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“I was cold, tired, stranded, desperate to find 
some way home and annoyed. If  you can’t provide 
a reliable and adequate bus service, Aucklanders 
will just get into their cars again.  
 
It’s as simple as that -”
- James 881, Auckland Bus User
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Generation Zero is an independent advocacy organisation of young New Zealanders 
working to cut carbon pollution through smarter transport, liveable cities & 
independence from fossil fuels. It was founded in 2011 and represents over 28,000 
people across New Zealand. This report represents the views of the organisation.
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Major changes are 
required to restore 
the confidence of 

Aucklanders in the bus 
network and ensure  

its reliability. 

Executive Summary
Auckland’s bus network has failed to 
deliver at a high quality during the 
increase in passenger numbers in 
March of 2016. 

Major changes are required to restore 
the confidence of Aucklanders in the 
bus network and ensure its reliability. 

Over 1000 responses were received 
from bus users on the issues they 
experienced using the bus network 
from a combination of convenience and 
snowball sampling over the course of 
March. 

With public transport accounting for 
27 per cent of journeys into the area in 
2013,1 it’s empirical that the issues of 
buses turning up late, the overcrowding 
of buses, buses not turning up and 
extremely long waits for buses, be 
addressed as soon as possible by 
Auckland Transport. 

This is a problem that can be solved 
if Auckland Transport accepts the 
recommendations made by this policy 
briefing to add double decker buses for 
peak trips, extends the peak frequency 
time for increased bus services, 
increases the all day frequency of 
buses and increasing the speed and 
investment into new bus lanes.

1. Paling, Richard. (2014) Journey to work patterns 
in the Auckland region Analysis of Census Data for 
2001-2013 Executive summary. 
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the credibility of the bus network. 
Studies show that the reliability of 
public transport can have a significant 
depressionary effect on public 
transport patronage if confidence is lost 
that buses and trains can not provide a 
predictable service.3 

3 Paulley, N.; Balcombe, R.; Mackett, R.; Titheridge, 
H.; Preston, J.M.; Wardman, M.R.; Shires, J.D.; White, 
P. (2006) The demand for public transport: The 
effects of fares, quality of service, income and car 
ownership. Transport Policy, 13(4), pp.295-306.

Introduction
Since 2006 the decades-long trend 
of rising vehicle trips has started to 
change considerably in Auckland, which 
has been captured in rising public 
transport use and declining VKT per 
capita. Public transport is becoming 
a major aspect of 100,000’s of people 
lives in Auckland.

The quality of the public transport 
service in Auckland has received a 
considerable amount of attention in the 
first half of the year, with reports of late 
buses, overcrowding and buses turning 
up late.2  
 
This has had a major impact on 

2. Wade, Amelia. 2016. Workers bear brunt of 
public transport ‘madness’. Accessed at 26 of April 
www.nzherald.co.nz/nz/news/article.cfm?c_id=1&-
objectid=11598301

“Reliability of 
public transport can 
have a significant 
depressionary 
effect on public 
transport patronage 
if confidence is lost.”
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Recently started construction on the 
much needed City Rail Link is already 
adding pressure on to the traffic 
network. Construction of the CRL has 
already started to cause some traffic 
delays, and these are likely to worsen 
as areas of construction expand.5 
Lastly, when people experience 
very poor quality public transport 
services, this significantly undermines 
their perception of the competence 
and ability of Auckland Council and 
Auckland Transport. This loss of trust 
makes it harder for the council and 
Auckland to be taken seriously when 
they suggest improvements or changes 
around the city. Improvement is 
therefore required urgently.

For members of Generation Zero this 
issue is especially personal with young 
people overly represented in public 
transport users compared to the 
general population.

in central Auckland, Christchurch. Stuff.co.nz 
Accessed at 26 of April www.stuff.co.nz/nation-
al/74155209/Strong-population-growth-in-central-
Auckland-Christchurch

5 Orsman, Bernard. 2016. City makeover means 
major disruption. NZ Herald. Accessed at 26 April 
www.nzherald.co.nz/super-city/news/article.cfm?c_
id=1501110&objectid=11619386

By using survey data from bus users 
this report explores this issue of the 
reliability and the quality of using the 
bus network in Auckland and lays out 
the case for urgent attention to the 
city’s bus problems. 

