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Abstract: To cope with demand for housing in New Zealand’s largest cities, regulators, designers and 
developers are increasingly turning to higher density forms of housing.  Medium density housing 
enables land to be used more efficiently and provides increased viability for creation of physical, social 
and economic infrastructures.  However, a number of barriers to creating medium density housing exist, 
and many of these become evident in the context of gaining planning approval for new MDH projects.  
The research sheds light on the influence of regulatory planning processes on the production of medium 
density housing (MDH) developments in New Zealand.  The authors took to the field to interview 
members of key stakeholder groups including regulators, designers and developers.  Findings indicate 
that district plans are coarse and inflexible, with many continuing to emphasise housing at lower 
densities.  In the context of the Resource Management Act, councils appear unable to make difficult 
decisions that are needed to enable housing at higher densities to develop.  In light of this, developers 
opt for safer options to avoid the uncertainty that comes with public notification of more ambitious 
projects.  The findings from this research could help to improve the efficiency and effectiveness of 
creating MDH in New Zealand. 
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1. Introduction 

Like many other countries around the world, New Zealand is in the midst of a severe housing crisis.  The 
crisis relates to a shortfall in absolute numbers, with Auckland having the highest number of people 
looking for housing, and to the housing choices that are made available to consumers.  A key contributor 
to the current situation is the ongoing reliance on the private market to deliver the housing that New 
Zealanders need.  A number of sources have reported that the market’s ability to deliver housing is 
stifled, at least in part, by regulatory planning processes.   

In 2008 the government appointed a cross sector taskforce to investigate how New Zealand could 
achieve better urban outcomes, focusing on productivity growth, industry skill levels and intensification 
of urban land uses.  Through their investigation of ten development cases, the Urban Taskforce  
identified a number of barriers to successful urban development, including the long timeframes needed 
to design and obtain approvals for developments and the Resource Management Act (RMA) itself, which 
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limited the extent to which the benefits arising from intensified residential areas could be recognized in 
planning approval processes.  Several years later, an investigation by the Productivity Commission found 
that local councils impose barriers to residential intensification in existing neighbourhoods, which in 
turn leads to unaffordable housing in the country’s largest cities (Productivity Commission 2012).   
Intensification of existing neighbourhoods is considered to be a more sustainable way of adding to the 
existing housing stock in that this can tap into existing social, economic and physical infrastructures and 
support renewal where this is needed. Intensification of existing areas can limit the expansion of cities 
at their perimeter, helping to preserve productive agricultural land and natural areas as well as avoid the 
cost of extending infrastructure.  And yet regulatory planning processes were found to hinder such 
residential intensification.   

 Obtaining the necessary planning approvals to build medium density housing (MDH) where it is 
most appropriate and most needed has been described as difficult, expensive and time consuming.  
Harris et al. (2009) summarise the four main reasons why it is easier to build conventional housing on 
the fringe of existing cities, which therefore act as impediments to successful urban development:  

 difficulty acquiring sufficiently large sites to enable effective scale 
 difficulty ensuring the delivery of integrated infrastructure and services/amenities associated 

with high quality and larger scale projects 
 regulatory costs, timeframes, and up-front financial costs for developers 
 banking sector constraints on the ability of developers to raise finance. 

This research investigates practices around obtaining resource consents for medium density housing 
developments in New Zealand cities. 

2. Background 

For different reasons during the 1980s, environmentalists and developers advocated to move away 
from prescriptive, single resource focused planning legislation. The RMA was written to respond to both 
sides of the discussion; requiring sustainable management of the country’s environmental resources 
within a developer-friendly, free market context (Miller, 2003). The apparent disjuncture between these 
goals is often the basis for criticism of the Act. For example, the RMA’s orientation towards sustainable 
management, as opposed to sustainable development, has been criticised as single-minded (Miller, 
2003). Concerns have also been expressed that the lens through which sustainable management is seen 
is clouded by notions of colonial individualism (Higgins, 2010). These criticisms are also connected with 
housing development. Higgins (2010) links the RMAs colonial underpinnings with a continued bias 
towards individual home ownership and privacy, citing the persistent negative perceptions of higher 
densities. The argument could therefore be made that the RMA provides low density by default.  

