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Executive Summary 
 
This strategy provides the foundation for a positive and proactive approach to 
urban design in Palmerston North. 
 
The Urban Design Strategy presents a vision for the physical development of 
Palmerston North that will contribute to the City being recognised as vibrant, 
caring, creative, and sustainable.  Everyone will be encouraged to contribute to 
achieving the outcomes of this strategy. This includes the local iwi Rangitaane, 
large organisations, Council officers, professionals in the development industry, 
private investors, and the community groups who all have a part to play in 
changing the City’s urban environment. 
 
The Council has identified the drivers for long term positive change in the urban 
environment of the City. These are the public realm, diversity, connectivity, 
character, and the environment. The drivers were identified through consultation 
with stakeholders in the development industry, education and cultural sectors, 
and discussions with Rangitaane. The Strategy states the outcomes from a 
holistic approach to urban design and includes initiatives which will be a catalyst 
for improved design in the City. 
 
Summary of Urban Design Drivers 

Driver Sub-drivers 
Public Realm Making places people-friendly and inviting 

Ensuring coherency in design 
Actively managing and maintaining the City’s public spaces 
Developing the Manawatu River as a destination 
Welcoming and memorable entrances to the City 
Creating a vibrant City centre 

Diversity Promoting a mix of uses 
Vibrancy – lots of things going on 
Vitality – people on the streets 
Versatile and adaptable buildings and spaces 
Providing choices of living spaces and lifestyles 

Connectivity Well connected multipurpose streets and spaces 
Developing an integrated paths and walkway network 
Easy way finding 
Clear sub-regional connections 
Easy access to transport and facilities 

Character Creative city-making 
Expression of Rangitaane culture in the City 
Strengthening the City’s identity and culture 
Active promotion of heritage, key buildings and places 
Appreciation of everyday architecture 
Celebrating iconic architecture 

Environmental Incorporating environmental features in design 
Maintaining the City’s compactness and centrality 
Investing in biodiversity and green Infrastructure 
Constructing healthy and energy efficient buildings and homes 
Low-impact urban drainage systems 
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Introduction 
 
This strategy provides the foundation for a positive and proactive approach to 
urban design in Palmerston North. 
 
Over the last 10 to 20 years from a national and international perspective urban 
design has been gaining prominence for many reasons. Among these are 
examples of poor market-led and state-led development, dissatisfaction with 
urban environments, competition between cities, an increasingly mobile work 
force, an increased expectation (and choice) from consumers using well-
designed places,  pollution, dissatisfaction with cities dominated by cars, and the 
similarity of cities as a result of globalisation. 
 
Palmerston North is no exception and arguably faces many of these same 
issues. The City has many government institutions located here, is a growing city, 
a regional centre for retail, has a large student population, and does not face 
many harsh environmental constraints. Yet it suffers from a poor image. This 
raises the question: Why isn’t the City as well regarded as it could be? 
 
The Council has tried many different interventions over the years with positive 
results such as the relocation of the City Library and revitalisation of George 
Street. Yet, the Council has not managed to maintain momentum and achieve a 
cohesive approach that has endured. 
 
By embarking on a strategy of creative city-making focused on investing in places 
where people experience the City, Palmerston North will improve its image and 
residents’ quality of life. The Council has stated in its 10-Year Plan that the 
Council will be financially sustainable. A place-based approach to city 
improvement and basing investment decisions on where most people use the 
City should meet this criterion and build public support. Early consultation with 
the community, private organisations, and professionals involved in the urban 
development industry shows support for this place-based approach and the 
priorities and initiatives identified in this strategy. 
 
The private realm, semi-public spaces, and how these engage with the public 
realm also has a significant effect on how people experience the City. Private 
investment is also significantly larger than public spending and therefore getting 
good outcomes from this investment is critical to the quality of the City as a 
whole. 
 
