

expression of selfhood, is a minor consideration, with the principal focus, firstly, on 

security, and secondly, on identity through membership of the group.  

Privacy in the functional and environmental sense (of over-looking, acoustic 

separation, and boundary definition) is provided by compliance with statutory rules 

of layout - the application of privacy defined in the technical process of site planning. 

But I argue that the concept of privacy as a tacit understanding in the vernacular is 

suppressed by uniformity, repetition, and restrictive design and management 

practices in both neo-traditional projects and the gated variation. 

 

Relational identity: uniformity, diversity and the vernacular 

 

Previous discussion in this chapter has addressed concepts of privacy and 

security in relation to density, while the third element of identity has been discussed 

as a subsidiary concept of privacy. Individuation in housing architecture is a further 

area of difficulty, since repetition, regularity, and uniformity in detail are perceived 

as negative characteristics of the typology.  

In a housing vernacular, individuality is usually expressed by signs drawn 

from a small repertoire of building details (Oliver, 1975). Alexander (1974, 1977) 
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argues that the small marks of difference are intended to convey meanings which 

are understood to extend the initial act of commitment to the wider community, and 

to indicate continuing participation, presence and the will to be included. Variations 

of detail distinguish houses from each other at the initial construction stage, but 

derive further significance from the passage of time (occasional alterations and 

improvements, which are intentionally made visible) and from the process of 

maintenance, which offers many opportunities for discreet revisions of the messages 

transmitted.  

 

The difficulty of creating differentiation is apparent in many of Auckland’s 

recent developments. Repetitive forms of medium density housing frustrate the 

inherited habit of being able to register the individual in the suburban mass, by the 

detail of fences, steps, doors, and gardens. Commonly, attempts are made to 

individualise units of housing by alternating front elevation parapet details using 

false gables with arched heads, pediments, and horizontal parapets, or cornice 

variations in sometimes random sequences. More arbitrarily, external colour 

schemes are used to suggest variation.  

But housing developers in a competitive market need to achieve economies 

of scale by standardising details. The framing for the parapet variation is an 

inexpensive site operation, while a genuine saving in project cost can be achieved by 

bulk repetition of load-bearing wall framing, with standardised openings for 

windows and doors, and the secondary components themselves. The elements that 

describe human occupation, for instance, entrance details, windows and doors are 

more expensive to vary. In addition, Dixon & Dupuis (2004) note that body corporate 

arrangements suppress individuality further by restrictive covenants, particularly 

by imposing collective maintenance programmes which intercede between the 

householder and the building itself.  
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Alexander (1979) describes these forms of intervention as “self-conscious”: it 

is an attempt to replicate the organic unself-conscious variation always observed in 

vernacular building, and becomes a pretension to individuality when applied for a 

decorative purpose: as a self-conscious variation it has no meaning in the language 

of a particular tradition. Limited plurality in traditional communities was 

accompanied by a developed system of communication using formal and syntactical 

devices, and the house holder was a readily identifiable participant in the building 

process (Alexander, 1979). Capricious variations detached from practical need or 

modes of vernacular expression reflect the difficulty of plurality faced by the 

architects of the modern movement, and identified by van Eyck as “the problem of 

humanizing large numbers” (van Eyck, in Scott, 1963). The architects engaged in 

Auckland’s new medium density developments now share this difficulty with 

designers of the post-war mass housing programmes in Europe, and have 

encountered the ambiguities of “large numbers” and anonymous clients - tenants, 

purchasers, or the unknown user.  

I will return to the issue of identity in chapter 8 in a discussion of Locke’s 

concept of privacy; here, I argue that the inauthentic nature of identity achieved 

through arbitrary design intervention is not able to replicate the diversity of a 

vernacular housing culture. It does, however, illuminate an area of unresolved 

difficulty encountered in the process of modifying a housing culture: that of, in this 

instance, the artificial character of the process of manufacturing a sense of identity 

on behalf of an anonymous occupier.  

 

Identity in design and the influence of speculative process  

 

Designers working with higher density housing briefs engage speculatively 

with this problem. Creative speculation is a departure from normal practice for most 

New Zealand architects, who are used to making design decisions by habit and 
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through individual aesthetic preferences. Speculations in the new process involve 

experiment and the acceptance of risk affecting, particularly, material choices, site 

planning, and formal aesthetics of style. I suggest that density is a contributing 

factor: arbitrary variations are made in response to the need to construct identity, 

and thus to construct an implication of privacy by diversity of form. In this 

observation, it is suggested that designers seek to obscure density increases by 

architectural innovation. This introduces a speculative, risk-based experimental 

design approach.  

Auckland’s suburban customs, however, habitually avoided radical 

experiment. In an unself-conscious vernacular architecture, experiment is irrational 

and unnecessary, and is seen as a challenge to the tacit truths embodied in tradition 

(Alexander, 1979; Ghirado, 1996). As Alexander (1979) notes, artifice is immediately 

detectable in the urban environment; non-traditional forms are unsettling, and are 

perceived as disingenuous, false, pretentious, and counter-intuitive.  

Additionally, technical failures of thin exterior cladding systems have 

associated higher density with adobe-style modern architecture and thus with leaky 

building problems. The leaky building reputation thus adds to perceptions of loss, 

multiplying the confusions that, according to Saegerts (1976) create anxieties 

initially relating to privacy and to safety. The sense of loss extends into adjacent 

areas that affect perceptions of, inwardly, self and social standing, and outwardly, 

the reputation of the community’s own institutions. The outcomes of experiments 

associated with higher density thus compare unfavourably with the layered 

defensible spaces of traditional low density suburban housing.  
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Conclusions 

 

Density controls were originally intended to prevent over-development, and 

used as planning ordinances to set maximum permissible levels of housing intensity 

(Hooper, 1994). After some decades of neglect, and in pursuit of city sustainability, 

the enduring theme of density is now being promoted to generate more efficient 

housing development (Jenks and Dempsey, 2005; DETR, 1998; NSW UDAS, 1998a, 

1998b). Typically in this literature:  “… density is being re-appraised as a possible 

tool for use in the new drive for sustainability and protection of the finite land 

resource …” (DETR 1998, p.27). Paradoxically, the role of density is now, in some 

instances, reversed - minimum densities are being pressed on developers by 

planning authorities in Britain and North America where policies are in place to 

meet sustainable development objectives (Breheny, 1997; CABE, 2003). But in the 

argument here the function of density in the planning process in Auckland is 

compromised by over-cautious definitions used by the regulating authorities, and by 

inexperience in design practice.  

 

For an existing housing culture, I suggest that the critical dimensions of 

density are those defined by Rapoport as affective elements, and that in the New 

Zealand context the concept of privacy is the dominant consideration. Privacy as a 

social concept in modern use originated, as this analysis has suggested, in the works 

of Locke, whose political philosophies are identified as the foundation of the liberal 

political aspirations brought to New Zealand with the early settlers, and which 

continue to be present in suburban social ideologies.  

Based on these philosophies, the suburban vernacular in Auckland evolved 

from a cautious process in which financial risk was contained by small scale 

production, limited material choice, and also by a close alignment of the designed 

product to practical needs through the mechanisms of tacit knowledge embedded in 
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the vernacular. In this argument the housing culture is tied to these vernacular 

customs, and the suburbs are an expression of them, in configuration, and in the 

manner of their production and occupation. 

The analysis of affective density has extended the meaning of privacy to 

locate privacy in understandings represented in vernacular conventions. Affective 

dimensions of density are qualitative and subjective, but at the same time the 

influence on design of interpreting, refining and occasionally re-defining the concept 

of privacy is, I suggest a critical element in the setting of functional parameters for 

higher density housing. 

In ordinary perceptions of residential space, affective density assumes 

greater significance for its transformational effect on the social constructs of the 

vernacular, as a result of both quantifiable and perceived proximity. Density is thus 

a design device qualified by numerical reference, but is also a relational and 

qualitative mechanism by its referencing of the cultural and social traditions of the 

vernacular. In planning and architectural practice in Auckland, density continues to 

be an instrumental concept. Its role is functionally constrained and conceptually 

restricted by an instrumental application through an inadequate system of 

measurement which obstructs the potential for its interpretative and creative use. 
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Chapter 8 

 
The principles and politics of privacy 

 

 

“… tis [consciousness] .. makes everyone to be what he calls self, and thereby 

distinguishes himself from all other thinking things; in this alone consists personal 

identity”. 

John Locke: Essay Concerning Human Understanding 2:27, 9; 1997 (orig. 

1692-7). 

 

 

Introduction 

 

From the previous chapter privacy is a personal cognitive response to the 

inhabited environment, and an ordinary human experience that registers 

perceptions of social and spatial comfort in a familiar context. It has been noted that 

privacy is associated with personal and communal rights, which are tested in 

physically denser urban environments. Rapoport’s definitions of affective density 

recognised these dimensions in a universalised context of housing (Rapoport, 1985). 

Locke’s philosophy located concepts of privacy in a culture developed from 

protestantism and a capitalist political economic system that re-positioned the 

individual citizen, granted reward for labour, and included property in a framework 

of personal rights. 

Chapter 8 extends the analysis to establish notions of privacy as a 

relational social phenomenon in the suburban culture. I argue that planning and 

architecture are primarily social constructs, with socially determined objectives. The 

practice of planning now operates in a political economy structured by the 
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philosophies of neo-liberalism, which has also embraced the meta-narrative of 

sustainability in its socio-economic discourse.  

In this chapter Locke’s doctrines are considered as the source of connecting 

ideas that lie between political and social theory of suburban understandings and 

the prevailing political discourse. The chapter is divided into three sections, to 

discuss, firstly, Locke’s concept of privacy in relation to its definition as an affective 

dimension of density; secondly, the influence of Liberalism on the development of 

twentieth century suburban paradigms, and thirdly, planning for higher density 

housing in an era dominated by neo-liberal economic systems.  

I argue that there are sequential contradictions between the imperatives of 

a market economy and New Zealand’s social culture as it is reflected in the RMA. 

Privacy - when identified as a “social fact” - is particularly affected by these 

contradictions, which are significant for the effectiveness of legislation that 

regulates development, and for design of future developments of higher density 

housing.  

 

Constructs of privacy in housing and the influence of Locke 

 

Williams (1976) locates privacy in the context of a bourgeois society 

suggesting that an individual’s sense of privacy is a measure of self-worth that 

legitimizes other social and community rights. He refers to Locke’s Essay 

Concerning Human Understanding in which Locke asserted that rights of the 

individual are manifested in the attainment of liberty through the construct of 

privacy, and that perceptions of privacy are the source of confirmation of self, and 

thus identity.  

Locke argued that self, defined as the individual, is the existence of 

consciousness, in a state of being which precedes and takes priority over all other 

forms of duty. From this position Locke proposed that the individual has prior rights 
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over any obligations that may be imposed by the community.  One’s first duty is to 

oneself, and to one’s own well-being, and other obligations or duties (to community 

or to the state) are only made possible by an act of consent which constitutes a 

political act in one’s society.   

 

Locke’s argument: theories of property rights 

 

In three areas Locke’s influence is identifiable in the nineteenth century 

political society of New Zealand’s immigrants. Locke’s Essays proposed a new 

relationship between the individual and society: in his theory people enter political 

society on the basis of “an act of consent which constitutes the social contract” in 

which the private concept of self is paramount (Goldie, 1993, p.xxvii). Locke’s 

“trinity” of natural rights, of life, liberty, and estate, which may be described more 

narrowly as the property of one-self, and is thus the manifestation of the 

relationship, and evidence of a contract that both sides are required to respect. 

