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THE NATIONAL PEDESTRIAN PROJECT
New Zealand is a South Pacific country the size of Great Britain, with a population of
3.5 million people. It has a relatively sophisticated transport system, traditionally
focused on the rural sector, but now increasingly servicing an increasing urbanised
population.

In New Zealand, pedestrians are often the forgotten road users. Pedestrian activity in
the road environment is often under-estimated, and its essential nature and importance
as a transport mode poorly understood. In part this is because although most New
Zealanders walk, few think of themselves as pedestrians.

In 1999, a grant from the New Zealand Road Safety Trust enabled work on a National
Pedestrian Project to be undertaken. The overall objective of the Project was to raise
the profile of pedestrian road user issues amongst transport decisionmakers, and
identify potential ways to further pedestrian issues and interests nationally.

Activities undertaken within the project included:
• developing a National Pedestrian Profile to provide an overview of pedestrian

activity and injury in New Zealand
• identifying critical issues facing pedestrians as road users in New Zealand
• advocacy and awareness raising on pedestrian issues in national forums
• developing a base of pedestrian related resources and information. Key to this

was development of ‘WalkTalk’, an  electronic newsletter dedicated to the issues
and concerns of pedestrians as road users, and walking as a transport activity.
‘WalkTalk’ aimed to keep those with an interest in pedestrian issues:

- up-to-date with the latest in pedestrian research, advocacy, legislation,
policies/ planning.

- Informed on ‘who’s doing what’ (both in New Zealand and overseas) to
improve pedestrian safety & access within the road environment  and  the
‘walkability’ of communities.

• undertaking a feasibility study regarding establishment of a National Pedestrian
Association

• identifying further options for moving forward on pedestrian issues nationally, and
making recommendations on a preferred option.
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PEDESTRIANS IN NEW ZEALAND
Data sources for establishing pedestrian activity and injury pictures:

• NZ Household Travel Surveys, Land Transport Safety Authority, 1989/90 and 1998
(provisional)

• Household Travel Survey, Auckland Regional Council, 1992
• AIS/ CAS road safety data systems, Land Transport Safety Authority
• National health statistics, Ministry of Health

Walking in the New Zealand Transport Mix

 Nearly one fifth (18.6%) of all household travel trips in New Zealand are undertaken
on foot. Each year in New Zealand it is estimated that New Zealanders undertake
1132 million pedestrian trips, spend 211 million hours in the road environment as
pedestrians, and cross 2362 million roads on foot.

 
 provisional data, NZ Household Travel Survey, 1998,  LTSA

Walking is an essential part of the New Zealand transport mix, particularly in the urban
areas that house the majority of the country’s population. For example, In the Auckland
region, housing with more than a quarter of the country’s population, pedestrian activity
is involved in 50% of all household travel journeys - on its own, or in combination with
other transport modes.

For short journeys, walking on its own is a sustainable, efficient and widely used
transport mode. In the Auckland region alone, 240,000 household travel journeys are
undertaken solely on foot each day in and around local communities, for purposes as
diverse as getting to and from school, shopping, visiting friends or leisure facilities, and
walking to work.

For some age groups, walking is particularly significant as a transport mode. Nationally
it accounts for 26% of travel trips undertaken those under the age of twenty and 22% of
the travel trips of older adults.

Walking is also an essential component of most public transport journeys. Effective
public transport relies in part on being able to walk to and from public transport in an
environment that is safe, direct and pleasant.

Walking not just for the ‘transport disadvantaged’

 In the Auckland region, 36% of household travel journeys combine motor vehicle
travel with a pedestrian component.
 

 Household Travel Survey, Auckland Regional Council, 1992

While walking is a critical transport mode for those who may have less access to motor
vehicles (approximately one in ten New Zealand households do not own a motor
vehicle), it is important that it not be viewed simply as an activity undertaken by the
‘transport disadvantaged’. The majority of walking activity in the New Zealand road
environment is undertaken by those with access to motor vehicles, often in association
with motor vehicle use.

