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Abstract

Historically, the streets of cities have been the epicenter where public life takes place. 
They have provided democratic spaces which were important for many social, eco-
nomic, leisure and political activities.

Many of the ideas we consider to be contemporary urbanism were established, or 
rather re-established, from a collective frustration concerned with the destruction of 
cities under modernist planning techniques and the shaping of form around the auto-
mobile. Characterized by a separation of function, suburban sprawl and auto-motive 
dominance, the continued attrition of these planning principles led to the destruction 
of communities and public spaces. These conditions have been the cause of many of 
the poor conditions we see today, with the urban form of cities being linked to such 
issues as obesity, poor mental health, crime and loss of productivity.  Criticisms of the 
planning ideologies occurred primarily over the second half of the 20th century and 
paved the way for what we know today as urban design or contemporary urbanism, 
characterized primarily in the works of Jane Jacobs: “The death and life of great Amer-
ican cities”1.  

In its wake, the most important questions and ideas of contemporary urban design 
were established.  Many of the principles revolved around the idea that a city should 
first and foremost prioritize and serve the needs of people and their habitats.  It should 
support and enhance our physical and social behaviors. It should nurture community, 
walkability, amenity, social interaction, life and activity.  Environments should en-
gage the inhabitants and enhance the experience of those contained within its fabric 
in much the same way as good architecture enhances the lives of its dwellers. These 
ideas are inspired by the virtues found in historical city models and in contemporary 
manifestations. They have proven that the forms of older cities are equally effective 
today as they have been for millennia.

This project is an exercise in the shaping of good urban conditions, towards an im-
proved city fabric that enhances life and experiences within the city. 
It aims to experiment with the compositional value offered in contemporary urban 
planning theory, strategies and practice, as a means to explore how the creation of 
form can be engaging, questioning how this applies and materializes into the modern 
urban forms of Auckland to create engaging urban conditions.
It will discuss how such forces that define these urban conditions can work to enrich 
life in Auckland under the increasing pressures of intensification, while demonstrat-
ing what can be done and how we can achieve it to ensure a better urban form for the 
future of the city in an outline of methodical strategies.   

1. Jane Jacobs, Life and Death of Great American Cities (London: Pelican, 1964).
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Auckland city is currently changing before our eyes. Our popula-
tion is booming, and buildings are being erected all over the city 
in record numbers.  Such growth brings significant change to the 
urban form of the city. What we do to manage this growth and 
execute these changes will determine how we as Aucklanders 
live within the city for years to come. 
Auckland’s track record yields a poor portfolio. Announcements 
of high-density housing projects do not represent positive change 
in the minds of many Aucklanders. Often major housing devel-
opments have resulted in bleached dormitory suburbs or mis-
placed high-rises. 
Our continued sprawl, lack of care in housing developments, and 
automotive dependence has left many parts of Auckland disor-
ganised, separated, scarred and ugly, in a reactive effort to solve 
issues brought on by economic development and growth under 
fundamentally unsustainable planning strategies. In recent de-
cades, efforts to increase road capacity and housing capacity are 
almost immediately defeated at the outset, stressed by the needs 
of accelerating city growth. 

With Auckland steadily withdrawing from automotive depen-
dence, with moves towards a diversification of transport op-
tions under way and with efforts to intensify the city; we find 
ourselves re-evaluating the question of how we go about these 
changes that will determine the future of life in Auckland.  
Our experience with dense urban typologies in New Zealand is 
relatively limited. However, there are many advantages to living 
in compact urban environments, and it is in our best interests to 
do this with care.   To yield the benefits of living close to other 
people in uplifting surroundings, significant attention will need 
to be given to the development and expression of Auckland’s 
urban form by looking abroad, learning from our mistakes, and 
assessing our triumphs.

Project background
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Recently, the Government has purchased 29.3 hectares of Unitec Land within the Wairaka precinct.  
The proposed number of houses aimed to be built on this land has been described to be between 3000-
4000 dwellings.2

 
This lays the foundations for a very high-density urban development of approximately 130-140 dwell-
ings per hectare. However, the actual numbers depend on a variety of inconsistent forces, such as the 
changing socio-political and economic climate and how these will modify the existing site.

What makes this announcement ideal for the scope of this project can be summarized by both the virtue 
of the location, and the nature of the announced project. 

Using this site, the project will develop a proposition for an urban plan representative of the research 
and studies expressed in the content of this document. 
It will show how this plan is manifested at two scales, the conceptual system and the urban scene3. 

2  “Unitec Deal Marks Major Kiwibuild Milestone “, 2018, accessed 14 April 2018, https://www.beehive.govt.nz/release/unitec-deal-marks-major-
kiwibuild-milestone. 
3  AA School of Architecture, “Contemporary Urban Design Education - Part 1,” (2016).

Project outline

Fig. 7  Google earth Caption 

Fig. 8: Google earth caption
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Question 

“How can high density  form  yield good urban places” 

Fig. 9: Barcelona old city 

Fig. 8

Aims and objectives structure
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Aims

The aims of this project are to express how high-density development can be done well using urban 
design techniques and theory. It will attempt to demonstrate the Conditions which create livable and 
mentally engaging environments for people by…
• Nurturing the conditions which are understood to create a sense of place and development of 
character
• Supporting the pedestrian experience within urban space
• Developing active and stimulating urban space. 

Objectives

To articulate how this can be achieved and meet the described aims, a compendium of contemporary 
design concepts, theory and strategies will be produced to form a pragmatic structure which informs 
the material outcome. In order to support the creation of these conditions, four concepts have been iso-
lated from urban design literature. They are expressed as objective concepts in the rhetoric, categorized 
and discussed as principles to be achieved and important outcomes for good urban places

• Walkability
Creating spaces which cater to the movement and proportions of humans and control automotive activ-
ity within certain areas. 
• Activity
Creation of activity through building functions and public space to attract and create a more populated 
environment.   
• Legibility
Creation of patterns toward developing a mental image and understanding of the environment. 
• Identity
Differentiation of urban forms to create unique diversity throughout the development. 

These four principles are repeatedly discussed across the works of Jacobs, Gehl, Lynch and Alexander 
and are recurring themes that have influenced other books on the topic of urban design such as “re-
sponsive environments”4  by Alan Alcock and others, or “grand urban rules” 5 by Alex Lehnerer. 

4 “Unitec Deal Marks Major Kiwibuild Milestone “, 2018, accessed 14 April 2018, https://www.beehive.govt.nz/release/unitec-deal-marks-major-
kiwibuild-milestone. 
5 AA School of Architecture, “Contemporary Urban Design Education - Part 1,” (2016). 
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“The state of knowledge on the form-process dialectic suggests that general questions, such as ‘how 
does urban configuration affect social life?’ are defeated at the outset because more interactions are 
found than a single answer could possibly suggest.”6 

This quote effectively characterises the implications a project of this nature faces. It articulates the gap 
between varying deterministic elements and professions that urban design cannot possibly mediate on 
its own. The rhetoric used in this project does not echo the unique complexity of cities and their differ-
ences of context.  The relationship of form and the cities they are in can take on many elements that af-
fect people’s use of space as a result.  Questions such as “can we even urban design at all”  and “when 
and where can we urban design”7 arise from such predicaments faced by the practice. 

This project, therefore, does not set out to “remedy” certain negative conditions about Auckland 
through urban design. Though it will briefly discuss certain ways it has been achieved in the past and 
the viability of the proposition, these will be empirically accounted for as a virtue of the project, but are 
not the primary topic of discussion.

The scope aims to explore the physical rather than the complex external forces that would otherwise 
reflect something of socio-economic interests. it is a conceptual means to explore the ideas and rhetoric 
of contemporary urban design as an exercise in potential outcomes within the built context of Auckland 
if we chose to consider such a direction in the development of the city.

6 A Sevtsuk “How We Shape Our Cities, and Then They Shape Us,”  (2012). 
7 Sue McGlynn & Richard Hayward, Making Better Places: Urban Design Now (London: Butterworth Architecture, 1993). 5 

Scope & Limitations

The knowledge and skills behind contemporary urban design, and the rhetoric that supports it, has 
only begun to solidify in recent decades as the practice becomes more and more institutionalized. 
Contemporary ideas of urban design can appear to be understood within two identifiable categories.

(1) Urban design as empirical theory – the ideas upon which urban design has been established.

(2) Urban design as praxis – elements of urban design as a defined method. 

It is important to note, however, that the work within these two categories can often overlap and deal 
with a diversity of challenges at different scales in , for example, social, typological, built, economic or 
spatial challenges, and so on. 

State of Knowledge
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Category one: Empirical 

These are the “softer” aspects which mostly occurred in earlier works.  Influential literature which 
describes the empirical and conceptual understanding of the practice is best exemplified in the works of 
Jane Jacobs: “Death and life of great American cities”8 or Kevin Lynch: “The image of the city”9.
Many of the works which deal with the conceptual are often older, have been fundamental to urban 
design, and are continuously relevant in all aspects of urban design today. They have established cru-
cial ideas through the questioning of cities and their relationship with people through observation and 
analysis.  

Category two: Praxis

This area of knowledge discusses the “hardened” manifestation of these themes through clear work-
ing examples and systematized urban mechanisms as compositional strategies. Work of this nature is 
concerned much more with the question of “how” we achieve the conditions.  It is best observed in the 
works of Jan Gehl: “Cities for people”10 , or “Responsive environments” by Alan Alcock. 

Work of this nature expresses how the concepts, theory and ideas are materialized. They provide 
definitions and suggestions to questions such as “layout to achieve legibility”11 or “scale and building 
configurations ”12. They deal with and articulate the conceptual side of urban design as method.
Utilising these understandings, the project aims to explore the definitions between the empirical and 
the metric in an effort to elaborate on the importance of urban ideas as a means to create good places. 

8 Jacobs 
9 Kevin Lynch, The Image of the City (Cambridge, Massachusetts: The MIT press, 1960).
10  Jan Gehl, Cities for People (Washington DC: Island press, 2010). 
11 Ian Bentley, Reponsive environments, 42 
12 Gehl, Cities for people, 55 
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Fig. 10. Britomart Scene 2

Fig. 9

Fig. 10
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Urban design differentiates itself from urban planning.  The practice of urban design is a heavily collab-
orative process of which planning makes up one part. 

It is better described as a multi-disciplinary process. It is a crucial profession which bridges the gap be-
tween architecture, city planning, landscape architecture and development.  It adopts public, social and 
economic concerns as part of its process.  

The gap which the practice fulfils is that of the public realm. This is the fundamental concern, an area 
often overlooked by other environmentally defining practices. Because of this it is difficult to underpin 
what it is that we are actually designing; the buildings, the streets or the city plan? 

Despite this, it has developed an institutional framework based on the shaping of the public realm as 
determined by all other forces, interfacing between city planning, landscape architecture and architec-
ture to produce good urban places.

The process is understood to operate at two scales: 

(1) The macrocosm13 :  this is the organizational framework defined as a conceptual order which shapes 
the structuring of the environmental elements. (fig 11)

(2) The urban scene14 : The perspective and micro elements within the system understood at the human 
scale. (fig 12)

The macrocosm makes up the framework upon which the varying elements perceived at the human 
scale are shaped; the urban scene is the expression within this framework, the details, texture and 
shapes of a tangible experience. These could be better understood as, (1) the planning scale and, (2) the 
architectural scale. 

Operating between professions, urban design finds much of its importance in urban sociology and 
practicality, addressing these through design within these two scales. 

