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Warkworth needs to look at higher 
density, affordable housing in order 
to cater for the different needs of the 
community and future population 
growth, according to Sandspit architect 
and urban designer Grant Neill.
Grant, a director of registered 
architects Pacific Environments NZ, 
has been involved in designing a 
number medium density projects 
in Auckland and other parts of the 
country. 
He says the lack of variety in the housing 
market in the Mahurangi area is driving 
some local buyers to look elsewhere.
“People at different stages of life 
have different housing needs and at 
the moment this isn’t catered for in 
Warkworth,” he says. 
As a result, some younger and older 
people often have to leave the area to 
move into housing which better suits 

their lifestyles.
“We need a richer mix of housing 
and more affordable housing. A lot of 
people look to down-size after the kids 
leave home and want something in 
town so they can walk to the shops and 
don’t have to take care of a large garden 
and mow the lawns. They want to know 
that they can lock the door and go away 
on holiday for a month or so and not 
worry about doing maintenance or 
security. But at the moment, they’ve 
largely got to go to Orewa or further 
away to get that,” he says.
Longer term, this results in separated 
communities, with different towns 
and suburbs for different generations 
of people, he says. 
“But if you can integrate those 
needs within a town, you retain the 
sense of community. We are some 
years behind other countries in this 

regard. In North America there are 
aged care facilities, where small-scale 
buildings housing 10 to 12 residents 
are integrated seamlessly into the 
existing community. This allows even 
those who require high levels of care 
to remain close to family and friends.
“Higher density has got a bit of an 
image problem, but it can be appealing. 
Two-storied terraced housing could 
be one way to fill the gap in the 
market and can be done in a visually 
pleasing way. Auckland Council’s new 
Auckland Design Manual has plenty 
of examples and guidance on how to 
do this. 
“It doesn’t always need to be a huge 
multi-storied block of flats. The scale 
of the development needs to fit within 
the context of its environment.”

Higher density housing addresses growth

Sandspit architect Grant Neill believes higher density housing would help Warkworth accommodate a broader range of 
ages and socioeconomic groups.
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More than five years after the award-
winning Redwoods treehouse was 
built at Pohuehue, the project is still 
gaining international attention.
Architect Peter Eising, who designs for 
Pacific Environments in Auckland, was 
the mastermind behind the treehouse 
design, at Redwoods, just south of 
Warkworth, in 2008. It became an 
international sensation, firing the 
imagination and awe of people around 
the world as many saw their childhood 
fantasy building come to fruition. 
“We were inundated with inquiries,” 
Peter says. “It was intended just for 
the local market, but its uniqueness 
captured interest everywhere.”
The structure featured in hundreds 
of magazines and dozens of books 
and went on to be a finalist at the 
World Architecture Festival Award 
in Barcelona. Peter became a kind of 
rockstar of the architecture world. 
On the plane to the Barcelona awards 
the treehouse featured in the in-flight 
magazine, he says.
“It was incredible how far it spread.”
Peter is still getting at least one email a 
week about the treehouse, but despite 
the buzz, none of the inquiries for 
replicas to be built has so far resulted 
in a second version. 
He is designing a similar structure for 
a restaurant in a Polish resort on the 
Baltic Coast and is flying doing a site 
visit next month.
“We’ve been commissioned to design a 
pair of buildings. One’s a dining space 
and the other will be the kitchen and 

Warkworth treehouse maintains international attention

service area. However, these buildings 
will be on poles rather than trees. The 
longevity of a tree is hard determine. 
We were lucky with the one in 
Redwoods, but other trees may die 
with the strain of the structure.”
But the buildings will be nestled 
amongst a forest, maintaining the 
treehouse feel.
After Poland he is flying to 
Nicaragua, where international new 
age environmental group, New 
Earth Nation, is looking to have 50 
houses built in the treehouse style 
for a wellness centre. The group is 

interested in the idea of minimising a 
building’s footprint to leave more land 
for growing crops.
“The structures will be similar to that in 
Warkworth, functioning as kind of self 
contained pods for people to stay in.”
From Nicaragua he will fly down to 
Peru where he has been asked to design 
social housing in the Amazon Basin.
Meanwhile, the treehouse at Redwoods 
is still being used for private functions 
for up to 30 people.
“Some thought the tree would die within 
a year, as the treehouse is held in place by 

a series of pins which run through the 
trunk. But the tree is thriving and the 
house still stands,” Peter says. 
Back in 2008 Peter was given no 
budget and virtually no brief to build 
the treehouse, other than it had to be 
completed within four months.
“Often just getting resource and 
building consent takes longer than 
that,” Peter says.
“But the then Rodney District Council 
got behind the project and resource 
consent was issued within two days of 
being lodged and the building consent 
was granted within five days.”

Treehouse-like buildings are being designed for Poland and Nicaragua based on the Redwoods Treehouse south of 
Warkworth.
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Master Builders entry a local effort

This 450sqm waterfront house at Omaha took 
about a year to build and is entered in the open 
section for homes worth more than $2 million. 
Photos, Brackenridge Builders.

Two Mahurangi houses, built by Warkworth-based 
Brackenridge Builders, are entered in the Master 
Builders 2014 House of the Year competition.
The homes, in Point Wells and Omaha, are in the 
open section for houses worth more than $2 million.
They will be judged on workmanship (65 per cent) 
and design, functionality and style (35 per cent).
Brackenridge has won gold at a national level three 
times and won the regional section multiple times.
Construction manager Tony Borich says the 
buildings entered this year provided some unique 
challenges during the build, “but it was worth it for 
the end result”.
Tony says the 450sqm concrete-block house in 
Omaha is largely open plan with the concrete-block 
work exposed to the interior, requiring a high level 
of attention to detail.
The construction also required an extremely low 
margin of error with the floor and ceiling fitting 
seamlessly into the walls.

The waterfront house was designed by Sandspit 
architect Grant Neill, of Auckland based Pacific 
Environments NZ. Grant says the building 
exemplifies the talent of local tradesmen.
“They did a fantastic job. It shows the quality of 
what we can produce in the area,” he says.
This is the second Omaha home designed by Grant 
for the same owner, who lives in Auckland but is 
looking to retire at Omaha.
“It’s a home of contrasts, with curves balanced with 
hard edges and concrete block, stainless steel, glass 
and wood all interacting in the same space.”
Grant says the stainless steel staircase, made by Warkworth 
company Stainless Specialties, is a real feature.
“It’s become like a piece of jewellery in the house.”
The Point Wells house is a hardwood construction 
with the main timber hand-picked at the mill.
The competition winners will be announced on 
August 9.