The survey data shows that buses 
are regularly stuck in traffic, late, 
overcrowded and full, with some buses 
not even showing up. Bus users even 
said that ‘the everyday experience of 
Auckland bus users is a disaster in 
March’. Auckland Transport have made 
changes to deal with the increased 
frequency, but this appears to have 
failed, with many measures not going 
far enough.

There is a strategic need to implement 
urgent measures that will address 
this problem with Auckland in the 
middle of a major population boom. 
2015 Statistics NZ figures show the 
the population of Auckland grew by 
43,000 in 2015 alone. This growth 
was strongest in the inner city area 
of Waitemata, where the population 
grew by over 9000 people. Over 
the past 5 years the population has 
grown by around 120,000 people.4 

4 Daly, Michael. 2015. Strong population growth 

“ Loss of trust 
makes it harder 
for the council and 
Auckland to be taken 
seriously”
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Based on google analytics a majority of 
survey responses came through the link 
seen on this signage. Once a bus user 
had submitted their response they were 
asked to notify their friends that if they 
had an issue with the bus network they 
should lodge it through the form.  
 
This combination of convenience 
and snowball sampling methodology 
provides a rich and easily accessible 
dataset to evaluate where the issues 
are in bus network can be found. 

7 Wade, Amelia. 2016. Controversial posters 
removed from bus stops. NZ Herald. Accesses at 
26 April www.nzherald.co.nz/nz/news/article.cfm?c_
id=1&objectid=11604050

Methodology
In order to understand the specific 
issues bus users experience this report 
uses survey data collected over the 
month of March. The survey asked for 
bus users to record their bus issue 
by submitting the following data on a 
website form6:

•	 Bus route 
•	 Bus stop
•	 Time of the issue
•	 Specific	issue

Bus users were prompted to submit 
their bus issue from 100 posters that 
were placed next to bus stops around 
the city. Auckland Transport deemed 

these posters a breach of by-laws but 
as of the publication of this report have 
yet to take any action to remove the 
signage.7 
6 2016. Better Buses Form. Generation Zero. 
Accessed at 26 April www.generationzero.org/bet-
ter-buses

 

“I would much 
rather use public 
transport than 
drive a car, but it is 
unreliable and if 
you try to complain 
it quickly becomes 
obvious that  
no one cares about 
the complaint or 
acts on it.”  
- DAviD 297
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Problem
The survey results provides a rich set 
of data that shows across the bus 
network there are significant issues 
with the quality of the service. The data 
shows a significant problem with buses 
regularly turning up late, overcrowding, 
and buses stuck in traffic making them 
late. The survey received over 1300 
submissions since the start of March. 
However the analysis will focus on 
the 1157 submissions received in the 
month of March. 

The main issues are full buses, 
overcrowding and late buses, with a 
bus routes across the city affected. 
Figure 1 shows the overall result of 
the survey showing that the full buses, 
overcrowding and late buses as the 
most reported issues, with half as many 
respondents registering their buses 
stuck in traffic or never showing up.

Type of Bus Complaints 

557

Full

Source: Generation Zero’s Better Bus Complaints form March 2016 

Overcrowded Late Stuck in Traffic Never showed up

423

582

201
233

“I encourage my children to 
use public transport rather 
than being collected by 
parents from school to ease 
congestion. But the bus 
timings are inconsistent 
at best. Sometimes the 
bus drives past without 
stopping to pick my son 
up. Disappointing and 
frustrating.” - Mel 771 

Figure 1
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CoMplAinTS By RouTe - 
The survey responses were simplified 
by bus route into 36 categories for 
clarity. Figure 2 shows the complaints 
that were received sorted by route. 

