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been endorsed by the Free Fares Coalition.
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Introduction

Free Fares NZ (officially called the Aotearoa Collective for Public
Transport Equity) was formed in late 2021. We call for central
government funding to make public transport free for tertiary
students, under-2bs, Community Service Card holders and Total
Mobility Card holders and their support people.

Our campaign grew out of the very real struggle that we, and
our communities, are facing. With the high cost of public
transport, many people can only afford to travel by private car,
causing congestion and harmful carbon emissions. Some people
don't travel at all, and their wellbeing and communities suffer as a
result.

Over 100 organisations have joined our coalition, including
student unions, trade unions, the Council of Trade Unions, some
local councils, LGNZ, disability organisations, student groups,
community centres, anti-poverty groups, faith organisations,
climate action organisations, health groups and more.'

Of course, there are all sorts of transport improvements we
need to see. We often hear people in the transport space say, we
need more frequent services and more reliable services too. Yes,
we need all three! Affordable, frequent, reliable. But our mahi is to
speak up for free fares! If you cannot afford to get on in the first
place, it doesn’t matter how good the service is, nor whether it
comes twice as often as last year. More users will lead to more
people clamouring for other improvements in public transport, as
well as improving users’ lives in a myriad of ways. Because our
campaign was born out of a concern for equity as well as for the
climate, fares have always been our focus.

During the Covid-19 pandemic, we were pleased the
government delivered half-price fares for all. We petitioned for this
to be made permanent. Unfortunately, this was not to be, but the
then Labour-led government kept half-price fares for Community
Service Card holders, through Community Connect. And half-price
for young people, and free for kids!

When the Coalition government got in, we petitioned again
for them to keep the then-current discounts. They chose to remove
the age-based discounts, but they kept Community Connect! So,
we have permanent half-price fares for Community Service Card
holders. We continue with our advocacy, and our coalition-
building, to win permanent free fares for the four target groups.

While our campaign pre-dates the current fuel crisis, the
rising cost of fuel has added to the urgency of our campaign. There
has been extensive advocacy from communities across the motu
to increase transport affordability. We applaud those councils who



have listened to their communities and implemented specific fare
reductions. However, we call for central government funding to
make fares free across the motu.

In 2026, we supported calls for free school transport for all,
including rural school buses. We opposed the 1 July 2026 cuts to
Total Mobility Card (TMC) discounts. \We believe TMC travel should
be free, regardless of service. It is unfair that TMC holders, who
already pay the most for transport in the country, are facing three
price increases at once: decreased central government discount
which has led to a 40% price hike for users, decreased claim cap
under many local governments, and rising fuel prices.

This report presents our evidence-informed case for greater
investment in public transport—not only on free fares for our four
target groups, but also on infrastructure, services, and other
improvements. First, we demonstrate the tangible benefits that
free fares would provide to those who need it most, including
greater mobility, reduced household costs, and being able to
access opportunities that would otherwise be out of reach.
Second, we argue why having more people use public transport
benefits all of us, including from reduced carbon emissions, lower
transport poverty, and less traffic congestion. Third, we explain
why our asks for free fares are not only feasible, but also
necessary.

Thank you for reading, and we hope you will join the call for
free fares — for climate justice, for reducing our cost of living, and
for increasing social connection.

The national organising team
Free Fares NZ, September 2026

Free Fares benefits
those who need it most

Free public transport would be a significant benefit for communities
in Aotearoa New Zealand who are struggling with the cost of living
and our car-centric transport system. In this section, we draw on
evidence from both Aotearoa New Zealand and overseas to
demonstrate the benefit of more affordable public transport for our
four target groups: Community Service Card holders, Total
Mobility Card holders, Tertiary Students and Under 25s.



2.1

Community Service Card
(CSC) holders

“Free public transport for Community Services

Card holders is a health issue. No one should have to choose
between paying for the bus or paying for food, rent, power and
trying to keep up with the cost of living. Removing transport costs
helps people get to doctors and other healthcare appointments,
and stay well. It helps people to stay connected, be able to take
part in their communities, and helps children go to school. Health
should not depend on whether you can afford the bus or not.”

2 Matthew Scott, 1 June 2022,
“Campaign seeks permanent free
fares,” Newsroom. newsroom.co.nz

3 Ministry of Social Development.
(2025). Number of Community
Services Card holders nationwide
during 2022 to 2024. fyi.org.nz

% Ministry of Social Development.
(accessed 9-08-2026). Community
Services Card. workandincome.
QOVt.ﬂZ

* Employment New Zealand.
(accessed 9-08-2026). Minimum
wage rates and types.
employment.govt.nz

Debbie Leyland, Chairperson,
United Community Action Network Aotearoa NZ

After extensive advocacy from Free Fares and others, the Labour-
led Government introduced permanent half-price fares for CSC
holdersin Budget 2022. This is called ‘Community Connect."?

Many Community Services Card holders face significant
challenges, including transport accessibility. This group of over 1
million people,® representing around one-fifth of the population,
includes beneficiaries, those receiving the Accommodation
Supplement or Supported Living Payment, many people not in
paid work, low-income households, and social housing residents.
Financial barriers, such as unaffordable transport, prevent many
CSC holders from being able to live the lives that they deserve.

We call for CSC applications to be made less cumbersome,
CSC eligibility to last for longer, and for the income threshold to be
raised. For example, many students may not be aware that they
qualify for a CSC, and may not complete all the administrative
steps to apply for one each year. The cut-off for a single person
living alone takes effect at a pre-tax annual income of $37,116 and
below (ca. $17.84/hour)* — far below minimum wage, and often
insufficient to meet basic living costs.® It is of note that SuperGold
Cards, which also entitle holders to a significant public transport
concession, require no such administrative burden.
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Patronage

Households without access to a car are more likely to use public
transport, specifically buses in Auckland and rail in Wellington.®
Patronage of public transport by CSC holders has been steadily
increasing in Wellington (Figure 1).

Monthly Community Services Card Bus and Rail Patronage in Wellington
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Figure 1. Rising monthly Community Services Card bus and rail boardings in Wellington.’

Between 2011 and 2014, more than 50% of New Zealanders

without access to a car travelled by public transport more than
once a month, compared with <25% for households with one or
more cars.® Twenty-eight percent of people with no cars in the
household travel by public transport =10 days a month, while 17%
use public transport =20 days per month. For those who lack
access to a car, public transport is an important or even their main
mode of transport. Notably, more recent data on the link between
private vehicle access and dependence on other transport modes
Is sparse, making it difficult to assess the impacts of Covid-19,
half-price fares, Community Connect, or network changes on
those without a car.
Low-income households in Christchurch are much more likely to
use public transport more than once a month.® Higher rates of
public transport use in Christchurch have also been associated
with high social deprivation (especially Maori and Pasifika) and
lack of access to vehicles.™

Tallinn, Estonia, introduced fare-free public transport for
residents in 2013. An evaluation of its fare reductions found that
public transport usage increased by 14% soon after the
introduction of fare-free public transport;'"" while lower than
patronage increases from fare-free public transport elsewhere, due



" Cats, 0., Susilo, Y.0., & Reimal, T.
(2016). The prospects of fare-free
public transport: evidence from
Tallinn. Transportation, 44, 1083—
1104. doi.org

12 Living Streets Aotearoa
livingstreets.org.nz

13 Curl, A., Coppens, A., Dares, C.,
Williman, J., Fitt, H., & Kingham, S.
(2024). Accessibility and
Affordability Impacts of Half Price
Public Transport Fares in Aotearoa
New Zealand. Transport findings.
doi.org

1 QOgilvie, D., Mitchell, R., Mutrie,
N., Petticrew, M., & Platt, S. (2008).
Personal and environmental
correlates of active travel and
physical activity in a deprived urban
population. /nternational Journal of
Behavioral Nutrition and Physical
Activity, 5. link.springer.com

15 Curl et al. (2024).

16 Badland, H.M., Garrett, N., &
Schofield, G.M. (2010) How does
car parking availability and public
transport accessibility influence
work-related travel behaviors?.
Sustainability, 2(2). doi.org

7 Badland, H.M., Schofield, G.M.,
& Garrett, N. (2008). Travel behavior
and objectively measured urban
designvariables: Assaciations for
adults traveling to work. Health &
Place, 14. doi.org

1% Badland, H.M., Schofield, G.M.,
& Schluter, PJ. (2007). Objectively
measured commute distance:
Assaciations with actual travel
modes and perceptions to place of
work or study in Auckland, New
Zealand. Journal of Physical Activity
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to already good service provision, high public transport usage, and
public transport affordability in Tallinn, fare reductions helped to
improve mobility for low-income residents. Notably, in Aotearoa
New Zealand, there is much room for improvement in all three of
these areas—service provision, public transport usage, and public
transport fares—and so the impacts of fare concessions are likely
to be greater here. Free Fares believes in an accessible public
transport network that all people can access, regardless as to their
income. This requires investment in active transport, so people can
safely access public transport nodes.?

