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Keep Calm and Build 
Better Cities – The 
UDA Proposal

“All cities are mad: but the madness is 
gallant. All cities are beautiful, but the beauty 
is grim.”  – Christopher Morley

From the London Docklands to Singapore’s Marina Bay 
Sands, urban development authorities (UDA or UDAs) have 
been responsible for the delivery of many of the world’s 
most impressive municipal projects. The redevelopment 
of abandoned industrial estates; re-imagination of under-
utilised coastal and foreshore areas; creation of Olympic-
scale urban villages; and the regeneration of unexceptional 
city centres have all been facilitated by entities endowed 
with a suite of enabling powers working to achieve 
ambitious goals. 

In February this year, the Ministry of Business, Innovation 
and Employment (MBIE) released a proposal for legislation 
seeking to establish similar entities in the New Zealand 
context (MBIE Urban Development Authorities: Discussion 
Document (February 2017)) (UDA Proposal). The UDA 
Proposal is effectively a pick-and-mix of significant 
development powers which can be awarded in various 
bespoke combinations to new publicly controlled UDAs, 
potentially alongside private partners. The objective is to 
streamline and speed up important large-scale projects 
identified by the Government working together with local 
authorities. 

The UDA Proposal is not without controversy. Detractors 
scratch their heads and wonder what is wrong with the 
development framework we already have – the Resource 
Management Act 1991 (RMA) consenting process, 
with rights of appeal to the Environment Court, and 
numerous other mechanisms that sit alongside, including: 
designations, call-ins to Boards of Inquiry, public and 
private plan changes, the Public Works Act 1981 and 
various special legislation.

Yet, for anyone who has witnessed a significant urban 
project fail, or stumble at countless hurdles, the UDA 
Proposal presents an exciting opportunity. There is a focus 
on outcomes, not simply process. An acknowledgement 
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that, to achieve great things for our cities, we might just 
need to be a bit bloody minded about it. 

What, then, will we make of the chance?

THE PROPOSAL

The UDA Proposal is one of a number of measures the 
Government has proposed in recent years to address 
housing supply and affordability, encourage economic 
growth, and elevate issues associated with urban 
development within an RMA framework that largely ignores 
the success of our cities in favour of the preservation of 
natural resources. 

While Auckland’s “housing crisis” may be an impetus for 
these measures, the UDA Proposal has much wider scope – 
namely, the revitalisation of urban areas across the country 
through partnership between the private and public 
sectors. In brief, the UDA model offers an opportunity to 
engage the core competencies of the private and public 
sectors, combining the efficiency of market discipline 
with the benefit of public direction, assets and regulatory 
control. 

Broadly, it is proposed that central government will work 
together with local authorities to identify potential areas for 
urban development, which will be led by an UDA. UDAs 
may then act as the developer to deliver the project or, 
alternatively, may delegate those functions to a lead 
development entity. An Order in Council would identify 
each project and its strategic objectives (which become 
the primary consideration for decision making) in addition 
to establishing the UDA and allocating its development 
powers, which are to be selected from a “tool kit” of 
available powers, including: land acquisition, planning 
powers, powers relating to infrastructure, and access to 
financing tools. The UDA would then engage with the 
community to draft a development plan to govern the 
project’s implementation. 

Public consultation on the UDA Proposal closed in May this 
year and, subject to September’s election, we anticipate 
a Bill early next year. With the Bill yet to be drafted, and 
several reviews of the discussion document already in 
circulation, this article does not purport to closely examine 
the detail of the UDA Proposal. Rather, the intent of this 
piece is to consider the opportunities the UDA Proposal 
presents, drawing inspiration from recent examples and 

successful alternative proposals both locally and further 
afield. 

THE OPPORTUNITY

The advantages for a nation when its cities are successful 
are myriad. Thriving cities invite international investment, 
attract and retain highly skilled workers, support industry, 
draw tourism, encourage arts and culture, and create 
opportunities for education, research and innovation. The 
result is a stimulated economy. Less often acknowledged 
are the environmental benefits – compact cities reduce 
pressure on ecological systems overall, create efficiencies, 
and enable a more sustainable consumption of resources 
than can occur in a widely distributed pattern of settlement. 

Within the existing RMA framework, however, it has been 
difficult to acknowledge these benefits and to address 
the pressure that population growth is placing on our 
cities. While recent Productivity Commission reports and 
other government initiatives (including Special Housing 
legislation, amendments to the RMA and the National 
Policy Statement on Urban Development Capacity) have 
served to highlight the challenges, questioning the ability 
of the RMA to successfully deliver large-scale urban projects 
is not unique to the present Government. The possibility of 
UDAs has been raised on numerous occasions over the past 
decade. Reports in 2006, 2008 and 2009 (commissioned 
by the Labour-led Government) all broadly identified 
the prospect of such entities designed to co-ordinate 
large-scale, integrated development – both to respond 
to challenges associated with New Zealand’s growing 
(and increasingly urbanised) population and to maximise 
opportunities for economic growth as our cities begin to 
compete on the world stage. As part of its current election 
campaign, Labour is also proposing the establishment of 
what is essentially a housing-specific UDA, known as the 
“Affordable Housing Authority”. 

