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Objec t i ves  o f  th i s  gu ide
This guide shows the principles of good design for social housing at 
increased densities. It includes consideration of large-scale urban 
issues, site-specific decisions, and ways of using built elements to 
enhance housing outcomes. Additionally, the guide includes a list of 
links to useful websites and case studies.

Well designed and constructed higher-density housing can provide 
improved privacy, security, and conveniences in comparison with 
stand alone dwellings. It can also lower maintenance and operating 
costs while being located closer to community facilities.

The quality of design changes the built environment – how people 
live and socialise, and their interaction with the wider community. 
Design is often critical in determining whether a project gains approval. 
Design quality can both create and destroy value.

This part of the design guide is split into four sections:

– 	 pr inc ip les  o f  des ign  a t  h igher  dens i t ies
– 	 des ign  dec i s ions
– 	 t ypo log ies
– 	 appendix .

These sections contain references to topics that are: 	

Essent ia l 	
items required by HNZC 	

High ly  Des i rab le 	
items that should be included 	

Des i rab le  	
items that HNZC considers advantageous.

INTRODUCTION

Traditional single-family stand alone 
houses don’t work at higher densities. 
Different housing typologies are needed 
to suit higher-density housing.

1
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Well designed higher-density housing obeys basic principles 
on a range of scales, from consideration of the whole 
neighbourhood through to details that improve safety.

Housing is affected by the site configuration, the building 
regulations, the shape of the building, and the selection and 
performance of materials. This section considers these factors and 
the ways of addressing decisions for high-density design.

Higher-density housing has some common building types. This 
section looks at choosing a good typology for a site.

Links are provided to relevant websites so that users of the 
guide can view research, case studies, and guidelines prepared 
by others.

PRINCIPLES OF  
DESIGN AT HIGHER 
DENSITIES

1
3–14

15–26

27–32

33–34

IN THIS GUIDE…

SECTION

OVERVIEW OF THIS GUIDE

Definition
For the purposes of this guide, HNZC defines medium-density housing as:
‘housing in groups of two or more units where density is greater than 1 unit per 300m2 and less than 1 unit per 80m2 of site area’ 
and high-density as:
‘multiple-unit housing where density is greater than 1 unit per 80m2 of the site area’.
Typically, high-density housing is centrally located in apartment buildings.
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DESIGN DECISIONS2SECTION
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>

Compliance with rules alone 
does not create high-quality social 
housing. With higher densities, our 
designers need to focus on 
balancing the imperatives of rules 
with useful, affordable, flexible 
outcomes that suit the household 
and the community.

HNZC expects licensed building  
practitioners to be appropriately 
qualified and experienced in 
higher-density design and 
social housing.

IN THIS SECTION ON PRINCIPLES OF DESIGN AT HIGHER DENSITIES...

PRINCIPLES OF DESIGN AT HIGHER DENSITIES
– GOOD DESIGNERS PRODUCE GOOD DESIGN

1SECTION

>

WHY IS GOOD DESIGN 
IMPORTANT?

4

LOCATION, 
LOCATION, LOCATION

5

>

UNITY AND DIVERSITY 6

>

CONNECTIONS – IT’S 
GOOD TO WALK !
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LIVEABLE STREETS – 
STREETS AS SOCIAL 
SPACES
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>

MIXED USE 10

>

LANDSCAPE QUALITY 11

>

SUSTAINABILITY 12

>

CRIME PREVENTION 
THROUGH 
ENVIRONMENTAL 
DESIGN (CPTED)

13
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WHY GOOD DESIGN IS IMPORTANT:
–	 Housing at higher densities is more complex and bulkier than 

stand alone houses. It has a greater effect on its urban surroundings. 
Design therefore becomes more important as a contributor to a 
good outcome.

–	 A decent home is a fundamental human need. We all need to have 
somewhere decent to live in order to be able to control our lives and 
contribute to our community.

–	 People like living in pleasant, functional housing that relates well to its 
environment. Poorly designed housing is more difficult to operate for 
the occupants.