Complaints were received from a broad 
range of routes across the city, however 
the main issues were on the busy 
isthmus corridors and the lower North 
Shore. The top 10 routes for complaints 
were Mt Eden Road, Dominion Road, 
Outer Link, New North Road, North 
Shore to University, Onewa Road, 
Manukau Road, Inner Link, Takapuna 
and Howick & Eastern. 

Mount Eden Road suffers from the 
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Total Number of Complaints Per Bus Route 

Source: Generation Zero’s Better Bus Complaints form March 2016 

“I would be losing up 
to an hour (or more) 
each week with my 
family, just because I’m 
now waiting for the 
bus every day” 
- penny 554x 

Figure 2
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most serious issues, with over 240 
complaints regarding this route alone. 
 
Figure 3 shows the major concentration 
of complaints came from the central 
isthmus with the larger bubbles 
indicating the highest concentration 
in Mt Eden around the Mt Eden 
Village. The Isthmus corridors such as 
Dominion Road, New North Road and 
Manukau Road, North Shore buses 
like 881, Onewa Road and services 
to Takapuna, and the Link buses also 
reported significant issues with most 
receiving at least 50 complaints over 
the time period. 

35+ 

1

Location and Number of Complaints per Bus Stop 

Source: Generation Zero’s Better Bus Complaints form March 2016 

“Having numerous full buses 
pass by me, often waiting 25 
mins at a busy time of day when 
buses should be absolutely 
frequent in the heart of the city, 
just put a dampener on the 
day.  A public transport system 
in a developed country like NZ 
should be efficient. The service 
run by AT is more often than not 

far from that.” - SARAH, 221

Figure 3
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oveRCRoWDinG

Figure 4 shows the 694 complaints 
which were received for routes where 
buses were too full to pick people up, or 
seriously overcrowded. 

As this was the main source of 
complaints, the routes are similar to the 
overall picture. Mount Eden Road again 
reported the most serious issues, with 
195 complaints for full or overcrowded 
buses. 

Busway services struggled more 
significantly regarding full or 
overcrowded buses with over 100 
complaints for these services, and again 
the core Isthmus corridors also suffered 
significantly from full or overcrowded 
buses. 
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“Everyday the 
standing room is  
full to capacity and 
the driver  
has to leave people 
waiting at bus 
stops. It’s unsafe 
and extremely 
frustrating.”  
-KAiTlyn, 020x

 

Figure 4
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early afternoon before the evening 
peak, and in the evening following 
the evening peak. Crowding outside 
the main peak hours can be more 
of an issue, as people are faced with 
long waits for the bus, and buses are 
much less frequent during the day and 
evenings.

 
While as expected the heaviest 
crowding occurs in the morning peak, 
between 7am and 9am. However the 
survey shows significant crowding 
outside of this times, with reports 
coming in throughout the day, though 
at much lower volumes. This was 
especially evident in the later morning, 
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ReliABiliTy

Lateness was a common complaint bus 
users submitted. Figure 7 show this 
issue was most obvious on the Isthmus 
services, Mt Eden Road in Particular, 
which received 123 complaints, as 
well as the other Isthmus corridors 
which collectively received over 100 
complaints. 

Lateness was also a serious issue for 
the Link buses over this time period. 
However Mt Eden Road clearly faces 
the most significant issues in terms 
of lateness, with more than twice the 
complaints of other routes. Buses 
failing to arrive at all is a very serious 
issues for commuters. The Mt Eden 
Road route again reported the most 
issues of buses failing to arrive, with 26 
complaints over the time period. 

The complaints regarding this for the 
Link buses is also concerning, with 44 
combined complaints. However of the 
Link buses the Outer Link received the 
most complaints. Once again the main 
Isthmus corridors also received a large 
number of complaints. 
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“The last service of the 
night did not show. 
I waited from 10:50 
until 11:30. The service 
dropped from the board. 
Leaving several people 
stranded in the city 
with no way to get home.” 
- JAMeS 710

 

Figure 7
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Recommendations
Auckland Transport has been making 
tentative positive steps to improve 
bus service with some bus lanes being 
recently introduced on the Northern 
Express and Howick and Eastern 
services. 

