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A VISION FOR WELLINGTON

LIVE WELLington is for people who love 
Wellington and want to ensure this city 
continues to be wonderful, for future 
generations to enjoy.  

We value Wellington’s liveability, access 
to nature and green spaces, strong 
communities, character, and diversity. 

LIVE WELLington’s vision:

•	 Warm,	dry,	affordable	housing	in		
 thriving communities.

• Communities celebrating their   
 unique character and designing 
 their future.

• A low emissions and healthy urban  
 environment with great 
 transport choices.

• Living heritage that celebrates all  
 our stories and helps us orientate,  
 locate and thrive.

•  Our urban design, our democracy,  
 and our civic leadership are a source  
 of pride.

WHY LIVE WELLington?

To ensure better housing for everyone 
and to meet the challenges of the future, 
Wellington needs to adapt in ways that 
work for all of us. We need to evolve in 
ways	that	are	climate	friendly,	affordable,	
and accessible, without losing what 
is already great.

LIVE WELLington recognises that the 
current levels of rents and median house 
prices demand action.  We disagree with 
those who see the only hope for the 
future being the wholesale removal of 
planning regulations and democratic 
rights (including their own).  

LIVE WELLington says there is a better way.  
We	can	deliver	more	affordable	housing,	
with lower emissions and enhance the 
quality of life for both newcomers and 
current residents. 

LIVE WELLington rejects the current 
winner-take-all, deregulatory philosophy 
of blanket upzoning and opposes plans to 
remove people’s rights to have a say on 
developments. Instead, LIVE WELLington 
proposes proper planning, partnerships 
and participation to do density well.
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LIVE WELLington proposes the following 
joined up solutions:  

• Sequence development.

• Involve communities.

• Lead by engaging. 

• Plan for quality. 

• Protect experiences that matter.

SEQUENCING 
– The key to thoughtful planning

Wellington needs a genuine plan for the 
future, rather than one of deregulate and 
hope.  The Spatial Plan is a thirty-year 
plan. The District Plan addresses the 
next ten years. A win-win approach is one 
that emphasises fast action to tackle low 
hanging fruit and adapting plans as we 
learn from experience.   

Throughout our city are many sites that sit 
idle or underutilised (Land that is vacant, 
used for storage and parking, or occupied 
by low-quality, low-rise commercial 
development.). 

Huge tracts of land are crying out for 
leadership to develop the homes, green 
spaces and small business facilities we all 
deserve.  Many of these sites are close to 
public transport and could be developed 
to create strong hearts for new 15 minute 
communities.  Doing density well on this 
land can provide tens of thousands of 
quality homes across the city close to public 
transport and local facilities; this 
also assists with infrastructure planning.

LIVE WELLington wants to see: 

• Development of underutilised land 
 close to public transport routes 
 through active facilitation and 
 partnership between key players.

• Sequencing critical infrastructure 
 investment early on sites where 
 housing can be most quickly built, 
	 not	disperse	council	efforts	across	
 virtually the whole of the city. 

• Engaging existing communities 
 in design so new developments are 
 welcomed, not resented.

Carefully-planned increases in density 
across the city enable and support the 
emergence of 15-minute communities 
(also known as urban villages).  Doing 
this well will lower emissions more quickly 
than current proposals, as well as creating 
more housing more quickly.  At a practical 
level, coordinating the timing and location 
of public infrastructure investment and 
private development investment is crucial 
if our city is to realise the best value 
from both as we grow our capacity to 
house people well.  

We call this thoughtful planning.

REALISING THE VISION
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INVOLVEMENT 

– Community-level planning to 

welcome more people

Wellington needs to adapt and evolve to 
meet the challenges of the future. Our 
city needs to provide housing and address 
the climate crisis as well as the many other 
challenges, like earthquake resilience, that 
we face together.

LIVE WELLington believes that, given 
the chance, Wellingtonians will relish the 
challenge of working together. We want to 
see participatory design projects, coupled 
with clear housing targets, so communities 
are involved in welcoming new people.  
Imposing arbitrary change when better 
options exist simply fosters resentment.  

Warm, dry homes are essential and these 
should be warm dry homes in thriving 
communities.  Working with people to 
create new housing, green spaces and small 
business space means we build connection 
and community into the way change occurs.

