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Re: SUBMISSION ON BETTER URBAN PLANNING DRAFT REPORT  

1.0 INTRODUCTION 

We commend the Productivity Commission for opening the debate on urban planning in New 
Zealand and for providing this opportunity to submit on the future and betterment of urban 
planning in New Zealand.  Please note this submission represents the individual views of Professor 
Claire Freeman and Professional Practice Fellow Ros Day-Cleavin and should not be interpreted as 
being official views of the University of Otago or Department of Geography.  By way of background a 
brief description of Claire and Ros’ planning backgrounds are provided:  

Professor Claire Freeman:  Master of Planning programme, Geography Department, University of 
Otago.  Professor Claire Freeman was Director of the Planning Programme for 15 years, she 
continues to teach into the MPlan and has previously taught in planning programmes at Massey 
University and Leeds Becket University, a total of 24 years teaching on RTPI and NZPI accredited 
planning degrees. Claire is a full member of the New Zealand Planning Institute and has previously 
managed the Education Portfolio for the NZPI Council (now NZPI Board).  

Professional Practice Fellow: Rosalind Day-Cleavin:  Master of Planning Programme, Geography 
Department, University of Otago.  Ros has been the Programme Co-ordinator of the Master of 
Planning Programme since July 2015, and started her Professional Practice Role within the MPlan in 
2009. Prior to this Ros held various professional planning roles within central government, local 
government and private consultancy sectors in New Zealand since 1999. Ros is a full member of the 
NZPI and is a member of the Otago Branch Committee of the NZPI. She is also qualified under the 
Ministry for the Environment’s Making Good Decisions Programme as a Certified Decision-maker.  

The scope of our submission relates to Tertiary Planning Education as it is carried out in New 
Zealand. Given our combined knowledge and experience in planning education, scholarship, and 
practice, we offer our specific views on Chapter 12 of the Draft Report relating to Culture and 
Capability.  We have read and given considerable attention to the paper “Miller, C, “Culture and 
Capability within the New Zealand planning system”, which underpins the content of Chapter 12 of 
the Commission’s Draft Report.  

2.0  SPECIFIC COMMENTS: CHAPTER 12 CULTURE & CAPABILITY  

Overall, we are generally in support of Miller’s paper and its assertions. However, there are some 
aspects that we would like to make comment on, as detailed in turn below:  

 



F12.2 Procedural dominance:  

This point is emphasised in several places throughout Miller’s report. This view does not reflect our 
experience as planning educators and does not accurately reflect the planning education and 
training received by students at the University of Otago.  While there is certainly substantive 
engagement with procedures and procedural practice as part of the core syllabus at Otago, this 
occurs within a broader programme framework that engages with the full range of theoretical and 
practical skills required by planning students and as represented in Box 12.2 within Chapter 12 
(Content of university planning programmes).  Please refer to the Appendix to this report which 
provides an excerpt of the New Zealand Planning Institute Tertiary Education Accreditation 
Procedures, and note that the breadth and depth of the planning education that is required and 
accredited by the NZPI.  

F 12.3 Universities are the starting point for professional culture and capability:  

We note the following statement on p313 of Chapter 12: “knowledge in this area is not listed as a 
‘core competency’ for graduate planners. This reinforces the procedural focus of the profession.”  We 
do not support this statement.  The Otago programme requires all students to take the Planning 
Theory as a core paper in the first semester of their first year of study and this provides a vital 
context that continues to inform their studies across their two years studying within the MPlan 
degree.  All students are expected to, and are assessed upon, the matters identified under the 
heading ‘planning thematics’ which includes contemporary debates and trends in urban planning, 
planning theory, planning at different scales, etc.  Please refer to the Appendix to this report which 
provides an excerpt of the New Zealand Planning Institute Tertiary Education Accreditation 
Procedures, and note that the importance placed on planning thematics as a central element of 
planning education is clearly evident.   

F12.8 Conclusion “The profession has struggled to identify a unique body of knowledge that it can 
lay claim to….. 

