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BACKYARD DEATH IN AUCKLAND 
Cameron Moore

Introduction

This paper is an extension of Griffith University urban form 
professor Tony Hall’s work on private open space. In his 
book The Life and Death of the Australian Backyard1 ; and 
the journal entries Where have all the Gardens Gone?2  
and Goodbye to the Backyard? – The Minimisation of 
Private Open Space in the Australian Outer-Suburban 
Estate3 , Hall conducts visual spatial analyses of older 
and newer Australian suburbs to quantify the anecdotal 
evidence that the backyard spaces are getting smaller 
and, in some cases, disappearing altogether. A 
comparable analysis confirming that the same trend 
is apparent in Auckland was conducted in this study. 

Most of the New Zealand literature in this area is 
concerned with the houses themselves. Of note are Guy 
Marriage’s papers “Minimum vs Maximum: size and the 
New Zealand Home”4  and “Pavalova Paradise and the 
Curse of the Side Yard.”5  Articles from media outlets 
including The Spinoff6 , The New Zealand Herald7 , The 
Sunday Star Times8 , and Newshub tend to only follow 
the narrative that larger houses on smaller sections are 
‘pushing up house prices.’  A design solution to the 
systematic shrinking of private external domestic space 
presented by Newshub included adding in features 
like “climbing walls and sandpits that can be converted 
into little pop-up tables and chairs.”9  These solutions 
promote efficiency on a micro level. The disappearance 
of the traditional backyard can be understood as a 
result of a system of development that promotes an 
inefficient use of available private land on a macro level.

There are two competing forces at play here – the 
decision makers in planning policy and housing 
development who are motivated to achieve greater 
housing densities, and the homeowners who
are motivated by “distortionary tax environments for 
housing markets”10 to get as much house for their 
dollar as possible. This situation is aggravated by 
a market-led suburban development pattern that 
requires a free-standing house on a single plot of 
land. Between these forces, it’s the contribution that 
a backyard makes to the quality of life that suffers. 

Given the state of the tiny private external spaces that 
dwellings in our newest suburbs offer, this paper asks the 
question, is there a better way to develop these areas? 
Smaller houses, although fashionable internationally, 
are not in demand here. An argument is often made for 
building more apartment style dwellings – far greater 
densities can be achieved this way, but for apartments to 
contribute to a higher quality of life they must be part 
of an overall urban civic lifestyle, and not relegated to 
the outskirts of the city where new suburbs typically are. 
The end of this paper offers another solution, re-framing 
the terraced-house dwelling to meet the needs of the 
market while simultaneously preserving the backyard.
  

Method of Analysis

A comparison of historical and contemporary 
photographs of Auckland’s subdivisions indicates that, 
like Australia, backyards have indeed decreased in size. 
A formalized method was employed that was similar 
to Hall’s method.11 Aerial photographs of five sites in 
Auckland were analysed. These sites have been chosen 
for their similarities – lack of slope in the typography, their 
physical size, and a perception of their functions so far as 
this is observable from aerial photography. Chronology 
also affects this analysis.

Subdivisions

The five sites chosen were 

1. A Point Chevalier subdivision that was settled in    
               the 1920-30s

2. An area of Point England that was settled in the 
              1950s 

3. A Papatoetoe subdivision in the 1970s

4. An East Tamaki subdivision in 2003

5. An area in Flatbush in 2015
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The Auckland Council Geographical Information System was used to visually inspect these developments. 
Measurements in square meters were taken for lot sizes, the dwelling footprint size, the size of the private 
open space (usually the backyard), and the size of the semi-public open space (usually the front yard). 
The distance measured from the front of a dwelling to the front of the dwelling across the street, and the 
distance from the rear of the dwelling to the rear of the dwelling across the backyards was measured in metres.

To avoid as much guesswork as possible relating to possible infilling and cross-leased situations that would cloud the 
original development pattern, aerial photographs from 1940 and from 1959 were used for the Point Chevalier and Point 
England analysis respectively. Aerial photographs from 2012 were used for Papatoetoe and East Tamaki, with judgements 
made to omit data where infilling looked likely. An aerial photograph from 2016 was used to analyse the Flatbush area.

