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Canterbury construction falling behind. 
 
In a week where residential construction numbers across the country hit a 45 year high, the 
numbers in Canterbury aren’t showing the same level of growth. 
 
Although the Governments KiwiBuild programme has crashed and burned, the construction sector 
seems to be picking up the slack, building more houses than we have seen in a generation. 
 
In the past 12 months (August 2018 to July 2019) the number of new residential dwellings 
consented across the whole of New Zealand increased by 8% (from 32,850 to 35,472) and yet in 
Canterbury numbers only increased by 6% (from 3,782 to 4,003). 
 
 

 
Graph 1. 
Source: CCC, SDC, WDC and Stats NZ 
Canterbury uses the Left-hand scale.  All of NZ uses the Right-hand scale 

 
That’s still good right?  Especially given that the Canterbury residential construction sector has 
been in decline since the peak of the earthquake rebuild. 
 
In 2014, there were almost 6.700 new residential dwellings consented (ref Graph 2. below). 
Obviously, these numbers were artificially inflated and were always going to return to pre-
earthquake levels. 
 
In 2015 and 2016, the number of new dwellings consented fell away as quickly as they had 
increased (5,830 and 5,220 respectively). 
 
Year to date (August 2018 to July 2019) there were 4,003 new residential dwellings consented in 
Canterbury, which is up 6% from the previous period at 3,782. So that’s good news right? 
 
Although construction numbers in Canterbury have increased slightly in the past 12 months, it is 
clear to see from Graph 1 above that there is a widening gap in the volume of dwellings being 
consented by comparison to the rest of the country. 
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So why are Canterbury numbers falling behind the rest of the country? 
 
Its simple really, we over built during the earthquake rebuild and although residential dwelling 
numbers have stabilised following the inevitable fall off in construction, the market is now being 
led by demand rather than supply. 

 
 

 
         Graph 2. 
         Source: Stats NZ 

 
 
Graph 2 above shows residential dwelling numbers in the three main Canterbury Districts across 
the past 20 years. The red trend line gives an average indication of the growth in dwelling numbers 
over this time. 
 
The number of dwellings being consented is probably back to a sustainable level, however much 
of the growth in dwellings numbers over the past 12 months has been driven by large scale 
apartment development central Christchurch and an increase in the number of individual dwellings 
consented in Selwyn, which is mostly centred around new sub-division development in Rolleston. 
 
It is hard to see this level of development continuing across the latter part of this year and dwelling 
numbers could flatten out toward the end the year to finish at a similar level to 2018. 
 
But what are residential construction numbers into the future set to look like? 
 
 

New residential construction is driven by three main factors: 
 

1. Population change 
2. Change in household occupancy  
3. Replacement of old housing stock 

 
Lets take a closer look at each of these factors to see what the long term effect will be on 
residential construction across the Canterbury region. 
 

1. Population Change 
 
Given that we are unlikely to see any reliable Census data in the near future, we currently have 
to work with available projected population figures (Table 1 below from ECan seems to be the 
most comprehensive). 
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         Table 1. 
         Source: Environment Canterbury (updated 2017) 

 
 
Following the Canterbury earthquakes there was a significant movement of population across the 
region, with Christchurch City seeing a loss of more than 21,000 residents. This number has 
recovered quickly, however long term growth in the city is expected to be less than 1% for at least 
the next 20 years. 
 
Population growth in Selwyn and Waimakariri is expected to be higher than Christchurch (as a 
percentage), but even by 2043 Selwyn and Waimakariri combined will only be the equivalent of 
40% of the Christchurch population. 
 
Compare these numbers to the population growth in Auckland (Red line in Graph 4 below) and it 
is easy to see how the demand for new residential dwellings in Canterbury will be well behind that 
of our northern counterparts, with the gap widening significantly over the next 20 years. 
 
 

 
             Graph 3. 

            Source: Stats NZ 
             Canterbury, Selwyn and Waimakariri use Left-hand scale.  Auckland uses Right-hand scale 

 
 

2. Household Occupancy 
 
Changes in Household Occupancy is a low level and long term influence on new construction 
numbers. The trend in occupancy (expressed as average persons per household or PPH) is 
downwards, or in other words the average number of people living in a dwelling is getting smaller. 
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There are a number of key influences in the reduction in household occupancy. 
 

• The average family size is getting smaller 

• First home and central city dwellings are generally smaller in size 

• An increasing demand higher density, more affordable dwellings 

• With an aging population there is an increased demand for older persons accommodation 
(Retirement Homes) where the trend is for single person housing 

 
Currently in Christchurch there are approximately 2.5 persons per household, but by 2043 this 
number is expected to drop to 2.4 PPH. Obviously this is a slow and gradual change, however it 
does have a significant impact; not only in increasing the overall number of dwellings required, 
but more importantly impacting the size, style and location of housing we build. 
 
Selwyn District has a current average Household Occupancy of 2.9 PPH and this is expected to 
decrease to 2.7 PPH by 2043. 
 
Waimakariri District has a current average Household Occupancy of 2.6 PPH and this is expected 
to decrease to 2.5 PPH by 2043. 
 
By comparison, household occupancy in Auckland is currently 3.0 PPH and is expected to drop 
to as low as 2.7 PPH by 2043, but at the same time the overall Auckland population is expected 
to increase from the current 1,699,900 to 2,326,200 which will see the need for a massive increase 
in the number of residential dwellings required. 
 