Mode shift

While half-price fares resulted in greater mode shift to public
transport from cars for non-social housing residents (likely due to
greater capacity to shift and higher baseline car usage), half-price
fares helped to meet unmet transport needs among social housing
residents by enabling mode shift from active transport modes.™
This is sometimes used as an argument against fare reductions, as
the mode shift figures are shaped by those who move from active
transport as well as those who move from private transport.
However, people living in deprived areas may rely on walking due
to an inability to afford other modes.™ With this framing, mode
shift to public transport from active transport for low-income
households represents an increase in options and access. Sixteen
percent of social housing residents reported such a shift under the
half-price fares scheme in New Zealand, compared with none from
other respondents.'®

Research shows that the lowest (<$40,000/y ) and highest
(>$120,000) income households in Auckland use public transport
to commute to work more than other households (12 and 17%
public transport use respectively).’® Free fares for low-income
households would unlock significant accessibility for low-income
households who depend significantly on walking and cycling to
commute (up to 22.6% for households <$20,000 and 20.5% for
households on $20,000-40,000)."7 '8

Accessibility of opportunities

Low-income households often cannot afford to live in high-
amenity areas and thus must pay additional transport costs to
access these amenities (a “transport disadvantage”).' These
households are also limited by being able to afford fewer transport
options which in turn defines the range of available and accessible
services. For instance, low-income households may be locked into
more expensive food from a dairy or local shop because they do



X Currie, G. & Delbosc, A. (2011).
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accessibility via public transit and
walking in Auckland, New
Zealand. Journal of Transport
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Auckland. Cities, 38. dx.doi.org

% Adlietal. (2019).
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77 Daniel & Ovenden. (2025).

% Shaw, C., Gage, R., McLeod,
M., Jones, R., Mizdrak, A., &
Woodward, A. (2024).
Socioecanomic inequalities in
greenhouse gas emissions from
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Zealand. Travel Behaviour and
Society, 37. doi.org

5 Joynt, J.L.R. (2021). Defining a
well-functioning urban
environment. A systematic
literature review .
knowledgeauckland.org.nz

not have transport access to a more affordable supermarket.
Where public transport is limited, people can be locked into car
dependence they cannot easily afford.?® While this cannot be
wholly solved by free fares and significantly depends on transport
systems and infrastructure, free fares would go a long way
towards offering other options.

Auckland is our biggest city, with the highest total number of

public transport users. However, access to public transport (and
levels of public transport service) is not shared equally. A study
using 2006 census data and 2008 land use data found that only
5% of the urban population had more than four services an hour,
and the authors concluded that Auckland's system is designed for
peak hour commuting rather than non-work travel.?’
Central Auckland has the best public transport connectivity and
higher levels of job opportunities compared to other parts of
Auckland, and higher income households are more likely to live
nearby.?22 Higher value (central) Auckland property is also
compensated by lower commuting costs.?* In contrast, lower
income people tended to live further from job opportunities, have
poorer bus and train connectivity to those opportunities,?® and pay
more for their transport.?®

In more distant areas such as Pukekohe and Franklin trips by
public transport may take up to 8 times longer than an equivalent
driven trip.?’

As a result, people in deprived areas travel less. Individuals in
the most deprived areas of Aotearoa New Zealand travel on
average 120 fewer kilometres per week than those in the least
deprived areas, including 30 fewer kilometres for education and
paid employment and 20 fewer kilometres for leisure purposes.?®

This is a substantial challenge to the efficacy of free fares for
CSC holders in Auckland as suitable public transport services may
not exist for them to mode shift onto. However, where suitable
services exist, the cost savings may be significant.

Equitable access to public transport and opportunities
requires a holistic set of improvements—including infrastructure
development?® like higher density housing in proximity to public
transport, higher frequency services, and new routes—alongside
free fares. Together, these would play a part in reducing barriers to
mobility for many low-income people.
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Cost relief

Low-income households spend 15.3% of their after-tax income on
transport.® In addition to costs of housing, especially when renting,
this leaves very little income for other costs of living (power, food,
internet) and savings. The benefits of subsidised public transport,
and in particular the substantial benefits for low-income
households, have been demonstrated by the universal half-price
fares scheme put in place in 2022-23.

In one study, 45% of respondents living in social housing
stated that half-price fares enabled trips that would not have been
able to be made otherwise, compared with 16% of other
respondents.®! Thirty-six percent of social housing respondents
were able to reallocate transport money to other things such as food
because of the scheme, compared with 8% of other respondents.
Twenty-five percent of social housing respondents would not have
made their last trip with full price fares.

Other research also showed that cost of living was a key driver
of uptake of new journeys under half-price fares. Forty-five percent
of respondents described using public transport because of fuel
costs and 52% because of increased costs of living.®? Twenty-nine
percent of respondents to Christchurch’s annual transport survey
suggested that cheaper fares would make public transport more
accessible.®

Other wellbeing

People in lower income communities suffer disproportionately high
rates of road trauma®*,3® and air pollution possibly due to higher
exposure to traffic as pedestrians, and higher likelihood of traveling
in a vehicle with fewer safety features.

Access to public transport is critical for health outcomes in
deprived areas. However, only 70% of Greater Christchurch
residents could reach their nearest GP in under 30 minutes,
compared with 99.5% of England'’s urban population.3®



2.2 Total Mobility Card holders

“Total Mobility isn't a nice-to-have; it's not a
discount scheme for people who could find another way if they tried
harder. For thousands of disabled and elderly New Zealanders, it
Is the only practical means of getting to work, to medical
appointments, to visit family, and to participate in community life.

Public transport, for all its merits, doesn't work for
everyone. Buses don't reach every street. Stations aren't always
accessible. For many disabled people, the choice has never been
between a subsidised taxi and the number 2 bus — it's between a
subsidised taxi and not going at all.

That's what makes Total Mobility different from
almost anything else the government funds. Total Mobility isn't just
about taxi rides. It's about connection: connecting people to
employment and healthcare, and facilitating participation. Every trip
Is a person turning up — to a job that keeps them in employment, to
an appointment that keeps them out of hospital, and in the
community that keeps them connected. Cut the subsidy, and those
trips don't become cheaper. They simply stop happening.

When they stop happening, the costs don't just
disappear. They shift—onto the health system, the welfare system,
and families already stretched. We will pay either way. The only
question is whether we pay a small amount now for independence,
or a much larger amount later for the consequences of taking it
away. Total Mobility is not just a transport policy, it is an Accessibility
and Inclusion policy.”

Nick Ruane, Disability Advocate

11
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% Jan Mackay and Lyndal Peters,
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Free Fares NZ calls for free Total Mobility Card travel. We also
call for free travel for TMC holders and their support people on
buses, trains and ferries.

“Total Mobility dates back to the 1982 Telethon and the
money raised following the International Year of Disabled Persons
the previous year in 1981, when grants were handed out. The
scheme originated as a Disabled Persons Assembly-initiated,
locally-run community program, with fare subsidies varying by
region (roughly 50% in most places from early on, informally). The
government continued with Total Mobility from 1984, and it has
been an essential accessibility tool for people with disabilities ever
since.”?