–	 Well designed houses are a good investment. They last longer, need 
less maintenance, and are easier to tenant. We only need to look at 
state houses of the 1950s and ‘60s to see that good design is a 
good investment.

–	 Good design is respected by the occupants, and the house is less likely 
to be damaged.

–	 Well designed housing contributes positively to the wider community. 
It provides social, environmental, and economic enhancement over 
less well thought out solutions.

–	 Tenancy management is easier in well designed housing.

Barry Rae, Transurban Architects

WHY IS GOOD DESIGN IMPORTANT?

PRINCIPLES OF DESIGN AT HIGHER DENSITIES
– GOOD DESIGNERS PRODUCE GOOD DESIGN

SECTION 1

Wilson & Hill Architects

This medium-density project received a design 
award from the New Zealand Institute of Architects 
and met the cost constraints of social housing.

Zero lot line housing at Harbourview, Auckland
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LOCATION, LOCATION, LOCATION

PRINCIPLES OF DESIGN AT HIGHER DENSITIES
– GOOD DESIGNERS PRODUCE GOOD DESIGN

SECTION 1

For higher-density housing, what relationship is 
best with other uses?

Higher-density housing needs to provide easy access to local amenities 
such as shops, public transport, parks, schools, and community facilities.

Please also refer to the Urban Design section of the HNZC 
Development Guide.

It is important to start with fixed large-scale items such as main roads and 
work towards the finer-grained design of smaller-scale elements. Design 
for higher densities needs to focus particularly on those aspects that affect 
larger groups living in close proximity. Questions to answer include:
–	 What are the important existing conditions of the area that make it 

suitable for higher densities?
–	 Are there limitations outside the immediate site in the surrounding 

area that may affect housing design?
–	 Does the infrastructure support higher densities?

–	 Utilities – power, gas, electricity, stormwater, and sewage?
–	 Transport – access to buses or trains, parking, and walking routes?
–	 Local amenities – access to schools, shops, healthcare, and parks?

HNZC aims to:
-	 be a good neighbour
-	 support local identity
-	 support local cultural values
-	 locate higher-density housing close to nodes of community activity
-	 work with territorial local authorities to manage provision of sewage 

and stormwater infrastructure
-	 provide a positive contribution to urban context.

Some places still get zoned around strategic 
routes at the expense of creating better chances 
for walking and cycling.

A more vibrant and sustainable form results from 
blurring distinctions and making access to the 
local centre as convenient as possible.
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There is a balance required between common themes or scale and the 
differentiation needed to provide identity for individual buildings and 
housing units. Housing needs to be recognisable (ie. distinct from commercial 
or industrial buildings) and to be related to human scale.

HNZC aims to provide stimulating, interesting building composition both 
at a distance and at close range. Housing units should be identifiable within 
a development as well as working well with the surrounding urban landscape 
and buildings.

UNITY AND DIVERSITY

PRINCIPLES OF DESIGN AT HIGHER DENSITIES
– GOOD DESIGNERS PRODUCE GOOD DESIGN

SECTION 1

This building is easily understood through its facade grid and colour changes.

It is difficult to understand the scale of this building. The pattern of the facade 
panels disguises the size and separation between housing units.

Apparent size can be reduced by breaking exteriors 
into smaller elements.

Terrace housing doesn’t always need 
repeated facades.



7

HO
U

SI
N

G 
AT

 
H

IG
H

ER
 D

EN
SI

TI
ES

Higher-density housing works well when it is within walking distance 
of major amenities such as shops, workplaces, public transport, and 
primary schools. It is also important that wayfinding within a site is 
clear. The connections form the structure of a site.

–	 Typically, people will follow the easiest direct path between two points. 
Therefore paths that go the long way will not get used and a shortcut 
will be formed.

–	 Blind ends are frustrating and can be less secure than where there is 
an alternative route. HZNC prefers connected pedestrian routes that 
are safe, have good lighting, and are overlooked by adjacent buildings.

