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Immigration: - A systems view on planning for growth 15th Nov 2021 

A case study in how not to plan for population growth 

A few years ago Central government asked Councils throughout New Zealand to prepare plans for 

the infrastructure they required to meet the needs of a growing population over the next 30 Years.  

At the time I was Professor of Systems Engineering at the University of Auckland and was engaged to 

provide a variety consultancy services to Auckland Council - mainly focused on a systems approach.  

A colleague and I were asked to Review Auckland Council’s Draft 30 year plan. It was exciting 

opportunity to plan for the future and prepare a “shopping list” of essential projects, longer term. 

However, we quickly came to the conclusion that the council’s “plan” was missing essential 

components. There was no provision for schools, housing, healthcare, emergency services, welfare, 

social services, policing or criminal justice. There was nothing about employment or industry. 

We provided feedback to the council but were told that these assets were the responsibility of 

central government and were not being included. Only council owned assets would be included. eg 

parks, libraries, transport and water utilities.  Although these are important, it seemed to us the 

exclusion of all other critical services in the 30 year plan totally missed the point of the exercise and 

fell well short of the intent behind central governments initiative.  

Instead of an integrated, holistic plan for growth covering all the requirements for a growing and 

diverse community - it left the door open for an Ad Hoc approach to growth. Which is what we are 

suffering from today.  

We were presented with subsequent drafts none of which included any of our feedback. If anything 

the drafts were diluted even further. As time went on this important planning initiative was 

increasingly passed down the line to more junior staff and it just became a box ticking exercise.  

In the end we withdrew from the exercise and refused to endorse a report which was so seriously 

flawed.   

A missed opportunity which the subsequent Unitary plan does not address.  

I’m not sure how this case study plays into your current thinking but to my mind it shows how a lack 

of leadership, planning and right sizing the needs of each community - leads to a deficiency in the 

assets required by a progressive, fully functioning city. We read about the consequences these 

structural and systemic deficiencies have on people’s lives in the headlines every day – missed 

opportunities in education, homelessness, food insecurity, social injustice, health, mental health and 

family violence. In many of these instances we are at the bottom end of the OECD league tables.  

It's ironic that the time the council’s slogan was “the world’s most liveable city”. It’s hard to see how 

this can ever be achieved in the long term, without significantly more effort on proper, systematic 

planning. At the moment it’s a free for all driven by developers.  It requires all the agencies involved, 

central government ministries and local government departments sitting alongside each community, 

as key stakeholders, to plan the future.  It’s a more more intelligent, holistic way of investing in 

critical infrastructure.  “It always costs more to fix things than it does to design properly in the first 

place”.  



It is complex but it is doable. I attach some work commissioned by the Royal Society of Arts which 

may set the scene and provide some food for thought. It’s about the advantages of what they call 

“Spatial Planning”. This is not to be confused with Auckland’s Unitary plan (which is all about zoning 

and the planning rules which can be applied in each zone).  

Spatial planning 

At its most basic, spatial planning is the ‘where’ of decisions. A spatial plan is the visual illustration of 

the potential future of an area. It maps out all the assets within a given area – the towns, cities, 

houses, schools, universities, roads, rails, airports, offices, factories, hospitals, energy sources, leisure 

activities, environmental and biodiversity assets – and, using the available evidence, suggests how 

best to arrange and develop them to achieve stated policy goals. Spatial planning is the practice of 

producing these maps and the associated coordination of different activities and decisions that 

influence spatial organisation. In its 2004 plan, the Welsh Government defined spatial planning simply 

as the “consideration of what can and should happen where”.  

Although it is focussed on the UK it does reference major cities throughout the world, where this 

technique has been successfully applied.  It’s not the only technique but offers an example of the 

alternative to the current ad hoc approach and the chaos which follows.   

This has turned out to be longer than the “one pager” I had intended but I hope it is of interest and 

helps map out the potential solutions you are seeking for Immigration and beyond. 

If I can help in any way please feel free you get in touch  

With kindest regards 

 

Keith Robinson    

FEngNZ (retd), FAPM, FRSA 

        

  

  

    