Within the context of the RMA, local authorities have considerable autonomy in determining land 
use policies that best reflect their circumstances and community values. While it is then perhaps 
unsurprising that land use regulation differs between jurisdictions, it has also been found that there is 
considerable variation in the stringency with which their regulations are applied (Productivity 
Commission, 2012).  Variation in regulatory approaches has been often mentioned in the MDH 
development literature as a persistent issue in planning approval processes. For example, Boffa Miskell 
(2009) discuss several cases in which council’s conservative approaches have negatively affected design 
quality and/or unnecessarily prolonged approval processes.  
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A few years later, the New Zealand Institute of Economic Research undertook a survey of nine 
councils in order to construct an index of the stringency of land use regulation (Figure 1). The results 
consider the influences of objective “rules” (minimum lot sizes, requirements to provide affordable 
housing, development contributions) and the more subjective “characteristics” (the level of influence of 
different groups in the planning, zoning and approval of development) to arrive at a “stringency index” 

score.   

Figure 1:  Variations in the stringency of land use regulation across nine New Zealand councils.        
(NZEIR 2015) 

 

Over the past decade, a number of other studies have looked at perceptions of planning approvals 
processes for MDH in New Zealand cities.  In her analysis of two earlier studies that had sought to 
identify the main constraints on developers undertaking residential intensification projects in Auckland, 
Waghorn (2011) summarised the key factors as: delays and cost of planning processes, lack of leadership 
from local and regional councils to champion more intensive design typologies, location of development 
affecting the planning process and market perceptions, and provision of infrastructure (i.e. integrating 
housing with other things).  The planning matters of concern included the uncertainty and time delays 
caused by notified application processes, a distinct lack of incentive for innovation, and inflexible rules. 
Several developers also suggested that councils could introduce rewards for good development, to help 
balance what they perceived to be heavy handed controls in other areas.   

While Buckenberger (2013) had a particular interest in insiders’ experiences, she also interviewed 20 
regulators, including policy makers, architects and urban designers. Several interviewees suggested that 
because regulation only demands minimum ‘tick box’ requirements, suboptimal design outcomes can 
emerge. From this, Buckenberger describes differences between quality as compliance and quality as fit 
for purpose.  Experts’ different responsibilities for evaluating housing quality according to the role they 
take suggests that there is no one single authority on housing quality.  
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Grimes & Mitchell (2015) report that almost 90% of the developers they consulted with had been 
affected by delays or uncertainties related to regulation.  One of their respondents offered the following 
statement in relation to delays and uncertainty:  

Council are too focused on their rules rather than the project’s outcomes. For example 
what is wrong with redeveloping a site (or a number of sites amalgamated together) into a 
low rise multi storey building (two to three storeys) if there is limited or no shading of the 
adjoining properties, and the amount of onsite open green space is increased compared to 
a more traditional town house development. You can more than double the density 
(number of units from the site) and achieve a more affordable product. The challenge with 
non-complying developments like this is it takes two or more years to get consent and 
there is considerable uncertainty over what will eventually be approved. (2015, 61) 

In addition, their study found that regulations can have considerable influence on the actual building 
costs of apartments.  According to this study, the key influences include: limitations on building height, 
requirements for balcony or other forms of outdoor living space, conforming to Council’s desired mix of 
apartment typologies and minimum floor to ceiling heights. Major cost effects on developing residential 
sections and standalone dwellings include: infrastructure contributions not related to the specific 
development, minimum site area requirements, extended consent processes and urban design 
considerations stemming from council’s urban designers. 

Haarhoff et al. (2012; 2013) undertook interviews with several planning officials in a project looking 
at satisfaction levels for MDH across a spectrum of stakeholder groups.  Drawing on their interviews and 
complementary urban design quality assessments of several developments in the Auckland region, they 
came to conclude that the district plans had limited influence on development processes, especially in 
terms of achieving high quality medium density housing. They made the case that the objectives in the 
plans are typically too broad, loosely written, unquantifiable, and that policies often fail to support 
them. In the absence of clear policy direction, it was largely left to the discretion of the planning officer 
when determining the district plan’s response to development proposals.   

