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This paper is presented not as policy, but with a view to inform and stimulate wider debate. 



What could move people in 2042? 

This document explores four possible scenarios for the future of New Zealand and our transport 

system. They form part of a project that the Ministry of Transport led in 2014 on how New Zealand‘s 

transport system could, or should, evolve to support future mobility.   

These scenarios are designed to stretch thinking about the future of our transport system. When 

people think about the future, it is easy to imagine that it will follow similar patterns to the past. We 

expect current trends to continue in a relatively linear direction. But the future does not behave in this 

way. Our future will be shaped by many social, technological, environmental, economic and political 

changes that are moving in many directions. Some changes are accelerating, such as new 

technologies. Other changes are slower-moving, such as climate change or vehicle fleet turnover. 

Furthermore, some factors may stay the same, maintaining stability from today into the future. 

Planning for our future is challenging because we can never be certain what will happen. Right now, 

New Zealand‘s future is wide open. The world that we and future generations will inhabit will be 

shaped by our thinking, the choices we make and the actions we take. We need to consider different 

options carefully and consciously decide where to focus our attention and investments.  

 

Scenarios help us to plan for the future by guiding us through large 
uncertainties  
 
Scenarios enable us to explore what the world could be like in the future and what this may mean for 

society, our economy and our environment. The scenarios in this document are based on two critical 

uncertainties that are likely to have a major impact on New Zealand and its transport system in the 

years and decades ahead. 

► Accessibility preferences: Will New Zealanders connect with people and access goods, services 

and opportunities in physical ways, or will there be a greater shift to virtual/digital alternatives? 

► Energy costs: Will energy become much more expensive or cheaper relative to our incomes and 

other costs of living?  

These critical uncertainties were selected by a group of government, business and community 

participants who were involved in developing these scenarios with the Ministry of Transport.
1
 Although 

there are many uncertainties about the future, these two were chosen because they are major 

uncertainties and they could have profound impacts on life in New Zealand and on our transport 

system.  

 

 

 

 

                                            
1
 See Appendix 1 for a list of workshop participants 
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Historically, New Zealand’s transport system evolved in an era of cheap 
energy, before many digital technologies existed  
 
Will our transport system continue to evolve in a similar direction, or could shifts in energy costs and 

new technologies move us in different directions? The scenarios in this document explore four 

possible pathways for New Zealand based on different combinations of accessibility preferences and 

energy costs. These scenarios are summarised in Figure 1. 

 

Note: Energy costs are high/low relative to incomes and other costs of living. 

Physical/virtual access is how people prefer to access people, goods, services and opportunities. 

 

Figure 1: Summaries of the four scenarios to 2042 
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How to read the scenarios 

Each of these scenarios paints a picture of a very different world. They are designed to stretch the 

spectrum of possibility within each combination of the two critical uncertainties.  

These scenarios formed part of a wider project that the Ministry of Transport completed, so it is 

important to note what they do and do not cover. 

► They do not consider the role of freight, as this is covered by the Ministry of Transport‘s National 

Freight Demand Study.  

► They paint a broad picture of the social, economic and environmental landscapes of New Zealand 

in 2042. It is important to recognise these are high level descriptions and in no way do the 

scenarios try to represent all parts of society. 

► Groups of people, defined by their age, income, profession or location will experience life and work 

differently in each future. The scenarios give some flavour of this, but they do not cover it in detail.  

► They mostly focus on urban areas as this is where the vast majority of New Zealanders currently 

live and work. Rural regions are covered in less detail but this does not downplay the role of 

mobility in rural regions. 

► They explore how New Zealand‘s transport system could evolve, not how it should evolve. These 

judgements serve the role of conversation starters amongst citizens, advisors, planners, 

communities and businesses, who can use them for their futures thinking and planning. 

► The narratives of the scenarios are plausible and should not be judged as right or wrong — they 

are interpretations of the future. 

► The scenarios are each plausible pictures of the future, but they are not predictions of the future. 

The scenarios do not represent our view of what a preferred future would look like. 
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Travellers’ Paradise scenario 
Summary 

New Zealand is a bustling South Pacific 

powerhouse in this scenario, awash with 

cheap energy. Substantial oil and gas 

discoveries have enabled New Zealand to be 

a net oil exporter. Living costs are low thanks 

to a high New Zealand dollar that skyrocketed 

in value when exports flourished.  

