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Transport issues and opportunities research paper
Purpose
1. This paper explains why public transport does not work reliably for many Deaf and disabled people, tāngata whaikaha Māori and Turi Māori in Aotearoa New Zealand. It focuses on public transport as a starting point, including publicly funded buses, trains and ferries, as well as some subsidised taxis and volunteer-based community transport services.
2. The paper brings together existing research, lived-experience evidence, and system analysis to show why barriers continue, where responsibility and system levers sit, and what Whaikaha can contribute through its stewardship role.
Plain English summary of the transport issues and opportunities paper 
3. This paper explains why public transport still does not work well for many Deaf and disabled people, tāngata whaikaha Māori and Turi Māori in Aotearoa New Zealand. Public transport includes buses, trains, ferries, some subsidised taxis and community transport. The paper says public transport should help people get to work, school, health appointments, shops, family, friends and community activities. When transport is not accessible, people can miss out on many parts of everyday life.
4. The main point is that a public transport journey is a chain. A person needs to plan the trip, get to the stop or station, find the right information, board safely, travel safely, manage changes or delays, get off, and reach their destination. If one part of the chain fails, the whole journey can fail.
5. The problems are not new. Disabled people have raised similar issues for more than 20 years. Research from the Human Rights Commission and Waka Kotahi shows that many of the same barriers still exist. These include inaccessible stops and stations, ramps that do not work well or are not used, poor information, unsafe crossings, limited services, high costs, and different rules or services in different regions.
6. The paper says these problems keep happening because the transport system is split across many organisations. National agencies, regional councils, local councils, operators and infrastructure owners all make decisions. This can make it unclear who is responsible for making a whole journey accessible. Accessibility is also not always treated as a must-have part of transport planning, funding, contracts, standards or performance measures.
7. The paper identifies five linked areas where journeys often break down: vehicles, frontline behaviour, infrastructure, services, and the lack of early involvement of disabled people in decisions. This means improvements need to look at the whole journey, not just one part of it.
8. The paper also says there are evidence gaps. There is no reliable national data showing how disabled people use public transport, how often they cannot travel because of barriers, or how these issues differ across regions. This makes it harder to measure unmet need and the effect on people’s participation.
9. Whaikaha is not in charge of public transport, but it can help as a system steward. This means it can bring evidence and lived experience together, help agencies agree on the problem, support stronger expectations for accessibility, connect disabled people with decision-makers, and encourage practical action across the transport system.
10. The paper suggests short, medium and longer-term opportunities. In the short term, Whaikaha can help create a shared explanation of the problem, make the evidence easier to use, and support practical learning. In the medium term, it can advocate for better measures, stronger contract expectations and more joined-up work across agencies. In the longer term, it can support stronger policy, funding, procurement and participation settings so accessible public transport is more consistent across the country.
Accessible public transport enables people to take part in everyday life 
11. A transport system that is easy to use is a better system for everyone. When transport is reliable, safe, affordable and accessible, disabled people are better able to get to work, school, study, training, appointments, shops, family, friends and community activities. Transport also supports social connection, independence and wellbeing.
12. Accessible public transport also benefits many other people, including older people, people with children and prams, injured people and people travelling with luggage.
13. When transport is not accessible, opportunities close. Barriers to public transport can affect participation across the priority areas of the New Zealand Disability Strategy, including education, employment, health, housing and justice. 
14. Accessible public transport is not only about vehicles. It is about whether disabled people can complete real journeys from start to finish. Public transport journeys continue to break down because: 
a. accessibility is not consistently treated as an essential system outcome, 
b. responsibilities are fragmented, 
c. most guidance is voluntary and, 
d. disabled people are not involved early enough in planning, design, procurement or delivery.
The issues mentioned in this paper are not new. Disabled people have raised similar public transport barriers for more than two decades
15. The Human Rights Commission’s Accessible Journey inquiry in 2005 described the journey as a chain, where one inadequate link can make the whole journey impossible. 
16. Waka Kotahi’s Research Report 690 in 2022 similarly found that key barriers identified in earlier research continue to affect disabled people’s transport experiences.
17. This paper draws on several types of evidence:
a. longstanding research on disabled people’s transport experiences, including the Human Rights Commission’s 2005 Accessible Journey inquiry and Waka Kotahi research,
b. feedback and lived-experience evidence from disabled people about where journeys break down,
c. Whaikaha and cross-government policy work on accessibility, participation and transport-related barriers, and, 
d. analysis of system settings, including legislation, national transport priorities, funding, procurement frameworks, voluntary guidance and regional delivery arrangements.
18. The evidence base is strong enough to show a clear and persistent problem. However, there are limitations including: 
a. no reliable national dataset on disabled people’s public transport use, and, 
b. no reliable national dataset on trips not made because of accessibility barriers. 
19. This means the system does not have:
a. a complete view of unmet need, 
b. regional variation, or, 
c. the full participation impact of transport barriers. 
20. These evidence gaps are part of the problem the system needs to address.
The establishment of Whaikaha has provided an opportunity to focus on accessible transport improvement 
21. While the core barriers have remained consistent, the policy and institutional context have changed. Whaikaha now has a system stewardship role that can help bring disability evidence, lived experience and cross-government policy conversations together. There is also good work underway in parts of the transport system, and many agencies and operators want to improve accessibility.
22. At the same time, many of the underlying settings that shape public transport decisions continue to make accessibility inconsistent. Accessibility is not always embedded as a strategic priority in national transport settings, and guidance relevant to accessible transport is often voluntary. The Sustainable Public Transport Framework may support a stronger accessibility focus over time, but implementation is still developing and the legacy of previous settings continues to influence contracts, assets, behaviours and expectations.
23. The practical implication is that we do not need to start again. The problem is well documented. The next phase is about turning existing knowledge into clearer expectations, stronger ownership and practical action across the whole journey.
Public transport journeys are not reliably accessible
24. The central problem is that disabled people cannot reliably complete public transport journeys from start to finish. A journey involves more than getting onto a bus, train or ferry. It includes planning the trip, getting to the stop or station, crossing roads, finding information, boarding safely, travelling safely, managing disruptions, getting off, and reaching the destination.
25. If any part of that chain fails, the whole journey may fail. This is why isolated fixes do not always lead to accessible transport. A new vehicle, an upgraded stop, a driver training module or a concession fare can help, but each intervention only works if the rest of the journey also works.
26. For many disabled people, public transport remains disjointed and unreliable. Barriers include inaccessible stops and stations, inconsistent boarding, unreliable or inaccessible information, variable driver behaviour, limited services, inconsistent concessions, high costs and limited accessible alternatives. These barriers can lead to missed appointments, reduced participation, higher costs, and trips not made at all.
The barriers persist because accessibility is shaped by system settings, not only by individual services
27. Public transport is planned, funded, procured and delivered across national, regional and local actors. Responsibilities are split across transport agencies, regional councils, local authorities, operators and infrastructure owners. This makes ownership of accessible journeys unclear.
28. Several system settings influence the problem:
	System setting
	How it affects accessibility

