
Where our 
thinking needs 
to be to reduce 
transport 
emissions
Earlier this year the Climate Change Commission set out its pathway for Aotearoa 
to achieve net zero emissions by 2050 in its draft report. WSP transport experts 
examine what is required to make a significant dent in transport emissions.



The Climate Change Commission report set three new 
targets: an average reduction of 2% each year between 
2022 and 2025, 17% each year between 2025 and 2030, 
and 36% each year between 2030 and 2035.

Following a deep dive into the recommendations, we 
think there’s more that can be done to challenge the 
status quo and push for transformative change in the 
transport sector. 

The current policy recommendations lean towards 
perpetuating existing ways of managing the transport 
system, with only incremental changes. We need 
to acknowledge that the expectations of mobility 
are shifting: by 2060, public transport/micromobility 
trips are expected to grow from ~1.3B to ~1.8B1;  
New Zealand’s response to the COVID-19 pandemic  
has forced fluidity, flexibility and technological  
changes; and our collective experience of life with 
COVID-19 has changed the way we live and move 
around. 

We have an opportunity to reimagine our transport 
systems and decouple the car from accessibility. 

The transformation of New Zealand’s transport 
sector isn’t just about funding infrastructure; it needs 
to embrace innovation, including investing in 
technology, keep piloting new approaches and shifting 
to a sharing economy that enables people to no longer 
feel they need to own vehicles. These changes that 
will make better use of existing infrastructure and 
transition us away from a privately-owned, drive-alone 
culture. 

Here’s how we can get there.

1 Ministry of Transport – Future state model results VKT/Vehicle numbers model  
Ministry of Transport – Future state model Household Travel
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We need ambitious national and local targets that 
support people using shared and active modes. 
The Otago University ‘Turning the tide’ report 
calls for a 38% reduction in car trips by 2050 to 
achieve a reduction in carbon emissions, as well as 
access and safety outcomes. Any targets developed 
for the future of New Zealand’s mobility need 
to consider ‘Shared Mobility Principles for Liveable 
Cities’ endorsed by Waka Kotahi NZ Transport Agency.

While we agree that a shift to EVs is an important 
part of New Zealand’s low-carbon future, there 
needs to be a stronger focus on promoting a shift 
away from (solo) travel using private cars. Replacing 
an internal combustion engine car with an EV still 
generates carbon emissions when considering the 
whole of life emissions. It doesn’t remove cars from 
already congested roads, and in doing so, misses the 
opportunity to deliver co-benefits in health and 
wellbeing.  

Although we support a shift to electric public 
transport, the conversion needs to occur without 
compromising public transport coverage. There is 
a risk that councils switch their fleet to reach emissions 
reduction targets but without an increase in uptake,  
co-benefits of improved accessibility and reduction in 
single-occupancy vehicles may not be achieved. 

Targets need to bring about 
transformational change  

Electric vehicles (EVs) are only  
one part of the solution  
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https://www.otago.ac.nz/active-living/otago709602.html
https://www.sharedmobilityprinciples.org/
https://www.sharedmobilityprinciples.org/


There is hope that investing in public transport and 
active modes will achieve a shift, but if it’s easy to drive 
and park, that shift will be difficult to achieve - even 
with world-leading public transport facilities. 

It’s necessary to make the public transport and active 
modes network integrated and complete to encourage 
use while making it less convenient to drive. A road 
pricing system specifically designed to encourage 
the use of high carbon emitting vehicles, such as 
the London or Bristol Ultra-Low Emission Zone, is 
currently being considered or planned in some of our 
centres. WSP’s Phil Harrison explores this in greater 
detail in this report. 

Travel plans are an excellent tool along with Transport 
Management Associations and, when implemented in 
line with best practice, can achieve good reductions in 
carbon emissions.

There is a strong need for a compact urban form and  
land use pattern to enable the efficient movement  
of people and goods. Urban sprawl in many of  
New Zealand’s cities contributes to longer commutes,  

partly driven by land use patterns where affordability 
impacts decisions about where people live. 

While our cities need better connections to support 
‘first and last leg’ travel, it’s equally important for 
inter-regional and longer distance travel. For journeys 
to work and to provide an opportunity education, 
options are needed for the first / last leg of inter-
regional and longer distance trips by rail, bus, coach or 
plane. Increased mode availability at destinations will 
make travel by shared and active modes a real option. 
We need better travel options at destinations to make 
travel by shared and active modes a real option. This 
may be in the form of mobility as a service options 
or mobility as a co-op that allows communities to 
participate in a meaningful way. To achieve this, there 
is a need to better manage the kerbside, a concept that 
was explored in the Uber-commissioned Future Ready 
Kerbside White Paper. This envisions how kerbsides in 
our towns and cities could be better used to 
provide greater access for people and goods and achieve 
higher levels of public amenity.

Focus on demand management  

“Future policy and  
funding sources need 
to be flexible enough 
to accommodate new 
and emerging forms of 
transport. We regularly 
find barriers to 
implementation arising 
from out-of-date 
and inflexible funding 
systems and institutional 
decision-making.”
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https://www.wsp.com/en-NZ/insights/can-charging-users-reduce-emissions
https://www.wsp.com/en-NZ/insights/mobility-as-a-co-op
https://www.wsp.com/en-NZ/insights/a-new-mobility-intersection
https://www.wsp.com/en-NZ/insights/a-new-mobility-intersection


We believe there should be an investigation  
into whether the allocation of funding, current  
funding mechanisms and market conditions will  
enable change at a rate that is needed for New Zealand 
to meet its climate change obligations.  