Abundant energy has powered economic 

growth and rapid expansion of New Zealand’s 

sprawling major cities. Rural regions initially 

struggled with the high New Zealand dollar but they have found new ways to thrive. Both urban and 

rural citizens prefer to connect with one another face-to-face as digital life feels less authentic. Digital 

technologies are still widely used, but people are highly discerning about how they use them. People 

value individual liberties, privacy and self-reliance. Domestic tourism has soared as city slickers seek 

to escape the hustle and bustle of loud, crowded city streets.   

Compared to 2014, people are travelling more often. They want to get to places quickly, easily and on 

their own terms. Individual privacy and choice are paramount. While a significant programme of 

investment in transport infrastructure has continued, it has not been possible to physically out-build 

congestion on popular travel routes. Demand management initiatives have been introduced on these 

routes to better utilise transport infrastructure. In major cities, mass transit rail and rapid bus systems 

are also popular to move people around quickly. Cycling is often dangerous in fast-moving traffic. 

Climate emissions from transport have stabilised and New Zealand is meeting its international climate 

obligations.  

 

How we got here  

Investments in offshore oil and gas prospecting paid off when substantial oil reserves were 

discovered in the North Island‘s East Coast Basin and other previously unexplored basins in the early 

2020s. International energy companies developed the reserves and began exporting. Oil royalties 

were invested in health, education and superannuation. Government also invested heavily in New 

Zealand‘s transport infrastructure, bringing many road projects forward and investing in greatly-

expanded mass transit rail and rapid bus systems to keep Auckland, Wellington and Christchurch 

moving.  

A growing global appetite for energy meant New Zealand‘s oil exports were in hot demand. This 

pushed the value of New Zealand‘s dollar up to record levels, requiring other industries to innovate 

and develop niche markets to stay competitive. The main market for high volume, low cost food 

became domestic due to the high value of the dollar.  
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Fossil fuel prices reduced globally thanks to new oil discoveries, while low electricity costs (thanks to 

renewable energies) saw the gradual uptake of more electric vehicles in New Zealand. The strong 

New Zealand dollar raised national incomes and went some way to dampen rises in other living costs 

such as housing and food; however, these costs gradually increased from 2014 levels.  

The social media bonanza of the early 20
th
 century began to fall out of favour for most New 

Zealanders from the mid-2020s. People were suspicious of how their personal data was being used. 

Digital technologies kept evolving, but people grew more interested in authentic personal experiences 

and less interested in the latest technological trends.  

 

Life in towns and cities  

Social dynamics 

People value face-to-face encounters with people they know rather than connecting via digital 

technologies and networks.  

Major cities have grown rapidly in both size and population as travel affordability is not a constraint on 

locality. Increases in housing costs have pushed many people to the ever-expanding edges of cities. 

Although cities offer the greatest employment opportunities, satellite towns enable people to enjoy 

living on the outside of major hubs, despite requiring long commuting distances to work, retail and 

education centres. 

Average New Zealand incomes are much higher in 2042 compared to 2014. Oil royalties were 

invested in free health and education services. Major disparities between the rich and poor still exist.  

The waiting list of people wanting to immigrate to New Zealand is long and growing as people admire 

the employment and investment opportunities on offer. New Zealand is a vibrant melting pot of 

cultures.  

 

Access to services 

People value individual choice and expect to get what they want, when they want it. New Zealanders 

are not concerned with travelling the extra distance to access goods and services, so long as travel is 

fast and easy.  

Most people prefer shopping at open outdoor malls where products are easily accessible and they 

can physically interact with shop assistants. Clusters of high-end boutique stores offer more 

discerning citizens a superior shopping experience. Technology also plays a major role in shopping 

and leisure experiences. People avidly use digital devices to enhance their physical experiences. 

Online shopping maintains a niche following but it has not evolved to the point of rivalling the physical 

experience of in-person shopping.  
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With most people living on the periphery of urban cities, or in suburbs, people usually have to travel 

across town to get to work. Over time, heavy traffic congestion became increasingly frustrating for a 

society that values speed and freedom. Time and placed-based charging to manage peak travel 

congestion was implemented in the late 2020s as a result. Knowledge workers have adapted to this 

by changing when they travel to avoid congestion and charges. They favour flexible work hours that 

allow them to work from home during peak hours.  

