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01 The need for change
There is no question the existing criminal justice 
system in Aotearoa New Zealand is failing at all 
levels and requires transformative change. As 
architects we cannot change the justice system per 
se, but we can enhance the experience of all those 
visiting a court building and participating in the 
courts processes.

Most people accessing justice services are seeking 
help and support. The design of court buildings 
must reflect and respond to these needs and not 
be encumbered by the traditional model. Many 
people visiting a court building have a negative 
experience, find court buildings and processes 
confusing and alienating, and feel the culture and 
language is intimidating and not reflective of a 
modern Aotearoa New Zealand. This can increase 
anxiety and distress for both visitors to the building 
and people occupying and operating the building. 

Changes to judicial processes, which are slowly 
being integrated into our system, are only part of 
the transformation solution. The design of court 
facilities needs to be reconsidered to create safe 
justice environments that not only meet functional 
and operational requirements but build trust and 
confidence for all users. It’s important to create 
environments that will help deliver better judicial 
outcomes and enhanced experiences for all those 
involved in the judicial process. Doing so will involve 
a level of engagement with the community–built 

around approachability, accessibility, openness, 
transparency, safety, egalitarianism and 
fairness–with a non-intimidating architecture that 
creates a sense of arrival, welcome, pride, respect, 
value and ownership.

Modern courts architecture needs to be 
aspirational and give expression to the idea that 
the judicial institution is something to be valued 
and respected and part of the community it serves. 
The architecture should embrace human-centric 
design. It should enhance people’s lives, consider 
cultural diversity and values, have enduring 
meaning and purpose and incorporate design 
aspects that are unique to Aotearoa. It should 
respect place, and provide distinctive, memorable 
experiences for all users and visitors–now 
and in future.

From an architectural perspective, we need to 
re-imagine the design of court buildings and spaces 
and consider a new integrated community model 
that has a design focus on the care and well-being 
of both people and society. A more holistic design 
approach and enlightened thinking is needed to 
drive a new mindset. Architecture has a pivotal 
role to play but the challenge is achieving these 
changes in innovative ways that seek to counter 
any entrenched thinking which could inhibit 
implementation. Areas of specific design focus 
should include the following.

Typical heritage court building.Uninviting and intimidating.
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02 Safety vs security
Creating safe environments in stressful settings 
is a challenge. We need to change the current 
focus in courts from security to safety. There is 
a clear distinction between the two. Security is 
quantitative (metal detectors and surveillance). 
Safety is qualitative. Safety is at the core of 
creating successful court environments and needs 
to consider physical safety, managed safety and 
psychological safety.

From a user perspective, there are no absolutes 
or guarantees with safety. Intimidation, for 
example, is very personal to each individual 
and difficult to design for. Coming to court is a 
stressful experience and we need to design physical 
environments that don’t add to this.

The location of security screening directly 
at the main entrance is often perceived as 
confrontational and intimidating. Security records 
confirm that only a very small percentage of those 
screened are in possession of items which could 

cause physical harm. It therefore makes sense 
to make this experience more comfortable for 
the majority of people who are well behaved, are 
already anxious, and coming to court seeking help 
and support. We can do this by reconsidering both 
the location and approach.

Non-intimidating architecture that is open and 
transparent will create a sense of arrival and 
welcome. This still needs to meet functional and 
operational requirements but should do so in a 
way that reduces uncertainty and builds trust 
and confidence.

Creating clear visual connections and legible spatial 
arrangements which allow more discrete visual 
surveillance, combined with the latest screening 
technologies, can effectively minimise safety risks. 

Existing security screening technology–think 
walk-through scanners, wand scanners and bag 
scanners–is arguably old, slow and cumbersome. 
These do nothing to reduce stress. New 
technology incorporating discrete scanning 
and facial recognition technology could be 
considered to create free movement through a 
generous entrance foyer, and a less alienating 
arrival experience.

Providing a spacious internal arrival space before 
passing through security screening would also 
enhance the user experience. This would allow 
visitors to meet and gather, orientate themselves 
by viewing layout plans of the building, view flight 
boards detailing the location and time of their 
proceedings, and locate public reception counters 
and public amenities within the building. 