Further, Locke’s proposition of individual rights holds that private 

acquisition and continuity of ownership of property is rightfully considered to be a 

duty to one-self. There are “natural” entitlements to property; and that property 

improved by labour is to be treated as an investment of self. Beyond the acquisition 

of property there are proposals for intricate systems for inheritance, transfer, and 

possible future allegiances (Locke, 1997). These extensions ensure continuity of the 

private rights attaching to property by their transfer to following generations. 

Locke’s argument: 

 

“..  upholds the (natural) right of a man to possess whatever he acquires by 

work, exchange, contract or bequest, and specifically defends the resulting 

“inequality of private possessions.” (Lessnoff, 1986, p.61- 64) 
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As Lessnoff suggests, from his prioritization of personal rights Locke may be 

seen as “a spokesman for the rising bourgeoisie”. Locke “specifically defends” 

variations in material wealth. Such inequalities do not affect the principle of 

privacy. As a seventeenth century political philosophy Locke’s arguments may be 

regarded as naïve in terms of class distinctions and social mobility that developed 

afterwards. But Locke saw that the social economy of a liberalised society would 

move towards private ownership of property, and that this would enlarge the private 

domain in a rational social process. 

New Zealand’s nineteenth century immigrants were prospective land-owners 

with the attendant political rights. Locke’s theory of society thus corresponds to the 

material aspirations of colonising immigrants, particularly in the sense that their 

ambitions of progressing towards a property-owning society are encouraged 

(Lessnoff, 1986).  

Lessnoff’s references to the growth of middle-class society and the material 

pre-occupations that accompanied it can thus be seen in the context of the later 

social phenomena of the nineteenth and twentieth centuries as results of Locke’s 

argument, rather than its stated purpose, or its intended consequence.  

 

Political philosophies affecting colonisation after Locke 

 

There is general agreement that Locke’s work provided the foundations for 

eighteenth century political economists, particularly Hume, and Smith, and later, 

Malthus and Bentham in the continuum of philosophical tradition in the English 

language (Feser, 2007). This may be regarded as the second of Locke’s influences on 

colonial society, even if an indirect one.  

Thomson (2001) summarises Locke’s position on property, in which Locke 

acknowledged the duty of government to provide regulation. Through the ordinary 

political discourse it is likely, as Thomson suggests, that the immigrants were aware 
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of Bentham’s argument against the concept of universal human rights based on 

equality - the proposition that all men are equal - proclaimed by French and 

American republicans. The revolutionaries declared that rights would be distributed 

equally, regardless of individual merit. For New Zealand’s settlers, these rights were 

not to be seen as assumed or universal; rather, they were privileges, earned by 

work, and leading to civil status in a social contract. In the emerging colony, civil 

rights would be guaranteed by a monarchical, rather than a republican system of 

government, ensuring that the corresponding party in the social contract was a 

familiar authority established by tradition.  

At the time of early New Zealand settlement Mill’s secular philosophies of 

utilitarianism were also well-known, and part of the ordinary political discourse. 

These ideas envisaged a social order based on “practical independence and the 

legitimate pursuit of happiness” (Warnock, 1973). Settlers sought happiness 

through their own labour capitalised in independent property control, and in social 

and civil advancement represented by material ownership.177  

In other respects, however, as Locke argued, “property rights must be 

framed around the rights of personality, to which every rational being is entitled” 

(Locke, 1997, quoted in Goldie, 1997, p.xx): Locke’s Essays thus directed political 

theory towards the nineteenth century liberal perspective that anticipated the 

legitimacy of private property ownership in a future society.  

 

The third of Locke’s influences is traced to his involvement with 

constitutional justifications for colonisation in eastern North America, where his 

proposals had established a basis for immigration.178 His analysis of the rights of the 

                                            
177 Mill’s philosophy of Utilitarianism has been referred to in Chapter 3. In the settler’s outlook, there may have 
been a degree of acquiescence to the principle of enfranchisement restricted to owners of property, which Locke, in 
one interpretation, is thought to have embraced (Goldie, 1993); in Britain, at the time of New Zealand’s annexation 
and early settlement, universal suffrage was a distant prospect, but civil rights gained by property ownership were 
normal qualifications for participation in the political process. 
178 Locke was appointed as the “assistant pen” to Lord Shaftesbury, a “proprietor” of Carolina for Charles II, 
producing constitutional proposals for the settlement of the colony (1669); he wrote on the subject of Toleration 
(1667-1679), an Essay on the proper treatment of protestant Hugenot refugees from religious persecutions in France 
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coloniser cast a new light on theories of colonisation and on the rights of new 

immigrants in existing, and possibly lawfully established societies. Drawing on 

Hobbes’ earlier work, Locke’s argument for a tacit agreement between settlers and 

colonial proprietors - which provided the basis of the social contract of settlement 

rights - served to validate the settlers’ occupation of contested lands. Wakefield’s 

“scientific” colonisation scheme for New Zealand in the 1840s closely resembled 

Locke’s proposed model for a hierarchical social structure for the Carolinas, in which 

land distribution was to be based on class distinctions and graduated civil rights. 

This model would ensure that a cross-section of English society would be replicated 

in the colonies. Locke’s radical model endorsed the right of settlers to own land and 

benefit from its development, and in doing so anticipated the social mobility that 

would follow in later generations (Goldie, 1993). 

Locke had studied the problems of population growth and social instability 

in England, and as Feser (2007) suggests he anticipated the potential of colonial re-

settlements as a part of a long-term solution to a potentially severe problem. It is 

reasonable to speculate that nineteenth century settlers were aware of Malthus’ 

predictions about the politically destabilising effects of population growth, since the 

congestive effects of urbanisation were amongst the most persuasive reasons for 

emigration. In the 1840s the distant monarch and her representatives in the colony 

authorized the presence of the colonisers. Their legitimacy in the colonising 

activities of land acquisition and distribution, it is argued, was in accordance with 

Locke’s, rather than Mill’s principles of property.  

 

                                                                                                                                  
(1690), and in 1693, on the subject of General Naturalisation (Goldie, 1993; Feser, 2007). In these texts Locke 
advocated for a form of protestant liberalism based on rights of individuals, and advised political pragmatism and 
social justice.  
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Locke and privacy in suburban cultures 

 

The origins of nineteenth century liberal political philosophies and those, 

according to Fairburn (1989) closest to the political aspirations of ordinary settlers 

in New Zealand can thus be traced to Locke’s political Essays.179  In the suburban 

vernacular that matured in the twentieth century, I have argued that privacy is 

conceptualised through individual meanings attached to identity, self regard, social 

independence, and recognition by others of private liberty that derives from personal 

control. These meanings are expressed through the attainment of privacy. 

Conceptualised in this way, privacy is translated into the socio-economic habit of 

control by private ownership, respected by the state in a contract that exchanges the 

right to tax for the right to civil independence. 

Ordinary immigrants to New Zealand entered a political society of the kind 

broadly envisaged by Locke. I suggest that this occurred during and after the 

urbanisation period from 1890 to 1920. The immigrants were seeking the rights and 

“privileges of privacy” (Locke, 1997). This was to be attained through representation 

in Parliament, enfranchisement, and through the continuation of the socio-economic 

independence of inherited habit. The social values and economic aspirations 

represented in the “sub”-urban vernacular began to dominate the institutions and 

social priorities of New Zealand’s political society from this stage of urbanisation.  

Suburban housing is thus founded on socio-economic principles developed in 

Britain and North America, but the habit of ownership, and the attainment of 

Lockean privacy through territorial property control was not realised on a 

significant scale in Britain until the 1930s; initially, as Muthesius, (1982) has 

estimated, almost 90% of Britain’s suburban bourgeoisie were tenants. An advanced 

model of privately owned housing, neither urban nor rural, but based on an urban 

                                            
179 In the twentieth century Locke has been considered by many political historians to be the source of social and 
political ideas from which contemporary neo-liberalism is derived: his essays set out the original arguments in 
favour of the liberal-conservative doctrines used to justify the reduction of state power and the de-regulation of 
market systems (for instance, Fukuyama, 1995; 2006; Lessnoff, 1986). 
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economy, was established in New Zealand in the earliest stage of urbanisation, and 

in this sense I suggest that New Zealand’s housing culture may be considered a 

prototype for the twentieth century suburban paradigm.  

 

Locke’s doctrine and social development 

 

The reference to Locke’s social theory in chapter 7 has been extended to 

emphasise the continuity of ideas through the period of annexation, settlement, 

political development in the form of a colony, and subsequently, the development of 

the civil society that consolidated the ambitions of the settler communities. The 

politics of Liberalism had become a dominant influence on English-speaking 

societies by 1900. Seddon’s government in the 1890s began to construct the political 

agenda for the following century: there would be no return to the power 

concentrations or the laissez-faire economy of the nineteenth century. As McKinlay 

has observed of this period, rather than steering “clear of the social sphere” the 

1890s can be seen as the state intervening, but in accordance with established 

customs, “on a minimalist basis, to protect the ordinary citizen”.  At the same time 

Seddon continued to acknowledge that “the individual … was finally responsible for 

his or her own fate” (McKinlay, 1988, p.10).  

New Zealand’s urbanisation and Auckland’s development of a low density 

suburban morphology also drew on the liberalist communitarian philosophy of 

Howard’s Garden City planning proposals. By retaining explicit links to capitalist 

economic principles while also advocating private ownership Howard’s theories can 

be regarded as a further product of liberal social theory with origins in Locke’s work. 

In his history of Howard’s influence on Australian suburban development, Freestone 

(2000) notes that “the social ideology of the planned garden suburb was deeply 

conservative”, and although the suburban builders adopted Howard’s spatial ideas, 

the inhabitants “expunged” the social politics of the Garden City Movement 
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(Freestone, 2000, p.127). Fairburn (1990) suggests that the conservatively-inclined 

immigrants in the colonies approached Liberalism as a defence against the social 

revolutions threatening other countries, and further, that a conservative 

interpretation of Liberalism was a sufficiently radical political stance for their 

cautious, newly independent, urbanising societies.180 

 

Contractarianism and community 

 

In Locke’s proposition the privacy of the individual is further constituted by 

his or her relationship to others - external to family - which are determined by a 

form of agreement based on similar principles to Hobbes’ Social Contract. Alongside 

concepts of equality (represented and protected through the judiciary) and the 

notion of personal identity located in the social culture and evidenced in the 

suburban environment, I argue that, firstly, values that define the vernacular 

culture are formed on the basis of Locke’s concept of individual privacy. Secondly, 

these values extend to define the relationship of the individual to the community 

(and further, to the state) in a social contract which is formed by Locke’s argument 

for priority of self, since it is only possible to conceive of reciprocal rights of the 

community within a defined notion of self.   

 

It is thus possible to suggest that the underlying principles of Locke’s social 

contract are approximately matched to those of the contract under which the 

political interventions of Seddon’s Liberal government of the 1890s were conducted. 

