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Overview

• Low impact urban design and 
development programme

• Urban development in Auckland
• How are stories of Asia informing urban 

development?
• What might this mean for research in 

sustainable urban development?



Link to conference themes

• Cross-regional dialogue
• Stories travelling between Asia and New Zealand

• The relationship between Economic 
Geography and other Geographies

• Applied research for sustainable 
development



Examining a research programme

• How do stories relating to Asia inform research for 
sustainable urban development?

– Stories found within 60 interviews conducted as part of the 
broader research project

– Insights from participant observation (over three years) of stories 
from research colleagues and planners working in urban 
development

– Review of media, local and central government planning 
documents

– Discourse analysis 



Auckland NZ



LIUDD Research programme
• Low Impact Urban Design and Development

• Social researcher, part of a multi disciplinary team

• Purpose of the research programme:
• Supporting the use of alternative urban development approaches
• Designing and testing appropriate stormwater management 

technologies
• Understanding how indigenous biodiversity can be enhanced
• Promoting improvement of freshwater and terrestrial environmental 

quality
• Exploring the performance of low impact urban form



Examples of LIUDD
• Low impact stormwater 

devices
• Raingardens, greenroofs, ponds

• Biodiversity restoration
• stream day-lighting
• Indigenous biodiversity in Urban 

areas

• Low impact buildings and 
neighbourhoods

• Energy efficiency
• Water reuse and minimisation

• Low impact development
• Reduction in bulk earth works
• Managed growth through 

intensification of housing 
developments

• Landscape appropriate 
development



Conventional urban development

• Traditionally low density, single 
low rise dwelling with a garden 

• (1/4 acre section)

• Investment in roads, car travel 
prioritised over public transport

• Remove water from land quickly 
and efficiently

• Kerb and channelling
• Piping
• Paving

• Centralised infrastructure 
managed by local government 
or company



Growth of Auckland

• In 2001
• 49 new people a day in Auckland
• 21 new houses required 
• 1 hectare of new land for housing  
• 35 new cars
• 14 years of land supply left

• 1/3 of Auckland’s population growth through 
immigration

(Source: Auckland Regional Council)



• Almost 240,000 or 1 in 15 people in New Zealand were of Asian 
ethnicities in 2001

• In the Auckland region, 1 in 9 people were born in Asia

• The Asian population of the Auckland Region is expected to 
increase by at least 50% by 2016

• In Auckland City, over one-third (36 %) of residents will be of Asian 
ethnicity by 2016, up from 20 percent in 2001.  

• From 77,000 - 177,000

(Source: Auckland Regional Council, Statistics NZ)

Stories of people, yet to come



Stories of  people already here

• ‘Asians’ (excluding Indian and Chinese) in 
Auckland appear to have the smallest household 
incomes of all ethnicities. 

• ‘Asians’ have increased their proportion of 
households earning high incomes, low income 
earning Asian households have also increased 
substantially.

(Source: Auckland Regional Council)



The other and different

…they do have different expectations. 
Especially about the use of open space…
They use open space a lot more than we do.

(Interview state housing official)



Rejuvenating an urban park



Used to high density, less lazy
Their perception of high density is a lot 

different to maybe the other ethnic 
groups…I suppose you could say they 
don’t have high expectations of it.  
They’re very happy where they are 
and [with] what we’ve delivered them. 
We’ve over delivered in their view.  We 
get people saying to us - ‘What’s 
wrong with walking up two flights of 
stairs to get to the second storey, you 
know what’s the problem with that, 
why do you need a lift.  You know you 
people are lazy’.  - A seventy five year 
old Chinese guy telling us that we 
were lazy, we were discussing 
whether we should have lifts or not 
and he goes -‘why’?

(Interview state housing official)



Active residents: stakeholders in a 
sustainable cities project

I felt very privileged to 
be invited to 
participate.  People 
genuinely wanted to 
hear my voice.  This is 
the first time in my life 
someone from the 
government has 
asked me for my 
opinion.

(Participant observation. Adult male from 
China, participant in a sustainable cities 
project)



Well my brother was in China and he said that they were 
rushing to destroy the Yangtze.  So how much do 
different cultures embrace an environmental ethic? I 
think some of them just don’t….  I guess some are 
interested – you know in energy efficiency if it saves 
them money. That is good.  And that is part of the 
education process.  But energy efficiency is a long way 
away from changing their behaviours.

(Interview  NGO worker)

Different, no green ethic



Undesirable high density 
I know when I was a kid – everybody had 4 

kids and you had 3 bedrooms – one for 
the parents, one for the boys and one for 
the girls.  That was the way that every 
house was built – and so that was pretty 
typical.  The housing matched the typical 
sort of household…Density housing is 
not going to suit children that well at all.  
And we don’t have to live like Europeans 
or Asians or something like that, we can 
actually live in a far better environment.

(Interview NGO worker 2)



We are very lucky that we live in New Zealand, which is 
renowned for its environment conservation. Chinese in 
Auckland are especially lucky to have the Department of 
Conservation to help to set up a "Chinese Conservation 
Education Trust". Through activities we can learn about 
conservation. Though we can enjoy clean fresh air and 
nice living environment here in New Zealand, we 
understand that any environmental pollution happening 
anywhere in our Global Village, sooner or later will affect 
us. 

(Chinese conservation education trust: www.ccet.org.nz)

Stewards



Learning from China
• China provides examples of incentive schemes.   Shanghai is 

subsidising the installation of 100,000 roof top solar panels.

• Perhaps China can teach the developed world how to behave in a 
more sustainable manner?

(participant observation: Travelling Researcher)

Dongtan
“Red China going Green with Eco-city”

“Land of hope in Industrial Stream”

(http://www.nzherald.co.nz/section/2/story.cfm?c_id=2&objectid=10380293)

Green Experts



NZ Herald11/1/06: A14



Analysis of stories

Dominant Less dominant
Subjectivities Other

Different
Recently arrived
Uncaring about the 
environment

Green  Expert
Steward
Stakeholder

Discourse People from Asia are driving 
high density development
People from Asia are driving 
environmental degradation

People from Asia are 
providing expertise in 
low impact urban design 

and development



Research and urban governance

• Governances must tap and work through two kinds of 
situated comprehensions: sense of the world and sense 
of the individual.
– Wilson, David (2004) 

• Globalisation looks different from different places. This 
observation requires intellectual work that will enable us 
to particularise the apparently universal and to develop a 
sensitivity to the situatedness of globalising processes.
– Larner and Le Heron (2002)

.



Conclusion

• A number of contesting stories of people with an Asian 
background are shaping urban development in Auckland

• These stories have trajectories through the LIUDD 
research programme, informing dominant and less 
dominant representations, discourses and subjectivities

• Alternative development practices  are linking 
researchers with stewardship discourses and practices  
in  Asia.
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