This space could also accommodate local iwi and 
support agency representatives who can engage 
with visitors on arrival–providing guidance and 
assistance as required, as well as a familiar face to 
reduce anxiety. The materiality, lighting and design 
treatment of main entrances needs to be carefully 
considered to ensure a welcoming, dignified and 
respectful environment. 

Ipswich Court Project, showing the main entrance foyer 
/ arrival area with access to natural light and exterior 
outlooks. Again, a pleasant and inviting arrival space.
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The current approach to security screening 
needs to be explored, challenged and tested with 
alternative options. Security screening could start 
with discrete observation of visitors in the external 
public forecourt space and screening using new 
technology as they approach the building and 
pass through a wind/sound lobby space. Anyone 
identified as a risk could be intercepted by security 
personnel present within the internal arrival space. 
Further discrete screening could be undertaken 
as visitors move from the communal arrival space 
into the body of the court building. Visitors would 
arguably have more trust and confidence in their 
safety if security personnel were able to circulate 
through the public spaces, making themselves 
more visible and more easily accessible.

The optimal solutions are going to be in the fine 
grain of the design–in particular, striking a balance 
between physical safety and managed safety. This 
requires an understanding of the experience of 
court users and their emotions, and how to design 
spaces to best respond. Subtle and generous 
architectural gestures can enhance the customer 
experience and journey–demonstrating awareness 
of (and care for) the comfort and safety of all 
users with engaging and welcoming interfaces.

Timaru Courthouse has been designed with an inviting and non-intimidating entrance. It features free flowing public access 
without security screening directly at the front door. 
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03 Cognitive Map
Understanding the environment 
The cognitive map is proven in describing the way 
people interpret and engage with civic buildings. 
It focusses on–Arrival, Orientation, Wayfinding, 
Understanding and Waiting.

A key design aspect of safe environments is to 
provide court users with clear understanding and 
orientation–incorporating design elements which 
allow them to broadly understand the lay-out of 
the building and wayfinding, and clearly signal go 
and no-go zones. To make the experience seamless 
for visitors, many of whom only experience coming 
to court on a single occasion, wayfinding needs to 
be clearly legible, providing familiar signals within 
the building.

Most people attending courts are coming to the 
complex for help and support. They are typically 
stressed and anxious. Uncertainty around way 
finding creates frustration, adds to stress and 
makes the visitor experience more unpleasant. 
Intuitive way finding reduces the need for 
unnecessary interactions with administrative staff 
and helps reduce uncertainty for visitors who are 
often dealing with difficult issues.

The current courts design approach relies 
heavily on signage, but this is a secondary tool 
supporting the cognitive map and needs to be 
better understood and acknowledged. Instead, the 
focus should be on legible spatial arrangements 
with clear visual connections and an informative 
customer interface. This is a critical design 
consideration as it allows visitors to understand 
the scale and configuration of the building and how 
to navigate it.

The importance of a public entrance forecourt 
at the main entrance cannot be underestimated. 
This offers a space where people can gather and 
compose themselves before entering the complex, 
and an opportunity to create a main entrance with 
mana and civic gravitas commensurate with an 
important community building. As such, it should 
have a welcoming and inviting appearance that 
signals it is a safe place to enter and provide a 
spacious internal arrival space where visitors can 
meet with supporters and orientate themselves. 
These are essential design components that will 
enhance the visitor experience.
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04 Circulation & Public 
Waiting Areas

Circulation design is intrinsically linked with way 
finding and safety. It must also recognise that 
different court users experience the building from 
different viewpoints. Circulation needs to be a 
complete system that meets at the courtroom 
and provides separate circulation paths that 
allow people to move freely about the complex 
without compromising safety, security or the 
judicial process. Separate circulation pathways are 
required for the public, courts administration staff, 
the judiciary, the jury and people in custody. A safe 
environment is created by linking common user 
groups and by eliminating mixing with secure areas. 

