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ABSTRACT

Traffic congestion is one of the most pressing urban transport challenges impacting travel time,
economic productivity, and quality of life. In cities like Wellington, where geography and
infrastructure constraints limit road expansion, understanding peoples’ behaviours and exploring
demand-side interventions are necessary for developing effective solutions.

Research from the Poneke Transport Survey 2025 explored Wellingtonians’ travel behaviours and
attitudes towards congestion and the concept of congestion charging in the absence of a scheme
proposal. The analysis shows more than two thirds of respondents identified congestion as a
problem during weekday peak hours (7am—-9am and 4pm—6pm). Among those travelling in the
morning peak, more than four out of five respondents reported the main trip purposes were
commuting to/from work. Nearly one in ten reported attending education institutions. For all these
trips, more than one third reported private vehicles as the main mode followed by one third by
public transport and nearly one third by active modes.

When asked about supporting a congestion charge to reduce travel times, nearly half of all
respondents opposed the idea compared to a third supported paying a charge. Among those
willing to pay, most were only comfortable to pay a very small charge per trip. Only a small
proportion indicated they would switch modes to public transport or active transport in response to
a congestion charge.

These findings suggest a strong public recognition of congestion as an issue but a limited
willingness to pay a congestion charge and a lack of willingness or ability to change travel modes.
These findings highlight the importance of further investigation into behavioural incentives and
exploring demand-side interventions to inform policy development and any future congestion
management in Wellington City.
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1. INTRODUCTION

Traffic congestion is one of the most pressing urban transport challenges, influencing travel time,
economic productivity, environmental health, and the daily experiences of residents and
commuters (Choudhary et al. 2022). In Wellington City, the issue is further intensified by unique
geographic and infrastructure constraints. The city’s compact urban form, narrow transport
corridors, limited alternative route options, and reliance on a constrained state highway network
make large-scale road expansion difficult. As a result, supply-side solutions, such as building new
roads or widening existing ones, and other large-scale multimodal expansions, may not be feasible
to address increasing traffic demand.

Travel behaviour and public attitudes play a critical role in shaping the effectiveness of any
congestion management strategy (Banister, 2008; Schuitema et al., 2010). Understanding how
people choose to travel, the purposes of their trips, and their perceptions of congestion can provide
valuable insights into the opportunities and barriers for change. Demand-side interventions,
including pricing measures such as congestion charging, aim to influence travel decisions by
encouraging a shift in travel time, mode choice, or destination (Ministry of Transport et al. 2020).
The success of such interventions depends on both the availability of viable transport alternatives
and the level of public acceptance.

In early 2025, the New Zealand Government was proposing a Time of Use Charging Bill, which is
now an Act (New Zealand Parliament 2025). Therefore, it is timely to explore this topic in the
context of Wellington City. This paper presents findings from the Poneke Transport Survey 2025,
focusing on the extent to which Wellingtonians perceive congestion as a problem and their
attitudes toward the possibility of supporting congestion charging as a possible demand-
management approach.

2. METHODOLOGY OVERVIEW

Data used in this report was collected through the Poneke Transport Survey (PTS), which is a 10—
to 15—minute online survey initiated and managed by Wellington City Council since early 2023.
This research protocol has been reviewed and approved by the Aotearoa Research Ethics
Committee (Reference: AREC23_03; April 2023).

PTS data is collected three times a Invited individuals < [ Market research company (n= 1227)

year: wave 1 through a market (n= 35,251) WCC Research Panel (n= 3686)
research company in April-May, Social Media (n= 30,338)

wave 2 via the Wellington City .
Council (WCC) research panel in

July—August, and wave 3 through Excluded:

social media in September— 31,790 No response

November. For this report, all three

waves of 2025 data were used. The 3461 Respondents r

survey was conducted using the Excluded:

online survey software Voxco. 34 Refused consent
—) 466 Lived outside survey area

The target participants for PTS were 6 Age under 18 years

adults aged 18 years or older 373 Incomplete surveys

residing in Wellington City.

Individuals were excluded from A 4 [ \arket research T (TR T

analysis if they did not provide Valid surveys | WCC Research Panel (n= 1006)

consent, were under 18 years of age, (n=2582) Social Media (n= 758)

lived outside Wellington City, or did .

not complete the survey (Figure 1). Figure 1. Participants selection flowchart
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The congestion section of the survey was designed to gather insights into respondents’:
socio-demographic characteristics;

perceptions of traffic congestion within Wellington City;

primary mode of travel during weekday mornings;

main purpose of their trips during weekday mornings;

attitudes towards congestion charging; and

likely behavioural responses to a congestion charge.