The difficulty with the existing framework is the sheer 
breadth of issues that the RMA and its subsidiary documents 
seek to address. Historic heritage, te hononga a te iwi 
Māori me to taiao, the natural environment, infrastructure, 
effects associated with built form and development – the 
RMA and the various plans developed in accordance with 
its purpose and principles attempt to serve many masters. 

Recent plan development processes in Christchurch 
and Auckland demonstrate this challenge all too well. 
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Considering Auckland’s recently operative Unitary Plan, 
the result of a condensed process involving input from 
thousands of individuals and interest groups, one must 
acknowledge that the final product was a significant 
achievement in itself. However, it cannot help but be 
general in its application – the ability to achieve strategic 
site specific goals throughout the process was very limited 
(particularly given that very little time was allocated 
to consider submissions relating to individual sites or 
precincts). Rather than replacing or eroding the existing 
RMA framework, or carefully developed plans such as the 
Unitary Plan, the UDA Proposal offers an opportunity to 
introduce a supplementary planning regime which can be 
deployed when the need to elevate strategic objectives in 
the urban context can be justified. 

While the UDA Proposal would shift the balance of 
assessment towards the strategic objectives of the 
particular project (with those objectives prioritised over 
RMA, pt 2 and s 104 matters), it does not necessarily 
follow that environmental or community outcomes would 
be compromised as a result. Instead, the often prohibitive 
complexity generated by the prioritisation of RMA matters 
over other important objectives in the delivery of urban 
regeneration projects is precisely the mischief that this 
proposal is seeking to address. Provided (among other 
matters) opportunities are afforded for appropriate public 
participation (a matter we discuss further below), there are, 
in our opinion, instances where it may well be appropriate 
for local and central government to determine that a 
particular strategic outcome needs to trump other concerns 
– whether that be the regeneration of an earthquake-
affected city, a housing shortage affecting thousands, the 
slow decline of an urban centre, or the need to support a 
significant transport project with co-located intensification. 

International experience has shown there are a number of 
key “ingredients” required for a project to be successfully 
undertaken by an UDA and, as such, these should inform 
(and ultimately limit) the instances where the use of the UDA 
model is appropriate. Identified by a Brookings Institution 
report as a global model for achieving urban renewal, the 
Copenhagen City and Port Development Corporation is 
currently leading the large-scale regeneration of a section 
of Copenhagen’s waterfront called Nordhavnen. The 
Corporation is jointly owned by the city of Copenhagen 
and the Danish National Government. In addition to 
Nordhavnen, the Corporation has successfully led the 

transformation of a number of formerly dilapidated urban 
areas throughout Copenhagen, contributing to well over 
half of the regeneration projects in the city. The model it 
has adopted generally operates as follows:

• national and local government transfer available assets 
(usually land) to the Corporation; 

• local government rezones the land for the appropriate 
use (i.e. residential or commercial);

• the land increases in value;

• the Corporation leverages low cost financing (enabled 
by the City’s strong credit rating) against the increased 
value of the land;

• financing is used to install infrastructure (or in some 
instances transit) to enable development of the land;

• development of the land is facilitated through various 
mechanisms, including land sales, lease agreements 
with developers and, in some cases, development of 
the land by the Corporation itself; and

• development generates revenue to service debt.

Very similar models have been adopted by UDAs in 
Australia (for example, Development Victoria with the 
Melbourne Docklands, or UrbanGrowth NSW with the 
Bays Precinct in Sydney). While the structure of, and 
powers available to, these entities differ in some instances 
from the UDA Proposal, the common ingredients of 
acquiring land, regulatory control, and powers in respect 
of the location and construction of infrastructure are, in our 
opinion, essential to not only conceptualising appropriate 
development projects but also incentivising the private 
sector to participate. Importantly, these tools will address 
the vexed issue of fragmented landownership, provide 
further certainty for the development community and allow 
for the necessary investment in infrastructure required to 
support large-scale projects. There may well be limited 
instances where the strategic objective will justify the 
means, but – where the right opportunity exists – there will 
be a single mechanism in place to encourage collaboration, 
investment and delivery. 

THERE WILL BE CHALLENGES

“What is a city but the people?”

– Coriolanus, Act III, Scene I, William Shakespeare
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When the Minister’s decision is final and no correspondence 
is to be entered in to, how do we ensure that the outcomes 
enabled by UDAs are really what we want for our cities and 
urban areas?

Similar to early criticism of the transitional provisions 
establishing the process for the promulgation of Auckland’s 
Unitary Plan, much of the debate in respect of the UDA 
Proposal thus far has centred on whether there will be 
sufficient opportunity for public participation in the absence 
of traditional appeal rights to the Environment Court. 