	National priorities and funding signals
	The Government Policy Statement (GPS) on land transport sets national priorities and funding bands. If accessibility is not treated as a strategic priority, it may not flow strongly into planning, investment or delivery.

	Legislation
	The Land Transport Management Act 2003 does not require the GPS to include accessibility outcomes or specific expectations for engagement with disabled people.

	Procurement and contracts
	Earlier public transport settings emphasised commerciality and efficiency. Contracts often measure punctuality and reliability, but not accessibility performance such as ramp deployment or accessible information uptime.

	Voluntary guidance
	Guidance such as public transport design guidance and bus requirements can support better practice, but uptake varies where guidance is not mandatory or consistently resourced.

	Regional delivery arrangements
	Regions can choose how and where public transport is delivered, but this creates uneven experiences across the country, including different concessions, service coverage and accessible alternatives.

	Limited early involvement of disabled people
	Disabled people are not systematically involved early in planning, design, procurement and decision-making, which means improvements may not reflect real journeys or actual barriers.


The current evidence points to five linked areas where public transport journeys commonly break down
Area one: Vehicles
29. Vehicle accessibility varies across modes and regions. Disabled people report ramps being too steep, unreliable or not deployed; wheelchair spaces being poorly designed or unavailable; audiovisual systems failing or being absent; and inconsistent layouts that make safe boarding and movement difficult.
Area two: Behaviour
30. Frontline behaviour is one of the strongest determinants of whether disabled people feel safe and confident travelling. Issues include buses not stopping, uncertainty or reluctance to deploy ramps, moving off before passengers are seated, poor communication, inconsistent offers of assistance, and uncertainty about assistance dogs. These behaviours are shaped by training, contracts, infrastructure and operational pressures as well as culture and social attitudes.
Area three: Infrastructure
31. Barriers often arise before a person reaches the vehicle. These include uneven footpaths, missing kerbs, poor lighting, unsafe crossings, inaccessible stops and shelters, stations with stairs or poor wayfinding, unreliable audiovisual information, and inconsistent accessible parking or drop-off arrangements.
Area four: Services
32. Service availability, operating hours, eligibility rules, concessions and costs differ across regions. Some disabled people face limited or non-existent services in smaller towns and rural areas, high costs for accessible alternatives, and disruption processes that are not accessible or practical.
Area five: Lived experience is missing from early decisions
33. Across all parts of the journey, disabled people are not consistently involved early enough. Decisions about fleets, stops, stations, information systems, training and contracts may therefore be made without enough understanding of the people most affected.
Improving accessible public transport requires action across several levers
34. No single organisation controls the whole journey, which is why a shared goal and clearer ownership are important.
	Lever
	What it can influence
	Why it matters

