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Me mātau ki te  
whetū, i mua i te 
kōkiri o te haere 
Before you set forth on a journey,  
be sure you know the stars
 
In the past, we referred to the stars to help show us the way.

Nowadays, we live in a world full of emerging technology – but knowing 
how to access the right data to help guide us forward is not easy. 

This is why we have created this Transport Outlook.

It gathers, collates, and analyses different clusters of transport-related  
data to help us navigate where we should go.

We call this Transport Outlook our ‘GoTO’, as it will play an increasingly  
pivotal role in helping to steer the New Zealand transport sector forward.
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Introduction
In this report we describe the current state of the 
transport system in New Zealand. We aim to help improve 
knowledge and understanding of our transport system and 
emerging trends and factors that are influencing its future.
This report is one of the outputs from the Transport Domain Plan project that aims to 
bring together accessible information about our transport sector. Much of the data 
and information in this document builds on previous work by the Ministry of 
Transport and others in the transport sector. We have sought to use the most 
current data, although some updates were not available at the time of writing. 

We welcome your input 
We plan to update this document annually and welcome your feedback on what you 
may find useful in future editions. Please contact transportoutlook@transport.govt.nz.

Related documents and further information 
GoTO www.transport.govt.nz/transportoutlook for further information and for links 
to related resources. 
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Foreword  

I am pleased to welcome the New Zealand Transport Outlook: Current State to the suite of 
information sources about our transport system.

Transport plays a major role in our society and economy.  
It contributes to job creation, economic development, 
tourism, and our social, cultural, and sporting interactions.  
The transport system is a key element for our trade with the 
outside world and makes a major contribution to the 
Government’s goal of growing our export economy. 

Sound transport links are particularly important for our regions.  
They not only serve communities but also cater for growing 
numbers of tourists and carry export products from our  
regional heartlands to our sea and air ports. The experience  
of the Kaikōura earthquake in November 2016 has 
demonstrated the importance of robust transport links.

At the same time we are in the middle of a digital revolution. 
While a tsunami of data is available, our challenge is to harness 
the power of that data and to avoid becoming swamped by it. This 
report seeks to use data to provide an informed understanding  
of our current transport system, while the New Zealand 
Transport Outlook: Future State companion document, to be 
released later this year, will provide a view of possible futures 
facing our transport system. Looking out over the next 30 years, 
our country may look very different as our population and 
economy evolve and as new technologies emerge. 

Hon Tim Macindoe 
Associate Minister of Transport

ROAD 

PUBLIC
TRANSPORT

ACTIVE MODES

HOUSEHOLD TRAVEL

AIR

MARITIME

LAND FREIGHT RAIL

“We are in the middle of a digital 
revolution... our challenge is to harness 
the power of that data... and... to use data 
to provide an informed understanding  
of our current transport system.”

GoTO   TRANSPORT.GOVT.NZ/ 
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New Zealand has 10,855 km of State highways and 84,150 km of local roads. 

Road travel has increased

Vehicle distance travelled on New Zealand roads 

The total distance travelled on our roads in 
2014/15 was 42.5 billion km, an increase 
of 8% over ten years.

Who pays for it? 
Central government pays for the State 
highway network, and shares the cost 
(roughly 50:50) with councils for local roads. 

Tolled roads 
Three sections of State 
highways are tolled (totalling 
27.5 km, less than 1% of the 
State highway network).

Travel on our roads has increased as our population has grown 
and more overseas tourists visit. 

New Zealand population 

New Zealand’s population was 4.7 million in 2016,  
an increase of 12% over ten years.

International visitors to New Zealand

There were 3.5 million overseas 
visitors in 2016, up 12% since  
2015 and 45% over ten years.

 2016 Snapshot:  
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Vehicle fleet
The number of vehicles on our roads has increased, 
with cars and SUVs growing most. 

New Zealand is among the top ten  
countries for vehicle ownership per capita.  

New Zealand vehicle fleet

There were 3.9 million vehicles in 2015, an increase of 20% 
over ten years. 

Cars and SUVs made up 78% of the vehicle fleet.

Vehicles per household 

Percentage of households by vehicle ownership 

The number of vehicles owned per household is increasing. 

Two-car households (38.4%) are now more common than 
one-car households (37.6%). 

Road freight
Road freight is the dominant form of freight transport 
and accounts for 84% of land-based freight by tonnage 
carried by distance. There are about 4,500 private 
operators in the road freight industry and about 23,000 
licensed freight vehicles.

78% of vehicle fleet 
cars and SUVs
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The rail network measures 3,377 km. It extends from Northland to Southland and is connected 
across Cook Strait by the rail ferry Aratere. 
 
Commuter train services 
Commuter train services have experienced increasing passenger 
numbers, particularly in Auckland with service and infrastructure 
improvements and population growth. 

Commuter train boardings in Wellington and Auckland 

 

 
2016: 18.1 million 
Train patronage in Auckland has 
grown by 67% over five years.  
During 2016 alone, patronage 
grew by 18%. 

Long-distance passenger services
There are three long-distance passenger services: 
•  Auckland to Wellington 
•  Christchurch to Greymouth 
•  Picton to Christchurch (currently  

suspended due to line damage from  
the 2016 Kaikōura earthquake). 

Passenger numbers on these services have been declining 
(by about one quarter over the last ten years), although 
increased tourism has provided support. 

The only long-distance commuter service is between 
Wellington and Palmerston North, although passenger 
numbers on this service have also declined. 

 
Rail freight

•  Rail transports 16% of land-based freight by tonnage 
carried by distance.

•  Rail carries mostly bulky, heavy products such  
as coal and timber, and goods that are not so  
time-sensitive. Rail serves all ports except for  
Northport (Marsden Point), Gisborne, and Nelson. 

•  The Auckland-Waikato-Bay of Plenty ‘golden triangle’ 
area accounts for almost half of freight tonnage carried 
by rail, and rail carries 44% of freight by tonnage to the 
Port of Tauranga, New Zealand’s largest export port. 

 2016 Snapshot:  

Rail transport
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Over 99% of imports and exports (by volume) come through our sea ports. New Zealand has 
experienced significant growth in its trade.  

Imports and exports 
 

Merchandise imports and exports by sea 

Over the last ten years imports have increased by 17% and 
exports by 74%.

       13 ports handle imports and exports: 
  •  ten ports handle containers and bulk freight 
  •  three ports handle bulk freight only. 

Exports and imports from New Zealand ports 

Largest ports for exports
 Tauranga handles the largest volume of export 

tonnage (37% of exports in 2016 by tonnage). 
 The next largest export ports are Taranaki and  

Northport (Whangarei/Marsden Point). 

Largest ports for imports 
 Northport is the largest port for imports (26%  

of imports in 2016 by tonnage) as it serves  
New Zealand’s only oil refinery at Marsden Point. 

 Auckland is the second largest import port  
(22% of imports in 2016 by tonnage) and is the  
main port of entry for about 70% of vehicle imports.  
To cope with projected growth,  
relocation was an option  
explored in a report in  
July 2016 on the future  
of the Port of Auckland.

 2016 Snapshot:  

Maritime transport
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Growing vessel sizes 
The largest container vessel to visit New Zealand at the 
end of 2016 had a capacity of over 10,000 TEUs (twenty-
foot equivalent container units), compared with the  
largest capacity of 5,000 TEUs in early 2016. This is 
indicative of the growing average size of visiting vessels. 

Larger vessels have implications in terms of potentially 
fewer port visits and competition between ports.

Road transport
Road transport carries most freight to and from the ports:  

Compared with other ports, rail is more important for Tauranga (44%)  
as it carries large volumes of dairy exports and timber to the port. 

 
Inland ports

Inland ports have continued to develop. They aggregate 
and disaggregate freight away from the ports. This helps 
to reduce congestion on port land and the number of road 
and rail trips to/from the ports. 

 
Coastal shipping 
 

•  Coastal shipping accounts for about 2% of freight  
by tonnage and 14% of freight tonnage carried by 
distance across all modes.

•  Coastal vessels carry mostly oil and bulky items and  
also reposition empty containers. 

•  The Cook Strait ferries carry  
freight in trucks and rail wagons.

Cruise industry
The cruise industry has recorded significant growth with passenger 
numbers more than doubling since 2009/10. Some ports may need 
to improve their infrastructure to cater for further growth.

Cruise passengers and voyages to New Zealand ports 

Cruise ships made 138 voyages 
(703 port days) in 2015/16. 

They brought in 254,409 
passengers, a 26% increase  
over 2014/15. 

Auckland, Wellington, and  
the Bay of Plenty received  
most passengers.
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There are scheduled domestic services to 35 airports. 

Passenger arrivals and departures
Auckland airport is our largest airport with three quarters of 
international passengers and about a third of domestic passengers.

  

New Zealand’s main airports – passenger arrivals and departures 

About 38 million passengers travelled  
through our airports in 2016. 

Passenger numbers through the main  
airports have increased by 45% since 2006,  
driven by increased domestic travel, more New  
Zealanders departing on overseas trips, and  
growth in the number of international tourists.

Overseas visitor arrivals and New Zealand resident departures 

 

Over the last 10 years, the number of  
overseas visitors has increased by 45%. 

Overseas trips by New Zealand residents  
have grown by 40%.

•  Queenstown airport experienced  
the largest increase in passenger 
numbers in percentage terms in  
2016: a 15% increase in international 
passengers, and a 19% increase  
in domestic passengers. 

•  Dunedin was the only airport to experience a decline in 
international passenger numbers in 2016.

•  Many airports have responded to growth by upgrading 
their facilities for aircraft and passengers.

 
Domestic airlines
Air New Zealand is the largest domestic airline with a market  
share of approximately 80% and Jetstar accounts for most of  
the remainder. Jetstar expanded its regional network in early  
2016 and initial indications are that this has boosted passenger 
numbers. Smaller airlines also grew, some taking up routes  
once served by Air New Zealand. 

 
Main routes
The main domestic routes are between Auckland 
and Wellington, Auckland and Christchurch, and 
Wellington and Christchurch. 

Because of the hub and spoke models operated 
by Air New Zealand and Jetstar, almost all travel 
between regional centres involves connecting 
through one of the hub airports (Auckland, 
Wellington, or Christchurch).

 
Air freight
Air freight accounts for less than 1% of New Zealand’s exports and 
imports by volume, but 16% and 22% by value respectively.

  

 2016 Snapshot:  
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Walking and cycling have been declining as transport modes.

Walking and cycling trips

Walking and cycling trips (aged 5+) 

The number of walking  
trips has fallen by 14%  
since 1989/90, and  
cycling trips by 59%.

 

Time spent walking

Time each person spends walking each year (aged 5+] 

 •  The average time spent walking each week is  
50 minutes for men and 54 minutes for women. 

 •  Young people aged 15-24 spend most time walking  
(73 minutes per week).

 •  City dwellers walk more than people in rural areas. 
 •  Most young people who walk do so to get to school. 
 •  Those aged over 18 walk mostly for recreation.

 
Cycling

Cycling represents just 1% of all trip legs. 

Percentage of children cycling to school

Children aged 5-17 cycle most regularly, mostly for travel 
to and from school, but numbers have declined.

 2016 Snapshot:  

Active modes (walking and cycling)
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Public transport accounts for 3% of trip legs. 
 
 
Total boardings   

Public transport boardings 

Total boardings have 
increased by 35% over  
the last ten years.

Boardings in the 
main cities
 
The use of public transport has 
increased, mostly because of 
rising patronage in Auckland  
and Wellington. 

Public transport use in  
Christchurch has not recovered  
to pre-earthquake levels.

Auckland: bus, train, and ferry boardings

Over the last ten years bus patronage in  
Auckland has increased by 42%, ferry patronage  
by 50%, and train patronage by 234%.

Wellington: bus, train, and ferry boardings 

Over the last ten years bus patronage in Wellington has 
increased by 4%, train patronage by 15%, and ferry 
patronage by 27%.

 2016 Snapshot:  

Public transport
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DEFINITION: 

 A trip leg is a component  
of a journey.  

For example, someone leaving 
home to travel to work might walk  

to a bus stop (first trip leg),  
take a bus trip (second trip leg),  

and then walk from the bus  
stop to the work place  

(third trip leg). 
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Christchurch: bus boardings 

Bus patronage in Christchurch has fallen by  
12% over the last ten years. It reached a high  
in 2008/09 but has fallen 21% since then.

Hamilton, Dunedin/Queenstown, and Tauranga:  
bus boardings 

In the other main centres, public transport patronage in  
Hamilton, Dunedin/Queenstown, and Tauranga has risen 
but has been declining more recently.

Relationship to household vehicles
The more cars in a household, the less use is made of  
public transport. 

Households using public transport by number of 
household vehicles 

60% of people in households with no car used  
public transport in the previous 12 months compared  
with 32% of people in households with two  
cars (two-car households are now the most  
common in New Zealand). 
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Travel time
New Zealanders spend on average just under one hour a  
day travelling. 

Travel time (excluding travel home) is spent on travel to work or 
on an employer’s business (24%), followed by personal business 
(23%) and social visits (19%).

 
Transport modes

Use of transport modes for trip legs for household travel 
[aged 5+] 

New Zealanders travel mostly by car: 
• 78% of trip legs and 93% of distance travelled are as  

a driver or passenger, and this car use has grown. 
• Drivers are the sole occupants in two thirds of car trip legs.

Walking is the second most common form of household 
travel (17% of trip legs), followed by public transport (3%). 

Cycling, motorcycling, and other modes account for  
2% of trip legs. 

 

Over time, car use has grown. Use of all other modes  
has declined.

 
Driver licences 
 

Driver licence holders by age group

There are more older drivers, perhaps  
as more older New Zealanders remain  
active in the workforce. 

Fewer young people are now 
applying for a driver licence.

 2016 Snapshot:  
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Road transport 
Sector participants

Councils Councils plan and fund land transport in their areas and establish and 
appoint members of regional transport committees. Regional councils 
develop six-year regional land transport plans that include land transport 
activities that a region intends to progress and must be consistent with the 
Government Policy Statement on land transport. Auckland Transport, a 
council-controlled organisation, carries out transport functions in Auckland. 

Ministry of 
Transport

The Ministry of Transport is the government’s principal advisor on the 
performance and safety of the transport system and the ways in which  
the government invests its money in transport and infrastructure. The 
Ministry manages the development of transport-related statutes and 
regulations, monitors the performance of Crown entities in the transport 
sector, and represents New Zealand in international fora. 

New Zealand 
Transport 
Agency 

The New Zealand Transport Agency (NZTA) is a Crown entity governed  
by a board appointed by the Minister of Transport. It is the government’s 
operational land transport agency. NZTA invests in and manages  
the State highway network. It also funds, together with local and  
regional government, local roads and public transport services.  
NZTA is also responsible for other activities such as driver testing, 
collecting road user charges, and vehicle registration. NZTA’s research 
programme addresses a wide range of transport issues.1 

New Zealand 
Police

The New Zealand Police works with NZTA to promote safety and to enforce 
road rules. It also attends and investigates road accidents. 

New Zealand 
Automobile 
Association

The New Zealand Automobile Association is an association with 1.4 million 
members that provides advice on motoring and other travel-related 
services and issues driver licences on behalf of NZTA. 

