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“Christchurch is a beautiful planned city with access to 
the river and the surrounding parks. Now it is time to 
understand the true value of the city’s great potential as 
an attractive living city for the 21st Century, and develop 
beautiful public spaces that will increase the number of 
people living in, using and caring for the city.”

Jan Gehl
Urban Designer
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In 2009 Danish urban designer Jan Gehl of Gehl Architects undertook a Public Space Public Life Study  
of Central Christchurch.

The study focused on the area bounded by Kilmore Street, St Asaph Street, Rolleston Avenue and Madras Street.

It considered how people used Christchurch’s Central City spaces and streets, assessed the quality of the spaces  
in the Central City, where people walked and how public spaces could better sustain public life and create a better 
sense of community.

Similar studies have been undertaken in a number of the world’s greatest cities – Dublin, Copenhagen, London,  
New York, Prague and Sydney. 

Public Space Public Life Study 
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Public space in the 21st Century

World-wide there has been a loss of valuable public space, the result of increased vehicle numbers, suburban sprawl 
and increased commuting.

Many public spaces have lost their original function, such as market places and places to meet. Increased space for 
cars has squeezed out “soft” social activities and public life has diminished along with it.

Cities which want lively, vibrant public spaces need to provide the space and put the needs of people first. 
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Gehl Architects used pedestrian 
counts and stationary activity surveys 
to quantify where people walked and 
what they did in the Central City. 

They also looked at the quality and 
condition of outdoor seating, paving 
materials and other qualitative data 
affecting how people experience  
public spaces. 

These are the same techniques 
which Jan Gehl has used to study 
other international cities, allowing 
Christchurch to compare its 
performance on a global scale.

Walking in Central City
• Walking patterns show the highest 

concentration of pedestrians in  
the retail core – City Mall and 
Colombo Street.

• Colombo Street between Hereford 
Street and Lichfield Street had the 
highest foot counts of the areas 
surveyed. Worcester Boulevard 
between Cathedral Square and the 
Avon was also busy, but carried 
only half as many pedestrians as 
Colombo Street.

• Pedestrians numbers dropped 
dramatically when shops and 
offices closed down; large sections 
of the city centre became more or 
less deserted.

• Similar patterns of pedestrian 
traffic occur in the weekend.
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peDestrian traffic - On a WeeKDaY

LIMITED NUMBER OF PEDESTRIANS 
The general walking pattern shows that the highest 
concentrations of pedestrians are found in the retail core; 
City Mall and Colombo Street. Most of the pedestrian 
traffic is located in shopping streets and there is a limited 
spread over the rest of the city centre. The busiest areas 
in the city centre are City Mall and Colombo Street 
between Hereford Street and Cashel Street.

COLOMBO IS THE BUSIEST STREET
Colombo Street between Hereford Street and Lichfield 
Street is the busiest of the counted streets. Worcester 
Street between Cathedral Square and the river is also 
busy, but only carries half as many pedestrians as 
Colombo Street.

LOW LEVEL OF EVENING TRAFFIC
Pedestrian numbers drop dramatically when shops and 
offices close down and the majority of all visitors leave 
the city centre. Large sections of the city centre become 
more or less deserted. Only Sol Square and Colombo 
Street experience a fair number of pedestrians. Overall 
evening traffic is 25% of daytime traffic. In comparison 
Copenhagen evening traffic is 50% of daytime traffic.

SUMMARy wEEkDAy: MOST PEDESTRIANS IN ShOPPING 
AREAS AND ON COLOMbO STREET
Christchurch becomes inactive after 6 pm when the shops and offices 
close. The counts display a remarkably quiet city at night time on a 
normal weekday.
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walking in the city centre
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PEDESTRIAN TRAffIC

A SUMMER wEEkDAy 8AM - 6PM 2008

EvENING PEDESTRIAN TRAffIC 
A SUMMER wEEkDAy 6PM - 12PM 2008
Data collected on following dates: 6th, 11th, 12th of November.
Weather: Fine and sunny with clouds. 17-20 degrees.

Data collected on following dates: 6th, 11th, 12th of November.
Weather: Fine and sunny with clouds. 19-22 degrees.
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Pedestrian traffic - on a summer weekday 8am to 6pm
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Stationary activity
The survey of stationary activities 
showed that sitting and standing  
were the most popular activities.  
Only Cathedral Square was found  
to have a reasonable amount of 
cultural and small scale commercial 
activities happening in the space.  
Few children were reported playing  
in the public spaces.

Other factors that influence the 
generally low number of people  
in the public spaces:
• Low pedestrian movement counts
• Quality of the public space
• Poor connectivity
• Low range of activities to partake in
• Low existing user population 

doesn’t encourage more users; 
people are attracted to more 
people.

Absent user groups
The survey found a City primarily 
inhabited by young and middle-age 
people. Children and elderly are  
poorly represented.