 

Life in the regions 

New Zealand cities are thriving, with growing geographic footprints adding to their economic weight. 

Cities associated with new mineral finds have also seen economic renaissance, just as New Plymouth 

did in the late 2010s. Other remote regions in New Zealand are recovering from a decline in sheep, 

beef and dairy farming that came as a result of the increasing value of the New Zealand dollar. New 

Zealand initially struggled to compete with other countries that sell cheaper food commodities. 

However, we found a new way to thrive by developing high-value, low-volume exports that are in 

demand from a wealthy Asia and South America.  

Other regions have developed attractive physical experiences for tourists that help to maintain their 

livelihoods. They are grateful for jaded city slickers who regularly want to escape loud and crowded 

cities by making getaways to holiday homes and hotels in more peaceful regions.  

International visitor arrivals have steadily increased, reflecting reduced fares and increased wealth in 

Asia. International visitors describe New Zealand as ―full of adventure‖ but also not as clean and 

green as they were led to believe.  

 

Summary of New Zealand’s transport system  

Despite continuing investment, New Zealand‘s transport system has struggled to keep up with the 

rapid growth in cities. Congestion in cities constrains society‘s need for speed, especially during peak 

hours. Time and place-based pricing has been introduced in cities to provide incentives for using 

public transport and off-peak travel. 

Alongside the introduction of demand management mechanisms through the late 2020s, central and 

local government invested in urban rail and rapid bus systems to provide alternative transport options. 

Low income households try to avoid the high road charges by using car-sharing programmes or the 

public transport system. For people who live and work or study on different sides of town, public 

transport is not always a practical option because it takes too long.  

People are not very active when it comes to travel, choosing to travel short distances by car instead of 

walking or cycling. However, people who live in the inner city enjoy being able to walk or bike to work 

or travel quickly by light rail and bus.  

By 2030, Wellington has an international airport which, in Travellers‘ Paradise, has been essential to 

support a globally connected city. 

Casualties on New Zealand‘s roads in 2042 are at similar levels to those in 2014. Crashes are lower 
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in cities thanks to intelligent avoidance systems in cars. Low income households who do not have the 

latest vehicle technologies are over-represented in road toll statistics.  

New Zealand‘s transport fleet includes a mix of petrol and electric-powered cars. Electricity is a 

cheaper fuel source but people have been slow to switch to new electric vehicles when old petrol cars 

are still working and cheap to run. The dream of driverless cars led to some experiments in the late 

2010s but did not prove popular because most people enjoyed driving vehicles manually and they 

often felt safer being in control of their own vehicle.  

Greenhouse gas emissions from New Zealand‘s transport system have increased in recent decades 

with the growing number of cars on the roads and higher kilometres travelled by vehicles. 

Improvements in vehicle emissions by 2042 have largely offset increases in distances travelled.  
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Cooperative and Close scenario  

Summary 

Although people value face-to-face contact, 

high energy costs have forced people to adapt. 

New Zealanders have persevered through 

challenges by simplifying their lifestyles and 

working together. They value strong 

communities, resourcefulness and simplicity. 

Local community life is flourishing but some 

tensions exist between communities.  

Travelling by large private vehicle is expensive 

so most people prefer to stay close to their local 

communities and workplaces. Adapting has 

been strenuous and often painful for low-income families who live on the outer edges of settlements. 

They commute long distances to work by carpooling or using public transport (where it exists).  

Compared to 2014, people are travelling less by motorised means. They are travelling more by foot 

and on bikes, and co-share transport. Many people are healthier because they lead more active 

lifestyles. Climate emissions from transport have decreased dramatically.  

 

How we got here  

Global energy prices soared in the 2020s because of high demand from thriving economies in Asia 

and South America that clashed with oil supply constraints. Political turbulence and conflicts in the 

Middle East led to unstable oil prices and occasional oil shocks. Strong public pressure for political 

and business action on climate change also led to rising international carbon charges.  