The 50% rate was only formally standardised nationwide in
2005: a government-commissioned review (the Total Mobility
Scheme Review, completed August 2005) recommended that "the
fare subsidy should be nationally consistent and fixed at a
minimum of 50%, since most authorities already provided roughly
that level.” This recommendation was tied to a funding change
where "central government increased its funding share (Financial
Assistance Rate) to 50%, effective from the 2005/06 financial year
(1 July 2005), on the condition that councils implemented the
recommended reforms.”8

From April - June 2020, during the first Covid lockdown,
central government funded free taxis and public transport for Total
Mobility Card holders. For many card holders, this was
transformative. The 2021 Ombudsman report “Making Disability
Rights Real in a Pandemic” comments on this:

“Article 20 of the Disability Convention states that disabled
people have the right to move about their communities and be
independent, and that governments have an obligation to help them
to do so. Lack of access to public transport and unaffordable
transport alternatives are barriers for disabled people in New
Zealand. The full Total Mobility subsidy scheme during Alert Levels
3 and 4 gave disabled people the freedom and independence to
move about their communities. However, permanent changes are
required to ensure disabled people have ongoing personal mobility
independence in New Zealand.” [emphasis added]*

Advocates formed Free Fares to Freedom in July 2020 to call
for free Total Mobility Card transport to be reinstated. \When Free
Fares NZ was formed, Free Fares to Freedom and other disability
organisations joined the Coalition. The Free Fares campaign calls
for all Total Mobility Card travel on driver-services to be free, as
well as for free TMC travel on buses, ferries and trains. The
campaign also calls for free fares for TMC holders’ support people.
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‘2 Phoebe Eden-Mann, Policy
Analyst, CCS Disability Action.
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of enhancing accessibility:
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“  Wellington Transport Analytics
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Volumes Dashboard.
wellingtontransportanalytics.co.nz

“A lot of [disabled] people rely on assistance from friends,
whanau, and support workers, and would not be making trips
without them. Everybody deserves what they need to have access
to public transport, as a matter of equity.”

Ari Kerssens, Free Fares to Freedom

The Government then increased the Total Mobility Card
subsidy to 75% of trip cost, and made this permanent in December
2022 .4° However, in 2026, the Government announced that they
would be reducing the fare subsidy from 75% to 65%, a relative
increase of 40% for users. They also wanted councils to reduce
regional fare caps and maximum subsidies by approximately
10%.4" In the face of rising fuel-costs for all, this represented three
price increases for TMC holders, who already pay the most for
transport in the country. CCS Disability Action wrote at the time:

“We also strongly support the idea of a national public
transport concession for disabled people — but only as an addition,
not a substitute, for a robust Total Mobility scheme.”

Phoebe Eden-Mann, CCS Disability Action*?

Patronage

Where suitable systems and infrastructure are in place, public
transport concessions are a highly effective way to support mobility
for disabled people. While disabled people travel less than non-
disabled people overall,*® each trip is likely to be important. This
highlights the importance of access to mobility for disabled people,
enabling both essential trips and social trips that build wellbeing.

In Wellington, while total bus patronage has plateaued at
pre-Covid levels and total rail patronage has been falling since
2019, travel by accessibility concession users has nearly tripled in
a 7-year period (Figure 2).4 The introduction of the half-price fares
scheme in April 2022 re-initiated the rapid growth of 2019. If the
temporary implementation of half-price fares had this much
sustained influence, free fares could do more.

The rapid growth of accessibility concessions suggests that
disabled people in Wellington have been highly underserved in
their mobility needs and public transport has met some of this
demand. While this does not represent the entire disability
community, as public transport remains inaccessible for many due
to a variety of reasons, this represents a significant quality of life
improvement for those who can access public transport to get to
where they want to go.

13
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Figure 2. Monthly Accessible Concession bus and rail boardings in Wellington have tripled relative to
January 2019 levels, and nearly doubled from July 2020 levels.*

Mode shift

On-demand public transport services such as MyWay in Timaru could
offer meaningful, affordable transport choices for disabled people
otherwise dependent on taxis for on-demand, door to door transport.

In Timaru, 60% of MyWay vehicles have step-free access for
wheelchairs and prams?* and will come to a customer's driveway
when Total Mobility journeys are requested (rather than a nearby
pick up point). For a similar convenience value to a taxi and a $3
adult fare, this offers significant value for money to the user.
Hamilton also offers an on-demand public transport service but
this is limited to Friday and Saturday nights, limiting its usefulness
for accessibility.*’

Where on-demand public transport could substitute for taxis
for accessibility journeys, this would reduce costs per journey to
the Total Mobility Scheme. The accessible per journey cost could
be further subsidised by the presence of other passengers in the
vehicle. If this was the case, money saved could be redirected
towards increased transport supports for disabled people and/or
universal design upgrades to make public transport networks more
accessible to everyone.

Other regions have discontinued highly successful on-
demand public transport due to council cost pressures (e.g.
Metlink Tawa* and BayBus on Demand?*®). While this is outside the
scope of Free Fares, the social value of these programs should
invite government funding.
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Accessibility of opportunities

Transport is one of the biggest challenges faced by many disabled
people due to urban design, vehicle accessibility and driver
attitudes.®® Disabled people are more often disadvantaged by
critical gaps in infrastructure than by physical or mental
conditions. Inaccessible entrances, rooms up flights of stairs, and
streets without curb cuts or pedestrian crossings can render
essential services inaccessible for activities that could otherwise
be managed independently. This is the social model of disability,
where inaccessibility is defined as a shortfall in infrastructure
provision or support rather than a failing or limitation of an
individual.®’

Accessibility accommodations for the most mobility-
challenged often support access for others. The ‘curb cut’ effect
describes the positive benefits from curb cuts that extend beyond
the disability sector — for example, on people pushing prams,
carrying or pulling luggage, skateboarding, or making heavy
deliveries. However, potential benefits of these interventions are
not well quantified in New Zealand.®? Universal design is more
intentional, designing from the ground up to make systems
accessible and usable for all.

Seventeen percent of New Zealanders are disabled,® with
higher rates of disability for females, seniors, some regions
(Northland, Manawatu-Whanganui, and Taranaki), and some
ethnicities when adjusted for population age structure (Maori and
Pacific peoples). If almost one in five New Zealanders is disabled
(and many more New Zealanders experience temporary mobility
limitations relative to a ‘'non-disabled’ adult, such as childhood, old
age, pregnancy, parents of young children, illness and injury), then
New Zealand needs to take accessibility seriously at all levels in
our transportation systems and infrastructure.

Transport needs vary within the disabled community. In the
2010 Cost of Disability report people with hearing impairments did
not identify specific transport needs or costs different to the
general population. People with moderate intellectual impairments
said they were dependent on public transport or private vehicles
while those with high needs relied on taxis.>

People in New Zealand with vision impairments described
affordable public transport as a priority for making buildings
accessible.®® Tangata whaikaha Maori and their whanau may also
depend on public transport, walking, and cycling due to the
unaffordability of taxis or running a car.®®

While accessibility in New Zealand public transport has
progressed since the Human Rights Commission report in 2005,%
barriers remain, especially where people face multiple challenges.
Use of a support person is a flexible ‘accessibility aid” that can
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overcome a range of shortfalls in systems and built infrastructure.
Some regions (e.g. Wellington) offer reduced public transport fare
concessions for support people. All regions should provide full
concessions for support people, as mobility should not depend on
a support person’s ability to pay.

Free fares for Total Mobility Card holders and support people
would afford greater dignity and self-determination for disabled or
mobility-impaired people to decide when, where, and how to
travel.

Cost relief

Only 23% of disabled people in New Zealand are formally
employed, compared with 70% of non-disabled.%® Disabled people
in New Zealand are also less likely than other people to be
employed fulltime.®® This is reflected in the median income for
disabled adults, which in 2025 was 46% of the median weekly
income of non-disabled adults.®® Transport costs for disabled
people are thus proportionally much more expensive, especially
where specialised transport is required.

Similarly, a 2009 study found it difficult to estimate additional
transport costs of disability as actual transport spending was
capped by affordability rather than desired transport levels.?" In
other words, disabled New Zealanders would travel more (and
spend more on travel) if they could afford it.?? Disabled youth
describe having to carefully budget their social interactions based
on available taxi funding.®®

Other wellbeing

Transport is key to accessing destinations and social connections
that are important for wellbeing. These include employment,
education, health services, food, civic society, places of identity
and belonging, and community activities.®* We note the need for
more granular reporting tools to measure transport disadvantage
for public transport users with disabilities.