The positive and proactive approach to urban design will set the City on a course 
which improves the ordinary everyday experiences for residents, supports how 
people want to live in the City, promotes healthy and sociable lifestyles, and 
creates an expectation of development to be both beautiful and practical enough 
for this City. 
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Urban Design Principles 
 
The models in the table below are used in New Zealand to achieve good urban 
design outcomes. Palmerston North City Council recognises that these models 
contain accepted principles to achieve good design. However, Council has not 
sought to adopt a specific set of principles in its Urban Design Strategy. Instead 
Council has identified the drivers for change which will make a substantial 
difference to how people experience living, working, and playing in the City. The 
principles have been taken into account in the preparation of this Strategy. 
 

 
The Palmerston North City Council became a signatory to the Urban Design 
Protocol in June 2010. The Council will fulfill the requirements of the Urban 
Design Protocol by adopting an urban design strategy and implementing a set of 
initiatives, monitoring progress, and reporting back to the Ministry for the 
Environment. 
 
Urban Design Drivers for Palmerston North 
 
The Urban Design Strategy makes reference to drivers, changes to be made, 
and urban design initiatives. The drivers and ‘changes to be made’ form a basis 
for the initiatives that will improve the urban environment of Palmerston North. 
The relationship of ‘drivers’, ‘changes to be made’, and urban design initiatives is 
shown in the figure overleaf. 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 Urban Design 
Protocol 

People Places Spaces Value of Urban Design

Pr
in

ci
pl

es
 

o Creativity 
o Connections 
o Choice 
o Custodianship 
o Collaboration 
o Character 
o Context 

o Consolidation 
and Dispersal 

o Integration and 
Connectivity 

o Diversity and 
Adaptability 

o Legibility and 
Identity 

o Environmental 
responsiveness 

 

o Local character 
o Connectivity 
o Density 

(including Green 
Space) 

o High quality 
public realm 

o Adaptability 
o Mixed-use 
o User 

participation 
o Integrated 

decision making 
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Scales of Application 
 
The drivers of good urban design can be applied to the City at a variety of spatial 
scales. Achieving good outcomes is a creative process that requires holistic 
thinking, bringing design considerations to the fore, and involving professionals 
from a range of appropriate disciplines. The framework for initiatives in this 
strategy is the following spatial scale: 
 

 
 
The majority of ‘changes to be made’ identified in this Strategy refer to ‘the City’ 
scale and below. This is defined as the urban areas of Palmerston North, 
Ashhurst, and any towns which are zoned residential in the District Plan. Some 
‘changes to be made’ refer to sub-regional and rural issues. These are necessary 
to support the identified ‘changes to be made’ in the urban area. 
 

Sub-Region 
City 
Neighbourhoods and Districts 
Streets and Spaces 
Sites, Buildings and Materials 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Changes to 
be made 

Public Realm 
Delivering Change 

Urban Design Tools 

Street Designs 

City Centre Development 
Framework 

Manawatu River Master Plan 

District Plan Design Criteria 

Structure plans for new areas 

Placemaking Initiatives 

Diversity 

Connectivity 

Character 

Environment 

Urban Design 
Drivers 

Urban Design Initiatives  
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Urban Design Initiatives 
 
With limited resources priorities need to be clearly defined. The initiatives 
recognise that a holistic approach needs to be taken and each initiative will 
deliver on as many outcomes as possible.  
 
Summary of Initiatives Why do this? 

1. Delivering change – urban 
design education, 
promotion and advocacy 

 

To raise skills, awareness and practice of Council officers. 
 
To raise skills, awareness and practice of professionals in 
the urban development industry. 
 
To raise awareness of good design in the general 
population. 

2. Use of urban design tools 
(incl. awards, design 
criteria, review and 
competitions, and 
incentives) 

To enhance the quality and effectiveness of design and 
planning initiatives. 
 
To provide better understanding of urban design issues 
and what the response should be. 
 
To provide information to assist with public and private 
investment decisions. 

3. Street designs 
 

For the City’s main entrances and routes to create a good 
impression. 
 
To provide a catalyst to move away from car dominated 
streets and provide a balance for all street users and 
aesthetics. 

4. City centre development 
framework 

To coordinate public investment in the City centre. 
 
To allow private investors to leverage off planned Council 
spending and a collective vision and vice versa. 