Department of 
Conservation

The Department of Conservation provides co-funding for activities under 
regional land transport plans and manages roads on the conservation 
estate (for example, national parks).
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Roading infrastructure2 

State highway network

  Central government owns the 
State highway network, with 
State Highway 1 running the 
full length of New Zealand. 

  State Highway 1 passing 
through central Auckland is 
the busiest stretch of road in 
New Zealand with more than 
200,000 vehicles each day.

  Most of the network is made 
up of single-carriageway 
roads (one lane in each 
direction) with about 2% 
made up of motorways and 
other dual-carriageway roads.

Road network
Local roads (roads other than the State highways) move people 
and goods within regions.  
 

Figure 1.1: New Zealand road network4

Local roads can be converted into State highways.  
An example was the creation of State Highway 15 in 
Northland in August 2016 to establish a stronger link 
between forestry sites and Northport and to cater for 
increasing tourism activity.5

1 www.nzta.govt.nz/planning-and-investment/our-investments/research/ 
2 www.nzta.govt.nz/roads-and-rail/research-and-data/state-highway-frequently-asked-questions/#motorway
3 www.nzta.govt.nz/roads-and-rail/state-highway-projects/roads-of-national-significance-rons/
4 www.nzta.govt.nz/assets/userfiles/transport-data/PSRoads.html
5 www.beehive.govt.nz/release/new-state-highway-northland

   
The Roads of National Significance (RoNs)3 are projects 
that address urgent priorities in or close to Auckland, 
Wellington, Hamilton, Christchurch, and Tauranga.  

 Changes and additions to the 
State highway network (such  
as cycling paths, pedestrian 
footpaths, bridge upgrades, 
bypasses, and tunnel 
improvements) are made  
to support economic and 
population growth, to  
enhance safety, and to  
reduce congestion and  
improve traffic flow. 

State  
highways

10,855 km 
road length

55% North Island
............................... 
45% South Island

99.7%  
sealed

23,455 
lane km

57% North Island
............................... 
43% South Island

99.7%  
sealed

Local  
roads

 
84,150 km 
road length 

57% North Island
............................... 
43% South Island  
+ Chatham Islands

63%  
sealed

155,700 
lane km

58% North Island
............................... 
42% South Island  
+ Chatham Islands

67%  
sealed

2015/16

  

DEFINITION: 
A lane km is a 1 km 

stretch of a single lane.   
Example: a 2 km stretch 

of a four-lane road is 
8 lane km. 

http://www.transport.govt.nz/transportoutlook/
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Road length
The length of the road network is growing in urban areas and 
reducing modestly in rural areas. 

Figure 1.2: State highways and local roads by road length6

Note: This graph does not include 179 km of local roads in the Chatham Islands.

 
Waikato has the most extensive State highway  
network at 1,715 km or 16% of the network. 

Waikato and the Bay of Plenty regions have  
the highest concentration of State highway 
km relative to the size of the region. 

Southland has the lowest density. 

Auckland, Wellington, and Canterbury have a  
high proportion of local roads compared with  
their State Highway networks.
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Road funding
State highway network  
Central government pays for the full cost of developing and 
maintaining the State highway network through the National  
Land Transport Fund (NLTF). The Government Policy Statement 
(GPS) on land transport7, issued by the Minister of Transport, 
guides land transport investment and sets out priorities for 
expenditure from the NLTF. Any revenue from the fuel excise duty 
charged on petrol, road user charges, and motor vehicle registration 
and licensing fees is hypothecated (or ringfenced) into the NLTF. 
There is also a modest contribution into the NLTF from interest 
income and the rental or sale of State highway land. 

NZTA  
NZTA gives effect to the GPS through its National Land  
Transport Programme. It decides what specific projects receive 
funding. The GPS is refreshed every three years for the following 
ten-year period. The current GPS 2015 covers the period from  
1 July 2015 to 30 June 2025. In total, $38.7 billion8 is to be 
allocated during this period.

Road maintenance  
Activities that attract investment through the GPS include, but  
are not limited to, new road construction and road improvements 
and maintenance. In terms of maintenance, NZTA and local 
government developed the One Network Road Classification 
system9 in 2013. It divides roads into six categories depending  
on how busy they are, whether they connect to important 
destinations, and whether there are other routes available. Once  
a road has been classified, it is to be maintained to the agreed 
level of service for that category.

Local roads  
For local roads, the cost is split roughly 50:50 between 
central government (from the NLTF) and local councils  
that raise their share through rates income, development 
contributions, or cost-sharing with landowners.

Roading represents 17% of local government expenditure. 

However, this can vary by region and is relevant particularly 
for rural areas as 75% of local roads by lane km are rural.10   
Example: Council spend on roading and transport:11 

Additional funding  
Central government may sometimes allocate 
additional funding through the annual Budget 
process for other projects, such as for accelerating 
the construction of regional roads. 

Tolling 
Tolling is another funding option that can bring forward  
the construction of key roads. Tolls were used for the 
Lyttelton road tunnel from 1964 to 1978, the Auckland 
harbour bridge from 1959 to 1984, and the Tauranga 
harbour bridge from 1988 to 2001.

There are currently three toll roads:12

6 www.nzta.govt.nz/assets/userfiles/transport-data/PSRoads.html 
7 www.transport.govt.nz/ourwork/keystrategiesandplans/gpsonlandtransportfunding/
8 www.beehive.govt.nz/release/govt-confirms-387-billion-investment-land-transport 
9 www.nzta.govt.nz/planning-and-investment/planning/201821-national-land-transport-programme/one-network-road-classification/
10 www.nzta.govt.nz/assets/userfiles/transport-data/PSRoads.html
11 www.lgnz.co.nz/assets/Uploads/Our-work/Local-Government-Funding-Review.pdf
12 www.nzta.govt.nz/roads-and-rail/toll-roads/toll-road-information/where-the-toll-roads-are/

$

Takitimu Drive  
5 km bypassing 
Tauranga city

Tauranga Eastern Link 
15 km between Pāpāmoa  
and Paengaroa in the  
Bay of Plenty

Northern Gateway  
A 7.5 km stretch north  
of Auckland between  
Silverdale and Pūhoi

Wellington City Council: 
10% of budget  

Clutha District Council: 
44% of budget

10% 44%

http://www.transport.govt.nz/transportoutlook/
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Growth
As our population has increased and more tourists visit  
New Zealand, vehicle km travelled (VKTs), a measure of the  
distance travelled on our roads, have grown. 

Figure 1.3: Vehicle km travelled (VKTs)13

The split between travel on State highways  
and local roads is almost 50:50. 

Most distance travelled is in Auckland (30% of 
VKTs), Canterbury (14%), and Waikato (13%).

Growth in population 
 

Figure 1.4: New Zealand population14

Areas of growth 
Growth has not been even. Population growth  
has been concentrating in the Auckland – 
Waikato – Bay of Plenty ‘golden triangle’. 

Areas of decline 
At the same time, in some other parts of the  
country urban drift in general and slower population  
and economic growth, or even decline, are forcing 
decisions on whether to maintain road networks to  
the same standard. Options may include reducing
maintenance, changing sealed roads to gravel, or 
imposing speed or weight restrictions.15

Thus, there is network underutilisation in some regions  
and congestion pinch points in others.
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Figure 1.5: Distribution of the population between the 
golden triangle and other regions16 

Growth in tourism 

Growth in tourism has led to increased use of cars, camper  
vans, and tourist coaches on the roading network, for example 
around Auckland International Airport, central Otago, and the  
West Coast. Extra goods such as food need to be 
delivered to tourism hotspots, along with materials  
for construction to house tourists and workers. 

Vehicle fleet 

 Figure 1.6: New Zealand vehicle fleet18

In 2015 there were 3 million light passenger  
vehicles in New Zealand. 

The vehicle fleet grew by almost 1.2 million,  
or 44% overall from 2000 to 2015. 

Light passenger vehicles accounted for almost  
three quarters of this growth. 

44%
growth in vehicle 

fleet over  
15 years

Growth in the golden triangle area is driven by a number  
of factors including the location of business activity  
and employment, and Auckland as the destination for 
international arrivals. 

In 2016, 52% of 
permanent and 
long-term arrivals 
(including New 
Zealand and 
Australian citizens) 
who specified a  
region of destination 
named Auckland. 

3/4 of growth
Light passenger vehicles

An additional 11% 
stated Waikato and 
the Bay of Plenty.17

13 www.transport.govt.nz/ourwork/tmif/transport-volume/tv001/
14 www.statistics.govt.nz/browse_for_stats/population/estimates_and_projections/historical-population-tables.aspx
15 www.southlanddc.govt.nz/my-southland/roading/
16 Calculated from Statistics New Zealand data (http://nzdotstat.stats.govt.nz/wbos/Index.aspx?DataSetCode=TABLECODE7501)
17 www.stats.govt.nz/browse_for_stats/population/Migration/IntTravelAndMigration_HOTPDec16.aspx
18 www.transport.govt.nz/research/newzealandvehiclefleetstatistics/#monthly (figures for 2016 not available at the time of publication)

DEFINITIONS: 
Light passenger vehicles 

 = cars and SUVs 

Light commercial vehicles  
= vans and utes
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Figure 1.7: Average age of light passenger vehicle fleet19

The average age of New Zealand’s light passenger vehicle 
fleet has increased from 11.7 years in 2000 to 14.3 years 
(2015), which is older than that in the United States (11.6 
years for cars and light trucks in 2016)20, Australia (10.1 
years for all vehicles in 2016)21, Canada (9.3 years for light 
vehicles in 2014)22, and Europe (7.4 years for passenger 
cars in 2014).23 

Figure 1.8: Light passenger vehicles owned24

There are 657 light passenger vehicles  
per 1,000 people in New Zealand. 

Various international comparisons place  
New Zealand among the top ten countries  
in terms of vehicle ownership per capita.25

This may be due to reasons including urban design and  
low levels of population density, which reduces the reach  
of public transport networks.

Figure 1.9: Number of vehicles owned per household26

• 92.1% of households own at least one car: 37.6% own 
one car, 38.4% two cars, and 16.1% three or more cars. 

• There are now more two-vehicle than one-vehicle households. 

• The proportion of households that own at least one
vehicle varies between regions:27
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Figure 1.10: Number of vehicles owned per household – 
international comparison

Figure 1.11: Light passenger vehicle travel per capita and 
distance travelled30

Light passenger vehicles dominate travel on New Zealand 
roads (76% of total distance travel). 

The remainder is travel by light commercial vehicles (16%), 
buses, and heavy trucks. 

Although the total distance travelled in light passenger 
vehicles has increased with population growth, travel per 
capita has fallen from a peak in 2004. This could be due to 
the cost of transport (for example, oil prices that hit their 
peak in 2008), more and denser urban living encouraging 
walking and cycling, fewer young people getting their driver 
licence, improved public transport, cheaper air travel, and 
more activities conducted online.

19 www.transport.govt.nz/research/newzealandvehiclefleetstatistics/#annual
20 http://news.ihsmarkit.com/press-release/automotive/vehicles-getting-older-average-age-light-cars-and-trucks-us-rises-again-201
21 www.abs.gov.au/AUSSTATS/abs@.nsf/mf/9309.0
22 www.aiacanada.com/what-we-do/market-research/
23 www.eea.europa.eu/data-and-maps/indicators/average-age-of-the-vehicle-fleet/average-age-of-the-vehicle-8
24 www.transport.govt.nz/research/newzealandvehiclefleetstatistics/ (2015 New Zealand Vehicle Fleet Annual Spreadsheet, sheet 1.4 to 1.7)
25 www.itf-oecd.org/search/statistics-and-data?f%255B0%255D=field_publication_type%3A648 
26 www.transport.govt.nz/ourwork/tmif/accesstothetransportsystem/am007/
27 www.stats.govt.nz/Census/2013-census/profile-and-summary-reports/qstats-infographic-transport-comms.aspx
28 http://profile.id.com.au/australia/car-ownership
29 www.statista.com/statistics/300036/break-down-of-people-buying-cars-in-the-united-kingdom/
30 www.transport.govt.nz/research/newzealandvehiclefleetstatistics/
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Motorcycling
Younger users aged 15-29 tend to ride 
lower-powered motorcycles and for 
shorter distances compared with older 
users aged 45+ who ride higher-powered 
motorcycles and travel further on the 
open road for social/recreational purposes. 

There are now over 18,000 New Zealanders aged 80+ who have a 
motorcycle licence (2016), compared with only 471 in 2001.31 

Most motorcyclists are men, with women  
representing only 18% of motorcycle licence- 
holders in 2010/14.32 

Figure 1.12: Motorcycles in the vehicle fleet and  
distance travelled33

Safety34

The road toll reached its highest point in  
1973 (843 deaths) and another high point 
in 1987 (795 deaths). 

Figure 1.13: Road deaths and injuries

Peak in 1973 – followed by oil crisis and reduction  
in speed limit on open road. Specific reasons behind 
the decline from 1973 to 1979 include:
 • a reduction in the speed limit on the 

open road from 55 to 50 miles (88 to
80 km) per hour in December 1973 

• reduced travel as a result of the 1973 oil shock.

Despite an increase in the number of vehicles and 
drivers (licence holders), the rate of deaths and 
injuries per vehicle and per person has been in long-
term decline since the peak in the road toll in 1973, 
although there has been a rise in the number of 
deaths and injuries in recent years. 
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Road deaths and injuries

Figure 1.14: Drivers (licence holders), vehicles, and  
road deaths

 

Figure 1.15: Deaths and injuries per million licence holders

Deaths have fallen from 179 for every million 
licence holders in 2001 to 95 in 2016.

Injuries have fallen from 4,872 for every million 
licence holders in 2001 to 3,618 in 2015.

 

Figure 1.16: Road deaths 

 

Figure 1.17: Road injuries 

ehicles 

31 www.transport.govt.nz/research/roadcrashstatistics/motorvehiclecrashesinnewzealand/motor-vehicle-crashes-in-new-zealand-2015/ (Driver licence and vehicle fleet statistics)
32 www.transport.govt.nz/assets/Uploads/Research/Documents/25yrs-of-how-NZers-Travel.pdf
33 www.transport.govt.nz/research/newzealandvehiclefleetstatistics/
34 Data in this section is sourced from www.transport.govt.nz/research/newzealandvehiclefleetstatistics/ and  

www.transport.govt.nz/research/roadtoll/annualroadtollhistoricalinformation/ (data on deaths is available up to 2016; data for injuries is available to 2015)
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The Ministry of Transport conducts  
and collates information for a number 
of road safety surveys each year.  

Survey topics include child restraints, seatbelt 
use, speed, and public attitudes to road safety.

WWW.TRANSPORT.GOVT.NZ/RESEARCH/
ROADSAFETYSURVEYS/

http://www.transport.govt.nz/transportoutlook/
http://www.transport.govt.nz/assets/Uploads/Research/Documents/Transport-Outlook/Road-toll-numbers-of-drivers-and-vehicles.xlsx
http://www.transport.govt.nz/assets/Uploads/Research/Documents/Transport-Outlook/Deaths-and-injuries-per-licence-holders.xlsx
http://www.transport.govt.nz/assets/Uploads/Research/Documents/Transport-Outlook/Road-deaths-and-injuries1.xlsx
http://www.transport.govt.nz/assets/Uploads/Research/Documents/Transport-Outlook/Road-deaths-and-injuries2.xlsx
http://www.transport.govt.nz/research/roadsafetysurveys/
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Figure 1.18: Factors contributing to fatal and injury 
crashes in 201535

More than one factor can contribute to a crash.