–	 Care needs to be taken to make housing accessible to people with 
limited abilities. Access must comply with NZS 4121: Design for Access 
& Mobility; Buildings & Associated Facilities. Additionally, HNZC requires 
consideration of those with less than perfect hearing or sight, or who 
have some limitation to their mobility without having any obvious 
impairment. These issues may require solutions that exceed the minimum 
requirement of the Building Code for:
–	 clear signage
–	 audible sounders for alarms and door bells
–	 handrails and shallow steps to major pedestrian routes.

CONNECTIONS – IT’S GOOD TO WALK !

PRINCIPLES OF DESIGN AT HIGHER DENSITIES
– GOOD DESIGNERS PRODUCE GOOD DESIGN

SECTION 1

An easy walking environment – good lighting, overlooked from 
surrounding buildings, and separated from vehicles.

Typical dimensions for footpaths.

Berm       1.2m    0.8m       Road

Building      1.2m      0.8m       Road

Berm       1.5m      1.75m       Road
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Connection spaces, such as paths, corridors, and porches, also provide 
transition zones. They work to manage the interface between:
–	 public and private 
–	 inside and outside
–	 communal areas and public areas
–	 up and down
–	 cars and pedestrians.

Pedestrian-only links should be avoided. If provided, they need to be wide, 
short, well lit, and overlooked.

HNZC seeks higher-density housing that recognises the significance of 
making and managing the connections within buildings, between buildings, 
and with the landscape.

PRINCIPLES OF DESIGN AT HIGHER DENSITIES
– GOOD DESIGNERS PRODUCE GOOD DESIGN

SECTION 1

Where the traffic frequency is very low, pedestrians and vehicles 
can share access.

Designs need to address:	
dominance of people over vehicles	
clear paths	
definition of public, communal, and private space	
sight lines connecting key areas	
outdoor routes along desire lines	
indoor and outdoor private space	
communal stairs and ramps.
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With higher densities, there will be driveways and often streets inside site 
boundaries. These are areas of risk and opportunity. HNZC views large 
open areas of carpark as difficult and seeks vehicle spaces that:
–	 work as ‘liveable streets’
–	 keep vehicles to low speeds and secondary to pedestrians
–	 are integrated into the design
–	 work well with associated access routes
–	 work well with associated landscaping
–	 include active and passive recreation opportunities
–	 clearly identify pedestrian-only areas 
–	 are integrated into the landscape.

LIVEABLE STREETS – STREETS AS SOCIAL SPACES

PRINCIPLES OF DESIGN AT HIGHER DENSITIES
– GOOD DESIGNERS PRODUCE GOOD DESIGN

SECTION 1

Example of a ‘liveable street’ street design (Boffa Miskell)

This street design keeps vehicles to low speeds, separates pedestrians 
from cars, provides good lighting, and disposes of rainwater runoff 
to the rain garden.
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MIXED USE

PRINCIPLES OF DESIGN AT HIGHER DENSITIES
– GOOD DESIGNERS PRODUCE GOOD DESIGN

SECTION 1

There is opportunity with higher densities to introduce a range of housing types within a single development. This introduces 
a better balance to the development than having every unit exactly the same. It assists with the balance of household types 
as well as introducing design differentiators.

As residential densities increase there is more opportunity for alternate uses to be included in any one structure. 
European and Asian urban models frequently have housing mixed with retail and commercial space. While this type of 
development is not as common in New Zealand, HNZC sees that in some cases (eg. corner sites) there will be a good case to 
include other uses in higher-density residential developments. Note that HNZC will only acquire the residential parts of a mixed-
use development.

Mixed use – shops on ground floor with apartments above
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Larger buildings generate more space around them. With larger shared 
space there is greater emphasis on the quality of landscaping. Both hard 
and soft landscaping need to be integrated into the overall design. Good 
designs will include:
–	 clear uses for distinct areas of shared space
–	 plants that are large enough to resist damage
–	 low maintenance
–	 hardy species
–	 consideration of the landscape through all seasons
–	 hard landscape appropriate to use (eg. paving unsuitable for skateboards 

close to passive recreation space).