13 Architecture, “Urban Design Education.” 
14 “Urban Design Education.” 

Defining urban design
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Fig. 11 “Planning scale / macrocosm,” Example - Newmarket figure ground” - Authors illustration 

Fig. 12  “Architectural scale /urban scene”, Example - Newmarket scene - Authors illustration 
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The concepts which concern the shaping of environments for people and their experience as a design 
challenge are considered to have emerged over the second half of the 20th century. Its value today is an 
accelerating result from a boom of influential works, primarily between the 1950s and 70s. 

The development of the profession has grown enormously and in such a small amount of time. What 
caused this sharp contrast and wealth of writing is the result of frustration towards cold, fragmented 
and disconnected urban environments established under modernist planning ideologies which consti-
tuted much of the orthodox planning principles of the mid-20th century. 
 
In the late 50s, these ideologies were criticized heavily. Jane Jacobs, often considered one of the most 
influential identities in contemporary urban design, described many of these efforts to be worse than 
the problems they were trying to solve.

“We have built low-income projects that become worse centres of delinquency, vandalism and general 
social hopelessness than the slums they were supposed to replace.”15

From the opposition of these mid-20th century planning ideologies, new ideas were established which 
focused on the city as a social and human habitat, looking toward classical urban principles such as 
walkability, lively public space, mixed-use areas and meaningful relationships with the context. 
Questions where often concerned with the social fabric of space and the impact of our experience with-
in the city. Often approaching issues such as creation of community, legibility of form and place mak-
ing. These ideas were explored under economic, physical, political and social umbrellas and impact the 
changing shape of many cities today. 

15 Jacobs, 4 

Origins and concern

Outcomes

The ideas established within these concepts have proven to be successful in a variety of different con-
texts. One of the earliest examples was the conversion of Stroget Street in Copenhagen. 
Post-war Copenhagen reshaped itself to support the car, squares became carparks and roads where 
widened. The same could be seen in other cities such as Amsterdam which has changed dramatically 
since the 60s16 . 

As an experiment, Stroget Street was converted in 1962. The effort that transformed the
street was seen as pioneering, and gave rise to debate and criticism before it was
converted. Business owners and media outlets expressed that “Pedestrian
streets will never work in Scandinavia” and espoused that the change would result in “No
cars mean no customers and no customers means no business ”17.

16”Pedestrian Only Streets: Case Study | Stroget, Copenhagen,”  (Webpage article), Global Designing Cities Initiative, accessed March 01,2018, 
https://globaldesigningcities.org/publication/global-street-design-guide/streets/pedestrian-priority-spaces/pedestrian-only-streets/pedestri-
an-streets-case-study-stroget-copenhagen/ 
17 “Pedestrian Only Streets: Case Study | Stroget, Copenhagen.”
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Not long after the conversion of Stroget Street, the area became one of the most successful
streets in Copenhagen, with business now realising the extreme benefits of traffic-free
environments.

Stroget Street highlights the potential for outdoor public activity to take place, and the
viability of street conversion, paving the way for change as we know it today. Prior to this, the Danes had 
previously never had room for the opportunity to develop public life in city spaces after the war, now the 
trend of these street transformations and the initiative to make the city more livable has transformed it 
into one of the most desirable place in the world to live, with other cities following suit such as Amster-
dam. 

We see the same outcomes in Auckland with the transformation of Britomart, Wynyard Quarter and 
Elliot Street, proving the huge economic and social benefits of public space.   
With the positive changes of contemporary urban design proving time and time again its effectiveness 
in cities all over the world, it is clear the use of these strategies lives up to the concepts expressed in the 
rhetoric of urban design theory.  

Fig. 13 Stroget street 1962 Fig. 14 Copenhagen today (stroget street)

Fig. 15 Copenhagen, 1962 Fig. 16 Auckland’s Karangahape road
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The precedent example of Copenhagen is characterizing of the many problems and espoused views 
we have of Auckland’s position as an automotive-indulged city. Many believe that Auckland does not 
have the potential to transform itself, yet the visual resemblance of Auckland today and Copenhagen in 
the 60s is almost uncanny. It acts as evidence of the potential Auckland has to change, as
Copenhagen and Amsterdam once did.

However, these problems are not just unique to Auckland’s automotive issues. The
urban typology of Auckland creates challenges that are a contrast of two extremes: the inner-city high-
rise and the detached house or, rather, suburban sprawl.  

Our urban form is one of the most difficult challenges to achieving these positive urban outcomes, as 
there is little between these two typologies to equalise the population volumes and democratize the city 
into a more balanced diversity of built typologies and business opportunities.

With Berlin as precedent, this concept is effectively characterized. Berlin is a city that is
approximately 900 km2, (compared to Auckland 1050 km2) with an estimated population of 3.5
million, around twice that of Auckland. Yet the city has an extremely low amount of high-rise buildings 
and has managed to control the effects of sprawl relative to its population.18    The existing high rises are 
primarily offices, with a very small number of residential high rises. This is because the entire city is 
essentially six stories high. The city’s sense of scale is balanced and has a very strong
relationship with the street level.

18 Li Fan, “Cautious Redevelopment in Berlin,” 44th ISOCARP (2008). 7-12

Concerning Auckland

Fig. 17  Berlin, google earth Fig. 18 Auckland google earth 
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Berlin’s consistency of scale isn’t just a matter of spatial conditions, however. The city doesn’t compress 
the population into specific areas as Auckland does, rather it is equalized. This reduces the strain on 
infrastructure, while making the region more socially, functionally and financially democratic for its 
residents in a variety of suburbs, each with their own character and community identities.  The acces-
sibility to urban amenity, public spaces and public transport demonstrate almost no contrasting disad-
vantages between places.  Suburbs such as Wedding in the further reaches of Berlin are as accessible as 
Alexander Platz located in the centre, primarily due to the mixed-use nature which spans across many 
of the different areas of the city, enabled by the typology of the cities form.  In observation of Auckland 
we can identify the typological issues. Everything of use has been compressed into single dominant 
core and we have spread ourselves throughout it. There is no wonder that the highest house prices are 
located near the most immediate suburbs around the city centre, with lower prices on the fringe, places 
that are clearly at a locational disadvantage.

Fig. 19 Income map of Auckland,  (blue = higher | red =lower)
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3. Theory & Objectives

3.1           Theory and abstraction 

3.2          Structuring theory & Literature review

                3.2.1          Walkability 

                3.2.2          Activity

                3.2.3          Legibility 

                3.2.4          Identity

Fig. 20 

Fig. 20 Britomart, Scene 3
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Theory and abstraction

Urban design theory is, in essence, an attempt to understand a complex dynamic of forces and phenom-
ena. 
In understanding this, we could say, yes, some cities are bad, some are good, but what does it mean? 
What are good cities and what are bad cities, how do they become so, where does the capacity of a 
desirable city come from, why are people better off there than here, what are the consequences of our 
approaches to cities? 
Looking closely, we can observe the overlapping forces influencing each other. Pulling them apart and 
making them separate is an abstraction, and a step toward developing the systems to fabricate their 
existence. In doing so we develop skills, vigilance and methodologies to create better places. If we are 
unhappy with what we observe and want to make effective changes, we need to consider and address 
these in a complex fashion. The writings and conclusions of urban design literature are an attempt to 
identify these elements.  Through abstraction, we can isolate, observe and emulate the forces that deter-
mine good cities, and in doing so, can create better cities and an improved quality of life. 

Structuring theory

The rhetoric of urban design theory and praxis revolves around density as a catalyst. Without density 
there are no people to form the conditions of a mixed-use community, enhanced by urban design and 
pedestrian occupation. Density is the challenge which constitutes the response developed in urban 
design.
With a higher-density typology on the horizon for Auckland, understanding how best to execute this 
growth, and enhance the experience of high-density living requires the application of different urban 
design strategies. 
The research undertaken in this project has led to the identification of four core objectives, isolated 
based on their observations as foundational needs, and elaborated upon as themes reoccurring in urban 
design literature. 
There are many different overlapping themes and conceptual tools employed in the process. In order to 
understand how these interact, the four fundamental objectives have been summarised into categories 
which consolidate different conceptual ideas in an effort to simplify the rhetoric and its resolve. 
These constitutional objectives are as follows. 

Walkability

Activity

Legibility

Identity.

Or better understood as the acronym; WALI 
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Each one of these terms embodies a collection of different conceptual ideas and the goals these urban 
theories are trying to achieve.  They are not, however, independent. Overlapping and influencing each 
other, they work together and are co-dependent of one another to express the objective of good urban 
places. 
For example, concepts such as character or place making find their expression through the term Iden-
tity.  Yet identity as a concept relies on in the interaction with activity to form community. The same 
could be said for activity and its dependence on walkability to support the urban robustness. 
It is important to note that these four concepts are not the be-all and end-all. There are many different 
objectives. However, they have been understood as the most valuable objectives in the context of this 
project and when combined, they create other objectives such as urban vitality, as a result of their inter-
action.  

Walkability
Accessibility, ease of movement, presence of people, distance between places, permeability. 

Activity
Mixed-use environments, pedestrian streets, presence of people, quality of space.

Legibility
Understanding space, order, image ability, orientation, identity of places
Identity - Expression of character, sense of place, formation of community, diversity, aesthetic. 

Identity
Expression of character, sense of place, formation of community, diversity, aesthetic.



23

These four primary concepts have been summarized as they are understood in the project, and selection 
of literature has been outlined in support of this. The four objectives have been explored and identified 
within the following literature reviews. Each selection applies to either individual objectives, multiple 
objectives, and in some cases all four.

Literature selection
Empirical theory
 
• Gordon Cullen – The concise townscape (1971)

• Kevin Lynch – The image of the city (1960)

• Christopher Alexander– A new theory of urban design (1987)

• Jane Jacobs – The death and life of great American cities (1961)

Design praxis

• Jan Gehl – Cities for people (2010)

• Ian Bentley, Alan Alcock, Paul Murrain, Sue McGlynn, Graham smith - Responsive
 environments (1985)

• Gehl – Life between buildings (1980)

Literature review
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Concept  

Walkability is a constitutional objective 
which finds its importance in the estab-
lishment of a kind of passive human in-
frastructure that enhances the experience 
of a city. If distances between areas of 
interest or uses are too large, the presence 
of cars too hazardous and unsettling, or 
accessibility disrupted by the large scale 
of buildings, activity is diminished by 
the impermeable nature and difficulty of 
movement.  We depend on walkability 
and fluidity of pedestrian movement to 
support the nature of many other ele-
ments of urban space.  Jeff Speck in “The 
walkable city” describes walkability as 
“perhaps the most useful as it contributes 
to urban vitality and most meaningful as 
an indicator of that vitality ”19. 

19 Jeff speck, Walkable City: How Downtown Can Save 
American, One Step at a Time (New York: North Point 
Press, a division of Farrar, Straus and Giroux 2013).p.6

Walkability

Fig. 21 Fig. 21:  A city without roads

Literature

The importance of walkability is made evident in the works and ideas of Cullen’s “The concise town-
scape.” Walkability is essentially the platform which supplements the content of his work. The book 
expresses the idea of “serial visions”20  and discusses the urban environment as a scene from the human 
perspective. Though the book is not directly concerned with walkability as a concept, the content of his 
sketches and photographs are from the perspective of a user through the walkable conditions of older 
cities. He establishes how relationships are created within city spaces through the experience of walk-
ing, “walking from end to another…provide a sequence of revelations ”21. 

