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require a service provider to invest in a network of infrastructure. Research has shown that bike-

sharing schemes can result in a shift in modal share, particularly in the ‘last mile’ of a journey
1
. 

How is public transport usually defined? 

9. The Oxford English Dictionary definition of public transport is: 

“A system of vehicles such as buses and trains that operate at regular times on fixed 

routes and are used by the public” 

10. Wikipedia offers a definition of public transport that is far broader, and encompasses many new 

business models, which still share some of the characteristics typically associated with public 

transport:  

“A shared passenger transport service, which is available for use by the general 

public, as distinct from modes such as taxicab, carpooling or hired buses which are 

not shared by strangers without private arrangement”.   

How is it defined in New Zealand legislation? 

11. In New Zealand legislation, the primary definition of public transport under the Land Transport 

Management Act 2003 uses two key characteristics to separate public transport from other forms 

of transport. It essentially defines public transport services as those that carry passengers for hire 

or reward. This is a very wide definition which could cover a range of passenger transport 

services including taxis and private hire services by: large passenger service vehicles, small 

passenger service vehicles, ferries, hovercrafts, rail vehicles, and any other mode (except air 

transport) that is available to the public generally.  

 

12. For the purposes of part 5 of the Act (which implements the public transport operating  model) the 

definition of public transport services specifically excludes shuttle services, and:  

► School bus services contracted and funded by the Ministry of Education 

► Services that are not available to the public generally, and operated for the sole 

primary purpose of transporting to or from a predetermined event 

► Services that are not available to the public generally, and operated for the sole 

primary purpose of tourism 

► Any other services that are not operated to a schedule 

 

13. This narrower definition comes closer to the services that most people would associate with the 

term ‘public transport’. The purpose of this definition is to differentiate those services that are 

intended to be regulated through the Public Transport Operating Model from those that are 

expected to operate on a fully commercial basis. As new services emerge and conventional public 

transport services evolve, we may need to consider whether these legal definitions remain fit for 

purpose.  

                                                             
1
 For example,  http://www.sciencedirect.com/science/article/pii/S0966692314001409,   

http://www.sciencedirect.com/science/article/pii/S0966692314001409
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What are the defining characteristics of public transport? 

14. Most conventional public transport service share a number of common characteristics. However, 

none of these characteristics are exclusive to public transport and none of them are universally 

accepted as defining features of public transport. Some of these characteristics are discussed 

below.  

Subsidised transport 

15. Most (but not all) forms of conventional mass transportation receive some form of public subsidy, 

which may be provided through either local or central government. The objective of subsidising a 

public transport service is generally to ensure that a desired service (or frequency of service) is 

available in markets where the revenue that can be derived from those services is not sufficient to 

recover the costs of providing them. 

 

16. Considering whether a service receives government subsidies is therefore a relatively useful way 

of distinguishing between those services that are self-sufficient (fully commercial) and those that 

exist to meet a broader objective (such as the provision of access/mobility to those that do not 

have access to or are unable to make use of alternative modes of transport).  

 

17. However, not all forms of conventional mass transportation are subsidised – and there are 

examples of other forms of transport (such as taxis) receiving subsidies in certain situations.  

Passive users  

18. A common characteristic of most public transport services is that the user (or passenger) is a 

passive participant. In other words, the user has no direct control or influence over the service 

that is being provided and is not responsible or liable for the vehicle. For example, a passenger 

on a bus is generally unable to control the direction the bus takes, its timetable, or how many 

other passengers use the same service.  

 

19. In contrast, a passenger travelling in a private vehicle or a hired vehicle such as a taxi will 

generally have some influence or control over the nature of the journey.  

Hire and reward 

20. A simple way of distinguishing between different forms of transport is to consider whether the 

service is operated for hire or reward. This separates types of transport that exist to meet the 

needs of the owner from those that exist to meet the needs of a user or a group of users.  

 

21. The term ‘hire and reward’ as it is used in New Zealand’s legal system encapsulates any service 

where some form of payment is involved, regardless of whether the payment comes from the 

passenger or whether it is derived through other means (such as through a subsidy from local or 

central government). The term is not dependent upon the service provider generating a profit – it 

applies whenever a passenger is expected to pay a specific charge as a condition of carriage (as 

is often the case in informal car-pooling arrangements, for example). As such, it is a characteristic 

that is observed widely across the transport system.  
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Shared transport 

22. Another way of distinguishing between different types of transport services is to consider the 

users of the services. Some transport services exist primarily to meet the needs of the general 

public, while other services exist to meet the exclusive needs of individuals (or a group of 

individuals that have decided through private arrangement to travel together). For example, buses 

and trains can be considered a ‘shared’ resource, as no single person is able to control whether 

or not the service is used by others; whereas taxis would typically be thought of as an exclusive 

resource, where the decision to share the service rests with the person that has arranged to use 

it.  