2.3 Tertiary Students

“Tertiary students are facing an increased
financial crisis every year, being forced to balance heavy study
loads, employment, and soaring cost-of-living pressures and
sustainability constraints, all while a significant portion of the
national student body lives below the poverty line. In this climate,
public transport is a fundamental lifeline to students. Mobility
should not be made inaccessible as it dictates our access to
education, employment, and basic wellbeing. The heightened
fares and compromised subsidies directly threaten students’
mobility, forcing them into impossible trade-offs between
attending classes, buying groceries, or paying rent.”

Lincoln University Students Association

Patronage

Students are strong public transport users in Aotearoa New
Zealand. Across the country, almost 10% of all journeys to
education occur by public transport (rising to nearly 20% if school
buses are included), compared to just over 5% of trips to work

% Statistics New Zealand. (2025). being by public transport.®® This is nearly universal across the
Work, education, transport, and : : : : ;

Sopulation structure: 2023 Consus, Cothry, with education trlps Igelng more likely 'to bg taken by
stats.govt.nz public transport than work trips in nearly every region (Figure 3).

While data on the fare effect on student patronage in New

Zealand is generally sparse, students' current use of public

transport could indicate high responsiveness to fare levels. In

Greater Wellington, bus patronage by tertiary concession holders

% Wellington Transport Analyics  increased significantly between 2022 and 2023,% possibly in line
ot 12028) Publc Transportolumes.— wwith fare reductions during this period. Since then, bus patronage
wellingtontransportanalytics.co.nz by tertiary concession holders has recovered from pre-Covid levels,
even despite fare increases; this could illustrate the high degree to

which students rely upon and prefer public transport as a travel

mode, and therefore the benefit of targeting this group for further

fare subsidies.
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Public Transport as Main Means of Travel by Region, 2023
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Figure 3. Public transport (bus, train, ferry) as the main means of travel to education and work by
region, as recorded in the 2023 Census. Education trips are more likely to be taken by public
transport than work trips both nationally and across regions.”

Similarly, in Auckland, more than half of tertiary students
used public transport as their main mode of accessing campus,
and approximately 75% used public transport at least occasionally
in 2016 and 2018.%8 More than three quarters of Auckland students
stated that they would recommend public transport to other
students, highlighting many students' mode preference for public
transport. In the 2022 People's Inquiry into Student Wellbeing
report, 91% of students surveyed said they would use public
transport more if it was free.%® Again, this highlights the potential
for fare reductions to raise student patronage of public transport.

Mode shift

Similar to patronage responsiveness to fares, data on students'
mode shift behaviour in New Zealand is sparse. A stated
preference experiment indicated that students may be more likely
than other groups to take up public transport in response to
incentives like reduced fares.”®

Accessibility of opportunities

Auckland tertiary students may have limited access to a private
vehicle, requiring use of public transport or active modes in order
to access education and other opportunities.”’ Access to regular
bus services may also determine where students live in
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Auckland,’”? especially for students without access to a car who
might end up paying higher rent for access to campus.

Having a well-educated population benefits society (e.g.
through graduates' specialist skills, or tax revenues from
productive university-educated workers),”® therefore unaffordable
transport for students imposes costs on society. The status quo is
both inefficient and clearly unfair.

Making public transport free for students would be an
Important step towards creating a more equitable transport
system. A poll commissioned by Free Fares showed that students
were particularly likely to strongly support retaining current public
transport discounts (71% strongly agreeing), highlighting the
importance of more affordable public transport for reducing their
cost of living.”*

Cost relief

In Auckland, students on lower incomes used public transport
more’® with key drivers being cost and limited access to a private
vehicle.”® Recent fare increases (and concessions removal) in
Wellington have disproportionately affected students and parents
of children who travel to school via public transport.”’

Tertiary students are a highly financially disadvantaged group
in New Zealand. In 2020, 43.7% of people in education or training
said that they either had "not enough money" or "only just enough
money" to meet their everyday needs (cf. 31.4% for total
population), with 3.9% needing assistance from organisations like
churches and food banks at least once in the previous 12
months.”®

Other wellbeing

Subsistence living means that many students sacrifice transport,
with the 2022 People’s Inquiry Into Student Wellbeing identifying
that two-thirds of survey respondents were unable to pay for public
transport, petrol, car insurance, car registration, or a warrant of
fitness in the previous 12 months. This reduces students' ability to
focus on education by limiting their access to academic settings
(e.g. classes, libraries, laboratories), often harming their academic
success.”®
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2.4

Under 2bs

“School Strike 4 Climate always has and always

will be in support of the Free Fares scheme. Affordable public
transport for all students is vital in ensuring equal access to
education and in breaking down barriers for rangatahi within the
broader fight for climate justice.”
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Miki Inoue-Palmer
Wellington School Strike 4 Climate

The under-25 cohort includes infants and pre-schoolers, school-
age dependents, around half of tertiary students, and many young
workers. There are three rationales for prioritising this age group
for public transport concessions: maximising public transport
patronage, increasing mode shift - potentially for many years into
the future, and providing cost of living relief.

Patronage

Public transport usage collapsed during the 20th century following
the widespread adoption of cars and changes in transport planning
priorities. During the public transport lows of the 1990s and early
2000s, public transport usage was largely limited to users who had
no other options. Among these were young people who had
limited access to vehicles and/or ability to afford to run a vehicle.

Millennials (15-35 in 2014) were the first to begin reversing
the trend of falling public transport usage. NZTA research showed
that they were more likely than older generations to use public
transport as a main mode of transport, less likely to have access to
a car, and more likely to be dependent on public transport.®® Rates
of Millennials attaining drivers licences also dropped by as much
as 1% per year since 2005,8' though the decline appears to have
started earlier.

Since then, young people have continued to demonstrate
higher public transport usage than other demographics.®,®
Eighteen percent of 13-17 year olds and 10% of 18-29 year olds
travelled by public transport for at least 20 days per month
between 2011 and 2014.84 In 2019-2022, 9% of 5-14 year olds and
15% of 15-24 year olds travelled by public transport, compared to
around 3% in other age groups.®® Young people (15-34) also
reported the highest rates of new journeys because of the half-
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price fares scheme,® suggesting that young people still face
affordability barriers to travel. Targeting this age group for fare
discounts would help maximise the expected increase in
patronage and mode shift.

Mode shift

Young people, often on lower incomes, are more sensitive to
changes in transport costs than other groups. Under the half-price
fares scheme, 15-34 year olds were among those most likely to
shift to public transport use from cars and taxis®” compared to
other age groups. A literature review noted that several studies
identified cost as a barrier to using public transport, particularly
when travelling as a family group. Therefore fare subsidies are an
opportunity to encourage sustainable travel behaviours in families
with young children by addressing the factors that discourage
them from using alternative modes of travel.®

Accessibility of opportunities

Mobility plays an important role in the wellbeing of young people -
access to work and study, access to nature, access to social,
cultural and spiritual activities.® This is true in both rural and urban
contexts. While some young people in Auckland described public
transport as cheap, convenient, safe, and social,?® this is not the
case for everyone. Other Auckland young people are being priced
out of travelling across the city for work, study, or social
activities.”’ Rural and semi-rural public transport is also important
with falling rates of drivers licences among semi-rural young
people potentially limiting wellbeing and access to opportunities.®?

Cost relief

Young people have mixed perceptions around the cost of public
transport. While some young people described public transport as
affordable, many found the cost of all forms of transport (including
public transport) a barrier to social participation.

In 2014, public transport users aged 15-35 were significantly
more likely than other age groups to use public transport to avoid
parking and fuel costs. Half of all Millennials surveyed had no
access to a private vehicle with a further 15% only able to access a
private vehicle as a passenger.®®

In 2016 the costs of transport for young people aged 15-24 in
Auckland (both by private car and public transport were described
as prohibitive.®* Participants had to save up for transport expenses,
traveled more around pay day, and walked when money was
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limited. More than two-thirds of participants described spending
more than a third of their income on transport.

