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ABSTRACT 

Town plann ing in New Zealand 1 900 - 1 933 : The Emergent Years ,  is a study of 

the forces that shaped the development of town planning i n  New Zealand. The sub­

tit le , concepts, the role of the state, and the emergence of a profession, h ighlight 

three themes or foci that are important in  the emergence of town planning as a 

separate and identifiable activity. The existing paucity of p lanning h istory 

scholarship i n  N ew Zealand to date means that this period has generally been 

regarded as one of l itt le achievement, merely a waiting period before ' real' planning 

began u nder the Town and Country Planning Act 1953. This thesis, which draws 

heavi ly on primary arch ival resources, instead reveals a period when the worth of 

town p lanning was recognised and a hardy band of enthusiasts fought to have the 

concept establ ished through legislation . Legislation was not ach ieved unti l  1 926 

with the Town-planning Act, due to a number of factors in  part icular the decl ine of 

the Liberals and the on-set of World War One. When the leg islat ion was ach ieved, 

progress was slow due to the apathy of local government, the Depression , and the 

lack of trained town planners. Neverthe less under the energetic l eadership of John 

Mawson, D irector of Town Planning , significant progress was made i n  laying the 

foundations for the p lanning systems that would follow. 

During  th is period town planning as a concept developed from one which was 

focused on amel iorat ing slums and urban i l ls, to a future orientated concept 

i ntended to guide the efficient functioning of the urban system .  This saw the 

interventionist powers of the state used to l imit the private use of land resources in 

the interest of achieving 'good' for the community as a whole .  Such i ntervention 

was however in keeping with other such state i nterventions of the time. As the 

concept of town plan n ing found favou r  it was taken up fi rst by self-trained 

enthusiasts , such as Samuel Hurst Seager, often drawn from existing c ity 

beautifying  groups. When legislation establ ished it as a separate activity there was 

the slow development of a small band of town plann ing profess.ionals. 
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Thus the period of this thesis is one of quiet but gradual achievement that created 

acceptance of town planning as an appropriate intervention of the state and created 

the foundations of the planning profession. 
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