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7Multi-unit housing design guidance

How to use this guidance
This guidance can be read as a complete document or as individual sections.

The structure of this guidance includes one pre-guidance 
chapter and three numbered chapters, which broadly align 
with the development design process.
The chapters are:

Sites, context and housing types – a high-level 
summary of typical development site types and multi-
unit housing typologies, and the benefits of site and 
context analysis to inform site layout and design.

1.0	 Arranging the site – spatial considerations of 
a development’s site layout and function, including 
building orientation, access, parking, landscape, 
communal open space, services and safety.

2.0	 Street to front door – addresses a development’s 
impact on the street and/or adjacent communal spaces, 
including approach and access to entrances and front 
doors.

3.0	 The building(s) – considers the overall 
appearance of building(s), and the functionality and 
amenity of internal layout and private open spaces.

Each section within the numbered guidance chapters 
covers a particular design goal over a double-page spread. 
Refer to page 8 for a sample spread and key.

While the guidance sets out good design practice and 
solutions for known and anticipated design challenges, 
there will be multiple other ways of achieving the design 
goals.

Appendix A: Design goals relationship to Residential 
Design Principles (RDP) sets out a table linking guidance 
sections to the relevant Principles.

Common terms
There are a number of design-related terms commonly 
referred to throughout the guidance and not defined in the 
District Plan (unless indicated below). They include:

•	 Multi-unit housing: A group of three or more  
residential units on the same site, e.g. townhouses or 
apartments.

•	 ‘Smaller’ development: Typically, up to 9 units.
•	 ‘Larger’ development: 10+ units.

Also (in alphabetical order):

•	 Accessway: Route for pedestrians, cycles and/or 
vehicle movement (also see ‘Shared accessway’).

•	 Boundary treatment: The means of enclosure used 
to demarcate and/or define private and public areas 
which can include fencing, walls or planting.

•	 Chicane: Alternate build-outs within an accessway to 
create an S-shaped line of travel to slow traffic.

•	 Density: Number of building/s in relation to land area, 
often referred to as ‘x dwelling(s) per hectare’.

•	 Habitable room: 0=>=J LG ". <=ΥFALAGFȷ
•	 Human scale: 0=>=J LG ". <=ΥFALAGFȷ
•	 Legibility: The ability for a place to be understood, 

where residents and visitors can easily orient 
themselves without signage.

•	 On-lot: Within a private title.
•	 Passive surveillance: The ability of individuals to 

observe their surroundings naturally (a principle of 
Crime Prevention Through Environmental Design 
(CPTED)).

•	 Sense of ownership: Clearly defined or implied 
relationship with an owner/unit.

•	 Shared accessway: Shared space ‘driveway’ for all 
users, designed to slow traffic for pedestrian safety.

•	 Threshold: Visual or physical separation, or ‘buffer’, 
demarcating two spaces, activities or uses.
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Common issues and improvements

Examples of good outcomes for the design goal

2 4 63 5Relationship to the street  
and public open spaces SafetyRDP key: Integration of access, 

parking and servicing
1 Site layout Liveability and  

wellbeing
Built form and 
appearance

October 2025 (V1)

қӄқ .M:DA; ӏ>JGFLKӐ 9F< HJAN9L= ӏ:9;CKӐ
When the public ‘fronts’ of buildings engage with, and contribute to, adjacent streets, on-site communal space, 
and any other adjacent public open spaces, they “contribute to them being lively, safe and attractive”. When 
private ‘backs’ of buildings face each other,  and/or away from public areas, it keeps private amenity and service 
areas secure and exclusive. Establishing these relationships supports good street scenes and personal privacy 
and reduces the likelihood of residents of feeling overexposed and using ad-hoc means to regain their privacy.

Where some outdoor living space (OLS) is unavoidable along the street frontage due to site orientation, proposals 
should still achieve public ‘fronts’ and private ‘backs’ for the reasons above.

Design expectations:
A  Public ‘fronts’ at the street boundary, including both 

boundaries for corner sites, are: 
• engaging along the built frontage with recognisable 

front doors/main entrances accessed directly from 
the street, and ground floor windows from kitchens 
or living rooms (not bedrooms for privacy sensitivity),

• defined with visible planting to create a public 
threshold (e.g. front garden, with low or no boundary 
treatments), and

• not dominated by services space and/or utilities.

B  Public ‘fronts’ within the site (e.g. ‘semi-public’ 
frontages which face on-site communal areas), such as 
accessways, parking areas, etc, are treated similarly to 
the street  (‘A’, above). In addition:
• the planted threshold between buildings and 

accessways are at least 1m for safety and privacy.

