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The planting (and fencing) should be designed to ensure views to and from public spaces are largely 
clear and visually permeable.  In general, clear stemmed trees with lower level ground cover planting are 
preferred to denser bush or shrub vegetation that can obscure views.

The following guidelines should be considered:
•	 The landscaping and species chosen should relate to the existing neighbourhood and ecology of the 

area.
•	 Any design should incorporate front yard landscaping that softens the edges of the units including 

parking areas and driveways.
•	 Landscaping should be used to reinforce and distinguish one unit from another and help avoid the 

creation of a monotonous streetscape.
•	 Where possible, landscaping should be used to screen parking areas.
•	 Groupings of a variety of species and trees are preferred to the uniform planting of a single species.
•	 Landscaping should be used to reduce the paved area on the side of a unit and to provide a pleasant 

accessway to the rear units.
•	 As far as possible, the landscaping should complement and be consistent with the design of the 

units.
•	 Where appropriate, deciduous trees should be considered to provide summer shade and access to 

sunlight in winter.
•	 Apart from landscaping, other elements such as lighting and paving should be used to define the 

progression from public through to private space and to create a sense of entry.

An example of using landscaping to soften the impact of driveways and garaging
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The following guidelines focus on the exterior or external design of the units (the architectural expression).  
They are not prescriptive but are aimed at encouraging innovative and creative solutions.  While the 
standards and assessment criteria within the District Plan define the basic building envelope they do not 
dictate the form, materials or the architectural expression.  From an urban design perspective, the principle 
of a ‘city of a thousand designers’ is promoted and encouraged in order to help ensure neighbourhoods are 
diverse and unique.  Standard or repetitive designs should be avoided.

As stated in the Hamilton design guide, Vista, ‘Buildings and spaces should provide inspiration and delight for 
those who use them or pass by. Hamilton is positioning itself as a city that cares about good design, adding 
creativity to entice people to “fall in love” with the city. The city is a communication device that “introduces 
and explains itself, and talks to you of its history and aspirations for the future.” In practical terms it is often 
the quality of detail elements – craftsmanship, materiality, decoration – that contributes to a memorable 
experience which enhances the beauty, surprise and delight that characterise great urban places’. (VISTA p. 
17)

It is important that the opportunities and qualities unique to each site are used to inform the design process, 
choice of materials and relationship with the street.

Avoid the duplication of units (mirroring) Consider changes in architectural details, use of 
materials, colours and roof lines to provide each unit 
with a point of difference
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Bulk and scale
The scale and proportion of buildings and spaces should consider and recognise the ‘grain’ of the 
neighbourhood.  As the city develops and intensifies, new development will often be of a different scale.  

This aspect is particularly important when single detached dwellings are replaced by new duplex units.  

While infill housing is needed to ensure the city can continue to meet its housing supply needs, it is 
important that the new dwellings do not dominate and overshadow neighbouring properties.

To address this and to ensure a level of interaction with the street, the following should be considered:
•	 In general, the scale, height and massing of a new development should not overpower nearby 

existing buildings.
•	 The form and architecture should reflect the intended use, providing an understanding of the 

building and how it fits into its immediate environment.
•	 Designers need to consider the relationship to existing surroundings, the visual connectivity and 

dialogue with existing forms.
•	 Each unit should be designed to be unique, have its own identity and be visually different from the 

adjoining unit(s).
•	 Ensure facades are legible and articulated by incorporating architectural detailing including changes 

in materials, colours, height and roofing lines.
•	 Elevations should be broken up with changes in height and depth, providing an interesting visual 

form.

This example shows a repetitive design
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Building height
The height of a building is another important element that shapes the character of an area including the 
overall feel of the street.

The use of additional height (second storey) can ensure a site is developed efficiently while still providing a 
high level of onsite amenity.  Building setback and height in relation to boundary controls within the District 
Plan are in place to ensure that adjacent buildings are not overshadowed.  

Designers should consider:
•	 The height of surrounding dwellings and whether or not the design will be suitable for the context.
•	 Additional height (particularly on smaller sections) to ensure adequate outdoor space can be 

provided.
•	 Ensuring new units are adequately separated or stepped back to ensure each has access to sunlight/

daylight.

An example of new duplex units that fit with surrounding context
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Roof design
Roof design is a key aspect and should be carefully considered in multi-unit developments.  In determining 
the shape and form, designers need to consider and respond to the local context, including having an 
understanding of the likely visual impact on adjoining properties and the street in general.  Ultimately, how 
the roof is articulated contributes to the character of the building.