This could be attributed to a lack  
of interesting destinations for these 
age  groups, along with a lack of 
a coherent and easily accessible 
pedestrian network.
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in the Period Between 12Pm and 4Pm there was 
an average oF 876 PeoPle taking Part in the 
Following activities:

PeoPle sitting on PUBlic Benches:   24%
PeoPle sitting at oUtdoor caFes:   34%
PeoPle standing:     14%
children Playing:   0,2%
Physically active:   0,5%
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statiOnarY actiVitY

SPENDING TIME IN THE CITY
A vibrant city does not necessarily have the same 
amount of public life everywhere. Less populated spaces 
are also important for getting some peace. The survey 
of stationary activities illustrates how the public spaces 
are used. Surveying what people do in the spaces is 
important since the number of people in the space alone 
does not tell much about the public spaces. Surveying 
what people are doing indicates in which public spaces 
people choose to spend their time.
Comparing a public space where many people sit on 
benches and socialize with another public space where 
many people are waiting for the bus, but not sitting on 
benches shows that the first public space is a space 
people like to be in - and choose to spend time in.
The recordings of staying activities show a concentration 
of activities in the central areas where also the highest 
number of pedestrians where counted. 
The most popular public space is Cathedral Square. 
The medium used spaces consist of the Avon River, Art 
Centre and City Mall. The rest of the surveyed spaces in 
the city centre are not frequently used.

STATIONARY ACTIVITIES
The activities are mostly sitting on benches (resting, 
socializing), sitting in cafés (resting, socializing) and 
standing (looking at goods on the street, speaking to 
friends and relatives). These are the major activities and 
it is only in Cathedral Square that cultural and small scale 
commercial activities are found.
Children playing are seldom found in Christchurch. The 
only places where children have been recorded in the 
study area  are Avon River A and B and Victoria Square. 
The public spaces are generally surrounded by traffic and 
parents do not let their children loose to play. A future 
development of the public spaces could improve the 
conditions for children.

INVITATIONS TO STAY IN THE CITY CENTRE
The generally low number of people in the public spaces 
is not only influenced by the quality of the spaces. 
There are a number of other factors that influence the 
use of the public spaces. In parts of the city centre the 
numbers of pedestrians are fairly low, and that reduces 
the potential user groups. The public spaces might be 
poorly connected with other activities in the city centre 
or have few activities. If too few people use the space, 
this will not attract more people.
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Sitt ing on folding chairs

Lying down

Cultural  act iv it ies

Physical  act iv it ies

Wait ing for transport
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FACILITIES FOR CHILDREN IN THE CITY CENTRE
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AGE DISTRIBUTION IN THE CITY CENTRE

Recordings made on a summer weekday at Cathedral  Square, Worcester 
Boulevard, City Mal l  and New Regent Street.

STATIONARY ACTIVITIES

The i l lustrat ion shows the average number of stationary act iv it ies found 
between 12pm and 4pm on the surveyed locations on a summer weekday. 
If  an aerial  photo of the selected space was taken at any t ime between 
12pm and 4pm this is the number of people l ikely to be found in the photo. 
Data was col lected on the 13th of November. 
The weather was f ine and sunny, 19-21 degrees with no clouds.

STATIONARY ACTIVITY USE PATTERN DURING A SUMMER WEEKDAY

(Accumulation of 6 recordings carr ied out between 10am and 8pm.)
     Where stationary act iv ity was recorded

THE CALENDAR SHOWS A REPRESENTATIVE SELECTION OF THE RECURRING 
EVENTS HELD IN THE CITY CENTRE 2008

A lot happens in Christchurch. Especial ly in the summer there are many 
activ it ies in the city centre with festivals,  market days and music performances 
- but there is room and need for more activ it ies.
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The medium used spaces consist of the Avon River, Art 
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socializing), sitting in cafés (resting, socializing) and 
standing (looking at goods on the street, speaking to 
friends and relatives). These are the major activities and 
it is only in Cathedral Square that cultural and small scale 
commercial activities are found.
Children playing are seldom found in Christchurch. The 
only places where children have been recorded in the 
study area  are Avon River A and B and Victoria Square. 
The public spaces are generally surrounded by traffic and 
parents do not let their children loose to play. A future 
development of the public spaces could improve the 
conditions for children.

INVITATIONS TO STAY IN THE CITY CENTRE
The generally low number of people in the public spaces 
is not only influenced by the quality of the spaces. 
There are a number of other factors that influence the 
use of the public spaces. In parts of the city centre the 
numbers of pedestrians are fairly low, and that reduces 
the potential user groups. The public spaces might be 
poorly connected with other activities in the city centre 
or have few activities. If too few people use the space, 
this will not attract more people.
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between 12pm and 4pm on the surveyed locations on a summer weekday. 
If  an aerial  photo of the selected space was taken at any t ime between 
12pm and 4pm this is the number of people l ikely to be found in the photo. 
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THE CALENDAR SHOWS A REPRESENTATIVE SELECTION OF THE RECURRING 
EVENTS HELD IN THE CITY CENTRE 2008

A lot happens in Christchurch. Especial ly in the summer there are many 
activ it ies in the city centre with festivals,  market days and music performances 
- but there is room and need for more activ it ies.
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LOW DIVERSITY IN AGE AND GENDER
Age and gender surveys were performed in the summer 
of 2008 on a selection of streets to determine how the 
public realm is used by males and females and different 
age groups. The selected streets and places were 
Cathedral Square, Worcester Boulevard, City Mall and 
New Regent Street.  The age and gender survey shows 
that children and the elderly are under represented in 
the streets. The reason could be the lack of interesting 
destinations and/or the lack of a coherent pedestrian 
network. The pedestrian network needs to include 
attractive and safe footpaths, pedestrian streets and a 
variety of public spaces for rest and play that are inviting 
for everybody.

11AM - MIDMORNING
The biggest number of people was registered on 
Cathedral Square at 11am and there was a clear majority 
of middle aged people (30-64 years). They represent 
50% of all people registered on Cathedral Square.  In 
addition to that 57.5% of the registered were women 
and 42.5% were men.  In the city centre children (0-14 
years) make up only 4% and the elderly (65<) 13%.

