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EXECUTIVE SUMMARY 

i) The Productivity Commission released the draft Better Urban Planning Report on 
19 August 2016 (the Report). The Report follows on from the Issues Paper 
released on 9 December 2015. Tauranga City Council (TCC) engaged directly 
with the Productivity Commission on that document but did not lodge a formal 
submission.  

ii) The TCC submission on the draft Report covers five themes, outlined below: 

The scope of urban planning 

iii) The function of urban planning traverses many roles of local and central 
government, most often with the four well-beings – environmental, economic, 
social and cultural – underpinning these roles. Urban planning is also influenced 
and undertaken by a range of other actors, not least of which include the 
development community and wider community stakeholders. The full breadth of 
expertise and contribution to urban planning needs to be recognised in the 
Report and efforts to change the culture around urban planning targeted 
accordingly. 

Support for guidance on balancing environmental outcomes 

iv) Guidance is required to identify matters of national significance and how 
these may be balanced with other environmental outcomes. A Government 
Policy Statement on Environmental Sustainability is supported to this end but 
would need to be sufficient in scope to guide trade-offs within and between 
the natural and urban environments. Matters of national priority should also 
be supported by the planning and investment activity of government agencies 
across the board.  

The importance of local decision making 

v) The resource management system should preserve the ability for local 
communities to determine how to manage resources and impacts on the 
natural and built environment, whilst providing for matters of national priority 
or significance. There is a significant opportunity for further research into the 
value added by a participatory resource management framework in the New 
Zealand context in terms of the efficiency and quality of decision making. 

Support for a less rigid planning framework  

vi) A more streamlined and less rigid resource management system will allow 
urban planning to be more responsive and representative of communities. A 
reduction in the extent of provision for merit appeals is particularly supported. 
Continuation of the current framework for engagement with Tangata Whenua 
is supported subject to appeals on merit being limited when decisions have 
been reached through due process of consideration.  

Support new tools to fund and deliver infrastructure 

vii) New tools to aid councils in funding and delivering growth related 
infrastructure and services are supported.  
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INTRODUCTION 

1.1. Tauranga City Council (TCC) thanks the Productivity Commission (the 
Commission) for the opportunity to comment on the draft Better Urban 
Planning Report (the Report). 

1.2. The submission covers the following five themes: 

The scope of urban planning 

Support for guidance on balancing environmental outcomes 

The importance of local decision making 

Support for a less rigid planning framework  

Support new tools to fund and deliver infrastructure 

1.3. Submission points on these five themes are given below.  

The scope of urban planning 

1.4. The Report outlines several views and definitions of planning as a 
function of authorities and as a professional discipline1. It then posits that 
these definitions do not clearly articulate the problems that planning is 
seeking to address in urban environments and offers three principal 
problems specifically facing urban planning.  

• Managing external (spillover) effects 

• Providing for local public goods fairly and efficiently 

• Providing for large investments in infrastructure2  

1.5. Further into the Report the desirable characteristics of an urban planning 
system are outlined, including the following. 

• Openness to change and growth 

• Provide sufficient development capacity to meet demand 

• Accessibility by residents to jobs and other activities3 

1.6. These points summarise what the Commission considers urban planning 
needs to achieve. The basis to limit the role of urban planning to this 

                                                 
1 Draft Better Urban Planning Report pg 37 - 38 
2 Draft Better Urban Planning Report pg 38 
3 Draft Better Urban Planning Report pg 159 
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scope is not compelling and does not seem to have an evidential or 
theoretical basis in the Report or supplementary material.  

1.7. Tauranga City Council, through the SmartGrowth partnership, addresses 
the core aspects of managing growth identified by the Commission, with 
a particular focus on the coordination of infrastructure with growth and 
engaging with the development community to understand the feasibility of 
growth areas to meet demand.  

1.8. In addition to these aspects, an important outcome sought through urban 
planning, and demanded by local communities, is to influence the quality 
of urban development outcomes. This is a shared objective articulated 
through the SmartGrowth Strategy 2013 and therefore underpins the 
platform for integrated planning across the SmartGrowth partner Councils 
and the NZ Transport Agency.  

1.9. The platform for integrated planning lies in three core statutes and all 
three of these ultimately have line of sight back to the four well-beings 
(environmental, economic, social and cultural) as their foundation, as 
below: 

• Resource Management Act 1991 (RMA) – section 5 

• Local Government Act 2002 (LGA) – section 14(1)(h) 

• Land Transport Management Act (LTMA) – section 94 (identifying 
“public interest” and the GPS on Land Transport defining public 
interest to include the four well-beings4). 

1.10. The Report is critical of urban planning seeking to influence the quality of 
urban development outcomes through such means as urban design, 
encouraging active modes and reflecting local preferences and identity. 
The Report also focuses largely on the planning profession and its role in 
urban planning. 