In 2011/15, 4% of all drivers involved in 
crashes were overseas licence holders. 

Figure 1.19: Overseas visitors and percentage of overseas 
licence holders involved in crashes36

As the number of tourists has increased, the number  
of overseas licence holders involved in crashes has  
also increased. While there are more overseas visitors  
in New Zealand, a lower proportion of them are involved 
in crashes.

Reducing the road toll 
Factors that may contribute in general to a reducing toll include:37
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Research carried out by Monash 
University on police-reported 
crashes in New Zealand and 
Australia between 1987  
and 2012 showed that injury  
risk and severity decline with  
year of vehicle manufacture38

0

1

2

3

4

0.000

0.005

0.010

0.015

0.020

0.025

0.030

Overseas visitors
 (left axis)

20
15

20
14

20
13

20
12

20
11

20
10

20
09

20
08

20
07

20
06

20
05

%

% of overseas licence holders 
involved in crashes (right axis)

M
ill

io
n 

vi
si

to
rs

http://www.transport.govt.nz/assets/Uploads/Research/Documents/Transport-Outlook/Factors-contributing-to-crashes.xlsx
http://www.transport.govt.nz/assets/Uploads/Research/Documents/Transport-Outlook/Overseas-drivers-involved-in-crashes.xlsx
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Motorcycles

Figure 1.20: Motorcyclist deaths and injuries by age group39

Motorcycling remains the riskiest 
transport mode, in particular on the 
open road. The risk of being killed  
or injured in a road crash is 21 times 
higher for a motorcyclist than a car 
driver over the same distance travelled. 

Most fatal accidents involve large motorcycles that spend 
more time travelling at high speeds on the open road.40 41  
This is likely to reflect the shift in motorcycle usage 
towards longer distances on the open road.

Costs of road crashes
Road crashes impose intangible, financial, and economic costs  
to society. These costs include:
 •  loss of life and reduced quality of life 
 •  reduced output due to temporary incapacitation
 •  medical, legal, and vehicle damage costs. 

The average social cost is estimated at $4.73 million  
per fatal crash, $912,000 per reported serious crash,  
and $99,000 per reported minor crash. 

 

 
These costs (expressed in 2016 $ and adjusted for under- 
reporting) exclude payments such as taxes or insurance 
premiums, costs associated with insurance administration, 
traffic delays due to road crashes, and collateral damage.42

35 www.transport.govt.nz/research/roadcrashstatistics/motorvehiclecrashesinnewzealand/motor-vehicle-crashes-in-new-zealand-2015/
36 www.transport.govt.nz/assets/Uploads/Research/Documents/Overseas-drivers2016.pdf
37 Refer www.transport.govt.nz/assets/Uploads/Research/Documents/Long-Term-Trend-in-Roadtoll.pdf for a 2013 analysis by Infometrics Ltd of the downward trend in road fatalities since 1990.
38 www.monash.edu/__data/assets/pdf_file/0009/216738/muarc323.pdf
39 www.transport.govt.nz/research/travelsurvey/25-years-of-nz-travel/
40 www.transport.govt.nz/assets/Uploads/Research/Documents/Motorcycles-2016.pdf
41 www.transport.govt.nz/assets/Uploads/Research/Documents/Risk-2015-Pedestrians-cyclists-and-motorcyclists-final.pdf
42 www.transport.govt.nz/research/roadcrashstatistics/thesocialcostofroadcrashesandinjuries/
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Rail transport 
Sector participants 

KiwiRail KiwiRail, a State-owned enterprise, owns the rail network infrastructure 
(track, overhead power supply, signals, and platforms). It provides a rail 
freight service across most of the country (about 900 freight trains per 
week), three long-distance passenger train services, and a weekday 
commuter service between Palmerston North and Wellington. KiwiRail 
owns and operates the Interislander ferries (one of two ferry services 
between Wellington and Picton). One of the three Interislander ferries, 
Aratere, accommodates rail wagons, thereby providing a link between  
the North Island and South Island sections of the national rail network. 

Regional councils Auckland Council (through Auckland Transport) and the Greater Wellington 
Regional Council are responsible for planning and contracting for metro  
rail services (operated by Transdev Australia). The Wellington network  
extends to Masterton in the Wairarapa region and to Waikanae on the  
Ka-piti Coast. With a few exceptions such as the main Wellington rail station 
owned by KiwiRail, the councils also own the stations and rolling stock 
(locomotives, wagons etc) while KiwiRail maintains the track and signals. 

Metro rail services are funded through a mixture of revenue from 
passengers, council contributions, and funding from the National Land 
Transport Fund administered by the New Zealand Transport Agency (NZTA). 

Ministry of 
Transport

The Ministry of Transport is the lead agency for rail policy advice. It 
represents the government’s wider transport policy interests and 
communicates the government’s expectations to stakeholders. It provides 
advice on capital investment in metro rail services and works with the 
Treasury to recommend capital investment decisions regarding KiwiRail.

New Zealand 
Transport Agency 

NZTA provides funding for rail public transport services in Auckland  
and Wellington. NZTA regulates the railways and monitors rail safety.  
This includes licensing organisations that operate on and/or provide 
access to the rail network. 

Transport Accident 
Investigation 
Commission

The Transport Accident Investigation Commission investigates  
rail accidents.

Heritage railway 
operators

Some heritage railway operators run passenger services on the network 
primarily targeted at the tourist or leisure market.



Your transport ‘GoTO’ is at: www.transport.govt.nz/transportoutlook 29

Rail infrastructure 
New Zealand’s operational rail network measures 3,377 km.43

 
Rail network

The rail network consists of a spine from 
Auckland to Invercargill (connected across  
Cook Strait by ferry) with spurs to Northland, 
Bay of Plenty, Taranaki, Hawke’s Bay, and the 
West Coast.

Double track

The line from Auckland to Hamilton, the metro  
lines in Auckland and Wellington, and lines  
around Christchurch are mostly double-track.

Single track

The remaining network is single-track with  
passing loops.44

The rail network is broken down as follows:

Figure 2.1: Regional breakdown of rail network45

 
This figure includes route length (approximately 14% of 
the total route length) that is currently unused or leased  
to other operators.

43 KiwiRail, April 2017
44 www.transport.govt.nz/assets/Uploads/Research/Documents/Future-Freight-Scenarios-Study.pdf
45 KiwiRail, as at April 2017
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Passenger services
Figure 2.2: Passenger train services46

  

Freight
The bulk of the remaining rail network is used for freight.

Refer to the next section on freight transport for  
information on rail freight. 

Capital Connection  
This Wellington – Palmerston North connection is a 
long-distance weekday commuter service. This service 
is currently dependent on a funding contribution from 
the Manawatu-Wanganui Regional Council and the 
Greater Wellington Regional Council (guaranteed until  
at least July 2018).

Auckland and Wellington commuter services  
Passenger numbers on the Wellington and Auckland 
commuter services have risen, particularly in Auckland where 
there have been station improvements, the introduction of 
electric trains and electrification, and improvements in network 
capacity, reliability, and reach. Other factors contributing to 
increased patronage may include:
 •  increased road congestion and parking costs 
 •  promotion of public transport including its  

environmental benefits 
•  the ability to use time productively while travelling
 •  strong population and employment growth. 

Auckland 
1.1 million (1993)47

18.1 million 
(2016)48

Wellington 
10 million (2001)49

13.1 million (2016)50

Capital Connection 
172,000 (2007/08)51

127,000 (2016)52 

Northern Explorer (Wellington – Auckland)
47,000 (2007/08)51

45,000 (2016)52

Coastal Pacific (Picton – Christchurch)
69,000 (2007/08)51

42,000 (2016)52 

TranzAlpine (Christchurch – Greymouth)
200,000 (2007/08)51

141,000 (2016)52

Commuter services

Long-distance services

Impacts of earthquakes 
The number of passengers on South Island journeys was 
adversely affected by the 2010/11 Canterbury earthquakes. 
Passenger numbers fell by 29% on the TranzAlpine service 
and 35% on the Coastal Pacific service during the 12 months  
from 1 July 2010.53 The Coastal Pacific line has been 
suspended since the Kaikōura earthquake in November 2016.

Long-distance services 
The operating capacity and timetables  
were modified in 2011/12 with the  
introduction of a new ‘AK’ fleet.54 

Tourists now represent a large 
number of passengers. Kaik-oura earthquake recovery: The Ministry  

of Transport is leading a programme of work  
to respond to the 2016 Kaik-oura earthquake,  

to reinstate the rail line and State highway 1.

WWW.TRANSPORT.GOVT.NZ/OURWORK/
KAIK-OURA-EARTHQUAKE-RECOVERY/

http://www.transport.govt.nz/ourwork/kaikoura-earthquake-recovery/
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Safety 
Rail incidents can be caused by obstructions such as  
livestock and people on rail tracks, derailments, collisions  
between rail vehicles, and other operating incidents.

In 2015 there were 3,868 reported incidents across these various 
types (passenger and freight services), with 16 deaths, 10 serious 
injuries, and 89 minor injuries. There were 360 incidents at level 
crossings, most of which were near collisions with vehicles or 
pedestrians/cyclists.  

Half of these events occurred 
in Auckland and Wellington 
where there are many 
commuter train movements.55

There are around 1,320 public road level crossings and 122 
stand-alone pedestrian level crossings on the rail network.56

In October 2016, the Transport Accident Investigation  
Commission added safety for pedestrians and vehicles using  
level crossings to its watchlist, identifying this as an emerging 
issue, particularly in Auckland.57

Figure 2.3: Rail-related deaths58

The figure shows deaths at level crossings 
involving vehicles, pedestrians, and cyclists, 
people on the track, and other casualties 
involving members of the public. 
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46 Dates for historical data vary depending on availability 
47 www.nzherald.co.nz/nz/news/article.cfm?c_id=1&objectid=11411768
48 at.govt.nz/about-us/reports-publications/at-metro-patronage-report/
49 www.transport.govt.nz/rail/metro-rail/
50 www.metlink.org.nz/customer-services/public-transport-facts-and-figures/patronage/
51 www.kiwirail.co.nz/uploads/Publications/2008-2009%20Annual%20Report.pdf
52 KiwiRail
53 www.kiwirail.co.nz/uploads/Publications/2010-2011%20Annual%20Report.pdf
54 www.kiwirail.co.nz/uploads/Publications/New%20Scenic%20Carriages.pdf
55 www.transport.govt.nz/assets/Uploads/Research/Documents/Rail-Safety-Statistics-31December2015.pdf
56 www.kiwirail.co.nz/in-the-community/safety-and-compliance/level-crossing-safety.html
57 www.taic.org.nz/Watchlist2016/TwomorepressingconcernsWatchlist2016/tabid/298/language/en-NZ/Default.aspx
58 www.transport.govt.nz/research/roadcrashstatistics/raillevelcrossingstatistics/
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Freight transport  
(land-based: road and rail)
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Road freight59

Road transport is the dominant form of land-based freight transport. Its share of freight  
in 2014/15 was 84% by tonne km, and this share has increased gradually over time.

Figure 3.1: Road and rail freight60
Freight operators 

There are approximately 4,500 private operators in the 
road freight industry, many contracted to larger firms. 

Most are locally  
based and family- 
owned businesses  
with fewer than  
five trucks. 

 

Freight 
There are about 23,000 licensed  
freight vehicles. 

 •  Some large companies have grown into nationwide 
logistics operations that provide a complete transport, 
stock management, and warehousing service.

 •  Road transport is the dominant mode of transport for intra- 
regional freight flows with a market share of over 95% 
(measured in million tonnes) in all regions except for the 
Bay of Plenty (83% in this region, given logs and container 
freight transported by rail to the Port of Tauranga).61

 •  Road transport is less dominant 
for some items, such as coal 
from the West Coast to 
Canterbury and Fonterra’s  
use of rail to move much of its 
product in the North Island.

 

 

59 www.transport.govt.nz/assets/Uploads/Research/Documents/National-Freight-Demand-Study-Mar-2014.pdf
60 www.transport.govt.nz/ourwork/tmif/freighttransportindustry/ft007/
61 www2.deloitte.com/content/dam/Deloitte/nz/Documents/finance/2016-Ports-and-Freight-Yearbook.pdf 
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Vehicle sizes
HPMVs 
Vehicles that exceed the standard 44 tonne gross vehicle mass 
have been in use since 2010. These high-productivity motor 
vehicles (HPMVs) can generate cost savings for operators and 
reduced congestion and safety gains through fewer trips to 
deliver the same amount of freight,62 but they can operate  
only where the roading infrastructure is adequate. 

Example: Some bridges on State Highway 6  
on the West Coast are unsuitable, which  
means that they cannot be used from the  
West Coast to Otago via Wanaka and Queenstown.63

 
 

50MAX 
50MAX vehicle combinations have operated since 2013.  
These vehicles can carry up to 50 tonnes only and have one  
more axle than conventional 44-tonne vehicle combinations. 
Therefore, the overall load is spread further and this avoids 
additional wear on roads per tonne of freight.64 Consequently, 
50MAX vehicles are able to operate on parts of the road  
network that are unable to carry HPMVs.

Safety
Although the number of fatal truck crashes per 100 million km 
travelled has declined, trucks are still over-represented in serious 
road crash statistics because of their large mass. 

Trucks make up about 6% of the 
total distance travelled while 
deaths from crashes involving  
trucks make up around 19%  
of the total road toll. 

Figure 3.2: Fatal truck crashes per 100 million km 
travelled by trucks65

Fatal truck crashes per 100 million km driven by trucks 
have dropped by about one third since the early 2000s. 

In most cases the truck driver is not identified as at fault 
(for 60% of fatal crashes for 2011/15) and the victims are 
not the truck occupants but other road users, given the 
higher probability of death in a light vehicle that collides 
with a truck. 

Fewer than one in five victims in truck crashes are truck 
drivers or their passengers. 
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Rail freight66

KiwiRail 
KiwiRail carries all rail freight, containerised and bulk products 
(products that cannot be carried in containers). KiwiRail moves  
18 million tonnes of freight each year, and transports around a 
quarter of New Zealand’s exports.67 It provides a service to all  
ports except for Northport (Marsden Point), Gisborne, and Nelson. 

Bay of Plenty 
The Bay of Plenty has the 
most densely used sector  
of the national rail network, 
accounting for about one 
third of rail traffic,68 with a 
focus on the Port of Tauranga. 

 
Rail is effective for transporting bulky 
heavy goods such as coal, and dairy and 
forestry products, as well as low-value 
and/or less time-sensitive items. 

While transporting bulky items by road may not be possible in 
some areas because of road conditions (for example, narrow 
bridges or windy roads), the rail network also faces restrictions. 
For example, on the Northland line it cannot carry taller, high- 
cube containers. 