In combination, these pressures forced most countries to seek safer and more secure alternatives to 

fossil fuels. As these fuels became more expensive, renewable energy research and developments 

boomed from the 2020s onwards. 

High energy costs rippled throughout economies, making the vast majority of goods more expensive. 

These cost increases included digital technologies, which started to become more costly from the 

2030s onwards after decades of price declines. Manufactured goods are expensive, so people 

appreciate products that are durable, reliable and upgradable.  

New Zealand still exports many primary products because of the high global demand for food to serve 

a growing world population. However, major exporters were hit hard by the rising costs of energy and 

fossil-fuel based inputs such as fertilisers. Incomes in New Zealand have not kept pace with rising 

global energy prices.  
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Fortunately, New Zealand was initially well-positioned to face these challenges with abundant 

renewable energy sources. New Zealanders are supportive of their country becoming totally self-

sufficient for energy.  

As industries and householders transitioned from fossil fuel dependency to using energy from 

renewable sources, electricity demand climbed. Despite abundant renewable energy resources, 

investments in electricity generation struggled to keep up with demand. Hydro developments were 

limited by competing demands for fresh water from farmers. Many wind developments were opposed 

by local communities, making remote wind farms the only option. Therefore, electricity prices 

increased along with fossil fuel prices. Advances in solar technologies have enabled most upper- and 

middle-income households to generate enough electricity to meet their household needs, but not 

enough to power a large private car.  

Digital technologies are still readily available. However, high profile security breaches in the late 

2010s and 2020s eroded public trust in many of these technologies. Digital technologies are only 

embraced as a complement to local/physical interactions. When people began relying more on their 

local communities and supporting one another they formed stronger social bonds. By 2042, most 

people prefer connecting face-to-face with one another rather than via digital media. They also 

support local businesses because this strengthens their cherished local communities.  

 

Life in towns and cities  

Social dynamics 

High energy costs have slowly but strongly shaped urban landscapes with people choosing to 

minimise travel for work, education, shopping and leisure where possible. Most social activity is done 

within a five kilometre radius. Movements beyond this are usually not desirable due to the high costs 

of travel and the availability of local services. Citizens strongly identify with their local neighbourhoods 

and regularly share everything from tools to toys and vehicles. 

High energy costs have hit low income households the hardest. Many of these people live in more 

affordable areas on the outskirts of city centres and/or in high-density housing. With less employment 

opportunities, many of these people still need to travel across town to work, exacerbating the struggle 

for these households. Share-rides in cars, buses and trains or long travel times on low energy private 

transport are the only travel options for them.  

New Zealand is a tribe of many tribes with stark differences between neighbourhoods and regions. 

Inequalities and fears around material security have led many affluent people to live in gated 

communities that generate all of their own energy needs. Many neighbourhoods also rely on 

community patrols to maintain safety.  
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Access to services 

Most people prefer socialising, working and making or buying products locally.  

People rely on their local shopping centres for many household items but occasionally travel across 

town for more variety. Highly durable goods are held in high esteem. It is easy to get basic goods 3D 

printed, repaired and recycled in shared community facilities.  

People use digital technologies to identify the most efficient ways to access other people, goods, 

services and opportunities. A small portion of the population continues to work from home and shop 

online. However, the convenience afforded by digital technologies has not overcome the preference 

for the physical experience.  

Older members of society enjoy many local services that are just a short stroll away. However, 

affluent elderly people are still willing to trade off other expenses with travelling further afield as they 

prize their independence and freedom. Medical technology is still expensive, with advanced 

treatments only available in major urban centres. Older people gravitate towards residing close to 

these centres. 

 

Life in the regions 

In rural areas, people tend to live in market towns; communities thrive where they have the necessary 

scale. Few hamlets remain. Urban farms have blossomed and vertical farming is providing many 

people in cities with fresh local fruit and vegetables.  

High energy costs have forced many farmers to seek alternatives to expensive fossil-fuel based 

nitrogen fertilisers: an area where a large amount of research and development funding is focused. 

Farmers enjoy a premium for exporting ‗pure and natural‘ products, especially to wealthy countries in 

Asia.  