This type of pedestrian activity is largely hidden, partly because of the transport
questions decision makers ask. A good example of this is the ‘journey to work’ question
in the NZ Census. This asks only the main way in which respondents traveled to work,
failing, for example, to capture the pedestrian activity of New Zealanders commuting in
urban areas who may walk significant distances from where they park their cars to their
offices.
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Trends in pedestrian activity

Indications from the most recent New Zealand Household Travel Survey are that the
number of transport trips undertaken on foot has risen , but not as much as other forms
of transport, notably private motor vehicle use. The growth in the number of pedestrian
trips has not kept up with population growth, while the growth in car trips appears to
have exceeded population growth. The percentage share of walking as a means of
transport is declining. The biggest decline appears to be in ‘walk only’ trips, the walking
trips of five to 20 year olds, and the walking trips of those aged 65 plus.

Although there a decline in walking activity, in urban areas walking will continue to play
a key transport role in the future. This is for a number of reasons, including:

• moves in urban planning toward higher density communities which facilitate and rely
on increased walking activity.

• an increase in the older population - a group for whom walking is still a key transport
mode.

• the continuing existence of households with limited access to cars - by need and by
choice.

• increasing concern about the sustainability of our urban transport system and
increasing local traffic congestion, and more aggressive action to address these
issues.

• increased walking activity as part of ‘multi-mode’ trips e.g. the public transport
journey and as part of motor vehicle journeys.

Pedestrians in the New Zealand Road Safety Picture

 Pedestrians account for 28% of New Zealand’s urban road toll, and 23% of the
social cost of our urban road crashes. 

 Land Transport Safety Authority supplied figures, four year average to September 1998

Pedestrian injury in the road environment is a significant road safety issue. Nearly
1,000 pedestrians are hospitalised and 60-70 killed annually on New Zealand roads.

Who is injured

Pedestrian injury occurs across all age groups, with children aged 0-14 years most at
risk (33.5 per 100,000 head of population) , followed by the elderly (26.5 per 100,000)
and young people (26.5 per 100,000). Pedestrian injury is the leading cause of death for
primary school aged children. Nearly three times as many New Zealand children die as
pedestrians than die of violence inflicted by others.

Where are pedestrians injured

New Zealand’s pedestrian injury problem is most apparent on the country’s urban
roads, where most  pedestrian crashes occur. Pedestrians account for 28% of New
Zealand’s urban road toll, and 23% of the social cost of urban road crashes. (The high
social cost of pedestrian injuries relates to their relative severity. A study by Otago
University’s Injury Prevention research Unit found that on average, pedestrians
hospitalised in Dunedin cost twice as much to treat as hospitalised motor vehicle
occupants.)

The vast majority (80%) of pedestrian injury crashes occur where the movements of
pedestrians bring them into contact with larger volumes of traffic – i.e. as they
endeavour  to cross the main urban roads (arterials and collectors) which bisect our
suburbs/communities. Along with traffic volumes, both traffic speeds and on-street
parking have been recognised as key pedestrian injury risk factors. So to has the
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involvement of lower socio-economic communities, possibly because walking is likely
to be more common amongst residents.

The majority of reported pedestrian injury crashes occur away from intersections and at
un-controlled sites. Around one in five occur at or near signalised or zebra crossings.

The majority (57%) of pedestrians are injured within two kilometres of home.

Trends in pedestrian injury

Over the last ten years, poor gains have been made in reducing death and
hospitalisation rates for pedestrians compared to other road user groups in New
Zealand.

There is concern that the rate of hospitalisation for the country’s most ‘at risk’ group,
children aged O-14 years living in the Auckland region, is rising (up 54% over 10
years).

Critical issues facing pedestrians as a road user group in New Zealand

Just as few of us think of ourselves as pedestrians, the right to access our communities
on foot is a right so fundamental that few people think about it.