 • Road transport generally provides a faster solution than rail  
as it operates a single handling service from door to door and 
customers can more or less decide on a pick-up or delivery 
time. Rail freight tends to operate on a schedule unless the 
service is a single-customer, point-to-point service with 
dedicated trains. 

 • Containerised rail freight requires multiple handling,  
eg trucking from source, loading onto a train, and then 
unloading and trucking to the final destination. 

 • Between some centres there are no rail routes. For example, 
there is no rail line into Nelson. 

 • Rail is usually the more attractive option over long distances 
as the cost of handling is spread over longer distances and 
rail’s per tonne kilometre operating costs are lower.

 • Rail provides substantial freight capacity on a number  
of routes, which helps to reduce road congestion and  
wear and tear and provides resilience if there are  
blockages on the road network. 

 Example: It is estimated that  
the creation of a regional hub 
for CentrePort in the Wairarapa to 
load logs onto rail for transport to  
the port would remove the need  
for 16,000 logging truck trips using  
the Rimutaka hill road each year.69

• Rail has lower emissions per tonne km than road 
transport. The transport of one tonne of freight by 
diesel-powered rail produces less than a third of the 
emissions produced on the same journey by road.70

Potential growth 
Rail’s share of freight in 2014/15 was 16% of tonne km (refer 
Figure 3.1). More freight could, in theory, be moved by rail.

A study in 2006 estimated that rail could potentially raise its  
share from 13% at the time to 16-20% on a tonnage basis.71 

Pipelines
Some commodities such as petrochemicals and oil and  
gas are transported by pipeline. 

Example: A pipeline conveys petrol, diesel, and jet fuel 
from the oil refinery at Marsden Point to tanks in 
Auckland,72 while there are 2,600 km of high-pressure 
natural gas transmission pipelines in the North Island 
(none in the South Island).73 74 

62 www.nzta.govt.nz/assets/Commercial-Driving/docs/Monitoring-evaluation-and-review-of-the-Vehicle-Dimensions-and-Mass-Rule-30-April-2013.pdf
63 www.mbie.govt.nz/info-services/sectors-industries/regions-cities/regional-growth-programme/pdf-image-library/tai-poutini-west-coast-growth-opportunities-report.pdf 
64 www.nzta.govt.nz/commercial-driving/high-productivity/50max/
65 www.transport.govt.nz/assets/Uploads/Research/Documents/Trucks-2016.pdf
66 www.kiwirail.co.nz/uploads/Publications/KiwiRail%20Commercial%20Review.pdf
67 www.kiwirail.co.nz/uploads/Publications/2016-kiwirail-integrated-report.pdf
68 www.boprc.govt.nz/media/415896/draft-bop-regional-land-transport-plan-2015-2045-hearing-subcommittee-recommendations.pdf
69 times-age.co.nz/16000-logging-trucks-off-roads/
70 www.royalsociety.org.nz/expert-advice/papers/yr2016/mitigation-options-for-new-zealand/
71 www.ternz.co.nz/Publications/The%20Contestability%20of%20New%20Zealand’s%20Road%20Freight%20Task%20by%20Rail.pdf
72 www.refiningnz.com/visitors--learning/classroom--learning-resources/learning-centre/how-it-works---the-refining-process/refinery-auckland-pipeline.aspx
73 https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Oil_and_gas_industry_in_New_Zealand
74 www.mbie.govt.nz/info-services/sectors-industries/energy/energy-data-modelling/publications/energy-in-new-zealand/energy-in-nz-2016.pdf

95%
over 95% in all 

regions except for 
the Bay of Plenty

Trains could remove the 
need for 16,000 truck  

trips across the  
Rimutakas each year

1/3 of  
rail traffic 

2,600 km of high-pressure natural 
gas transmission pipelines

GoTO   TRANSPORT.GOVT.NZ/ 
  TRANSPORTOUTLOOK 

Your ‘GoTO’ for current transport-related data

http://www.transport.govt.nz/transportoutlook/
http://www.transport.govt.nz/transportoutlook/


36 New Zealand Transport Outlook: Current State 2016  NNewNew NewNew ew New Newew New NewNewewwNew NewNew New ew NewNew New NNeNNNNN wNN ZealZealZealZealZealZealZealZeaZealealeeaeaZeaalZealZealZealZeaeaeeaeaZealealZeaealaa andandndndandandandandndandandandandandandddandandndndaandnndanannddndddddddd TranTTranTraTraTraTranTranTranTranTranTrTraTranTranTraTranTTranTranTranaaTraaTrannTranTraTTrr sporsposporsporsporsporsporppoporposposporspororrsporsporsporsporporsppsposporsporsposporrrspospoorssssporpsporrorpopoporrspors rrrpp t Out Out Ot Out Out Out OuOOt OOOt Out Out Out Out Out Out OuOt Out Outt Out OuOOut Out Ot OuOt Out OOuOt OuuOt Ot Ot OOOt Out Ot OOOuOOt Outt OOOttt OOOOuut Outlootlootlootloootlootlootloootlooootltlootlotlootloolooltlootloolootlootlootlloootlootlootlootlootlootloot otlotlootlooootlotloooooott otloootlotltlotlootlootlooooooot ok: Ck: Ck: Ck: Ck: C Ck:k: Ckk: C: Ck: CC: Ck: Ck: Ck: CCk: Ck: Ck: Ck:: CCk: Ck: Ck: CCCk: C: CCCk: C: Ck: CC: C: Ck: Ck: CCk:k::: Ckk CCuruuurreurreurreurreurreurrerurrereeeurreurrurrereeurreururrururreurreurrerurrrrurreurrerruuurreurururreur nt Snt Snt Snt Snt St SSnt Snt SSnt Snt Snt Snt Snt Snt Snt Snt St Snnt Snt Snt Snt Snt SSSnnt SSSSt SSnnt Snt SSt SStatetatetatetatetateatetatetatetatetattatetattateateatetatetatetatetatetatetatetatetateeatt tetateeatea ee 20120120120120120120120120201020120120120120100012012012010120122 112 1112 111166 6 6 66 6666 66 66 66 66666636363636336363636363636363636663636333663333666

Maritime transport

Sector participants 
New Zealand’s maritime sector includes vessels involved in fishing, adventure tourism, passenger 
services on some harbours, lakes, rivers and across Cook Strait, and the carriage of freight.   

Cook Strait  
ferry services

Cook Strait ferry services are offered by both privately owned Strait 
Shipping and Crown-owned KiwiRail. 

Cruise ships Cruise ships visiting New Zealand are all operated by international  
cruise companies.

International 
shipping lines

A small number of international shipping lines carry New Zealand’s 
imports and exports. The New Zealand Government was previously a part 
owner of the Pacific Forum Line (PFL) but sold its shareholding in 2012. 
PFL is now fully owned by the Government of Samoa and provides a freight 
service in the Pacific region, including New Zealand. 

Coastal freight 
transporters

Coastal freight is transported on a mix of New Zealand and internationally 
operated vessels on scheduled and unscheduled services. Freight is also 
carried in rail wagons and trucks on the Wellington-Picton ferries. 

Ministry of 
Transport

The Ministry has oversight of all matters relating to maritime safety, 
marine protection, and freight.

Maritime  
New Zealand

Maritime New Zealand is a Crown entity governed by a board appointed by 
the Minister of Transport. It has various roles related to maritime safety 
and protection of the maritime environment. 

MetService The Meteorological Service of New Zealand, a State-owned enterprise, 
provides marine weather forecasts and weather charts.

Border  
protection

The New Zealand Customs Service and the Ministry for Primary Industries 
provide border protection services. 

Royal  
New Zealand Navy

The Royal New Zealand Navy undertakes regular border patrols, engages in 
search and rescue, and protects our shipping lanes. 

Transport Accident 
Investigation 
Commission 

The Transport Accident Investigation Commission (TAIC) investigates 
maritime accidents. 

Coastguard  
New Zealand

Coastguard New Zealand is a charity that provides maritime search and 
rescue services through volunteer rescue crews.
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75 www.stats.govt.nz/infoshare/SelectVariables.aspx?pxID=139f5725-a7b6-419b-a159-50b6caacbbfc
76 www.stats.govt.nz/infoshare/SelectVariables.aspx?pxID=46841333-eadd-4435-a728-ee6ae16cf3f2
77 www.transport.govt.nz/sea/figs/
78 Some shareholdings may be through other ownership vehicles

Port infrastructure
New Zealand’s maritime transport and infrastructure are important as over 
99% of our imports and exports by volume come through our ports. 

Figure 4.1: Merchandise imports and exports by sea75 76

For the 12 months to 30 June 2016:

Exports 
37.8 million tonnes were exported 
through our ports, double the 
volume in 1998. 

Imports 
21.1 million tonnes were imported 
through our ports, double the 
volume in 1994.

Figure 4.2: Cargo ports77

Most ports are owned by local authorities, reflecting 
historical arrangements. Legislative reform in the 1980s 
made private ownership possible, although most ports still 
remain in council ownership. 

Other ports 
Besides the ports listed above, a facility at Taharoa on the 
west coast of the North Island south of Raglan is owned by 
New Zealand Steel Ltd and is used to load iron sands onto 
vessels for export. There are other ports at Westport, 
Greymouth, and Whanganui that handle domestic cargo 
only, ports at Stewart Island and the Chatham Islands, and 
fishing and recreational ports in places such as Akaroa, 
Milford Sound, and Whakatane. 
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Port Location Ownership78 

Northport Marsden 
Point (near 
Whangarei)

50% Port of Tauranga. 
Other shareholders include 
Northland Regional Council  
and Ports of Auckland

Ports of 
Auckland 

Auckland 100% Auckland Council

Port of  
Tauranga

Tauranga Publicly listed. Bay of Plenty 
Regional Council majority owner

Eastland Port Gisborne 100% Eastland Community Trust 
(of which Gisborne District Council 
is the main beneficiary)

Port of Napier Napier 100% Hawke’s Bay Regional Council

Port Taranaki New 
Plymouth

100% Taranaki Regional Council

CentrePort Wellington 76.9% Greater Wellington Regional 
Council, 23.1% Manawatu- 
Wanganui Regional Council

Port 
Marlborough

Picton 100% Marlborough District Council

Port Nelson Nelson 50% Nelson City Council,  
50% Tasman District Council

Lyttelton Lyttelton 100% Christchurch City Council

PrimePort Timaru 50% Timaru District Council,  
50% Port of Tauranga

Port Otago Port 
Chalmers 

100% Otago Regional Council

South Port Bluff 66.5% Southland Regional Council 
+ other private owners

            = container port

37.8m

21.1m

http://www.transport.govt.nz/transportoutlook/
http://www.transport.govt.nz/assets/Uploads/Research/Documents/Transport-Outlook/Exports-and-imports.xlsx
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Exports and imports79

Figure 4.3: Exports and imports (combined) by port

Export and import volumes  
at all ports have increased. 

Tauranga has grown  
its share of export 
volumes from 31% in 
1991 to 37% in 2016. 

Northport’s share  
of import volumes  
has fallen from 44%  
in 1991 to 26% in  
2016, principally  
as Auckland and  
Tauranga have grown  
their import volumes. 

Figure 4.4: Exports and imports by port

This information refers to  
exports and imports only and 
excludes freight transported  
by coastal shipping, most of 
which is handled through 
Auckland and Lyttelton. 

201620112006200119961991

0

2

4

6

8

10

12

14

16

18

20

M
ar

lb
or

ou
gh

Ea
st

la
nd

Pr
im

eP
or

t

O
ta

go

N
el

so
n

Ce
nt

re
Po

rt

N
ap

ie
r

Ly
tt

el
to

n

So
ut

h 
Po

rt

Ta
ra

na
ki

Au
ck

la
nd

N
or

th
po

rt

T a
ur

an
ga

Tauranga  
now has a  
37% share  
of exports

Gr
os

s 
w

ei
gh

t –
 M

ill
io

n 
to

nn
es

ImportsExports

0

2

4

6

8

10

12

14

16

18

20

M
ar

lb
or

ou
gh

N
el

so
n

Pr
im

eP
or

t

Ot
ag

o

Ea
st

la
nd

Ce
nt

re
Po

rt

'S
ou

th
 P

or
t

N
ap

ie
r

Ta
ra

na
ki

Ly
tt

el
to

n

Au
ck

la
nd

Ta
ur

an
ga

Gr
os

s 
w

ei
gh

t –
 M

ill
io

n 
to

nn
es

13121110987654321

No
rt

hp
or

t

13
12

11

10

9

7

6
5

4

3

2

1

2016

8

http://www.transport.govt.nz/assets/Uploads/Research/Documents/Transport-Outlook/Imports-and-exports-by-port-historical-data.xlsx
http://www.transport.govt.nz/assets/Uploads/Research/Documents/Transport-Outlook/Ports-exports-and-imports.xlsx


Your transport ‘GoTO’ is at: www.transport.govt.nz/transportoutlook 39

Exports outweigh imports by volume, for all ports except 
for Northport, Auckland, and South Port. This reflects  
the importance of the export sector for New Zealand  
and the heavy nature of many of our (mostly) primary 
sector export commodities. 

Largest ports 
Northport is the largest port for imports by tonnage 
as it serves New Zealand’s only oil refinery. 

Auckland is the largest port for other imports due  
to its large population and production base, and it  
is also the main port of entry for vehicle imports 
(about 70%). In terms of $ value, it is our largest  
port for imports.

Auckland houses significant distribution centres for 
the North Island (like Christchurch for the South Island).

Import volumes through Tauranga have been 
increasing and Tauranga is now marginally  
behind Auckland. 

Tauranga is the largest port for exports, driven in part 
by its proximity to economic activity in the Auckland-
Waikato-Bay of Plenty golden triangle but also the 
fact that 99.5% of Fonterra’s North Island dairy 
exports are now brought to the port.80

International comparison 
By world standards, New Zealand’s ports are small.  
Even though road and rail networks have improved, the 
regional spread of the ports has persisted. This reflects  
to some degree the fact that each port serves its 
respective hinterland. 

79 www.stats.govt.nz/infoshare/SelectVariables.aspx?pxID=cf707c8e-9af8-4e65-a53c-ba7af4869df7 and www.stats.govt.nz/infoshare/SelectVariables.aspx?pxID=da66e0cc-4bcb-44b5-
b764-40173ec47f5b (for 12 months ended June 2016)

80 www.port-tauranga.co.nz/news-and-media/
81 www.transport.govt.nz/sea/figs/

Auckland is the main port of 
entry for vehicles (about 70%)

of North Island dairy 
exports are now brought  
to the Port of Tauranga.

99.5%

Example: Horticultural 
crops are predominantly 
region-specific: kiwifruit is 
generally shipped through 
Tauranga, apples through 
Napier and Nelson, and 
onions through Auckland 
and Tauranga. For many 
ports, logs make up a large  
part of their export volumes 
given their proximity to  
tree harvesting regions.

Much of the information in 
this section comes from the 

Ministry’s Freight Information Gathering 
System.81 This provides an overview of 
freight movements around New Zealand 
(containerised, rail, and bulk coastal freight).  
Reports are released four times a year.