9PM - EVENING 
The greatest amount of people were still registered on 
cathedral square at 9pm.  The most dominatet group on 
Cathedral Square was the young people (15-30 years). 
They make up 30% of all people registered on Cathedral 
Square. But the gender distribution changed so women 
where represented with 40% against men with 60%. 
In the city centre children (0-14 years) have totally 
disappeared from all streets and the elderly (65<) only 
make up only 4.5%.   

Cathedral Square

New Regent Street

Worcester Boulevard

City Mall

staying in the city centre

ThE AvERAGE REPRESENTATION Of AGE GROUPS RECORDED ON A SUMMER wEEkDAy IN CAThEDRAL SqUARE, wORCESTER 
bOULEvARD, CITy MALL AND NEw REGENT STREET.
The survey illustrates a city centre primarily inhabited by young and middle aged people. Children and the elderly are poorly represented in the city 
centre.
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AGE DISTRIBUTION IN THE CITY CENTRE

Recordings made on a summer weekday at Cathedral  Square, Worcester 
Boulevard, City Mal l  and New Regent Street.

STATIONARY ACTIVITIES

The i l lustrat ion shows the average number of stationary act iv it ies found 
between 12pm and 4pm on the surveyed locations on a summer weekday. 
If  an aerial  photo of the selected space was taken at any t ime between 
12pm and 4pm this is the number of people l ikely to be found in the photo. 
Data was col lected on the 13th of November. 
The weather was f ine and sunny, 19-21 degrees with no clouds.

STATIONARY ACTIVITY USE PATTERN DURING A SUMMER WEEKDAY

(Accumulation of 6 recordings carr ied out between 10am and 8pm.)
     Where stationary act iv ity was recorded

THE CALENDAR SHOWS A REPRESENTATIVE SELECTION OF THE RECURRING 
EVENTS HELD IN THE CITY CENTRE 2008

A lot happens in Christchurch. Especial ly in the summer there are many 
activ it ies in the city centre with festivals,  market days and music performances 
- but there is room and need for more activ it ies.

whO IS USING ThE CITy CENTRE Of ChRISTChURCh?
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A vibrant city does not necessarily have the same 
amount of public life everywhere. Less populated spaces 
are also important for getting some peace. The survey 
of stationary activities illustrates how the public spaces 
are used. Surveying what people do in the spaces is 
important since the number of people in the space alone 
does not tell much about the public spaces. Surveying 
what people are doing indicates in which public spaces 
people choose to spend their time.
Comparing a public space where many people sit on 
benches and socialize with another public space where 
many people are waiting for the bus, but not sitting on 
benches shows that the first public space is a space 
people like to be in - and choose to spend time in.
The recordings of staying activities show a concentration 
of activities in the central areas where also the highest 
number of pedestrians where counted. 
The most popular public space is Cathedral Square. 
The medium used spaces consist of the Avon River, Art 
Centre and City Mall. The rest of the surveyed spaces in 
the city centre are not frequently used.

STATIONARY ACTIVITIES
The activities are mostly sitting on benches (resting, 
socializing), sitting in cafés (resting, socializing) and 
standing (looking at goods on the street, speaking to 
friends and relatives). These are the major activities and 
it is only in Cathedral Square that cultural and small scale 
commercial activities are found.
Children playing are seldom found in Christchurch. The 
only places where children have been recorded in the 
study area  are Avon River A and B and Victoria Square. 
The public spaces are generally surrounded by traffic and 
parents do not let their children loose to play. A future 
development of the public spaces could improve the 
conditions for children.

INVITATIONS TO STAY IN THE CITY CENTRE
The generally low number of people in the public spaces 
is not only influenced by the quality of the spaces. 
There are a number of other factors that influence the 
use of the public spaces. In parts of the city centre the 
numbers of pedestrians are fairly low, and that reduces 
the potential user groups. The public spaces might be 
poorly connected with other activities in the city centre 
or have few activities. If too few people use the space, 
this will not attract more people.
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between 12pm and 4pm on the surveyed locations on a summer weekday. 
If  an aerial  photo of the selected space was taken at any t ime between 
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THE CALENDAR SHOWS A REPRESENTATIVE SELECTION OF THE RECURRING 
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A lot happens in Christchurch. Especial ly in the summer there are many 
activ it ies in the city centre with festivals,  market days and music performances 
- but there is room and need for more activ it ies.
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locations on a summer weekday.

Percentage of people in public spaces by age.



Christchurch 2009 - Public Space Public Life - A Summary8

Traffic volumes in Central City
‘Visiting Christchurch today it is  
evident that there is a gridlock to  
be solved regarding priorities in the 
street user hierarchy.”

Traffic is especially heavy on the  
north–south one-way streets and 
Cambridge Terrace. These streets act  
as barriers for pedestrians, with up to 
20 per cent of the traffic estimated to 
be through traffic. 

The Central City suffers from heavy 
through traffic, resulting in a decline in 
the quality of public spaces.  

Hard times for cyclists in Christchurch
“Cycling is all about opportunities. 
Cycling is an attractive alternative 
transport mode – cheap and an 
excellent way of exercising. In cities 
world wide, cyclists increase in 
numbers where conditions for cycling 
are safe and attractive.”