Auckland’s maturing suburban vernacular in the mid-twentieth century becomes a 

post-colonial representation of this contract, by regulating a collective social 
                                            
180 Fairburn notes that Massey’s Reform Party government elected in 1911 used housing policy to provide 
“contentment” within “constraints”. “In Massey’s words, it allowed New Zealand to have ‘very much less of this 
Bolshevistic (sic) nonsense’. … Labour’s objective of abolishing capitalism had little appeal to these small capitalists 
and … was a direct threat to their petit-bourgeois interests and sentiments. Workers became averse to taking strike 
action for strikes made mortgages difficult to service, and placed at risk the collateral.” (Fairburn, 1990, p.209). 
Massey was perhaps the first New Zealand politician to recognize the benefits to governments of the “contentment” 
provided by ownership of property. 
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agreement through public institutions and minimal government interventions. The 

housing vernacular is thus a compound of the forces and influences that it evolved 

from, rather than a system based on rational and objective discussion of alternative 

pathways towards an end. On this basis, the notion of community - the collective 

social identity of the culture - emerges as a significant issue for housing design, 

predicating the question: in what form can such a concept be identified in the 

suburban vernacular?  

 

Liberalism, Locke and suburban community 

 

From chapter 4 Auckland’s suburban vernacular is presented as the whole 

manifestation of the social culture derived from the convergence of ideas relating to 

individuation, community, and more broadly, the social structure of the political and 

social economy. In contemporary political criticism Locke’s doctrines are held to be 

responsible for the atomisation of society.  

Advocates of the community’s superior claim over individual rights hold 

that the dislocated societies of twentieth century suburbia are the undesirable result 

of Locke’s concept of self (for example, Williams, 1968). This concept over-states the 

significance of individuality. According to this position, unrestrained materialism 

can be attributed to Locke’s works: Locke did not advocate for community, but for 

self-interest. Social and communal dimensions of traditional vernacular cultures are 

notably absent in this characterisation of Locke’s thinking.181 

From the opposing neo-liberal position, in which liberty and individualism 

are celebrated, Fukuyama defends the freedoms of the socio-economic culture of the 

United States, and by extension, the suburban way of life. He traces Locke’s 

influences on the founders of the American Republic, but, more critically, suggests 

                                            
181 Disputes on the extent of Locke’s influence (on the grounds, for instance, that there is no trace of argument for 
democratic government in his essays) continue, but there is no dispute about his influence on 18thC English 
political economists (for instance, Polanyi, 1958; Arendt, 1958). 
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that Locke’s “first man” enters into civil society “…to protect those material 

possessions he has …(and) to open up the possibility of obtaining more without 

limit” (Fukuyama, 2006, p.159). The intended social product of Locke’s homo 

oeconomicus is “the bourgeois, (who) is primarily pre-occupied with his own material 

well-being, and is [not] dedicated to the larger community around him or her.” (ibid., 

p.145). From a position of broad critical approval of Locke, Fukuyama justifies the 

minimal regulation of the North American system of capitalism for the fact that it 

provides the most effective platform for economic growth, because, he argues, it is 

motivated by ambition for self-advancement.  

Thus, the deeply conservative Australian garden suburbs, the suburban 

conservatism of North American suburbs, and the small capitalists of New Zealand’s 

cities share a common social culture. In such systems, the social engineering of 

planning should be discouraged. Housing in particular is the expression of self, and 

regulation of it for social purposes should be avoided. Archer (2005) argues that 

suburban cultures - which may prosper economically with less social cohesion - are 

also legitimised by Lockean theory. The suburban opportunity to express ones’ 

individual achievement is one of the greatest advantages of suburbia as a social 

environment (Archer, 2005)182.  

Thus from opposed political perspectives many contemporary writers 

consider Locke to have contributed fundamentally to the liberal social theories that 

have enabled, as Feser (2007) suggests, the growth of the middle classes, whose 

natural environment is provided in suburban housing. Locke is consequently 

regarded as the philosophical source of the social fragmentation, the absence of 

public spirit, and the unlimited self-interest that suburban society is said to 

represent. 
                                            
182 Archer’s analysis of Locke’s political philosophy is instructive: in this view the liberal capitalist construct, and 
the political intention to create and expand a middle-class society (in North America) draws its explanation from 
Locke (Archer, 2005); in addition, Locke’s philosophy created a new site for architecture, in the form of the private 
dwelling, where it “… has the potential to be the perfect apparatus for defining and realizing characteristic attributes 
of a given individual. … (who) would also have to establish terms … to assure that it would be recognised, sustained, 
and protected,” and for the individual, architecture “… might come to be an articulation of the dimensions and 
pursuits in which he would realize selfhood.” (Archer, 2005, p.21) 
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An alternative reading suggests, however, that these arguments 

misrepresent Locke’s doctrine. Locke was primarily concerned with public, rather 

than private society. Despite his elevation of privacy over public rights his critique 

was directed towards the question of how men might live in civil harmony and 

might also achieve a proper recognition of self within a political structure of natural 

common rights. Locke’s focus on natural rights is evident in his Essays, in the two 

Treatises on Government, and in his conduct in other influential public service 

positions, for instance, as a Commissioner to the Board of Trade engaged in a review 

of the Poor Law (Goldie, 1993; 1997).183 Locke makes a particular case for 

recognition of private rights, which must include religious toleration, rather than 

privacy rewarded by prosperity, which implies an over-riding material purpose. In 

the spirit of early protestantism, he had little interest in material affluence; he 

edges towards puritanism as did other other branches of protestantism at the time. 

His writings concern themselves with the inequalities of power distribution and the 

socio-economic institutions and the power hierarchies dominated by Catholicism, 

with arguments based on enlightened rationalist philosophies and reinforced by the 

intellectual authority of the new sciences. In seventy political essays, he constructed 

the arguments that re-conceptualised the relationship of the private citizen to the 

state, by displacing traditional belief in state autocracy with a liberalising re-

definition of personal rights. 

This view of Locke is preferred by Goldie (1993), who notes that, rather 

than promote the notion of the self-interested socially isolated citizen, Locke is most 

readily understood to be in favour of the opposite: man recognised in society as an 

individual in order to participate in the affairs of the community in the most 

effective way. While Fukuyama locates bourgeois culture in a universe of private 

greed “without limit”, Locke writes that (Man) has: 

                                            
183 Locke advocated a reform of Elizabethan Poor Law that proposed replacement of subsistence provision with a 
version of a “work for dole” arrangement (Locke, 1997).   
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“… no temptation to labour for more than he could make use of; … what 

portion a man carved to himself, was easily seen; and it was useless as well 

as dishonest to carve himself too much, or take more than he needed.” 

(Locke, TII, 5:51; 1997) 

 

One must also leave “as much, and as good, left in common for others” 

(Locke, TII.27; 1997). There is no recommendation of greed, or encouragement to the 

accumulation of private possessions in Locke’s work: he advocates the virtues of 

worthiness, industriousness, and privacy as the natural reward for labour. Wealth 

accumulation is a consequence of labour, and an individual’s social position is 

properly a reflection of his industry; both the individual citizen and the community 

are best served by adequacy, rather than excess (Locke 2003 (orig. 1693)).  

 

Community is thus an assumption throughout Locke’s Essays, defined by 

ordinary understandings, and represented by the various public bodies of existing 

institutions - of Parliament, Public Boards, Royal Courts, and the Church. Locke 

was not concerned with the prospect of an expanding middle class in later centuries: 

his concern was with recognition of consciousness, the relationship of the individual 

to the community re-configured to recognize self, and expressed in man’s industry. 

 

Social capital, culture, and the politics of community 

 

Planning for housing developments involves, unavoidably, some deliberate 

construct of the community that Locke assumed. To consider the notion of 

community in housing design, it is helpful to refer to the concept of social capital, a 

term derived from social science that has reappeared in theories of political economy 

and also in the field of sustainability. Social capital is widely referred to in urban 

studies, and is prominent in neo-liberal social and economic discourses. It is 
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considered here in a neutral interpretation, to bridge ideological gaps between 

political positions.  

Social capital may be defined as one of the economic functions of a social 

culture. The social culture in Auckland’s suburbs is based on what Fukuyama 

describes as inherited ethical habits - the assumption of rights to property, identity, 

and privacy that, as I have proposed, derive from Locke. These rights have 

subsequently been inscribed in the vernacular.  

Fukuyama argues that economic advantages are gained by societies that 

have structured their systems of commerce with minimal state interference. 

Typically, these societies have relied on the “social capital” provided by high levels of 

cooperation and trust, and have evolved in a framework of traditions based on prior 

habit. Cultural traditions from which social capital may be drawn include socio-

economic systems represented in institutions which reflect established ethical habits 

and prior social customs. Both these social customs and their associated institutions 

are more competitive and more resilient in communities based on democratic 

governance and on non-hierarchical, decentralised organisation (Fukuyama, 2006).  

Cooperative economies were identified in mid-nineteenth century self-

organising communities in the United States by Alexis de Tocqueville: these 

communities, although ethnically diverse, were dominated by protestant 

immigrants from northern Europe, and they aspired to socio-economic goals similar 

to those of the first generations of European settlers in New Zealand.184  Weber 

(2002) also recognised the economic vitality of such communities. Fukuyama asserts 

that in the process of developing reliable markets, social capital is a source of 

economic advantage in such semi-independent communities. 

 

                                            
184 De Tocqueville was observing relatively new settlements in the mid-western states of the US at approximately 
the time the first permanent settlements were forming in New Zealand. The principle points of differences were in 
the political circumstances of colonisation/settlement, and in the diversity of native languages spoken amongst the 
settlers. 
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The concept of social capital has drawn criticism from many political 

economists for being “vague”, un-measurable, and for merely re-packaging existing 

theories that relate social structures to economic performance (for example, 

Cuthbert, 2006; Fitzsimons, 2000). As a term, however, social capital is relevant to 

the inherited vernacular of Auckland’s suburban society, which has emerged from a 

tradition drawing on the habits and systems of protestant liberalism, and similar to 

those admired by de Tocqueville in the North American mid-west. The concept of 

social capital depends on actual social relationships for the existence of a market to 

which high levels of confidence can be attributed, and from which economic growth 

and prosperity can develop. For most contemporary economists, a reliable, efficient 

market is a reflection of the social capital produced by a socially functioning, 

cooperative community within which actual social events occur (for example, 

Stretton, 1999); here, I suggest that in all its main features Auckland’s suburban 

society is a  developed example of this paradigm.  

 

Neo-liberal political systems and community  

 

Concepts of community and sustainability are political interpretations with 

potential significance for housing policies; both ideas are central to the analysis of a 

housing culture in the period after the radical changes in planning brought about by 

the advent of neo-liberalism in Western political systems.185  

The function of social capital and a notion of community are indivisible in 

the social policies of neo-liberal economic theory. Applications of the word 

“community” in urban planning suggest that it is used to remove “conflicting 

interests and opinions which may obstruct smooth policy formulation” (Furbey and 

                                            
185 Neo-liberalism is a political economic system summarised by Benton as follows: “Drawing on the works of 
Friedrich Hayek and Austrian and American economists such as Ludwig von Mises and Milton Friedman (neo-
liberalism)  is this: there are immutable laws of the market which no society can thwart and survive; obedience to the 
laws of the market is the best guarantee of our freedom precisely because the laws are natural and immutable, and 
human intervention through state monopolies or Trade Unions creates economic disaster - and the need for more 
state intervention. State intervention itself is a denial of freedom“ (Benton, 1987b, p.19). 
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Goodchild, 1987, p.168). Similar observations may be made on the use of the word 

“sustainability”. Under previous Keynsian discourses, community has been idealised 

as a nostalgic memory from history (by conservatives, generally, and in recent urban 

housing theory, by New Urbanists), and as an imagined utopian society of the future 

from most left wing ideologies.  