Key 14A.11.1/14.15.1 Residential Design 
Principle(s): 2/d. Relationship to the street and 
public open spaces

Other relevant RDP: 1, 3/e., 4/f., 5/g., 6/h.

Related design goals: 2.1 Engaging building 
frontages; 2.2 Well-integrated level differences; 
2.3 Appropriate boundary treatments

C  Private ‘backs’ are prioritised to the rear or side of 
buildings so they are secure for residents and out of 
public view. It is ideal for: 
• outdoor living space, and
• service elements (e.g. washing lines, utilities).

D  Where site orientation leads to some  private OLS along 
public/semi-public frontages, public and private space 
is still separate and achieves ‘A’. This includes:
• visible front doors/main entrances separated from 

private OLS using a boundary treatment (e.g. using 
wide-frontage units and pairing access paths for 
spaciousness and safety), 

• balancing the street frontage (excluding driveways) in 
favour of planting and low (or no) fencing, and

• potential use of upper-level balconies on the 
frontage, in combination with the above, to provide 
engagement and passive surveillance.
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Building height 
and window design 
emphasise the 
corners

Integrated planters 
provide a threshold 
between front doors and 
the public realm

09AK=< ?JGMF< ΦGGJ
window sill heights 
balance privacy and 
engagement

1@9DDGOMHH=J ΦGGJ :9D;GFA=K
provide engagement and a 
sense of activity to the street, 
whilst larger outdoor living 
space balconies are located to 
the rear of the building

Trees and planting provide 
an attractive threshold to 
the street

Outdoor living space is fully 
private and balanced by an 
open frontage, low fencing, 
and generous front-yard and 
threshold planting

The porch detail over the 
entrance helps to identify the 
public ‘front’ and provides 
shelter for residents

Parking is located 
discreetly between 
units, away from the 
street frontage

Trees provide natural 
screening between 
facing units and an 
attractive threshold to 
the shared path

1;J==F=< MHH=J ΦGGJ
balconies provide 
visual interest to the 
building and privacy 
to private outdoor 
living space

A mix of materials 
in the boundary 
treatment provides 
visual interest

The visible front door and entrance 
path aid legibility and contribute 
positively to the street scene

S T R E E T

S T R E E T

D R I V E W
A Y

A small commercial 
unit provides a 
public frontage to 
the street

Fully private outdoor 
living space with a solid 
gate. An upper portion 
of transparent fencing 
and planting balances 
the public and private 
interface.  

 ̕ Lack of clarity as to where the main entrance to the unit is.
 ̕ Poor engagement and street scene due to tall fences along the 

public frontage.
 ̕ Minimal privacy for indoor and outdoor living spaces.
 ̕ 0=<M;=< K=;MJALQ 9F< D9;C G> GHHGJLMFALQ LG ΥDL=J MF=PH=;L=<

visitors.

Issue: Outdoor living spaces and large glazed sliding doors located 
between the unit and the street, resulting in: 

Improvement: Provide wider units which can incorporate engaging 
front doors and entrances next to, and separate from, indoor and 
outdoor living spaces to enable their visibility from the street.

Planting along 
footpaths and by 
front doors creates 
a welcoming and 
attractive entrance 
to homes.

Pairing the front doors 
creates a good proportion 
of open frontage and a 
wide, combined accessway 
for safety. The solid 
materiality of front doors 
also makes them easily 
recognisable as entrances.

B C

A

D

Key to guidance section layout
1.	 Design goal: What the guidance section sets out to 

achieve.

2.	 Design goal summary: A brief description of the key 
issues that the section addresses. It includes an extract 
from the key Residential Design Principle’s wording.

3.	 Reference box: States the key and other relevant 
Residential Design Principles, related design goals and 
useful references (e.g. existing Council information, NZ 
Standards, etc).

4.	 Design expectations: Sets out how a development 
proposal can address the design goal and achieve the 
relevant Residential Design Principles.

5.	 Supporting diagram(s): Illustrates the design 
expectations.

6.	 Examples of good outcomes for the design goal: 
Images of developments that achieve the design goal. 
Annotations include colour-coded references to relevant 
Residential Design Principles.

7.	 Common issues and improvements: Demonstrates 
potential improvements to common issues that better 
address the design goal.

8.	 Chapter and design goal title: Includes chapter colour 
for ease of reference. 

9.	 Date of last update and revision number.

10.	 Colour coding for the Residential Design Principles.

3.

1.

4.

2.

5.

6.

9. 7. 8.