5. Manawatu River master 
plan 

 

To create a destination from one of the City’s defining 
natural features. 
 
To ensure recognition and expression of Rangitaane o 
Manwatu’s connection with the Manawatu River. 
 
To work with Rangitaane o Manawatu on river related 
projects. 
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1.  Public Realm 
 
Sub-drivers 
 

1. Making places people-friendly and inviting 
2. Ensuring coherency in design 
3. Actively managing and maintaining the City’s public spaces 
4. Developing the Manawatu River as a destination 
5. Welcoming and memorable entrances to the City 
6. Creating a vibrant City centre 

 
Current Position 
 
The City has a variable public realm. In some places the streets are well 
maintained and quality is high while in other places the streets and public places 
are sterile and uninviting. 
 
There has been successful redevelopment of several places in the City, most 
notably Fitzherbert Avenue, the park area of The Square, George Street, and the 
streetscape of The Square from the Civic Administration Building to The Grand. 
Despite these positive interventions there is still much to do. Some residential 
areas provide good environments with quiet tree-lined streets and plenty of green 
space. However, there are many more places that could be improved. 
 
Unfortunately many of the harsher environments in the City are busy routes and 
places where large numbers of people experience the City. An example of this is 
Rangitikei Street – a main entrance to the City - where until recently for a stretch 
of several kilometres there were no street trees. Another example is the majority 
of the ring-road. 
 
Decisions which have created these environments are well-meaning in that the 
City Council has created places that are easy to maintain and provide the agreed 
level of service. Yet because many poor environments are in places where 
residents and visitors experience the City the image of Palmerston North suffers. 
 
Similarly, the City is left with a legacy of the Manawatu Riverfront and other 
streams in the City having been treated as drains as opposed to public places.  
This has meant that the river and streams were uninviting in places and often 
perceived to be dangerous. Positive development of these places is creating 
better trails, things to do, and places to sit. 
 
Analysis 
 
What’s Good 
 

o The city has good basic infrastructure. 
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Residents are the experts in their own lives. Council needs to use the local 
knowledge that people possess and enable people to express a vision for the 
areas of the City they live in and be encouraged to make changes to implement 
the vision themselves. 
 
Summary of Action for the Public Realm 
 
Sub-driver Change to be made Success will look like 
Making places 
people-friendly and 
inviting 

Places create invitations to spend 
time there. Places support multiple 
uses and activities.  
 
Places are sociable and safe, feel 
safe, and crime is reduced.  
 
Places are comfortable. Materials 
used are robust and affordable, yet 
attractive and invite use. 
 
Places are designed with 
consideration of the full sensory 
experience (e.g. sounds, smells, 
textures etc). 
 
Places are accessible – physically 
and visually. 
 
Places have features for seasonal 
use - shelter and shade provided. 
 
Lighting supports the vision for use of 
each place. 

Stationary activities in public 
spaces increase. 
 
The public realm is perceived to be 
safe throughout the city. 
 
Public realm improvements are 
prioritised in places with highest 
use (e.g. pedestrian counts). 
 
The Sun Protection Policy is used 
to enable ‘healthy’ use of the public 
realm. 

Ensuring coherency 
in design 

Council, businesses, organisations 
and residents show commitment to 
clear concepts and take small steps 
year on year to implement an agreed 
vision. 
 
Council expects high quality 
outcomes from all projects. 
 
Council projects deliver on strategy 
outcomes and are linked to planned 
actions. 

Staff are knowledgeable of how the 
Urban Design Strategy guides their 
work and use the Strategy and 
plans developed through urban 
design initiatives in daily work. 
 
The private sector uses the Urban 
Design Strategy to work with the 
Council. 
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Creating a vibrant 
City centre 

The City centre is a vibrant, walkable, 
social, safe, and inviting destination 
that attracts people and investment. 
 
Coordinated Council public and 
private development supports 
continuous improvement of the 
quality of the City centre. 
 
The City centre has: 

o wider footpaths 
o human-scale buildings, street 

trees, and street furniture 
o slower traffic 
o more places to sit 
o more pedestrian links  
o vibrant lanes 
o public art 
o attractive lighting 

  
The City centre streets display a 
clear change in context from the main 
entrances to the City and the ring 
road. 