TRANSPORT.GOVT.NZ/SEA/FIGS

http://www.transport.govt.nz/transportoutlook/
http://www.transport.govt.nz/sea/figs/
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Figure 4.5: Bulk export commodities by port82

Bulk products make up about two thirds  
of total tonnage. Logs make up a large  
part of bulk tonnage for many ports. 

Growing vessel sizes 
Vessels visiting New Zealand are becoming larger. The largest 
container vessel to visit New Zealand by the end of 2016  
had a capacity of over 10,000 TEUs (twenty-foot equivalent  
container units), compared with the largest capacity of  
5,000 TEUs in early 2016. This is indicative of the growing  
average size of visiting vessels. 

Figure 4.6: Containerised exports by port83

Containerised exports for each port are 
generally more diversified. Their content  
can reflect the nature of local industries,

but this is not strictly the case as containerised products 
can be moved across the country.

Joint ventures 
Exporters may also choose to transport their products  
by road or rail to a port that is not necessarily the closest, 
sometimes in joint ventures with port companies.  
Example: Fonterra and Port of Tauranga (part owner of 
PrimePort in Timaru) signed an agreement in 2014 to shift 
business from Lyttelton to Timaru.84 Such switches, along 
with potentially fewer port visits, can have major impacts 
on smaller ports. 
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Coastal shipping
Coastal vessels transport 12 million tonnes 
of oil and 4 million tonnes of other freight 
around the coastline.85 

Other coastal freight includes bulky items 
such as logs, cement, and fertiliser, and, 
for longer inter-island movements (mainly
between Auckland and Christchurch), stock distribution 
between manufacturing plants and distribution centres. 
For shorter distances on the same island, road or rail are  
often more flexible modes. 

Coastal shipping carries an estimated 14% of freight tonne  
km or 2% of tonnage.86

Coastal shipping usually takes longer than road and rail but  
may compete with rail for some bulky or non-urgent items. 

Coastal shipping is flexible as some shipping operators can  
also meet particular customer routing needs and congestion  
is generally not an issue for travel by sea, other than for  
moving freight to/from ports. 

Coastal shipping also has cost savings 
and environmental advantages  
compared with other transport modes 
and produces on average 13.9 grams

of CO2 per tonne km compared with 22.8 grams for rail transport 
and 92.0 grams for heavy-duty road vehicles. 

It has some environmental disadvantages such as the emission  
of sulphur dioxide and nitrous oxide, the risk of oil spills, and the 
potential for movement of non-indigenous species on ship hulls  
to areas that they would not reach naturally.87

Respositoning of containers 
Repositioning of empty containers is also an important market  
for coastal navigation as the flow of New Zealand’s trade is 
unbalanced. Containerised exports of primary products are 
generally shipped in 40’ reefers (refrigerated containers) from 
Auckland, Tauranga, and Otago, whereas imports of consumer 
goods arrive in 20’ and 40’ containers primarily through Auckland 
and Lyttelton.88

Land transport to ports

 •  Growing volumes handled through 
the ports have implications for 
the road and rail networks. 

 •  Bulk commodities such as  
coal and logs are generally 
carried by rail. 

 •  Most containers are transported into and out of  
the ports by road (78% of TEUs for the 12 months  
to 31 March 2016), but this varies by port.  
Example: During the same period, rail accounted for  
44% of TEU movements into the Port of Tauranga,  
partly reflecting Fonterra’s use of rail to move its  
dairy products to the port.89

Inland ports
 •  Port companies and freight firms have created inland ports  

to ease congestion on transport networks to the ports.  
They are freight hubs located away from ports. Freight is 
brought by road or rail from various sources, stored, and 
aggregated before being taken for loading onto vessels at  
ports, by road or often by direct rail link. Conversely, imported 
products can be brought from a port for disaggregation and 
further onward distribution. 

 •  Thus, inland ports can remove the time-consuming 
container loading/unloading activity from congested 
ports where land is often scarce. As well, unlike some 
sea ports, inland ports may be able to operate 24 
hours a day if located away from residential areas. 

 •  Other activities such as container storage, cleaning, or repair 
may also be carried out at inland ports. 

 •  Inland ports can help reduce the  
number of road or rail trips as freight  
can be moved from various points 
of origin to an inland port, loaded  
into containers, and moved in fewer  
trips to the port (and conversely in 
the case of imports). Example: Inland 
ports include Wiri (south Auckland),  
MetroPort (south Auckland and  
Rolleston), Te Rapa (Hamilton),  
and Longburn (Palmerston North).  
In the case of MetroPort Auckland (New Zealand’s largest 
inland port, owned by the Port of Tauranga), freight destined  
for Auckland is unloaded at the Port of Tauranga and 
transported by rail to MetroPort Auckland before distribution  
to customers. The same process is used in reverse for export 
cargo sourced from Auckland. The cargo is aggregated at 
MetroPort Auckland, transported by rail to the Port of Tauranga, 
and loaded onto vessels.90

12m tonnes 
oil

24

82 Ministry of Transport analysis based on Statistics New Zealand data
83 Ministry of Transport analysis based on Statistics New Zealand data: small volumes for Northport and Taranaki have been excluded
84 www.stuff.co.nz/timaru-herald/news/67075847/drought-fonterra-decisions-cut-rail-freight-from-timaru
85 www.maritimenz.govt.nz/about/annual-reports/documents/MNZ-annual-report-2014-2015.pdf
86 www.transport.govt.nz/assets/Uploads/Research/Documents/National-Freight-Demand-Study-Mar-2014.pdf
87 www.nzsf.org.nz/system/comfy/cms/files/files/000/000/095/original/2015_12_04_FULL_STEAM_AHEAD_Final.pdf
88 https://www.nzta.govt.nz/assets/resources/domestic-sea-freight-development-fund/coastal-shipping-and-modal-freight-choice/docs/rockpoint-coastal-shipping-report-1.pdf
89 www.transport.govt.nz/sea/figs/
90 www.port-tauranga.co.nz/metroport/

Advantages

– Save time

– Save fuel

– Alleviate rail congestion 

– Reduce transport emissions

– Alleviate road congestion

– 24/7 operation
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Passenger transport

      Commuter ferries 

 
Interisland ferries 
The interisland ferries provide a regular passenger service 
between Wellington and Picton.

KiwiRail (under the Interislander brand) carries about 800,000 
passengers and 230,000 cars each year and Strait Shipping 
(under the Bluebridge brand) carries 300,000 passengers and 
about 100,000 cars. 

About one third of the passengers are overseas tourists.

 
 

Cruise ships 
Cruise ships recorded 138 voyages (703 port days) in 2015/16, 
bringing in 254,409 passengers and 91,900 crew members.91

The cruise industry has recorded significant growth with 
passenger numbers more than doubling since 2009/10.  

Figure 4.7: Cruise passengers and voyages to  
New Zealand ports92

New Zealand has experienced an 
increase in cruise visitors as part  
of worldwide growth in the sector. 

The number of cruise passengers world- 
wide increased from 17.8 million in 2009 
to a projected 24 million in 2016. Factors
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Ferries and other vessels 
provide transport and 
tourist services in other 
areas, including Stewart 
Island, Northland,  
Milford Sound, Kaik-oura, 
Lake Wakatipu, the 
Marlborough Sounds,  
and the Coromandel. 

The most patronised 
commuter ferry service  
is in Auckland (over  
six million passengers  
in 2016). 

There are regular  
commuter ferries in:  
•  Auckland 
•  Tauranga  
•  Wellington 
•  Christchurch (Lyttelton)
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Cruises provide economic benefits across many regions  
of New Zealand as they typically visit various ports. 

Figure 4.8: Unique cruise passenger visits in 2015/1693

The popularity of cruising has raised infrastructure  
issues as larger cruise vessels in the future may be 
unable to berth at wharves and terminals in some  
ports. Some vessels may need to anchor at sea and  
use tenders to disembark passengers, which is not  
the most convenient option.

Safety 
Maritime New Zealand (MNZ) has various roles to ensure safety 
and vessel compliance with international safety and environmental 
protection conventions. 

The inspection of domestic and foreign ships visiting New Zealand 
is one of the ways to ensure the protection of life and property at 
sea and the preservation of New Zealand’s marine environment. 
Various international conventions require New Zealand to conduct 
inspections of vessels to ensure that they are built, equipped, 
maintained, managed, and operated to the required standard.

MNZ is also responsible for infrastructure such as 
lighthouses, operates the Rescue Coordination Centre, 
responds to incidents such as oil spills, monitors ports’ 
annual security exercises, provides security intelligence 
to other agencies and, along with Kordia (a State-
owned enterprise), operates the maritime radio network.

Under the Health and Safety at Work Act 2015, MNZ is responsible 
for administering health and safety requirements for vessels as 
places of work.

91 http://cruisenewzealand.org.nz/wp-content/uploads/2016/08/2015-2016-SUMMARY-Economic-Impact-Report-FINAL-2.pdf 
92 www.cruising.org/docs/default-source/research/2016_clia_sotci.pdf?sfvrsn=0, http://cruisenewzealand.org.nz/wp-content/uploads/2016/08/2015-2016-SUMMARY-Economic-Impact-

Report-FINAL-2.pdf, and www.tourismnewzealand.com/media/1895/cruise-nz-economic-impact-assessment-2009-10-11-12.pdf
93 cruisenewzealand.org.nz/wp-content/uploads/2016/08/2015-2016-SUMMARY-Economic-Impact-Report-FINAL-2.pdf
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Air transport
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Sector participants

Main domestic 
airlines

Air New Zealand and Jetstar are the main domestic airlines.  
Air New Zealand provides services to 21 destinations and Jetstar to nine 
destinations. Air New Zealand’s market share is approximately 80%.94 
It is a listed company with 52% of its shares in Crown ownership. Jetstar  
is owned by Qantas (Australia) and has most of the remaining market share. 
New Zealand is one of few countries that permit foreign-owned airlines (in 
this case, Jetstar) to operate on domestic routes.

Other 
airlines

There are nine other smaller airlines, such as Sounds Air and Air Chathams, 
which offer scheduled flights, mostly to smaller centres within a defined 
geographical area. For example, Air2there offers flights in central  
New Zealand only. However, some airlines have recently taken up routes 
that Air New Zealand no longer services, such as Air Chathams picking  
up the Whanganui – Auckland route and Sounds Air taking over the 
Blenheim – Christchurch route. There are several other airlines that  
offer charter flights and scenic flights for tourists.

New entrants such as Ansett New Zealand, Qantas New Zealand, Pacific 
Blue, and Origin Pacific, have previously attempted to offer a service on  
the main trunk routes and to other regional destinations. The reasons  
often cited for their failure include a market that is simply too small to 
sustain multiple full-service providers and potential difficulties making  
a profit – for any airline – on non-main trunk routes. Air New Zealand  
and Jetstar also benefit from their ability to transfer passengers between 
their international and domestic flights.

Ministry of 
Transport

The Ministry of Transport takes an overview of all matters relating to 
aviation policy and some aviation operations, and negotiates air service 
agreements with other countries.

Civil Aviation 
Authority 

The Civil Aviation Authority (CAA) is a Crown entity governed by a board 
appointed by the Minister of Transport. It is responsible for the regulation 
of civil aviation to ensure that it is safe and secure. The CAA also 
investigates and reviews accidents and incidents. The Aviation Security 
Service (Avsec, a division of the CAA) provides aviation security services at 
airports. It has various roles including the screening of passengers and 
their baggage. 

MetService The Meteorological Service of New Zealand, a State-owned enterprise, provides 
meteorological information to support general and commercial aviation.

TAIC The Transport Accident Investigation Commission (TAIC) is a Crown entity 
governed by commissioners appointed by the Governor-General on the 
recommendation of the Minister of Transport. TAIC investigates accidents 
or incidents where it believes that the circumstances could have 
significant implications for transport safety. 

Airways 
Corporation

Airways Corporation, a State-owned enterprise, provides air navigation 
services (air traffic control) to enable safe, reliable, and efficient air 
transport in New Zealand airspace, and across part of the Pacific Ocean. 

Border  
protection

The New Zealand Customs Service, Immigration New Zealand, and the 
Ministry for Primary Industries provide border protection services. 

94 www.forsythbarr.co.nz/markets-and-research/companies/NZX/AIR

http://www.transport.govt.nz/transportoutlook/
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Airport infrastructure
Airports play an important role in New Zealand. 
Most of our international visitors arrive by air, while the length of 
the country and the fact that it is split by Cook Strait makes air 
travel the preferred means of travel in many circumstances. 

Figure 5.1: Passenger arrivals and departures through airports with scheduled services

Flights to/from Australia  
have previously operated  
from Hamilton, Rotorua, and 
Palmerston North airports  
but were discontinued by 
the airlines involved.

Airport Ownership Domestic  
passengers

International 
passengers

North Island

Kaitaia 100% Far North District Council Estimate < 5,000

Kerikeri 100% Far North District Council Estimate < 90,000

Whangarei 50% Crown, 50% Whangarei District Council Estimate 90,000

Great Barrier Island 
(Claris) 100% Auckland Council Estimate < 5,000

North Shore 100% privately owned Estimate < 5,000

Auckland Publicly listed. Auckland Council is a shareholder 8,351,420 9,947,73896

Ardmore 100% private < 5,000

Whitianga 100% private Estimate < 5,000

Tauranga 100% Tauranga District Council > 320,00097

Hamilton
100% Hamilton City, Waikato District, Matamata-Piako  
District, Waipa District, Otorohanga District Councils

303,00098

Whakatane 50% Crown, 50% Whakatane District Council Approx 20,000

Rotorua 100% Rotorua District Council 222,98399 

Gisborne 100% community trust Estimate < 150,000

Taupo- 50% Crown, 50% Taup-o District Council 37,735100 

Napier
50% Crown, 26% Napier City Council,  
24% Hastings District Council

566,431101

New Plymouth 50% Crown, 50% New Plymouth District Council Approx 411,661102

Whanganui 50% Crown, 50% Whanganui District Council Estimate < 50,000

Palmerston North 100% Palmerston North City Council 515,727103 

Paraparaumu 100% privately owned Estimate < 80,000

Wellington 66% Private, 34% Wellington City Council 5,066,291 892,199104

South Island

Takaka 100% Tasman District Council < 5,000

Karamea 100% privately owned < 5,000

Picton 100% privately owned < 5,000

Nelson 50% Nelson City Council, 50% Tasman District Council 865,023105

Blenheim 100% Marlborough District Council 266,905106 

Kaik-oura 100% Kaik-oura District Council < 5,000

Westport 50% Crown, 50% Buller District Council Estimate < 20,000

Hokitika 100% Westland District Council Estimate < 40,000

Christchurch 75% Christchurch City Council, 25% Crown 4,831,832 1,607,871107 

Timaru 100% Timaru District Council Estimate < 30,000

Dunedin 50% Crown, 50% Dunedin City Council 859,650 49,964108

Queenstown
75% Queenstown-Lakes District Council,  
25% Auckland International Airport

1,270,966 508,902109

Invercargill 98% Invercargill City Council, 2% local iwi 289,836110

Other

Chatham Islands 100% charitable trust < 10,000

Stewart Island 100% private Approx 20,000

Total Approx 25 million 13 million
 

There are other airports in 
smaller centres such as 
Thames, Greymouth, and 
Feilding and in tourist 
destinations such  
as Lake Tekapo,  
Milford Sound, 
and Haast. 

