The Royal Commission on Urban Design (well almost!)
A commentary by David Mead

The Royal Commission’s findings on the future governance arrangements for the Auckland Region have important implications for urban design in Auckland and across the country.

The Commission has acknowledged the importance of urban design to the livability, prosperity and social cohesion of cities in general and Auckland in particular. This is a great starting point.
To take forward urban design, they have recommended the use of: 

· A regional spatial plan to set the wider framework

· Master plans, precinct plans and similar for sub areas

· Focused development agencies for areas like the critical waterfront area and redevelopment nodes
· Design-based assessment processes like a regional urban design panel for major projects, with the panel to be given sign off power
· Urban design provisions to be incorporated into District Plan controls. 

The particular recommendations from the Commission’s report associated with urban design are attached. Other sections of the report are worth reading, particular the introductory sections on the importance of cities. 

As the Government moves with pace to implement the findings of the Royal Commission, the question now becomes how many of the Commission’s findings will get picked up and incorporated into the new structures? 

It already looks like a mixed bag: 

· Major place shaping infrastructure like motorways and the rail system remain firmly under central government control. Battles over context specific design of such infrastructure are likely to continue 

· The multiplicity of social infrastructure providers that are so important to local place making are not co-ordinated in any meaningful way, so implementing key provisions of master plans and area-based plans for new and redeveloping communities will remain troublesome
· Area specific agencies, like the proposed Waterfront / CBD agency do not appear to have many powers. There is no mention of compulsory land acquisition powers for example, while funding for high quality infrastructure and a superb public realm in these areas remains unclear. 

· There seems to be little recognition that increasingly planning and urban design is simultaneously shifting in two directions. One is towards a stronger regional picture (which is supported by the Governments proposals), but also downwards, towards much more fine grained, area-specific planning. My pick will be that district planning will get more complex as it starts to take on a design-led, placed-based approach.   The supporting structure of 20 to 30 small community boards suggests that this task of place making will largely fall on the regional council. This will be a huge ask for this regional body, with the new Boards inevitably developing a “patch protection” mentality. 

· It is not clear whether the sign off powers of the regional urban design panel have to be within the confines of the RMA / District Plan, or whether it might have a wider ambit, perhaps under the sustainable development focus of the Local Government Act. 

Are there any positives? Yes:
· There is a clear mandate for urban design 

· A stronger regional view will help to set the context for better local, area-based planning

· The Government has recognized it has a role in urban development
· The new Auckland Council will have the power to get on a plan and implement redevelopment projects, if it wants to.

The focus is now on the Establishment Board and how it perceives the importance of urban design when developing the structure of the new Auckland Council. 

David Mead
Director
Hill Young Cooper Ltd
Level 4, 128 Broadway
PO Box 99847, Newmarket
AUCKLAND 1149
p: 64 9 529 2684
f: 64 9 520 4685
m: 64 21 440 961
e: d.mead@hyc.co.nz
visit: www.hyc.co.nz
April 2009