 

20 Gordon Cullen, The Concise Townscape (London: Architectural press, 1971).p17
21. p17

Fig. 22: Serial vision sketch 1, Britomart  Fig. 23: Serial vision sketch 2, Britomart  
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Though necessary to the foundations of Cullen’s work and a significant element toward enabling the 
city to be experienced as he describes, the idea is best expressed as a functional concept in “Cities for 
people (2010)” by Jan Gehl, which elaborates on the conditions that create walkable environments. 
He describes the importance of creating walkable environments as a means of supporting the speed of 
human movement at 6km/h for the linear slow-paced, easily redirectable experience of human mobil-
ity and perception22 . If environments are designed to support the natural speed of humans, we create 
fluid, active cities where people are not constrained by the obstacles of distance, mass or hazard and are 
allowed permeable fluidity of mobility. 

What we achieve when we create walkable environments is a social “forum”23 for activities to occur, the 
opportunity for impulse activity, and the presence of amenity. 
Walking is essentially the beginning to any activity. Without walking there are no people. With walking 
comes a great deal of benefits, opportunities and pleasantries for the walkers, the businesses, the adver-
tisers and the onlookers, all enhancing the overall experience of the city. 

It is important, however, to note that Gehl expresses these ideas through contrasting extremes. Often, 
the examples used to portray his ideas in the book are handpicked representations of good and bad 
places: for example, Brasilia, which is an extreme case of a city entirely designed around the ideas of 
modernism, where the automobile was the dominant force in the design of the city and does not accu-
rately represent the conditions of most cities, while precise examples within certain cities such as Mel-
bourne are used, despite much of Melbourne’s sprawling conditions. However, he provides the reader 
with a diversity of these examples from different continents.

22 Gehl.p.43 
23.p.119

Fig. 24: Window shopping, Barcelona.



26

Activity

Concept

Activity is deemed as a fundamental objective of urban design under the premise of purpose. There 
must be reasons to go to a place and they must be diverse to assure that the area can be used for differ-
ent activities for different types of people. Without activity all other design elements become meaning-
less, for activity is the main feature that gives a place its attractiveness. 

For example, Harbor Avenue in Auckland’s waterfront, an otherwise decent public space at ground 
level, is often barren and lacks the presence of people because it serves no other purpose than to ac-
commodate corporate offices. The buildings have no street-level connection and aren’t mixed use. They 
sit on plinths and cut off what could otherwise be businesses at street level serving a purpose such as 
store, café or bar. Rather than coming here during lunch breaks or after work, people prefer to go to 
places such as Wynyard Quarter or the Viaduct. Jacobs describes this idea with absolute importance 
and it is emphasized further in the works of Gehl, Alcock, Cullen and Lynch. Put simply by Jacobs: 
“Life attracts life”24

    
24  Jacobs. 348 

Fig. 25:  Harbour Avenue at lunch time

Fig. 26:  Activity at viaduct basin
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Literature review

Jacobs’ work is heavily focused around the presence of people. As described in “The life and death of 
great American cities”, “The district and indeed as many of its internal parts as possible, must serve 
more than one primary function; preferably more than two. These must ensure that presence of people 
who go outdoors on different schedules and are in the place for different purposes, but who are able to 
use many facilities in common. ”.25 

Activity is stimulated by a diversity of uses supported by a district. In Gehl’s “Life between buildings” 
the forces of activity are elaborated upon.  He defines activity under three different categories, Nec-
essary, optional and social 26.  He explores each of these in contrast to the conditions of a city’s form. 
Necessary activities, such as shopping, working, school etc, occur regardless of city form. Optional 
activities such as leisure, like going for a walk or to a cafe etc, occur where the quality of the physical 
environment is of good, accommodating standard. Social or “resultant” conditions do not rely on good 
conditions quite as much, but more on the presence of others, whether they be there by necessity or for 
leisure. 

25. p.158 
26 Jan Gehl, Life between Buildings (New York: Van nostrand reinhold, 1987; repr., English).14 

Activity can be based on both the accommodating quality of a space and its diversity of use, and in 
binary these make up the ideal conditions for engaging urban places.
Though both Gehl and Jacobs express these ideas with convincing arguments, the studies and obser-
vations of these books have been made through the analysis of their local cities. Gehl expresses many 
of his findings in the context of Denmark, as does Jacobs with the United States. The lack of diversity 
in content and analysis does weaken certain elements of the argument, however, and it is difficult to 
identify with as the variations between cities can differ significantly under certain conditions of activity 
and lifestyle.  

Fig 27:

Diagram by Jan gehl 
representing the 
three different types 
of activities and the 
quality of urban 
spaces required to 
support them. 

Fig. 27
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Legibility

Concept

Legibility is made significant as a concept which constitutes the definition of a city’s parts: the systems 
of order, the diversity of uses, differentiations of locations and visual identification. It is the overall uni-
fication of these parts which forms the “imageability” and creates potent relationships between the user 
and the cityscape.   Its foundations are established in urban design as the apparent perceptual basis of 
urban images27.  In the words of Lynch “a legible city would be one whose districts, landmarks or path-
ways are easily indefinable and are easily grouped into an overall pattern”28. 

27 Elizabeth Macdonald Michael Larice, The Urban Design Reader, ed. Frederic stout Richard T. Legates, vol. 3rd, Urban Reader Series (New York: 
Routledge, 2007).28  
28 Lynch.p3

Literature review

Lynch describes legibility as “the ease in which parts can be recognized and organized into a coherent 
pattern ”.29 
However, Lynch begins to obscure his definition when he starts to discuss the concept as a means to 
“heighten the potential of the human experience ”30.  We are then introduced to the role of legibility as a 
perceptual experience of the inhabitant.  “Nothing is experienced by itself…but always in relation to its 
surroundings”31  writes Lynch.  
Rather than the simple organization of form as suggested by his original definition, the idea starts to 
find much of its significance as a psychological element of perception and it becomes both a concern of 
the characteristics of the space and the characteristics of the user.

He does, however, discuss the potency of a city’s image ability which helps us to grasp what he is 
attempting to identify, the description of different places, their uses, visual characters and relationships 
as described through urban patterns, visual scenes and contextual emphasis as a dialogue of associa-
tions interpreted by the user. 

He demonstrates five key elements in securing this: “Nodes, edges, paths, districts and landmarks ”32 
(fig28) . In summary, these concepts articulate the platforms upon which space can be recognised. In 
Lynch’s surveys and experiments he identifies how cities such as Boston and Los Angeles juxtapose 
when these concepts are weak or strong in their presence. Los Angeles was reported to be weak in 
contrast to Boston, which was considered to be better as it had strong visual character and potency of 
form.33 

29 p.2 
30 p.5 
31 p.6 
32 p.47
33 p.17

Fig 28:

Lynch found that the 
construction of the 
“mental image” can 
be attributed to these 
five elements.

Fig. 28



29

The expression of these elements in detail at a pedestrian perspective is described with vigor in the se-
rial vision sketches and photographs of Cullen’s “The concise townscape”, which articulates how these 
key physical elements work at the true scale of experience, or rather, the architectural scale. He identi-
fies these as the “content”34 of the townscape.

However, Cullen’s work is expressed through his own perception as a sensitive observer. His eye is 
more clearly attuned to observe the details and intricacies a layman would have no grasp of. Regard-
less, though his consideration of other people’s experiences is limited, it does not necessarily mean the 
observations are meaningless to others; they may just be understood as passive elements of experience. 
Only if removed would we realised how important Cullen’s observations may be.

Legibility is more clearly defined as a practical concept in the book “Responsive environments” as “the 
quality which makes a place graspable” through “physical form and activity patterns”35.  The book, 
which articulates physical expressions of urban theory in much of its content, simplifies the idea into 
more manageable and applicable concepts, comparing the forms and scenes of traditional cities to that 
of a modern one, referencing and analyzing the work of Lynch in the process and how these four key 
physical elements are manifested within a city’s form. 
 

Legibility can be best summarised in the rhetoric by the need for definition at the two scales: the plan-
ning scale & the architectural scale.

(1) The definition of urban patterns and form - (Lynch:  Nodes, edges, paths, districts, landmarks)
 
(2) The definition of spatial characteristics and identities (Cullen: Focal points, enclosure, precincts, 
here and there, intricacies, deflection,  etc) 

34 Cullen.p.57 
35 Ian Bentley.p.43 

Fig 29:

Example of Cullen’s “content”.
The concept here is called deflection. The idea is 
that the building object is deflected away from the 
right angle, arousing the expectation that there is a 
place at the end of the street that is yet to be seen. 

Fig. 29
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Identity

Concept

Identity is largely the product of less tangible forces. Much like legibility, it finds its substance in the 
creation image ability and the “enhancement of the human experience ”36, though legibility is a more 
pragmatic means of structuring a city’s physical elements. Identity is how these physical elements 
manifest their expression to make that connection and enhance the experience of space and definition of 
place, and cultivated through the creation meaningful places, character and activity within it.

We see little in the way of this in Auckland. The character of Auckland city’s modern developments are 
often bleak and driven by developer interests or economic pressures. This is evident in the clear con-
nection Aucklanders have to places such as Ponsonby , Parnell  or Titirangi. The communities, visual 
identities and sense of place in these areas are vivid and engaging, attracting people from all parts of 
the city. They possess substance and character of place.  These are areas which have been driven by the 
interests of people. For example, the architectural intrigue of Titirangi houses and the connection with 
the bush, or the restored villas and Victorian buildings of older Auckland suburbs.

In the words of Alexander, “When we look at the most beautiful towns and cities of the past, we are 
always impressed by a feeling that they are somehow organic… grown as a whole under its own laws 
of wholeness.”37 

36 Lynch.3 
37 Christopher Alexander, A New Theory of Urban Design (New York: Oxford university press, 1987).2-3 

Fig. 30: Tawini House, Titirangi, Auckland

Fig. 31: Ponsonby villas, Auckland 
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Literature review

This concept of identity is expressed as a fundamental idea in Christopher Alexander’s “A new theo-
ry of urban design”. In the chapter, “Rule 3: Visions, we are introduced to the concepts of content and 
character. He describes that “Every project must first be experienced and then expressed as a vision 
which can be seen in the inner eye (literally)…. It must be communicated to others and felt by others as 
a vision. ”38 

In practical terms, it is about substance of city form, that which is “authentic” and “heartfelt ”39, gov-
erned by human impulses and content. He contrasts this idea against the conditions of many modern 
developments, where the answers are in “exclusively economic terms”: what things make money there, 
and what can pay for itself there.40   
Lynch has discussed similar issues of identity in “the image of the city”. However, he focuses on the 
idea as a means to create image ability through spatial identity, not necessarily the efforts needed to 
create it. “Above all, if the environment is visibly organised and sharply identified, then the citizen can 
inform it with his own meanings and connections.” 41

He describes that the city is “a tent for many functions raised by many hands ”42, solidifying, firstly, the 
importance of a close grain (The div ersity of a cities parts) urban form: elements within a collect-
ed system as opposed to the contrary; a city of complete specialisation as a single object; or course grain 
(the lack of diversity)  development, observable in many modern cities and modernised areas of cities. 
He references Florence as a city of rich character and imageability. The study of Florence describes both 
the ideas of Alexander and Lynch. Florence is a rare case of a city that possesses substance of form. It is 
a city made by many hands and functions upon which people develop relationships and connections 
to its character.  The city represents an environment where “every scene is instantly recognisable and 
brings to mind a flood of associations ”43.  