Many of the problems and confrontations within 
the courts complex occur in the Public Circulation 
and Waiting Spaces. They result from invasion of 
personal space and intimidation associated with 
opposing parties and their supporters clashing. 
Creating spacious public circulation and waiting 
areas, combined with screening devices and a 
range of different seating, grouping and waiting 
spaces, separates people. Spatially generous and 
more open public circulation and waiting spaces 
also allow for discrete and effective security 
surveillance. Prioritising design to focus on the 
interconnectivity of public waiting spaces and 
customer interfaces will help with more efficient 
delivery of justice services and the creation of a 
safer courts’ environment.

The quality of the public spaces must be dignified 
and respectful, recognise their importance 
and give the community a sense they have real 

ownership in the building. Incorporating historical 
and cultural narratives within the building fabric 
of public spaces, public artwork displays, the use 
of warm materials and access to natural lighting 
and external outlooks, creates more calming 
environments.

This design approach has been proven to 
substantially reduce problems and tensions within 
these spaces. Using soft furnishings instead of 
institutional damage-resistant finishes, warm and 
inviting décor and ambient lighting, is proven to 
reduce deliberate vandalism, improve behaviours 
and emotional responses. Careful and considered 
design treatment of public spaces, including 
acoustic design, is important for psychological 
safety. Improved behaviours in these spaces also 
makes the management and operation of the 
courts complex easier by avoiding unnecessary 
confrontations between the public and courts 
staff–reducing stress and anxiety for both parties. 

Providing strong visual connections to significant 
features in the broader natural landscape from the 
interior public spaces is important for embracing 
Māori cultural values and beliefs. These outlooks 
establish historical connections and help define the 
place of the site, as well as reinforcing the value of 
community ownership and belonging.

The design treatment for all spaces accessed by 
visitors within the building can draw on insights 
from other academic fields. Biophilic Design, for 
example, meets our instinctual need for affiliation 
with nature, without which our mannerisms 
and quality of life are inhibited. Studies have 
demonstrated that simply having a view of nature 
can have significant positive effects on a person, 
including feelings of relaxation. There is also a 
significant body of published international research 
that confirms the health benefits associated with 
the use of wood finishes in internal environments. 
Using this material brings nature indoors and 
provides a healthier and happier environment. 
The use of wood has multiple physiological, 
psychological and environmental benefits, including 
feelings of warmth, comfort and relaxation, 
reduced blood pressure, heart rate and stress 
levels, improvements in emotional state and level 
of self-expression, improvements to cognitive 
performance, mental engagement and alertness, 
and improved air quality through humidity 
moderation. 

Christchurch Justice & Emergency Services Precinct main 
public foyer space – referencing the use of space, natural 
lighting, exterior outlooks and warm finishes. 
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05 Flexible courtrooms & 
associated adaptable spaces

Although several of the issues facing Aotearoa 
New Zealand’s justice system are unique, others 
are common on a global scale. Initiatives offshore 
which have resulted in transformative change and 
more positive judicial outcomes have started to 
be gradually integrated into our system. The most 
notable of these is the introduction of Specialist 
Courts which aim to ‘break the cycle’ by treating 
the causes of offending.

These Specialist Courts initiatives are 
fundamentally trying to move the criminal justice 
system from its current position as the ‘ambulance 
at the bottom of the cliff’ to one focussed on 
reducing offending, reoffending and the use of 
imprisonment, and reducing alcohol and other drug 
dependency (and the harms caused). They are also 
focussed on positively impacting the long-term 
health and well-being of all parties involved in the 
system, and reducing the significant costs incurred 
by the system. This involves a non-adversarial, 
coordinated, inter-agency approach to addressing 
the legal, social and health-related issues that have 
led to the offending.

Much of the perceived tension within courtroom 
spaces is driven by the traditional configuration 
of the spaces. There are three distinct spaces - 
the public gallery, body of the court and judge’s 
bench. Fixed built-in furniture, such as the 
judge’s bench, witness box, dock and jury box, 
simply aren’t conducive for the non-adversarial 
settings and environment required for Specialist 
Court processes.