Unfortunately, the cycle network in the 
Central City is incomplete, making it 
unsafe to bike, since a cyclist may be 
riding in a cycle lane for a couple of 
blocks and then find they are riding in-
between moving cars again. 

The painted line denoting a cycle lane 
provides questionable security for 
cyclists. Cycle lanes separated from 
moving traffic with a kerb provide  
more security.

CYCLING AS A DESIRABLE TRANSPORT MODE
Cycling is like walking - it is all about opportunities. Cycling 
is an attractive alternative transport mode – cheap and an 
excellent way of exercising. In cities worldwide cyclists 
are increasing in numbers counting both children and 
the elderly, where conditions for cycling are safe and 
attractive. In a number of cities cycling becomes a favorite 
transportation mode offering the same free choice as 
motor vehicles, just less congestion and parking problems. 

HARD TIMES FOR CYCLISTS IN CHRISTCHURCH
Does Christchurch city centre invite people to use bicycles 
as daily transportation? Does the city centre invite all age 
groups to ride bicycles? Christchurch has excellent natural 
conditions for developing a strong cycle culture since the 
climate and the flat topography are perfect for cyclists. 

A HALF HEARTED GESTURE 
Unfortunatly the bicycle network is incomplete, making 
it unsafe to bike, since a person may ride on a bike lane 
for a couple of blocks but then find themselves riding in 
between moving cars again. 
Christchurch lacks facilities in terms of proper cycle lanes, 
a linked network, dedicated cycle lights, markings on roads 
where cyclists are crossing or any of the other means that 
other cities use to look after their cyclists. 
The bicycle network ought to be better at inviting more 
people to ride their bikes - The type of cycle lanes and 
the way they are set out, ought to be reconsidered. The 
present cycle lanes are a good start, but it would be good 
to aim for even higher standards - creating a safer cycling 
environment.
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Worcester Boulevard

cYclinG in the citY centre

copenhagen has doubled the 
number of cyclists in the last 10 
years by improving the bicycle 
network. 36% of copenhageners 
now commute to work on 
bicycles and the city council 
aims at reaching 50% by the year 
2015 by continuing to upgrade 
the network.

getting to and from the city centre

SUMMARy: LACk Of CyCLE NETwORk
Today there is no cycle network only bits and pieces of cycle lanes in 
the city centre which do not constitute a system. Christchurch has a 
Cycling Strategy from 2004, but a well functioning cycling structure 
has not been established.

Victoria St

EXISTING CYCLE LANES IN THE CITY CENTRE

 cycle lanes

 cycle paths
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TRAFFIC DOMINATED CITY
Over the years unlimited vehicular traffic has been 
allowed into the city which has caused deterioration 
of the streetscape and problems for the pedestrian 
landscape. All planning has gradually been focused 
at increasing capacity for motor vehicles in order to 
make traffic run smoothly through the city streets. No 
obstructions to traffic, please !!
Through the years growing numbers of motor vehicles 
have been passing through the city centre, some with 
an errand in the city, others on their way to other 
destinations. The result has been a traffic dominated city 
where every last breathing space has been used for just 
an extra lane of traffic. Visiting Christchurch today it is 
evident that there is a gridlock to be solved regarding 
priorities. Today most streets are treated in similar terms 
regarding road layout, traffic management and design. 

HEAVY THROUGH TRAFFIC
Traffic is heavy especially on the north south one-way 
streets; Cambridge Terrace, Montreal and Madras 
Streets. The streets act as barriers for pedestrians. 16-
20% of this traffic is estimated to be through traffic. 
Cars are being driven through the city centre because 
the streets through the city centre are too inviting for 
vehicles and are seen to be short-cuts to avoid major 
metropolitan roads.
Conflicts between vehicles and pedestrians is one of the 
major problems in cities today. In many cities traffic has 
steadily increased. As a result there are frequent conflicts 
between pedestrians and motor traffic. It is important to 
look at the traffic in city centres with a critical eye and 
especially pay attention to unnecessary through traffic 
which conflicts with the creation of a lively and people 
friendly city environment.

 

traffic VOluMes in the citY centre 

SUMMARy: STREETS SEvERELy AffECTED by hEAvy TRAffIC
Christchurch suffers from heavy through traffic and high volumes which is 
putting pressure on the city centre and decreasing the quality of the public 
spaces. In order to develop a good city for people and to improve the overall 
city quality the number of private motor vehicles driving through the centre 
needs to be decreased. Other modes of transport need to be developed in 
order to offer people an alternative to the car.

Note: 
The illustration above is based on the information available from 
Christchurch City Council (figures from 2008)

MAJOR ARTERIAL 24 HOUR TRAFFIC VOLUME

 0-5.000 vehic les per day

 5.000-10.000 vehic les per day

 10.000-15.000 vehic les per day

 15.000-20.000 vehic les per day
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wAITING fOR ThE bUS

Almost all bus stops lack seating. Seating could make waiting more 
pleasant.

public transpOrt in the citY centre

PUBLIC TRANSPORT SYSTEM 
A well organized public transport system can give people 
the ability to move around in the city without a car and 
provide seniors and children with a real alternative.

There are a number of positive features about the public 
transport system in Christchurch. The system consists of 
buses. It is generally  positive that public transport has 
been improved during recent years. The free bus service 
– the Shuttle – is especially good since it offers – free of 
charge – an easy and dependable way of getting around 
the city centre. In future this system could be expanded to 
reach other important links such as park and ride facilities 
further away from the city centre.

