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Introduction
Multi-unit housing is a common feature in our neighbourhoods offering more housing choice and 
helping meet the needs of a growing population. To support Ōtautahi Christchurch continue to be a 
great place to live, this technical design guide has been developed to ensure new townhouses and 
apartments work well for residents, neighbours, and the wider community.

Purpose of the guidance
The Christchurch District Plan encourages high quality 
residential environments through policy and objectives, 
and rules and design principles specifically for multi-unit 
housing.

The main purpose of this guidance is:

to help developers, designers and planners 
understand the District Plan’s aims through 
identifying good design practices and 
solutions for known and anticipated design 
challenges.

It also aims to:

•	 Make the design and resource consent process 
smoother, including more consistent and efficient, 
reducing delays and expense.

•	 Be a practical and relevant tool that supports 
conversations between applicants and the Council.

•	 Be a publicly available resource that helps to raise 
awareness of good design and its benefits for 
residents and neighbourhoods.

•	 Inspire ideas and approaches to townhouses and 
apartments that will make them desirable places to 
live for a wide range of residents.

Design priorities
This guidance focuses on known and anticipated issues 
for medium- and high-density multi-unit housing 
development in Ōtautahi, rather than more comprehensive 
‘best practice’ that can be sought elsewhere. The design 
priorities of the guidance are as follows:

1.	 Engagement with the street and on-site communal 
spaces.

2.	 Good legibility for sense of ownership and safety.

3.	 Well-considered built form with visual interest to 
break up building bulk.

4.	 High-quality amenity from well-located outdoor 
living areas, trees and planting.

5.	 Avoidance of the visually-dominating effects of cars, 
parking and garages.

6.	 Integration of adequate space for bins, cycle storage 
and lighting.

7.	 Balance of the purpose and effects of windows, 
doors and boundary treatments. 

8.	 	Practical solutions as part of a holistic and 
sustainable approach to addressing design issues.
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Background
This technical guidance is informed by the recurring design 
challenges identified in the day-to-day assessment of 
resource consents and through the monitoring of completed, 
built developments.

It has been developed through a multidisciplinary approach, 
with technical expertise and input from within the Council, 
and is also informed by policy, best practice and review of 
other relevant guidance (refer below).

As it has been developed on a topic-by-topic basis, each 
section includes the date of its most recent review. The first 
suite of design guidance was released in October 2025.

District Plan context
The District Plan enables multi-unit development and greater 
residential intensification in and around the Central City 
and most suburban centres, giving effect to the National 
Policy Statement on Urban Development 2020. In addition, 
there are other residential zones (including, but not limited 
to, Residential Medium Density ‘RMD’ and Suburban 
Density Transition ‘RSDT’) where multi-unit developments 
are anticipated. This provides for an increased supply of 
housing and choice, with the objective of achieving high-
quality residential environments (District Plan objectives 
14A.2.1/14.2.1 and 14A.2.5/14.2.4).   
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Useful references
Design guidance developed elsewhere within Aotearoa may 
also be helpful for inspiration and general advice. These 
include:

•	 Ministry for the Environment’s National Medium Density 
Design Guide

•	 Auckland Council’s Auckland Design Manual (online at 
www.aucklanddesignmanual.co.nz/)

•	 Kainga Ora’s Tāone Ora Urban Design Guidelines

Residential Design Principles
One of the main urban design-related matters of discretion 
within the District Plan for multi-unit housing developments 
are the ‘Residential Design Principles’. These can be found in:

•	 14A.11.1 for residential zones within or close to 
centres Medium Density Residential Zone (MRZ) and 
High Density Residential Zone (HRZ); and

•	 14.15.1 for residential zones outside of centres 
Residential Suburban (RS), Residential Suburban 
Density Transition (RSDT) and Residential Medium 
Density (RMD) zones. 

While both RDP sets address similar matters, 14A.11.1 
Principle 1: Site layout is the main difference. This principle 
highlights the importance of a well-considered site layout, 
while the first principle under 14.15.1 is ‘c. City context and 
character’ which relates to anticipated built form.

Both sets of Residential Design Principles are referred to in 
this guidance. 

https://environment.govt.nz/publications/national-medium-density-design-guide/
https://environment.govt.nz/publications/national-medium-density-design-guide/
http://www.aucklanddesignmanual.co.nz
https://kaingaora.govt.nz/assets/Publications/Design-Guidelines/Taone-Ora-Urban-Design-Guidelines.pdf#:~:text=T%C4%81one%20Ora%20%E2%80%93%20Urban%20Design%20Guidelines%20are%20a,expects%20at%20the%20superlot%20and%20site%20development%20scales.
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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: Refer to DP definition.
•	 Human scale: Refer to DP definition.
•	 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)

1.1	 Public	‘fronts’	and	private	‘backs’
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

Raised ground floor 
window sill heights 
balance privacy and 
engagement

Shallow upper floor balconies 
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

Screened upper floor 
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.
 ✓ Reduced security and lack of opportunity to filter unexpected 

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.

Sample double-page spread layout, with key below.

10.