Grimes & Mitchell (2015) contrast what they term complying developers, who minimise consenting 
timeframes by incorporating all Council officers’ preferences in the development’s design with non-
complying developers, who must be well capitalised in order to fund long-term legal processes with 
uncertain outcomes. As district plans and zoning designations tend to be written in very broad and non-
specific terms, and that they change very slowly over time, it becomes difficult for new developments to 
respond to changes in market demand where the developer adopts a complying approach.  This risks 
new development that is sub-optimal in terms of the current or anticipated market demand.   

Ancell & Thompson-Fawcett (2008) undertook interviews with three Christchurch City Council staff 
members, two property developers, an architect and a member of the Christchurch Civic Trust. These 
discussions identified widely held opinions about the poor quality of medium density housing in the city 
and that this provided evidence that the then current planning processes were not working. A key factor 
in this is New Zealand’s market-led approach to development, which means that developers are often 
disinclined to engage with non-regulatory options, such as design guidelines prepared by local 
authorities. To achieve good quality medium-density developments in New Zealand there needs to be 
better engagement between developers and councils as public notification of resource consents have 
discouraged developers in the past from investing in medium-density townhouse developments. 
Similarly, those developers who do deliver quality housing outcomes should be acknowledged and 
incentives should be offered to help future developments achive similar potential (Ferreira 2012). 
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While the findings from earlier studies have mainly focussed on the barriers and impediments to 
delivering MDH in New Zealand, some positive experiences have also been noted.  Amongst them is the 
benefit of engaging with council officers prior to an application being lodged. The aim of such pre-
application meetings is to enable discussion of the project and anticipated outcomes before the details 
are firmed up.  When undertaken positively, such early engagement can help to streamline the process. 
Writing about the outcomes of an Auckland MDH development in the early 2000s, Thompson-Fawcett & 
Bond’s (2003) found that while the process of gaining planning permission involved a considerable 
amount of “too-ing [sic] and fro-ing” with the council, much of this occurred before the application was 
filed.  The architect involved in the project considered this to be ‘very positive’, as it resulted in a 
‘relatively painless process’ of gaining permission with no surprises in the conditions imposed.    

No doubt influenced by findings such as these, as well as by direct approaches from various public 
and private interest lobby groups, the previous conservative-led government undertook a reform 
programme of the RMA which acknowledged many of the Act’s inefficiencies. As Miller (2003) notes, the 
RMA has existed as a developer’s punching bag since its inception. Concerns were broadly focused on 
delays in council processing, which mostly encompassed notification decisions and information 
requests. A growing failure to comply with RMA timeframes was increasing both cost and uncertainty 
for councils and applicants. The changes could be understood as a reflection of this, as they effectively 
reduced opportunities for community engagement in favour of economic activity. Amendments to the 
RMA in 2009, 2013 and 2017 were each undertaken to streamline and shorten resource consenting 
processes, in particular ‘nationally significant’ consent applications. The Act implemented amendments 
to ensure as much certainty as possible over the decision timeframe for developers and financiers. 

There have also been changes in the district plans of the country’s three largest cities, where 
demand for housing is highest.  Auckland Council was formed in 2011 as an amalgamation of seven local 
councils and one regional council.  After the launch of the new governance structure, the council 
developed a new, design led, integrated plan for Auckland – The Unitary Plan – to substantiate the 
direction proposed in the overarching Auckland Plan. The council considered this a matter of efficiency, 
as opposed to revising the region’s individual district plans (AC, 2012). Although the plan became 
operative in November 2016, this was only in part, as a number of sections remain under appeal with 
the Environmental Court. Where these sections are under appeal, the ‘legacy’ district and regional plans 
are still relevant.  This can create further uncertainty for applicants and regulators to make sure they 
reference expectations set out in approved documents.   