BUS STOPS
Waiting for the bus is an experience that could be 
improved. The lack of seating at bus stops on the streets 
is a problem. More shelters at bus stops along the busiest 
routes would also be positive. 

Bus routes

The Shuttle (free)

Historic tramway

Bus stops

PUBLIC TRANSPORT IN THE CITY CENTRE

 Bus routes

 The shutt le bus (free)

 Historic tramway

 Historic tramway extension

getting to and from the city centre

mode share of  odense* 2008
vehicular traffic:  19%
public transport:  29%
cycling:  31%
walking + other:    22%

mode share of   christchurch 2006
vehicular traffic:  82%
public transport:  5%
cycling:  6%
walking:   5%
other:    2%

*odense, 5th largest city in denmark. 
inner city area 1-2 km, 2.870.000  m2
approx. 4.900 residents in the city centre (2005)  
56 residents per hectare

(187.000 residents in the metropolitan area)

inner city area 1-2 km, 1.740.000  m2
approx. 2.000 residents in the study area (2008)
12 residents per hectare

(382.000 residents in the metropolitan area)

copenhagen

Christchurch

odense

odense

Århus

19%

26%

36%

19%

rotterdam
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Public transport
“A well organised public transport 
system can give people the ability to 
move around in the city without a car 
and provide seniors and children with  
a real alternative.”

There are a number of positive features 
about the public transport system in 
Christchurch. The free bus service, 
the Shuttle, is especially good since it 
offers an easy and dependable way of 
getting around the Central City.

With the current bus routes, too many 
buses run directly through the City 
Centre and several streets are suffering 
from high bus impact. The high impact 
of buses and the lack of pedestrian 
crossings in Cathedral Square create 
an unpleasant environment for 
pedestrians and cyclists.
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Jan Gehl Architects 
identified seven strengths in 
Christchurch’s Central City

1. Preserving heritage
Christchurch has preserved a large 
number of heritage buildings and 
these contribute to the character of 
the city, although some buildings 
have been converted as part of 
major developments and now form 
awkward juxtapositions between  
old and new.

i n t r O D u c t i O n
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ACHIEVEMENTS
A large number of heritage buildings in Christchurch have 
been preserved.

BENEFITS
Heritage buildings add character to streetscapes and 
encompass the history and culture of the city. Their relation 
ship to the streets (number of openings and scale), improve 
sthe quality of the streetscape as public space.

CHALLENGES
Some heritage buildings appear to have been converted as 
part of major developments. Some of these buildings now
form awkward juxtapositions between the new and the 
old as well as the low rise and the high rise. Christchurch 
does not have sufficient policies to take the historical value 
of the heritage buildings into consideration. Developing 
preservation-policies will be an important challenge for the 
future.

ACHIEVEMENTS
Christchurch has succeeded in redeveloping some of 
the city´s lanes. Christchurch City has developed a Lanes 
Design Guide that aims to enhance Central City lanes by 
setting out objectives, principles, and targets to facilitate 
their redevelopment. The plan also describes a process 
by which lanes will be identified and evaluated and design 
guidelines for lane redevelopment projects.

BENEFITS
The Central City lanes have fantastic potential for 
strengthening the public realm and increasing pedestrian 
opportunities. Their small-scale intimate spaces provide 
an alternative to the streets and large open spaces of the 
grid structure. Physical improvement of the city’s lanes  
will provide comfort, engagement and entertainment for 
pedestrians, inviting a range of popular uses. They also 
create opportunities for innovation, surprise and unique 
approaches to both permanent and temporary design.

CHALLENGES
Christchurch has not yet fully realised the city centre´s 
potential of a developed lanes network.

ACHIEVEMENTS
Chistchurch City has developed a Draft Central City 
Streetscape Plan 2008. The plan provides guidelines 
for appropriate design, development and management 
of streetscapes in the Central City. It offers a design 
mechanism that promotes positive design outcomes to 
fulfill the many functions of the contemporary
urban streets, turning traffic corridors into city streets.

BENEFITS
A beautiful street environment of high quality, durable 
materials will stimulate the use and care of urban spaces. 
Simple street layouts and increased pedestrian priority 
will be a very important feature in the transformation of 
Christchurch into an attractive city for all.

CHALLENGES
Expanding the program to widen footpaths in selected 
streets and developing a public space plan for renewal of 
public squares. Broadering the scope to include funds for 
integrated public art.

preserVinG heritaGe lanes - the citY’s treasure intrODucinG DesiGn cODes
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2. Lanes: the city’s treasure 
Christchurch has succeeded in 
developing some of the city’s 
lanes which have the potential to 
strengthen the public realm and 
increase pedestrian opportunities.

14      gehl architects • christchUrch PUBlic sPace & PUBlic liFe    
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city centre Potential

POTENTIAL
The grid makes a rational, flexible and efficient urban 
structure, that is easy to move around. Unfortunately  
most of the streets in the city centre are very much alike 
and a clear street hierarchy is lacking. 
The flat and wide streets provide the perfect setting for 
a culture of more walking and biking in the city centre.

EXPLORING THE POTENTIAL
The flexibility and robustness of the grid has an under 
utilised potential for a system of differentiated street 
layouts. A street hierarchy based on clear street identities 
is an attractive possibility. 
The street width has potential to accommodate more 
uses than driving, parking and walking for example 
providing cycle lanes as well as seating and diverse 
landscaping.

a citY fOr WalKinG anD cYclinG

i n t r O D u c t i O n
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preserVinG heritaGe lanes - the citY’s treasure intrODucinG DesiGn cODes

3. Introducing design codes
Christchurch has developed  
a Draft Central City Streetscape  
Plan (2008), providing guidelines 
for appropriate design, development 
and management of the Central  
City streetscapes. 