The content of both these books describe the contexts which define the conditions, however there are 
limited resources on how to actually create this in context, as much of it relies on external forces beyond 
that which can be designed. The cities are shaped by the planning rules, economic forces and policies 
at play. Alcock and others address this briefly in “responsive environments” under the chapter “Vari-
ety and Economic Feasibility”.  The book was published in 1985, and despite its age they address some 
fundamental elements such as the basic conditions a project must meet. For example, “profit and func-
tional feasibility” as crucial to structuring strategies 44.
However, the goals best described to nurture Identity are known to be created through close grain de-
velopment models.

38 p.50 
39 p.51 
40 p.53 
41 Alexander page 51 
42 Lynch p.92 
43.p.93 
44. Ian Bentley.p.28-31 

Fig 32:

Scene over Florence. Strong 
backdrop of Tuscan hills and 
rich visual pallette in the city 
form.

Fig. 32
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4. Elements of composition

4.1           The planning scale

               4.1.1         The human scale

               4.1.2         Context and environment

               4.1.3         Order and variety

               4.1.4         Land use

4.2          The architectural scale

                4.2.1          Building design

                4.2.2          street design and public space

                4.2.3          street edge

   

Fig. 33
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Elements of composition

In order to form the conditions for the four objectives, walkability, activity, legibility and identity; care-
ful attention needs to be given to the elements which form their compositions. 
Each of these objectives is influenced by different urban theory, strategies and rules which synthesize 
their outcomes.
The theory and urban design strategies Identified in this project have been categorized into the two 
identified scales, the planning scale and the architectural scale. How these compositional attributes 
manifest themselves is understood to be responsible in forming their outcomes.
The following principles can be understood as tools with varying application towards each objective. 
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The Planning scale 

The planning scale is concerned with the elements which make up the composition of the conceptual 
system. The focus of the planning scale is predominantly concerned with the compositional ideas used 
to create the structure of the urban environment and how each element can be used to form rules which 
direct the arrangement of its parts.

The human scale 

When we discuss the human scale, we are referring to the proportions of a city relative to the human 
being. The human scale is a well-established idea in urban design practice as a compositional force in 
the creation good urban places.  
When using the idea of the human scale to compose space and forms, the focus is given to the objec-
tives of walkability and activity.  

In shaping these elements, the strategic application of scale is engaging with the spatial definitions and 
built forms of a site and the spaces between them. Scale can be used to concentrate or disperse activity 
by tailoring street widths and public spaces, an essential element in Jan Gehl’s theory of assembly and 
dispersal. 

Additionally, scale is used to define street lengths and distances as well as permeability through the 
shaping of blocks lengths. If scale is utilized effectively to shape these elements, we create permeable, 
connected environments attuned to what Gehl articulates as “perception and speed…for a 5km/h crea-
ture” .45

45.Gehl, Cities for People.p 43 

Fig. 34:  Jan Gehls theory of assembly and dispersal details how form and scale influence movement patterns 
and spatial intensity. 
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What describes good scale is not a single metric of proportions, however. Scale can be defined within 
a spectrum depending on the contextual definitions of a site, population density, functions etc.  For 
example, the impact of New York’s high- rises is hardly noticed at the street level because they have 
been planned in an orderly way and are the predominant typology. With consistency of spatial forms 
and appropriately proportioned space in between them, the street level exists on a different plane of 
perspective, and you would have to deliberately look up to notice them. In a city comprised of low-rise 
buildings, the effect of high rises would be a lot different and disproportionate to the context. 

In the case of activity, scale of space is defining in the concentration and intensity of human presence. 
Using the example of a lecture hall, Gehl describes how the proportions of a large hall make the space 
feel empty and underwhelming. If the hall is smaller, the presence of people is made more intense and 
the sense of importance is enhanced by the perceived presence of more people, attracting others, draw-
ings importance to Jacobs’ idea of “people attract people” .46 

46. Gehl, Cities for People.p 43 

Fig. 35: NYC street perspective Fig. 36: NYC perspective looking up

Context and environment 

Responding to the context is necessary for any urban-, architectural-, or landscape-orientated projects. 
How we respond to the context is important in shaping all four objectives. 
The variable challenges and opportunities of existing site conditions, if responded to well in both the 
planning scale and the architectural scale, have the potential to enhance the site through a responsive 
expression and practical intention. 

Fig. 37:

Fig 37

Del Campo, Sienna in Italy is the most 
extreme example of “responsive ex-
pression”. It’s buildings respond to the 
natural surroundings by formings to the 
solar paths, with streets and building 
ascending up the landscape. 
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How we create legibility and identity is strongly connected with the context of the site and its greater 
surroundings and challenges, history and communities. These should shape both the architectural and 
planning response and in doing so engage with Alexander’s “Rule 3: Visions”47 , which focuses on the 
importance of substance and character “Communicated by others and felt by others…as a vision” 48. 

The response we take to these challenges produces “purposeful associations ”49 through efforts to re-
spond rather than assert, and we enhance both the site and the contextual conditions which surround it.  
Activity and walkability are strongly connected to how the surrounding context is tied in with the 
additions of new urban developments.  How does the urban form enhance existing site conditions such 
as buildings or natural character, form fulfilling new relationships, connections and purposes to both 
enhance the context of the site development and the greater areas surrounding it? How does it grow 
upon the fabric of the existing city and assimilate as opposed to simply attaching itself as a necessary 
obligation. 

47. Alexander.p.50  
48 .p.41
49 .Lynch.p.83 

Order and Variety

One of the things evident in many good cities is a 
sense of order. Balance, repetition, symmetry are 
all elements adored in many cities such as Paris or 
New York. Many Modern cities, like Auckland, are 
heavily disordered and unstructured. High rises sit 
next to heritage buildings and terraced houses next 
to carpark stacks. There is no sense of structure, 
balance or control.  However too much order can be 
equally concerning. 

Fig. 38: Disordered scene in Auckland. 

Modernist works, such as Ernst May’s Siedlung 
Neue Vahr in Bremen, despite other criticisms ex-
emplifies the harsh, cold repetitive nature of such 
environments. This sameness of form hinders any 
sense of identity or emotional connection. Regard-
less of our understanding of these inadequacies, 
stamped repetitive housing types of a similar, less 
menacing nature are still prevalent today in modern 
housing developments. The issue is often infor-
mally expressed as “cookie cutter housing” and is 
a condition evident in many new developments in 
Auckland.  As expressed by Ivor Samuels in “Ur-
ban forms”, the city block has been interpreted as a 
single building: “City = block or modernity = single 
block…. pseudo blocks or an urbanistic rendering of 
a valueless postmodern formalism.”50 He concludes 
with the importance of sub-division to develop as a 
reflective attitude toward projects, drawing parallels 
with Lynch’s idea of a city “raised by many hands 
”51.
50 Jean Castex Philippe Panerai, Jean Charles Depaule, Ivor Samuels Urban 
Forms: The Death and Life of the Urban Block (Oxford: Architectural press 
2005).p.10 
51 Lynch.p.90 

Fig. 39: Ernst May’s Siedling Neue Vahr, Bremen. The clear 
order and repititive nature is stark and alienating 
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Both excessive order and lack of order are issues, the ideal is a combination of the two, variety within 
order, an environment with clear “rationalisation and regularity”52  as seen in typologies of the Hauss-
mannien block. These Parisian forms were built in structured blocks made up of plots, sometimes 
grouped or separated, but consistently proportioned and realised as individual elements within an 
overall urban structure. 

Such systems can be described as Unified diversity. They allow for variety of character and nurture 
the objectives of identity and legibility. When utilised correctly they have the potential to produce 
engaging urban environments of substance and character while remaining clear, rationalised, and tidy, 
inquisitive, interesting and mysterious. 
Jacobs describes such environments as “close grain” or rather “small scale in the sense that the lengths 
of fibres making a rope are small scale.”53  

52 Philippe Panerai.p.10 
53 Jacobs.p.121 

Fig. 40: The Haussmannien block demonstrates a 
clear rationalisation within its urban structuring, 
subdividing blocks and plots within a clearly de-
fined shape. 

Fig. 41: The Haussmannien 
block as seen from the street
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Land use

Land use can be ultimately identified as the hierarchical control of priorities and allocation of site 
resources to best devise the most appropriate outcomes.  Alex Lehnerer in “Grand urban forms” iden-
tifies many of the elements land use strategies deal with such as “Shop front diversity”54 , “back drop 
preservation”55  and “Height difference max ”56. Other issues include height ranges or location of func-
tions such as districts and parks. 

Jacobs also discusses land use in her identification of the need for multi-functional streets and her de-
scribed need for short blocks. “Long blocks tend to be self-isolating and distinctly separate. 57”

The compositional concept of land use attributes much of its influence in defining all four elements, 
Walkability, Activity, Legibility and Identity. Each of these four objectives can be heavily defined by 
land use and their influence in tailoring the site to best form the conditions of each objective, steering 
the regimes informatively to cater to each outcome. 

Many cities demonstrate different land use rules to achieve better urban conditions. For example, retail 
frontage continuity used in Manhattan: “Ground floors shall form strips of retail uses that go beyond 
the dimensions of a single block. 58”  However, each city requires different land use interventions to 
suit the context.  Identifying the most valuable solutions for a specific site requires extensive contextual 
analysis and observation of site conditions. 

54. Lehnerer. 
55. p.18 
56 .p.32 
57 Jacobs.p.121 
58 Lehnerer.p.32 

Fig. 42: Land use example:                    
Retail frontage continuity, Manhat-
tan/San francisco. The rule outlines 
that ground floor zones shall form 
strips of retail uses that go beyond the 
dementions of a single block. 
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Architectural scale

When referring to the architectural scale, the discussion focuses on the more specific compositional 
forces and elaborates upon the conceptual systems of the planning scale. It looks at the description of 
their expression within the urban scene, or rather the experience of space at the street level.  

Building design

The architectural expression of built forms is fundamental to the objectives of legibility and identity. 
Most important is the diversity and care taken within the architectural expression. If the opportunity 
for diversity to occur is granted, the need for architectural care must be preserved.
 
In Lehnerer’s “Grand urban rules” he references a declaration in the United states, described as “the 
rights to beauty”.  The rule outlines that developments must be in the public interest desideratum. 
Aesthetic and responsive regimes are emphasised and projects must give back rather than pursue the 
interest of the developer.59

    
If the architectural design contributes to the interests of the public, the site’s environmental and contex-
tual conditions, and the dwellers through responsive form it is understood that the objectives of identi-
ty and legibility will flourish. In the words of Alexander it must be “a vision of betterment, a vision of 
value, seen by an individual and carried out with force”60. 

With these interventions, spaces begin to establish character through expressive architectural form and 
aesthetic identities, making the development legible and developing character.

59 .p.13 
60 Alexander.p.53 

Fig. 43: An Auckland example of an attempt to build indentity 
through design. Developed by Ockham, this projects is named 
HYPATIA after the greek godness of Knowledge and attempts 
to express character through a connection with Auckland 
university. It represents this within the precast concrete forms 
designed by New Zealand artists. 
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Street design and public space
 
The way in which the spaces in between buildings are shaped to both serve practical needs and social 
needs responsively is important to supporting the objectives of walkability and activity. 
As a result of automotive dominance, streets in Auckland have been made to prioritise the car. They 
are loud, disruptive and hazardous to cyclists and pedestrians. When we design streets to firstly prior-
itise pedestrians, then cyclists, then cars we gain huge benefits both socially and economically. Places 
become safer, accidents are reduced, and businesses do better as evident in the early example of Stroget 
Street (p.16) and local examples in Auckland such as Elliot Street.  

