Urban Design Forum – Draft Submission on draft Central City Plan for Christchurch
The Forum commends this significant Plan, its overall approach, as well as the efforts of Council staff and the wider Christchurch community in formulating it.

The Forum supports the core strategy of the plan to improve public spaces (Avon River corridor, better streets, new lanes and links, new green spaces) and to promote a medium rise, perimeter block form of development within the central city. These is substantial urban design-based evidence that these two elements, when they are integrated together, can produce high quality built environments that are sustainable, enduring and of a very high value in social and economic terms.  What will be important will be the transport system to serve this new core: the plan signals a shift from the car to light rail, bus, cycle and pedestrian. Cars will still be an important part of this picture, but their accommodation in terms of access and parking needs to be managed, as signaled by the plan.  The important point is that this shift in overall emphasis needs to be seen “on the ground” early in the redevelopment process. Light Rail proposals are positive, but they will take time to come to fruition given the costs involved. In interim should the bus system be modified so that it operates like a tram, that is within dedicated corridor, in the centre of main routes?
The Plan contains many important and relevant innovations that are applicable elsewhere in New Zealand, with the proposal to require building sustainability features as a core component of new development perhaps the most compelling feature of the Plan, and one, if well implemented, likely to set the bench mark for “green building”  in the country.  The Forum notes that  in addition to wider sustainability outcomes, buildings that pay attention to improved energy efficiency through natural heating and ventilation tend to “open themselves” up the surrounding environment, improving building interfaces with streets and generating innovative building forms, while on-site water management can further enhance the visual quality of the environment.  
Other changes to the regulatory provisions are perhaps more of a catch up, bringing the City’s district plan in-line with current practice in terms of urban design (requiring restricted discretionary consent for new development, lessening car parking requirements and placing emphasis on the public-private interface).  The Council and development community should not be concerned that these provisions will unfairly add costs and delay. They are standard practice.  
The Forum would suggest that the proposed provisions be looked at in terms of the extent to which they may create incentives for activities to locate in the outer City Fringe / Mixed Use zone, compared to the Central City Core. In all of these areas, all development should be subject to the same level of design review but with recognition of the different contexts and building typologies that will emerge from that process. For example, in the City Fringe area, there is more scope for development to not be involved in the design review process,  when there should be the same trigger point for design assessment. The proposal to limit permitted retail in the central core to stores of no more than 450m2 per area may be counterproductive, as another example. Again the issue is design, not necessarily size. 
The question of the appropriate typology for the core of the central area – towers, perimeter block, or a mix – is an important issue. Given the uncertain economic climate and the need to attract residents and visitors to the central area against the pull of suburban centres and housing developments, the mid rise typology proposed for the centre seems appropriate. The execution of the overall strategy, will however, be vital. In this regard the Forum is concerned that there is insufficient guidance on how individual street blocks will redevelop in a way that will present the fine grained, well articulated street interfaces that are required: 
· Should  there be a requirement for some sort of block-by-block masterplan to be developed, before individual development can proceed?  This imposes a degree of cost and uncertainty into the process that may be unhelpful, but it is a technique that some plans promote as a way of helping to address issues of vehicle access, parking, movement connections, outlook and public spaces.   
· Given the potential for significant land amalgamation to occur, the historical pattern of lots may become irrelevant in terms of the extent to which they will shape buildings. There are building height limits, but is also a building width limit also required to help present the fine grain vertical rhythm required? Failing that, at least stronger assessment criteria that address this core issue. 
· Is there also a need for some sort of incentive for existing buildings that survived the quakes, but are of poor form that is not supportive of the perimeter format, to be redeveloped?
There should be a stronger role for the Urban Design Panel to vet applications, and if need be, decline poor design. While urban design input will no doubt be sourced as part of the application preparation process and council’s review at an officer level, independent urban design review of proposals will help to engender greater community support and trust. The Council should review its approval processes and consider new consenting paths that could include alternative routes including a more central role for the Urban Design Panel. 
The Forum questions whether enough thought has gone into setting out the design principles and approaches that should apply to the residential areas that skirt the central area (Central City Living Zone). The plan’s proposals for incentives and improved green spaces and connections are important, but so too will be built design outcomes.  In fact the overall sustainability of the central area will be tied to the success of this zone in attracting a population base for the centre. The Central City Plan appears to place some weight on existing District Plan provisions to manage development within the Living Zone. The Forum is unsure as to whether this is a wise approach, given the complexity of design issues that arise in mid density residential environments.  It is also unsure as to whether the opportunity has been taken to consider securing capacity for increases in building intensity in key areas, such as around future reserves and along the key street corridors. 
The Forum would strongly support a more detailed and agreed funding plan to be prepared to be an integral part of the Strategy. For example the Forum suggests the comprehensive treatment of the Avenue street network, in terms of streetscape improvements, as well as traffic management (two way operation). In the Forum’s opinion, two way street systems are important to the environment of the Central Area and issues of traffic flow should not be allowed to outweigh other outcomes.  The Avenues should be converted to two way flows prior to redevelopment occurring so as to help set the direction for the centre’s redevelopment, giving time for traffic flows and patterns to adjust as redevelopment progresses.  As a further example, the early introduction of improved green spaces and connections within the surrounding Central City Living Zone will be vital to the attractiveness of this area. 