The challenge is to expand the 
programme to widen footpaths  
in selected streets and develop  
a public space plan for renewal  
of public spaces. This should include 
plans for integrated public art.

4. A city for walking and cycling 
Christchurch’s street grid makes 
a rational, flexible and efficient 
urban structure; the flat wide streets 
provide the perfect setting for a 
culture of more walking and cycling 
in the Central City.

i n t r O D u c t i O n
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POTENTIAL
Christchurch is located at the edge of the volcanic slopes 
of the Port Hills. The nature around the city strengthens
an image of a strong landscape setting. 
The Central City is of a walkable size, bringing many 
amenities within reach and promising a potentially car 
independent future for all those moving into the inner 
city. The Avon River meanders lazily right through the 
city centre, bringing the elements of water and nature to 
the doorsteps of large numbers of citizens.

EXPLORING THE POTENTIAL
It would be of great benefit to the city if connections 
between Central City and these amenities were created. 
The possibility of easily combining the attractions of the 
city with the natural environment for residents and guests 
is a great potential. Removing obstacles, upgrading 
primary connectors and introducing recreational cycle 
routes are ways to achieve this.

POTENTIAL
Christchurch’s urban spaces do not function optimally 
today, but they have great potential. The spaces are 
scattered in different parts of the city. They are mostly 
un-programmed in their present form, but will in the 
future be able to invite more people to use the city. The 
urban spaces can support larger variation in city life and 
contribute to a lively city throughout the day and year. 
Christchurch has a head start; the spaces are already 
there, they just need to be made more attractive and 
more user friendly - spaces that can provide for todays 
and the futures public space needs.

EXPLORING THE POTENTIAL
There is great potential in Christchurch, if the recreational 
facilities are upgraded and integrated further into city life. 
The city needs to strengthen the public space network 
to encompass more and new significant public spaces 
and to develop strong walking links in-between.

POTENTIAL 
Christchurch is active during work hours. Many people 
commute into Central City for work, which creates 
activity.
The city also has a respectable number of visitors and 
tourists, who spend time in the city centre during the 
day. The Central City is still the heart of entertainment 
for the city with many restaurants and bars. 

EXPLORING THE POTENTIAL
It is very positive that the city centre already has a lot 
of regular visitors. This can be explored further to make
the city centre more inviting and encourage people to 
stay even longer. To achieve this it is very important 
for future development that Christchurch also provides 
attractive public space and facilities for central city 
residents, as well as a broader spectrum of user groups. 

actiVe DurinG WOrKhOurs public spaces With pOtentiala fantastic settinG
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5. A fantastic setting
Christchurch’s Central City is a 
good size to walk about, with many 
amenities within easy reach. The 
city would benefit from connections 
being created between amenities and 
combining the city’s attractions with 
the natural environment.

6. Active during work hours
Christchurch is active during work 
hours. The Central City could be made 
inviting and people encouraged to 
stay longer by providing attractive 
public spaces and facilities for 
Central City residents and a wider 
range of users.

7. Public spaces with potential
Christchurch has a good selection 
of public spaces which have great 
potential if upgraded and integrated 
into city life. The city also needs to 
strengthen the walking links between 
key public spaces.
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The four key challenges facing 
Christchurch’s City Centre

1. A traffic dominated city
Traffic dominates Christchurch’s City 
Centre. The streets are dominated by 
car parking and relatively high traffic 
speeds contribute to the unpleasant 
environment for pedestrians and 
cyclists. The city lacks an attractive, 
safe pedestrian/cyclist network 
connecting important destinations.

16      gehl architects • christchUrch PUBlic sPace & PUBlic liFe    
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CHALLENGES
Vehicle traffic dominates Central City. The car is king, and 
the pedestrians and cyclist have to wait and move on 
the premises of the cars. The streets are dominated by 
car parking. The large number of buses contribute to the 
unpleasant environment for pedestrians and cyclists. The 
network for cars dominates planning and there is a lack 
of an attractive, safe and closeknit pedestrian- and cycling 
network connecting important destinations. The invitation 
to walk is missing.

CONSEQUENCES 
There are almost no people walking in Central City 
compared to other cities. City streets generally serve the 
same purpose as transport corridors, primarily for vehicular 
traffic, as service roads and as parking spaces. Streets look 
alike, the distinction between them is weak. This makes 
the general orientation difficult and creates a sense of 
indifference towards the individual streets. The streets 
are being perceived as insignificant - beyond their current 
function to connect.

a traffic DOMinateD citY

city centre challenges
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2. Weak connections to amenities
The Avon, Hagley Park and Botanic 
Gardens are great recreational 
spaces but the links between these 
spaces and the city are weak, 
creating barriers for people to using 
these spaces. The promenade along 
the Avon is not continuous, being 
interrupted at road crossings.

3. Monofunctional city life
Large parts of the city are only active 
during work hours, closing down in 
the evenings and weekends, leading 
to a perceived lack of safety in the 
City Centre.