Around 30% of 15-18 year olds surveyed in Christchurch
reported that cost of fares was a key issue influencing their public
transport use. Cost was a particular issue for people in the lower-
income eastern suburbs and they highlighted that public transport
became unaffordable when students aged out of under 18
concessions (and did not yet qualify for tertiary concessions). In
contrast, for young people travelling from Christchurch’s outer
suburbs, existing costs of public transport compared favourably
with the costs of running a car.®

Providing free fares for under-25s would provide cost of
living relief for families with dependent children. In 2023 the
Government estimated that providing free public transport for
under-13s could save $30 per week for a family with two
children;®® extending these discounts to include all school-age
children would bring these savings to even more families.

Providing free fares for under-25s would also provide cost of
living relief for young people who are no longer financially
dependent (including students, recent graduates, and young
professionals). It is clear that many young people are undergoing
hardship. Free Fares polling showing that 82% of young adults
aged 18-24 vyears support retaining current public transport
discounts,?” highlighting how important these discounts have been
for young people.

Other wellbeing

Access to friends and family members decreases social isolation
and improves wellbeing, happiness, and autonomy. However, New
Zealand children (and youth) are highly car dependent for after
school and other social activities (e.g. birthday parties).%%

Use of public transport is also linked to increased physical
activity and overall physical wellbeing.00101

In order to access public education, under-25s need reliable,
affordable methods of transport. This need has become acute as
access to school buses has reduced, and the cost of transport has
increased in addition to other living cost pressures.’%?



2.5 SuperGold Card holders

“Making transport more affordable is an
important part of any cost-of-living strategy. Critics sometimes
argue that free buses are wasteful because some passengers
could afford to pay. But public transport can be viewed the same
way we view parks, libraries, and public schools: as public goods
that improve life for everyone.

Plus, eliminating on-board fare collection speeds
up bus services by reducing the time spent loading and unloading
passengers. Faster buses make public transport more attractive.
When more people choose buses over private cars, taxis, or
rideshares, cities benefit from reduced congestion, lower
emissions, and cleaner air. There are also potential benefits
related to safety and security. When bus operators don’t need to
enforce fare collection, there are fewer opportunities for
altercations between drivers and passengers.

Free public transport benefits entire cities, not
just individual riders. Queensland, Australia recently reduced
public transport fares to just fifty cents as part of a trial designed
to ease congestion and reduce cost-of-living pressures. After the
success of the six-month trial, the policy was made permanent. A
single bus can remove between 50 and 100 cars from the road,
while a train can replace up to 1,000 cars. Public transport
supports economic activity, creates jobs, and reduces pollution
and emissions. Free public transport changes lives. It reduces
transport poverty, improves access to education and healthcare,
cuts congestion and emissions, and helps create more
connected, accessible cities. Local stories, global experiments,
and ongoing campaigns highlight the immense social and
economic impacts of free fares. Free public transport is an
investment in better cities for everyone.”

JoEllen Duckworth
Free Fares supporter, SuperGold Card holder



03 RNZ. (2009). Pensioners take to
public transport in droves. rnz.co.nz

104 NZ Transport Agency. (2013).
Econometric models for public
transport forecasting. nzta.govt.nz

1% Treasury. (2026). The Estimates
of Appropriations 2026/27 -
Economic Development and
Infrastructure Sector: Vote

Transport. budget.govt.nz

16T Spoonley, P, Imran M.,
Jackson, N., Peace, R., & Cain, T.
(2016). Transport demand
implications of changing population
age and ethnic diversity in
Auckiand: A thought piece.
aucklandforecastingcentre.org.nz

107" Rosenbloom, S. & Herbel, S.
(2009). The safety and mobility
patterns of older women: Do
current patterns foretell the future?
Public Works Management Policy,
13(4). doi.org

24

SuperGold Cards are explored in this report, as there is
extensive evidence of their impact on patronage, mode shift,
accessibility of opportunity, cost relief, and other wellbeing
impacts.

SuperGold Cards are accepted as a given — even a right — for
people 65+. SuperGold Cards are a useful example of a
nationwide, central government-funded fare concession. They
enable free travel (at many points in the week). They apply near-
universally to the category of people (65 and over), and people are
not required to re-apply or re-prove their eligibility (in contrast to,
for example, Community Service Cards). SuperGold Cards are
funded through the Ministry of Social Development, which points
to government recognition that accessing transport has broad
benefits.

Historically, Free Fares has not campaigned for free fares for
over-65s. The SuperGold Card appears secure. However, in many
regions, SuperGold Card holders pay full fares at peak times, so
there is room for improvement.

Patronage

The introduction of the SuperGold Card clearly highlights the effect
of fare subsidies at increasing public transport patronage. Fare
subsidies for over-65s contributed to around 2.5 million SuperGold
trips in just 4 months soon after their introduction,’® and the
introduction of the SuperGold Card is estimated to have
singlehandedly increased weekday interpeak Auckland bus
patronage by about 11%.'% Now, SuperGold boardings are around
15 million per year nationally, a clear success.'®

Mode shift

As New Zealand ages, more people will rely on public transport for
their travel. Increased life expectancy means that many seniors will
become increasingly reliant on public transport as their capacity to
drive diminishes. This transition—from driving, to being a
passenger, to public transport dependency—is often associated
with significant falls in travel activity overall, especially for women
and single seniors, with negative downstream impacts on
wellbeing.' Continued car dependency increases the risk of age-
related car accidents.'”” Ensuring that older people continue to
have mobility as they age therefore requires access to safe,
reliable, and affordable public transport that they can mode shift
onto—and free fares are a critical part of this.
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Accessibility of opportunities

Seniors are more likely to use public transport for well-being
purposes (social activities, accessing support, medical care) than
commuting to and from work, and their public transport usage
depends on increasing accessibility as they age. Access to public
transport also supports the ability of seniors to remain in their own
homes. For example, research shows that access to public
transport both enables seniors' access to diabetes health care'®
and supports their ability to remain in their own homes, reducing
the social costs of rest home subsidies.'®

Rural and semi-rural public transport connector services are
also important as rural New Zealand is both aging and living below
the national median income.’™ This was especially true in the
context of post-earthquake Canterbury, where mobility challenges
(especially lack of public transport) significantly contributed to a
sense of isolation for semi-rural seniors, making social
participation and accessing support difficult.™

Older people are very diverse, including due to income
inequality and the different age structures of different ethnic
populations. This diversity among older people means that policies
targeted as ‘age-friendly’ may not meet all age-related needs.'™
This supports our call for free fares for Total Mobility and
Community Services Card holders, since these can help ensure
that older people get the support that they need.

Cost relief

Poverty and hardship among older persons is widespread. The
Older Persons Poverty Monitor report outlined the necessities that
many older people cut back on due to cost, with 25,000 New
Zealanders aged over 65 (just under 3% of over-65s) living without
essentials like food or heating, 51,000 (6%) citing cost as a barrier
to seeing a GP, and 102,000 (12%) living in income poverty after
housing costs."™ Around 40% of people aged over 65 have
essentially no income other than NZ Superannuation. This
hardship and financial vulnerability prevents many older people
from living with dignity as they deserve. While cheaper public
transport fares do not fully address issues of material hardship
among older people, they nonetheless still make a difference by
reducing the transport costs that many need to pay.
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Other wellbeing

Among New Zealand seniors without access to private vehicles,
while alternative means may be found for ‘serious’ transport
needs, discretionary trips that significantly contribute to quality of
life largely rely on access to public transport.'™

Access to public transport is also a protective factor for
preventing elder abuse and neglect. Lack of transport can
contribute to isolation, while accessible public transport
strengthens social connectedness.''®

For those over-65s who rely on a TMC due to mobility needs,
those prices have risen by 40% and more, from 1 July 2026. We
are also concerned about changes to the purpose statement of the
Total Mobility scheme, and how it could negatively affect older
people with accessibility needs. The TMC scheme's goal was: “to
increase mobility for people with serious mobility constraints,
encourage participation in society, provide for personal
independence, reduce pressure on caregivers and allow people to
continue to live for longer in their own homes.""” However, the
new purpose statement (August 2026) is: "To provide subsidised,
accessible transport options to disabled people, and people living
with long-term impairments, who are unable to access public
transport, to live their lives and participate in work, education, and
their community."'"®

According to advocate Nick Ruane, “The old statement used
the language 'serious mobility constraints' which was inclusive of
elderly people. The new statement is quite restrictive, as it only
describes disabled people and people with long term health
conditions. Additionally, the new statement doesn't follow the
Wash Short Set definition on Disability,’” and its definition leans
heavily toward the Medical Model of Disability. This is why | am
concerned that the new statement will exclude elderly people from
the scheme.” Free Fares NZ shares this concern. We call for the
old purpose statement to be reinstated, as well as for TMC travel
to be fully free.