The dwelling footprint was measured by a visual inspection of the roof areas because footprint areas are not readily 
available at this scale of analysis. This established the spatial volume of the backyard as a proportion of the property. 
The implication of this was that the actual house footprints became exaggerated because the eave areas were 
considered part of the footprint. There was no attempt to identify the number of storeys of each of dwelling - the focus 
was on the size of the external private open space, thus only the dwelling’s footprint was sufficient to calculate this.
 
Private open space was usually determined by the area of the lot that was separated from the street by the house (ie, 
the backyard). In the case of a corner section, a fence or other type of visual barrier indicating the boundary of the 
private open space was used to determine the private open space.
 
This methodology was consistent for the analysis of all five subdivisions, and consistent with Tony Hall’s  Australian work. 

The Results of the Analysis

The results are striking. Usable private open space has gone from an average of 335 square metres before the 1980s 
to around 93 square metres after 2000. See Table 1 and Figure 1.

Dimensions of Selected Auckland Examples

Pt Chevalier Pt England Papatoetoe East Tamaki Flatbush

date of subdivision 1930s 1950s 1970s 2000s 2015

distance from city centre (km) 5.9 9.2 15.7 16.3 19.6

net density 14.7 14.8 12.4 23.6 23.8

front to front distance (m) 34.5 41 33.8 23.7 23.6

average lot area (m2) 682.4 676.0 803.8 424.5 420.2

net average dwelling footprint 117.2 110.9 191.0 180.8 205.7

average lot coverage 17% 16% 24% 43% 49%

average back yard (m2) 319.3 342.7 343.1 99.1 86.5

average front yard (to curb) (m2) 108.3 143.4 215.0 94.5 83.6

back to back distance (m) 46.6 43.7 31.2 9.8 8.9

Table 1:Results of Analysis
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And a more diagrammatical representation as follows:

Figure 1: Diagram of the data showing the lot sizes, dwelling sizes and building 
restrictions in each development. 

This analysis mirrors Hall’s Australian analysis – in a 
selection of older Australian suburbs (pre-1960s) the 
average private outdoor space of around 300 square 
metres compared to 86 square metres for newer 
suburbs; with the average lot size decreasing from 785 
to 450 square metres; the average dwelling footprint 
increasing from 180 to 190 square metres, and the net 
density increasing from 11 to 18 dph. The net coverage 
in Australia went from 24% to 43% over roughly the same 
time period.

The Role of Local Planning Regulations
 
Until 2015, the planning regulations in all suburban zones 
in Auckland encourage a similar development pattern 
– that of a single household unit on an individual plot 
of land. The main tools that affect the design of private 
external space in these zones are as follows:12,13  

1. A minimum area per person or household unit:  
              1 person per 8sqm or 1 household per 400m².

2. A maximum percentage that a building can 
              cover the area of the site (average dwelling 
              footprint): 35-40% building coverage.

3. Minimum front, rear and side yards: typically1m 
              side and rear with 2.5m to 3m front yard.

4. A recession plane on the site boundary: 
              between 2m and 3m vertically with an angle of 
              between 35° and 55°.

5. A minimum private open space requirement for 
              both area and shape: between 80m2 and 
              100m2 with a minimum width of 4m (Flatbush 
              Residential 1 has a requirement of 24m2 with a 
              minimum width of 3m).
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Taken together, these rules limit the shape, position 
and orientation of what can be built in the area, to do 
otherwise is to seek an exception. This can be a timely 
and costly exercise. In regards to the provision of private 
open space, the Auckland Isthmus plan commented:

Provision of private open space produces a range of 
positive effects in the urban environment. It provides 
space for children to play, space for a garden, personal 
and household privacy, space to entertain, and an 
area for clothes drying, storage and rubbish bins. . . 
Furthermore, it is considered that these areas need 
to be well planned to serve any useful function.14

      
In 2016 all six district plans in greater Auckland 
were merged into one overriding plan, the Unitary 
Plan. These five tools remain more or less the same 
with one exception. Under the new unitary plan,

1. A minimum area per person or household unit: 
               a second dwelling can be added to the site 
               providing approx. 5m², 1.8m deep outside area 
               can be added per extra person. 
 