4. Lack of public space attractions  
and identity

Some public spaces are under-
utilised offering few reasons for 
people to spend time in them. Many 
of the public spaces have similar 
layouts and activities. 

i n t r O D u c t i O n
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CHALLENGE
The public spaces are under utilized. Very few public 
spaces in the city centre manage to invite people to 
spend time for optional recreational purposes and 
leisure. 
A substantial part of the public spaces have the 
same layout, the same functions and the same type 
of design/materials. The links in-between the public 
spaces are weak. There are limited dedicated routes for 
promenading and no dedicated walking links between 
the various public spaces.

CONSEQUENCES
The outdoor city culture is generally undeveloped in 
Christchurch - the city needs more instantly appealing 
and inviting public spaces. Lack of public life is a self 
perpetuating process; a lot of public life tends to generate 
more life, while lack of public life has the opposite effect.

CHALLENGE
Various functions are confined to specific geographical 
areas creating a number of precincts dominated either 
by residential, retail or entertainment activities.

CONSEQUENCES
The lack of diversity and  mixing of functions within 
specific areas has a number of side effects. In terms of 
public life, large parts of the city centre are only active 
during office hours and close down in the evenings 
and weekends, with only a few people using the public 
spaces. This leads to many people perceiving a lack of 
safety in the city centre.
A number of areas appear busy at nighttime while others 
appear deserted. Both can be perceived as unsafe areas 
to pass through because of either a lack of activities or 
because of a concentrated precinct of bars etc. 

CHALLENGE
The Avon River and Hagley Park together with the 
Botanic Gardens possess great recreational potentials 
for the Central City but today the integration between 
these recreational spaces and the city grid is insufficient. 
Access from Central City to Hagley Park is limited 
because the river and one way streets create a series 
of barriers.
The promenade along the Avon River is not continuous 
and is interrupted at the roadcrossings because the 
bridges are too narrow and low to pass underneath. The 
road crossings are generally neither well marked nor 
safe for pedestrians.

CONSEQUENCES
The barriers reduce the use of the recreational spaces 
and these amenities will not be associated as parts of 
Central City even though the could and should be. 

WeaK cOnnectiOns tO aMenities MOnOfunctiOnal citY life
lacK Of public space 

attractiOns anD iDentitY
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CHALLENGE
The public spaces are under utilized. Very few public 
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spend time for optional recreational purposes and 
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A substantial part of the public spaces have the 
same layout, the same functions and the same type 
of design/materials. The links in-between the public 
spaces are weak. There are limited dedicated routes for 
promenading and no dedicated walking links between 
the various public spaces.

CONSEQUENCES
The outdoor city culture is generally undeveloped in 
Christchurch - the city needs more instantly appealing 
and inviting public spaces. Lack of public life is a self 
perpetuating process; a lot of public life tends to generate 
more life, while lack of public life has the opposite effect.

CHALLENGE
Various functions are confined to specific geographical 
areas creating a number of precincts dominated either 
by residential, retail or entertainment activities.

CONSEQUENCES
The lack of diversity and  mixing of functions within 
specific areas has a number of side effects. In terms of 
public life, large parts of the city centre are only active 
during office hours and close down in the evenings 
and weekends, with only a few people using the public 
spaces. This leads to many people perceiving a lack of 
safety in the city centre.
A number of areas appear busy at nighttime while others 
appear deserted. Both can be perceived as unsafe areas 
to pass through because of either a lack of activities or 
because of a concentrated precinct of bars etc. 

CHALLENGE
The Avon River and Hagley Park together with the 
Botanic Gardens possess great recreational potentials 
for the Central City but today the integration between 
these recreational spaces and the city grid is insufficient. 
Access from Central City to Hagley Park is limited 
because the river and one way streets create a series 
of barriers.
The promenade along the Avon River is not continuous 
and is interrupted at the roadcrossings because the 
bridges are too narrow and low to pass underneath. The 
road crossings are generally neither well marked nor 
safe for pedestrians.
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The barriers reduce the use of the recreational spaces 
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Gehl Philosophy
Gehl Architects promotes “people as the generators of spaces”. They say good cities take time to develop.  
Putting “people first” should be the core principle of any planning process.
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Great potential
Christchurch already has a “fine template for an active, healthy city centre”. The river bank provides opportunities for 
recreation and spontaneous and unplanned events. The urban structure has room for pedestrians, cyclists, public 
transport and private vehicles. 

“Christchurch has great potential to become a truly vibrant and liveable city.” 
Jan Gehl - Urban Designer
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The vision for the future public space  
of Christchurch

• A City with a strong heart
• A City Centre with human pace
• A Garden City that celebrates its amenities
• A City with a wide range of people and activities
• A City with attractive and inviting public spaces
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A city centre with a 21st 
century traffic system 
introducing pedestrian 
and cycle priority 

A city centre that capitalize 
on the amenities

A city centre that 
invites people to visit, 
stay and interact

A city centre that is 
liveable and viable

a city centre that invites PeoPle 

to visit, stay and interact

a liveaBle 

and viaBle 

city centre

a city centre with a strong 

identity that caters For all 

User groUPs and seasons

THE ´GLOWMAP´ SHOWS THE VISION FOR THE FUTURE CITY CENTRE OF CHRISTCHURCH. 
THE SPACES THAT ´GLOW´ MORE THAN OTHERS ARE PARTICULARY ACTIVE AND HAVE A 
DISTINCTIVE PROFILE.

a city centre with a 21st 

centUry traFFic system 

introdUcing Pedestrian 

and cycle Priority

a city centre that 

caPitalises on its 

amenities

a garden city with 

trees and green 

relaxing areas

0                     100                 200                 300                 400                 500 m 
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The ‘Glowmap’ shows the vision for the future city centre of Christchurch. The spaces that ‘glow’ more than others are 
particularly active and have a distinctive profile. 
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Overview of recommendations