Careful design and planning grounded in 
local knowledge can deliver better results 
more quickly than blanket rezoning. 
Some suburbs such are Newtown are 
proactively taking a lead in rethinking their 
localities. Such initiatives created a sense 
of community, enhance democracy and 
can deliver change in a way that builds on 
community strengths. 

LIVE WELLington wants to see our city 
invest	first	in	win-win	opportunities	and	at	
the same time work on community level 
planning focussed on welcoming more 
homes and people while also strengthening 
quality and sense of community.  This way 
everyone is clear where, when and how new 
housing can appear.

LEADERSHIP 
– Working together to shape our 
common future

Local government, central government 
agencies, private developers, and 
communities need to work in partnership 
not as adversaries.   

We need to look at concepts such as joint 
ventures, and masterplans for areas which 
include quality design guides that enable 
owners and developers to quickly assess 
prospects for development. We need to 
learn from the best international examples 
of how to use public investment in the 
mix	so	as		to	create	affordable	housing	
and community amenities, not leave 
this to chance. 

Our city is crying out for innovative models 
for public and private investment working 
together to rapidly develop Wellington’s 
large areas of underutilised land into high 
quality housing, greenspace and small 
business facilities.   Current proposals 
assume a meagre 14% of rezoned areas 
will be developed.  This lacks ambition.

LIVE WELLington wants to see partnerships 
that can realise the potential of at least half 
our underutilised land in the next ten years.

A key broker in facilitating this can be our 
city council, potentially with an Urban 
Development Authority as part of the 
toolkit.  Alongside our city council needs 
to sit mana whenua so that the Treaty 
relationship is central in this process.  
Leadership, rather than deregulation, is the 
key to solving the big challenges our city 
faces. Our waterfront is a classic example 
of how active citizenry and a thoughtful 
masterplan have together created a 
showcase for Wellington.
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We need a plan that works for everyone, 
and where everyone can see how it works 
for	them.		We	can	deliver	affordable	quality	
housing through a powerful democratic 
process and ensure  that people have 
warm, dry homes in thriving communities. 
To do this we to start by asking: 
how do we work together?

QUALITY
 –  Great design to make our city work for 
everyone 

Quality is about the care we take with our 
city surroundings and the valued features 
of our residential lives.  Good design 
enhances those features through the 
addition of thoughtful new development, 
and adaptation of what already exists.  
Quality is about good design on a site, as 
well as how sites interact and combine to 
form communities and the city as a whole. 

LIVE WELLINGTON wants our city to use 
urban design principles to drive integrated 
planning. We need to learn from the best 
examples internationally, as well as what 
we have already done well right here.  
Planning needs to drive and encourage 
quality and ensuring design works for the 
landscape and communities in which it is 
located.  Sunlight and shading, green space,
the look and feel of the streets where 
we live, work, play and learn, are not 
barriers to development but rather 
essential parts of creating a great city 
where we take pride in our urban design.  
Emerging	Māori	urban	design	approaches	
are a vital part of this process.

Both from the perspective of human 
experience and emissions reduction, LIVE 
WELLington wants to see adaptive re-use 
of what we have as a central part of any 
plan for our city. 

As part of this, Wellington needs to 
improve the to improve the quality of 
existing	housing	by	fixing	the	buildings	
that	need	fixing	so	rental	homes	especially	
are warm, dry homes.  A targeted evidence 
-based approach would see us start 
with programmes in areas where the 
problems are worst.

Hand in hand with this, LIVE WELLington 
wants to ensure that new builds are 
constructed and located so that they are 
great places to live without damaging the 
amenity of other homes.  Blanket rezoning 
will do nothing for people in damp, mouldy 
homes; indeed with little emphasis on 
sunlight, ventilation and the location of 
new buildings on the landscape there is 
a real risk of making the problem worse.  
Design matters because people matter. 

LIVE WELLington proposes a more 
respectful approach to sunlight and shade; 
carefully protecting  personal privacy; 
expanding the variety and location of green 
spaces;	avoiding	of	heat	island	effects	
from too much concrete and paving; and 
enhancing the look and feel of the streets 
we inhabit.  This will help create a city 
where our urban design is a source of 
ongoing pride for all.  

PROTECTION 

– Sharing experiences that matter across 
generations

Our plans need to protect what is already 
good about Wellington, and ensure we 
evolve together rather than being mired in 
conflicts	that	have	been	artificially	created.		
Wellington’s liveability character and 
heritage can be protected at the same 
time as new housing is added.  Not every 
old building needs to be retained, but 
neither are people’s sense of connection 
and sense of place disposable commodities.  
Rather than wholesale deregulation 
and removal of protections up front, 
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LIVE WELLington wants heritage and 
character considered as part of community 
dialogue, while new construction focuses 
first	on	under-utilised	land.		