LANDSCAPE QUALITY

PRINCIPLES OF DESIGN AT HIGHER DENSITIES
– GOOD DESIGNERS PRODUCE GOOD DESIGN

SECTION 1

Good planting maintains visual connections but separates the road from the footpath.

‘Landscaping is the last thing you build and the first thing you see.’ – M. Reeve (Urban Designer, HNZC).
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SUSTAINABILITY

PRINCIPLES OF DESIGN AT HIGHER DENSITIES
– GOOD DESIGNERS PRODUCE GOOD DESIGN

SECTION 1

HNZC is committed to the aims of the Urban Design Protocol and the 
Sustainable Development Program of Action. Please also refer to the 
Architecture booklet in this guide. It covers a range of considerations including:
–	 recycling
–	 water storage
–	 alternative energy
–	 energy efficiency
–	 orientation for sun.
Beyond energy and environment considerations, HNZC needs housing at 
higher densities to be sustainable in terms of:
–	 social outcomes
–	 economics.
For a development to be socially sustainable, it must meet the ongoing needs 
of the occupants for flexibility of use, privacy, cost-effective environmental 
controls, and minimisation of the cost of ownership.

From an investment perspective, HNZC recognises the competition between 
capital cost and ongoing costs. Housing for higher densities needs to consider 
total economic cost. This approach considers capital cost, cost in use, life-
cycle costs, and embodied energy costs.

Evergreen trees enhance privacy but may obstruct 
solar access.

Smaller or deciduous trees enable greater solar 
gain and diminish privacy.

Planting to maximise solar gain should not require 
radical changes. Care is needed to balance 
requirements for privacy and sun.

sun

privacy

sun

privacy

privacy

sun

privacy

sun
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HNZC supports the principles of CPTED and seeks safe environments for 
its clients. Safety is especially pertinent to increased densities, where there 
is a significant amount of shared space, and people live close together. The 
key principles are included on the Auckland City Council website.

Please refer to the hotlinks at the end of this guide. 

Principles included in the excellent Auckland City Council guide cover the 
areas of:
–	 lighting 
–	 sightlines 
–	 entrapment spots 
–	 movement predictors 
–	 natural surveillance 
–	 land-use mix 
–	 activity generators (eg. a skateboard park)  
–	 ownership and territoriality 
–	 management and maintenance 
–	 signage and maps.

CRIME PREVENTION THROUGH ENVIRONMENTAL DESIGN (CPTED)

PRINCIPLES OF DESIGN AT HIGHER DENSITIES
– GOOD DESIGNERS PRODUCE GOOD DESIGN

SECTION 1

No one overlooks this walkway between buildings.
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PRINCIPLES OF DESIGN AT HIGHER DENSITIES
– GOOD DESIGNERS PRODUCE GOOD DESIGN

SECTION 1

This park has poor lighting, only distant oversight, and is away from roads – 
not a safe place.

This development includes:
•	 oversight of walkways
•	 oversight of streets
•	 multiple entries and exits
•	 clear sightlines
•	 mixed housing types.
These all contribute to a safer environment.
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Every design is only as good as 
the designer’s decisions.

This section covers some of the 
key aspects that designers need 
to consider.

‘Better briefings produce 
better buildings.’
John le Harivel

DESIGN DECISIONS2SECTION

IN THIS SECTION ON DESIGN DECISIONS...

>

PLOTS 16

INFRASTRUCTURE 18

>
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DESIGN DECISIONSSECTION 2

Every site is different. Each will require an individual assessment and almost 
certainly a different design. Please refer to the Site booklet in this guide 
for details of optimising site potential, including:
–	 land
–	 access
–	 aspect
–	 amenity.

Generally, medium-density plots are narrower than those for stand-alone 
housing. High-density housing will require larger plots to accommodate 
the greater number of units.

PLOTS

Different plot sites suit different building typologies. This project includes a range of options.

