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About Ben Ross

The Covid-19 and (soon) Post Covid-19 era has/will presented the South Pacific with a unique opportunity to "reset" how we engage Spatial 

Planning to encourage more positive, friendly experience and interactions with our cities and environments (human and physical).

As a Human Experience Engineer, Urban Geographer and Spatial Planner Ben has been at the forefront of advocacy of improving such human 

experience in transit, urban design and spatial planning for Southern Auckland. 

From large projects like Our Manukau and Airport to Botany Rapid Transit to smaller place making projects such as street calming, parklets and 

bus lanes. Ben through building relationships with decision/policy makers, fellow urbanists, and those who dream of wanting their urban area to 

be one of a human experience not a human drama - which is even more critical than era in the Post Covid era. 

Ben along with Rob Mayo and Nicholas Lee recently formed Colab and Associates Limited. The Colab Mission: bringing the Human Experience 

Engineers in all things Transit CX/UX, Urban Design, and Spatial Planning. 

With the continued rise of Human Scale and the 15 Minute City Ben and Colab will be there as Human Experience Engineers advocating for cities 

being a human experience not human drama!
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Context

National Policy Statement – Urban Development went live

Report on replacing the Resource Management Act went out

A Natural and Built Environments Act, and a Strategic Planning Act would replace the RMA

Those laws would go before the House and signed by the end of 2021

Large play on Integrated Planning or Spatial Plans which become Statutory weighed

More on the report at: Resource Management System: A comprehensive review
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https://www.mfe.govt.nz/rmreview


Our Planning 
Muddle in New 
Zealand

➢Local Government Act 2002 (the four general well-

being’s and need for Long Term Plans)

➢Local Government Act (Auckland) (requirement to do 

a Spatial Plan but it is not Statutory weighted)

➢Resource Management Act (Regional and District 

Plans like the Unitary Plan)

➢Land Transport Management Act (Regional Land 

Transport Plans)

➢Building Act 2004

➢Urban Design is not codified anywhere and Financing 

options are muddled across legislation

Our Planning instruments are 

muddled across different silo 

legislations which allow no 

crossover. This allows for 

inefficient Planning and Spatial 

forms. 
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Urban Environment and Building Act 
(what I proposed pre-Review release

Spatial Plan

Unitary Plan

Urban Design

Long Term 
Plans

Building Code

Infrastructure 
Financing
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Spatial Planning 101

Overview

Spatial planning systems refer to the methods and approaches used by the public and private sector to influence the 

distribution of people and activities in spaces of various scales. Spatial planning can be defined as the coordination of 

practices and policies affecting spatial organization. Spatial planning is synonymous with the practices of urban planning 

in the United States but at larger scales and the term is often used in reference to planning efforts in European countries. 

Discrete professional disciplines which involve spatial planning include land use, urban, regional, transport and 

environmental planning. Other related areas are also important, including economic and community planning. Spatial 

planning takes place on local, regional, national and inter-national levels and often results in the creation of a spatial 

plan.

…

the term ‘spatial’ was used primarily to refer to the way that planning should deal with more than simply zoning, land use 

planning, or the design of the physical form of cities or regions, but also should address the more complex issues of the 

spatial relationship of activities such as employment, homes and leisure uses.[6] (Spatial Planning, n.d.)
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RMA Replacement – The Report

On Wednesday 29th July, 2020 an independent report came out on replacing the Resource 

Management Act

There is a proper case for short-term measures to expedite normal resource management processes in 
order to stimulate economic growth and employment. But it is more important than ever to set clear 
strategies for the long-term management of the system and establish processes necessary to implement 
the strategies agreed. In this report we recommend substantial changes to the present system with the aim 
of establishing more enduring solutions beyond the present crisis and bringing to an end the series of ad 
hoc interventions that have been an undesirable feature of legislative change. 

We recommend two major new pieces of interrelated legislation:

• the repeal of the Resource Management Act 1991 (RMA) and its replacement with new legislation we 
have suggested be named the Natural and Built Environments Act (NBEA). This would have a 
substantially different approach but would incorporate some of the key principles of the RMA that 
remain appropriate

• new legislation which we have called a Strategic Planning Act.

https://www.mfe.govt.nz/rmreview


Aim of the Review: Integration

The Resource Management Review Panel was appointed by the Minister for the Environment, the 

Hon David Parker, to undertake a comprehensive review of the resource management system in New 

Zealand. The main focus was the Resource Management Act (the RMA) but we were also asked to 

review the relationship between the RMA, the Local Government Act (LGA), the Land Transport 

Management Act (LTMA) and the Climate Change Response Act (CCRA).

The specific aim of the review under our terms of reference was to improve environmental outcomes 

and better enable urban and other development within environmental limits.

This summary outlines the principal reasons which led to the review and the main recommendations 

in our report. The more detailed recommendations follow this summary but the report itself should 

be read for a full understanding. 