1.11. In practice, the function of urban planning by councils is undertaken 
across a broad range of work areas and professional disciplines, 
including (but not limited to) planning, economics, engineering, finance, 
community development, and beyond that is governed by elected 
members representing the community. 

1.12. Achieving the outcomes desired by communities and providing benefits in 
terms of the quality of urban environments is therefore a highly complex 
industry that extends far beyond the realm of professional planners. 
Indeed, the role of professional planners is to ensure that specialist 

                                                 
4 GPS on Land Transport 2015/16 – 2024/25, pg 11 
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expertise from a range of disciplines - through due process - is brought to 
bear on a well informed and considered debate to enable decision 
making about resource use. This should be recognised in the Report - 
with an emphasis on the four well-beings being the foundation for the 
broad range of disciplines and governance structures involved.  

1.13. With respect, the case studies provided by the Commission to show little 
or no value from planning interventions are limited and are not 
compelling. A prime example is the case study of urban design influence 
on developments provided by Retail NZ in relation to supermarkets5. This 
case study provides an unqualified dismissal of the value in improving the 
public/private interface. Beyond this, the Commission is largely dismissive 
of the broader scope of urban design beyond treatment of individual sites 
(e.g. subdivision design). There is a significant research opportunity to 
identify the value communities place on the attributes of urban 
environments that contribute to building strong communities in the New 
Zealand context, and the public investments and regulation that 
effectively contribute to those.  

1.14. The Report correctly identifies that much of what happens in the urban 
planning space is driven by the culture of academia, public agencies, 
professional disciplines, developers, stakeholders, Tangata Whenua and 
the wider community. The ‘cultural lens’ in this regard is far broader than 
just professional planners. Accordingly, any national direction regarding a 
desired shift in culture will need to be targeted broadly across 
government, professional institutes, the private sector and communities.  

Submission Points 

• The Report should recognise the scope of urban planning extends to 
influencing the quality of urban development, with particular regard to the 
four well-beings that underpin the RMA, LGA and LTMA. 

• The Report should recognise a significant research opportunity exists to 
identify the value communities place on the attributes of urban 
environments that contribute to building strong communities and the 
council actions (e.g. regulation or investments) that support those 
attributes. 

• Support focus on the culture of the urban planning sector to drive positive 
change. Note the broad scope of the sector and the need therefore for 
culture change efforts to be targeted broadly across government, 
professional institutes, the private sector and communities. 

                                                 
5 Draft Better Urban Planning Report – pg 170 - 171 
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Support for guidance on balancing environmental outcomes 

1.15. The Report poses a question in respect of the potential 
benefits/desirability of addressing the natural and built environment under 
separate resource management statutes6. The integrated planning model 
serves as the foundation for the SmartGrowth partnership and this is best 
served by the current single resource management law. This is 
notwithstanding the significant resource that would be required to create 
a new legislative model and the associated development of 
jurisprudence. Note the current planning system is not a single legislation 
model but draws from several pieces of legislation - principally the RMA, 
LGA and LTMA.  

1.16. Within the current system, there is opportunity for better guidance on how 
to manage competing interests through the planning activities of councils, 
including the hierarchy of statutory planning documents and levels of 
decision making. To this end, the Report promotes a Government Policy 
Statement on Environmental Sustainability (GPS)7, which would have to 
be given effect in local plans. This GPS would emulate the model 
currently in place for the land transport system in New Zealand, where a 
GPS for Land Transport states the priorities of the current Government to 
guide planning and investment for the land transport system. Similarly, a 
GPS on Environmental Sustainability could potentially guide decisions 
where competing interests require environmental trade-offs, for example 
balancing provision for urban development capacity against the loss of 
versatile soils. 

1.17. The concept of the GPS is supported in the sense that clearer direction 
could be useful for managing competing interests in resource 
management. A GPS, or similar instrument, will need to be sufficiently 
broad in scope to address the competing interests between natural and 
urban planning rather than being predominantly focused on the quality of 
the natural environment. The Report appears to suggest in places that 
the GPS would only be in respect of the natural environment, which 
would not be sufficient. 

1.18. Matters will inevitably arise where there is conflict between national 
priorities and local planning objectives. Whilst local resource decisions 
can and should be influenced by national priorities, the final decision 
ideally should remain in local hands. The planning system will need to 
provide an adequate forum where conflicting objectives can be 
considered and reconciled effectively.  