Fig. 44: Elliot street, Auckland. The street design 
prioritises pedestrians, but still accomodates for the 
presence of Automobiles for essential functions to 

Fig. 45: High street , Auckland. Due to the presence of 
cars and parking, pedestrians on high street a push up 
against the sides into narrow corridors barely suitable 
for one person. The results are hazardous , awkward 

However, mixing traffic with people can be hazardous without clear separation, with young children 
and elderly being at an extreme disadvantage. Street design and locations of public spaces then are as 
much about separating traffic as they are about sharing streets. Only certain streets can support both if 
the conditions of traffic allow it. If it is too much of a thoroughfare, it can become unsettling for pedes-
trians. In the words of Gehl, “Pedestrians must have priority in mixed traffic”. If this is not the case 
“nothing untoward will happen. However, the price is high in terms of dignity and quality.”61.  
Given this, we must design our streets to function both as exclusive public spaces and as traffic net-
works or both, where appropriate or controlled.  Doing so will contribute to achieving the objectives of 
active and walkable city spaces by nurturing safety and security. 
Streets, squares or others forms of public space can also be aesthetically and functionally significant. 
The way our streetscapes incorporate trees, pavement design, or seating can determine the appeal of 
a space. For example, using native trees can extensively enhance the aesthetic intrigue of a place and 
can function as shade and shelter, and the locations of seating overlooking public spaces should also be 
carefully considered. 

61 Gehl, Cities for People.p.123 

Fig. 46: Freyburg place, Auckland. Recent addi-
tions have impproved the appearance of the place 
significantly with addition of new street tiles, native 
plantation and lighting. Additionally, traffic is 
controlled using boullards to seperate people from 
traffic during busy hours of the day which are later 
lowered during low activity hours. 
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Street edge 

The street edge is responsible for forming the dialogue between the street space and the buildings. 
When we consider this dialogue, we are exploring how the architecture integrates itself with the public 
realm. The way the street edge is created can be identified within two abstractions. 
Firstly, the street edge is a contextual Cue, defined by Alcock and Smith in “Responsive environments” 
and is important in defining identity and legibility. The other is the “soft edge” articulated in Gehl’s 
“Life between buildings” as a means of creating activity. 

The “contextual Cue” of the street edge expressed in responsive environments discusses the elements 
of a building’s visual character (wall details, windows, doors and ground level details) and the relation-
ships between elements (vertical or horizontal rhythms, skyline relationships, building heights). 

These elements have the potential to “reinforce or contrast with the visual character of its context ”62. 
How these relationships manifest are articulated in the book which suggests four different ways this 
can be observed and expressed to reinforce the character of a place.

62 Ian Bentley.p.82 

Fig. 47: Outlined in “responsive environments is a guide to understanding different kind patterns and 
relationships as illustrated in the diagram. To the right, are two types of relationships. The top example 
illustrates similar elements in different relationships, while the example on the bottom illustrated Dif-
ferent elements in similar relationships 

Fig. 48:  Using the provided table, it is easy 
to indentify these principles in context. This 
example of Amsterdam could be understood 
as “similar elements in similar relationships” 
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The street edge at the ground level or “soft edge” is engaging with the objective of activity. It consults 
the presence of people and the contribution to the public realm. This can be in the form of retail, en-
trances, porches, balconies, gardens etc,. as private, semi-private or public interfaces. 

Gehl describes the importance of the soft edge simply as “being able to stay next to the buildings, or 
merely able to come and go”63. In essence we are looking at the edge as a scene, a place which accom-
modates simple activities such as sitting, gardening, resting and observing or business-related activities 
such as the accommodation of cafés or shops on the ground floor. 

The way the street edge engages with the public realm as either a semi-private (e.g.: garden/porch/
balcony), private (e.g.: hard edge/entrance only) or public (functional street level/café or shop). It is 
important in nurturing active conditions and forms a binary between the architecture and the street, the 
onlookers and the people, whom are engaging with one another to enhance the life within spaces.  Such 
conditions are crucial to the concept presented by Jacobs, famously known as “the eyes of the street”64   
and is additionally engaged with private and public permeability outlines in “responsive environ-
ments”. 

63 Gehl, Cities for People.p.122 
64 Jacobs.p.35 

Fig. 49:  Vulcan Lane, Auckland. The use of a 
function of the street level draws in activity, 
which spells out onto the street,  especially 
during lunch hours. As a result the space is 
made active and visually engading  

Fig. 50:  Grey Lynn, Auckland: Recent devel-
opment attempting to interface with the street 
by creating active balconies which face the 
street. 

Fig. 51:  Maidstone street, Auckland. An older 
, more traditional form of terraced housing 
demonstrates what is called a “soft edge.” in 
this case the buiding footprint is setback from 
the street to allow for a garden and a degree 
of privacy 
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5. Case studies

5.1      Barcelona

5.2      Amsterdam

5.3      Malmo: Bo01

5.4      Auckland: Vinegar lane

   

Fig. 52:
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Barcelona

Barcelona’s urban typology is made up of a gridiron system. The urban structure of Barcelona was pro-
posed by Ildfons Cerda for the extension of the city in the mid-19th century 65.  Barcelona today is often 
given praise for its urban achievements. In observation of Barcelona’s form and contemporary strate-
gies to improve it, we can understand how it articulates some of the identified objectives.

The most notable element of the city’s form is the perimeter block. In observation of the block’s scale, 
we can identify how the city uses different compositional elements at the planning scale primarily 
composed of Scale, Order and Variety, and Land use.  Each block spans 100 m on both axis with 15m 
between each block, expanding to 20 m at pedestrian boulevards and 50 m to automotive boulevards. 
The outcome is a result of Barcelona’s land use principles which create a consistency of block separa-
tion and regular spatial relationships.  The permeable nature of Barcelona supports walkable conditions 
and intensely populated spaces because of these urban rules which constitute the scale of both the city 
blocks and the spaces between.

65 Eric J. Jenkins, To Scale (New york: Routledge, 2008).p.16 

15m

20m

Fig. 53:

Fig. 54: Spatial pro-
portions between 
Barcelona perime-
tre blocks 
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Cerda had concerns about the monotony of the urban grid and his original proposal attempted to offset 
this by making the built edges alternate in patterns.  These rules, however, were ignored, the perimeters 
were built up to the edge and the courts filled.66  

Despite Cerda’s concerns, the experience of Barcelona is not monotonous. Because of the extensive 
sub-division of city blocks, the environment is made of a mixed-use area consisting of housing, hotels 
and office blocks, expressing a diversity of architectural forms, activity, use and rich street-level rela-
tionships. 
This emphasises the compositional elements of order and variety. The grids of Barcelona produce a leg-
ible and consistently understood urban setting, yet provide a variety of activities, functions and forms.  
With this expression of variety and order or rather unified diversity, Barcelona demonstrates the im-
portance and effectiveness of these systems in creating the objectives of Activity, Legibility and Identity 
under the influence of land use strategies to achieve this.

Barcelona, despite its urban structure, has recently been struggling with automotive-related issues. 
Barcelona has consistently failed to meet EU emissions targets and the congestion of cars has been both 
hazardous and is the source of extensive noise pollution. 67 
In response to this, the city has implemented a consolidation of blocks to be designed as pedestrian pri-
ority places. The system describes these as superblocks and aims to give the city spaces back to pedes-
trians and address the other outlined concerns. 

By implementing these strategies over a short period of time, the city wants to reach the
ambitious goal of reducing car uses by 21 percent over two years, with the intention to increase mobili-
ty by foot, bike and public transport.68  The interesting thing about Barcelona’s car issues is that private 
vehicles only account for 20 percent of total movement in the city yet occupy 60 percent  of the roads.69 
It is an interesting ratio to consider when the amount of land dedicated to the cars takes up such a sig-
nificant amount of space.
66 .p.16 
67 Superblocks: how Barcelona is taking city streets back from cars (Webpage), Vox, 2017, accessed 06/05/18, 2018, https://www.vox.
com/2016/8/4/12342806/barcelona-superblocks. 
68 Roberts. 
69 . 

Fig. 55: Original proposal by Cerda. These 
blocks where filled in order to increase 
capacity.

Fig. 56: 
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Amsterdam

Founded at the mouth of the Amstel river, Amsterdam is known for its canals, tree-lined streets and 
distinguished architectural character as a city, which has consistently evolved around challenges 
brought about by being below sea level.
Amsterdam’s composition can be attributed to the conditions of its environment and context. The city’s 
intensity of character is an expression of responsive form. The long, curved canals and narrow, elon-
gated streets can be attributed to the limited land resources and the nature of Amsterdam’s use as an 
efficient and comprehensive docking system dating back to the 13th century .
70

From this, the proportions of Amsterdam’s scale are identified by built typologies that are elongated on 
one axis and short on the other within a radial city typology formed by its canals.  
The spatial proportions of Amsterdam’s street spaces are relatively similar to that of Barcelona’s. Nar-
row streets are often no larger than 10 m, while longer, radial streets are often 50 m wide. Though 
these proportions are similar, the spatial results are different. Due the canals the street spaces are often 
pushed up against city blocks. Though the space is open and wide, walkable spaces are no larger than 
10 m in width. The street activity of Amsterdam is made very intense as a result, with large groups of 
people compressed into narrow spaces.  

70 Jenkins.p.6 

Fig. 57: 
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Amsterdam block & Street proportions 

Fig. 58: Street proportions of 
Amsterdam most common 
block typology. This kind of 
block is known as the Ams-
tel block. The block radiates 
around the canals, stretching 
itself between bridges. 
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By virtue of its scale, Amsterdam is made extremely walkable and active because of its proportions 
which have not been undermined by the car. Additionally, its rich visual intensity is constituted by 
its spatial experiences and architectural forms, resulting from its contextual and localised conditions. 
These are evident in the rich brick and aesthetic beauty of its architectural patterns and forms, which 
give the city a strong sense of identity and spatial legibility.

Recently, under the increasing pressures of population growth in Amsterdam, a development or Bor-
neo Island has become an example for many modern urban developments such as Vinegar lane in 
Auckland.  The development model is composed by applying systems which constitute order and 
diversity. 
The design principles of Borneo Sporenburg controls Parking, private open space and specifies a range 
of criteria to be met. The most notable aspects are however its visual form.  The designers where com-
mitted to creating a unique range of structures that where individual elements, yet part of a unified 
whole.71 
These rules control story height, plot width and building materials. The result has been met with much 
praise.  In the process, more than 100 architects have been involved. The outcome of each development 
responds well to the context, with buildings providing adequately designed architectural results.  Pri-
vate spaces, views of the waterfront, plot specific parking as well as a strong street edge create effective 
and engaging built forms. 

71 ”Urban Theory Borneo Sporenburg Masterplan,” urbantheory west8 amsterdam, 2009, accessed 03/10/2018, 2018. 

Fig. 59: Narrow amsterdam streets inbetween blocks 

Fig. 60: Fig. 61: 
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Bo01: Malmo

Bo01 is a project that has been design from the bottom up. The project first, considered the life that 
would take place, then the spaces, and then the buildings and follows many of the urban design strate-
gies outlined by Jan Gehl and demonstrates these as praxis.
The architect, Klas Tham, designed the urban layout of Bo01 to create a broken up urban environment 
that allowed for freedom of movement, open areas and a diversity of urban characteristics.  The idea 
was influenced by that of inner city medieval old towns.72   
The development form is designed to be responsive, permeable and, much like Borneo sporenburg; 
diverse yet unified. 

The layout is made permeable by the small, broken up blocks. These blocks are intercepted by large 
boulevards which run through the axis of the developments. The outcome is an interesting and myste-
rious spatial system which anchors itself to these boulevards in order to maintain a legible form. 

72 “City of Tomorrow: Malmo, Sweden,” accessed 06/04/2018, 2018, https://www.urbangreenbluegrids.com/projects/bo01-city-of-tomorrow-
malmo-sweden/. 

Fig. 62: Analysis of street 
networks. The red networks 
show main boulevard con-
nections which link up the 
secondary street, coloured in 
Orange. Between the second-
ary streets are small lanes 
and networks in between 
buildings, coloured in Purple. 
These make the development 
permiable and provide free-
dom of movement. 
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The form is both an outcome of design intent and a response to the environmental conditions. 
Due to its positions by the waterfront, the development is exposed to strong winds that are extremely 
frigid in the winter. To offset this, the perimeter of the development has taller buildings to block these 
winds. Additionally, the boulevards are partially interrupted by blocks to negate the impact along these 
main strips.  

The scale of Bo01 is possibly one of its more notable features, the spaces are small and intermit, often 
embellished with engaging street design in the form of trees, creeper plants and ponds. This makes the 
spaces comfortable, legible and intricate; to enforce this further, the street edge of the buildings engages 
vividly with public spaces and form strong visual permeability as a result. 

The overall urban outcomes of Bo01 have given it a strong reputation as a successful contemporary 
urban development. Utilising urban theory in much of its design processes, we can observe the strength 
of these methodologies as a material outcome.  

Fig. 63: 

Fig. 64: public space in Bo01 Fig. 65: Street lanes 
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Vinegar lane, Auckland

Vinegar lane was a development project undertaken in Ponsonby, Auckland. Vinegar lane is an attempt 
to adapt intensification to Auckland’s urban conditions to create diverse urban conditions which form 
to market conditions. In the case of Vinegar lane, many ideas are based on European models, such as 
Borneo Sporenburg in Amsterdam.

Brady Nixon, the development manager behind the project, wrote a document outlining the potential 
for Auckland’s future development.
The main elements of his document discuss Auckland’s potential to emulate many of the urban design 
strategies seen overseas such as in Borneo Sporenburg or Malmo.
The idea overserves the current situation in Auckland and the forces of the unitary plan toward devel-
oping a compact and affordable intensification solution for Auckland. 
The New Zealand property industry is defined by the productivity commission as a “cottage industry”73  
, a market made up of lots of small developers, often building one house at a time rather than large 
scale projects. 

“Over 80% of dwellings in New Zealand’s are build one dwelling at a time. The industry cannot deliver 
massive large scale apartment and terraced housing projects. This is due to the lack of capital, skill or 
inclination to develop more than one dwelling at a time.”74

 
The development of Vinegar lane is a manifestation of the ideas Nixon articulates. Using plot sub-di-
vision to achieve this, he demonstrates the outcomes this model could have toward improving Auck-
land’s urban form and developed Vinegar lane in support of these ideas. 
The results of Vinegar lanes have been met with high praise. It shows the potential in the diversity of its 
architectural typologies and effectiveness of their individual design solutions. 
Much like Borneo Sporenburg, many architects have contributed to this development, and the architec-
tural results such as rich visual form, street connections.

Vinegar lane is dictated by a set of rules which have outlined the project outcomes. There is no aesthetic 
control allowing for freedom of architectural expression, however adjoining sites must be developed by 
different architects. 
Proportionally, lots can be developed up to a maximum of four storeys and not exceed five.  Lots must 
also have full site coverage and all dwellings must include private outdoor living spaces. 

73 Brady Nixon, “Market Receptive Intensification,”  (April 2013 2013).p.4 
74 .p.6

Fig. 66: Vinegar lane facades 
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Fig. 67: Vinegar lane rules
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Fig. 68:

Development programme
Note: Initial research conducted in early parts of the year has since been removed and adapted as the 
dialogue and information surrounding the proposition becomes  more transparent.

Unitec’s existing campus on Carrington Road, covering 53 hectares of the total 64.5 hectares of the 
Wairaka precinct, contains 177 buildings distributed over a sprawling campus.  The Wairaka precinct is 
located between Pt Chevalier and Mt Albert.

The site supports the presence of an urban community. Within it is an education institution that forms a 
large part of the existing community which will be consolidated into one sub-precinct. 
It comprises the Unitec campus, Mason Clinic owned by the Waitemata District Health Board, a com-
mercial laundry facility operated by Taylors Laundry Services, and three largely undeveloped lots 
owned by Ngāti Whātua Ōrākei Trustee Limited.

With the purchase of 29.3 Hectares of the Wairaka precinct the government has proposed developing 
an estimated 3000-4000 new dwellings on the land. 

Initially, the precinct was subject to the zoning conditions of the unitary plan. However, recent an-
nouncements in September, 2018, have made these non-applicable to the development, which will now 
be subject to an urban design authority established by the government. 

The Wairaka precinct has strong potential and possesses a rich character, both environmentally and 
architecturally. This should be embraced and retained to preserve the quality of the development and 
the land.

Summary of the government development proposal 

• 29 hectares of Unitec land within the Wairaka precinct. 

• The land on Unitec’s Mt Albert campus has been transferred to the Crown with the intention of 
building a community consisting of 3000-4000 homes.

• 40 percent of these homes will be built under KiwiBuild, with the remaining 60 percent to be 
private developments. The government’s vision is to develop this prime site with a mix of affordable 
KiwiBuild homes for first home buyers, alongside public housing and open market homes.

• The development site is located next to major public transport connections and positioned only 
9km from Auckland’s CBD. 

• It is a mix of developed and undeveloped land and functions, suitable for a mixed-use housing 
development.  

• The development rules will no longer be subject to the unitary plan under a recent announce-
ment to establish a government-run urban design authority.

• The development aims to distance itself from automotive dependency and take advantage of the 
public transport connections near the development.  

• The development is likely to occur in increments over an extended period.75 

75 Twyford. 
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Density 

Unitec research suggests the site is suitable for a large-scale residential development approaching 3,000 
units.
As the government intends to push this toward 4000 units, the result will be an extremely high-density 
development, almost tripling that of Hobsonville Point, which is around 40 dwellings per hectare. 

This means the site’s average building scale is estimated to be around 100 apartment buildings, if each 
unit is an average of 70m2 and each building is six stories high.

However, that different typologies and height ranges will change this number significantly.
The development will consist of both townhouses and apartments. This number is just a means to grasp 
the development conditions. 

Calculations based on usable land area, public space considerations and other site functions suggest an 
estimated density of 130-140 dwellings per hectare.   The only current development of similar density, 
though much smaller in scale, is Vinegar Lane, Ponsonby.

This is subject to change based on how the site is treated, or socio-economic interests. 
Given the elusive nature of current development discussions in the media and the lack of concrete in-
formation surrounding the proposal, it is difficult to identify accurate information. 

Other sources do, however, identify a similar density of 102-137m76  of dwellings per hectare (dph)77. 
In summary, the result will be an urban, mixed-use development, consisting of an estimated 9000 
inhabitants. The built typologies will comprise apartments and townhouses, likely diversifying in scale 
with the implementation of new functions and uses to support the introduction of new inhabitants.

Given the nature of the urban development reaching a similar density to that of Berlin’s metropolitan 
areas, the land area will be primarily dedicated to buildings, with the remainder incorporating nec-
essary functions such as public spaces, parking and roads. The site and public spaces will largely be 
defined by the void spaces in between the built masses. 

Market considerations and development

According to the Wairaka Land Company, the unitary plan submission by Unitec for the initial
development has proposed a model based on the same principles used in the Vinegar Lane
projects.

According to the Productivity Commision, New Zealand’s construction and property industry is
known
as a “cottage industry”. This outlines that over 80 percent of all developments are built one dwelling
at a time by a large number of small developers. 78 

This development model proposes a low risk and deploys development resourses more efficiently to in-
crease project and site development speed, reponsivity and diversity of outcome. Additionally, labour 
resources, currently under immense pressure in Auckland, can be used without the exclusive need for 
larger contractors. 79

76 “Huge Housing Development at Unitec Announced,” www.GreaterAuckland.co.nz, 2018, accessed 23 may, 2018, https://www.greaterauck-
land.org.nz/2018/03/26/huge-housing-development-unitec-announced/. 
77 “Building Homes Is Far More Than a Numbers Game “, 2018, accessed 8th July, 2018, https://www.nzherald.co.nz/nz/news/article.cfm?c_
id=1&objectid=12083204 
78 Brady Nixon, “Market Receptive Intensification,”  (April 2013 2013).p.6
79.p.5 
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The model utilises this by sub-dividing the land area into plots and selling these to developers.
If a strategy like this is undertaken, development rules must be set to ensure a consistent and
reponsive urban outcomes as has been done in Vinegar Lane.
There are drawbacks to this strategy, namely what is called “siloing”, in which developers fail to com-
municate between one another, impacting development time and resource management. 

Given the objectives and scale of this project, the outcomes of this development model are suited to 
achieve the desired urban outcomes.

Demographics

According to Housing New Zealand, housing shortages in Auckland mainly effect young couples with 
children,  individual renters and younger people such as students and professionals. Demographic 
information for Auckland suggests the most common type of home comprises one-family households, 
which make up 70.3 percent80  of households. The next-largest demographic group consists of one-per-
son or two-person households at 25 percent .81 

Typologies 

The most common typoloiges in Auckland are three-bedroom households (43.6 percent), and 
two-bedroom households (19.7 percent) .82 

Given these demographics, the housing typologies for the new development will need consider a
variety of layouts suited to different uses. However, given that this project will be subdivided , plots
can adapt to market needs. 

A) Terraced housing, consisting of houses with floor areas of around 80-120 m2 for larger families 
and higher-income groups preferring the comforts of space and single-lot dwellings. 

B) Apartments, with layouts consisting of 40m2, 60m2 & 100m2 floor areas.

- 40m2 apartments suitable for single person or couple
- 60m2 apartments for multiple-occupant homes with two bedrooms, likely students or young profes-
sionals
-80 or 100m2 apartments consisting of two and three bedrooms for lower-income families or larger 
occupant groups 

80 Housing Demand, Supply and Affordability in the Auckland Region, (Auckland: Auckland regional council, 2007). 
81 Housing Demand, Supply and Affordability in the Auckland Region, Short.p.11 
82 Housing Demand, Supply and Affordability in the Auckland Region, Short.p.12 

Fig. 69:
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Site analysis

There are many existing site conditions that will be summarised. Additionally, over the course of this 
development, many changes to the context will occur both within the precinct and to the context sur-
rounding it. These have been established to appropriately respond to changes that are likely to impact 
project conditions. Details on various site assets and contextual changes have been outlined in the 
appendix.

Below details updated changes to the built context of the site that this analysis will be based upon. 
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Borders & Site growth 

The total net development area of the land is 29.3 hectares; this includes space used by protected build-
ings, preserved Ngati whenua gardens on the west end of the site, storm water catchments, building 
footprints and protected trees.



58

The Mason Clinic, Unitec’s consolidated future campus and Taylors Laundry are significant to the em-
broidery of the urban fabric but make the borders difficult and awkward in shape. 
The historical growth of the Wairaka precinct has informed the site borders of the different sub-pre-
cincts holding these facilities. 

Based on historical photographs, these borders clearly appear to have been shaped within the precinct’s 
existing road networks, initially used to connect the Whau Lunatic Asylum (as it was known then) to its 
satellites. As a result, there has been a biradical growth between the borders and roads which has led to 
tough development conditions that restrict the introduction of new networks. 
The introduction of new roads will focus on enhancing main arterials within the current network.

Fig. 70: Historical 
photograph of 
Wairaka precinct 
showing road net-
works in relation to 
current borders 

Fig. 71: Recent birds 
eye shot of Curren-
ty Unitec campus 
with main roads an 
borders 

Red = Borders 

Blue = Roads
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Transportation

The precinct has access to a variety of transportation options. These include the addition of new
cycle lanes, two local train station connections within walkable distance to the north and south
of the precinct (Baldwin Avenue and Mt Albert), and the planned addition of a major bus hub on 
Carrington Road and a minor bus hub located on Great North Road next to the recently completed
bridge conncting Waterview to the current Unitec campus. 

Outlined in the appendicies is a detailed list of existing and planned transport additions which are
likely to affect the precinct.

Fig. 72: Transport assessment 
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Topography assessment

The natural  character of the site makes conditions difficult in the form of south-facing slopes , though 
create oppotunities to enhance the urban quality of the development, For example , building heights 
will be less imposing on the context. The natural topography is steep and drops 25 metres from its high-
est point toward Oakley Creek. 

Fig. 73: Slope analysis 

Section A

Section B

Section C
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Natural and built conditions

The site has a diversity of natural trees, waterways such as Oakley Creek, as well as the Mahi Whenua 
gardens.  These all contribute to the natural ecology of the surroundings, local community enjoyment 
and the site’s identity. Additionally, views of the Waitakere Ranges can be observed from certain points 
within the site, as well as Mt Albert and the Auckland Harbour.

The built character consists of Building One, Carrington’s Pump House, the Landscape and Plant 
Sciences building designed by Dodd Architects, Building 48 (1896) and the Marae, as well as the recent 
addition of a new library at the Unitec hub.

Fig. 74: Synthesis map 
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Both the natural environment and the built context contribute to the potential development opportu-
nies to enrich the conditions of this project. However, each area of the site experiences different oppor-
tunities and hindrances which the development will need to respond to. 

Given the scale of the precinct, these have been observed and zoned within the context to understand 
how each area of the site is affected by its local conditions. 

Fig. 75: Zones 
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Axis assessment 

To understand how the development can best integrate within the context, an assessment of the sur-
rounding urban axes and the axes of the existing site forms has been explored. 
This assessment is intended to inform the legibility of the site and its integration within the local and 
surrounding context, as part of an attempt to assimilate with the local environment.
The axis are mainly determined by the surrounding urban patterns and Building One. 

Fig. 76: Axis map 
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Catchment, connectivity and Zone analysis

An analysis has been done to identify the best placement of public areas and networks based on catch-
ment, connectivity and movement. 
The site will need to connect significantly to public transportation areas and integrate these connections 
with the precinct, as well as sub-precincts within the site, such as Unitec, Taylors Laundry and the Ma-
son Clinic. 
Additionally, the site will play an important role in filling amenity needs for local suburbs, mainly 
Waterview. Waterview has no amenity within walking distance besides a bakery and small dairy along 
Great North Road. Since this development will likely fill the amenity needs of Waterview as well as 
areas of Mt Albert and Pt Chevalier, it is important to implement public areas within walking distance 
of these suburbs. This analysis has helped to inform the best locations for site activities.

Fig. 77: Connections 
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Fig. 78: Catchments
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Greater context

An assessment of various surrounding site conditions has been undertaken to understand the impact 
this development will have in the broader context. The analysis has explored network connectivity 
between shared paths, public transport connections, as well as location of recreational spaces and func-
tions. 
Observations suggest significant recreational areas surround the site. Additionally, the site fills a large 
gap between suburbs. If the Wairaka precinct is used to strengthen the connections between Avondale, 
Waterview and Pt Chevalier, the robustness of the site and the surrounding context will be enhanced 
by new urban relationships adjoining through the Wairaka precinct.
This analysis has been done in anticipation of new developments which are planned to be completed 
before this development will be finished.

Fig. 79: Catchments
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7. Design process & Conclusions

          7.1. Reiterating the composition, objectives & aims

          7.2.Methodology

          7.3. Design outcomes 

          7.4. Conclusions 

   

Fig. 80:
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Reiterating the composition, objectives & aims

The overall goals of the project are as follows. 

• Nurture the conditions which are understood to create sense of place and develop-
ment of character

• Support the pedestrian experience within urban space

• Develop active and stimulating urban space. 

The objectives; Walkability activity and identity and legibility, have been investigated 
throughout the project.  

They were explored as individual concepts manifested by the identified compositional 
elements at the planning scale and the architectural scale.

The diagram below illustrates how these have been structured to acheive the aims

Fig. 81:



69

Methodology

The design structure was worked at three 
layers.
 

Layer 1: Networks

Layer 2: Blocks 

Layer 3: revision

The outcomes where explored between the architec-
tural scale and the planning scale as a binary. 

Blocks where established at the planning scale, then 
tested at the architectural scale and revised accord-
ing to the conditions observed.

Additonally the same process occours, but in re-
verse, to make sure the design done at the planning 
scale was not compromised by changes made from 
architectural scale observations. This was done until 
a satisfactory outcomes was created. 

Fig. 82:

Fig. 83:
Research application. 

To inform the design, the compositional elements applied at the two scales 
where used to establish the principles and considerations required to achieve 
the objectives, and subsequently, the aims. These are the primary drivers 
behind the design process. (see page 33) 

Design outcomes
The design outlined is an attempt to manifest these urban systems within a development scheme. It 
is not a solidified form of design outcome, rather it is an illustration of the designed systems within a 
working context. It aims to demonstrate the outcomes and potentials of these methods if applied to this 
context as a materialisation of these strategies. 
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10m 20m 30m

The human scale 
Legibility, activiy, Walkability

Street edge
Objectives:  Legibility, activity, Walkability

Block lengths
The proportions of the blocks do not exceed 100m to ensure a permeable and 
Walkable conditions which form strong and consistent connectivity and 
relationships

Building scale 
Building heigBuilding heights have been controlled to ensure proportional relationships 
with context and environmental conditions. Heights increase as the 
topography descends to make use of solar exposure and create consistent 
visual relationships.  Placing taller buildings on lower areas makes the 
development less  imposing to the surrounding context, forming strong 
relationships with the scale of building one and the suburban conditions of 
carrington road without blocking solar exposure on buildings located on less 
desidesirble areas. 

Spatial proportions 
The design of streets has been proportioned to be balanced with building 
heights to ensure spaces are visually engaging , legible and open. This makes 
the spaces feel less claustrophobic or disconnected.

Scale map 

1.

Street 1 Street 2

2.

Draft design explorations 
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1.1.

2.

3.

3.2.

Internal block sceneblock section 

By tapering the block inward, the 
facade facing the motorway is 
protected from motorway noise 
while retaining exposure to 
afternoon light 

Blocks facing street edge have scale 
restrictions which are more 
connected to the scale of the 
surrounding context. 

Designing responsive block forms 

Block forms have been design to respond to the environmental conditions.  
Using scale to proportion the volume within them, the space between them 
and  their heights , they respond to conditions such as south facing slopes, or 
motorway noise.  

Blocks have been spaced , 
shaped & offset to take 
advantage of sunlight 
where possible  

Identity, Legibility, Activity  

Context & Environment 

1.



73

1.1.

2.

3.

3.2.

Internal block sceneblock section 

By tapering the block inward, the 
facade facing the motorway is 
protected from motorway noise 
while retaining exposure to 
afternoon light 

Blocks facing street edge have scale 
restrictions which are more 
connected to the scale of the 
surrounding context. 

Designing responsive block forms 

Block forms have been design to respond to the environmental conditions.  
Using scale to proportion the volume within them, the space between them 
and  their heights , they respond to conditions such as south facing slopes, or 
motorway noise.  

Blocks have been spaced , 
shaped & offset to take 
advantage of sunlight 
where possible  

Identity, Legibility, Activity  

Context & Environment 

1.



74

Order & Variety 
Legibility , Identity , Walkability 

Order & Variety | Building design 
Legibility, Identity 

Urban structure

RResembling a grid like order, The form of the urban system 
hitches onto the axis of building one and the surrounding 
urban structure. The plan variates with the use of large main 
straights which interrupt the order and form more direct 
relationships.  Additionally, the order is changed to engage with 
environmental conditions of the site under necessary block 
formations, creating subtle variations within the urban 
strustructure, forming a more diverse and interesting urban 
environment of small corridors and lanes.

Sub-division

To diversify the built forms of the site, plots have been 
subdivided in to larger plots for bigger projects and smaller 
plots for smaller ones. These can be combined and separated 
depending on market interests.

Under the restraints of the 
development conditions, 
the form and shapes of the 
building will remain 
uniied while expressing a 
diversity of character.  If 
architectural care is taken 
with each pwith each project, The 
responsive nature of the 
blocks can be enhanced 
further by architectural 
design
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Public spaces 

Based on the catchment analysis, and the investigation into the sight built and natural 
character, public spaces have been located at the most ideal conditions. 

functional street levels are located along the main strip of the development.  Rather than 
place all activities into one core, they have been elongated to democratise access and 
form a continuous active street  between Waterview and Pt.Chev.  However, the majority 
of functions will occour within main public spaces with a loose continuity between them 

Primary area Secondary area 

Recreational spaces have been located to be accessible 
throughout the site.  This allows all residents close access to 
public spaces as well as those who live in surrounding suburbs. 
Additionally, they take advantage of the site character such as 
building one and the plant sciences building to enhance the 
experience.

Green spaces take advantage of areas in the site that are 
undevelopable but still allow great spatial conditions.  The 
assurance of solar exposure and noise have been considered as 
well as their connectivity with Oakley creek.Green 

spaces 

Recreational 
spaces 

Land use 
Walkability, activity, identity, legibility

Primary 
activity 
zones
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Street edge 
Activity, Legibility

Typical soft edge  Soft edges have been 
located near larger streets and areas 
exposed  to longer hours of sunlight 
and engage with more active public 
areas.  

Typical hard edge   

Hard edges are positioned where streets 
are narrow or solar exposure is limited. 
Alternatively, these areas have outdoor 
space located on the inside of the block. 

Typical active edge 

Active street edges are located along the main 
strip of the development to engage and 
enhance the public activity within these areas
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Final design outcomes. 
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SHAPING DENSITY 

2.Main Street

Block sub-division | Ground floor plan | 1:200

1.Entrance, North 

5.Main Hub3.Local Square6.Communal courtyard
4.Urban lane
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Conclusions
 

Exploring the aims using the four objectives.

The four outlined objectives (WALI) explored the aims with relative effectiveness. The research of these 
objectives proved adequate in identifying the foundational considerations, only to a certain extent, 
however. The limits to these four concepts was restricted by the need for another objective to fill a gap 
toward achieving the aims with greater effectiveness. These missing elements fill the details between 
these objectives that otherwise go undefined. 

Isolating these four objectives is difficult to do with ease. The abstraction after exploring these in more 
detail, began to merge into completely new concepts. The line in between each objective then becomes 
difficult to define. 
This describes one of the biggest challenges in urban design theory, the pluralism and co-decencies 
of different ideas begin to overlap and contradict one another. In the case of this study, the objective 
“activity” dealt with a very sensitive area as an element which is dependent on variables such as hu-
man behavior, populations and networking, making it difficult to define where and how “walkability” 
should take form. 

Using the compositional elements

The two scales these elements where identified within, the planning scale and the architectural scale, 
proved to be an effective means to understand how they manifest. This is due to their clarity of concept, 
each idea is very specific with its intended outcomes, for example “Scale” as a means of proportion, or 
Street diet, as simply the control of street functions. 

The expression of the objectives by using these as compositional tools informed a clear strategic com-
pendium, which outlines design rules to follow to do so. 

Although, elements within the planning scale formed a disparity in their expression, this is due to the 
dominance by elements such as “land use”, which is to broad of a concept to allow maneuverability 
within smaller elements such as “street diet”, this created an overlap between the interests of the two 
ideas, making it difficult to identify them from one another.

Meeting objectives

In creating walkability, the systems used where clear and concise, the concept is clear in its articulation 
and mainly deals with praxis rather than theory. Follow the compositional design rules, the concept 
was easy to understand and re-create in the design

Activity is hard to define in context. In theory, the ideas a relatively clear; make use of the spaces and 
building to draw people in. However, the outcomes of activity depend heavily on population, culture, 
behavior and accessibility. It is easy to introduce functions, although there is no concrete understanding 
of how effective their result will be, attempts were made to identify this in the design, but would need 
extensive study to predict. 

Legibility, in the scale of the Wairaka precinct is relatively simple to create, the precinct has a wealth of 
existing elements which can be employed to inform the objective, supporting these with concise pat-
terns and relative scale, legibility can be reproduced using the compositional elements with ease. 
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Identity has no solid foundation besides the existing site conditions. In creating identify, the concept 
becomes more difficult to enhance. The use of plot sub-division to apply diversity yields no concrete 
scene to experiment with, only rules such as scale and patterns can be used to inform this. Weather or 
note these manifest with rich expression puts a lot faith in potential.
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Appendix

Wairaka precinct research details 

local Infrastructure and & Access
Access to precinct:

● the Precinct plan.

● Any retail (including food and beverage) fronting the southern bus node, must not have vehicle access directly off Carrington Road.

Parking:

● No parking is required for activities located within the scheduled heritage building other than for the provision of loading requirements.

●  There must be no parking provided at the bus node for retail activities.

Council controlled activities: 

● The council has specified that it will reserve control of the following matters….

● Connection of Precinct to Laurel Street, Renton Road or Rhodes Avenue with a private (non-gated) road:

● traffic effects on adjoining streets and the transport network;

● amenity and safety of adjoining streets and those within the precinct;

●  design of road connections;

● benefits of connections (excluding benefits related to diversion of traffic from Carrington road);

● provision of walkway and cycle access; and

●  turning restrictions within the precinct to reduce the likelihood of traffic entering the precinct through the southern roads to access car 
parking buildings within the Special Purpose – Tertiary Education Zone.
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Transport
Buses 

Changes  in bus routes: 

● [New buses] Auckland transport has recently introduced a new network of bus routes rolled out across all of Auckland. 
● This moves away from the model of trying to serve all key journeys with lower frequency direct routes with buses concentrating on more 
stops. 
● Buses services now have buses concentrating on fewer stops and have a much higher frequency allowing for fast interchanges including 
trains. 
● Two high frequency routes pass through carrington road as well as several other along great north road. These are the the outer link and 
66
● This makes the necessity of a bus hub important.

Carrington road bus hub: 

● currently being developed in cooperation between Unitec and AT, this bus hub is intended to be located between Unitec Gates 3 and 4, 
opposite fifth Avenue, and primarily serve the consolidated campus core and the business partnership areas
● it has been agreed that along the site, additional widening can occur
● It is intended to provide much safer and access to the bus routes

Bus stop at oakley bridge

● The addition of the oakley bridge will make that area significant bus hub for south western residents near the manukau/ avondale / new 
lynn areas. This will make it a significant bus stop
● Making sure that the is accessible from both sides of the road is important. 

Carrington road & cul de sac upgrade. 

● [Widening] Carrington road is under planning to be upgraded with the widening of the road. The widening will contain the additional 
implementation of a bus lane and cycle lane while maintaining current roading conditions. 
● [overbridge] Additionally, interim improvements to the motorway overbridge including a second southbound lane and narrow clip ons 
along each side of the bridge edge to achieve appropriate footpath and cycle lanes. 
● [Woodward] Additional signalisation of carrington road and woodward road is anticipated. 
● [Signals] Signalised site access at intersections will be implemented to ensure appropriate and safe pedestrian, cycling and vehicular 
access to the site. It is suggested that several new traffic signal along carrington road, In order to ease traffic movement between the development. 
As well as crossing movement for pedestrians. 
● [Cul de sac] Renton, laurel and rhodes avenue to opened up to the unitec 

Trains

City rail link

● It is highly likely the city rail link will open prior to the completion of this project. 
● The city rail link will offer increased efficiency of trains on the western line and city centre
● 11%  percent of Unitec students already use the trains to access the campus 
● Woodward road to rail overbridge has been designated 

Light rail

● Current plans are being developed to create a light rail link from the central city to the airport. 
● The closest stop to Unitec is Mt.Roskill
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Cycling & Shared paths
 Waterview shared path:

● Path travels through the middle of the unitec site and ends at the waterview walking bridge. 
● The bridge has closes several gaps in the walking and cycling network
● Offers the use of this path over several roads considered “hostile” 
● Encourages unitec students and residents as well as employees to choose walking and cycling.
● The path connects Avondale train station to Unitec, Wairaka , Pt.chev and Waterview.
● Possibility of linking the cycle path directly through Unitec  
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Northern Link / Shared path bus stop

● The new cycle link over oakley creek provides a direct link to avoid dropping into the gully. Additionally it created a high frequency bus 
stop location for that area. 
● Additionally this shared path links up with the north western cycleway and carrington road. 

Southern link / shared path

● This new shared path link adjoins southwards through phyllis reserve before crossing the rail link at soljak place and tying into the 
shared path along state highway 20

● Additionally a link toward blockhouse bay road and trent street have also been confirmed

● This created a safe walking and cycling link directly to the development from suburbs to the south east

B) New lynn / Avondale / Waterview shared path

● This shared path along the western rail line will connect new lynn and avondale with the waterview shared path at Trent street next to 
avondale train station. 
● This allows cyclists to avoid great north road and and New north road , making cycling to and through the development significantly 
more appealing. ‘

C) Northwestern cycleway link 

● The current development at Waterview will make the centre of the development the main connection to the North western cycleway 
leading into the central city cycleway network
● Creating a dedicated link within the development will make the central area of the development economically stronger and develop 
potentially bolster the community from beyond the development. 
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Natural Features 
Landscaping & Tree protection Provisions

● 20 percent of a site within the precinct must be landscaped, provided...

● that the area of landscaping may be proportionately reduced by any required common areas of landscaping within the zone approved by 
the Council and protected by consent conditions.

Note: These are 2015 provision, changes to be likely with the reduced size of the land area and its use. 

3.2 Protected trees and locations

● protected trees must not be altered, removed or have works undertaken within the dripline except as set out in the table described in the 
wairaka precinct plan {I334.6.7(2)} 
● Trees located within an existing or future road-widening area along Carrington Road frontage are not subject to this control.
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Mahi Whenua & Garden spaces

● The mahi Whenua gardens have recently been petitioned 
and will not be developed

●  The fertile volcanic soils of the site have been cultivated 
by Maori since pre-European times. For the last 18 years, it has been 
a showcase for sustainable living, demonstrating how to preserve 
the land, grow food organically and stay healthy.

● The site is significant and adds huge benefits to the devel-
opment of community on the land.

● The Sanctuary Mahi Whenua is a biodiversity jewel for 
Auckland city whilst being a high-quality recreational space enjoyed 
by a wide range of members of the wider community.
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Oakley creek 

Entrance map:

● Oakley Creek Te Auaunga is the longest urban stream on the Auckland isthmus, extending some 
15 kilometres.
● Oakley Creek is surrounded by 50 hectares of almost continuous green space

● Oakley Creek is unique in that it is accessible to the public for almost its entire length. There is 
a substantial network of parks and reserves, including War Memorial Park, Walmsley and Underwood 
Parks, Hendon and Alan Wood Reserves, Harbutt and Phyllis Reserves.

● in its lower reaches, it incorporates the beautiful Oakley Creek Walkway, with the only waterfall 
on the Auckland isthmus.

● Oakley Creek is of significant ecological, archaeological, social and recreational value to central 
Auckland. It is home to a wide variety of flora and fauna, both native and exotic, including heron, weta 
and eels.
● The relationship between Oakley creek and Unitec grounds is significant with Three entrances 
from Oakley creek onto the campus.
● There is now a bridge / shared path which crosses Oakley creek from Great north road to Unitec
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Mt.Albert 

● The top 15 metres of Owairaka have been removed by quarrying 
● It is the westernmost volcano 
● View shafts on small portion of south end of site. 
● The lava flows formed the Owairaka swamp
● Is responsible for the formation of present day Oakley creek caused by blocked channel which over-
flowed and redirected the magma flow. 

3.6 Unitec Wetlands 

● Wetlands are increasingly part of any major urban development, as they capture dust, metals and pollutants contained in stormwater 
runoff, so that the stormwater discharged into our waterways is clean.

● captures water from the roof of Unitec’s new Construction, Engineering and Trades (CET) building, before being discharged into Oakley 
Creek.

● Takes into account the existing landscape features, particularly the valley character of the catchment and the existing volcanic outcrop.

● heritage site 
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Unitec campus springs / waterways 

● Unitec grounds have multiple spring formed by volcanic activity which travel along the campus toward oakley creek 
 View of springs from field 

● The campus springs are important for stormwater management and support natural life within the area. They are a major addition to the 
local ecology 
● Much of the spring is submerged and reappear in different parts of the campus as shown…
● They are also surround by dense greenery. 

Unitec building 1 / old carrington hospital 
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● Building 1 is registered as a heritage building by Heritage New Zealand and is scheduled in the Operative District Plan and in the Uni-
tary Plan as Category A.

● Building one has been specified to be partially demolished on new areas of the building and will be significantly reduced in size. 

● The building has been separated into secondary and primary features 

● Unitecs position suggests demolition of the hall connecting the west wing.

● I believe this solution is more effective as it opens a significant connection that the connection otherwise blocked. Additionally its heritage 
position is not as significant as the other elements. However could create issues with adaptive reuse. 

Heritage precinct plan. 

● This portion of the precinct will become committed to heritage, however ruling 
maintain a maximum 8 metre high with this area for any buildings 

● The precinct has opportunity to create key open space that could become a strong 
point of contact between the precinct and Pt.chev. 
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Unitec plant sciences and landscape building 
Image: Internal cloister 

● Designed by Mitchell stout Dodd architects 

● This building is a significant piece of architecture on the Unitec campus 

● Its is significantly revered within the architectural community as an outstand piece of design 
and should be reintegrated and preserved. 

● The building is described as an 
intimate arrangement of offices and ancillary 
spaces which are used to form the character of 
the courtyard. 

● “It reinterprets the oxbridge model of 
tertiary buildings in a delightfully informal and 
cultural expression of the south pacific.”



111

4.5: carrington pump-
house 

● Located in the heart of the precinct is the historical pump house which is currently not 
in use. 

● The pump house has over 100 years of history as a victorian pump house

● The building features strong exposed brick and kauri timber. 

● The pumphouse has significant potential for reuse and will help maintain the character 
of the precinct  with the coming development. 
● The pump house is situated right next to the spring and nearby protected trees and is a 
delightful presence for the lan