2.1 Data analysis

Data was analysed using descriptive statistics for the overall sample of valid respondents to each
survey question. Data related to respondents’ agreement or level of support were collected on a 5-
point Likert scale (‘strongly agree’ to ‘strongly disagree’ for agreement; ‘strongly support’ to
‘strongly oppose’ to the level of support) with an additional ‘| don’t know’ category. For certain
analyses, these data were recoded into 4-category variables (‘agree’, ‘neutral’, ‘disagree’, and ‘|
don’t know’ for agreement; ‘support’, ‘neutral’, ‘oppose’, and ‘| don’t know’ for level of support). All
analyses were performed using SPSS Version 29.0 in November 2025.

3. RESPONDENTS’ SOCIODEMOGRAPHIC CHARACTERISTICS

The results presented in this report are based on the analysis of responses from 2582
respondents. However, sample sizes vary across different sub-sections depending on the number
of responses to each question.

In this sample, 55% were female; 42% were young adults between 18 to 39 years of age; 71%
were New Zealand European; and 8% were Maori (Figure 2).

2582 Data collection: Market Research Company (Wave 1) : April-May 2025
Respondents WCC Research Panel (Wave 2) : July-August 2025
Social Media (Wave 3): September—November 2025
| i ¥ Ethnicit : @ Home location
B Age O Gender V4 nicity !
2 . 42% Young adults (18-39 years) 55% Female n :/" N% E.uropean ‘
$ | 40% Middle-aged adults (40-64 years)  41% Male 8 0/° Maori 3
8 | 18% Older adults (65+ years) 2% Gender diverse ZOA’ Paf‘""f'c |
8 0.4% Self-described 6% Asian !
L 2 200 iffi 11% Other ‘
: 20% had some difficulty 1% Prefer not to say o ‘ 16%
i walking or climbing stairs i
o s i @Lambton General Ward
- | '5" 95% had at least q’. 49% had one or more Oﬂ\- 21% had one or more 0 Onslow-Western General Ward
§ & one driver OO pedal bikes electric bikes | =Northern General Ward
s £ 12% had one or more ¥\ 7% had one or more 83% had one or more | ®Eastern General Ward
O¥® oped or motorbike electric scooters 7" vehicles | mSouthern Gengzal Ward

Figure 2. Socio-demographic characteristics of the respondents
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4. RESULTS

4.1 Perception of congestion in Wellington City

The survey participants were asked if congestion is a problem in Wellington City. Analysis shows
that:
e Over two thirds of respondents indicated that congestion is a problem during weekday peak
periods (7am—-9am and 4pm—6pm) (Figure 3).
¢ Nearly half of respondents reported that congestion is a problem during weekends middays
(11am-3pm).

e To what extent do you agree or disagree that traffic congestion is a problem
in Wellington City on:

Weekday mornings . mAgree
(7am-9am) 13% (11%[10% ] _
O Neither agree nor disagree

oDisagree

Weekday afternoons oDon't know
Weekends middays o

Figure 3. Level of agreement that congestion as a problem in Wellington City during weekdays and
weekends peak periods

4.2 Wellingtonians’ travel behaviors

Approximately two thirds of respondents reported that they usually travel during weekday mornings
between 7am-9am. The survey took the opportunity to explore respondents’ primary trip purposes
and the modes of transport used for those trips.

4.2.1 Primary purposes of the trips
e Among those people who travelled during weekday morning peak periods, the majority
were mainly travelling for work purposes, accounting for 85% of trips (Figure 4).
o Nearly one in 10 respondents reported their trip purpose was travel to education and only
4% reported their trip purposes were for leisure activities or shopping.

o What is the primary purpose of your trip during
weekday mornings between 7am-9am?

20’;) . 20/:1 — 2%1

m Travel toffrom work

@ Travel to education

m For leisure activities
o For shopping

m Other

Figure 4. Primary purposes of the trips
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4.2.2 Primary modes of travel

¢ Results show that many of the weekday morning peak travelers used either private vehicles
(29% mainly driving themselves) or public transport (29% mostly using buses) as their
primary modes of travel (Figure 5).