Affluent people from around the globe regularly visit and travel around New Zealand as the high costs 

of travel are not a barrier to them experiencing New Zealand‘s natural treasures. They describe New 

Zealand as ―quaint‖, ―unique‖, ―at the end of the Earth‖ and ―overall a very lovely but expensive place 

to visit‖. There are fewer backpackers and those who can afford to travel here tend to stay for years 

instead of months. Domestic tourism is also strong. ‗Staycations‘ are the most popular form of 

holidaying, instead of travelling overseas.  

Market towns are able to build greater self sufficiency by making biofuel locally, which is commonly 

used in vehicles and farm machinery.  

 

Summary of New Zealand’s transport system  

Transport is dominated by concerns about efficiency — moving people and goods using the least 

amount of energy. Most people are more concerned about the costs of transport than speed or 

comfort.  

Compared to 2014, there are fewer private cars and it is rare to see people travelling alone in cars. 

Many older cars are still on the roads, as only affluent people are buying new private cars because of 
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the high costs of production and high operating costs. New cars tend to be high occupancy vehicles 

or small ultra-efficient electric-powered vehicles.  

‗Shared transport‘ plays a greater role for people who need or want to travel beyond their local 

community. The lines between private and public transport have blurred, with people sharing rides 

and co-owning minibuses, cars and bikes. Businesses offering car-sharing services or alternative 

vehicle ownership models have boomed. Many people reminisce about the freedom and privacy they 

used to enjoy in private vehicles. Some people enjoy engaging in spontaneous conversations on 

shared transport, while others retreat to their digital devices.  

Walking and biking are the most popular forms of travel for people travelling within a five kilometre 

radius. Covered mopeds and electric bikes are common.  

Congestion is a thing of the past. Compared to 2014, fewer people can afford to travel across and 

between towns by private vehicle so many urban and regional roads are relatively free of private 

travellers. Inter-regional bus services have increased in popularity, connecting market towns to urban 

centres. 

In 2042, transport investments favour local public transport systems and safe walking and cycling 

infrastructure. Intelligent Transport Systems are incorporated into most urban transport infrastructure 

to help people choose the most efficient way to travel. 

Although fewer cars are on the roads, casualties remain at similar levels as 2014 as mopeds, bicycles 

and cars compete in urban centres. 

The domestic aviation industry has shrunk slightly because of reduced demand from recreational 

travellers. Business travellers dominate the skies but they are also very selective about travelling. 

Although reluctantly, people more commonly use virtual conferences to meet, due to financial 

necessity. International passenger arrivals have declined because of due to the cost of travelling to 

New Zealand. Low-value, short-stay tourist packages are less popular than long-term visits.  

Greenhouse gas emissions from New Zealand‘s transport system have fallen dramatically 

over the last few decades because people travel less by car, and most vehicles are more 

efficient and powered by renewably sourced electricity. 
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Global Locals scenario  
Summary 

New Zealanders pride themselves on their 

‘can do’ attitude in this scenario. 

Government, business and community 

leaders could see escalating challenges on 

the horizon and they navigated their way 

through them before big changes were 

forced upon them. New Zealand rapidly 

responded to spiralling energy costs by 

embracing smart technologies and virtual 

interfaces to do business and stay 

connected. New Zealanders value adaptability, efficiency and ingenuity. They love living in their digital 

worlds, which offer greater security than the physical world. 

New Zealand is embedded in a global matrix of digital highways and byways. Highly educated people 

can work anywhere in the world from the comfort of their armchairs. People have traded off concerns 

about being monitored or tracked by corporations and government for the security and utility the 

digital world offers. Communities are largely based on talents and interests, rather than proximity to 

other people. Less technologically literate people continue to do manual jobs that keep society 

functioning.  

Compared to 2014, people are using all motorised forms of transport far less. People prefer exploring 

the digital world to travelling outside. Obesity and diabetes rates have increased because of a lack of 

physical exercise. People regularly try to manage their health by walking and cycling for recreation. 

Climate emissions from transport have fallen dramatically.  

 

How we got here  

Global energy prices climbed steadily from the late 2010s onwards. This was initially because of high 

global demand for oil and gas from growing economies in Asia, India, Eastern Europe and South 

America.  