                                                 
6 Draft Better Urban Planning Report pg 339 
7 Draft Better Urban Planning Report pg 207 
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1.19. Where national priorities are set to achieve a national benefit this should 
be reflected in the planning and investments of government agencies that 
deliver the components that support those benefits. For example, if the 
release of development capacity in growth areas is deemed to be a 
matter of national priority/significance, then those agencies that provide 
essential components to support growth (e.g. NZTA, Ministry of 
Education, District Health Boards) should be directed to work with 
councils to deliver those components with a high strategic priority 
afforded in their respective investment frameworks. 

Submission Points 

• Support maintaining a single resource management statute. 

• Support a GPS on Environmental Sustainability (or similar instrument) that: 

o prioritises matters of national significance in terms of both the natural 
and urban environment; 

o provides guidance on managing trade-offs within and between the 
natural and urban environment to achieve those priorities;  

o is supported by a process to reconcile any significant conflicts 
between national and local priorities; and 

o ensures local resource use decisions remain with local jurisdictions. 

• The Report should recognise the opportunity to reflect national priorities in the 
planning and investment frameworks of agencies that deliver the components 
that support growth (e.g. NZTA, Ministry of Education, Ministry of 
Environment, District Health Boards). 

The importance of local decision-making 

1.20. There are several examples throughout the Report where a case is made 
for central government to play a greater role in local decision making, or 
impose mandatory requirements. The GPS outlined above is one 
example where this may give rise to mandatory requirements for local 
authorities. Another example suggested in the Report is setting land price 
thresholds that would trigger mandatory release of greenfield land at the 
urban periphery for development8.  

1.21. Whilst greater direction about national priorities would be useful, if too 
directive these approaches have the potential to undermine the 
democratic function of local communities to be able to plan for local 
resource use. The Report appears to conclude that there is significant 
risk of over-reach by local planning processes.  

                                                 
8 Draft Better Urban Planning Report pg 184 
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1.22. There is an inherent philosophy underpinning our current system of local 
governance that through community engagement in decision making, 
including planning for resource management, outcomes for managing our 
environment (both urban and natural) will be improved. The limitations of 
particular disciplines identified by the Commission, including planning, 
reinforces the case that the broad judgement of communities and their 
elected representatives, contribute considerable value to decision 
making. The value of this system should not be undermined as it is a 
central tenet to the function of our society. There is a significant 
opportunity for further research into the efficiency and quality of decisions 
made through community engagement and community planning. 

Submission Points 

• The Report should emphasise the importance of continuing to allow for local 
communities to contribute to decisions about how to manage urban growth 
and resource management.  

• The Report should recognise that a significant research opportunity exists to 
better identify the value of outcomes and efficiencies that are generated 
through community engagement and community planning. 

Support for a less rigid planning framework 

1.23. The report identifies delays in regulatory urban planning. This is a fair 
criticism and supports streamlining the current process for consenting 
and plan-making, as well as moving to a less rigid process for community 
engagement on proposed land use change.  

1.24. Continuing with the current system for engagement with Tangata 
Whenua is supported. Nonetheless, the ability for decisions that have 
been made after due consideration to be challenged on merit should be 
pared back and this should include consideration of Tangata Whenua 
perspectives.  

Submission Points 

• Support more stream-lined consenting and plan making processes, including 
less rigidity in how councils engage with communities in decision making.  

• Support reducing the scope for appeals on merit where a due process of 
consideration has been followed in reaching decisions. 

• Support continuing the current framework for engagement with Tangata 
Whenua – subject to reducing the scope for merit appeals as per above. 
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Support new tools to fund and deliver infrastructure 

1.25. TCC support continuing to investigate new ways to provide funding 
streams for delivering infrastructure to service growth. TCC has already 
submitted to other central government workstreams on these matters, 
including the Local Government Act Amendment Bill (No 2) and the 
proposed National Policy Statement on Urban Development Capacity.  

1.26. Critically, if a more laissez-faire approach to managing release of 
development capacity is adopted, then this would need to be coupled 
with improved ability to see the costs of new infrastructure, and the 
impacts on existing infrastructure, met by developers. TCC can provide 
case studies regarding the complexity of coordinating land use change 
with infrastructure capacity and recouping the cost of servicing new 
development. A poor outcome would be that development capacity is 
released and effectively subsidised, with the cost of subsidy borne by 
local communities.  

Submission Points 

• Support continuing to investigate new tools to enable councils to fund and 
deliver development capacity for growth. 

• The Report should recognise that the ability to deliver urban development 
capacity needs to be integrated with the ability to support that capacity with 
infrastructure and any changes to the planning system should avoid local 
communities effectively subsidising development.  

1.27. Thank you for the opportunity to submit on the Report. Tauranga City 
Council staff would welcome the opportunity to engage further with the 
Productivity Commission alongside the other SmartGrowth partner 
Councils. 

 

 

 

 

 

…………………………………………….. 

Garry Poole 
Chief Executive – Tauranga City Council 