The final form and materials should take the following guidelines and principles into account:
•	 Ensure the design reflects the internal layout of the building and contributes to its architectural 

expression and performance.
•	 Ensure the design responds to the local environment and context.
•	 When relevant, ensure the design helps reduce the visual bulk of the building by breaking down the 

mass to minimise apparent bulk and to relate the structure to the context.
•	 Use a variety of different roofing styles, pitches and materials to help break the monotony often 

seen in suburban areas.
•	 Where appropriate include additional detailing (e.g. on gable ends) to add character.
•	 Consider including other elements (e.g. gable and dormer windows) to provide uniqueness and 

individuality.
•	 Consider lowering the eave line of a second storey roof to ensure the form is more compatible with 

any adjacent single storey dwellings.  
•	 Where possible, the second storey should be set back into the main structure to help reduce the 

overall bulk and mass.

Varied roof designs can help reduce bulk and mass of a development
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Elevations and exterior cladding
In combination with the height of a building, the external design or treatment of the elevations has a 
noticeable impact on adjacent properties and the neighbourhood as a whole.  New units should be designed 
to ensure that they are not visually imposing.

As stated in VISTA (p. 17) “The expression of buildings and spaces should possess timeless qualities of 
proportion, harmony, scale and rhythm appropriate to the context. Quality architecture and design has 
traditionally been defined by basic qualities of proportion and rhythm. Design of both plan and elevations 
should provide a sense of order and unity to a streetscape, considering symmetry, balance, repetition, 
rhythm, grain and scale in the composition. It should also consider various viewpoints and distances, and the 
effect of light and shadow on the modelling of buildings and spaces”.
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The following general guidelines should be considered: 
•	 Designs should use good quality contemporary materials.  Poor, indifferent, kitsch, ready-made and 

retrogressive designs should be discouraged.
•	 In areas where there is a strongly defined character, the cladding chosen should incorporate a similar 

palette of materials to the surrounding dwellings.
•	 Repetitive architectural styles should be softened by secondary design elements such as balconies, 

porches, canopies and variation in materials and colours.
•	 The use of high quality durable materials to minimise ongoing maintenance costs is encouraged.
•	 Design for visual privacy so that residents are not overlooked. Balance privacy with the desire for 

views and surveillance of public open spaces.
•	 Ensure that windows are positioned to enhance lighting and ventilation and use glazing to activate 

the street frontage, offering passive surveillance.
•	 Use upper level balconies and windows to overlook the street and/or areas of open space.
•	 Ensure front doors are sheltered from the wind and rain.
•	 Protect visual privacy by offsetting windows on adjacent facades.
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Use  a variety of quality cladding materials to create interest
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Glossary
Architectural Expression 	 The outward appearance of a building or a group of buildings.

Character 	 	 	 The look and feel of an area.  It is often based on the underlying topography, 	
				    local ecology and notable landscape features and includes man-made features 	
	 	 	 	 such as buildings, street trees and public open spaces.

Context  	 	 	 The setting of the area within which a development will take place. It includes 	
	 	 	 	 the natural form and ecology, the buildings and spaces and the routes that 	
	 	 	 	 cross it.  It includes the people living in the area.

Fronting  	 	 	 Means facing onto or towards a road and normally applies to the principal 		
	 	 	 	 elevation or that part of the unit that is seen by most people driving or walking 	
	 	 	 	 past.

Grain 	 	 	 	 The combined pattern of blocks and streets including building height and 	 	
	 	 	 	 size and how they all work together in an interrelated manner to create and 	
	 	 	 	 enable movement.

Interface 	 	 	 An area between the public street and the private house.

Liveability 	 	 	 The sum of the factors that add up to a community’s quality of life and 	 	
	 	 	 	 includes the built and natural environments, economic prosperity, 	 	 	
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	 	 	 	 social stability and equity, educational opportunity and cultural and recreation 	
	 	 	 	 possibilities.

Materiality 	 	 	 The materials used to construct and finish a building.

Mirroring 	 	 	 The image of a unit (or object, plan, person etc.) as it would appear if viewed 	
	 	 	 	 in a mirror, with right and left reversed.

Public Environment 	 	 An area that is accessible to the general public without control or restriction – 	
	 	 	 	 mainly public spaces, malls, arcades, streets, avenues, parks etc.

Scale 	 	 	 	 The massing and size of a building or a group of buildings and how that relates 	
	 	 	 	 to the prevalent scale of other buildings in the immediate neighbourhood.

Streetscape 	 	 	 Visual elements of a street including the road, adjoining buildings, 	 	 	
	 	 	 	 footpath, trees and open spaces, etc. that combine to form the street's 	 	
	 	 	 	 character.

Typology 	 	 	 A study of the physical or other characteristics of the built environment 	 	
	 	 	 	 where buildings are categorized into distinct types based on similarities in their 	
	 	 	 	 form.  For example, a duplex is a building that has a specific form where one 	
	 	 	 	 unit is attached to another.
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