The Wellington City Council does not have an explicit MDH strategy, although similar content is 
covered the district plan through Plan Change 56: Managing Infill Housing Development, and its 
successor Plan Change 72: Residential Area Review. The second change implemented two ‘areas of 
change’ as Medium Density Residential Areas, surrounding two existing town centres along a recognised 
transportation backbone. However, the establishment of these areas was met with fierce backlash by an 
assortment of well-organised residents associations and community groups opposed to higher suburban 
densities (WCC, 2018). Opposition to similar change in other suburban centres led to the Council putting 
these plans on hold. 

The Greater Christchurch Urban Development Strategy (GCUDS) is a non-statutory strategic growth 
document which was established in 2007 and updated in 2016. While GCUDS is mostly high level 
objectives, it is specific in outlining a target to increase the proportion of housing growth delivered 
through intensification from 23% in 2006 to 60% by 2024. Residential Medium Density (RMD) zones are 
a new addition to CCC’s district plan and are located sporadically in areas near the Central City. These 
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zones provide for both detached dwellings and multi-unit developments up to 3 storeys in height and 
are supportive of a variety of housing typologies including terrace housing and low-rise apartments. 
Within the RMD Zone, minimum site area rules have been replaced with a minimum density 
requirement targeted at 30 households/ha. 

A number of changes have been carried out in recent years to the Resource Management Act and to 
local district plans, the majority of which have been aimed at facilitating development, and in particular 
development that would help meet New Zealand’s pressing need for housing.  It is therefore opportune 
and necessary to once again investigate the experiences and perceptions of key stakeholders in market 
led medium density housing.  Foreshadowing this need, and predating the changes that have taken 
place in the regulatory frameworks, Chamberlain, Vallance, Perkins & Dupuis (2010) comment that  

thus far, while there has been a great deal of research involving the residents of new 
subdivisions, insufficient research has been carried out on the land developers 
themselves, their motives, intentions, and methods in regard to building communities.  

The research reported in this paper aims to address the need for such research.   

3. Research Methods 

The research fieldwork was focussed on five territorial authorities (TAs); Auckland Council, Hastings 
District Council, Palmerston North City Council, Wellington City Council and Christchurch City Council.   
In each case, the research team analysed the local district plan in order to become familiar with the 
context for considering an application to develop medium density housing.  Historic information on 
resource consent was obtained from the relevant council, where possible and from the Ministry for the 
Environment through their National Monitoring System (and prior to that their biannual survey of local 
authorities programme).   This information was analysed to enable comparisons between TAs and 
comparison across time.  This information also helped the research team identify development projects 
for further discussion with their key representatives.   Structured interviews, following a script of 
questions developed in relation to our understanding of the key issues from the literature review and 
earlier research stages, were conducted with the processing planner, developer and lead designer in the 
selected representative projects.  In all, 24 project participants were interviewed.  The findings that 
follow have emerged through analysis of the responses given to the   

4. Findings 

Some things are working well 

There are many things that are working well in the resource management space for medium density 
housing.  Representatives of each respondent group had positive stories to tell.  There was widespread 
belief amongst those interviewed that when the system is working well, resource consent processes can 
add value to new developments. This is in large part due to the flexibility written into district plans, 
which many believe allows for alternative design solutions to be generated.  In Wellington alone, this 
can be evidenced by the fact that more than a quarter of all consents for medium density housing 
projects were granted to projects deemed to be non-complying on application. However, while 
flexibility is good, some felt that flexibility also led to conditions of uncertainty, particularly when 
interpretations were required to be made by planners with little practical experience or who are by 
nature conservative.  This led some respondents to appreciate the certainty that rules provide for, not 
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just in their own projects but also for those on adjoining sites that could negatively impact on their site.  
One developer one developer proclaimed that ‘fundamentally, I don’t think there’s anything wrong with 
the district plan.’ 