Under common law, New Zealanders have long enjoyed the right ‘to pass and re-pass
on the king’s highway’ (or, translated into more modern terminology, the right to walk
along and to cross roads). Regulation has over-ruled this fundamental right of access
to the road environment in only a few instances - for instance, removing pedestrians’
right of access on roads designated as motorways.

However, having the right to access the road environment on paper, does not
necessarily translate into a road environment which meets the needs of pedestrians.

There are two kinds of pedestrians, those who have to walk, and those who choose to
walk. In the interests of equity and road safety we must move to protect access and
safety for the first group in particular. However, for walking to fulfil its potential as a
transport mode we need also to ensure road environments which actively encourage
the second.

What encourages people to walk rather than drive?

• walking is valued as a transport mode - by  the public and roading/transport
decisionmakers

• local communities have desired destinations, within walking distance
• communities have pedestrian environments which are perceived as safe, direct

and pleasant.

Achieving the above requires a strategic approach to walking – much as we approach
our planning and management for motor vehicle or public transport modes. However
walking (as a transport mode as opposed to a leisure activity) is only rarely approached
in this manner in New Zealand.

Why? In addition to the common underestimation of walking as a transport activity
(exacebated by poor monitoring of walking transport activity), the National Pedestrian
Project identified a number of critical factors in the way New Zealand traditionally
undertakes transport planning, road management  and road safety. These include:

1. Our transport planning and decisionmaking tends to be strongly ‘driver driven’.
There is a lack of ‘intellectual capital’ in the country regarding the nature of the
issues facing pedestrians, and current best international practice for addressing
these issues. In addition, as in many other countries, there is a strong feeling that
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traffic planning and management and engineering have as their primary aim the
orderly movement of motorised traffic. In this decision making environment, car
needs come first - ‘best pedestrian practice’ (even when known) may not be
undertaken if it is seen as interfering with motorists’ needs  (e.g. the need for
smooth motor vehicle traffic flow).

2. Walking is often viewed either as ‘for the transport disadvantaged’, or, as a ‘traffic
demend management technique’ rather than as a transport mode valued in its own
right. There is also confusion between walking for leisure and walking for transport.
While the facilities for each can sometimes overlap, transport walking requires a
road environment across a community which caters for the needs of pedestrians
wishing to get from A to B in a safe pleasant and direct manner, rather than parks
or separate walking facilities along a few walking routes.

3. Transport planning tends to focus on trips between communities (including
commuting travel in urban areas). There appears to be limited understanding of the
extent and importance of travel within communities. Yet short journeys account for
a significant percentage of household travel. Nationally approximately 45% of
household travel trips undertaken in the light four wheeled vehicles most often used
for household travel are for distances under three kilometres in length. One in six
household travel trips in the Auckland region is two km or under in length - with
63% of such short trips being undertaken in motor vehicles, compared to 32% on
foot. These short motor vehicle journeys:

• add disproportionately to vehicle emissions through ‘cold starts’
• add to congestion/increased traffic volumes on collector and arterial roads in urban

areas.
• impact negatively on the environment for, and access and safety of non-motor

vehicle road users in the local road environment

4. Strategic transport planning tends to focus on work related trips, even though non-
work related travel predominates. For example in the Auckland region, throughout
the day only 30% of household travel is work related, and even in the morning
peak, only 50% of traffic is work related (40% of trips are education related). This is
exacerbated by the fact that non–work related transport activity is poorly monitored
in comparison to work related travel.

5. The importance of pedestrian injury in the urban safety equation has been
underestimated, exacerbated by an increasing trend toward under-reporting of
injury crashes means road crash statistics alone are not a reliable method of
monitoring safety gains.  For example, according to LTSA, crash statistics showed
a 43% decrease in serious pedestrian crashes over the last ten years. However
hospitalisation statistics show that pedestrian hospitalisations in the region, in fact,
increased by 11% over that time.