There are several aspects we wish to comment on. First, the rationale behind the assertion about 
the profession’s struggle to identify a unique ‘body of knowledge’; and second, the justification for 
the statement that this lack of an identifiable body of knowledge leads to a weakening of 
‘professional identity …. leading planners to fall back on legislation’ (12.8 p.330).   Further, it is stated 
that  ‘the risk with this ‘broad’ rather than deep approach to planning is that planners leave with only 
a cursory understanding of the disciplines on which they draw…..One possible exception to this is 
Massey university’s programme…” (p.313). We strongly disagree with all these statements, and do 
not think they accurately depict planning education in New Zealand, detailed as follows:  

Breath / depth of Knowledge 

Planning by its nature is multi-disciplinary, cross disciplinary and wide ranging in scope.  Planners 
have to deal with issues of transport, housing, land use, natural resources, hazards, urban design, 
law, forecasting, impact assessment, consultation, social justice, multi-cultural and multi ethnic 
communities, not to mention global matters such as global economics and climate change.  No other 
profession has to address such a broad set of issues and challenges. It is absolutely essential that 
planning education provides a broad foundation of awareness across disciplines, disciplinary 



knowledge and professional domains, such as those in geography, public policy, sociology, law, 
natural resources management, Māori and indigenous studies, and their associated skill sets such as 
consultation and negotiation processes, social and environmental impact assessment to name but a 
few.  Leonie Sandercock, a leading planning theorist talks of planning as a ‘Magpie profession’1; it 
selects as fitting, specialist knowledges, approaches and skills from relevant disciplines. Planners 
cannot have a narrowly circumscribed knowledge set if they are to effectively deal with the full 
range of planning challenges but do and should select from the expertise available, in whatever 
discipline it resides. This ability is a strength not a weakness of planning.  It allows planners to 
consider the full range of factors impacting on urban development in applying the most appropriate 
analyses and developing the best ways forward, whilst at the same time knowing when to seek 
appropriate expert knowledge and technical expertise and input from other disciplines.  

In addition, there are fundamental planning knowledges and skills as identified in Box 12.2 and Box 
12.3 of the Draft Report and contained in the Appendix to this submission that Planning students 
receive during their studies that ground the breadth mentioned above in a considered and 
meaningful planning context. At Otago students undertake a two year master’s programme with a 
year of taught papers where they primarily engage with the content as set out in Box 12.2 of the 
Draft Report. In their second year they undertake independent research take via a Planning Project 
or a thesis.  Both of these research pathways enable students to acquire, deepen, and apply 
additional specialist knowledge which usually builds on their existing undergraduate degree 
knowledge. For example, a student with a BSC Zoology background is currently researching 
“biodiversity management in New Zealand with a particular focus on s 6(c) of the RMA and how it is 
being applied to protect “significant habitats of indigenous fauna”, combining broader planning 
knowledge and existing specialist disciplinary knowledge and skills.  This example of combining 
broad and specialised expertise is typical for students in the Otago MPlan programme. 

Preparing for a career in planning 

The Otago MPlan does provide students with an appropriate body of knowledge that is both broad 
and specialised and does provide an education that prepares students well for their future role as 
planners.  In doing so we recognise the wide ranging roles and career directions that planning 
graduates take. They secure professional roles in central government agencies (Ministry for the 
Environment, New Zealand Transport Authority, Heritage New Zealand, Parliamentary Commissioner 
for the Environment, Ministry of Justice, Department of Internal Affairs, Department of 
Conservation); policy and consent roles within regional, local and district authorities around the 
country and overseas; and planning roles within the private sector.  Other agencies, for example, iwi 
organisations, and Fish and Game also employ our graduates.  As planning educators it is incumbent 
on us to prepare planning students for the wide range of potential careers and professional 
directions our graduates can take. While core planning skills are imperative we also recognise and 
provide the vital far-reaching knowledges and skills that this career diversity demands. 

Critical thinking: 

We disagree with the statement which relates to leaders in the profession …”by downplaying the 
need to think critically about when planning is the best response to a policy problem, leaders within 

                                                           
1 Leonie Sandercock (2000) Commentary: The Magpie Profession, Planning Theory & Practice, 1:1, 134-135 



the profession perpetuate the tenet that the value of planning is self-evident’ (p.314).  As leaders 
within the education sector we have as our starting point in all our education endeavours that 
students are trained, encouraged, supported, and assessed upon skills, in thinking critically. As post-
graduate planning students critical thinking is arguably the most important skill our students take 
with them into the planning profession on graduation. 