We support an increase in central government 
funding for shared and active modes and appreciate 
that there are other sources of funding available (for 
example, Green Investment Finance and EECA’s Low 
Emissions Vehicles Fund). However, the affordability of 
the council share means that although funding is made 
available, local councils aren’t always able to capitalise 
on central government share.  

Our recent experience working on the On-Demand 
and Shared Mobility Roadmap for Auckland 
Transport demonstrated the complexity - and difficulty 
- of funding new and emerging forms of transport 
(micro mobility, on-demand shuttles, etc.). 

We cannot stress the importance of ensuring that  
future policy and funding sources are flexible 
enough to accommodate new and emerging forms of 
transport. We regularly find barriers to implementation 
arising from out-of-date and inflexible funding systems 
and institutional decision-making.

New Zealand is trending in the right direction with 
setting targets and increasing funding (i.e. latest 
Government Policy Statement on Land Transport), 
but isn’t seeing meaningful shifts in mode share. This 
indicates a need to remove the hurdles and barriers that 
delivery agencies, such as local authorities, face when 
implementing infrastructure that supports mode shift 
or opens opportunities for micro-freight. For example, 
removing parking to accommodate bus or cycle 
lanes, or enable more productive use of the kerbside, 
is generally met with strong community opposition, 
often contrary to evidence and real-world 
experience. Consultation requirements mean that the 
loudest voices can heavily influence decisions, not 
always for the better. 

We need an improved ability to allow for local 
authorities to make bold decisions that have local 
impacts but are better for the entire community.  

We also note that the 
cost of small passenger  
transport licensing can 
be a barrier for people 
to become drivers for 
on-demand and ride 
hail services. Changing 
this would open up 
opportunities for 
people within local 
communities – such as 
driving tourists in the 
ski season.

Much of our urban transport network needs to be 
transformed to accommodate a more diverse mix 
of road users that currently aren’t well-catered 
for. This can be done by reassessing our existing 
assets using the place and movement framework, 
reallocating road space in favour of shared and 
active modes, road diets, and by creating bold long-
term visions for our communities. An example of 

this is the Sustainable Urban Mobility Plans, which 
are based on sustainable mobility principles supported 
by the European Union. In recent years the funding 
buckets for this reallocation of road space have been 
undersubscribed, meaning that even though funding 
has been available, change on the ground hasn’t been 
achieved.

Addressing institutional and 
legislative barriers  
THE WAY FUNDING WORKS 

GETTING COMMUNITY AND BUSINESS ON-BOARD

THE NEED FOR RETROFITTING
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https://www.govt.nz/organisations/new-zealand-green-investment-finance-limited/
https://www.eeca.govt.nz/our-work/programmes-and-funding/efficient-and-low-emissions-transport/
https://www.eeca.govt.nz/our-work/programmes-and-funding/efficient-and-low-emissions-transport/
https://at.govt.nz/media/1981832/j004697-on-demand-shared-mobility-roadmap_v7_compressed.pdf
https://at.govt.nz/media/1981832/j004697-on-demand-shared-mobility-roadmap_v7_compressed.pdf
https://ec.europa.eu/transport/themes/urban/urban-mobility/urban-mobility-actions/sustainable-urban_en


There is an underlying assumption that we will 
continue on the same pattern of vehicle ownership, and 
this needs to change. Society needs to shift to where 
driving alone isn’t the first or easiest, most convenient 
way to move around. This can be achieved through 
travel behaviour change initiatives and by engaging 
with people from all walks of life. Research has 
shown that promoting recreational cycling can increase 
the likelihood of a person considering it as an option for 
travel to work.

Change initiatives have a crucial role to play in 
enabling long term sustained culture change. Too often 
is behaviour change seen as an add on and not part of 
the holistic approach to managing the transport system. 
Global evidence points to the success of behaviour 
change initiatives, but programmes are often seen as a 
‘nice to haves’.  

Our observation is that behavioural change initiatives 
struggle to attract funding, not because of a lack of 
availability, but because it’s very difficult to forecast 
the change that will be achieved using the accepted 
economic models. This presents a challenge in 
convincing decision makers of the tangible benefits and 
the value for money proposition.  

We support consideration of co-benefits and believe in 
looking for cross-sector synergies to bring about a long 
term, sustained culture change, particularly in cities, 
around how people choose to travel. One example is 
to enable the transport sector to work closely with the 
health sector to create an environment that enables 
healthy living. Another example would see the 
tourism sector imbedding sustainable travel options 
such as carfree holidays or travel plans for popular 
destinations, within tourism offerings.

Building the foundations for 
sustained culture change  

“Removing parking to 
accommodate bus or 
cycle lanes or enable 
a more productive 
use of the kerbside, 
generally meets with 
strong community  
opposition, often 
contrary to evidence 
and real-world 
experience.”
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http://researcharchive.vuw.ac.nz/xmlui/handle/10063/3758
http://researcharchive.vuw.ac.nz/xmlui/handle/10063/3758
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