LIVE WELLINGTON supports “living 
heritage” which values character and 
heritage and sees them evolving as our 
communities evolve. Experiences that 
matter can be shared across generations 
while creating space for our city’s many 
stories to be told. 

Appendix 1 “Why old places matter” sets 
out more fully the critical ways people and 
buildings interact and can co-evolve. 

CONCLUSION

LIVE	WELLington	offers	a	clear	pathway	to	
deliver a liveable city with great design that:

• Creates more and better    
 housing quickly.

• Lowers emissions and    
 improves our environment.

• Strengthens communities,   
 builds inclusion and protects   
 democratic processes.

• Protects what is good about   
 Wellington and builds on our   
 strengths.

Isn’t this what we all want?
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– Contributed by Ben Schrader, 
urban historian

Over the last 24 months Wellington’s 
built heritage has come under a sustained 
attack that’s surprised and troubled 
many of us. Heritage has become an 
emblem and scapegoat for range of city 
ills:	unaffordable	housing,	restrictive	and	
officious	planning	practices,	poor	health	
among renters, generational warfare, 
Nimbyism, colonialism, and more.  

A catch-cry of built heritage critics is that 
it is people, not buildings, that make cities 
what they are. This infers that a city’s 
urban identity and sense of place arises 
from the people who live there and has 
nothing to do with its physical form. This 
would	mean	that	people	would	still	flock	
to places like Cuba Street even if it 
was made up of modern mirror glass 
tower blocks, rather than the whimsical, 
hotch-potch	of	different-aged	structures	
that characterise it now. 

We only have to look at the lifelessness of 
northern Lambton Quay in the weekend 
to know such a scenario is unlikely. It’s more 
true to say that both people and buildings 
make cities what they are. The diverse 
built environments of cities, and the 
different	ways	people	engage	with	it,	
is what provides urban identities and a 
unique sense of place.  As the urban guru 
Jan Gehl puts it: 

‘First we shape the cities – then they 
shape us.’

It’s therefore worth reminding ourselves 
why built heritage is important. To do this 
I’m drawing heavily on the work of the 
American heritage practitioner Thompson 
Mayes and his compatriot the architectural 

historian Max Page. In his book Why Old 
Places	Matter	(2019)	Mayes	identified	14	
reasons as to why old places are important 
in community life. I’m going to consider 
six of these: continuity, memory, identity, 
beauty, history and architecture.  

CONTINUITY

Old places provide a sense of continuity. 
In a world that is constantly changing, old 
places provide people with a sense of being 
a part of a continuum, which is necessary 
for them to be psychologically and 
emotionally healthy.  As the architectural 
theorist, Juhani Pallasmaa acknowledges: 

‘Architecture enables us to see and 
understand the slow process of history and 
to participate in time cycles that surpass the 
scope of an individual life.’ 

This is obvious in places like Mt Victoria 
where we see cottages dating from the 
1870s; villas from the 1890s; 1930s Art Deco 
apartment and 1950s Modernism. There are 
19th century workshops and 20th century 
factories adaptively reused as apartments. 
There are also many townhouses dating 
from the 1970s up to the present. In other 
words, the passage of time is manifest in 
Mt Vic’s streetscapes. 

MEMORY

Old buildings serve as mnemonic aids. They 
are important in activating both individual 
and collective memory (shared by the larger 
society). As the American conservation 
architect Mary DeNadai writes: 

‘Old buildings are like memories you 
can touch.’

WHY OLD PLACES MATTER
APPENDIX 1
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An personal example is the Embassy 
Theatre. Often when I go there, I recall 
earlier visits as a child or seeing Wellington 
film	festival	films	there	during	the	1990s.	
This is both an individual and collective 
memory – in being shared by other 
film	goers.	

Memories are often contested. The history 
of	old	places	may	be	viewed	differently	
over time and reinterpreted as our 
conceptions of what is important changes. 
A good illustration of this is the colonial 
villas debate. For some they are tangible 
links to settler endeavours to create a 
prosperous city; for others they are painful 
reminders of the impact of colonialism 
on the region’s mana whenua.  The fact 
these arguments occur underscore the 
importance	of	place.	Despite	conflicting	
points of view, the place itself transcends 
specific	interpretations.		
 

