
CALLING FOR A  
“PEOPLE-CENTRED” APPROACH 

URBAN AND  
ENVIRONMENTAL PLANNING
Planning researchers from Massey University 

are calling for a stronger people-centred 

approach towards the development of our 

nation’s cities and communities. 
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When it comes to accommodating everyone and creating 

livable cities, our systems need to be just as diverse as the 

people using them, according to Dr Imran Muhammad from 

Massey’s School of People, Environment and Planning. 

“A one-size-fits-all approach simply won’t work. We 

need to think deeper and diversify the planning system 

to ensure it caters to the needs of the whole population. 

It doesn’t need to be radical either, small changes can 

make a big difference,” says Dr Muhammad, Associate 

Professor in planning. 

From political relationships to decision making, Dr 

Muhammad examines all dimensions of public transport 

planning. Of particular interest to him is the way cultures 

impact on travel behaviour. He believes understanding and 

challenging mindset can make a big difference in the way 

we approach planning. 

Over the last 15 years, New Zealand has 

seen significant change. Our population 

is ageing, diversifying and urbanising. On 

average 45,000 new immigrants arrive 

here each year, with the Asian community 

totaling over a quarter of the total 

population. Auckland alone has seen a 60 

per cent growth, and as the Baby Boomers 

head into their 60’s our age profile is 

changing also. 

Photography by Rob Suisted



“We need to establish another way of talking and thinking 

about public transport. There is this perception that buses 

are loser cruisers for poor people. If we can make public 

transport faster, cheaper and more convenient way of 

commuting then there would be a stronger push for 

transport that fits this view.” 

Although increased bus services are one option,  

Dr Muhammad advocates for a multi-model system  

across housing, transport and resources that is in 

proportion to the population.

“Choice is the key, and it needs to be equitable. We want 

to make sure that people aren’t forced to live in certain 

areas because that is all they can afford, and that’s what is 

happening at the moment,” says Dr Muhammad.  

Incorporated in that choice spectrum is also the need 

for both contained and low-density spaces, says MsJo 

Ross, whose research examines the relationship between 

planning provisions and residential environments.  

“It’s important that we create just cities where there is 

equal distribution and opportunity for involvement. In 

some cases, like Auckland, this means avoiding sprawl 

and creating compact cities of high intensity living. 

However, in other cases, like rural New Zealand, it means 

ensuring we are still able to deliver an economic extension 

of services and strong social cohesion to those who live in 

smaller communities,” says Dr Ross. 

In order to achieve this, Dr Muhammad, Ms Ross, and 

Dr April Bennett, all lecturers in Massey’s resource and 

environmental planning programmes, believe there is a 

demand for diverse and educated planners who can think 

beyond the toolbox.

“We need planners who will ask the right questions of 

everyone, and listen to the responses. It’s about ensuring 

they incorporate everyone’s views, and are robust enough 

to stand up for them. They need to know when to follow 

the rules and when to break them in order to lead positive 

change,” says Dr Bennett, from Massey’s School of 

People, Environment and Planning. 

Dr Bennett specialises in Māori resource and 

environmental planning. She considers the engagement of 

mana whenua in co-governance arrangements and looks 

at what opportunities this opens up for them for access, 

control and authority, and ancestral relationships.

Massey University’s Bachelor and Master degrees in 

resource and environmental planning are both accredited 

with the New Zealand Planning Institute.

Associate Professor Imran Muhammad teaches transport 

planning, and urban planning and design at undergraduate 

and postgraduate levels. He is a professionally trained 

urban planner and has over 15 years’ experience of 

comprising of research, teaching and professional 

practice in the field of urban and regional planning. He is 

a Chartered Member of the Royal Town Planning Institute 

(RTPI), UK. He is a sole author of a book published by 

Oxford University Press and has produced articles in Urban 

Policy & Research, Cities, International Planning Studies, 

and the International Development Planning Review 

journals.  

Ms Jo Ross teaches professional practice to the resource 

and environmental planning students, and also supervises 

postgraduate research on a number of topics related to 

planning practice, for example, public participation, urban 

growth, and urban design.  Her own research interest 

relates to residential environments, in particular the debate 

between the compact city and urban sprawl.  

Dr April Bennett (Tūwharetoa) is a lecturer in Māori 

resource and environmental planning.  Māori development 

in planning is her passion, and she has been working and 

studying in this field for 15 years. In her doctoral research 

she examined how power structures iwi contributions to 

freshwater planning and decision-making using a case 

study of the Manawatū  river. 