The common ground between these opposing positions lies in their 

agreement that communities have been allowed to disintegrate. These polarised 

perceptions are an example of the closed logic of social explanation, in which, 

according to Bender “successive breakdowns” of communities dominate 

interpretations, so that “statements about community assume a very definite past 

(when) there was community: in the present it is, or is being, lost.” (Bender, quoted 

in Peel, 2000, p.269). All opposing political discourses have proposals for the 

recovery of “lost” communities. 

Along with the concept of social capital, references to community in theories 

critical of neo-liberalist social policy are seen as an appropriation of a socially 

positive concept to which neo-liberals are not entitled; its appropriation is also seen 

as a diversion, used to obscure the orientation of common meaning (Fitzsimons, 

2000). Neo-liberal governments devolve the middle ground between state coercion 

and market competition onto the conceptualised community, handing its recovery 

and reinstatement as a functioning social reality over to activists and market 

interests. Critiques of neo-liberalism argue that community is co-opted to represent 

neo-liberalism as an inclusive socially-oriented political philosophy built on positive 

social values that include identity and the interdependence of the community’s 

members (Fitzsimons, 2000).  

Neo-liberalist strategies, according to Cuthbert (2006) also obscure some of 

the secondary and probably unachievable social objectives that the word community 

represents in policy - objectives that are beyond the actual expectations of policies 

designed primarily to satisfy free market imperatives. In such applications, as 
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Williams has noted, community “can be the warmly persuasive word to describe an 

alternative set of relationships”, and “unlike all other terms of social organisation 

(state, nation, society, etc.) it never seems to be used unfavourably” (Williams, 1976, 

p.66).  

Accordingly, the word community has been re-invented through the master 

discourse of neo-liberalism to reconstruct it in a positive but intangible context. 

Others (for instance, Saul, 1997) hold to the alternative and perhaps more 

established definition, in which community is characterised by shared values and 

strong social ties. These counter-arguments, using the word in its traditional 

meaning, recognise community as constitutive of a capacity for judgement and for 

identity. They interpret community conceptually in a form, I argue, close to Locke’s 

original understanding and intention.  

 

Neo-liberal constructs of community influenced New Zealand’s governments 

in the 1990s. National Party governments and its senior ministry officials in this 

period were committed to free market principles initiated by the preceding Labour 

administration. In a period of radical market de-regulation references to community 

were prominent in political rhetoric, in promotion of the RMA, and in defence of 

social policies. Reviewing political development of this period Fitzsimons observes 

that the “unifying theme of community” in its revised form “…suggests the term is a 

rhetoric for other purposes”. The rhetoric constitutes the individual as the subject of 

the family, and “… the community is a mythical banner under which we are 

transformed into ‘community subjects’ “ (Fitzsimons, 2000, p.8). 

Soja (2000) refers to the neo-liberal political environment of the post-

modern city as essentially a “neo-corporatist”, “state-managed capitalist enterprise”, 

in which governments govern by the rules of corporate business, and in which the 

public take the role of self-interested share-holders. A theoretical extremity was 

revealed in 1987 by Prime Minister Thatcher, in her announcement that “there is no 
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such thing as society. There are only individual men and women and families” 

(Benton, 1987a): while “community” is a keyword repeated ad nauseum, “society” is 

no longer a necessary concept.  

Mrs Thatcher may have over-stated her enthusiasm for social atomization – 

the reduction of traditional concepts of community to its smallest units – but she 

was also articulating a central idea in neo-classical economic theory. The “meta-

narrative” of neo-liberalism bases its economic theory on a social perception of man 

as essentially a rational, profit-maximising individual (Fukuyama, 2002). Mrs 

Thatcher was recommending the desirability of reforms to create the most 

deregulated market conditions possible, with a fragmented market in labour. A 

society organised collectively through Trades Unions or professional institutes is a 

potent obstacle to market freedom of choice. The traditional concept of community is 

thus subverted: in the new lexicon, labour collectivism, which might be implicit in 

community organisation is better represented by an abstraction, in which 

“community” is an unspecified public good. Community is understood to refer to “the 

people”, but without a commitment by “the corporation” to any particular action on 

their behalf.  

 

Neo-liberalism has become, according to Lyotard (1984), an exclusionary 

political system, and a system of thought that is unable to engage in dialogue with 

alternative ideas, particularly in areas of social policy. In Lyotard’s critique, neo-

liberalism’s discourse thrives on the blocking mechanisms that divert argument 

towards a single conclusion, typically, the terminating proposition that “there is no 

alternative”, a phrase also attributed to Prime Minister Thatcher, but with origins 

in economic theory advocated by Hajek and Friedman. Notions of community have 

been pressed into the political language to imply positive social intentions, but the 

new neo-liberal principles of the minimization of the state have been extended to 

deny actual institutional responsibility for communities.  
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Housing and neo-liberal political theory 

 

Planning and community in housing development 

I have argued that Locke’s ideas are identifiable in New Zealand’s 

immigrant’s social philosophies, and that his proposed political society attached 

equal value to both the individual and the community. The reduced role of 

community in contemporary political ideology is not, in this argument, legitimately 

derived from Locke, but from political expediency.  

Corrupted in the language of neo-liberalism, the social fact of community is 

compromised in its use in relation to planning and housing design. In the new 

rhetoric it is no longer desirable to acknowledge or express a sense of community in 

the spatial arrangement of housing: this is now understood to have been an 

arbitrary value imposed by planners according to their individual social 

perspectives. The element of social engineering implicit in layout design - the 

expression of a spatially ordered group from which a community might be expected 

to form - is repositioned as a matter of market and developer choice.  

The market is able, theoretically, to identify social needs as far as they exist 

in housing design, and to supply solutions according to economic criteria, forming 

judgements that affect physical and spatial form after commercial needs have been 

met. For neo-liberalists the market must be free to exclude acknowledgement of 

community in housing development, and free to deny social or community 

responsibilities. 

 

However, I argue that a representation of social arrangement is an 

inescapable reality of higher density development: a community is a present reality 

in a housing project, and is a readable fact in site layouts, either by deliberate 
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expression, or by the absence of expression, and regardless of the developer’s 

approach.  

According to Lynch and Hack (1998) community is expressed in two ways in 

layout design: in the form, quality, location and scale of public space, and in the 

measured net density of development. These manifestations of community in space 

and density are also cultural perceptions, further affected by building scale, building 

and surface materials, and the use of interstitial space. Lynch and Hack’s position is 

supported by other writers in the field: communal space that provides neutral 

territory but which also belongs to the immediate community is regarded as the 

most important element in this expression of social existence (for example, Jacobs, 

1961; Habraken, 1983, 1998; van der Ryn and Calthorpe, 1986). Public space is also 

a prominent element in New Urbanism’s planning theory. Taking these arguments 

into the context of medium density developments, such deliberate features of design 

are the physical acknowledgements that people live in some spatially organised 

group; a tangible order of community is visible by physical proximity and is 

expressed, in some manner, by the spaces shared.  

 

The proposition that housing design requires an understanding of social 

capital, privacy, and community, as I have argued, shapes a further question: is a 

spatial expression of community compatible with Auckland’s vernacular and the 

concepts that represent it in the housing environment?  

 

The morphology of Auckland’s low density housing illustrates an 

environment that evolved from practical utility, from lightly applied controls on 

adaptations and alterations, and from high levels of private ownership. Each of 

these characteristics reflects the original ambition to “collectively live a private life”, 

an ambition that took priority over notions of community (Mumford, 1961, p.561). 

Formalised expressions of community thus appear to be a secondary objective. The 
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spaces formed by street grids, and side yards between units, offer no perceptible 

evidence of a social community; while it is likely that a community will exist at some 

level of intensity, it is not explicit in the form of the street, and is not readily related 

to Lynch and Hack’s analysis.  

Interpreted as a market phenomenon, early twentieth century sub-divisions 

in Auckland must be regarded as a model of the market equilibrium for maximised 

density in the social and economic circumstances of the time. In this historic model 

communities are not deliberately planned into the spatial arrangement. However, 

Auckland’s suburban communities manifest themselves in the form of common-

interest groups based on leisure activities, particularly sporting activities; and in 

cultural interest groups, religious and ethnic organisations, and other 

neighbourhood institutions, such as public schools. Recent initiatives such as the 

“walking bus” system for primary school children offer dynamic proof of the 

existence of a community.  The walking bus expresses all the principal goals of 

sustainability: the bus saves fuel and pollution (environmental and economic goals), 

improves fitness and generates communities (social goals), and reduces ethnic 

divisions (social and cultural goals).  These are reminders that the absence of spatial 

evidence of community is not a reliable reflection of suburban society’s supposed 

indifference to social life.  

But the sense of community, while a marginal spatial perception at 

suburban densities, becomes increasingly apparent as densities rise. An identifiable 

neighbourhood in which people are perceived to belong to some form of a community 

begins to be self-evident, I suggest, at a threshold density of approximately 25 to 30 

dwellings per hectare. Ordinary perceptions at this density are conscious of multiple 

units of separate private house-holds which occupy and share elements of the same 

space. In such an experience, the shared, communal dimension becomes, in 

Durkheim’s definition, a social fact, and in this context density indirectly begins to 

express the fact of community.  
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This observation locates one of the contradictions referred to at the start of 

this chapter. Planning policy in Section 5 of the RMA proposes that private sector 

housing development should be able to follow similar principles of a rational market 

process. Auckland’s current regulatory environment, in its determination to follow 

the principles of de-regulation, fails to register the social fact of community or the 

significance of public space as an expression of it. In practice the notion of 

community is transformed into an abstraction, rather than a protected function of 

housing development, or a designed reality in site and neighbourhood planning.  

Thus, Lynch and Hack’s (1998) argument for a contextually-influenced 

balance of density and public space - which assumes that such spaces are necessary 

- is displaced by an absence of informed legislation, and developments that in some 

instances are reminiscent of nineteenth century industrial housing of, for example, 

Manchester’s Hulme district in the 1960s.  

 

Market practice, community and density  

 

Having repositioned planning as a market activity to be orchestrated as far 

as possible by private industry, I suggest that new political ideologies have also 

exposed housing development to opportunism that can exploit public and official 

inexperience of this typology. The majority of new housing developments inside the 

city boundary are located on sites where density levels are market judgements 

rather than densities set by statutory regulation (Pirrit, 2001). This arrangement 

protects the low density suburban environment, and its vernacular, but it opens the 

way to opportunistic planning at unregulated higher densities on new sites or those 

formerly zoned as Business 4 land adjoining existing commercial uses. 186 On sites 

                                            
186 In the most over-developed schemes the developer has benefited from a flaw in zoning controls, by a change of 
land use from “Business 4” zone to residential use; these developments (in many locations in the Region) have 
started to form insulating cordons around industrial land uses, and have the effect of protecting existing low density 
suburbs from existing industrial activity. The flaw in definitions exempts these developments from usual town 
planning by-laws intended to regulate private open space, over-looking, and except on boundaries with residential 



 277 

where the Business 4 zoning relaxations are not available to developers, planning 

proposals for “innovative” layouts are commonly accepted through the discretionary 

path to achieve higher density. The intensity of development is thus at the 

discretion of the developer and is open to manipulation by architects and site 

planners in accordance with the theory and practice of market freedoms.   

To ensure that profit margins are prioritised the developer is free to ignore 

social and community dimensions. In the absence of density controls the intensity of 

development becomes a judgement determined by the highest number of house units 

that developers expect market conditions to tolerate. Social needs are theoretically 

accounted for in capital contributions levied on all new developments, as has long 

been the practice in the suburbs.  