The quality of the City centre 
increases through ongoing 
investment in public and private 
space. 
 
A diverse range of leisure, cultural 
and retail activity is successfully 
operating in the City centre. 
 
Investment in City centre is evident 
year after year. 
 
More people live in the City centre. 
 
More people work in the City 
centre. 

Developing the 
Manawatu River as a 
destination 

The Manawatu River becomes a 
destination with things to do along it. 
 
Access improves to, across, and 
along the Manawatu River and 
Mangaone Stream. 

Activities increase along the 
Riverfront. 
 
Counts of pedestrians, cyclists (and 
other active modes of transport), 
and stationary activities increase 
along the Riverfront. 
 
Development fronts on to the 
Manawatu River and Mangaone 
Stream. 
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5.  Environment 
 
Sub-drivers 
 

1. Incorporating environmental features in design 
2. Maintaining the City’s compactness and centrality 
3. Investing in biodiversity and green Infrastructure 
4. Constructing healthy and energy efficient buildings and homes 
5. Low-impact urban drainage systems 

 
Current Position 
 
The City has had a mixed approach to using environmental features in urban 
development. In some places the features have become community assets, such 
as the Hokowhitu Lagoon. Places in the City which were developed around 
environmental features in a positive way are now some of the most sought after 
areas to live in. 
 
Other features such as the Kawau and Mangaone Streams have been tamed 
with stop banks, culverts, piping, and then hidden by fences. Gullies have been 
used for drainage although some recent development has filled these to create 
more developable land. The Council has amended earthworks rules to ensure 
major earthworks are now considered against their environmental impacts. 
 
The City is compact and few areas have leapfrogged over farmland and industrial 
land. Despite its compact form the edges of the City are not well connected 
because of the popularity of cul de sacs for residential living in recent decades. 
The lack of connectivity reduces many of the benefits of a compact city. Demand 
for rural-residential living has been popular in the last twenty years which takes 
land out of potential agricultural production stock. Intensification within the City 
has been market led and has occurred largely in the Hokowhitu Area. 
 
The natural environment of the City has neither any outstanding positives nor any 
acute issues (such as water shortages) that drive change. Similarly, the urban 
area is not outstanding in its quality and performance or in any negative effects 
on the environment. European settlement has left a legacy of farmland, scattered 
native bush remnants, streams which are invisible in the City, and the Manawatu 
River where improvements in water quality are sought.  
 
The Regional Council and City Council have policies and programmes in place to 
improve the quality of water in the Manawatu River catchment, reduce flood risk, 
and increase biodiversity through the restoration of habitats. Some restoration 
areas are the Manawatu Gorge, Turitea Reserve, and Green Corridors in the 
Turitea Valley and Summerhill Areas. 
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Summary of Action for the Environment 
 
Sub-driver Change to be made Success will look like 
Incorporating 
environmental 
features in 
design 

Environmental features are focal points for 
neighbourhoods. 
 
Use of the landscape increases the resilience of 
the City. 
 
The natural landscapes provide character to 
areas of the City. 

Buildings and infrastructure 
have a small ecological 
footprint. 
 
The City is resilient to the 
impacts of climate change. 

Maintaining the 
City’s 
compactness 
and centrality 

The City grows in a compact way, with a focus on 
maintaining the intensity and viability of the City 
centre. 
 
New urban areas are well connected and 
integrated with the existing urban area and 
include neighbourhood centres and facilities. 
 
Efficient use of land and extension of 
infrastructure. 
 
Intensification in the City occurs in identified 
areas. 

Greenhouse gas emissions 
from transport are reduced.  
 
Compact urban 
development allows 
residents to use 
alternatives to private motor 
vehicles for transport. 

Investing in 
biodiversity and 
green 
infrastructure 

Increased investment in green infrastructure. Biodiversity and habitats 
increase throughout the 
City.  

Constructing 
healthy and 
energy efficient 
buildings and 
homes 

Green Star rating tools are used in the design and 
construction of buildings and homes. 
 