1	 Apartments
2	 Terrace housing
3	 Zero lot line housing
4	 Stand alone housing
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17

DESIGN GUIDES
Many territorial local authorities, especially those with large urban areas, 
have their own design guides for precincts and/or higher-density housing. 
This guide should be read in conjunction with the relevant territorial local 
authority’s documents and is aimed at giving the HNZC perspective, rather 
than a city or town-specific view.

DISTRICT PLANS
The district plan is often the major contributor to building outcomes. 
With zoning for uses and the associated requirements for bulk and location, 
territorial local authorities manage the urban environment. Typically, a 
narrow rectangular site works best for higher densities. For medium densities, 
the height in relation to boundary (HIRTB) and parking rules are often key 
constraints.

HNZC higher-density projects need to comply with territorial local authority 
design guides. Total compliance with district plan controls may be difficult 
to achieve. However, developments need to meet the intention and 
objectives of the relevant zoning.

DESIGN DECISIONSSECTION 2

TERRITORIAL LOCAL AUTHORITIES

North Shore City Council Good Solutions Guide

Nelson City Council Resource Management Plan
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DESIGN DECISIONSSECTION 2

Provision of infrastructure can be a key issue. Some urban areas were developed with infrastructure only suitable 
for low densities associated with single houses. Key design decisions will need to be made only after consulting with 
the local territorial local authorities.

In most cases territorial local authorities will require contributions towards infrastructure costs in the form of development 
levies. These should always be included in cost estimates for HNZC. 

STORMWATER 
The capacity of pipework provided by territorial local authorities can limit developments. In some centres there are requirements 
(eg. for permeable surfaces) to minimise run-off to stormwater systems. Designers need to ensure coordination with territorial 
local authority requirements, and HNZC will support innovative alternative solutions that recharge groundwater.

SEWERAGE
Typically, mains sewers will be available for all higher-density developments. Difficulties may arise from insufficient capacity 
in offsite pipework. Designers need to assess this risk at an early stage.

UTILITIES
Connection to utilities for water, power, and/or gas is another design consideration. Each dwelling unit needs to be separately 
metered from a central point in an easily accessed area. Provide underground connections wherever possible.

REFUSE DISPOSAL
For higher densities it is important to design for easy refuse collection and disposal. Refuse collection points need adequate 
ventilation, security, and protection from vermin while retaining easy access for the occupants. Consult with HNZC to determine 
the optimal solution.

INFRASTRUCTURE

Drainage capacity for both stormwater and sewage needs to be checked 
with the territorial local authorities.

KEY 	
HNZC boundary	
Stormwater drains	
Sewer drains	
Contour	
Private boundary
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Controlling and managing vehicles on the site and their site access 
is critical. Too little space is frustrating and leads to competition for 
its use, while too much allows for high speeds and consequent danger 
to pedestrians.

Clearly differentiating pedestrian areas and vehicle areas is good!

HNZC customers have fewer vehicles than average New Zealand 
households. In some cases there are good arguments to reduce 
parking below the normally required territorial local authority minimum. 

Adequate manoeuvring and parking space is a necessity, but care needs 
to be taken to ensure parking areas are as secure as practicable.

Designs for vehicles need to consider:
–	 lighting (and limiting overspill)
–	 proximity to entrance(s)
–	 noise
–	 access to and from the street
–	 matching the number of vehicle movements to that suitable for the 

capacity of the carriageway
–	 trucks, wheelchairs, bicycles, scooters, skateboards, prams, and roller 

skates as well as cars and pedestrians
–	 safety for pedestrians, especially children
–	 territorial local authorities, requirements, particularly for ambulance 

and fire services.

VEHICLES

DESIGN DECISIONSSECTION 2

Narrow high-use accessway shared 
between pedestrians and vehicles.

While the housing faces the street, 
the well lit rear lane provides vehicle
access and secure parking.

Carparks can be integrated into 
existing landscapes.
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For the larger structures associated with higher densities, access to 
open space needs to increase proportionately. Each design must 
include consideration of open space areas as below. 