District plan processes can take years to resolve and other 
bespoke processes, such as Boards of Inquiry now move 
at a speed and level of complexity simply out of reach 
of most members of the public. So, the question for any 
new proposal is whether there might be a better way for 
individual lay submitters to effectively give voice to their 
ideas and concerns. One possible solution – proposed 
by the UDA Proposal – is to require the proponent of the 
development plan for each qualifying project to undertake 
extensive community engagement before and during its 
preparation to ensure that, as far as possible in light of the 
project’s strategic objectives, the plan reflects the issues of 
most importance to the community. 

The UDA Proposal provides opportunities for consultation 
at several stages of the process:

• Local authorities must agree with central government 
that a qualifying project should proceed in their district. 
The investigation of a potential project can be initiated 
by the private sector or even by a community group, for 
example in the case of a local project with widespread 
support.

• During the initial assessment of a potential project, early 
engagement will occur with landowners, iwi and other 
stakeholders. 

• If the initial assessment makes a case for a proposed 
development project, pre-establishment consultation 
will occur, to seek the public’s feedback on, amongst 
other things, the strategic objectives of the project and 
any specific public good outcomes. 

• Once a project is established, the UDA must develop 
and publish a draft development plan, and can amend 
the draft development plan in response to public 
submissions. 

• Affected persons can object by way of written submission 
to the final recommended development plan. 

In short, rather than seeking to reduce public participation, 
the UDA Proposal presents an opportunity to explore 
more innovative methods of involving the public. And 
for a generation more inclined to post a Snapchat story 
than draft submissions, effective initial engagement is, 
to our minds at least, far more important than preserving 
traditional pathways of appeal to the Environment Court.

A similar engagement revolution is currently underway 
in the post-earthquake context of Christchurch, where 
traditional public participation and appeal rights in 
respect of the key planning tools have been substantially 
removed. “Share an Idea” was a conversation between 
Crown, Council and the Christchurch community to gather 
ideas on how it wanted the central city to be redeveloped 
following the February 2011 earthquake. Over the course 
of two days and through various channels, 106,000 
ideas were put forward from the community which went 
on to inform the drafting of the Christchurch Central 
Recovery Plan. More recently, Regenerate Christchurch 
has begun extensive community consultation as part of 
the development of a draft Regeneration Plan for the 
Ōtākaro Avon River Corridor (formerly, the residential red 
zone). In addition to establishing technical and community 
advisory groups, Regenerate Christchurch has actively 
pursued opportunities to engage with different sectors 
of the community – from school-aged children to groups 
from a variety of different ethnic and religious backgrounds 
– to seek input on outcomes for the Ōtākaro Avon River 
Corridor. 

While Regenerate Christchurch’s engagement strategy is 
still bearing fruit, “Share an Idea” has been commended 
and feedback on the planning document itself has been 
largely positive. While this model has pros and cons, the 
Christchurch experience demonstrates that there is value 
in comprehensive community engagement at the outset, 
followed by the translation of ideas into objectives by 
those with the expertise to hold the pen. 

Beyond effective public participation, there are concerns 
that a development project’s strategic objectives will be 
elevated above district plan requirements, pt 2 principles 
and the assessment of effects under s 104 of the RMA. 

Decision making in the RMA context means balancing 
a variety of considerations with a view to achieving the 
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sustainable management of natural and physical resources. 
At the heart of that exercise, “effects” – in all their various 
forms – are king. However, our understanding of what 
constitutes a true adverse effect has not kept pace with the 
intensification of our urban centres – we court recognition 
of our cities on the international stage, yet shy away from 
consenting significant buildings, citing the potential for 
dominance, shading and adverse visual impact. Here, the 
UDA Proposal has true potential. While the s 104 effects 
assessment will still be relevant to decision making, there 
is scope to reimagine the weight that should be given to 
that assessment in light of particular strategic objectives. 
In other words, an acknowledgement that those who live 
in our urban centres must accept both the benefit and the 
burden of doing so. 

The UDA Proposal is the boldest initiative yet by the 
Government to facilitate and provide for urban growth 
and there will be other challenges as the detail of the 
Bill is developed – the integration of infrastructure with 
existing networks, resourcing and front-end funding, and 
the responsibility for debt generated by projects amongst 
them. However, when considering the scale of projects that 
could be delivered and the potential for real collaboration 
between the public and private sectors, UDAs could 
change the game. Perhaps, then, the biggest challenge 
ahead is to consider what could be, not simply what has 
always been; to engage with the detail to ensure that the 
resulting legislation has the benefit of our best thinking, 
not just our fear of the future. 

Auckland 
Conversations
Join us at the next event, watch the 
live stream or catch up on demand

Find out more at 
conversations.aucklandcouncil.govt.nz