F 12.8 Qualifications – ‘20% of respondents to a NZPI survey members held a non-planning 
qualification’ 

In her paper Miller p.28 identifies a number of factors necessary to create a positive planning 
culture, including point 15 which states – “promote planning as a career….so there is no excuse for 
employing unqualified planners…”  As a provider of planning education we welcome the valuing of 
accredited planning degrees and their associated education. We have in the past and will continue 
to advocate support for the accredited planning degree model, in particular the post graduate model 
which builds on existing skills and produces planning graduates of a very high quality.  We have also 
expressed concern at the number of appointments to planning positions of people lacking in a 
planning background.  However, we would argue against a blanket ruling on planning related 
positions being purely restricted to those with degrees accredited by the NZPI. There are examples 
of excellent internationally trained professionals and professionals trained in related disciplines who 
bring to their planning position valuable skills, approaches and refreshing ways of addressing 
planning matters.  It is important that while having as a norm an expectation of planners possessing 
an accredited planning degree that there remains the ability for others as appropriate and where a 
skill set is demanded, to enter into and contribute to the planning profession. The NZPI’s alternative 
entry criteria in fact provides for this situation. 

3.0 Concluding statement 

As planning educators we are pleased that there is a dialogue being undertaken on the future of 
urban planning. At Otago we believe that the MPlan provides a good model for educating planning 
graduates who have high levels of transferable knowledge and skills that can indeed contribute to 
critical and reasoned thinking and practice around ‘better urban planning’.  

We seek that the Commission considers our comments contained within this submission and better 
reflect the nature of Planning Education occurring within New Zealand in the Commission’s report.  

We are happy to discuss any aspect of our submission with the Commission and we can provide 
further information to substantiate our views as required.  

 

 

 

  



EXCERPT FROM NZPI TERITARY EDUCATION ACCREDITATION POLICY 
 
2.2 Content of Planning Programmes  
 
To appropriately contribute to the knowledge of planning graduates, planning programmes will be 
able to demonstrate that they address the following content:  
 

A) Planning Thematics: Thematic courses in planning including philosophy, policy, history, 
ethics, theory, and critical reflection of planning to provide students an overview of the 
nature and purpose of planning; planning history; contemporary debates and trends; 
planning theory; and planning at different spatial scales.  
 

B) Planning Context: The context for planning includes knowledge of natural, physical, policy, 
economic and social processes affecting the natural and built environments. Understanding 
the social, cultural, environmental and economic consequences of management and change 
in the natural and built environment. Understanding the complexities of interactions 
between people and their environments and the economic drivers of development 
processes.  
 

C) Planning Methods: For managing the natural and built environment through techniques and 
tools for environmental evaluation and impact assessment; policy development and 
analysis; planning and monitoring systems; managing space, amenities and heritage; 
principles of sustainability; and social, multi-cultural, multi-ethnic and equity planning. 
Planning Practice: Planning processes and planning practice including the application of the 
principles of plan making; policy development and implementation, review and evaluation; 
goal setting; strategic planning; and planning tools and instruments 
 

D) Planning Methods: For managing the natural and built environment through techniques and 
tools for environmental evaluation and impact assessment; policy development and 
analysis; planning and monitoring systems; managing space, amenities and heritage; 
principles of sustainability; and social, multi-cultural, multi-ethnic and equity planning 
 

E) Planning Practice: Planning processes and planning practice including the application of the 
principles of plan making; policy development and implementation, review and evaluation; 
goal setting; strategic planning; and planning tools and instruments 
 

F) Planning Law: The legal context for planning, including an understanding of government 
organisational and institutional structures, planning, resource and environmental legislation, 
related legislation and case law and associated areas. 
 

G) Cultural and Social Aspects of Planning: Cultural aspects of planning must recognise New 
Zealand's bicultural mandate and multi-cultural context for planning and its implications for 
planning practice; resource and environmental law and treaties; plan development; and 
management of resources.  
 

H) Specialisations: Specialist fields of knowledge enhance opportunities for planning graduates 
to develop a specialist field of expertise. Universities may offer one or more specialist fields 
of study appropriate to their overall academic mission and context 