 

23. This characteristic is shared by conventional mass transportation, as well as any shuttle or shared 

taxi service, including the likes of Uber Pool and Lyft Line. It does not apply to car-sharing or bike-

sharing schemes (where the vehicle is shared but it cannot be accessed by more than one user at 

the same time). 

Open to the public 

24. Another characteristic often associated with public transport services is that they are available to 

the public generally, rather than being reserved for a specific purpose. This is similar to the 

concept of ‘shared transport’ discussed previously, but it excludes shared services where there 

are restrictions or conditions placed around those may access the service (such as certain charter 

services, tourism related transport services, or school bus services, for example). 

   

25. The table below shows how each of the characteristics discussed above apply to different types 

of transport. A sixth characteristic (‘fixed routes and schedules’) has also been included in the 

table for the purposes of comparison, in recognition of the fact that this is the way that public 

transport has traditionally been defined.  

 

Type of service 
Subsidised 
transport 

Passive 
users 

Hire & 
reward 

Shared 
transport 

Open to 
the 

public 

Fixed 
routes & 
schedule

s 

Private vehicle owned and 
operated by an individual (or a 
family) 

X X X X X X 

Privately arranged carpooling 
between friends & neighbours on a 
cost sharing basis (not for profit) 

X X X X X X 

Formalised carpooling scheme, 
organised by a third party, but on a 
cost-sharing basis (e.g. 
www.letscarpool.govt.nz) 

X X X ? ? X 

Ride-sharing, operated as a 
business (e.g. Lyft line, Uber Pool) 

X ?    X 

Car-sharing scheme, privately 
arranged and not for profit 

X X X X X X 

Formalised car-sharing scheme 
operated for profit (e.g. cityhop, 
zipcar) 

X X  X  X 

Bike-sharing X X  X  X 
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26. What this table shows is that there are very few transport services that have all of the 

characteristics commonly associated with public transport. The only transport services that clearly 

display all of these characteristics are conventional forms of mass transit, operating with fixed 

routes or schedules. All of the other services could arguably be considered forms of public 

transport, depending on the precise definition that is adopted.  

A market-based approach to distinguishing between public 
transport services 

27. Another way of distinguishing between different types of transport services is to consider the 

different markets in which the services operate.   

 

28. In most cases (particularly in urban environments), individuals have a choice about how they 

travel. Traditional forms of mass transportation (such as buses, trains, ferries and trams) are 

typically seen as an alternative to using a private form of transport (such as a private vehicle, 

walking or cycling) for any given journey. There are a range of factors that influence whether an 

individual chooses to travel via public transport, or in their own private vehicle – but both options 

are seen as alternatives which effectively compete for passengers within a single market (the 

market for ‘every day’ transportation).  

 

29. In contrast, most people (in New Zealand) are unlikely to consider a taxi service as a substitute 

for using traditional forms of public transport or owning their own vehicle. For most people, taxis 

are too expensive to be considered a viable option or commuting to and from work. The same 

applies to shuttles, rental cars, and dial-a-driver services. These services can therefore be 

considered as being complementary to other forms of transportation. They are most effective in 

situations where traditional public services are unavailable, or where individuals do not have 

access to their own vehicle (such as when travelling to or from an airport).  

 

30. The figure below demonstrates the relationship between different types of transport services. It 

shows that there is overlap between both ‘public’ and ‘private’ forms of transportation, and the 

markets that the different forms of transport serve.  

 

                                                             
2
 Some individuals with mobility constraints qualify for subsidised taxi services under the total mobility scheme 

Traditional rental car business 
(e.g. Hertz, Avis) 

X X  X  X 

Conventional mass transit (buses, 
trains, trams, ferries) operated with 
fixed routes and schedules  

?      

Traditional taxi X
2
 X  X  X 

Traditional shuttle X X    X 

Smartphone based taxi-service 
(e.g. Uber, Lyft) 

X X    X 

Urban buses and other passenger 
vehicles operated on demand with 
flexible routes and/or schedules 

?     X 

Long distance bus, train, aircraft or 
ferry services 

X      

Pool of shared driverless vehicles, 
operated on-demand 

? ?    X 
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What types of transport services should be the focus of 
PT2045?  

31. The starting hypothesis underpinning PT2045 is that the way people travel will be different in 

2045 than it is today.  

 

32. The emergence of new business models, improved payment and navigational systems, and better 

information processing capabilities is opening up new possibilities for transport options that may 

be more efficient and convenient than traditional forms of public transport, but less expensive than 

owning a private vehicle. In the future, ride-sharing, car-pooling and ‘smart’ taxi services are likely 

to account for a larger proportion of day-to-day travel needs. In many cases, these transport 

services are likely to be seen as genuine alternatives to both private vehicle ownership and 

traditional forms of public transport.  

 

33. Increasingly, focus is shifting away from the form of the transportation vehicle and towards the 

function that it serves. We are beginning to see a blurring of the lines between ‘public’ and 

‘private’ forms of mobility. The term ‘public transport’ as it is commonly understood is likely to 

become increasingly redundant.  