In total, there are 175 aerodromes of all types in  
New Zealand95, of which the following have scheduled  
passenger flights.

2016
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95 www.transport.govt.nz/assets/Uploads/About/Documents/Future-Domestic-Airports-Network-Analysis-Report.pdf
96 https://corporate.aucklandairport.co.nz/news/publications/monthly-traffic-updates
97 http://airport.tauranga.govt.nz/about-us/operations.aspx
98 www.hamiltonairport.co.nz/wp-content/uploads/2015/01/WRAL-2016-Annual-Report.pdf
99 www.rotorua-airport.co.nz/wp-content/uploads/2016/09/FY16-Airport-Summary.pdf
100 www.taupodc.govt.nz/Agendas%20and%20Minutes/2016-07-19-Taupo-Airport-Authority-Agenda.pdf
101 www.hawkesbay-airport.co.nz/about/statistics/
102 www.newplymouthnz.com/Council/Council-Documents/News-and-Notices/2017/01/19/Record-Number-of-Passengers-at-New-Plymouth-Airport
103 pnairport.co.nz/news/568/palmerston-north-airport-achieves-record-passenger-growth
104 www.wellingtonairport.co.nz/yk-files/716f5dc292974001cb7f0d2638abc915/December%202016.pdf
105 www.stuff.co.nz/travel/news/81909213/nelson-airport-experiences-record-growth-after-busiest-year-ever
106 www.marlboroughairport.co.nz/~/media/Files/blenheimairport/home/corporate%20info/FINAL_MAL_Annual_Report_2016_RDR.pdf
107 http://www.christchurchairport.co.nz/en/about-us/corporate-information/facts-and-figures/
108 www.dunedinairport.co.nz/userfiles/file/Dunedin%20Annual%20Report%202016%20FINAL%20Lo%20Res.pdf
109  http://www.queenstownairport.co.nz/assets/documents/ZQN-monthly-passengers-2014-to-2016-Dec.pdf
110 www.invercargillairport.co.nz/wp-content/uploads/2016/10/Annual-Report-2016.pdf
111 www.stats.govt.nz/infoshare/ViewTable.aspx?pxID=0230405c-d082-40c7-b716-6173d78d1e7a
112 Based on figures published in airport annual reports

Figure 5.2: International visitors to New Zealand and 
departures by New Zealand residents111

Several factors have contributed to an increase in 
tourism. These include:
• cheaper air travel
• more airlines flying to New Zealand 
• increasing worldwide prosperity
• New Zealand’s growing popularity  

as a holiday destination. 

Airport facilities
The increase in travel by New Zealand residents and overseas 
tourists arriving in New Zealand has had a major impact on the 
airports. All international airports have modified their facilities  
to cope with growth in passenger numbers. Examples include 
terminal upgrades and expansions, new hotels and carparking 
areas and upgrades in air navigation systems (for example,  
to allow night flights to operate at Queenstown airport). Other 
airports, such as Palmerston North and Nelson, have also 
upgraded their facilities, or are currently planning upgrades,  
to cater for increased passenger numbers. 

Passenger numbers 

Figure 5.3: Passenger arrivals and departure to/from airports  
(domestic and international combined)112

• Queenstown airport has experienced the fastest growth 
rates for both international and domestic passengers 
and over the last decade has overtaken Dunedin to 
become the fourth busiest airport in terms of 
passenger numbers for domestic and international 
passengers combined. 

• Auckland remains New Zealand’s main gateway for 
about three quarters of international passengers. 

• Only Dunedin airport has experienced a decline 
(international passengers only). 
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Figure 5.4: Passenger arrivals and departure to/from other 
airports in 2016 (domestic only)113

Nelson has overtaken Dunedin to become the  
fifth largest airport for domestic passengers. 

Recent growth in passenger numbers has been due to an
increase in domestic and international tourism and new 
flights by Jetstar and other regional airlines.114

Benefiting local economies 
Air traffic through local airports makes  
a major contribution to local economies.  
For example, it is estimated that 
Marlborough airport in Blenheim makes  
a direct contribution to the region of  
$1.5 million per annum and enables 
imports and exports worth $197 million 
(2013).115 In many cases, local councils 
have encouraged airlines to open or  
to continue services (for example, the 
establishment of a Singapore Airlines 
route from Wellington to Singapore  
in September 2016).116

Passenger services
Around half of all domestic passenger 
movements are between Auckland,  
Wellington, and Christchurch (hub airports). 

Hub airports
• Most of the remaining passenger movements are between 

these hub airports and all other centres as Air New Zealand and 
Jetstar generally operate on a hub-and-spoke configuration. 

• The number of direct flights between non-hub centres is very 
small, mostly operated by the smaller airlines. Air New Zealand 
operates one flight (Palmerston North to Hamilton) that does 
not involve a hub airport. 

• In general, passenger numbers for direct flights between 
non-hub centres are insufficient to make services viable or to 
enable a range of flights at different times of the day to suit 
customer demand.

Figure 5.5: Top ten domestic routes

Table notes:
• These are the preliminary top ten domestic 

routes based on Sabre data.117

• For presentation purposes, the city pair for 
each route is shown from north to south. 
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Route (two-way)                                           Approximate passenger numbers

Auckland – Wellington 2.7 million

Auckland – Christchurch 2.6 million

Wellington – Christchurch 1.1 million

Auckland – Queenstown 967,000

Auckland – Napier 514,000

Auckland – Nelson 483,000

Auckland – Palmerston North 476,000

Wellington – Nelson 421,000

Auckland – New Plymouth 377,000

Auckland – Dunedin 358,000
2016
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 Safety
 
Aviation incidents have tended to involve light (small) aircraft, 
agricultural aeroplanes, helicopters, hang gliders, and ‘sport’ 
aircraft such as microlights. 

As at 30 June 2016, TAIC had 13 inquiries open relating to 
domestic incidents involving aircraft or loss of air traffic control 
services. The majority of the aircraft incidents involved helicopters.118

Under the Health and Safety at Work Act 2015, the Civil Aviation 
Authority is responsible for administering health and  
safety requirements for aircraft as places of work. 

Air freight119

 
 
Air freight represents a very small proportion of New Zealand’s 
international freight to/from overseas markets (less than 1%  
by volume). 

However, as air freight often carries high-value products, it 
represented 22% of the value of New Zealand’s merchandise 
imports and 16% of exports for the year ended 30 June 2016. 

The vast majority of air freight passes through Auckland airport 
(about 87%), followed by Christchurch, and a small  
amount through Wellington. This makes Auckland  
airport the third largest port in New Zealand in terms  
of value (behind the ports of Auckland and Tauranga).  

Figure 5.6: Air freight: gross weight120 121 

Air freight volumes have fluctuated from year  
to year but have generally increased over time. 

Some air freight is carried in dedicated freight aircraft, but 
most is carried in the holds of passenger aircraft. As more 
tourists visit New Zealand, this has the benefit of increasing 
air freight capacity. Air freight in passenger aircraft can be 
subject to last-minute availability issues depending on final 
passenger weight and/or any need to accommodate extra 
fuel due to flight weather conditions.

Exports
 The main items exported by air freight are fish, 

vegetables, meat, fruit, dairy products, and machinery.  
The main export market by far is Australia, followed by 
China and Japan. 

Imports 
 The main items imported by air freight are machinery, 

electrical items, clothing, printed material, and 
vegetables and the main source countries are  
Australia and China.

 
Domestic air freight 
For domestic air freight, there is little available information. 
Air New Zealand offers an airport-to-airport service for retail 
and business customers, carried on its scheduled passenger 
flights. Other airlines such as Air Freight NZ (Kiwi Express) 
and Air Chathams offer domestic air cargo services.

113 Refer sources in Figure 5.1
114 www.stuff.co.nz/travel/news/81909213/nelson-airport-experiences-record-growth-after-busiest-year-ever
115 www.oag.govt.nz/2016/local-govt/part6.htm
116 http://wellington.govt.nz/~/media/your-council/dealing-with-the-council/files/official-information/2016/iro-5066/iro-5066-wcc-wial-singaporeair-capital-gains.pdf?la=en
117 These numbers may over-estimate in some cases.
118 http://taic.org.nz/LinkClick.aspx?fileticket=XLFsSZHtkR8%3d&tabid=299&language=en-US
119 www.transport.govt.nz/news/air/new-zealand-international-air-freight-report/
120 www.stats.govt.nz/infoshare/ViewTable.aspx?pxID=fc63521e-8f35-43bf-b9be-15ef674de49f
121 www.stats.govt.nz/infoshare/ViewTable.aspx?pxID=9a645da2-9cff-40d2-8993-e1c51934a8e2
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Active modes (walking and cycling)

Sector participants

Councils Councils provide local infrastructure and promote walking and  
cycling activities.

Ministry of 
Transport

The Ministry of Transport is the lead agency for cycling and walking  
policy advice, represents the government’s wider transport policy 
interests, and communicates the government’s expectations to 
stakeholders. It monitors capital spending on cycling and the delivery  
of the Urban Cycleways Programme.

New Zealand 
Transport 
Agency 

NZTA provides funding assistance for local councils to invest in cycling 
infrastructure, and invests directly in walking and cycling facilities as part 
of State highway upgrades. NZTA has a programme of national activities 
that support councils to deliver active transport programmes. 

Other 
government 
organisations

Organisations including the Ministry of Health and Sport New Zealand 
promote the benefits of walking and cycling as physical activity.

 

 



Your transport ‘GoTO’ is at: www.transport.govt.nz/transportoutlook 51

122 www.nzta.govt.nz/walking-cycling-and-public-transport/cycling/for-people-involved-in-cycling-programmes-and-projects/urban-cycleways-programme/
123 www.nzcycletrail.com
124 www.teararoa.org.nz
125 www.transport.govt.nz/ourwork/tmif/transport-volume/tv019/
126 www.transport.govt.nz/assets/Uploads/Research/Documents/Cycling-2015-y1012.pdf

Cycling infrastructure
Urban Cycleways Programme
The Urban Cycleways Programme122, administered by NZTA, 
provides funding for improvements to cycling infrastructure in  
the main urban centres. 

An example of a project receiving funding through this programme 
is the Rolleston to Lincoln Cycleway to connect two fast-growing 
towns outside Christchurch. It is expected that a large number of 
users of this new 9 km off-road path will be young people 
accessing schools and sporting facilities. 

When completed, the Urban Cycleways Programme is expected  
to have delivered 54 projects in 16 urban centres with approximately 
300 km of cycleways. 

 
Other cycling projects
Local councils provide part funding for cycleway projects (as well 
as off-road tracks for leisure cycling). 

Unlike some cities such as London and Brisbane, in 2016 there 
were no public bike-share schemes operated by local councils. 

The Nga Haerenga New Zealand Cycle Trail123 is a nationwide 
series of 23 cycle trails (nearly 2,500 km of track). Funding 
comes from central government with additional contributions 
from local councils and cycle trail trusts. This initiative promotes 
cycling among New Zealanders and overseas visitors. Although 
primarily a tourism and leisure activity, it brings users into 
communities along the trail. 

Similarly, the Te Araroa walkway124 is a 3,000 km 
walking trail from Cape Reinga to Bluff and helps to 
spread tourism activity across many areas.

Use of active modes

Figure 6.1: Walking and cycling trips (aged 5+)125 

The number of both cycling and walking 
trips has declined since 1989/90. The fall 
in cycling trips has been more pronounced.

 
Cycling

• Cycling represents 1.6% of travel time and just over 1% of trip 
legs. This number has been in decline: for example, cycling 
represented 3.7% of trip legs in 1989/90.

• 69% of households with children 
have at least one bicycle.

• Children aged 5-17 cycle most 
regularly, mostly for travel to/from 
school, while older age groups 
cycle mostly for recreational 
purposes in the weekend, and  
for longer average distances.

• Residents of small towns or rural areas cycle more than  
those in the main urban centres.126 

54
Projects

16
Centres

300
Kms

Trips have 

declined

69% of households with 
children have at least 

one bike

0

50

100

150

200

Cycling 
trips (right axis)

Walking 
trips (left axis)

20
10

/1
4

20
09

/1
3

20
08

/1
2

20
07

/1
1

20
06

/1
0

20
05

/0
9

20
04

/0
8

20
03

/0
7

19
97

/9
8

19
89

/9
0

Cy
cl

in
g 

– 
m

ill
io

n 
tr

ip
 le

gs

W
al

ki
ng

 –
 m

ill
io

n 
tr

ip
 le

gs

0

200

400

600

800

1,200

1,000

http://www.transport.govt.nz/transportoutlook/
http://www.transport.govt.nz/assets/Uploads/Research/Documents/Transport-Outlook/Walking-and-cycling-trip-legs.xlsx


52 New Zealand Transport Outlook: Current State 2016  

Cycleways and safer road design have made it easier for people  
to cycle to work. Some workplaces provide bike racks and showers 
for their staff members, and public bike parking facilities are 
available in urban centres, including close to transport hubs. 

However, cycling has lost ground as a travel mode. The percentage 
of those aged 18+ who cycle has remained fairly constant, but 
only 3% of those aged 5-12 and 6% of those aged 13-17 were 
surveyed as cycling in 2011/14, compared  
with 20% and 26% respectively in 1989/90.127  
The use of cycling as a mode to travel to  
school has reduced significantly and more 
children are being driven to school. 
 

Figure 6.2: Mode choice for travel to school for  
5-12-year olds128

Percentage of children cycling to school 

Figure 6.3: Mode choice for travel to school for  
13-17-year olds129 

 
Several factors may influence cycling to  
school, including:130 131 132 133

∫ parental and peer encouragement and  
preference for walking vs cycling

∫ location of schools close to busy roads
∫ lack of bike storage
∫ safety and security (for example, concern about dogs)
∫ affordability
∫ bike ownership skills, and maintenance 
∫ distance to school and time required
∫ perceived convenience of car travel
∫ infrastructure issues such as lack of cycling lanes or road 

conditions
∫ requirement to wear a cycle helmet.

 

Cycling for leisure and sport 
Off-road cycle tracks, cycle rental facilities in cities and tourist 
locations, and cycling clubs, have made cycling a more widespread 
leisure and sporting activity. 
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Walking
∫ Walking represents 13% of total time travelled and 17%  

of trip legs.
∫ Those aged 15-24 spend most time walking (on average  

one hour and 13 minutes each week), with walking being  
less common for the very young (aged 0-4), young adults 
(aged 25-34), and the elderly. 

∫ All age groups spend more time walking in the main  
urban centres than in towns and rural areas.

∫ Women spend more time walking than men.
∫ Most young people who walk do so to get to school, whereas 

those aged 18+ walk mostly for recreation.
∫ For those aged 5+, the average time spent walking per week  

is 53 minutes, which is down from 72 minutes in 1989/90.
∫ Younger people spend more time walking: those aged 5-14 

spend 60 minutes a week and those aged 15-24 walk on 
average for 73 minutes a week.134

Many local councils have made efforts to make walking more 
attractive by providing walkways, improved lighting, and 
pedestrian signage. For example, the Dunedin City Council 
provides maps showing walking routes to places such as the city 
centre and University of Otago, while the Hamilton City Council 
provides information to assist with walking to school.