19EHD= <GM:D=ɌH9?= KHJ=9< D9QGMLȸ OAL@ C=Q :=DGOȷ

10.
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Site and context analysis
Completing a site and context analysis supports the site 
selection and design process, in particular for achieving a 
well-considered site layout. Potential building placement  will 
be guided by the features and conditions identified which 
may affect the choice of residential typology and, therefore, 
development potential.

It includes identifying:

•	 District Plan zoning and surrounding land uses
•	 Existing site conditions and/or features, such as 

buildings, access, orientation, mature trees/vegetation, 
services, easements (including from waterways), 
topography, etc

•	 Neighbouring buildings and local character
•	 Heritage and/or cultural context and features
•	 Key views towards and from the site (e.g. for taller 

buildings or elevated sites)
•	 District Plan zone built form standards (e.g. setbacks, 

minimum/maximum height, recession planes, etc).

While some factors constrain development, others provide 
opportunities for adding value (e.g. retaining mature trees 
can provide amenity from day one) or inspiring innovation 
(e.g. designing windows to access outlook and views, while 
avoiding overlooking).

Constraints and opportunities
By effectively considering the constraints and opportunities 
that arise from a site and context analysis, it will help to 
inform site layout and building placement as the first step of 
the design process.

Illustrating the constraints and opportunities as diagrams is 
encouraged to support pre-application design conversations.  
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'F<A;9LAN= GHHGJLMFALA=K <A9?J9E K@GOAF? C=Q >JGFL9?=K 9F< HGL=FLA9D
DG;9LAGFK >GJ 9;;=KKȸ :MAD<AF? HD9;=E=FL ɕ=ȷ?ȷ ɂ:MAD<AF? 9J=9KɃɖ 9F<
communal areas including amenity

'F<A;9LAN= ;GFKLJ9AFLK <A9?J9E K@GOAF? K=L:9;C J=IMAJ=E=FLKȸ J=;=KKAGF
HD9F=Kȸ E9PAEME:MAD<AF? @=A?@L D=N=D 9F< =PAKLAF? LJ==K
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Multi-unit housing types
Medium- and high-density multi-unit housing types include townhouses and apartments, and their variations, including 
those listed in this section. Each has different spatial and design considerations, such as height and density, which will 
make them more suitable for specific sites and/or locations. Using a mix of typologies can have multiple benefits, like 
adaptability to different sites and facilitating a diverse resident population.

Townhouses
Semi-detached (2-3 storeys)

•	 Fits well in awkward or irregular-shaped sites and 
locations.

•	 Creates openness within development.

Terraced (or ‘attached’) (2-3 storeys)
•	 Compact typology using a repeated module which 

can be cost efficient to build.

Dual-key townhouse (2-3 storeys) 
•	 Typically two units within one ownership.
•	 Can provide for multi-generational living or a 

means to generate rental income.
•	 Potential to incorporate shared facilities for space 

efficiency (e.g. storage, laundry, etc.).

Maisonette (3-4 storeys)
•	 A 2-storey unit within a larger building, primarily 

below another 2-storey unit; or, also a 2-storey unit 
with apartment(s) above or above ground floor 
non-residential uses.

•	 Ground floor 2-storey units have a front door 
directly from the street or shared accessway.

•	 Front doors to upper units are either accessed 
at the ground floor (with internal staircase) 
OR via communal staircase and external 
corridor/’breezeway’.

•	 Efficient way to achieve density which manages 
public and private interfaces well due to being able 
to locate bedrooms on upper stories like other 
townhouses.

Where parking is provided, the above townhouse 
typologies are typically serviced by private garages, ‘on-lot’ 
parking or communal surface parking. 

1=EAɌ<=L9;@=<

Terraced

+9AKGF=LL= LGOF@GMK=K  
ɕD=ǘȹ MHH=J MFALK 9;;=KK=< NA9 ?JGMF< ΦGGJ >JGFL <GGJK 9F<
AFL=JF9D KL9AJKȺ JA?@Lȹ MHH=J MFALK 9;;=KK=< NA9 HJAN9L= >JGFL
<GGJK 9DGF? 9 ;GEEMF9D :J==R=O9Qɖ

ɕ,GL=ȹ 9:GN= <A9?J9EK 9J= AF<A;9LAN= J=HJ=K=FL9LAGFK GFDQɖ
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Apartments
Apartments are generally well suited to being located near 
centres where facilities, like shops, services, and public 
transport, are easily accessible and where, because of 
this easy access, there’s less need for cars. Compatible 
non-residential uses can be incorporated into the ground 
floor, where the zone permits, with separate and distinct 
residential entrances. Corner sites are good locations for 
mixed-use development. 

The overall mass and impact on surroundings must be 
carefully considered due to the scale of apartments, as well 
as managing the public and private interfaces at the ground 
level.