3 Free Fares benefits
people and planet

“New Zealand’s transport cost modelling shows
fuel consumption rises from about 7.7 L/1T00km under free-flow
conditions to 10.4 litres in stop-start traffic. That is a 35% increase
in fuel burned just from sitting in queues. In Auckland alone,
avoidable congestion costs an estimated $400 million ayear—$100
million more than public transportation passenger fare revenue,
nationally. This should resonate with people who may never set
foot on a bus, ferry or train. Tradespeople, caregivers, freight
operators, and rural drivers all burn more fuel when urban roads
are clogged. Every car shifted to public transport is one less car
slowing everyone else down. Free fares is a policy that benefits
drivers, too. In New Zealand, light passenger vehicles consume
95% of all petrol, and most of those kilometres are driven in
Auckland, Wellington and Christchurch, where public transport is
relatively extensive. Reducing urban petrol consumption preserves
fuel stocks for the communities and industries that have no
alternative.”

Dr Timothy Welch»

3.1 Reducing transport poverty
and increasing access to
soclal and economic
opportunities

™ Dr Timothy Welch, 27 March Improving the affordability and accessibility of public transport
2026, "Free public transport the would bring a host of economic benefits. Two key mechanisms
fuel crisis response that makes . . .

sense,” Newsroom. newsroom. towards achieving this would be by reducing transport poverty,

cone and by improving access to social and economic opportunities.
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Both of these would result in increased productivity and improved
wellbeing outcomes — not just for public transport users, but for
wider society.

Transport-related poverty is a large, and often overlooked,
social cost in New Zealand. Transport is key to accessing
numerous social and economic opportunities — from education,
to healthcare, to employment, to social connection. However,
transport has grown prohibitively expensive for many households,
now representing over 15% of household costs on average, or
$250 per week.”?' About one-fifth of New Zealanders reported
missing out on journeys that would have been beneficial; a fifth of
these, in turn, were due to cost.'”” Among those who missed
journeys, 11% of people missed out on shopping, groceries, or
food; 8% on work or education; and 4% on medical
appointments.’” By being unable to access reliable, affordable
transport, a large number of New Zealanders in turn face barriers
towards accessing many opportunities to live a good, fulfilling life.

This is not just a problem for the transport-disadvantaged,
but also an economic opportunity cost for all of us. While the full
extent and impacts of transport poverty in New Zealand is not
known, it is well-established that poverty itself is costly; child
poverty, for example, is estimated to cost the New Zealand
economy $17.7 billion per year (over 4% of GDP) in lost
productivity, consequently reducing Government tax revenues by
$5.1 billion per year.' Similarly, the Productivity Commission
estimated that the 10,000 highest-cost clients of the social
services system are each expected to generate lifetime budgetary
costs of $500,000 or more, for a total cost of $6.5 billion.'?
Furthermore, transport accessibility is linked to improved
employment outcomes; a study in the UK, for example, found that
a 10% increase in public transport job accessibility was associated
with a 0.13% increase in the employment rate.'”® Transport
accessibility also improves households' access to economic
opportunities and encourages travel to city centres; this was seen
with the City Loop underground rail system in Melbourne, which
was estimated to have raised labour productivity by $1.2 billion
and helped create 74,000 new jobs.'?’ By creating a more inclusive
transport system, not only can we help some of the most
vulnerable in our communities, but we can also create economic
gain for all of us.



3.2

Reducing greenhouse gas
emissions
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One of the most significant benefits of more affordable public
transport is reducing New Zealand's greenhouse gas emissions
and helping to mitigate climate change. Outside of agriculture,
transport is currently one of our most greenhouse gas emission-
intensive activities, constituting 90% of household emissions in the
December 2025 quarter'?® and 18% of overall emissions in 2024.'2°
The growth in road transportation was among the largest
contributors to the 24% growth in overall greenhouse gas
emissions between 1990 and 2024.

Greater public transport use would reduce greenhouse gas
emissions because public transport tends to release less emissions
per passenger per kilometre than private vehicles. Per kilometre of
travel, a petrol car emits approximately 0.24 kg CO2-equivalent, a
diesel car 0.26 kg CO2-¢e, and an electric car 0.019 kg CO2-e."° In
comparison, a >12-tonne diesel bus emits approximately 1.08 kg
CO2-e per kilometre, and an electric bus 0.094 kg CO2-e per
kilometre. With private vehicle occupancy being merely 1.54
people per vehicle on average,™ a diesel bus becomes
comparatively less emissions intensive per passenger per kilometre
at an occupancy of only around 6-8 passengers, improving further
with increased patronage and electrification (Figure 4).

Emissions Intensity of Transport Modes

Diesel bus Diesel car Petrol car Electic bus Electic car
Electric
B Wellington Average (High Occupancy)

0.180
0.160
0.140
0.120
0.100
0.080
0.060
0.040
0.020

Fuel-based

Transport Mode B Standard occupancy

Figure 4. Emissions intensity (per passenger per kilometre) of various road transport modes.'* Public
transport, especially when electrified, has significantly lower emissions intensity than private vehicles.
Forcars, an occupancy of 1.54is presented; " for buses, 7 (standard) and 20 (Wellington).'*
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3.3

The emissions reduction from greater public transport use
adds up. As part of the 2022-2025 Emissions Reduction Plan, the
Ministry for the Environment estimated that even fairly limited
mode shift from private vehicles and towards public and active
transport would reduce emissions by about 6 megatonnes CO2-e
between 2026 and 2030, and by about 8-10 Mt CO2-e between
2031 and 2035."™ In addition, each step to electrify the public
transport network further reduces emissions, while also providing
co-benefits like reduced operator costs, air pollution, and
vulnerability towards fuel supply shocks.'*® Mode shift from private
vehicles therefore has great potential to help decarbonise the
transport sector and help mitigate climate change.

Reducing air pollution
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Air pollution is an often overlooked issue in our transport system,
harming public health and creating significant social and economic
costs. In 2016, exposure to particulate matter and nitrogen dioxide
from motor vehicles (largely from vehicle exhausts) contributed to
an estimated 2,247 New Zealanders dying prematurely, 13,229
cases of childhood asthma, and 9,375 hospitalisations for
cardiovascular and respiratory illness.'®” The social cost of these air
pollution-linked premature deaths, hospitalisations, asthma, and
restricted activity was estimated at over $10.5 billion in 2016
alone.™®8

Higher public transport use has the potential to reduce air pollution
because public transport generates less air pollution per passenger
per kilometre of travel compared to private vehicles, especially
when electrified. While buses — which are mostly diesel-fuelled —
currently release about 10 times as much nitrogen oxides and
particulate matter per kilometre as the average car,'® they can also
carry significantly more passengers, thus having the potential to
reduce pollution intensity overall. Furthermore, the bus fleet is
being steadily electrified, with only the procurement of zero-
emission buses being allowed from 1 July 2025, and a quarter of
Wellington's™' and a third of Auckland's'¥? bus fleet currently being
electric. Mode shift away from private vehicles and towards public
transport will thus deliver not only economic or climate benefits,
but also benefits to public health.
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Reduction in traffic congestion
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Traffic congestion is a costly and persistent problem in our
transport system, particularly in our cities. Aucklanders are
estimated to spend 17 hours in traffic each year on average,
generating economic costs of $1.9 billion in lost time from
additional delays, $117 million in vehicle maintenance and
operation costs, and $9 million in carbon emissions per year.'*
Beyond these core costs, traffic congestion in Auckland is
estimated to generate macroeconomic costs of over $700 million
per year, including from lost productivity, lower tax revenues, and
less consumer spending.'* Similarly, a working paper by the
Ministry of Transport estimated the direct annual costs of
congestion to be $39 million for Wellington and $4 million for
Christchurch.™® While congestion is already expected to worsen
due to pressures like population growth, it is exacerbated by over-
reliance on private vehicles for travel.