¢ Nearly one third of respondents travelled by active modes, mainly on foot (17%) followed by
e-bike (7%) or pedal bike (7%).

0 What is your primary travel mode during weekday mornings between 7am-3am?

5
o'o )

Primary travel
mode during
weekday mornings
(7am-9am)

33%
h%’fc transp"“

~

~

Figure 5. Primary modes of travel
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4.3 Attitudes toward congestion charging

The survey sought to provide some basic understanding of Wellingtonians’ attitudes towards the
concept of congestion charging in the absence of a scheme proposal.

4.3.1 Supporting a congestion charge for reducing travel time

When asked about supporting a congestion charge to reduce the travel time, around half of the
respondents opposed that idea whereas a third expressed support (Figure 6).

Would you support a congestion charge (e.g., paying to drive along your usual route
during busy times) if it would shorten your travel time?

l‘ l’ = Support

Supporting/Opposing o o o Neither support nor oppose
a congestion charge Pt Wl 6% o Oppose

o Don't know

Figure 6. Opinions about supporting a congestion charge to shorten the travel time

When the analysis was done based on different travel mode users, distinct differences in attitudes
toward congestion charging emerged. Results show that:
e More than two thirds of regular’ private vehicle users opposed the idea of a congestion
charge to shorten their travel time (Figure 7).
¢ Nearly half of regular public transport users opposed the idea of a congestion charge.
Regular walkers were more evenly divided, with similar proportions expressing support for
and opposition to a congestion charge.
o Over two thirds of regular cyclists supported the idea of a congestion charge to shorten the
travel time.

Would you support a congestion charge (e.g., paying to drive along your usual route
during busy times) if it would shorten your travel time?

[ ]
: .
o% Regular cyclists (n=102) 30

38% ‘ 10%

m Regular public transport
omeY | sers (n=138)

Regular public transport _ o ‘ o ‘ o
ﬁ'm users and walkers (n=170) U 6% 10%

12%

45% ‘ ‘ 4%

Regular private vehicle - ‘ ‘
o o (n=467) 10% 70% 2%
ﬁ'm\ Regular private vehicle - 1% 65% ‘ ‘ 29
e™We" users and walkers (n=57) ° ° °

@ Support oMeither support nor oppose oOppose oDon't know

Figure 7. Opinions about supporting a congestion charge by different mode user groups

" Regular mode users refer to respondents who used a particular travel mode (walk, cycle, public transport, and private
vehicle) five or more days per week and reported using all other modes less frequently. In addition to these four user
groups, people who used a combination of two modes five or more days per week and reported using all other modes
less frequently also referred as regular mode users.
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4.3.2 Likely responses to a congestion charge

The survey asked the private vehicle users what they would most likely do if a congestion charge
was implemented along part of their usual route during weekday mornings peak periods.

If a congestion charge was implemented along part
of your usual route during weekday mornings between
7am-9am, what would you most likely do?

The analysis shows:
e One third of the respondents
preferred to use a different route to

. More than & auarter were wiling t e et ot
those willng 10 pay, 4196 were @ Coninvesodveand
comfortable paying $5 or Ie§s per ’Erip

. Only one n 10 respondens reporec O e
iTeront imé or switeh to active or Sulch o sctve modes

public transport.
Note: Responses that are 10% and more have been presented in this figure.
Figure 8. Likely responses to a congestion charge
by private vehicle users

5. CONCLUSIONS

The findings reveal strong public recognition of congestion as a problem during weekdays and
weekends peak periods in Wellington City. However, there is limited willingness to support pricing
mechanisms such as congestion charging, particularly among private vehicle users. The results
also show limited willingness or ability to change travel modes.

These findings highlight the importance of further investigation into behavioural incentives and
exploring demand-side interventions to inform policy development and any future congestion
management in Wellington City.

6. LIMITATIONS

Limitations of this research and findings presented in this report need to be acknowledged. The
main limitations include the potential risk of bias due to participants’ self-selection to complete this
survey based on their interests, potential non-participation of residents who were not native English
speakers due to a language barrier, and inability of people with visual and hearing impairments to
contribute their views to this survey.

Another limitation is that the survey did not ask about the scale of congestion in Wellington City, so
the results do not indicate whether respondents view congestion as a major or minor problem.
Future research could consider this aspect.
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