As is often the case, the success of any process is often down to those participating, and particularly 
to those charged with managing.  The system works well when the right people are running it.  In the 
Auckland context, this has been recognised with the creation of a key account manager role, where one 
consultant planner expressed the view that having key stakeholders such as council planners, 
developers and designers in dialogue over the form and intensity that a new development should take is 
a good thing. This view was echoed by another developer who conceded that many of his project have 
been improved with the input of others, including council planners.   

The cost of obtaining resource consent is often cited in the media as being prohibitive.  However, the 
direct cost of obtaining resource consent was not raised as a key concern by developers in the present 
study.  Neither was the cost of development contributions, although one respondent noted that the 
timing, where such payments are due within two weeks of a building consent being granted, could 
create financial difficulties for some developments through additional holding costs.  Developers’ key 
concerns relate to the associated costs that arise through delays and uncertainty.  Indeed, several 
advised that they would gladly pay more for their resource consent if that could lead to better 
timeliness and certainty.   

Subjectivity, uncertainty and time 

A lack of consistency in assessing a project in relation to the district plan came up as a key concern in 
all of the territorial authorities referenced in this study.  Three key factors contribute to this.  The flip 
side of flexibility can be uncertainty and a number of respondents felt that often the flexibility was used 
– perhaps not consciously – as a tool to restrict, rather than enable, good development.  Often this was 
because of a lack of experience amongst council planning staff but also because evaluating the effects of 
an application involves input from a number of experts, each having a potentially different view of the 
effects of a particular development. A particular concern was expressed around the shifting of goalposts 
between preapplication meetings and an application being lodged, which seems to arise through a 
change of personnel. 

An area of particular concern is urban design advice.  Urban design guidelines and the ways these are 
interpreted by some advisers seemed to epitomise the subjective nature of consenting in the minds of 
developers and designers.  Several respondents cited examples of urban design advisers extending their 
reach to comment on the colours for a proposed development to questioning whether housing should 
be allowed on a particular site (despite conformance with the zoning designation) due to its location.  
This is not to suggest that these are not valid urban design considerations but several of those we spoke 
to felt that urban design advisers were extending beyond their remit far too often.  Such rogue 
recommendations can have the effect of delaying processing times, adding to development costs in 
order to accommodate the advice and changes in personnel as a result of complaints.   

Many councils appear to struggle to recruit and retain staff in their planning teams, which can 
disrupt the continuity of consent processing and often leading to variable decision making.  One council 
planner advised that churn also limits the extent to which any decision-making variability can be 
addressed through staff training.   To address concerns raised by applicants for planning approval, 
Auckland Council have put in place a key account manager role, aiming to provide continuity at the 
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client/council interface and to help bridge across changes in personnel in the consenting process.  
However, this role has been implemented for large and repeat customers only at this stage. Those who 
had experience of working with this role reported it to be an effective measure.   

Prescriptive rules 

Flexibility in district plan provisions and processes was cited as a positive aspect of resource 
consenting. This correlates well with other opinions, which held that district plans also contain many 
prescriptive rules that, when applied indiscriminately, could be a source of frustration and limit the 
potential of a development.   The number and types of rules reflect a contemporary emphasis at raising 
the bottom rung of housing quality. Along with potentially restricting innovation, respondents also 
suggested that this had led to a ‘tick box’ mentality amongst councils, where the individual merits of a 
project are overshadowed by the box ticking.   

The two most frequently cited areas of frustrating rules were those related to car parking and those 
requiring open space within a development.  Every participant spoke about the effects car parking, too 
much or too little, could have on development quality. Some spoke more philosophically about a future 
without personal motorcars and lamented minimum car parking requirements while there were also 
suggestions, from an Auckland based respondent, that restrictions on car parking numbers had led to a 
high number of complaints from residents.  Designers described the tensions between space for cars 
and space for people.  “you know cars, and car circulation, take up a hell of a lot of space” according to 
one we spoke to.  On a more pragmatic level, one council planner reminded us that while they could 
easily let applicants get away with parking shortfalls, if they did, they would soon bear the brunt of 
neighbours’ complaints.   