 

The cumulative effects of the political environment and private commercial 

opportunism have approved excessively high densities in a majority of inner suburb 

developments.  Public space is a gesture, or entirely omitted. Layouts include 

frequent examples of technically inadequate detail at several levels, affecting 

privacy, vehicle turning spaces, private external space, and other faults outlined in 

chapter 1. 187  Critiques drawn from three sources confirm these observations: 

 

(i) from comparisons with housing at similar densities in cities overseas, 

where more extensive controls on development density are applied, and where a 

political will to apply controls on built form through the development consent 

processes has produced high quality standards in medium density housing (Judd, 

                                                                                                                                  
zoning, height to boundary rules. In some instances of 3 storey “town” housing, densities exceed 140 dwellings per 
hectare. In defence the argument has been offered that the obvious errors in these developments should be excused 
as unintended outcomes; but they are still houses sold in the market to ordinary people, and they will, in theory, 
form an element of the region’s urban fabric for 50 or more years.  
187 Examples include 11 three-storey townhouse units at 10 Campbell Road, One Tree Hill, where single-aspect 
second floor bedroom windows are less than 3.5m apart, and cul-de-sac access at Romola Street, Glen Innes, where 
turning areas require six to eight manoeuvres to complete a 1800 turn (with power steering).  
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1993; NSW DUAS, 1998a; Levitt, 2010).188 The two Sydney exemplars described in 

chapter 1 (Figs. 10 and 11) demonstrate such standards. 

 

(ii) overseas studies that show how design of higher density housing forms a 

body of industry knowledge developed from experience; in this context the industry 

includes the suppliers and agents of supply (developers, architects or designers, 

builders and financiers), and the city authorities (planners, executive officers, and 

policy-making committees) (Levitt, 2010; CABE, 2001, 2005a, 2005b; Goodchild, 

1997);  

 

(iii) expert inspections of typical Auckland developments, which have 

concluded that the quality of the environments achieved are poor by objective 

critiques (for example, Cook, 2003; Hunt, 2003; Sutton, 2004). 

 

The collective value of these studies and critiques is illustrated by analysis 

of two typical projects included in Appendix A, example 31-62, at Holly Street in 

Avondale (Fig. 18), and example 48-94, at Mays Road, Penrose (Fig. 19). Both 

projects are developments of Business 4 sites. Holly Street is a gated development 

that uses a terraced dual-aspect house type with remote parking to increase density. 

The project application submitted for resource consent in 2001 emphasised its 

merits as an “innovative” and “sustainable” proposal. A thin triangular public 

garden which borders the Avondale College playing field on the west boundary, and 

a steep, inaccessible, and un-buildable slope in the north east corner of the site are 

the only spaces set aside for public use.189 Site plans for Mays Road, also a gated 

development refer to “common property” in spaces between the housing terraces, 
                                            
188 Comparable cities include: Vancouver, Sydney, Melbourne, Adelaide and Brisbane.  
189 Planning Department files for Holly Street, Avondale typify the process of discretionary consents. From 44 
consent conditions, item 4 states: “The ‘Tilt-doors’ (specified) … for units 1-5 shall be replaced with ‘sectional’ style 
garage doors to ensure pedestrian and vehicular safety on the driveway.”  In this project site planning is so 
constrained that tilt-type garage doors which project about 1.0m when open would obstruct the public footpath, and, 
apparently, the two-way road providing access to all of the remaining 75 units in the development. (Auckland City 
Council 2001 ref. TCS No AN/00/5484:5). 
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which are concreted parking and driveway spaces. In both examples, public space 

has been effectively eliminated and both site plans reject spatial gestures that 

recognize the actual community of their occupants. They also demonstrate the effect 

of removal of site coverage (footprint) controls.  

 

 

Fig. 18: Holly Street, Avondale, 31-62. [provisions for public space are indicated 

by heavy outline] 

 

     

Fig. 19:  Mays Road, Penrose: 48-94 
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Planned public space can be used to make a significant contribution to the 

diversity necessary to re-establish perceptions of privacy in higher density 

environments. Conversely, the absence of recognition of the actual community 

compounds the sense that privacy is an unattainable quality. Perceptions of privacy, 

as Rapoport (1985) argues are conditioned by diversity and irregularity, rather than 

the unrelieved repetition that characterises these developments. 

 

These projects also illustrate the redistribution of decision-making power 

that has followed the reform of the resource consent process under the RMA. At the 

densities indicated, residents are certain to be conscious of others, but neither 

layout is designed to acknowledge the neutral ground on which social relationships 

might be established. For social purposes the public functions in site planning are 

restricted to the utility spaces of roads and parking areas. There is no 

acknowledgement in either development that there is a social need to communicate, 

share, and develop social commitments: the community, prominent in the rhetoric, 

is not represented in the built form. Consequently, neither scheme offers individual 

privacy at standards typically applied to housing at these densities in, for instance, 

British or Australian cities. 

The poor quality environments of the many developments represented by 

these schemes are, in my argument, the immediate result of ideological de-

regulation, where density controls have been scrapped, or circumvented with official 

approval by proposals for use-change sites (Industrial B4 zones, particularly), or by 

invitations to city councils to approve innovative design. New Urbanism theory, 

advocated in recent local planning guides, acknowledges public space as a key 

element of site planning, but is shown to have little impact in the current legislative 

environment in Auckland. Density is maximised at the expense of public space and 

in the interests of additional profit gained by increased numbers of units.  
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Urban housing and social function 

 

The denial of social function in housing design therefore conflicts with the 

spatial reality of medium density housing, creating a void in place of social meaning 

and intent. A further question emerges when notions of social sustainability are 

considered: if community is desirable, but requires no physical or spatial 

representation, is the social dimension of sustainability also an abstract proposition, 

achievable without conscious expression in the built environment?  

 

I have defined social sustainability in an earlier chapter, where studies in 

social sciences relating sustainability to community have been discussed (Bramley 

and Power, 2006, 2009; Jenks, Williams, and Burton, 2000; Rudlin and Falk, 1999). 

From overseas literature and government-sponsored local literature on urban affairs 

the interdependence of concepts of community and concepts of social sustainability 

is a constant theme (Parliamentary Commissioner for the Environment, 1998; 

Mullins and Western, 2001; CABE, 2002). Published reports and strategy 

documents from authorities in the Auckland Region confirm this research focus (for 

example, ARGF, 2004).190  The overseas studies refer to geographical communities 

in Britain and Australia which are analogous to those described in Auckland’s 

suburban context (for example, Bramley and Power, 2006; Stone and Hulse, 2007). 

While other physical determinants, such as proximity of services, and access to 

public transport and employment form important parts of the whole, the underlying 

and central proposition is a notion of community.  

A focus on planning for sustainable communities also supplies credibility to 

other prominent strategies for sustainable development, particularly in the 

literature of New Urbanism and the UVF. For British planning strategies, 

                                            
190 For instance, reports produced by Auckland’s Regional Growth Forum, the Auckland Regional Council’s reports 
on housing and social change, and by Auckland City Council’s publication of its “Liveable Communities” strategy in 
1999. 



 282 

propositions of community represented in density and shared public spaces are 

concepts which fall naturally into new frameworks designed to advance the concept 

of social sustainability, as has been illustrated by UVF-styled projects (see chapter 

6: figure 15). Similarly, in arguments for compact city planning, higher density 

housing is a cornerstone strategy for the development of a sustainable urban 

community: in all instances, density increases are connected to strategies that lead 

to social and economic, as well as environmental, sustainability.  

 

I have argued that housing densities in New Zealand cities have no similar 

socio-spatial traditions to those in Britain or Australia, and that social capital in the 

New Zealand vernacular is not a tested function of the higher density levels that are 

advocated in compact city theories. Rather, the extreme low density of Auckland’s 

suburbs is understood in the vernacular to be a sustainable form of housing, and a 

form which also accommodates a sustainable community. In Auckland’s context the 

constituents of social sustainability will reflect the vernacular paradigm: 

particularly, privacy interpreted through independence, security equivalent to that 

established in the suburban culture, and identity constructed by diversity of 

architectural form, and by participation in the process of supply.  

 

The social dimensions of these primary characteristics, and thus the 

dimensions that constitute a vernacular form of social sustainability have been 

informed in the historical development of the culture by Locke’s definition of 

privacy. Locke argued that investment in property is a social act from which privacy 

is constructed; it also provides place, shelter, and belonging, and represents an act of 

a commitment to the community. The act of ownership has practical and temporal 

dimensions in equal proportions, and social capital is created through ownership by 

the acquisition of rights in the community and place in the neighbourhood. The 
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community that develops in the neighbourhood is further proof of the validity of the 

paradigm.   

For Locke, the acquisition of property promised emancipation of self, and an 

expanded franchise. Ownership of property is the basis of rights of privacy and 

rights to participate in public affairs; with rights come reciprocal expectations of the 

community for individual responsibility and duty. This understanding, in this 

argument was the basis of the promised social advancement and was closely linked 

to prospects of property ownership. The understanding motivated New Zealand’s 

early immigrants, particularly the ordinary immigrants exchanging the social and 

economic constraints of traditional tenancies in Europe for opportunity in the 

colony.  

Ownership creates the possibility of an accumulation of private wealth 

through price increases, property improvement and inheritance. During the 

twentieth century property ownership became the most widespread and most 

accessible route to capital wealth for wage-earners (Stretton, 1999; Megbolugbe and 

Linneman, 1994). In the process of the ordinary housing culture, the acquisition, 

and subsequently the protection of capital value is a leading consideration for house 

holders, regardless of other contextual conditions: of mortgage borrowing, for 

instance, or of self-built houses financed by savings. Thus, in Locke’s philosophical 

framework property ownership is not in itself proof of consciousness but is a 

manifestation of other dimensions of self. Our individual rights to exercise choice, to 

feel, to sense, to belong, to occupy and be identified in a place and a time are 

expressed by housing, and are its prior meanings. 

 

Summarising the influences: Locke, privacy and politics  

 

I have argued in this chapter that Locke’s influence in contemporary New 

Zealand society is identifiable in three inter-related areas: on colonial settlement 
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policies preceding nineteenth century immigration, on concepts of privacy as they 

developed in the housing culture established in the first generations of urbanisation, 

and through his influence on the more recent emergence of neo-liberal political 

ideologies. Western political systems are now dominated by neo-liberalist theories of 

market economies; here, discussion of housing practices of supply in Auckland has 

been framed in current political realities, where these ideologies are evident through 

legislation such as the RMA and the de-regulation of the building industry.  

The priorities of Locke’s social theory - of recognition of independent will, of 

security, and of privacy, broadly defined - have been the pre-eminent characteristics 

of the twentieth century housing culture in New Zealand from the period of 

urbanisation onwards. 

I have defended Locke’s social theory, which I argue re-affirms a traditional 

understanding of the meanings and functions of community, and I have suggested 

that Locke’s position has been re-constructed to justify the market-oriented rhetoric 

of neo-liberalism. The advent of a neo-liberal political economy would appear to suit 

the conservative “small capitalist” society that Freestone (1989) describes in the 

contemporaneous development of Melbourne’s garden suburbs, and that had 

achieved Massey’s “contentment” through private ownership of property (Schrader, 

2005b). A theoretical alignment of the social culture of Auckland and a housing 

typology tied to a Lockean concept of privacy are thus immutable elements of the 

urban reality. But when social functions of the existing vernacular are suspended, 

assumptions that a new housing typology will generate sustainable communities are 

based only on untested market-led planning theory. 