Both international and New Zealand evidence show that
public transport is critical towards reducing traffic congestion,
often despite carrying only a small proportion of traffic. In Los
Angeles, United States, a 2003 public transport strike was found to
increase average highway delays by 47% — precisely because
those taking public transport were more likely to be those
commuting along delayed routes and taking pressure off the
road.'® Similarly, the provision of public transport in Melbourne,
Australia is estimated to reduce the number of severely congested
links by over 63% and reduce vehicle travel time by 56%.' In
2013, the closure of the Hutt Valley rail line in Wellington due to a
storm resulted in severe congestion along State Highway 2, as
45%  of typical rail commuters opted to drive instead; in the
ensuing gridlock, 80% of surveyed commuters from the Hutt
Valley and Wairarapa reported longer trip times than usual, and
32% reported delays of over an hour.® A working paper from the
University of Auckland's Economic Policy Centre modelled that
improving the rapid transit system, when paired with congestion
charging of road traffic, could significantly reduce vehicle
kilometres travelled and increase road speed.’® By incentivising
greater public transport use, we can reduce traffic congestion and
Improve the transport system for everybody — even for non-users
of public transport.
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3.b Fuel conservation

The 2026 fuel crisis highlights the vulnerabilities of our fossil fuel-
and car-centric transport system. With nearly 90% of travel
kilometres being taken by car or van,' and nearly all of this using
petrol- or diesel-fuelled vehicles,’™' our transport system heavily
depends on the availability of fossil fuels. Disruptions in the supply
of oil from the Middle East have resulted in the retail price of petrol
being over 20% higher, and the retail price of diesel being over 50%
higher, throughout the fuel crisis than during the equivalent period
in 2025."%2 The increasing price of fuel has created significant
hardship for many New Zealanders,' as well as contributing to
higher inflation™* and possibly weaker economic growth.®

Greater public transport use can help conserve valuable fuel
stocks during a shortage. A bus consumes about 40 L of fuel per
100 kilometres,'™® whereas a car consumes about 8.4 L per 100
kilometres.”” However, buses can fit significantly more
passengers; at just 7 passengers, a bus becomes more fuel
efficient at transporting people than a car at standard occupancy.
This efficiency increases further when considering that much of
the public transport network is electrified; for example, in
Wellington, about a quarter of the bus fleet is electric and almost
all rail trips are via electric train.’® Greater public transport use can
also aid in conserving fuel stocks by reducing traffic congestion,
and therefore reducing fuel wastage from stop-start driving
conditions.™ Encouraging public transport use can help ensure
that more fuel is available to those who need it most, and also
improves our transport system's resilience towards changes in
supply of fossil fuels.
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4

Implementation

A Fully Electrified and Affordable Public

Transport System. Many workers are forced to use private cars
for transport due to a lack of affordable public transport options.
The Government should kick-start a just transition to a fully
electrified and affordable public transport system, together with
a more equitable public transport funding mechanism. As a first
step, the Government should invest in a fully electrified
passenger bus fleet.

4.1

Council of Trade Unions,
Reimagining Aotearoa Togethero

Cost

160 Reimagining Aotearoa
Together. Building Infrastructure.

reimagineaotearoa.nz
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The Free Fares Campaign calls on central Government to fully
subsidise public transport fares for the following four target
groups, many of whom overlap:

Community Services Card holders

Total Mobility Card holders and their support people
Under-2bs

Tertiary students

While difficult to precisely estimate the cost of this policy, we
anticipate this proposal to cost the Government approximately
$300-400 million per year (in the form of lost fare revenue) based
on the cost of similar policies. We note that these costings are
based on a number of assumptions (e.g. on the responsiveness of
patronage to fare changes, or on the demand for Total Mobility
services).

At its peak, prior to the current Government taking office, the
Community Connect programme was budgeted to cost the
Government $109 million in the financial year 2023/24.6! At the
time, Community Connect provided free fares for under-13s and
half-price fares for Community Services Card holders, 13-to-24
year olds, and Total Mobility scheme users.
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4.2

A further breakdown of this costing within Budget 2023
indicated that:'6?

¢ half-price fares for Community Services Card holders were
expected to cost $25 million

e half-price fares for 13-to-24 year olds and free fares for under-
13s were expected to cost $70 million

e half-price fares for Total Mobility services were expected to
cost $12 million

A policy paper for Budget 2023 further estimated that:'3

e universal half-price fares, including for Total Mobility services,
would cost up to $152 million per year

e free fares for under-15s would cost $40-42 million per year

e free fares for under-20s would cost $102-106 million per year

The cost of providing universal half-price fares in 2022-23 is
also informative. During the period 1 April 2022 until 30 June 2023,
fares were half-price for all users—at an estimated cost of $169
million for the 2022/23 financial year.'®

Given sparse data on the prevalence and fare recovery from
student concessions, the cost from our proposed tertiary student
fare subsidies is especially difficult to estimate, but is expected to
be small compared to other costs. For example, in Greater
Wellington, tertiary concession holders represent only about 5-6%
of boardings,’® and many would be already covered by
Community Services Cards or youth fare subsidies.

Distributional impact
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A recurring critique of public transport subsidies and
investment is that they are unfair to non-users of public transport
because they do not directly benefit.

From a purely monetary standpoint, public transport is
indeed subsidised by non-users. Public transport represents under
3% of trips taken by New Zealanders,'%® and is expected to cost the
Crown $93 million in fare concessions, $348 million in
infrastructure, and $456 million in service provision in 2025/26.'%
Public transport use is concentrated in New Zealand’'s urban
centres, with far lower usage and service provision in rural areas.'®®

However, as we previously established (Free Fares benefits
people and planet), public transport benefits wider society — even
those who do not use it. Public transport is critical to reducing
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transport poverty, greenhouse gas emissions, air pollution, traffic
congestion, and fuel consumption; public transport helps reduce
the costs (so-called negative externalities) that these impose on
everyone. Both international and New Zealand evidence show that,
when expressed monetarily, the reduction in external costs from
using public transport rather than driving is significant. In
Santiago, Chile, buses were estimated to generate 10 times less
external costs than private vehicles during peak times due to
reducing congestion, air pollution, accidents, noise, and road
maintenance.'®® In New South Wales, Australia, opting to take the
bus rather than driving during peak periods is estimated to reduce
congestion costs by $0.38 (95%) and pollution costs by $0.05
(71%) per passenger per kilometre.'”® While New Zealand-specific
studies quantifying transport externalities are sparse, a study by
the University of Auckland and NIWA found that private vehicle
travel generated double the external costs of public transport per
passenger per kilometre, including from road fatalities, accidents,
air pollution, and greenhouse gas emissions; negative transport
externalities accounted for over 2% of Auckland's GDP.'
Encouraging greater public transport use is therefore a net benefit
to society, even with subsidisation.

Furthermore, private vehicle use itself is heavily subsidised
by spending on roading. Of the $9.3 billion expected to be spent
on road transport in 2026/27 —the vast majority of which goes
towards roading projects (cf. public transport)—only $4.9 billion is
expected to be collected in revenue from fuel excise, road user
charges, and vehicle registration;'”? the remainder is topped up by
taxpayers, the bulk of whom live in urban areas.'”?,"* The Ministry
of Transport estimated that a car generates an economic cost of
$109 per 1000 kilometres on road infrastructure (e.g.
maintenance), yet is charged merely $66 per 1000 kilometres (e.g.
from fuel taxes)—an implicit subsidy of 40%.'7® This is before even
considering the significant negative externalities of private vehicle
use (see Free Fares benefits people and planet), which often go
underpriced. Many roads fail to recover their costs to build: current
toll roads have cost recoveries of only around 25%,'”¢ and several
major roading projects have benefit-cost ratios of less than one.!”’
Both public and private transport are subsidised—but given the
significant external benefits of the former, its subsidies are much
more justified.
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4.3

Opportunity costs and value
for money

Not investing in our public transport system itself has a cost. As
we established earlier (Free Fares benefits people and planet), our
current car-centric transport system imposes significant social and
economic costs on wider society—including from transport
poverty, an inefficient urban form, and poorer public health
outcomes. These costs affect everyone, especially the most
vulnerable, and hinder our country's economic development.
Persisting with the status quo means missing out on many of the
substantial, yet often undervalued, benefits of greater public
transport use.