There is also a sentiment that rules are applied irrespective of the context, such as in the case of 
those affecting open space requirements.  Several people noted that there were no distinctions made 
for outdoor living spaces between family sized dwellings and studio apartments.  While some planners 
have been able to apply the blanket rules in a responsive manner, others less experienced have not.  We 
heard suggestions that such rules would be better converted to outcome statements, for example 
requiring medium density housing developments to provide outdoor living spaces that are appropriate 
to the needs of residents.  Such approaches would, of course, beg the question as to whose sense of 
appropriate would be the measure or reference in designing and assessing the quality of outdoor living 
spaces.   

The usefulness of rules was not universally dismissed, however.  Several developers advised that 
with the experience of variable responses to previous applications for resource consent, they had 
adopted an approach of satisfying every rule relevant to their development as a way of addressing what 
they perceived to be subjective assessments of their proposals.  One architect went so far as to suggest 
that where ‘good’ rules are found to exist, good designs will emerge.  The key in his opinion is to 
develop a suite of good rules.      

Leadership and standardisation needed 

There is a strong sense that development planning and assessment is taking place in a policy 
vacuum.  Each council, each planner, each developer is having to find their way in the area of medium 
density housing with little guidance from above.  As noted earlier, some have argued that the RMAs 
colonial underpinnings creates a bias toward individual home ownership and privacy.  The RMA provides 
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for low density development by default, a bias that can only effectively be overcome with appropriate 
policy direction.  While the Auckland Unitary Plan is seen as a step in the right direction, more is needed 
in Auckland and more particularly in other centres.  We were reminded that central government could 
be doing much more to foster MDH.  Suggestions were made around incentives, tax breaks and even 
regulation.  One council planner, keen to see MDH made easier for all parties to pursue, felt that district 
plans should make people expect medium density housing.  The value of making this the underlying 
assumption could be seen in the Medium Density Residential Areas (MDRAs) in Wellington and the 
Unitary Plan in Auckland.  These are isolated cases at the moment and there was a sense though many 
of the interviews that more should be done by central government to direct intensification.   

Another key area of concern could be seen in the variability of plans across the country.  Why, asked 
some of the interviewees, couldn’t the government provide a template for all district plans to conform 
to.  Several also felt that there could be greater consistency in the policies and rules, to the point of 
having just a few planning zones utilised in every city around the country.  However, it is in the 
administration of district plans that most attention was focussed.  Matters such as subjectivity and 
uncertainty in the way development applications are assessed against district plans have been discussed 
above.    

5. Conclusions 

Various stakeholders spoke about the positives that planning approvals can bring, most importantly 
by helping to improve the outcomes.  However, there is a distinct lack of consistency across the country 
and even within local councils. This is seen in the following areas; district plan requirements, district plan 
organisational structures and text, assessment of applications and their effects, advice given prior to and 
after an application, data collection and reporting.  This affects MDH in the following ways; uncertainty 
and potential risks for those on development side, reference to rules in design and assessment, poor 
perceptions by many of council, ability to monitor RMA performance and to conduct research.    

There is a lack of continuous involvement by experienced staff in some councils.  Inexperience tends 
to cause staff to focus on rules rather than being responsive to site conditions and context.  Staff 
changes create opportunities for inconsistent advice to be given.   

Strict adherence to rules in order to navigate the resource consent process can limit the potential of 
those projects to create the housing we need.  There is broad recognition that designing to rules is 
inappropriate and the system should enable more responsive approaches.  Underlying the rules-based 
approach is a desire to minimise risk.   

The direct cost of obtaining resource consent does not concern most developer stakeholders.   

A lack of leadership (mostly on the part of central government, but also in the district plans) on the 
importance of creating the right housing in the right areas leads to low density housing by default.  This 
is in large part due to the influence of the RMA on decision making – medium density leads to bigger 
effects, which applicants and regulators seek to avoid. A key theme uncovered in this research was the 
need to make MDH typologies the default and to focus less on offsite effects.   

Relationships are important.  Managing the interface between applicants and councils seems 
important.  Allowing for key account manager role could help overcome changes in personnel behind 
the scenes and provide useful conduits for communication 
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