 

34. PT2045 aims to capture the full range of mobility services, regardless of whether or not they meet 

an established definition of public transport. The services that we are interested in are:  

► Those that are operated for hire and reward (i.e. when a person or business is 

generating revenue by providing a transport service to somebody else) 

► Those that are available to the general public (regardless of whether the passenger is 

required to register, subscribe, or make a booking in advance).  

 

35. We are primarily interested in the role of transportation services in the local environment. As such, 

we propose to exclude any form of international or long-distance transport from the scope of the 
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project. Inter-regional transport services would only fall within our core area of focus where their 

primary purpose is to transport commuters between neighbouring regions (such as those 

commuting between Hamilton and Auckland, for example). However, the project may consider 

whether new technologies or business models or other external factors could reduce the cost and 

therefore increase the viability of individuals commuting between regions.  

 

36. By adopting this broad definition, we would be including a wide range of transport services within 

the scope of the project, including: 

 

► Any form of mass transportation (such as buses, trains, trams or ferries), regardless 

of whether it is operated with fixed routes or schedules 

► Car-pooling and ride-sharing (provided it is operated as a business and open to the 

general public)  

► Taxi and shuttle services 

► Car-rental services (both short-term and long-term), where they are used to meet 

local travel requirements 

► Bike-sharing (but not the use of a privately owned bicycle)  

► Fleets of shared autonomous vehicles, operated on-demand. 

 

37. As discussed previously, all of these services could arguably be considered forms of public 

transport, depending on the definition used. However, describing these services as forms of 

‘public transport’ may also cause confusion among wider audiences who typically associate that 

term with more traditional forms of mass urban transportation. We therefore propose a new term 

to describe this broader set of services – “personal transport services”.   

 

38. The relationship between ‘personal mobility’, ‘personal transport services’, and ‘public transport’ is 

depicted in the following diagram. Essentially, ‘public transport’ can be seen as a subset of the 

broader term ‘personal transport services’. Both terms are themselves subsets of ‘personal 

mobility’ – an all-encompassing term capturing any form of transportation. The focus of PT2045 is 

on the transport modes that fall within the two inner circles.  
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Different forms of personal mobility  

39. The term ‘personal mobility’ can be disaggregated further by considering the users of personal 

mobility services. Some forms of personal mobility are predominantly used by individuals 

travelling alone, while others predominantly cater for groups of passengers. This gives rise to the 

terms ‘individual mobility’ and ‘group-based mobility’. The following diagram, adapted from a 

report by McKinsey & Company, shows how new and emerging mobility services fit within each of 

these categories.  
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 Traditional 

mobility 

options  

New mobility services  

Individual 

mobility  

private car 

ownership  

car sharing: 

peer to peer  

Peer-to-peer platform where individuals rent 

out their own car when not in use.  Operator 

provides technical platform (eg website and 

app) that brings parties together, manages 

bookings and handles payments.  

CarNextDoor 

(AUS), 

YourDrive (NZ), 

RelayRides 

(USA)  

taxi  taxi alternative  

(e-hail )  

Booking and paying for a ride using an app.  

The operator provides the app  which 

matches the passenger with a driver, 

manages the booking and the payment.  

Uber, Lyft, 

Sidecar,  

rental cars  Car sharing: 

fleet operator   

On-demand short-term car rental, with fleet 

owned and managed by a fleet operator. 

Usually app enabled, and urban.  

Zipcar, Autolib, 

Car2Go, Cityhop 

(NZ).  

 Walking 

and cycling  

Cycle share  On-demand short-term cycle rental. Usually 

app enabled and urban.  

Boris bikes, 

Velib,  BicMAD  

Group 

based 

mobility  

 Taxi 

alternative – 

ride-share  

Offers cheaper ride for those prepared to 

share the car. Uses technology (eg dynamic 

routing, predictive demand and scheduling ) 

to maximise use.  

Uber Pool,  Lyft 

Line  

carpooling  Ride- share  Allows riders going in a similar direction to 

share the ride, thereby splitting costs.   

JayRide , Lets 

Carpool (NZ).  

Shuttles, 

minibuses  

on-demand 

shuttles and 

minibuses  

App enabled demand responsive services  – 

cheaper than a taxi and more  tailored than 

traditional public transport.  Uses technology 

(eg dynamic routing) to maximise use.  

Kutsuplus 

(Norway)  

PocketRide 

(AUS), NippyBus 

(UK), Dynamic 

shuttle (US)  

public 

transport  

App enabled  

PT  

App enabled real time information, journey 

planning, and  payment.  Wi-fi available on 

services.  

 

Individual 

or group  

Timetables  App enabled 

journey 

planners  

App enabled journey planners that show 

options for a journey (including time, cost, 

emissions etc). App may act as a booking 

and payment platform.  

CityMapper  

 