 

In summarising the current position I suggest that the first generation of the 

new housing typology is obstructed in its reconciliation with New Zealand’s housing 

culture for several reasons.  
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Firstly, the policy objective of sustainable urban form relies on increased 

density. I argue that higher density used instrumentally as a technical device 

cannot achieve the objectives of socially and economically sustainable development 

without positive definition of social intentions interpreted from vernacular habit. In 

practice density is not optimized for public or social purposes: rather, it is 

maximised for commercial gain. Through an ideological determination to eliminate 

interference, for instance, in denying the uses of prescriptive regulation, the 

representation of community in higher density housing - an inescapable spatial 

reality - is not recognised or protected in the planning process. For Auckland’s 

inherited vernacular many of the new housing developments fail to provide for the 

“natural rights in a private society” that in Locke’s argument are the prior duties of 

self and are the proof of consciousness (Locke, 1997).  A definition of privacy in the 

vernacular reconstituted from embedded meanings of density (and its instrumental 

functions), I suggest, need to be meshed in a set of regulations designed to reiterate 

the meanings acquired through the housing tradition.  

 

Secondly, concepts of urbanism introduce another set of governing principles 

for planning the city’s housing. The assumption of success in present planning 

regulation by the simplistic adoption of higher densities exposes historical lack of 

experience in New Zealand with urban housing in any form. This is further confused 

by imported preconceptions of housing densities, idealised urban paradigms, and 

relationships between them, including their claims to sustainability. Mature local 

knowledge based on experience in practice and application is sparse, leaving a void 

in which agreement about quality is elusive. Thus, the opportunity to prove 

theoretical propositions or to lay foundations for socially sustainable higher density 

housing is defeated by the mass of socially dislocated, un-imaginative, and 

technically sub-standard development.  
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Urban design policies emphasise the importance of community as an element 

of social sustainability. Community development, however, is a casualty of over-

dense site planning where no provisions are made for communal social activity: 

while the community is visibly present, its development is obstructed by the absence 

of spatial provision.  

 

Thirdly, the new typology as an investment comparable to other housing 

choices has been rejected in the housing market. This rejection has positioned 

medium density housing as a secondary housing choice associated with transient 

inhabitants and low capital values. Advocates of higher density as a basis for future 

urban sustainability lose ground in their arguments when examples of Auckland’s 

medium density developments are visited (Walker, 2001; O’Connor, 2005; Ellery, 

2007). By objective standards, market judgements are justified by inspections that 

identify poor quality construction and designs, and over-compressed site layouts. 

De-regulation has encouraged over-dense development which has alienated 

vernacular meanings, and now misrepresents higher density housing in the market.  

The low cost of much of this housing in the present market (2010) has 

expanded the spectrum of house prices but has not eased or reversed the decline of 

rates of ownership. Auckland’s rates of housing ownership have been declining since 

the early 1980s, and are now lower than other cities in New Zealand (Morrison, 

2007). This trend appears to be the opposite outcome to that promised by the 

political theories under which the systems that affect housing supply were de-

regulated during the 1990s. Thus, higher density development has not advanced the 

objective of personal independence in the housing culture, and has not achieved 

other sustainable outcomes. 

Other factors that influence the assessment of the first generation of the 

typology such as the effect of problems in building technologies - particularly the 

leaky building “syndrome” - are, I argue, subsidiary to the central problem of doubt 
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in the social culture of housing. The costly experiments with insufficiently 

researched building materials that accompanied the introduction of higher density 

housing relate to forms of explicit knowledge; they have largely been abandoned 

since revisions were made to the NZBC in 2005.  

Optimism for the future rests on the growing influence of urbanism as an 

objective of sustainability. This is advanced by ethnic and economic plurality in 

urban communities that, as Sandercock (2005) has suggested assists the process of 

change. In my concluding arguments these forces reflect Rapoport’s proposal: that 

urbanism is the evidence of a maturing “vision people have of the ideal life”.  
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Conclusions 

 

 

 

I introduced this thesis with Mumford’s observation in 1938, that the 

economic foundation of the city lies in an “adequate insight into the task of housing.” 

Mumford’s statement has provided the thesis with its principal theme, both for the 

critique implicit in the original context, and for the continuing validity of its 

injunction. Urban housing of the twentieth century exploited new technologies and 

systems of procurement, to range across a wide spectrum of housing paradigms, 

from low density suburbs to high-rise apartment blocks. Twentieth century housing 

history has been approached as a series of experiments in innovative forms carried 

out under theories for urban planning proposed by the modern movement. Urban 

planning policies in countries comparable to New Zealand now direct housing 

towards mid-range densities in pursuit of a model that is theoretically efficient for 

the purposes of social, economic and environmental sustainability. In Auckland high 

rise construction and very high densities are not expected to contribute to these 

policies, and do not meet the definition of ordinary housing proposed by the research 

question. 

In concluding this thesis I propose, firstly, that the social and economic 

complexity of the historical city admired by Mumford is an achievable goal through 

policies that build on planning theories for sustainable urbanism. Contextualised in 

a low density twentieth century city, strategies for increasing densities are centrally 

located in current theory. The principle of planning for higher density housing has 

therefore been supported throughout this analysis. 
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A discourse on housing has been developed from three sources of research: a 

critical analysis of first generation higher density developments in Auckland; a 

review of the political environment that frames the current processes of planning for 

further regional growth, and an analysis of Auckland’s housing vernacular based on 

its social history. These sources are used to structure the concluding argument. 

To reach an understanding of Mumford’s “adequate insights” the relevant 

definitions have been discussed and proposed for principal elements of planning for 

housing. These have explored the history of settlement, relationships between 

density, privacy and concepts of community, and have discussed the influence of the 

vernacular on theories of sustainability. I have argued that forms of tacit knowledge 

are embedded in Auckland’s housing culture, and that they are manifested spatially 

through the social fact of density. From this definition of a vernacular and its 

significance to theory, Mumford’s reference to adequate insights into housing design 

is extended to advocate an approach to planning that demands a broad platform of 

social knowledge.  

I have demonstrated that housing development in Auckland is regulated by 

loosely expressed and patrolled encouragements in policies designed to increase 

densities. While these policies are motivated by environmental and social objectives, 

the processes through which higher densities are to be achieved are motivated by 

private commercial advantage. This is a process of procurement, but also a process 

of managing change in the housing vernacular. It relies for success on informed 

buyers capable of discriminating between good and bad products of the housing 

industry, and is driven by convictions originating in a neo-liberal political 

environment. The developments discussed in chapter 1 are the product of this 

arrangement. 
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A critical analysis: interrogating the elements of urban housing 

 

Summarising the argument involves a return to the fundamental issues of 

density and privacy. The original question set out to identify forms of higher density 

housing able to meet the future needs of ordinary house-holders. It is implicit in this 

question and in the contemporary housing discourse that meeting needs includes 

concepts of sustainability. Such needs are qualitative: they relate to durable 

structures, socially vigorous communities, stable housing investment, and respect 

for the health of the physical environment.  

With the word “ordinary” the question also intended that higher densities 

should become familiar in future forms of the vernacular: that higher density is not 

a housing solution for the least affluent, or for new immigrants whose social customs 

differ from Auckland’s traditions, but a known and integrated housing paradigm. 

Similarly, Mumford argues for an integrated, “socialised” form of housing that over-

rides socio-economic barriers to provide the city with its economic foundation. The 

active policies for intensification in Auckland state generalised but also utopian 

objectives not unlike those advocated by Mumford. Examples of durable higher 

density developments in Sydney, ordinary in their origins, were illustrated in 

chapter 1 to indicate the potential of some of the qualifying typologies. Terraced and 

courtyard house types, and low rise apartments in these schemes represent the 

preferred typological variations. These house types are more expensive to build, 

however, and are not certain to achieve rapid acceptance in a freehold-oriented 

market pre-disposed to conventional spatial configurations: the vernacular housing 

habits combined with an inexperienced market take time to adapt. 

 

These policies are therefore ambitious in the context of Auckland’s low 

density tradition. I have argued that their collective success or failure is governed by 

several conditions: effective legislation to guide planning and building towards 
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intelligent and responsive solutions; a housing industry with sufficient flexibility to 

adapt its products to new forms; an educated and discerning housing market; and 

design informed by knowledge of the social culture particularly as it is affected by 

density.  

The conditions of development are sequential and are inter-dependent 

through their shared assumptions. Confidence in the housing market is based on 

assumptions made relating to the competence of environmental legislation and the 

integrity of the financial institutions. The building industry assumes that permitted 

materials and approved construction techniques are safe; and legislators assume 

that developers, bankers, and the civil authorities will function efficiently and 

professionally without excessive regulation in the light-handed tradition of New 

Zealand house building. Most significantly, policy-makers assume that the housing 

industry will define and interpret legislation to reflect an understanding of the 

housing culture and absorb it into the new typologies. It is assumed that a 

sustainable model will materialise as a result of this strategy. 

 

But my review of the typology’s development suggests that none of these 

assumptions are wholly justified. The RMA has moved the purpose of planning away 

from its origins in social reform, reducing its potential to influence forms of 

development. It prioritises sustainable management of the bio-physical 

environment, and is judged to be ineffective in processes of urban development. 

Commercial objectives are protected and socio-economic objectives are discretionary. 

The market’s confidence in the precautionary nature of regulation in areas of 

building technology has proved to be unfounded, resulting in large-scale losses to 

private investment, and poor or negative returns on capital. It has also caused 

significant, and potentially irreversible damage to the status and reputation of 

higher density housing. Builders and architects have been sued into bankruptcy in 

spite of valid compliance certificates for works completed. City councils in the region 
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are understood to be reserving billions of dollars to meet future claims against them: 

most claims are associated with higher density developments.  

Each participant in the processes of supply made decisions based on 

assumptions relating to constraints on, or behaviour of other parties, and each, 

eventually, has a share of the social and financial costs. Thus, the critique argues 

that there are systemic flaws in the operating conditions that govern housing 

supply: the policies are sound, but the mechanisms are ineffective. 

 

An explanation is located in the priorities of the process. Two contrasting 

systems of housing supply have been identified: the authoritarian-prescriptive 

model used in Britain at the time of the Hulme Five project, and the market-based 

model in New Zealand. Both systems have been experimental in the context of their 

housing traditions.  

I have suggested that the authors of Manchester’s Hulme Five project 

ensured its short life by distancing the house-holder from the source of supply, and 

by importing a building form from another urban vernacular. Similarly, in 

Auckland’s new housing, higher density typologies are an experiment carried out on 

the basis of theoretical knowledge but are not a known fact in the social vernacular. 

The experiment relies for success on the ability of the housing culture to respond to 

radical change through its own mechanisms. However, the variable densities, the 

bizarrely inappropriate architectural styles, impractical site layouts and the absence 

of identity combine to render much of Auckland’s new housing incomprehensible in 

the lens of the vernacular. 

The failure of the typology to gain equity is related - in this critique - to the 

meaning of “house” in the understanding of the agents of supply. The inscribed 

habits of the vernacular, the social fact of density and its subsidiary embedded 

notions of privacy, identity and community, are represented in the rhetoric of 
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housing design theories used in the planning model, but are not clearly defined or 

supported in legislation.  