Natural and Built Environments 
Act

The focus of the Natural and Built Environments Act would be on enhancing the quality of the 

environment and on achieving positive outcomes to support the wellbeing of present and future 

generations. This would include recognition of the concept of Te Mana o te Taiao which refers to the 

importance of maintaining the health of our natural resources, such as air, water and soil, and their 

capacity to sustain life. This new focus would be achieved through a system designed to deliver 

specified outcomes, targets and limits for both the natural and built environments. Significant 

changes to processes are recommended including stronger national direction and the introduction of 

combined plans for each region. We expect these changes to result in clearer direction, reduced 

complexity and opportunity for enhanced environmental quality. 



Strategic Planning Act

The proposed Strategic Planning Act would set long-term strategic goals and facilitate the integration 

of legislative functions across the resource management system. These would include functions 

exercised under the new Natural and Built Environments Act, the Local Government Act, the Land 

Transport Management Act and the Climate Change Response Act. This legislation is also designed to 

integrate land use planning with the provision of infrastructure and associated funding and 

investment. Regional spatial planning will play a critical part in delivering the intended outcomes 

for the resource management system. The new legislation would include strategic planning for urban 

growth and responding to change, measures to respond to the effects of climate change, and the 

identification of areas unsuitable for development due to their natural values or importance to 

Māori.



Key Emphasis 
on Spatial 
Planning

|Regional spatial planning will 

play a critical part in delivering the 

intended outcomes for the 

resource management system.”

This Photo by Unknown Author is licensed under CC BY-SA

https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Stop_sign
https://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-sa/3.0/


Statutory Weighting?

Managing urban growth

Another criticism of the RMA has been the lack of provision for managing urban growth. This has become particularly 
urgent in larger urban areas experiencing substantial increases in population but insufficient capacity to accommodate 
growth. The Panel proposes this be addressed in several ways. The revised purpose and principles of the NBEA will 
provide for specific outcomes for the built environment, including the availability of development capacity for housing 
and business purposes to meet expected demands, and the strategic integration of infrastructure with land use. 

These outcomes would be supported by the use of national policy statements such as those currently in use, the 
greater use of economic instruments and, importantly, by the Strategic Planning Act we propose. We expect that 
spatial strategies prepared on a regional basis under the Strategic Planning Act would identify areas suitable for urban 
growth (as well as areas not suitable for development) and would also facilitate the provision of infrastructure 
necessary to support growth. Effective ways to achieve this integration have been a missing element of the resource 
management system to date. 

The new purpose and principles under the NBEA would further improve certainty in the resource management system 
by requiring the resolution of any potential conflicts between the identified outcomes through national direction by the 
Minister for the Environment or in the combined plans we propose at local government level.



Key recommendations – Strategic 
integration and spatial planning

1.There should be a new Strategic Planning Act to promote the social, economic, environmental and cultural 

wellbeing of present and future generations through the long-term strategic integration of functions 

exercised under the Natural and Built Environments Act, LGA, LTMA and CCRA.

2.The Strategic Planning Act should provide a framework for mandatory regional spatial planning for both 

land and the coastal marine area.

3.Regional spatial strategies should set long-term objectives for urban growth and land use change, 

responding to climate change, and identifying areas inappropriate to develop for reasons such as their 

natural values or their importance to Māori.

4.There should be flexibility for:

1. the responsible Minister to determine sequencing, timing and priorities for preparation of these strategies

2. spatial strategies to cover two or more regions or to focus on sub-regions in response to particular issues.



Key recommendations – Strategic 
integration and spatial planning

1.Regional spatial strategies should set a strategic direction for at least the next 30 years, informed by 

longer-term data and evidence as appropriate, such as 100 year plus projections for climate change.

2.Regional spatial strategies should be strategic and high level with project and site-level detail provided 

through separate implementation agreements and subsequent combined planning and funding processes.

3.Regional spatial strategies should be prepared and approved by a joint committee comprising 

representatives of central government, the regional council, all constituent territorial authorities in the 

region, mana whenua and an independent chair.

4.There should be significant stakeholder and community involvement in the preparation of these 

strategies, including through public submissions and a process similar to the special consultative procedure 

under the Local Government Act.



Key recommendations – Strategic 
integration and spatial planning

1.Joint committees should seek consensus, but dispute resolution procedures should be provided 

including a facilitated mediation process and power for the Minister to resolve any remaining 

disputes.

2.Regional spatial strategies should be consistent with national direction under the Natural and Built 

Environments Act.

3.Combined plans and regional and local funding plans should be consistent with spatial strategies.

4.Regional spatial strategies should be fully reviewed at least every nine years with flexibility for 

review within that period when required.



NBEA and SPA Potential 

Spatial 
Plan/SPA

Unitary 
Plan/NBEA

Urban Design

Climate 
Change and 

Retreat Policy

Long Term 
Plans

Building Code

Infrastructure 
Financing
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Time to Review 
our Spatial 
Planning?
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Extra 
information

Ben Ross

South Auckland

Human Experience Engineer / 

Spatial Planner

ben@colab.nz

https://www.linkedin.com/in/benrossakl/
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