Buildings are sited to reduce energy needs and 
use renewable energy technologies. 
 
Buildings have systems which reduce demand for 
water and need for treatment. 

Buildings are healthy, 
energy efficient, fit for 
purpose, adaptable, and 
robust.  
 
Greenhouse gas emissions 
from buildings are reduced. 
 
Less water is used. 

Low-impact 
urban drainage 
systems 

Low-impact urban design and water reuse 
lessens impacts from the urban area on the 
Manawatu River and other waterways. 
 
Low-impact urban design and water reuse 
reduces costs for water treatment and energy 
use. 

Water quality improves in 
the Manawatu River and 
urban streams. 
 
The per capita cost and 
energy footprint for water 
treatment reduces. 
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Appendix 1: Links to other Council strategies 
 
Land Use Strategies  

 
The Council prepares and updates land use strategies that manage future growth 
within the City such as Residential, Industrial, Rural-Residential and Retail 
development. The District Plan plays an important role implementing the land use 
strategies through the zoning of land and development of associated subdivision and 
land use controls. Land use strategies also inform the Council’s Asset Management 
Plans and Development Contributions Policy. 
 
Arts Strategy 2010 
 
The initiatives of this strategy are coordinated with the Urban Design Strategy to 
enhance the look and feel of the City. The Arts and use of public art help build an 
exciting and vibrant urban environment, and develop attractive public spaces. The 
strategy also encourages greater artistic use of public spaces. 
 
Recreation Strategy 2009 
 
The purpose of the Recreation Strategy is to ensure Palmerston North has 
recreation opportunities that exhibit the best qualities of a sustainable, liveable city in 
which all types of people have a high quality of life and a variety of recreation 
choices. 
 
Manawatu Active Transport Strategy 2007 
 
The vision of this strategy is that: 
 

“More Manawatu people and visitors use active transport more often for 
travel, health and enjoyment.” 

 
Strategy objectives are structured under the four E's – Engineering, Encouragement, 
Enforcement and Education. 
 
Greening Strategy 2006 
 
Four themes embody the aims of the Greening Strategy. These are: 
 

1. Restoration and enhancement: To increase the health and extent of native 
biodiversity. 

 
2. Corridor development: To develop an interlinking network of corridors 

throughout the City area that connects key places and spaces. 
 

3. Experiencing the natural environment: Improve the range of opportunities 
to experience the natural environment while minimising impacts. 
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Manawatu River Enhancement by Horizons Regional Council 
 
Horizons Regional Council is upgrading the flood protection of Palmerston North 
from the Manawatu River. This work involves rock lining on the river bank which is 
increasing visual access to the River, adding access points to the water, and 
creating places to sit. 
 
Horizons is also committed to improving water quality in the Manawatu River 
catchment through policies and rules for land use in the One Plan. The Sustainable 
Land Use Initiative will also contribute to better water quality in the rivers and 
streams which flow through the City. 
 
Massey University Campus Development Plan and Transportation Plan 
 
Massey University’s Comprehensive Campus Development Plan for Manawatu 
Campus 2004-2014 provides a means to manage strategically the development of 
the Manawatu Campus.  The scope of the Plan spans the Hokowhitu and Turitea 
sites and also the relationship between the campus and further development and 
expansion of Palmerston North city.  The Plan is intended to be fully compatible with 
Palmerston North City Council’s District Plan and other local and regional authority 
strategic documents. 
 
Massey University’s Campus Transport Plan 2009 aims to enable the university to 
provide safe and sustainable travel to and from its Manawatu campus sites at 
Hokowhitu and Turitea for all campus users.  It is updated 3-yearly to: compare 
changes in transport patterns since the last update; establish existing user 
perceptions relating to different modes of transport; set out the impact of recent 
transport initiatives on travel patterns of campus users; and track progress against 
the work plan that supports the initiatives.  Sustainable transport is a key part of the 
Plan in support of the university’s Sustainability Policy.  The Plan is intended to be 
fully compatible with local and regional authority strategic transportation documents. 
 