In the early 2020s, a severe oil shock sparked by major conflicts in the Middle East caused oil prices 

to spike for over a year. New Zealand was ill-prepared for the scale of this event. New Zealand 

struggled to compete with larger countries to source affordable oil. Public turmoil around surging 

petrol and food prices led government, business and community leaders to establish an Emergency 

Energy Commission to re-evaluate New Zealand‘s reliance on fossil fuels. The outcome of this 

Commission was the Re-energise Aotearoa New Zealand Accord in the late 2020s, which advocated 

a shift towards a super high-tech energy-efficient economy that embraced digital technologies to keep 

New Zealand connected with the rest of the world. The Accord received strong backing from many 

industries and communities across the country.  
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Government and businesses invested heavily in digital literacy, intelligent infrastructure and smart 

technologies to closely connect people and businesses. Those generations already immersed in 

digital technologies found the transition easy and welcomed it. This meant New Zealand was well 

placed in the early 2030s when a binding international climate stabilisation agreement raised the price 

of polluting fuels. This agreement was signed after a series of severe hurricanes and storm surges 

inflicted major damage in the United States, Australia and the coastline of South East Asia. High 

profile public protests against deep sea prospecting, coal mines and ‗fracking‘ for natural gas pushed 

governments and businesses to accelerate the transition from fossil fuels to alternative sources of 

energy. 

By 2042, New Zealand has made a shift away from its historical export industries of tourism and 

farming. High-value food and fibre products are still produced and sold in Australia and the Asia–

Pacific region, but in lower quantities than in 2014. New Zealand‘s Intellectual Property (IP) and online 

service industries are well regarded, as workers can fill a distinct service gap when much of the world 

is sleeping.  

 

Life in towns and cities  

Social dynamics 

The shift to a digital economy has changed how people work, with many now working from home. 

Technologies allow employers to manage workers remotely to ensure productivity is maintained. 

Incomes are largely shaped by each person‘s digital aptitude. Workers who have not adjusted to the 

ever-accelerating pace of new technologies usually end up doing manual jobs or low-grade digital 

jobs. To minimise travel, people who cannot work from home live as close as they can to where they 

work.  

Growing inequalities in society have fuelled fears about personal safety. People generally see the 

physical world as inherently risky. They worry about muggings and physical attacks. They therefore 

turn to digital worlds for social interactions as it feels safer. People now depend on digital technology 

to engage in society and have placed more importance on this access than on concerns about digital 

privacy.  

Friendships and family connections are mostly maintained online. Meeting face-to-face via physical 

travel is saved for special occasions. People enjoy being part of thriving online communities of like-

minded individuals spread all over the world.  

 

Access to services 

The high costs of motorised transport has led people to cluster together to reduce the costs of 

accessing the necessities of life. Demand for inner city housing has skyrocketed as people pay a 

premium to minimise physical travel while maintaining access to the best digital infrastructure 

available. There has been a shift towards smaller, more affordable compact housing with shared 

gardens and community space. Housing density in the suburbs has also increased around mass 

transit nodes. 
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People buy most of their goods online and enjoy creating food and consumer products on their 

personal 3D printers. Products and ingredients are delivered daily by local electric powered vans or 

bike couriers.  

Products that require a lot of energy and materials are expensive to buy so people look after their 

possessions carefully. Mending, recycling and repairing products is easily done. People cannot 

always afford to upgrade their electronic hardware but software is regularly updated. People value 

ingenuity by doing as much as they can with minimum available resources.  

 

Life in the regions  

Living out of town is expensive for personal travel and for buying or selling products. This has led to a 

large and growing urban/rural divide. Urban residents enjoy access to the fastest and most powerful 

digital infrastructure. 

Rural areas remain essential to the economy, providing food for New Zealanders. Land previously 

used to produce low-value food products for export has now been converted to produce crops for 

biofuels. Farming exports are limited to high-value products, reducing overall demand. This situation 

has increased the speed of urbanisation with few people left in rural areas, other than those working 

directly on the land. 

Travel in the regions seems very slow to most people — a stark contrast to the fast-paced life that 

most people enjoy on the digital highways.  

The decline in intensive farming because of the high costs of synthetic fertilisers and shipping has had 

a beneficial impact on other parts of New Zealand‘s environment. Native forests are regenerating 

across marginal farmland and earning carbon credits for landowners. The health of many rivers and 

lakes is gradually improving.   