However the steps taken so far have 
not been nearly widespread or fast 
enough to avert the serious issues the 
survey results illustrate. 

Auckland could benefit from looking at 
international best practice for examples 
on how to improve the bus network.

Essentially – major city bus lines 
transporting hundreds of people each 
hour need different systems than small 
local bus services. 

Cities in North America have commonly 
rolled out examples of services that 
show what can be done. This includes 
the ‘B-Line’ In Vancouver, ‘Select Bus’ in 
New York ‘Metrobus’ in Mexico City and 
‘Metro-Rapid’ in Los Angeles. 

The issues of specific troubling routes, 
overcrowding and reliability can be 
addressed through a swift set of policy 
interventions that these international 
examples show is possible. 

These include, double decker buses for 
increased capacity at peak times, longer 
peak frequency on major routes, better 
all day frequency and more bus lanes, 
more often.

 

DouBle DeCKeRS FoR peAK

The overcrowding issues on major 
routes can be addressed partially by 
using double decker buses. Double 
deckers have proved effective on 
the Northern Expressway, providing 
much higher capacity. Capacity could 
be increased from 60 passengers on 
51 seat buses to over 90 on double 
deckers. Double deckers should 
therefore be rolled out on all of the 
busiest routes across the city, but 
especially on Mt Eden and Dominion 
Road where overcrowding is highly 
problematic.

lonGeR peAK FRequenCy

The reliability issues which the data 
showed can be partially addressed by 
increasing the times when bus have 
higher frequencies to go for longer. 

bus full
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Currently bus timetables only increase 
frequency during a set peak is 8AM 
- 9AM. The morning peak is longer 
than one hour, with lots of reports 
overcrowding from 7am to 11am and 
3pm to 7pm. There is therefore a need 
to run high frequency services for 
longer.

BeTTeR All DAy FRequenCy

On many routes services are over 
capacity even in mid-morning or late 
evening. Buses often only run at every 
15 - 30 minutes during these times. This 
is not enough to cope with demand, 
especially buses that are timed to meet 
lecture starting and finishing times. 
Generally 10 minute frequencies are 
approximately the benchmark where 
people can comfortably turn up at the 
bus stop at any time without needing to 
consult a timetable or having to face a 
long wait. 

Frequencies extending all day and 
into the evening with this turn up and 
go frequency on major routes would 
help to address the issue of reliability. 
Frequencies also must be strong during 
weekends. Even though demand is 
lower in off-peak times, car travel is 

more viable so public transport must 
offer a competitive product at all times 
where it is practical. Ideally more buses 
need to run at least every 10 minutes to 
offer the high quality service bus users 
expect and to avoid the serious issues 
the survey data illustrates.

MoRe BuS lAneS, MoRe oFTen

Auckland has some bus lanes on 
some main routes, which work well to 
speed up buses. However these are 
stop-start, or missing on major parts 
of route, resulting in big delays during 
high traffic volume hours. All the main 
bus corridors should have full length 
continuous bus lanes. Temporary bus 
lanes also finish too early, and major 
congestion results. A key example of 
this is around Mt Eden shops, which 
recorded a high degree of the bus 
complaints, where bus lanes finish right 
in the middle of the peak by 5.30pm. 

A clear plan from Auckland Transport 
is required to increase the building 
of continues bus lanes, and making 
temporary bus lanes on major routes 
all day.

bus full

bus full
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Conclusion
Dealing with the bus issues this report 
has laid out is crucial for providing 
transport choices for Aucklanders. If 
Auckland Transport is interested in 
addressing the issue it will take on the 
recommendations made in this report 
in their entirety. 

The overriding message that bus users 
who submitted through the survey said 
that ‘this issue needs to be sorted out 
as soon as possible’. This is a message 
that we can all sympathise with.

“I’ve moved around 
a lot and I’ve never 
lived in a city before 
where I’ve felt so 
reliant on a car and 
so distrustful of 
public transport. 
No wonder the 
roads are blocked 
up with cars! 
There’s no decent 
alternative!!” 
- luCy, WeSTeRn BuSeS

 




