
After enjoying our great beaches, coastline, parks and bush areas over the summer break most of us are now are heading back to our homes in towns and cities. The contrast is always pretty stark: our natural environment is beautiful and increasingly better managed with each passing year, but our city (Auckland) seems to be stuck in the same place – bits are good, but much is plain ordinary. Of course cities are different from the natural environment, but why can’t we design and manage our built environment with the same passion and intelligence that we apply to the natural environment? 

The new Auckland Council is supposed to help address this weakness. A key idea of the Royal Commission on the future governance of Auckland was to improve the place making role of the council. The Commission recognised that in today’s global world, the quality of a place is really important to its economic, social and environmental success. This means the new council cannot just be about the efficient delivery of core services like roading, water and libraries. It also has to plan and deliver these services in a way that helps to improve the quality and functionality of the many diverse places that make up Auckland. Auckland is not one big city, it is a city of many places, shaped by its landscape, coastline and communities. It is from these places that economic and community networks grow and develop. Some places need to be redesigned through public works. Other places need to be allowed to redevelop and to build up by market forces. Infrastructure like roads, reserves and community facilities therefore need to be considered not just from the point of view of the bigger network, but also their contribution to local place making. 
Place making is a complex process.  It requires collaboration among a wide range of people and agencies, investment in infrastructure and public spaces that is tailored to the local area and plans that both facilitate new development while helping to hold onto the features that support the civic life of the area. All these ingredients need to be there to make places work. But to make sense at the aggregate level, place making needs a strong regional framework to work within. Without a bigger framework, place making can quickly turn into a “patch protection” game. Cities need a mix of the bigger picture, as well as lots of local shaping.
As we get further into the detail of the forthcoming Auckland Council (as set out in the Third Bill), it is timely to ask whether the new Council is being set up in way that will see the appropriate balance between the bigger network view of the city and the more local “place making” view of the city. 
For example, the Royal Commission proposed keeping local streets under local control, recognising their importance as civic / community spaces rather than a part of a large transport network managed to get as many cars through as efficiently as possible.  Only regional arterial roads and motorways would come under the control of the Transport Authority. Contrast that with the Bill’s proposal.  All streets and roads are to come under Transport Authority control, and are likely to be subject to region-wide standards and processes on the basis of efficiency. It is hard to see how this is going to link in with all of the other players involved in making local places, and be able to bend its standards and budgets to reflect local needs.  

At the other end of the scale, consider the spatial plan, to be prepared to guide the growth of Auckland into the future.  This was also a key recommendation of the Royal Commission, intended to create a shared vision of a future city, and also to simplify the overly complex planning process holding back urban redevelopment.  It was to replace current plans, particularly the Regional Growth Strategy, which has suffered from a lack of Government support and from groups using the Resource Management Act as their weapon to protect their local patch.
However, the spatial plan proposed in the Bill will have no more legislative clout than the doomed Regional Growth Strategy, and will be open to the same manner of attack.  Rather than removing current impediments to creating a good city, are we simply replacing them with a new set?

We must keep the goal of a vastly improved Auckland as envisaged by the Royal Commission.  They emphasised the importance of social fairness, cultural strength, and economic growth within a high quality built urban environment, so we increase our competitiveness with comparable cities elsewhere.
The Government is understandably focused on economic growth, but we should all remind the Select Committee considering the latest Bill of the essential bigger picture, of the need to create great urban places.
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