IDENTITY

Similarly, old places are important in the 
construction of individual and collective 
identities.	As	the	influential	geographer	
Yi-Fu Tuan explains: 

‘What can the past mean to us? People look 
back for various reasons but shared by all 
is the need to acquire a sense of self and of 
identity… the passion for preservation arises 
out of the need to for tangible objects that 
can support a sense of identity.’

In terms of my own sense of identity, 
I often reference my childhood experiences 
of going to places like the Embassy, to 
explain	why	I	still	like	film	going.	For	me	
it’s	not	only	about	the	film,	it’s	also	about	
the place I’m watching it in. 

Old places also contribute to collective 
identities, such as the Treaty House at 
Waitangi. It was deliberately constructed as 
national monument in the 1930s to relate 
the ideal of New Zealanders as one people. 

The	process	of	redefining	who	“we”	are	
is continuous and contested. We saw this 
during the 1980s when the Treaty House 
and	grounds	became	a	place	of	Māori	
protest. Protestors rejected the one-
people discourse and shone light on the 
perennial failure of the Crown to honour 
its Treaty commitments. In this way the 
Treaty House became a tangible site for 
transforming identity.  

People can survive the loss of places 
that support their identity. And often 
these places survive in memory. But the 
continued presence of old places helps us 
know who we are and who we may become 
in the future.

BEAUTY

As Mayes notes: 

‘Regardless of how beauty is defined, people 
perceive and desire beauty in their lives and 
in their communities. And they find beauty 
in old places.’  

Old places may be beautiful for their 
design, but sometimes they’re beautiful 
because of the mark of time that has been 
left on them – ruins have long been the 
exemplars of the sublime. 

Feelings and opinions about beauty change 
over time. The history of preservation 
demonstrates a process of the ugly 
transforming into the beautiful. Victorian 
buildings were condemned as the worst 
expressions of a degraded era; Art Deco 
was considered commercial and hideous; 
industrial buildings were treated as having 
no architectural value; Mid-Century 
Modern was dated. All of these were 
once considered ugly and now (generally) 
considered beautiful. 

It’s always easier to save a place that 
people consider beautiful than a place – no 
matter	how	historically	significant	–	that	
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people think is ugly. The Gordon Wilson 
Flats on the Terrace is a good example 
of that. Despite its recognised national 
heritage values few Wellingtonians can see 
past its perceived ugliness.

HISTORY

The capacity of an old place to convey 
or stimulate a relation or reaction to the 
past is part of the fundamental nature and 
meaning of heritage objects. Many people 
feel the exhilaration of experiencing the 
place where something actually happened. 

As Joseph Farrell writes: 

‘Old places and old things stimulate my 
historical imagination in a personal way 
- that is, in a way that is different from 
reading about the past … For many, places 
and things are a much more effective way of 
being in touch with the past than reading is.’

I remember as a history student learning 
about the 1913 Waterfront strike. I studied 
a photo showing strikers gathering outside 
Queens Wharf with the Harbour Board 
office	building	in	the	background	–	now	the	
Wellington Museum. When I walk past the 
building I sometimes imagine the events 
that took place there. Without the building 
I doubt I’d have the same reaction.  

ARCHITECTURE

People love and revere historic buildings 
for their art and craftsmanship and for 
the way they make us feel. Few can feel 
unmoved standing in the aisle of a medieval 
cathedral and seeing the stone pillars 
rising to the heavens, or stepping into 
the dimmed space of a whare whakairo 
(meeting house) and viewing an iwi or 
hapu’s	tīpuna	in	the	building’s	structure.	
  

As Pallasma points out: 

‘The significance of architecture is not in its 
form, but in the capacity to reveal deeper 
layers of existence.’ 

This is to say that it allows us to better 
understand the people who made the 
places and their value systems, sometimes 
through the symbolic and historic meanings 
that the places reveal. This is obviously 
much harder to do when the place no 
longer exists. 
 

CONCLUSION

In providing a sense of continuity in a 
rapidly changing world, in activating 
our personal and societal memories; 
in contributing to our individual and 
collective memories; in providing beauty 
in our lives; in allowing us to see where 
history happened, and by enabling better 
understandings of the people who built 
them, old buildings really do matter.  

It should now be evident that its buildings, 
as well as people, which make cities 
what they are. Cities are not made 
by people alone.