	Legislation and national policy
	Whether accessibility is expected in transport planning and funding.
	Creates the mandate and direction for consistent action.

	Funding and investment settings
	Whether accessible vehicles, stops, stations, maintenance and information systems can be planned and resourced.
	Accessibility cannot be delivered consistently if funding settings do not support it.

	Procurement and contracts
	What operators are required to deliver and how performance is measured.
	Contracts can reinforce accessibility, or leave it optional.

	Design guidance and standards
	How infrastructure, vehicles, information and services are designed.
	Consistent standards reduce regional variation and repeated mistakes.

	Training and capability
	How drivers, planners, engineers, contract managers and operators understand and apply accessibility.
	Capability turns standards and intentions into everyday practice.

	Disabled people’s participation
	Whether decisions reflect real journeys, actual barriers and practical solutions.
	Early involvement helps prevent ineffective fixes and strengthens accountability.


The opportunity for Whaikaha lies in its role as system steward 
35. Whaikaha does not own or run the public transport system. Its most realistic contribution is to use its stewardship role to support a clearer shared understanding of the problem, advocate for accessibility to be treated as a system expectation, connect agencies and disabled people, and help translate evidence into practical action.
36. The opportunities below group opportunities into short-term, medium-term and longer-term actions. This helps distinguish what can be progressed through stewardship and collaboration now from changes that may require stronger legislative, funding or procurement settings.
	Timeframe
	Opportunity
	What Whaikaha could do
	Expected value

	
Short 
term

	Create a shared problem narrative
	Use a concise whole-of-journey framing, lived journey examples and a common set of barriers to support discussions with transport agencies, councils, operators and advisory groups.
	Builds shared understanding and reduces repeated debate about the problem.

	
	Make the evidence base visible
	Bring together key research, lived-experience evidence and evidence gaps in a simple evidence note that can support publication and sector conversations.
	Shows the depth of research while being transparent about limitations.

	
	Support practical capability building
	Promote workshops, guidance and peer learning for drivers, planners, engineers, asset managers, contract managers and operators, with disabled people involved in design and testing.
	Turns existing knowledge into practical decision-making capability.

	
Medium term

	Advocate for accessible journey measures
	Encourage agencies to measure whether disabled people can complete journeys, including trips enabled and trips not made because of barriers.
	Shifts attention from isolated interventions to real participation outcomes.

	
	Strengthen procurement and performance expectations
	Advocate for accessibility requirements and assurance in contracts, including expectations such as training, ramp deployment, accessible information and disruption support.
	Creates stronger accountability for everyday accessibility performance.

	
	Connect across government and local systems
	Use Whaikaha relationships to convene transport, built environment, local government and disability stakeholders around whole-of-journey accessibility.
	Helps address fragmentation across agencies and regions.

	
Longer term
	Advocate for stronger system settings
	Support consideration of stronger accessibility expectations in legislation, national policy, funding, procurement frameworks and guidance.
	Provides a more durable basis for consistent nationwide accessibility.

	
	Embed disabled people’s participation
	Advocate for disabled people to be involved early and systematically in planning, design, procurement and evaluation.
	Improves quality of decisions and reduces the risk of solutions that do not work in practice.


Given the persistence of an inaccessible public transport system, there is a clear role for Whaikaha as a system steward   
37. The core issue is clear; many disabled people cannot rely on public transport to complete everyday journeys. This remains true even though the barriers have been documented for many years and even though there is good work underway in parts of the system.
38. The reason is also clear, accessible journeys depend on a chain of decisions across vehicles, behaviour, infrastructure, services, information, funding, procurement, standards and participation. When responsibility is fragmented and accessibility is not consistently required, measured or resourced, the same barriers continue.
39. Whaikaha can add value by helping the system focus on the outcome that matters most, disabled people being able to complete the journeys they need to live everyday lives. This means supporting a shared whole-of-journey goal, making the evidence and evidence gaps visible, strengthening disabled people’s involvement, building capability, advocating for clear expectations, and working with others towards stronger system settings over time.
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