 

3. Replacement of old Housing stock 
 
It’s a fact of life that houses wear out. Not withstanding that there is an entire section of the 
construction industry set up to renovate and upgrade houses…there comes a time when old 
houses reach the end of their economic life and (for a variety of reasons) they get knocked down 
and a new one (or multiple units) built where they once stood. 
 
Graph 4 below shows comparative numbers for new housing against replacement housing in 
Christchurch from 2001 to 2018. The CCC defines replacement housing as an existing dwelling 
that is knocked down and replaced by another dwelling on the same site. If there are multiple 
dwellings built on that site then it is classified as one replacement dwelling and the additional 
dwellings are classified as net new dwellings. 
 

 
             Graph 4. 
             Source: Christchurch City Council 
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It is clear to see that prior to the Canterbury earthquakes the number of replacement dwellings 
being constructed was relatively consistent at approximately 80 to 90 dwellings a year (although 
a relatively small percentage of overall residential construction). The obvious spike in numbers 
represents houses damaged in the earthquakes (excluding all houses in the Red Zone where they 
were demolished but not replaced), and of course the expected fall as we head back to pre-
earthquake levels. 
 
In 2018, there was 382 replacement dwellings consented, still significantly above that of pre-
earthquake levels. Although there are likely to be several hundred unresolved insurance claims 
for damaged houses, the trend is showing that these numbers are quickly return to previous levels. 
 
However, I would go as far to suggest that this number will likely fall below that of pre-earthquake 
levels as many older dwellings that would have been targets for demolition and replacement in 
coming years will have already been replaced under EQC / Insurance claims. 
 
The average age of Christchurch housing stock is now much newer than before the earthquakes 
and therefore the number of older houses potentially slated for demolition and replacement will 
be a lot less over the coming years. 
 
 

Conclusion 
 
Although construction in Canterbury is effectively back to “Business as Usual”, the number of new 
residential dwellings constructed over the coming years will remain relatively constant. 
 
Demand across the region will be low which is a reflection of the external influences of growth in 
population and a lower requirement for the replacement of older houses. 
 
Changes in household occupancy and lifestyle requirements will continue to impact the style, size 
and location of dwellings being built. Smaller, multi-unit developments will become more 
commonplace in Christchurch, but less so (by comparison) in Selwyn and Waimakariri. 
 
There will be an ongoing widening gap between construction levels in Christchurch and Auckland 
and this may influence the investment decisions of some property developers and large scale 
builders as to where they choose to spend their time and money. 
 
Overall residential construction in Canterbury is in good shape. Property cycles and other external 
influences (such as ongoing interest rate changes and both the local and global economy) will 
continue to have an influence on the market. The ability to understand and forecast where and 
how these changes will impact the market (as much as it is possible) will make it easier to predict 
demand and as such where and what to build. 
 

  
Mike Blackburn is a Management Consultant and Business Mentor working 
with building companies and various trades across the construction sector. 
He has an MBA degree and more than 20 years’ experience in business and 
senior management. He specialises in Management Systems and 
Administration, Business Development, Sales and Marketing. 
 
Each month Mike produces a variety of detailed reports and analysis of 
Building Consent Data including Top Christchurch Builders (who is building 
what and how many), Values, Sizes and Trends across the Construction 
sector. 
 
If you would like more information on these reports, please email Mike on:  
mike@blackburnmanagement.co.nz or phone 021 370 018 
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Report Subscription Order Form 
 

Blackburn Management publishes the most comprehensive monthly reports and analysis on Building 
Consents available in Canterbury, covering all aspects of Residential and Commercial construction. 
 
A variety of reports and information is available, including: 
 
Monthly Analysis of Building Consent data 
Spreadsheets detailing full consent data for:  Consent Value and Size of Dwellings 

• Christchurch City Council   Analysis of Multi-Unit developments 

• Selwyn District Council    Earthquake Recovery building consents 

• Waimak District Council    Top Suburbs 
Applicants and Owners (incl. names & contact details) 

 
2018 Year in Review report: 
A comprehensive review of Building Consents and Construction activity in Christchurch across 2018 
Number of Dwelling Consented (2015 to 2018)  Size and Type of Dwellings consented 
Summary of Building Consents issued   Earthquake Recovery Dwellings Consented  
Value of Dwellings Consented    Top suburbs (by number and value) 
Top Applicants and Owners for Building Consents Population estimates and growth trends 
 
Specialist reports and analysis are available on request 
 

 

Report Type Please tick

New Residential Construction Solid Fuel Burner Installations

Residential Additions and Alterations Commercial and Industrial

Frequency Please tick Per issue Issues Billed Annually

50.00$      12

70.00$      4

90.00$      2

120.00$    1

100.00$    1

mike@blackburnmanagement.co.nz

Payment due: Within 1 week from receiving invoice

Payment to be made direct to our Bank Account

Blackburn Management Limited

BNZ 02-0800-0962400-001

All rates exclude G.S.T

Please email this form to:

600.00$        

280.00$        

180.00$        

120.00$        

100.00$        

Monthly

Quarterly

Signature

Company Name

Contact Name

Phone Number

Email Address

Billing Address

Biannual

One off Report

2018 Year in Review

Canterbury Building Consent Reports and Analysis
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