Land transport faces a large funding gap under current plans
New Zealand plans to spend much more on land transport than it collects from users
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Figure 5. The land transport funding deficit, exacerbated by heavy spending on roading projects.
Reprinted from the NZ Infrastructure Commission. '’

Proceeding with business as usual also has a financial cost—in
the form of soaring road spending. The negative externalities of
private vehicle use aside, the financial cost of roading is significant
and growing. The Infrastructure Commission warns that the gap
between land transport expenditure and revenues—in effect, the
extent to which land transport is subsidised by general taxes—is set
to skyrocket to about $7 billion per year in the 2030s, up from over $2
billion currently (Figure 5)."”° Delivering the major roads programme
in the National Infrastructure Pipeline is expected to cost $56 billion
over 20 years. Despite these growing costs, the benefits of many
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new roading projects are expected to be marginal, with several
Roads of National Significance having estimated benefit-cost ratios
of close to or less than one.’™® Our current car-centric transport
system is therefore costly not just in negative externalities, but also
monetarily. For a fraction of the funds that regularly go to roads, we
can invest in public transport to create a more affordable and
inclusive transport system.

Improving the public transport system piecemeal—for
example, by forgoing fare reductions to prioritise other
Improvements, or vice versa—could also generate an opportunity
cost. Public transport improvements and related policies can
synergise, affecting patronage and mode shift when combined by
more than would be expected. In Dortmund, Germany, the
combination of increased driving costs, shorter public transport
journey times, and cheaper fares together encouraged greater
mode shift than each policy did individually, or the sum of each
policy's individual effects.”® A comparative analysis of public
transport demand in Germany and the US attributed Germany's
high usage of public transport to a series of mutually supportive
factors, including greater service frequency and provision,
discounted fares, good connections to other modes of transport,
pricing of car use, and a compact urban form.'® A review of
studies on fare reductions around the world found that cheap fares
can entice drivers to mode shift towards public transport, but that
entrenching this behaviour change also required high-quality (e.g.
frequent, reliable, fast) public transport services.'® In Queensland,
Australia, the increase in patronage from fare reductions was
found to also depend on the density of public transport routes, the
accessibility of stations, and the accessibility of workplaces by
public transport.”® The case of Queensland, in particular,
highlights the potential of public transport improvements working
in concert; the rollout of 50-cent fares from 2024, alongside
increases to service frequency, coverage, and other upgrades,
resulted in the highest patronage on record.'® Public transport
Improvements interact, and together can be greater than the sum
of their parts. Our campaign therefore calls on the Government to
invest significantly more on public transport overall—including on
wider service coverage, better driver working conditions, and
improved service reliability—alongside cheaper fares.
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Take Action

What you can do

5.2

e (Contact your MP

e For organisations, join the Free Fares Coalition. Email
freefaresnz@gmail.com with your logo to do so

e Follow Free Fares NZ on Facebook or Instagram

e (et involved in the national organising team, who meet online
weekly on Tuesdays

e Speak about Free Fares in your communities

e Attend candidate meetings and ask them to give their
commitment to Free Fares

e \ote for candidates and parties who support Free Fares

Existing party positions on
public transport

18 Labour Party - Labour's $20
Public Transport Fare Cap. www.

labour.org.nz/farecap
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The following information was gathered from the Labour, National,
Green, Opportunity, New Zealand First, ACT, and Te Pati Maori
websites up to 17 August 2026. Note this may be liable to change
as the parties announce new policy over the course of the election
campaign. We will endeavour to post any updates that we receive
from the parties on our Facebook page, facebook.com/freefaresnz

Labour

Labour’s flagship policy is the $20 Public Transport Fare Cap. If
elected, the party promises to cap weekly public transport fares at
$20 in Auckland, Wellington and Christchurch and at $10
elsewhere in the country. This includes all buses, (commuter) trains
and certain ferries, but does not cover other ferries or interregional
or scenic transport. Labour has indicated its intent to fund this by
reallocating revenue in the National Land Transport fund.'®

The Free Fares campaign enthusiastically described this
policy as a ‘step in the right direction,” due to its significant and
universal contribution toward public transport affordability. Strictly
speaking it remains short of our ultimate goal of free public
transport for our four target groups.



18 National Party - Transport for
the Future. national.org.nz

1% Green Party - Transport Policy.
assets.nationbuilder.com

18 Qpportunity - Free Public
Transport opportunity.org.nz

National

“Better Public Transport” is one of the three planks of National’s
Transport For the Future policy. National promises “A rapid transit
network for Auckland, with public transport corridors in the North
West, Airport to Botany, and completion of the Eastern Busway”
as well as “Improvements to increase capacity and reliability on
Lower North Island train services for passengers and freight.” This
policy appears to focus on infrastructure rather than fare caps or
reductions.’”® However, Free Fares notes that the Government
during the b4th Parliament did not scrap Community Connect for
Community Service Card holders, so a 50% concession for CSC
holders remains in place.

Green

The Green Party has a detailed transport policy, only sections of
which will be discussed here. The party pledges to make urban
public transport fare-free, “starting with young people, students,
disabled people and those on low incomes, including
beneficiaries.” (2.1.1). This approximately aligns with Free Fare’'s
target groups, specified as under-25s, tertiary students, Total
Mobility Card Holders and their support people, and Community
Services card holders.

The party also states its intention to “ensure that transport
infrastructure and services provide the highest level of independence
for disabled people,” including by “nationalising the Total Mobility
Scheme and ensuring it is affordable, accessible and sufficiently
resourced to meet demand.” (1.4.3.1).78

Opportunity

Opportunity calls for “the immediate introduction of permanent,
universal, free-to-ride public transport across New Zealand.”
Opportunity states that targeting only low-income people would
create “complexity, stigma and sharp cut offs that miss many
people who need help.”'® This goes beyond the demands of the
Free Fares campaign and would make a significant difference to
our communities.

ACT

ACT has not yet released any transport policy on their website for 2026.
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1% Te Pati Maori - Cost of Living
Policy. maoriparty.org.nz

191 Te Pati Maori - Climate Policy.
maoriparty.org.nz

5.3

New Zealand First

New Zealand First has not yet released any transport policy on
their website for 2026. They clearly support SuperGold Card, which
provides concessions for over-65s.

Te Pati Maori

Te Pati Maori has not released a transport policy but does include
transport affordability in its Cost of Living policy.' Their climate
policy states, “Climate justice is about protecting our right to live
safely, affordably, and sovereign on our own whenua.”™!

Questions for candidates
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If attending candidate meetings during the 2026 general election
(or future local and general elections), please consider asking
candidates if they will commit to supporting Free Fares. Example
questions include:

e Free Fares' target groups are Community Services Card, Total
Mobility Card, students, and under-25s. Do you support free
public transport for these groups?

e \What is your party’s plan to address free public transport?

e Will your party commit to prioritising public transport
infrastructure over additional roads?



Contacts

Website freefares.nz

Email freefaresnz(@gmail.com
Facebook facebook.com/freefaresnz
Instagram instagram.com/freefares.nz

Acknowledgements

Authors
Amy Harrison
Antonio Salamat

Contributors

Dr Amanda Thomas's students from ENVI528: Climate
Justice Now, Te Herenga Waka Victoria University of
Wellington (Trimester 2, 20206)

Our thanks to all who provided quotes

Reviewers

Dr Timothy Welch

Frances Mountier

Jane Mountier

Nick Ruane

Chris Hawkins

Free Fares national organising team

Designer
Liam Goulter

41



42



43