 

Connecting the critique to the regulatory framework 

 

From the studies of Alexander, Rapoport, and others, it is known that 

changes that affect social traditions enter a period of transition before becoming 

accepted in the social culture. The management of this transition is the principal 

function of the RMA. Reflections on the first generation of new housing invite a 

review of procedure: could the transitional process have been orchestrated to achieve 

a sustainable housing model?  

Threshold densities might have been imposed, for instance, with increases 

graduated to allow time for the housing market to adjust to a new housing 

paradigm. Graduated density increases could have created opportunities for the 

building industry to develop experience of new material technologies and to modify 

its management practices. Tax incentives linked to developer contributions and 

coupled to minimum design standards could have been used to ensure competent 

site planning, and protect the reputation of preferred typological variations for 

future phases of development at increased densities.   

Research and investigation, interdisciplinary knowledge, and experience 

have an important role in managing the transition. Informed research is a decisive 

influence on quality. The best developments overseas, judged by evidence of 

durability and performance in their local markets could have been researched to 

establish design criteria, with density a central consideration. With a research 

programme mandated to identify best practice an understanding of the complex 

interactions of affective and measured net residential densities could have 

influenced the narrative as it developed.  
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Research builds a multi-level knowledge base; from this the limits and 

possibilities of site planning at different densities, tied to an awareness of 

vernacular constraints can inform design guides for architects and developers. An 

example is seen in parking strategies used in the Sydney developments, which 

demonstrate points on the density scale where one parking strategy gives way to 

another.  

Such skills in design are accumulated through experience combined with 

informed legislative direction. Housing development in New South Wales is subject 

to planning systems that have gradually assembled a framework to ensure that 

design experience, market and developer interests, and housing habits are balanced 

in legislation. The calculated relationships of social habit and density, and the 

judgements that follow in design are based on experience that can be recognised and 

coordinated in planning regulation. Comparisons, based on empirical data and site 

observation between the Sydney schemes and any of the Auckland projects in the 

same density range confirm the critique. 191 The final judgements are made in the 

housing markets of both cities: here, the evidence against Auckland’s model for 

medium density housing is reflected in unsustainable market positions.  

 

But all these preparatory strategies presuppose an interventionist position in 

government policy. High standards of housing design require a political will and an 

imaginative civil service advising the political body to steer the activities of the 

housing market towards a particular goal. I have argued that New Zealand’s 

doctrinal version of neo-liberalism in the 1990s, revived under the National-Act-

Maori Party coalition after the 2008 election, ruled out such an approach. A major 

overhaul of the RMA in 2009, and a high level open review in 2007 by the 

Environmental Defence Society have not affected the operational principles 

established in 1991. Local body regulations continue to be bound by the superior 

                                            
191 For instance, Margan Avenue (24-50), Holly Street (31-62), or 955 Mt Eden Road (36-68). 
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legal authority of the RMA, preventing individual city councils from enacting 

separate local laws to improve standards. Thus the case for higher density housing 

is effectively obstructed by a prevailing non-interventionist political ideology. Neo-

liberal principles have advocated a policy for sustainable management of the 

environment but for ideological reasons has been unable to provide the means of its 

implementation in urban development.  

 

The housing culture and sustainability 

 

The third cornerstone of this study is the analysis of vernacular culture as it 

bears on the physical form of housing. In this discussion I have suggested that the 

city’s social characteristics continue to relate to bourgeois aspirations aligned in 

many ways to principles of a neo-liberal political economy. Chapter 3 discussed 

concepts of social sustainability.  

Continuity and equity, social cohesion and the significance of a cultural 

environment which recognises the relevance of notions of shared values, common 

purposes, and shared identity are nominated in research as qualitative dimensions 

of social sustainability. I have proposed that a socially sustainable form of housing 

appropriate in the Auckland context is contingent upon an understanding of privacy 

interpreted through its function in the vernacular, and thus forms the basis of all 

issues that need to be aligned with the objectives of sustainability.  

 

Formative origins are identifiable in the philosophical works of Locke. Habits 

of privacy defined broadly in the Lockean sense are embedded in the vernacular. 

Auckland’s social culture sustains and preserves its system of values through 

generations by its tacit understanding of privacy expressed in a physical 

distribution of urban space. Personal identity is a function of consciousness, and 

privacy is evidence of selfhood, or proof of identity. The tacit knowledge of the 
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vernacular in this argument continues to depend on a perception of self, refined and 

consolidated in an historical social continuum.  

But the vernacular is also a resilient organism that is capable of retaining its 

integrity while absorbing technological change. This is demonstrated in the practice 

of suburban consolidation by infilling which brings with it a radical alteration of the 

original densities and of the spatial form. Thus, density constitutes a social fact of 

the vernacular, but one that has considerable elasticity in practice.  

Nineteenth century densities in the city of approximately 35 dph dominated 

the spatial environment within a 3 kilometre radius of the centre, and only reduced 

with the arrival of intermediate transport technologies. Between 1890 and 1920, a 

period of rapid growth of population created profitable opportunities for land 

development which led to an improved condition of privacy. As preceding 

generations had intended, ownership of property became part of the definition of 

personal rights and private identity. In the communities that followed, the 

vernacular definition of privacy constituted the “collective will to lead a private life” 

described by Mumford (1961, p. 561), illustrating, at once, the elasticity of the 

vernacular, and its determination to preserve its values.  

Normative conditions of housing – the spatial and environmental 

manifestation of the vernacular – then settled into a low-density morphology. The 

community functioned through churches, recreation clubs and schools. The single 

storey detached timber house was a paradigm that was endorsed by all city and 

national governments, and criticised only by those in the planning and architectural 

professions who regretted the absence of an urban culture.  

 

Urbanism and sustainability 

 

In the light of this critical analysis the way forward is constrained by social 

and political forces acting against the development of the sustainable urban model 
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aspired to in planning policies. Increased housing densities are required to play a 

key role in strategies for a sustainable compact city plan. Contemporary planning 

theories offer no other alternatives: sustainability depends on higher density 

housing development. This imposes a further duty on policy-makers, planners and 

architects to research and devise solutions that can produce higher density models, 

understand the boundaries that define the vernacular, and meet the imperatives of 

sustainable urbanism.  

 

Population growth, demographic change, economic and social plurality, an 

articulated ambition to develop a diverse and socially vibrant urban environment 

and the agreed objectives of sustainability are all forces that impact on the 

contemporary condition of Auckland. Urbanism, a term used here to encompass all 

these forces, benefited from a brief experiment with a left-leaning administration in 

Auckland City between 2004 and 2007 (the Hubbard-Hucker administration) which 

marked a short period of retreat from an otherwise obsessively market-oriented 

political climate. Under this administration the concepts, processes and disciplines 

of urban design were introduced, and a fresh understanding of Auckland’s 

possibilities was developed. The direct gains during this period include a high 

quality (and much needed) re-design of Queen Street and Aotea Square, and the 

establishing of an influential Urban Design group in the Council. But the project 

scale of these initiatives was curtailed by the short duration of the regime, and the 

necessary review of housing design was not addressed. 

The newly unified government of Auckland now creates an opportunity to 

reinvigorate the experiment, to address design standards for housing with an 

agenda that re-visits the relationship of density to vernacular understandings. Part 

of this will need to re-examine inherited problems of the first generation of higher 

density developments, as an element of an enquiry into Auckland’s future urban 

identity. When coupled to sustainability, defined by critique, history and experience, 
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and a responsive vernacular culture, urbanism can be developed as a protective 

force. Exemplar-based assumptions relating to urban housing can re-inform the 

city’s planning regime, and advance arguments for a form of urbanism that 

replicates the social facts of the vernacular.  

 

Research in planning and housing design 

 

References to research have been prominent in these conclusions. With the 

notion of a responsive vernacular-based paradigm in mind, future research 

programmes should translate the wealth of socio-economic reporting and projections 

(for instance, the CHRANZ publications) into practical design advice. The housing 

industry needs to be informed of the potential for high quality housing at higher 

density, but I suggest that the over-proscribed research briefs in this field offered by 

current ministries are unable to deliver material assistance to developers.  

Reflecting on the course of research conducted for this thesis, and accepting 

the fundamentally contingent nature of research, I am able to defend the processes 

employed, since they have provided plausible explanations for many of the problems 

seen, but not readily understood, in the exemplars studied. My approach to this 

research has therefore focussed more on an analysis of the problem than on possible 

solutions. 

A further analysis using control projects drawn from the present database 

would, or could increase the reliability of these conclusions. Its purpose would be to 

resolve the conflicting objectives of policy (socially sustainable urban form) and 

commercial mechanisms of supply (private profit). The internal discourse assumes 

great significance in this process: a team, drawn from several disciplines, would 

need to define the terms of control project selection, the criteria for evaluation, and 

the conditions (for instance, duration) of such a research project, and would also 

need to agree the means of external communication. A systematic approach to 
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fieldwork would build on the data summarised in Appendix A to integrate social 

research, using the expanded methodologies developed by the Australian 

organisation, AHURI, as a model. This study has been constrained by limited access 

to housing developers, for instance; but it is clear that the developer’s role is central 

to the task of refining the outcomes. 

 

I have argued that Auckland’s size, rate of growth, and historical differences 

separate it from other urban centres. Research commissioned to explore the 

relationship of social characteristics of the vernacular to the built higher density 

environment is currently an omission in the New Zealand arena of housing design 

research, and there is an urgent need for the new Auckland Council to initiate new 

research to address this omission, focussing on Auckland’s particular conditions. 

The city’s ordinary housing stock is important enough, as Mumford argues, to justify 

such an enquiry. 

In defining a research brief the objective would be to build functions of the 

vernacular back into higher density models for ordinary housing. House and layout 

types would constitute a significant element of such a brief. In addition, an informed 

and credible design influence in the planning system is desirable for housing at 

densities of more than 30 dph. This should, I argue, precede further higher density 

development, and should be able to include mandatory requirements for density in 

relation to site layouts. A staged programme of research to validate an 

interventionist policy is thus a further task. 
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APPENDIX A 
 

1. Survey Methodology: 

 

1.1. Initial discovery is made from three sources:  

(i) contacts in city council planning departments, HNZC staff and industry participants 

(architects, engineers, surveyors and planners).  

(ii) observation of developments on site in routine visits to nodal locations identified as 

SGMAs. 

(iii) scanning using the Google Earth programme at an elevation of 1500m identifies some 

developments. 

 

1.2. From a street address council records are inspected to obtain basic site data: layout and 

house types, surveyors measured site areas, and details of consultants, developers and other 

parties. In some instances architects or planning consultants are approached for further 

information. Sites densities are measured from the basic data using the AMCORD net 

residential density (NRD) methodology described in chapter 6.  

 

1.3 Layout types in 4 categories determined by proximity and security of car parking or 

storage are those used in the HNZC Best Practice Guide.  

 

1.4. Sites that meet the density criteria are visited to document features not apparent from 

drawn records. The logic of site planning is usually clarified in this process. From these 

inspections a general sense of quality is developed, relating to occupation, density, and social 

amenity. Notes are made of practical planning issues of car storage and parking, 

maintenance regimes for public space, service and refuse collection systems, details of the 

public-private interface such as over-looking and surveillance opportunity, laundry washing 

and drying, public sitting out and play areas, and use made of visitor parking spaces.  