6. New Zealand’s pedestrians face increasingly complex road environments,
particularly in its urban areas. Yet road safety crash reports continue
overwhelmingly to emphasis pedestrian unpredictability (e.g. ‘pedestrian
ran/walked out heedless of traffic’) as the major contributing factor in pedestrian
injury crashes, with environmental factors rarely listed. (e.g. LTSA supplied figures
for pedestrian injury crashes from 1993-1997, show only 2.9% of the total factors
identified by the reporting officer as contributing to the crash were related to a road
feature, compared to 5.5% for non-pedestrian related injury crashes.) This has
contributed to an over-dependence on teaching pedestrians to keep themselves
safe, rather than on responsibility being shared between pedestrians, drivers and
roading/transport decisionmakers.
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7. Safety thinking is often separated from ensuring continued - even improved -
access for pedestrians, leading to a danger that safety gains may be made from
less people walking, rather than from an increase in safety. This is exacerbated by
a transport infrastructure that sees the components necessary for walkable
communities (safety, access, amenity and destinations within walking distance)
coming under the jurisdiction of different organisations and/or departments, with
little integration/coordination between these.

8. Unlike other road user groups such as car owners, cyclists, or the heavy transport
sector, there is not a developed ‘pedestrian constituency’. As mentioned earlier,
while almost everyone walks, few think of themselves as pedestrians. This has led
to pedestrians lacking a clear advocacy voice in transport decisionmaking
processes in the past in comparison with other road user groups.

9. Within the transport sector there is no identifiable organisation providing on-going
national leadership on pedestrian issues, and no significant policy resource
devoted to pedestrian issues. Nor are there national guidelines, strategies or
monitoring mechanisms in place that provide a clear context and strong mandate
for organisations at national, regional and local levels to effectively address
pedestrian issues. There often appears to be little or no consideration of the inpact
of transport/roading decisions on pedestrians.

10. There is a reluctance to fund pedestrian facilities/infrastructure in comparison to
road and motorway development, or public transport. Unsympathetic national
funding structures, policies and mechanisms make it difficult to address pedestrian
issues strategically even when transport decision makers in communities may wish
to.
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THE WAY FORWARD FOR ADDRESSING PEDESTRIAN ISSUES
IN NEW ZEALAND – RECOMMENDATIONS FROM THE
NATIONAL PEDESTRIAN PROJECT
Establishing an effective way forward for addressing pedestrian issues in New Zealand
was a key task for the National Pedestrian Project. Initially it was thought that the
development of a National Pedestrian Association able to provide leadership and
undertake advocacy on pedestrian issues would be pivotal to achieving this.

As the project progressed, it became apparent that due to the current New Zealand
transport context, establishing an association would be a difficult task. The current low
priority given to pedestrian issues by most organisations with a transport brief, and the
lack of an easily identifiable ‘private member’ pedestrian constituency pointed to a
likelihood of on-going funding difficulties for an association, and continued
marginalisation of pedestrian issues.

Instead the National Pedestrian Project has recommended to its funders that priority be
given to advocating for a clarification and strengthening of the role of the New Zealand
Ministry of Transport in providing leadership to ensure the needs of pedestrians as a
road user group are addressed.

The Ministry of Transport is the government body mandated to:

• ensure the NZ government receives high quality advice and information relating
to the promotion of safe, sustainable transport

• develop national transport policies, strategies and guidelines
• negotiate and monitor contracts with other key national organisations working in

the transport/roading arena (e.g. Land Transport Safety Authority, Transit NZ
and Transfund NZ).

It is also the one organisation nationally which has under its umbrella both the access
and safety aspects of pedestrian road use.

The National Pedestrian Project’s work has enjoyed significant success in raising
awareness amongst national decisionmakers regarding pedestrian issues, including
senior policy makers within the Ministry of Transport. As a result, we this
recommendation is likely to receive serious consideration.