As a tourism destination, New Zealand is seen as a luxury land of grand mountain vistas, wild forests 

and unpolluted beaches that only a select few can visit. It markets itself as a ‗digital detox‘ destination 

for people to recover from digital burnout. Through immersive interactive technologies, virtual tourism 

to New Zealand, especially to its rural settings, has become more popular than physical travel. 

 

Summary of New Zealand’s transport system  

Many social and business interactions take place online, so people are moving around much less 

physically than in 2014. When people do need to travel, they tend to take the most efficient, reliable 

and cheapest forms of transport available.  

The transport system is no longer based around personal vehicles as the average household cannot 

afford to, and largely do not need to, own and operate a private vehicle. Car share schemes for semi-

autonomous vehicles are popular among richer urban residents. They notify a vehicle when they need 

one and it arrives at their location.  

Since the oil shock of the 2020s, public and private agencies have invested heavily in the most 

energy efficient forms of transport. Intelligent Transport Systems (ITS) are used to optimise traffic 
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flows, avoid collisions and coordinate travel, all of which improves the efficiency of the transport 

system.  

In large urban areas, electric-powered bus and rail systems are patronised by those who cannot 

afford to carry out business, shopping and leisure online. Investments in these services in the 2020s 

have significantly paid off. In smaller urban areas, electric bus systems and shared vans regularly 

travel scheduled routes.  

Where people feel safe, they usually travel around their local neighbourhoods by bike and on foot. 

Most bikes are pod and/or electric bikes, which enable people to travel cheaply, quickly and 

comfortably. Some bikes remain manually powered due to the health benefits they bring for an 

increasingly sedentary population. People enjoy cycling on old motorways that have been converted 

into urban boulevards. 

With only basic digital infrastructure, rural families use farm vehicles to access many services. Most of 

them are diesel vehicles that run on locally produced biofuel.  

New Zealand‘s road toll in 2042 is at its lowest ever level. Smart vehicle technologies prevent most 

crashes and far fewer cars are on the roads compared to 2014. Most transport accidents involve 

collisions between cyclists and pedestrians.  

The high cost of energy has led to a decrease in air passenger travel. Only the richest domestic and 

international tourists travel by air, primarily for business purposes. Most long distance travel between 

New Zealand‘s main urban areas is by train as heavy investment in New Zealand‘s rail system 

occurred from the 2020s onwards. People also enjoy travelling in virtual worlds that they can create 

and enjoy online.  

Greenhouse gas emissions from New Zealand‘s transport system have been declining for decades 

and are more than offset by the growth in forests since the 2020s.   
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Digital Decadence scenario  

Summary 

The true measure of success for most New 

Zealanders in this scenario is not how 

many possessions they own but how rich 

their digital experiences are. Most 

experiences are mediated through 

immersive and sometimes addictive digital 

technologies. People carefully groom their 

digital lives to express their individuality. 

The sense of power and enjoyment that 

they get from creating their digital selves 

has spilled into the material world. People 

actively participate in online forums and readily share their likes and dislikes. New Zealanders value 

openness, collaboration and innovation.  

New Zealand is a magnet for digital entrepreneurs, ‘enhanced reality’ designers and social innovators. 

Traditional industries have also had a new lease of life. Food and fibre exports from automated farms 

and factories are booming. Energy costs have reduced globally and energy is widely affordable in 

New Zealand thanks to high exports, super-efficient technologies and access to abundant renewable 

energy sources.  

Compared to 2014, people are travelling less on all forms of motorised transport because they can 

enjoy a vast array of experiences and services — anytime and anywhere — by activating their digital 

interfaces. When people need to travel it is cheap for them to do so. They prefer to travel in self-

driving cars so they can remain connected. Doctors regularly prescribe walking and cycling to people 

who are not physically active. Climate emissions from transport have fallen dramatically as most 

vehicles run on renewably-sourced electricity.  

 

How we got here  

Digital technologies kept evolving exponentially during the 2010s and 2020s. New Zealanders heartily 

embraced these technologies because of the convenience and open access they offered. The 

boundaries between ