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1. INTRODUCTION
 Conventional urban and regional planning is dominated by economic development 

agenda. Even when ‘lliveability’, or ‘sustainability’, or ‘uniqueness’ are declared as 
strategic goals, the complexities of local physical geography and peculiarities of local 
landscape, are largely ignored.

 This is particularly present when cities grow fast and when they are located on sites with 
pronounced physical geography. Such is Auckland, New Zealand’s largest city (pop. 
1.7 m), sited, due to historical circumstances, on a uniquely shaped volcanic isthmus.

 With Auckland as a demonstration, we propose an alternative approach. Our 
approach is based on design-like spatial solutions drawn from the region’s unique 
geography and landscape. This design-led planning method uses cartographic 
observation, sketching and diagramming of spatial features and trends in regional 
growth. When coupled with imagination and visual interpretation of the real landscape 
and geography data at the regional scale, it enables new, important ways of seeing 
the likely, possible and preferred futures.  

 Using Auckland as a case study, we demonstrate how ‘Landscape Regionalism’ – a 
derivative of ‘Landscape Urbanism’ - enables adaptive spatial visions which are fresh,  
bold and imaginative, yet realistic too, as they closely reflect the physical reality of a 
growing city-region. 

 In the face un uncertain global future – with the prospect of a severe climate crisis and 
more pandemics – this method is a key tool as we search for the ‘resilient city’.
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2. GEOGRAPHY/CONTEXT

 Here we describe the growth of an emerging city-region in Aotearoa
New Zealand, dominated by the Auckland (Tamaki Makaurau) 
metropolitan area as the principal, but not only urban agglomeration.

 Almost half of the urban population of ANZ is concentrated in the 
northern part of the North Island. The Upper North Island (UNI) can be 
described as a triangle, the base, 150 km across the island tapering 500 
kms to the end of the tail at Cape Reinga.

 Four cities dominate this region – Auckland, Hamilton, Tauranga and 
Whangarei.

 The two sides of UNI are coasts, the west coast bordering the Tasman 
sea, the east coast, facing the Pacific.  A central transport spine, State 
Highway One and the central railway corridor runs north-south through 
the centre. The region is home to more than 1/2 of the national 
economy and 2/3 of the population, serviced by the three ports: 
Tauranga, Auckland and Whangarei.
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 Historically, due to New Zealand’s low population and 
predominantly agricultural economy, the four cites have operated 
independently from each other. However, over the last 10-years NZ 
has pursued an aggressive immigration policy with over 70.000 new 
immigrants entering NZ annually. 

 The consequence for Auckland has been pronounced urban 
growth, in addition to natural growth, especially along the southern 
edge of the city. Hamilton and Tauranga have also experiencing 
rapid urban growth. The consequence for the greater region are 
critical from the economic, environmental and infrastructural point 
of view; however local bodies have struggled to form a coherent, 
co-ordinated planning policy. 



3. TWO PROPOSITIONS

 What? (”Role of RD”)
 How? (“Tools of RD”)

 VISION: UPPER NORTH ISLAND AS AN EMERGING URBAN REGION (<PLANNING)

 METHOD: MAPPING, SKETCHING, DIAGRAMMING (<DESIGN)







(what)

 We argue that – in the case of NZ’s Upper North Island - pan-
regional thinking is required. This approach implies a conceptual 
model that links all four cities into one regional city. The first part of 
the paper is a record of an empirical observation over 20 years of 
what the authors see as a pronounced trend in the physical 
expansion of Auckland and the adjacent cities towards a pan-
regional city or perhaps a city-region configuration. This trend is an 
extension of the trend evident before the recent overseas 
immigration wave, which created Greater Auckland in the second 
half of the 20th c as a conurbation of cities and towns. We contend 
that this regional growth has been governed by the Upper North 
Island particular physical geography – a long narrow isthmus -
shaping the emerging metropolis into a ‘linear conurbation’. 
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(how)

 The second part of the paper is a description of the method for both 
recording and speculating on this regional growth. The spatial 
implication have been recorded using sketching and diagramming
to interpret cartographically the intersection of urban growth trends 
and the physical geography that entices or curbs them. In this 
manner, spatial patterns of urban development can be discerned, 
foreseen and optimised. 

 (The two-stage method and the findings will be supported by a 
literature review, public media reports and authors’ personal 
recollection of key influences, innovations and events.)
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4. EVIDENCE
 To support our thesis, we present a 20+ years long collection of 

cartographic sketching of spatial trends and options for Auckland’s 
urban growth on a regional scale. These patterns of urban 
development, determined by the geography and landscape of the 
region, gave rise to the first speculative model of the Auckland 
regions future shape, which was nicknamed the ‘Big Banana’. The 
name described a curving coastal city-region – something our Italian 
hosts would call the ‘Riviera’ - that was backed by the infrastructure 
corridor of SH1 – the ‘Central Spine’. The imaginary city spanned from 
Whangarei in the north to Tauranga in the south-east, about 300 km 
long.

 Other spatial assemblages have also emerged from the observation 
of urban expansion patterns, such as the continuing move to outer 
suburbia and the peri-urban belt, as well as new urban growth along 
the SH 1 corridor. This gave rise to the description of a new,           
linear city-region from Whangarei to Hamilton, with Auckland in the 
middle. The revealed patterns are diverse, but nevertheless converge 
towards one overall conclusion: Auckland ‘city’ is morphing into a 
150-200 km long functional conurbation or city-region. 
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Official planning catching up
with our speculations!



5. CONCLUSION
 We suggest that the graphic techniques typical of urban and landscape 

architectural DESIGN described here are useful in PLANNING, too. They can 
reveal important possibilities and probabilities that go beyond conventional 
urban and spatial planning methods and systems. The delicate mix of 
imagination and visual interpretation with real landscape and geography data 
at the regional scale enables new, important ways of seeing the future.  Present 
growth in the Auckland region, as well as current central government planning, 
have borne out the first speculative diagrams of over 20 years ago – the Big 
Banana and the Central Spine. This asserts the credibility of this method. 

 We therefore argue that the conventional policy driven regionally planning 
regimes are unable to understand how urban growth can be driven by 
geography. Through an understanding of the physical landscape and the 
decentralising drivers of urban growth in the early 2Ist century, the use of the 
design techniques of sketching and diagramming can reveal important trends. 
These technique simultaneously simplify the complex minutiae of urban growth 
decision making and the big picture issues of regional transport infrastructure 
and foresee regional geography that channels and moulds the future urban 
growth of the New Zealand’s premier city-region. 

 This suggests the possibility of a distinct approach to Regional Design, which we 
would describe as ‘Landscape Regionalism’.
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