 

1.5. Site inspections. Developments are visited as far as possible in different periods of the 

year, and on weekdays and weekends. At least 2 visits are made. Where possible, a resident 

site manager or representative of the Body Corporate is identified. Formal interviews are not 

part of the research process but informal relationships are developed in some instances, 

often revealing strong loyalty to the development regardless of criticism of the most common 

problems. These include, particularly, process and cost of leaky building repairs, and social 

divisions between owner-occupiers and tenanted units. 
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2. Selection criteria:  

 

2.1 Location: Auckland Regional Council’s growth policy proposes 70% of new housing will 

occupy sites within the established metropolitan area, including infill; the remaining 30% 

will use peripheral green-field sites, including larger comprehensively planned expansion 

schemes such as Flatbush (Manukau City) and Hobsonville (Waitakere City). Auckland City 

Council has identified Strategic Growth Management Areas (SGMAs) on major routes 

through the isthmus where planning policy encourages higher density development. Projects 

in this Appendix are selected from greenfield and inner city brownfield examples.  

 

2.2 The schedule provides a summary of measured data with projects ranked in ascending 

order of density (col. 3). In-text references are by project number and density respectively in 

a two number format. 

 

2.3 Low-rise medium density projects of 20 units or more were considered from a total 

sample of 110 sites. 50 projects were listed comprising 3002 units in total, approximately 

10% of the estimated number of houses built at densities of more than 30 dph in 

developments of more than 20 units, with ground level access, between 1996 and 2009. The 

recognised density range of 31-66 dph is not strictly adhered to, since a large minority of 

developments exceed the higher number but otherwise conform to the genre defined in 

Chapter 2.  

 

3. Density criteria: 

Two projects under the lower threshold are included for comparative purposes. 

 

Beresford Street, Pukekohe (1-25) uses a large floor area single storey house type in 2 

variations and generates a sense of high density by its layout. The example is included to 

illustrate site planning problems encountered at higher density: eg., lack of solar orientation, 

public space and identity, and repetition (see Fig. 10, main text). 

  

Chapel Road, Flatbush (2-26) is a boundary development of two storey terraced blocks 

providing a buffer between a low density single storey subdivision (Dannemora) and a local 

distributor road. The project density is reduced by the long road frontage and corner 

landscaping included in the site calculation. This project illustrates a common use of medium 

density housing by developers and planning authorities where lower value boundary sites 

are developed with lower-priced housing to protect adjacent property values and increase 

gross densities.  
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4. Layout and House types:  

 

Variations of house types are encouraged by all the territorial authorities in Auckland. 27 of 

the projects included use more than 1 house type, and 23 use 1 type. All projects use semi-

attached or terraced house types in single or dual aspect dual access 2 and 3 storey versions. 

14 projects include 2 storey apartment house types mixed with others. Projects 20-46, 28-56, 

and 35-67 are developments of apartments only. Layout types: see below, 5, Col. 4 notes. 

Hybrid layouts using a mix of 2 and 3 storey type 1 and type 4 layouts occur 8 times in the 

selection.  

 

5. Site Plan Schedule: ordered by Column 3 (density): 

Projects shown in bold type are used in the text as examples: see list of illustrations. 

 

Column 1: cities in the Auckland region are Auckland City (ACC), Manukau City (MCC), 

Waitakere City (WCC) and North Shore City (NSCC). 

Column 2: number of units in the development. 

Column 3: development density (NRD); for comparative purposes +/- 7% is appropriate on 

listed figures. 

Column 4: site layout type 1 - 4: these are: 1: front access single or dual aspect units with 

attached garaging; 2: front pedestrian and rear vehicular access single or dual aspect units; 

3: front access single or dual aspect units with separate parking (garage courts, below-

ground garaging, grouped or adjacent parking including car ports, not within the property 

curtilage); 4: 3 storey terraced units with ground level integral garage / upper floor living 

spaces.  

Column 5: footprint: percentage of whole site covered by building excluding open-sided car 

ports. 

Column 6: ratio of total dedicated on site parking spaces including garages and external 

driveway parking adjacent to garages in private ownerships, and tandem (end on end) 

garages in some Type 4 developments (projects 27, 33, 37, 38, 44, 50).  

Column 7: number of house type variations. 

Column 8: year of completion. 

Column 9: market assessment based on sales figures, scaled 1-5 (low-high) value. 

 

4. General comments 

 

4.1 asterisk note: Spencer Road, Albany (35-67): the low footprint statistic for this scheme is 

the result of location adjacent to a motorway. A large part of the site is retained as an open 

space to protect the housing from the environment of the motorway but is included in the 

site statistics following AMCORD measurement rules. 
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4.2  

Housing mix: hybrid projects where house types vary offer a wider span of market values 

(sale prices or rental values). It is acknowledged that these developments contribute to 

housing affordability and diversity, and to notions of urban form. 

 

4.3  

Site plans from council files vary in quality. Files are frequently incomplete or do not contain 

a comprehensive site plan showing buildings, roads and public spaces. Some project records 

only include surveyor’s land subdivision plans (example: 42-74; 48-94). Staged multi-

developments usually do not include a complete site plan as built of the whole project 

(example: Ambrico Place, New Lynn). Google Earth images are preferred to other sources for 

illustrations in these cases. Other sources including Auckland Regional Council websites for 

GIS-based site data (http://www.arc.govt.nz/council/maps/public-web-maps.) are used. 
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Schedule of Exemplar Developments
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1 Beresford St., Pukekohe (fig.2) MCC 100 25 1 34 3.2 1 2008 3
2 Chapel Rd., Flatbush MCC 40 26 1 22 2.2 1 2004 2
3 Lockington Av., Swanson (fig.1) WCC 53 31 1 26 2.1 2 incl. bungalows 2000 2
4 Earthsong Ranui (fig.17) WCC 32 33 3 19 1.4 3 2008 5
5 Waipa Rd., North Shore NSCC 27 36 1 23 2.1 1 1997 4
6 Huntingdon Rd Manukau MCC 30 37 1 34 2.2 1 2002 4
7 Seymour Rd WCC 89 37 1,4 25 2.1 2: 2st. & 3st t/house 2004 3
8 Edgelea (block) Te Atatu (fig.4) WCC 56 37 1,2 24 2.8 2 incl. 32 rear access 2003 4
9 Nimstedt Dr., Albany NSCC 22 37 1,3 24 2.4 2 2002 3

10 May Rd., Mt Roskill ACC 45 39 1,3 32 1.6 4 incl. 2st.flats [HNZC] 2009 n/a
11 Corbans Village (Winery Way) (fig.3) WCC 83 40 1,2 21 2.2 4: front & rear access 2003 3
12 Fairhaven, Glen Eden WCC 98 40 1,4 25 2.3 2: 2st. & 3st t/house 2001 2
13 Aintree Pl., Epsom ACC 62 41 3 29 1.7 3 1997 3
14 Tuscany Towers Ambrico Pl. New Lynn WCC 97 42 1,4 29 2.4 2: 2st. & 3st t/house 1998 3
15 Landscape Rd Takanini MCC 65 42 1 27 2.1 2 incl. bungalows 2005 4
16 Kowhai Flatbush MCC 32 42 1,3 28 2.6 2 2006 4
17 Melview Pl., Ambrico Pl. New Lynn WCC 22 44 2 34 2.2 1 1998 2
18 JJennings Dr., Albany NSCC 52 44 1 29 2 1 2002 3
19 Albion Vale, Glen Eden WCC 94 45 1,4 24 2.2 2: 2st. & 3st t/house 2004 2
20 437 Albany Highwy, Albany NSCC 44 46 3 29 2.1 1 2st. Flats 2005 3
21 Northcross Dr., Albany NSCC 54 46 1,4 30 3.1 2 2006 3
22 Sacramento Phase 1 Botany Downs MCC 115 47 1,3 35 1.7 3 incl. 2st. flats 2001 3
23 Sacramento Phase 2 Botany Downs MCC 71 49 3 29 1.8 2 incl. 2st flats 2005 2
24 Margan Av., New Lynn WCC 36 50 1,4 35 2 2 2000 2
25 Oates Rd Glen Eden WCC 25 51 1,2 32 2 2 [HNZC] 8 rear access 2002 n/a
26 St Georges Terrace Avondale ACC 47 53 1,4 28 2.3 2: 2st. & 3st t/house 2000 2
27 Mokoia Rd, Glenfield NSCC 24 55 4 29 2.9 1 3st t/house 2002 4
28 Bush Rd Albany NSCC 105 56 3 34 1.8 1 2st. Flats 1999 2
29 Lyon Av., Mt Albert ACC 59 57 4 34 2 1 1999 1
30 Gunner Drive, Te Atatu WCC 31 61 1 35 1.9 1 1999 2
31 Holly St Avondale (fig.18) ACC 83 62 3 32 1.6 1 2005 1
32 Burgoyne St., ACC 37 62 4 28 2.1 1 2000 1
33 Livingstone St., Grey Lynn ACC 26 62 4 31 2.1 1 1998 2
34 Soljak Pl., Mt Albert (fig.5) ACC 61 65 3 25 2 1 2000 3
35 Spencer Rd., Albany NSCC 93 67 3 16* 1.4 1 2 & 3st. Flats 2006 2
36 955 Mt Eden Rd Three Kings (fig.6) ACC 27 68 3 29 2.1 1 2005 3
37 Richmond Rd, Grey Lynn ACC 93 69 4 32 2.1 1 2002 3
38 Hunters Park Dr., Three Kings ACC 103 69 3,4 36 1.8 2 2007 2
39 Malaspina Pl.,  Papatoetoe MCC 58 69 1,3 34 1.5 2 incl. 2st flats 2003 2
40 Beaumont Quarter, City (Phase 1) ACC 70 69 1,3,4 33 1.4 4 incl.flats over garage 2002 5
41 Sheehan St., Ponsonby (fig.7) ACC 29 72 4 39 2.1 1 1998 4
42 Krisley Court Ambrico Pl., New Lynn WCC 25 74 4 34 1.2 1 3st t/house 1997 1
43 Cuba Guys Rd., Botany Downs MCC 122 77 3,4 41 1.6 3 incl. 2st. flats 2003 1
44 Paradise, Mt Eden Rd. ACC 108 83 3,4 44 2 2 2002 2
45 Norrie Av., Western Springs ACC 63 85 3,4 32 1.9 2 incl. 2st flats 2004 2
46 2 Ambrico Pl., New Lynn WCC 22 87 3 38 2 1 1997 1
47 Rossmay Terr., Mt Albert ACC 36 90 4 37 2.9 1 1997 1
48 Mays Rd., Penrose (fig.19) ACC 55 94 3 42 1.4 1 2001 1
49 Ian Marwick Pl., Birkenhead NSCC 68 94 3,4 44 1.1 2 incl. flats over garage 2005 3
50 Quay Park, The Strand, City ACC 113 103 3,4 37 1.1 2 incl. 2st flats 2001 2
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SITE PLANS 1-50 
 

                
 
Beresford St., Pukekohe: 1-25    Chapel Rd., Flatbush: 2-26 
 
 
 
 

        
Lockington Av., Swanson: 3-31    Earthsong, Ranui: 4-33 
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   May Rd., Mt. Roskill: 10-39 
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Tuscany Tower Ambrico Pl., New Lynn: 14-42 
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  Melview Pl., Ambrico Pl., New Lynn: 17-44 
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          Margan Av., New Lynn: 24-50 
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Lyon Av., Mt. Albert: 29-57 
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        Malaspina Pl., Papatoetoe: 39-69 
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      Paradise, Mt. Eden Rd: 44-83 
 

      
 
Norrie Av., Western Springs: 45-85    2 Ambrico Pl., New Lynn: 46-87 
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Ian Marwick Pl., Birkenhead: 49-94   
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