Walk-up apartments (3-4 storeys)
•	 Smaller-scale building with potentially less  

maintenance due to no lift being provided.
•	 Circulation can be internal or external (e.g. 

breezeway).
•	 High-density typology which fits well into existing  

low-rise neighbourhoods.

Medium-rise apartments (up to 22m tall/6 storeys)
•	 High-density typology which can support town 

centres at a comfortable scale.
•	 Can include ‘maisonette’ or two-storey unit(s) (e.g. at 

ground level or as ‘penthouse’ units).

High-rise apartments (22m+ tall/above 6 storeys)
•	 High-quality design is necessary due to high potential 

impact on views and role as a landmark building.
•	 Can include ‘maisonette’ or two-storey unit(s) (e.g. at 

ground level or as ‘penthouse’ units).

Dual-key apartments (typically 1 storey, in any of the above) 
•	 Typically two units within one ownership.
•	 Can improve affordability due to the potential to 

incorporate private shared facilities (between two 
units) which maintains a high level of amenity, as well 
as space efficiency (e.g. storage, laundry, etc.).

Where parking is provided, the above apartment typologies 
are typically serviced by either communal garages (e.g. 
podium or basement) or communal surface parking. 

59DCɌMH 9H9JLE=FLK ɕK@GOAF? AFL=JF9DAK=< 9;;=KK LG MHH=J MFALKɖ

+=<AMEɌ GJ @A?@ɌJAK= 9H9JLE=FLK

59DCɌMH 9H9JLE=FLK OAL@ FGFɌJ=KA<=FLA9D MK=K GF L@= ?JGMF< ΦGGJ
;GJF=Jȸ 9F< K=H9J9L= 9F< AFL=JF9DAK=< 9;;=KK LG MHH=J MFALKȷ

MH LG ȑȑE L9DDɛ 
6 storeys

ȑȑE˧ L9DDɛ 
9:GN= ȕ KLGJ=QK

ɕ,GL=ȹ 9:GN= <A9?J9EK 9J= AF<A;9LAN= J=HJ=K=FL9LAGFK GFDQɖ
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Multi-unit housing development examples

1=EAɌ<=L9;@=< LGOF@GMK=K OAL@ H9AJ=< >JGFL <GGJK LG ;J=9L= 9
O=D;GEAF? =FLJ9F;= LG :GL@ MFALKȷ

ȒɌKLGJ=Q LGOF@GMK=K 9F<E9AKGF=LL=K O@A;@ @9N= KA<=Ɍ:QɌKA<= >JGFL
<GGJKȸ O@=J= L@= K=;GF< <GGJ HJGNA<=K 9;;=KK LG L@= MHH=J ȑɌKLGJ=Q MFAL
via internal stairs.

ȑȷȔɌKLGJ=Q L=JJ9;=< LGOF@GMK=K OAL@ 9E=OK @GMK= ɕKAF?D=ɌKLGJ=Q MFAL
GN=J ?9J9?=Kɖ DG;9L=< LG L@= J=9Jȷ

2=JJ9;=< LGOF@GMK=K :=F=ΥL >JGE L@GM?@L>MD <=KA?F <=L9ADAF? 9F< MK=
G>E9L=JA9DK LG @=DH :J=9C MH DGF? :DG;CK G> <=N=DGHE=FLȷ

59DCɌMH 9H9JLE=FLK HJGNA<= @A?@=JɌ<=FKALQ DANAF?OAL@AF 9 ;GE>GJL9:D=
:MAD<AF? @=A?@L >GJ DGOɌJAK= ;=FLJ=K 9F< F=A?@:GMJ@GG<Kȷ

&A?@ɌJAK= 9H9JLE=FLK J=IMAJ= @A?@ɌIM9DALQ <=KA?F <M= LG L@=AJ K;9D=ȸ
=Ǘ=;LK GF NA=OKȸ 9F< HGL=FLA9D LG :=;GE= D9F<E9JC >=9LMJ=Kȸ
depending on their location and surrounding context.

2@=K=EAP=<ɌMK= 9H9JLE=FLK AF;DM<= ;GEE=J;A9D MK=K GF L@= ?JGMF<
ΦGGJ ;GJF=Jȸ 9<B9;=FL LG ?JGMF< ΦGGJ J=KA<=FLA9D MFALKȸ O@A;@ HJGNA<=
active edges to the corner.

+=<AMEɌJAK= 9H9JLE=FLK OAL@ 9 ?GG< D=N=D G> <=KA?F ;GFKA<=J9LAGF 9F<
architectural detail to ensure it achieves a human scale.
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