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Implementing Autonomous Public Transport in New Zealand

Autonomous Vehicles are no longer a vision of the future.  They operate every day in cities across America, with over 145 million miles driven by autonomous passenger vehicles, delivery robots and long-haul trucks, as stated in the State of AV report (2025) issued by the Autonomous Vehicle Industry Association.  According to Leung (2025) writing for the CarNewsChina website, in China AVs have logged around 25 million kilometres of travel, fully driverless.  The Ultimo project (2025) in Europe is focussed on deploying economically viable large-scale, on-demand, and passenger-oriented Automated Vehicle public transport services.
AVs present an opportunity to address workforce constraints while improving road safety, reducing congestion, and achieving environmental and accessibility gains. New technologies offer the potential to enhance mobility, increase operational efficiency, and deliver user-centric, accessible transport solutions.
This paper explores how international success factors and technological advancements in autonomous vehicle deployments inform the feasibility and viability of implementing autonomous public transport in New Zealand, considering benefits, barriers and challenges.  The role of Government to support the introduction, testing and operation of autonomous vehicles on our roads is a key focus of this research.
By drawing on international case studies, regulatory reviews, and insights from leading New Zealand subject matter experts, this paper considers the current state of autonomous vehicle technology and applies global learnings to the New Zealand context.
This research identifies four critical factors influencing the implementation of autonomous public transport in New Zealand. 
· Technology readiness is advancing rapidly, but variability in performance across environments remains a constraint. 
· The regulatory environment lacks clarity and consistency, with current frameworks not yet equipped to support wide scale deployment. 
· Safety, privacy, and data security emerge as central public concerns, requiring robust standards and transparent governance. 
· Equity and community acceptance is both a barrier and an enabler with public trust hinging on visibility, education, and testing.
Key findings from this research indicate that while technology readiness for autonomous vehicles is progressing swiftly, regulatory ambiguity is the primary barrier in New Zealand, compounded by a lack of clear, supportive frameworks suited to large-scale deployment. Safety, privacy, and data security concerns are paramount among the public, necessitating robust standards and transparent governance. Equity and community acceptance act both as obstacles and enablers, with public trust hinging on visibility, education, and experiential testing. International experiences demonstrate that AVs can deliver safer, more accessible, and more efficient public transport, provided deployment strategies are tailored to local conditions and community needs.
New Zealand has the technological capacity to trial autonomous public transport, but faces regulatory and societal hurdles needing clear, bold leadership. A coordinated, government-led approach—incorporating global best practices and local innovation—is essential to realise the potential of autonomous public transport for New Zealand's future.  Overall, clear government leadership, adaptive procurement approaches, and inclusive pilot programs emerge as critical enablers to unlock the transformative potential of autonomous public transport in New Zealand.
This paper contributes to ongoing national dialogue around transport innovation and offers insights to inform next steps around policy development and pilot planning.
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