Figure 6.4: Time each person spends walking per annum 
(aged 5+)135

Time spent walking has fallen across the country and in 
most regions. 

This refers to walking for transport only and excludes trips 
under 100 metres and walking in the bush and on private  
property such as in shopping malls.

Safety 
Cycling  
A study carried out in Auckland in 2013 showed that 59% of 
respondents indicated that safety concerns were a barrier to them 
cycling more.136 

Research in 2012 on cycling in Auckland and Wellington showed 
low levels of perceived safety.137 

In 2015, six cyclists died, 145 were seriously injured, and 600 
suffered minor injuries, representing about 6% of casualties in 
police-reported crashes.138 Risks for cyclists include decreased 
stability and a much lower level of protection than that provided 
by cars. In addition, cyclists may be less visible to other road 
users. These factors give cyclists a high level of risk per time unit 
travelled, although this risk is significantly lower than the risk 
faced by motorcyclists. 

Walking  
Walking is a generally safe transport mode. It has the second 
lowest risk of death or injury per time unit travelled (after bus 
passengers). In 2015, 25 pedestrians died, 252 were seriously 
injured, and 610 pedestrians suffered minor injuries in police-
reported crashes.139 Peaks in pedestrian casualties and injuries 
from vehicle crashes occur among young people in the hours 
before and after school and for others (18+) in the hours before 
and after work.140

Surveys in 2012 showed high levels of perceived safety for walking 
in Auckland and Wellington.141

127 www.transport.govt.nz/assets/Uploads/Research/Documents/Cycling-2015-y1012.pdf
128 www.transport.govt.nz/research/travelsurvey/25-years-of-nz-travel/
129 www.transport.govt.nz/research/travelsurvey/25-years-of-nz-travel/
130 www.nzta.govt.nz/assets/resources/research/reports/380/docs/380.pdf
131 www.sustainablecities.org.nz/wp-content/uploads/FConlon-Gettingtoschool-dissertation.pdf
132 www.transport.govt.nz/assets/Uploads/Research/Documents/Demand-Revenue-Modelling/Cycling-as-an-active-mode-of-transport-literature-review-FINAL-28-July-2014.pdf
133 www.otago.ac.nz/beats/otago615926.pdf
134 www.transport.govt.nz/assets/Uploads/Research/Documents/Walking-2015-y1012.pdf
135 www.transport.govt.nz/ourwork/tmif/transport-volume/tv017/
136 https://at.govt.nz/media/981846/AT-Active-Modes-Research-Report-June-2013.pdf
137 www.transport.govt.nz/ourwork/tmif/accesstothetransportsystem/am011/
138 www.transport.govt.nz/assets/Uploads/Research/Documents/Cycling-2016.pdf
139 www.transport.govt.nz/assets/Uploads/Research/Documents/pedestrians-2016.pdf
140 www.transport.govt.nz/assets/Uploads/Research/Documents/Risk-2015-Pedestrians-cyclists-and-motorcyclists-final.pdf
141 www.transport.govt.nz/ourwork/tmif/accesstothetransportsystem/am010/
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Public transport
Sector participants 

Councils Regional councils manage public transport services either by contracting 
from private providers or by running council-owned services. Buses are 
the only form of public transport in most centres. Auckland and Wellington 
have commuter rail networks, Wellington has a cable car owned and 
operated by a Council-controlled organisation, and there are ferry services 
in Auckland, Tauranga, Wellington, and Christchurch (Lyttelton).

Bus exchanges, stops, and shelters are generally owned by local councils.

Ministry of 
Transport

 The Ministry of Transport is the lead agency for public transport policy 
advice. It represents the government’s wider transport policy interests 
and communicates the government’s expectations to stakeholders. 
Through the Government Policy Statement, the Ministry seeks to increase 
public transport capacity and accessibility.

New Zealand 
Transport 
Agency 

The New Zealand Transport Agency (NZTA) (through the National Land 
Transport Fund) and councils contribute about half of the funding  
required for public transport, with the other half recovered from fares.  
This includes funding for public transport services, infrastructure (such  
as rail carriage upgrades), improvements in integrated ticketing and 
real-time information, and the Total Mobility scheme (subsidised taxi 
services for disabled people unable to use public transport).142

Separate 
government 
funding

Separate government funding is provided for the SuperGold Card scheme 
that makes available free travel for seniors and veterans.

Private bus 
operators

Public transport between cities is provided mostly by private bus operators.

KiwiRail KiwiRail provides passenger services between Auckland and Wellington, 
Picton and Christchurch (suspended since the 2016 Kaikōura earthquake), 
and Christchurch and Greymouth.
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Use of public transport143

Public transport has a low share of total transport. It accounts for 
2.8% of trip legs and represents 4.1% of total travel time (2010/14). 

Excluding travel home, it is used mostly to travel to places of 
education (36% of public transport trip legs), which reflects the 
predominantly young age profile of public transport users. It is 
also used for travel to work: 26% of public transport trip legs 
compared with 15% of trip legs overall. 

Figure 7.1: Public transport boardings144 

Public transport use is increasing, up from 86 million 
boardings in 2000/01 to 148 million boardings in 2015/16. 
Since 2000/01 boardings have risen in all regions except 
for Southland and the West Coast.

Most growth has been driven by an increase in bus trips, 
although train use has grown most in percentage terms, 
mostly in Auckland. 

In general terms, use of public transport increases with:  
• an ageing population 
• urbanisation and density 
• proximity to a public transport stop
• increased fuel costs (for car drivers)
• service quality
• feelings of social cohesion
• lower household vehicle ownership.

Figure 7.2: Households using public transport by number 
of vehicles owned by household145 

Vehicle ownership is inversely correlated with household 
use of public transport. 

60% of people in households with no vehicle used public 
transport, while only 27% of people in households with five 
vehicles or more used public transport in the last year. 

Public transport is used most by residents  
of the main urban centres. In 2014/15, close  
to 90% of boardings were in Christchurch,  
Wellington, and Auckland. 

142   www.nzta.govt.nz/assets/resources/public-transport-information-pack/docs/public-transport-information-pack.PDF
143   www.transport.govt.nz/assets/Uploads/Research/Documents/PT-2015.pdf
144   www.transport.govt.nz/ourwork/tmif/transport-volume/tv020/ and NZTA for 2015/16 (unpublished)
145   www.transport.govt.nz/research/travelsurvey/25-years-of-nz-travel/
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Christchurch

Figure 7.3: Christchurch: bus boardings146 

The Canterbury earthquakes in 2010/11 had a significant 
effect on the patronage of bus use in greater  
Christchurch. Patronage has not yet returned to  
pre-earthquake levels. 

Besides the bus network, a ferry connects Lyttelton  
and Diamond Harbour and carries approximately  
125,000 passengers per annum.

Who used public transport in the last year?148

Wellington

Figure 7.4: Wellington: bus, train, and ferry boardings147

Use of public transport is high in Wellington, with 66% of 
residents using public transport at least once in the last 
year (2010/14).148 

Given the relatively high penetration of public transport, 
Wellington is a mature market for public transport.

As well, Wellington city’s compact nature and increase in 
inner-city living favour walking and cycling. 

Wellington harbour ferries carry almost  
200,000 passengers per annum. Ferry  
patronage has increased most in percentage  
terms, rising by 95% since 2000/01. 
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Auckland

Figure 7.5: Auckland: bus, train, and ferry boardings149

Use of public transport in Auckland has historically been 
low, driven in part by a decision in the 1950s to favour a 
network of motorways over an upgrade of the rail system 
and the removal of the tram network.150 More recently, 
public transport use has grown across all modes. 

Train patronage has shown the most significant  
increase, which is attributed to the opening of the  
central Britomart station in July 2003, the introduction  
of electric trains, and network improvements. 

The planned construction of the City Rail Link is expected 
to enable more use of public transport with increased train  
capacity, new central-city stations, and reduced travel time. 

Other main centres

Figure 7.6: Hamilton, Dunedin/Queenstown, and  
Tauranga: bus boardings151

Patronage in all centres has risen over the last ten years 
but all centres are now experiencing recent decline. 

Ferry patronage in Tauranga was 28,028 in  
2015/16, an increase of 31% since 2006/07.

 

146 Environment Canterbury
147 www.metlink.org.nz/customer-services/public-transport-facts-and-figures/patronage/
148 www.transport.govt.nz/assets/Uploads/Research/Documents/PT-2015.pdf
149 https://at.govt.nz/about-us/reports-publications/at-metro-patronage-report/
150 s3.amazonaws.com/zanran_storage/www.med.govt.nz/ContentPages/4013253.pdf
151 Regional council figures provided by NZTA for years to 30 June
152 www.transport.govt.nz/ourwork/keystrategiesandplans/strategic-policy-programme/
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The Ministry’s Public Transport 2045 project152 is looking at 
emerging ideas, opportunities, and challenges in public transport 

to improve understanding of possible future developments and 
implications for transport policy, regulation, planning, and investment.

WWW.TRANSPORT.GOVT.NZ/OURWORK/
KEYSTRATEGIESANDPLANS/STRATEGIC-POLICY-PROGRAMME/
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Safety
Public transport is generally a safer form of transport than  
other modes. Users of all other transport modes are more likely 
than bus passengers to be killed or injured in a road crash. 

Public transport is an important transport mode for disabled people. 
An Accessible Journey stocktake was undertaken as part of the 

Disability Action Plan 2014/18 to identify any issues with accessibility for 
disabled people. The stocktake made recommendations for improvement.

WWW.TRANSPORT.GOVT.NZ/ASSETS/UPLOADS/ABOUT/
DOCUMENTS/ACCESSIBILITY-REPORT.PDF

http://www.transport.govt.nz/transportoutlook/
http://www.transport.govt.nz/ourwork/keystrategiesandplans/strategic-policy-programme/
http://www.transport.govt.nz/assets/uploads/about/documents/accessibility-report.pdf
http://www.transport.govt.nz/assets/Uploads/Research/Documents/Transport-Outlook/Auckland-public-transport-patronage.xlsx
http://www.transport.govt.nz/assets/Uploads/Research/Documents/Transport-Outlook/Public-transport-in-other-cities.xlsx
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Household travel 
This section describes the ways in which New Zealanders travel in their towns and cities. For  
personal travel between regions, besides air travel and long-distance trains, there is no reliable data. 

Unless otherwise stated, much of the information discussed in this section is taken from  
– New Zealand Household Travel Survey153 and
– 25 Years of New Zealand Travel: New Zealand Household Travel 1989-2014.154

New Zealand Household Travel Survey 
This survey started in 1989 and has been ongoing 

since 2003. It collects information about day-to-day travel 
such as how, where, and when New Zealanders travel. 

The results provide a picture of travel patterns and 
choices, information which is vital for developing 
transport policy in areas such as road safety, public 
transport, walking, and cycling. The most recent  
results available through this survey are for 2010/14. 

WWW.TRANSPORT.GOVT.NZ/RESEARCH/TRAVELSURVEY/

http://www.transport.govt.nz/research/travelsurvey/
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153  www.transport.govt.nz/research/travelsurvey/
154 www.transport.govt.nz/research/travelsurvey/25-years-of-nz-travel/
155 www.transport.govt.nz/ourwork/tmif/travelpatterns/tp002/
156  www.transport.govt.nz/ourwork/tmif/travelpatterns/tp002/
157  www.transport.govt.nz/research/roadcrashstatistics/motorvehiclecrashesinnewzealand/motor-vehicle-crashes-in-new-zealand-2015/ (Driver licence and vehicle fleet statistics)

New Zealanders use different transport modes
Transport modes used by New Zealanders include travel by car or motorcycle, walking, cycling, 
or public transport (bus, train, or ferry). 

Figure 8.1: Use of modes for trip legs for household travel 
(aged 5+)155

Car use dominates household travel
There has been a small shift over time in the use of the  
various modes.

Figure 8.2: Mode share for trip legs for household travel156

Car use (as a driver and passenger) has increased while 
the use of all other modes has reduced.

Household travel is dominated by car use. 78% of trip  
legs are by car as a driver or passenger, while 18% are  
by walking or cycling, and 3% by public transport. 

Most time spent driving is for personal business.  
Driving a car is the most common form of transport  
for all purposes – except for education and accompanying 
someone else for which the most common form of 
transport is as a car passenger  
since the traveller is  
frequently a child. 

∫ Men drive more than women (measured by distance), although 
driving by women has increased. This may be because the 
number of women in full-time employment has increased.

∫ The driver is the sole occupant in two thirds of trip legs in cars.

∫ 93% of distance travelled is by car, with 3% on public transport 
and 3% by cycling or walking. 

∫ Only a third of young people (aged 15-24) now have a  
driver licence compared with nearly half in 1989. Older  
New Zealanders are now more likely to have a driver licence.  
73% of those aged 75+ have a driver licence, although people 
in this age group spend less time driving and drive the shortest 
average distance (the average driver drives 28.5 km per day; 
drivers aged 75+ drive on average only 12.7 km per day).

Figure 8.3: Driver licence holders by age group157

Although the number of licence holders in the 20-24 age 
group has grown, this could decline as young people in 
the 15-19 age group without a licence become older and 
move into that age group.
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http://www.transport.govt.nz/assets/Uploads/Research/Documents/Transport-Outlook/Mode-share-for-household-travel.xlsx
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Figure 8.4: Driver licence holders as a percentage of  
age group158

A decline in the number of young people holding a driver 
licence appears to be common in other countries.  
Reasons for this may include:159 160 
∫ the cost of car ownership and maintenance
∫ the ease of public transport
∫ consciousness of the need for a healthier lifestyle
∫ more activities carried out online
∫ productive travel time if not driving
∫ in New Zealand, the rise in the minimum age for obtaining  

a learner’s licence from 15 to 16 on 1 August 2011.

∫ Car use varies by area of residence. In 2010/14, people living  
in urban areas (with populations > 10,000) drove an average 
of 6,190 km per person per year, whereas those in rural areas 
drove 8,620 km.

∫ Cars are the most common form of transport for taking children 
of primary school age (5-12) to school (57% in 2010/14, up 
from 32% in 1989/90). For secondary school students, cars are 
also the most common form of getting to school (5% as drivers 
and 32% as passengers), just ahead of public transport on 30%.

∫ Car ownership is a good predictor of other travel behaviour.  
The more cars per household correlates with fewer pedestrian, 
cycling, taxi, and public transport trips per person, and more 
total travel. More households now own cars.

Average daily travel is one hour
∫ On average, New Zealanders spend just under one  

hour a day travelling, but this varies depending on  
age: 38 minutes per day for 0-4-year-olds, one  
hour and 13 minutes for those in the 45-54 age  
group, and then declining to just over half an hour  
for those aged 75+.

∫ Most time is spent in a car (30 minutes per day driving and  
16 minutes as a passenger). The amount of time spent driving 
a car has increased from 28 minutes per day in 1989/90 while 
time spent on other modes has fallen.

∫ Most travel time (excluding travel home) is for travel to work  
or on an employer’s business (24%), followed by personal 
business (shopping and medical and dental business) (23%), 
social visits (19%), accompanying or transporting someone 
(16%), recreation (12%), and education (6%). 