2. A minimum private open space requirement 
               for both area and shape: 20m² with a minimum 
               width of 4m. This has been bolstered by a new 
               requirement of an “Outlook Space” 24m² in 
               area.15

These provisions have been implemented to encourage 
infill housing, thus greater density, in older areas, but are 
obviously impotent at providing more density in newly 
developed areas. These new rules make the minimum 
requirement for a secure outdoor space 6m x 4m (24m²). 

To see how seemingly small adjustments in planning 
regulations shape our physical environment, a comparison 
between the East Tamaki and Flat Bush data is instructive. 
The East Tamaki subdivision has a maximum building 
coverage of 35% with a minimum private outdoor area of 
80 square metres, compared to Flat Bush’s 40% coverage 
and minimum area of 24 square metres (see Figure 2).  

Figure 2:   Diagram showing the impact planning regulations have on the built environment. East Tamaki had 
a maximum 35% building coverage with a minimum 80 square metre outdoor space, and Flatbush had a 
maximum building coverage of 40%, and a minimum outdoor requirement of 24 square metres.
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Why Does This Even Matter? – the Role of 
Usable Private Open Space in Suburbia

As Hall states, 16  private open space can be thought of in 
two ways, the first being its contribution to the quality of 
life for inhabitants of the property, the second being its 
contribution to the well being of the immediate community. 

Advantages to the Inhabitants of the Property

There are major benefits of having usable private open 
space for the inhabitants of individual households. 
Inside the house, a backyard offers the potential of 
a pleasant outlook, and greater potential for natural 
ventilation and sunlight to enter the living areas. 

Outside the dwelling, a larger backyard allows for 
vegetable gardens, the potential for holding external 
water tanks, backyard composting units, and bee-
keeping become options that enrich family life and basic 
education. There is greater potential for creative outlets 
satisfied by amateur landscaping and tending to trees 
and flowers. In another vein, there is more potential 
to air-dry laundry without the need for electricity. 

Young children can play outside semi-supervised in a 
private secure environment in a way that isn’t possible 
in a public space. There is more potential for sandpits, 
playhouses and trampolines. A secure outdoor 
environment can also encourage the children’s caregivers 
to meet so the children can play together, thus learning 

socialisation at an earlier age. Older children can play a 
game of backyard cricket, kick a soccer ball in a convenient 
and safe place, or play in private swimming pool.
 
A larger backyard also has greater social value with 
the potential to host barbeques and outdoor dining 
evenings where members of the community can 
meet, exchange news or ideas and share a joke. 

Advantages to the Community

Aside from the greater potential for social gatherings, and 
easier, more effective child rearing, backyards offer further 
advantages to the greater community. The density and 
variety of the planting of adjoining suburban backyards 
when taken in aggregate is not like anything found 
elsewhere17 . This in turn encourages insect and birdlife.18  

There is more space for bigger trees in larger backyards. 
Bigger trees with enough space, light, and air to grow 
to their full height offer better neighbourhood aesthetics, 
help control storm-water runoff and offer another 
place for the (older) neighbourhood children to play. 

This is certainly not to suggest that everyone in Auckland 
ought to live in standalone houses with large backyards as 
articulated in the traditional Auckland suburb, but rather if 
one chooses to live in a suburb, an important part of that 
decision is the ability to have access to the private open 
spaces that makes suburban life desirable.

Figure 3: Auckland Council GIS. Peak suburban development achieved. The future of new Auckland suburbs - A area of Flatbush 
2016

Hope on the Horizon?
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Flat Bush represents the peak of the current Auckland suburban development pattern. That is, a house that is as 
large as possible on a section that is as small as allowable. Hall proposes that a maximum building coverage of 35% 
might help solve the problem but concedes that this would best work on single level developments encouraging 
them to become two-level. He also advocates a minimum rear setback distance of around 8m “that would give 
an 80 square metre back-yard to a 10m wide plot and wider plots approximately 100 square metres or more.”19  
These sort of planning proposals would work, but don’t necessarily contribute to a more efficient use of space.