Christchurch’s potential:  a city for walking and cycling
Christchurch’s challenge: a traffic dominated city

Recommended: 

A city centre with “human pace”

OVerVieW Of recOMMenDatiOns

ensure a city centre with a 21st 
century traffic system introducing 
pedestrian and cycle priority 

•	 A better city for walking.
•	 A better city for cycling.
•	 A better public transport network. 
•	 A traffic calmed city centre.

a citY centre With a ´huMan´ 
pacerecOMMenDatiOns

a city for walking & cyclingPOTENTIALS

a traffic dominated cityCHALLENGES

30 km/h

r e c O M M e n D a t i O n s
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Ensure a City Centre with a 21st Century traffic system introducing pedestrian and cycle priority
- a better city for walking
- a better city for cycling
- a better public transport network
- a traffic calmed city centre
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Key is to develop a pedestrian network of high quality and attractive walking links within the Central City where 
pedestrians are given priority.

It is recommended:
• Create a central high quality walking link along Colombo Street, connecting Victoria Square, Cathedral Square and 

the new Transport Interchange, while also linking in to the Central City South development.
• Colombo Street becomes a combined public transport, walking and cycling street, removing private vehicles.
• Develop a dedicated cycle network with signage and cycle parking is established in the Central City, making 

cycling a desirable, alternative mode of transport. 
• Provide a strong public transport network as an alternative to cars.
• Introduce dedicated bus lanes to ensure the frequency and reliability of the bus service.
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• Develop a centralised Transport Interchange on the periphery of the city centre and improve the facilities  
at bus stops to make waiting for buses a more pleasant experience.

• Reduce traffic volumes in the Central City to achieve a healthy balance between various transport modes. 
• Convert some of the one-way streets into two-way streets.
• Consider a parking zone in the City Centre which offers only short-term on-street parking and review  

on-street parking prices.
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Christchurch’s potential:  a fantastic setting
Christchurch’s challenge:  weak connections to amenities

Recommended: 

A Garden City that celebrates its amenities

Overview of recommendations
ensure a city centre that is liveable 
and viable

•	 Create a diverse and safe city alive 24 hours a day.
•	 Invite all ages and user groups and encourage more 

inner city residents.

ensure a city centre that capitalises 
on its amenities

•	 Enhance east-west streets as green connectors.
•	 Celebrate the river.

 

a GarDen citY that celebrates 
aMenities 

ensure a city centre  that has a 
strong identity that caters for all 
user groups throughout the year 

•	 Introduce a public space hierarchy with different 
kinds of public spaces to accommodate various 
activities.

a citY With DiVersitY - Great tO 
Visit, liVe anD WOrK in

a citY centre With attractiVe 
anD inVitinG public spaces

a fantastic setting

weak connections to amenities

active during workhours

monofunctional city life

public spaces with potential

lack of public space identity

r e c O M M e n D a t i O n s
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Ensure a City Centre that capitalises on its amenities
- Enhance east-west streets as green connectors
- Celebrate the river
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Key is to develop a network of green east-west routes linking with the public spaces and pedestrian network.

It is recommended:
• Develop Worcester Boulevard/Street as a Garden City Boulevard.
• Celebrate the main parks, Hagley Park and the Botanic Gardens as grand spaces and unified parklands  

that connect with the Avon.
• Create better connections by providing more pedestrian entrances to Hagley Park and the Botanic Gardens.
• Create a continuous walk along the Avon by providing direct crossing points at intersections with roads.
• Use under-utilised spaces in the city’s lanes to create new “green lungs”.
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Christchurch’s potential:  active during work hours
Christchurch’s challenge:  monofunctional city life

Recommended: 

A city with a wide range of people and activities

Overview of recommendations
ensure a city centre that is liveable 
and viable

•	 Create a diverse and safe city alive 24 hours a day.
•	 Invite all ages and user groups and encourage more 

inner city residents.

ensure a city centre that capitalises 
on its amenities

•	 Enhance east-west streets as green connectors.
•	 Celebrate the river.
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Ensure a City Centre that is liveable and viable
- Create a diverse and safe city alive 24 hours a day.
- Invite all ages and user groups and encourage more inner city residents
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Key is a well functioning network connecting public spaces in an attractive and inviting way.

It is recommended:
• Develop a high-quality public art culture.
• Celebrate and protect the city’s heritage.
• Ensure ground floors of new buildings are designed to provide interest and a human scale.
• Provide more public seating for people to linger.
• Create a child friendly city.
• Expand public transport to support a 24-hour city.
• Create opportunities to strengthen the range of activities in the Central City – more places to play, more physical 

activity, more culture and art activities, more evening activities and winter activities.
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Christchurch’s potential:  public spaces with potential
Christchurch’s challenge:  lack of public space identity

Recommended: 
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Ensure a city centre that has a strong identity that caters for all user groups throughout the year.
- Introduce a public space hierarchy with different kinds of public spaces to accommodate various activities.
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Key is upgrading existing public spaces and strengthening their individual characters.

It is recommended:
• Establish a hierarchy and clear profile for each public space.
• Encourage more and better opportunities for resting and relaxing in the public space network.
• Create a network of public spaces which invites people from one space to the next.
• Provide a wide variety of attractions and events which invite broader groups of residents and  

visitors to the City Centre.
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