PUBLIC
Parks, streets, and malls provide open areas for public use. Close proximity 
to such areas is advantageous in areas of higher density. It is important to 
design to optimise access to, and oversight of, public open space.

COMMUNAL
Within the site the open areas complement the buildings. Their use for 
active and passive recreation is conditional on their being safe, robust, and 
pleasant. Communal spaces should have clear reasons for their existence 
and create specific activities.

PRIVATE
Indoor/outdoor flow is important, as is visual privacy for at least part of the 
area. Oversight from a prime room (kitchen, dining, or living) should be 
available. Private space needs to be clearly separated from other outdoor 
areas by planting, fences, or other built elements. Upper floor balconies 
need to be useable, taking care to minimise overlook to private space below.

DESIGN DECISIONSSECTION 2

OPEN SPACE

Well designed public open space allows a good outlook for the adjacent 
housing as well as providing a retail promenade.

Public fronts/private backs.

‘Pocket parks’ of (say) 20m x 20m can be 
absorbed within the block structure to provide 
ecologically rich habitats and popular spots for 
relaxation.
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DESIGN DECISIONSSECTION 2

BUILDING MASS AND SHAPE

As noted in the Principles section of this guide, HNZC seeks housing at all scales that is interesting and stimulating at a distance 
and at close range. Please also refer to the Architecture section of this guide.

There is a tendency to repeat forms to create a pattern as buildings become larger. HNZC seeks higher-density housing that 
has identifiable dwelling units within an overall composition. External building elements should be designed to assist understanding 
of the building as a whole. Bland facades are not generally suitable, and building shape can help differentiate between uses 
and dwelling types. 

Building forms should respond to their neighbourhood. The scale of the building should generally be in keeping with the  
territorial local authority’s policy for the precinct or zone.

Care is required at interfaces between higher-density housing and sites of lower density. Designs should acknowledge the 
transition between densities.

Varying the building space adds interest and helps to make the different housing units understandable.
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DESIGN DECISIONSSECTION 2

LAYOUTS

INTERIOR LAYOUTS SHOULD INCLUDE:
–	 simple plan layouts for clarity and economy
–	 minimum circulation space
–	 maximum usable area
–	 access to WC/bathroom screened from living areas where possible
–	 light and air to all prime rooms (ie. internal sleeping spaces will not 

be accepted)
–	 storage space
–	 direct access to private outside space
–	 easy access to carparking.

–	 Refer also to the Architecture section of this guide.

Accessible unit layout, Andre Hodgskins Architects

1	 Entry
2	 Kitchen
3	 Dining
4	 Living
5	 Bedroom
6	 Bedroom/study
7	 Bathroom
8	 Laundry
9	 Deck
10	 Store
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DESIGN DECISIONSSECTION 2

In addition to regulatory minimum requirements, HNZC, as a 
long-term holder of rental property, recognises that performance of 
housing is closely aligned to the quality and durability of the 
construction. There is a strong emphasis on robust materials and 
enduring design solutions.

The Architecture section of the guide contains further information. However, 
for higher densities, there are some specific requirements.

NEW ZEALAND BUILDING CODE AND FIRE REGULATIONS
Both the New Zealand Building Code and the Fire Regulations contain 
controls to minimise risk to occupants. There is a focus on the exit routes 
in the case of fire. Care is required to maximise the light and air to dwelling 
units when fire-safety controls can tend towards exit routes with fire-rated 
solid walls for multi-unit housing.

ACOUSTIC SEPARATION
There are typically common walls between dwellings at higher densities. 
Common walls need to be designed to maintain aural privacy and to 
minimise noise travel between dwelling units. In general, a sound 
transmission co-efficient (STC) rating of 55 or greater is required, although 
there may be occasions when a more detailed analysis is needed to limit 
transmission of noise from adjacent dwelling openings or through the 
building structure.