∫ During weekdays, there is a morning peak around 8am 
dominated by travel for work or education. The afternoon/
evening peak (roughly 3-6pm) is dominated by travel to return 
home. Travel for shopping, personal business, social visits, and 
recreation is spread out during the day and the weekend.

Use of public transport varies
∫ Public transport is used for 3% of trip legs. 

∫ Use of public transport varies across the urban areas.

∫ 66% of Wellingtonians used public transport 
in the last year compared with 29% of people 
in Hamilton. 

∫ The average across New Zealand is 34%.

Motorcycling is not a major travel mode
∫ Most motorcyclists are men (in 2010/14 only 18% of 

motorcycle licence holders were women). In the 1980s, almost 
one in three men had a motorcycle licence, falling to one in  
four men in the 1990s, and one in five men in the early 2010s. 

∫ Motorcycling represents 0.4% of household travel trip legs. 
55% of trip legs (excluding travel home) are for travel to work 
or school. Motorcycling has a high level of usage for social or 
recreational purposes: 24% of trip legs and 48% of distance 
travelled (2009/14), excluding trips home.

0%

20%

40%

60%

80%

100%

20
15

20
14

20
13

20
12

20
11

20
10

20
09

20
08

20
07

20
06

20
05

20
04

20
03

20
02

20
01

Urban 6,190 km
per year

Rural 8,620 km  
per year

More  
cars = Fewer

– pedestrian
– public transport
– cycling
– taxi trips

1 hr

1980s: 

1990s: 

34%

2011: rise in age from 
15 to 16 for applying 
for a licence

15-19 age group

20-24 age group

Early 2010s: 

http://www.transport.govt.nz/assets/Uploads/Research/Documents/Transport-Outlook/Driver-licence-holders-by-age-group1.xlsx


Your transport ‘GoTO’ is at: www.transport.govt.nz/transportoutlook 61

Travel to school 

Figure 8.5: Mode choice for travel to school  
(children aged 5-12) 

57% of journeys by children of primary 
school age were as car passengers. 

Walking (once the most popular mode) 
has declined from 42% to 29%, cycling  
from 12% to 2%, and public transport  
use is down slightly from 13% to 11%. 

Cycling is used for various purposes
For those of school age (5-17), time spent cycling is split 
more or less evenly among education, recreation, and 
personal business, with a small amount of time spent 
cycling to work. 

For older age groups (18+), almost  
half of all time spent cycling,  
excluding travel home, is  
for recreation, with a  
quarter of time spent  
cycling to work.

Travel to work 
For those who travel to work, 79% of New Zealanders drive and 8% 
are passengers, 6% use public transport, 5% walk, and 2% cycle.

Of the three main centres, Wellingtonians drive less often to work: 
only 61% of work journeys are as drivers and 18% use public 
transport. Unsurprisingly given the flatness of the city, residents 
of Christchurch cycle most (7%).

These figures do not take into account people who work from home (8.8% of 
employed people aged 15+ worked from home on the day of the 2013 Census161). 

Figure 8.6: Mode choice for travel to school  
(children aged 13-17)

For those of secondary school age, cycling has declined 
from 19% to 3% of journeys to school. Use of public 
transport has remained constant at 30% (compared with 
29%), walking at 28% (up from 26%), and being driven to 
school has risen most from 21% to 32%. Now 5% of 
secondary school children drive themselves to school.

Transport costs
Cost can influence New Zealanders’ travel and use of modes.  
For the ten years to the second quarter of 2016 transport prices 
changed as follows:162

158   www.transport.govt.nz/research/roadcrashstatistics/motorvehiclecrashesinnewzealand/motor-vehicle-crashes-in-new-zealand-2015/ (Driver licence and vehicle fleet statistics)
159   www.umtri.umich.edu/what-were-doing/news/more-americans-all-ages-spurning-drivers-licenses
160   www.radionz.co.nz/news/national/316897/fewer-young-people-learning-to-drive
161  www.stats.govt.nz/Census/2013-census/profile-and-summary-reports/qstats-infographic-transport-comms.aspx
162  www.stats.govt.nz/datavisualisation/cpi.html#98
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Further information

Your ‘GoTO’ All of the information within this document can be found at:

Related  
documents

At the time of writing, the New Zealand Transport Agency (NZTA)  
is working with sector partners and stakeholders to develop a Long-Term 
Strategic View of what New Zealand needs from the land transport system 
into the future. The Ministry’s Transport Outlook project sets the scene by 
looking at issues at a broad level including, for example, the impact of  
new technologies and changing consumer preferences on transport 
demand and the volume of people and freight movements across all 
modes. NZTA, in its role to deliver transport solutions in land transport, 
identifies immediate investment priorities, challenges, and opportunities 
that the country faces now and in the future, and interventions needed  
to mitigate those challenges and to realise opportunities.

       TRANSPORT.GOVT.NZ/TRANSPORTOUTLOOKGoTO

http://www.transport.govt.nz/transportoutlook/


Your transport ‘GoTO’ is at: www.transport.govt.nz/transportoutlook 63

Further information on many of the issues covered in this report can be found on the 
following sites. 

Airports Current situation of the domestic  
airport network and issues affecting 
and driving the network’s performance

www.transport.govt.nz/assets/Uploads/About/
Documents/Future-Domestic-Airports-Network-
Analysis-Report.pdf

Crown entities in the  
transport sector

Civil Aviation Authority 
Maritime New Zealand 
New Zealand Transport Agency 
Transport Accident Investigation 
Commission

www.caa.govt.nz  
www.maritimenz.govt.nz 
www.nzta.govt.nz 
www.taic.org.nz 

Freight Information  
Gathering System 

An overview of freight movements 
around New Zealand, including 
containerised, rail,and bulk coastal 
freight, and data for each port  
(updated quarterly)

www.transport.govt.nz/sea/figs/

Government Policy  
Statement on  
Land Transport

Information on the current (2015) and  
past Government Policy Statements

www.transport.govt.nz/ourwork/
keystrategiesandplans/
gpsonlandtransportfunding/

Government transport sector Government entities involved in  
the transport sector

www.transport.govt.nz/assets/Uploads/About/
Documents/what-we-are-part-of-2012-13.pdf

International air freight Summary of international air  
freight (March 2016)

www.transport.govt.nz/news/air/new-zealand-
international-air-freight-report/

Land transport funding ‘Future Funding’ project led by the 
Ministry of Transport on investment  
in the land transport system

www.transport.govt.nz/ourwork/
keystrategiesandplans/strategic-policy-programme/
future-funding/

New Zealand Household  
Travel Survey

Information and survey results on  
day-to-day travel in New Zealand

www.transport.govt.nz/research/travelsurvey/

One Network  
Road Classification

The One Network Road Classification  
divides roads into categories and  
determines the level of service to  
which they are to be maintained

www.nzta.govt.nz/planning-and-investment/
planning/201821-national-land-transport-
programme/one-network-road-classification/

Public transport funding Summary of funding for public  
transport services

www.transport.govt.nz/land/land-transport-
funding/public-transport-funding/

Transport indicators A large set of regularly updated 
transport sector-related indicators

www.transport.govt.nz/ourwork/tmif/

Transport knowledge hubs Communities of people who work with 
transport data and information to share 
knowledge and experience and to 
improve access to transport data 
(current hubs: aviation, data, economics, 
environment, forecasting, household 
travel, safety, and technology)

www.transport.govt.nz/research/transport-
knowledge-hub/

Vehicle fleet Information and data on the  
New Zealand vehicle fleet  
(regularly updated)

www.transport.govt.nz/research/
newzealandvehiclefleetstatistics/ 

http://www.transport.govt.nz/transportoutlook/
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163  www.nzta.govt.nz/roads-and-rail/research-and-data/state-highway-frequently-asked-questions/#motorway
164  en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Transport_in_New_Zealand
165  www.teara.govt.nz/en/roads/page-1 
166  www.teara.govt.nz/en/taxis-and-cabs/page-1
167  www.radionz.co.nz/news/national/308017/uber-we’re-not-trying-to-replace-taxis
168 www.en.wikipedia.org/wiki/History_of_cycling_in_New_Zealand

Road transport 

New Zealand’s road network began as paths used by bullock carts 
or roads built for troop movements and often took the path of 
least resistance, going around swamps, hills, and alongside rivers. 
The subsequent development of formed roads was driven by  
the need to service farming communities, ports, gold fields, and 
railway stations as rail developed.163

Most early road building, starting in the 1850s, was at the 
provincial government level and then became the responsibility  
of local road boards with toll income or subsidies or grants from 
central government. From 1924, central government became 
responsible for ‘main highways’ and shared construction costs 
with local government. From 1936, main highways became known 
as State highways and were fully funded by central government. 
The motorway system began to be built after World War II, with the 
opening of the first motorway north of Wellington in 1950.164 165 

Cars and motorcycles arrived in New Zealand at the end of the  
19th century. While they were at first very expensive, this soon 
changed. At one time New Zealand assembled many of its own 
cars but, with a reduction in tariffs on imported cars from the 

1980s, assembly plants closed. Motorised taxis appeared from 
about 1905 and grew popular during World War II with petrol 
rationing, overcrowded public transport, and use by American 
servicemen. There are currently about 8,000 privately operated 
taxis in New Zealand, an increase from about 2,700 in 1989 when 
the Government deregulated the taxi industry, lifting restrictions 
on the number of taxis and their fares.166 

In recent years, ride-source services such as Uber have come to 
New Zealand. Uber has 1,700 drivers in Auckland, Wellington, and 
Christchurch.167 There are also providers of ride-share/car-pooling 
and car-share services in the main centres. 

Cycling came to New Zealand in the 1860s in the form of the 
velocipede. With the arrival of the ‘safety bicycle’ in the late 1880s, 
sales boomed and cycling became a common form of transport  
to work or school. From the 1950s and 60s, New Zealand became 
one of the countries with the highest car ownership ratios in  
the world. This affected bicycle use, although there was a brief 
resurgence during the oil shocks in the 1970s. Cycling has 
remained popular for recreational and sports use.168

Checker Taxicab Company Ltd, Wellesley Street East, Auckland 
Part of Checker Taxicab Company Ltd, Wellesley Street East, Auckland. Price, William Archer, 1866-1948 :Collection of post card negatives. Ref: 1/2-001952-G. 
Alexander Turnbull Library, Wellington, New Zealand. /records/22892929

http://www.transport.govt.nz/transportoutlook/
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169  www.en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Rivers_of_New_Zealand

Maritime transport 

As waka were the main form of transport for Māori, in the early 
days of European settlement shipping along the coast and on 
some navigable rivers was the main form of transportation169,  
with most settlements at the time located on the coast or at  
river mouths. Travel in the hinterland on foot or by horse was 
difficult due to hazardous conditions such as swift-flowing  
rivers, mountainous terrain, large areas of impenetrable forest, 
and swampy land.

Ports provided the early catalyst for population growth and the 
expansion of trade. There were up to 150 ports across the country 
in the mid 19th century, owned and operated by local boards. 
However, with increasing international trade and the need for 
larger ships, the capacity of many natural harbours was exceeded 
and their number declined. With the emergence of refrigeration, 
large ports remained important for the development of the 
export-oriented economy. Containerisation in the 1970s 

revolutionised shipping and implied the need for ports to invest  
in equipment, deeper shipping channels, and land reclamation. 
Smaller ports that were unable to make these changes declined. 

Ports were also important for the movement of people, such as 
immigrants and troops leaving for war and returning home. This 
was the case up until the 1960s when international air travel began 
to become the norm. The recent resurgence of the cruise industry 
has seen renewed movement of people through our ports.

A central planning body, the New Zealand Ports Authority, was 
established in 1969 to rationalise the development of ports  
and to provide for an integrated system. This included deciding  
which ports would become container ports. The Authority was 
disestablished in 1988 when companies for each port were 
established. This marked a shift from the system of central 
coordination to each port company making its own commercial 
and investment decisions. 

A landing on the Whanganui River at Taumarunui 
View of a landing on the Whanganui River at Taumarunui, with two motorised canoes alongside the jetty. Photograph taken by William A Price between 1900 and 1930. Series: emu:46504,  
Price, William Archer, 1866-1948 :Collection of post card negatives, PA-Group-00719. Ref: 1/2-000793-G. Alexander Turnbull Library, Wellington, New Zealand. 
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Christmas Creek, Otago Central Railway 
Circa 1890, New Zealand, by Burton Brothers studio, maker unknown. Te Papa (C.014851)

Governments began to invest in the rail network in the 1870s.  
The South Island’s main trunk line between Christchurch and 
Invercargill was completed in 1879. Rail opened up vast areas  
for settlement and exploitation, and connected farms, forests, 
and mines to the cities and ports. 

The rail network also enabled further settlement of the central 
North Island and development of the forestry industry. With the 
completion of the North Island Main Trunk Line in 1908, Wellington 
and Auckland consolidated their role as the country’s two leading 
commercial centres. Rail formed the backbone of the transport 
network and was the main mode for long-distance business, 
personal and holiday travel, and for the carriage of freight. This 
had an impact on some of the smaller ports that declined as rail, 
and later the road network, began to move freight to larger ports. 

Rail passenger numbers began to fall off in the late 1920s as  
the number of private cars doubled between 1925 and 1930.170 

Government restrictions on road transport, the expansion of 
tourism, and restrictions on automobile use during World War II 
supported continued rail passenger use for a time. However, the 
long-term trend was clearly a decline. The maximum extent of  
the rail network (5,689 km) was reached in 1953. 

On the freight side, the first roll-on roll-off rail and vehicle ferry,  
the Aramoana, began inter-island service in 1962. Trucking was 
able to service local needs, but government restrictions on the 
distances that freight could be moved by road helped protect the 
rail sector. These restrictions were fully phased out in the 1980s. 
Subsequently, the amount of freight carried by rail declined due to 
competition from road transport (assisted by increases in truck 
size and weight limits and improved road infrastructure).

170 www.kiwirail.co.nz/about-us/history-of-kiwirail/150yearsofrail/stories/road-transport-regulation.html

Rail transport 

http://www.transport.govt.nz/transportoutlook/
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Air transport 

171 www.teara.govt.nz/en/aviation

NAC aircraft at Whenuapai, 1965 
WA-03728-F, Whites Aviation Collection, Alexander Turnbull Library

Sporadic flights began after the end of World War I, with scheduled 
domestic passenger services commencing in the 1930s but 
slumping during World War II. Regular services between the main 
centres became commonplace by the late 1940s. The New Zealand 
National Airways Act 1945 created a single domestic airline, the 
National Airways Corporation (NAC). 

TEAL (Tasman Empire Airways Ltd – jointly owned by New Zealand, 
Australia, and the United Kingdom) flew its first scheduled flight 
(using a flying boat) between Auckland and Sydney in 1940. Flying 
boat services began to be phased out from the 1950s with a 
change to conventional planes. The New Zealand Government 
became the sole owner of TEAL in 1961. The name was changed 
to Air New Zealand in 1965, and NAC merged into Air New Zealand 
in 1978. Although smaller airlines offered some services, true 
domestic competition did not begin until the mid 1980s.171 
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