Creating flexible and adaptable spaces will better 
enable practices from the Specialist Courts to be 
accommodated and applied to the mainstream 
criminal justice system, including rooms that 
allow for a ‘round-table’ setting and a larger 
support whanau presence–ideally with access to 
an associated external courtyard space. This also 
has cultural and psychological significance in that 
the space where the non-adversarial engagement 
takes place is a less formal setting, markedly 
different to the courtroom space where the judicial 
sentence takes place.

International research shows that where 
courtrooms and jury retiring rooms have controlled 
access to natural light and external outlooks, the 
environment within the space is more relaxed. 
Creating a calmer, less stressful environment 
helps all involved in the process. Creating quality 
environments for both courtrooms and jury 
rooms has been proven by international studies 
to deliver better judicial outcomes. It makes 

sense therefore to create dedicated spaces and 
settings for the non-adversarial, coordinated, 
inter-agency approach required of the Specialist 
Courts processes. These are purpose-designed to 
respect the sensitivities of all parties and are more 
conducive to a less formal engagement process.

An innovative feature that could be considered 
within the courts complex could be an interactive 
display within the public spaces of the complex or 
main entry foyer, where people who have succeeded 
in completing Specialist Court rehabilitation 
programmes and turned their lives around can 
talk about their journey. This could be located 
within the public area occupied by representatives 
of local iwi and associated support agencies who 
could explain to family members, supporters 
and victims the alternative pathways available 
for rehabilitation. This would send a positive 
message and demonstrate the transformative 
change and acceptance by the judicial system to 
embrace a new community model focussed on help 
and support.

Christchurch Justice & Emergency Services Precinct. This 
court has been designed to accommodate a non-adversarial 
youth court setting similar to the Specialist Courts. 
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06 New accommodation for 
support agencies

In addition to gradually integrating Specialist Court 
processes into the mainstream criminal justice 
system, the Ministry of Justice is considering a 
‘one-stop-shop’ courts facility where support 
services can be easily accessed and provided to 
those parties impacted by the justice process. 
Incorporating health support services in this way 
is already achieving positive outcomes where it has 
been trialled.

Other services being considered include counselling, 
financial and budgetary services, and more 
specialist services for Māori. The objective is to 
provide help, support and rehabilitation, provide 
opportunities for meaningful employment, reduce 
re-offending and deliver better judicial outcomes 
and user experiences by showing compassion and 
care. The intention is to have the building perceived 
by the public as a fully integrated community 
service facility and not just a court building.

The location of support agencies within the courts 
complex needs to be carefully considered. To 
ensure privacy and confidentiality, agencies will 
require interview rooms. These should be separate 
to public counters and courts administration 
offices. Consultation will be required with each 
support agency to better understand their spatial 
and operational needs.

An alternative to providing these spaces within 
the main body of the court complex would be a 
separate public entrance with a more discrete 
presence - avoiding the need for clients to go 
through a security screening process. This would 
let agencies have different operating hours to 
the courts complex. Since the amount of space 
required to accommodate associated support 
agencies may be difficult to quantify initially 
and could be subject to growth and expansion 
over time, consideration needs to be given to 
flexible and adaptable spaces that can be easily 
re-configured and expanded in future.

PAGE | 7 WSP Architecture

WSP 01 02 03 04 05 06 07 08 09 



07 Māori Engagement 
and Participation

The Ministry of Justice has made a commitment to 
working with Māori to improve outcomes and have 
promised to consider recommendations and fresh 
approaches to the way the criminal justice system 
operates. The key focus of these engagements 
must be - ‘tell us what you think is needed’, ‘tell us 
what you think will work’, ‘tell us what you think will 
make a difference’.

Design innovation is focused on breaking new 
ground. To engage with Māori genuinely and 
respectfully, face-to-face consultation must be an 
integral part of the design process. The architects 
must also have a thorough understanding and 
appreciation of the importance of designing in a 
Tikanga Māori context.

The embodiment and expression of cultural 
narratives in the design, both internally and 
externally, demonstrates a sensitivity and 
acknowledgement of our bi-cultural past and an 
understanding and appreciation of Māori values 
and beliefs. The integration of physical designs 
into the building fabric creates familiarity, identity 

and ownership, and the sense that spaces simply 
feel better and are more welcoming to be in. This 
involves partnering with local iwi to develop a 
unique identity founded on their narratives and 
aspirations. Realising this could include a series 
of integrated designs and forms throughout the 
complex - creating a distinctive environment 
that conveys cultural knowledge and carries this 
meaning into the future.

Civic and community projects must incorporate 
design aspects that are unique to Aotearoa New 
Zealand and respect place and different cultural 
values. By 2038, 50 percent of Aotearoa New 
Zealand’s population is expected to be of Māori, 
Asian or Pacific ethnicity. It is critical that the value 
and contribution of centuries old Māori concepts 
and philosophies are acknowledged and respected, 
not just for the betterment of Māori but for New 
Zealand society as whole. There is a lot we can 
learn and applying this thinking to the reimagining 
of the new court building model will enrich the 
design as well as help deliver better outcomes.

Exterior of the Christchurch Justice & Emergency Services Precinct. Featuring non-intimidating and inviting entrance with 
glass and transparency. The glazed corner is the main public circulation and waiting area - offering stunning exterior views 
over the city, including important mana whenua sightlines to key features in the broader natural landscape.
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08 Embracing sustainable 
design principles

As a signatory to the New Zealand Greenbuilding 
Council, the Ministry of Justice–like other 
government agencies–is mandated to improve 
the performance of its buildings to address 
sustainability and to reduce their carbon footprint 
and emissions. This is also being expected by the 
public as the very real impacts of climate change 
are making themselves felt. It is important to 
clearly demonstrate in the design how sustainable 
design principles and responsible environmental 
stewardship have been addressed

To achieve a reduction in carbon emissions 
in government projects, design quality needs 
to be valued, championed and pursued. Every 
decision-maker involved in the procurement of the 
government’s public works has a role to play in 
good design outcomes.

Good design does not just happen. It is purposefully 
and carefully undertaken by skilled practitioners, 
valued by the client, and needs to be protected 
through delivery of the project. We need to change 
the common perception that design is expensive. 
This perception can be easily dispelled if a building’s 
whole-of-life operating costs are understood. 
Well-designed buildings can cost significantly 
less. A high level of rigour and oversight (akin to 
the better business case methodology) should 
characterise the planning and design phase of 
these projects. This requires greater effort, with 
specialist knowledge.

Timaru Courthouse, 2011 NZIA Awards Public Architecture & Sustainable Architecture. Features adaptive re-use of existing 
heritage court building; use of locally sourced materials.
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09 Architecture must 
play a pivotal role

The design considerations mentioned above 
demonstrate how architecture can contribute to 
an enhanced visitor and user experience. Physical, 
managed and psychological safety is essential for 
creating successful court environments. This is 
where architecture can have real influence.

The architecture needs to be non-intimidating, less 
alienating and confusing. It must signal the court 
building is a safe place to enter. It must not add to 
stress, frustration, uncertainty and anxiety. It must 
contribute to building trust and confidence for all 
users by creating an equity of environment built 
around health, safety and wellbeing, enhancing the 
customer experience and journey with subtle and 
generous architectural gestures that demonstrate 
awareness of (and care for) the comfort and 
safety of all users. It must provide appropriate 
settings to accommodate new, less adversarial 
judicial processes focussed on help, support and 
rehabilitation as opposed to punishment.

To deliver transformative change to the criminal 
justice system, architecture can (and must) play 
a pivotal role working alongside the Ministry of 
Justice, key stakeholders, local communities and 
iwi, and the judiciary, in driving a new mindset. 
This will help counter entrenched thinking and 
attitudes - reimagining how justice services could 
be delivered more effectively.

The architect must have a clear understanding 
of the overarching expectations and be able to 
work collaboratively with all parties to deliver the 
new court model vision. Engagement processes 
must allow adequate time to properly develop and 
test alternative design options, including possible 
involvement of behavioural specialists to see how 
people react to different settings before being 
implemented within the building. It must allow time 
to listen-explore-connect and create.
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