ENVIRONMENTAL RESPONSIBILITY
HNZC needs to provide housing that is aligned with its own policies and 
other government initiatives. This means that designers must consider 
energy use, embodied energy of construction, and using materials that are 
from a sustainable resource.

MATERIALS AND PERFORMANCE

Concrete provides good fire separation.

Acoustic separations are a key factor for housing 
at higher densities (one of a series of details from 
the Gib catalogue).



© Housing New Zealand Corporation     November 2005

HO
U

SI
N

G 
AT

 
H

IG
H

ER
 D

EN
SI

TI
ES

24

DESIGN DECISIONSSECTION 2

BUILDING ELEMENTS

Getting the car in the garage isn’t possible!

This type of fencing is less prone to graffiti.

In addition to the information included in other parts of the 
development guide, higher-density housing has some 
specific requirements.

FRONTAGES 
–	 Buildings should ‘address,’ the street rather than present a blank facade.
–	 A prime room (kitchen, dining, living) should overlook the street.
–	 There should be carefully designed transitions managing the relationships 

between public and communal, public and private, and communal 
and private spaces.

–	 The front door should be clearly visible from the point of site access.

ENTRIES NEED:
–	 identity
–	 shelter
–	 security – oversight and lighting.

IN DESIGNING FENCES AND WALLS YOU 
SHOULD CONSIDER:
–	 avoiding graffiti and the need to protect low areas of cladding
–	 ‘see-through’ fencing and screen planting versus solid walls
–	 differentiating areas through using different materials
–	 robustness and durability
–	 low maintenance costs.

Obvious entry close to vehicle

Differentiated frontages overlooking open space

Clear entry with cover, lighting, and easy access
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COLOUR AND PATTERN

DESIGN DECISIONSSECTION 2

Like building mass and shape (page 21) the colours and patterns of 
buildings can make them easier to understand. HNZC expects 
designers to provide considered and harmonious buildings that 
create interesting and pleasant combinations of colour and pattern. 
Typically these considerations may include:
–	 natural material colour and texture (eg. bricks and stonework)
–	 applied colour
–	 applied texture
–	 cladding and window patterns.

Repetition can be OK.

Traditional forms can be good. Avant-garde treatments may also be appropriate.
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COLOUxxx

DESIGN DECISIONSSECTION 2

Technical input to higher-density housing is essential for the success 
of these complex buildings. Designers need to allow for specialist 
input where technical considerations exceed their own level of expertise.

LIFTS 
The decision regarding lift type is dependent on the level of service required. 
HNZC seeks a return period for lift service of less than 30 seconds. For 
smaller buildings, this will allow hydraulic lifts, while gearless power lifts will 
be needed for larger, taller projects.

VENTILATION AND AIR CONDITIONING
HNZC prefers to avoid air conditioning and to use natural ventilation 
where practical.

FIRE SAFETY
HNZC is currently preparing a specialist Fire Safety Guide for all HNZC 
building types. Designers need to note that HNZC frequently requires safety 
measures that exceed minimum requirements.

SECURITY
For multi-unit housing at higher densities a card access system is preferred. 
Entry doors should have twin magnetic clamps or similar to avoid racking 
and every unit needs to have an intercom connection to the front door.

ACCESSIBILITY
–	 Designers need to refer to the architectural section of the Development 

Guide for accessibility requirements.
–	 Generally, at higher densities, accessible units for those with limited 

abilities should be at ground-floor level.

TECHNICAL CONSIDERATIONS

Housing for people with disabilities 
– Meritec Architects
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>
Successful medium and high-density housing 
cannot be created by compacting 
traditional housing forms. When people 
live closer together, a new set of housing 
types is necessary.

These different forms resolve technical issues 
such as fire separation while maintaining 
the privacy required at higher densities.

The New Zealand housing industry is only now 
coming to understand higher density typologies. 
We can learn from Europe and the USA, where 
higher-density housing has become the norm.

TYPOLOGIES3SECTION

IN THIS SECTION ON TYPOLOGIES...