In order to offer a more efficient solution, the dimensions of the dwellings and their associated open spaces for non-
corner sites have been added to the Flatbush analysis:

Figure 4: Diagram of Flatbush with lot and dwelling dimensions considered.

Non-corner lots in Flatbush consist of a dwelling with a 196 square metre footprint on a 396 square metre site. The 
average site measures 13.6m across and 29.1m deep with an average backyard depth of 6.3m and a front yard depth 
of 2.3m. Side yards are approximately 1m wide. 

Somewhat non-intuitively, it seems the enforcement of two design imperatives in the Unitary Plan are responsible for 
this inefficient pattern: the side yard requirement and the side recession planes. The diagram below (figure 5) illustrates 
an alternative development pattern if these two requirements were abolished, with the lot dimensions and dwelling 
footprint sizes remaining the same.
See figure 5 over the page.
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Figure 5: Diagram showing the potential spatial arrangement when prioritising backyard space over side yards and height-to-
boundary restrictions.

Instead of a dwelling with a public aspect, a private aspect, 
and two compromised aspects, there would be dwellings 
with one public aspect and one deep private aspect. The 
depth of the building is determined by the light and air 
quality of the internal spaces provided by the aspects. The 
size of the footprint is thus determined by the width of the 
lot. The depth of the lot determines the backyard. The 
overall size of the lot is determined by planning regulations. 

This is not a new idea; Guy Marriage advocates for 
attached housing (with courtyards) in Wellington20 and 
Hall refers to Bishop’s Mead, Chelmsford, UK, as “best 
practice.”21 What itamounts to is a form of terraced housing 
that privileges backyard space instead of lower cost or 
increased density. What is lost in access around the house 
is gained in a far larger and more usable backyard. Privacy 
issues are also not explicitly considered in the formulation 
of the design solution, but 24m between the backs of 
the dwellings in the proposal is twice as far as the current 
12.5m. Like other terraced housing, ancillary benefits 
include greater thermal gain and less costly construction. 

As this proposal only advocates that the side yard 
requirement and the side recession planes be abolished, 
it’s possible to see change happening incrementally, 
without the need to consider a fundamentally different 
type of suburbia. Indeed, it’s reasonable to imagine the 
first inhabitants of the Point Chevalier development 
believing that Flatbush in 2016 constitutes a fundamental 
change in Auckland’s suburbs anyway. Nor is 
this proposal calling for a requirement to build 
dwellings to the width of their lots. What is 
advocated is that the quality of natural light and 
air to the internal spaces of a dwelling depend on 
the design of dwelling itself, and do not depend 
on neighbouring buildings shaped to conform to 
regulations written to protect its light and air quality.

Conclusion

Flatbush represents the apex of suburban development in 
Auckland, the houses sized to market demand on lots as 
small as planners allow. Every house has four walls and roof 
and on its own piece for land – the Kiwi dream. Provided 
at a net 24 dwellings per hectare. This development is 
permanent – there is no opportunity to correct it after 
the fact. What is lost is the opportunity that a backyard 
offers: potential food production, gardening, a secure 
play area for young children, or a place for neighbours 
to gather. These functions don’t necessarily have an 
obvious price tag, but this doesn’t make them worthless.

This study provides the basis for an architectural 
problem that allows for decent backyard spaces without 
compromising existing lot sizes, dwelling sizes or 
functionality, or housing density, by abolishing the side yard 
and the recession plane requirements in the Unitary Plan.

Just how this architectural solution can be investigated 
(attached housing with 13.6m frontage per dwelling) 
could be the subject of further research in the area. 
A fundamental question about whether having these 
much larger houses contributes to a higher quality of life 
at all is a question far outside the scope of this paper.
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