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Christchurch City covers a land area of 45,240 
hectares.  The City is bounded by the Waimakariri 
River to the north, the Pacific Ocean to the east and 
the Port Hills to the south (Figure 2.1). 
 
Two distinct landforms define the topography of the 
City.  The Port Hills, which extend for 16 kilometres 
and rise to a height of approximately 500 metres, 
dominate the landscape to the south.  In contrast, the 
remainder of the City is characterised by relatively flat 
outwash plains derived from the Waimakariri River.  
Meandering across these outwash plains are several 
spring-fed waterways including the Avon, Heathcote 
and Styx Rivers.  Much of the urban and agricultural 
activity occurs on the plains, while the Port Hills, 
coastline and waterways have high recreational, 
amenity and cultural value.  
 
Approximately 17,000 hectares of the City are in some 
form of urban use.  The built-up part of the City is the 
source of many pressures on the natural and physical 
environment.  As described in Part 1: The City’s 
People, continued population growth and changing life 
styles will increase these pressures. 
 
Environmental impacts range from the detrimental 
effects of urban activities on the natural environment to 
changes in the built environment to meet the diverse 
needs of individuals and the community.   
 
In addition to these urban pressures, the natural 
environment is not passive and can have a positive or 
negative impact on the state of natural resources.  An 
example of this is the climatic phenomenon of the El 
Nino southern oscillation, which can cause increased 
demand for water or above average rainfall in the City.  
Natural phenomena such as severe storms and 
earthquakes can also affect the natural, physical and 
human environments in potentially catastrophic ways. 
 
Air pollution is a factor in the degradation of the City’s 
natural environment.  Winter air contaminants regularly 
exceed local and international guidelines as a 
consequence of domestic fires used for heating.   
 
While winter air pollution is a visible example of 
environmental degradation, other impacts are not as 
obvious until the level of contamination is extreme.  
The quality of the rivers, steams and other surface 
waterways for recreational activities, amenity and 
ecological values can only to be determined by 
scientific monitoring.   
 
At present Christchurch is fortunate to have a large, 
very clean supply of groundwater to provide drinking 
water.  It is important that the integrity of such supplies 
is retained for future generations and not degraded by 
overuse or contamination. 
 

Introduction 
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As in other large metropolitan areas, disposal of City 
waste can influence residents’ quality of life and the 
environment in which they live.  Solid waste in 
Christchurch is recycled, reused and composted where 
possible to reduce the amount of waste going to the 
landfill.  Liquid waste is treated to a level that is safe to 
discharge into the Avon-Heathcote Estuary and on to 
land. 
 
As the population increases the built environment will 
change to accommodate additional people.  Changes 
include the development of previously rural land and 
increasing densities from infill development. 
 
Changing lifestyles have made unit and apartment 
living more attractive.  This has implications for quality 
of life, with increasing noise, traffic flows, and lack of 
privacy  often the consequence of higher density living.   
 
The trend towards building large houses on sections, 
traditionally regarded as small, has changed 
streetscapes and affects amenity values. 
 
The following discussion on the City’s natural and 
physical environment is divided into a number of 
sections.  Firstly, environmental processes such as the 
weather and natural hazards are discussed.  These 
combined with demographic information in The City’s 
People provide the context for discussion.  
Subsequent sections describe the state of the City’s 

resources - land, air, and water - and its natural 
ecosystems.  It concludes by considering the impacts 
of human activity on the environment: waste 
management, energy consumption and changes to the 
built environment, including amenity and heritage 
issues.  
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Note:  Some information in this section has been sourced from 
the Canterbury Regional Council (CRC), at the time of 
publication the Canterbury Regional Council changed it’s name 
to Environment Canterbury,  This change has not been made in 
the text. 