28

>

30

>

ZERO LOT LINE HOUSES
31

APARTMENTS 
AND FLATS

TERRACE HOUSES
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There are a number of housing types that typify higher-density 
housing. The types set out below are neither mutually exclusive or 
a complete list. They are however, a convenient way of showing some 
of the ways higher-density housing can be successfully configured.

APARTMENTS AND FLATS
These are dwellings where floors form a common boundary between units. 
They will often require additional services such as lifts and 
mechanical ventilation.

The cost of additional services means that apartments tend to be built in 
larger groups. The examples shown here are current HNZC projects (2005).

APARTMENTS AND FLATS

TYPOLOGIESSECTION 3

New Star Block proposal, Pepper Dixon Architects.

Ladies Mile, Ellerslie, multi-unit development proposal, 
Andre Hodgskins Architects
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TYPOLOGIESSECTION 3

Cook Sargisson Pirie Architects. Apartment – ground floor

Apartment – first floor

Apartment – top floor

This design of a three-storey building has a single-
storey apartment at ground level with double-storey 
apartments above.
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TYPOLOGIESSECTION 3

TERRACE HOUSES
Dwellings with common boundary walls where all floors within a vertical 
element are in the same unit known as terrace houses. These are a 
common European model for higher densities. They lack external 
front-to-rear access and thus tend towards rear-lane servicing. Terrace 
housing tends to work better with ‘range site’ sizes than at the higher 
densities, where the gross site area per dividing is less than 50m2.

Care is needed to ensure terrace housing does not present a monotonous 
‘street wall’. A modulated facade will provide visual relief and interest.

TERRACE HOUSES

Single storey terrace housing for older people. The buildings in this design reflect the street corner 
in the form – Klein Architects.

Private decks and gardens lend identity to each unit
– Redwood Developments.
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TYPOLOGIESSECTION 3

ZERO LOT LINE
Single and twinned houses where one side of the dwelling is set on a 
boundary are one way of presenting a traditional house form, while 
increasing density. By avoiding the need for light and air along one side, 
sites can be narrower, while still maintaining ground-level private 
outdoor space.

New Zealand has a large number of zero lot line houses configured as 
‘townhouses’. Older forms tended to mirror a plan around a central 
dividing wall, usually disadvantaging one of the units by shading it with 
the bulk of the other unit. Newer forms tend to keep a consistent plan 
and to be better oriented for sun.

Zero lot line house

ZERO LOT LINE HOUSES

Zero lot line house

Boundary Boundary

Boundary Boundary
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TYPOLOGIESSECTION 3

Townhouses are a form of zero lot line housing.

Different look from the same plan.
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APPENDIX

Related sites
www.dbh.govt.nz
www.ccc.govt.nz/Publications/DesignGuides/
www.waitakere.govt.nz/AbtCit/ec/bldsus/dvlprsdesgngde.asp
www.aucklandcity.govt.nz/council/documents/design/default.asp
www.ltsa.govt.nz/consultation/ped-network-plan/chapter4.html
www.nzaia.org.nz/conf/1999/pdf/D2a04_ARGS_3JG1.pdf
www.nzia.co.nz
www.cmhc-schl.gc.ca/en/imquaf/himu/buin_009.cfm
www.aucklandcity.govt.nz/auckland/introduction/safer/cpted/7.asp
www.mfe.govt.nz/publications/rma/people-places-spaces-mar02/index.html
www.branz.co.nz
www.wellington.govt.nz/plans/policies/urbandesign/index.html
www.northshorecity.govt.nz/(A–Z  – Good Solutions Guide)

A series of case studies are available on the HNZC website – 
www.hnzc.co.nz/aboutus/publications/devguide/index.htm

www.arc.govt.nz/auckland-region/growth/reference-section/growth-forum-
publications/urban-design-case-studies.cfm� 
 – �and on the HNZC Development Guide CD ROM.

USEFUL WEBSITES

CASE STUDIES
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Higher-density housing in Auckland: this property has already performed well over many decades!




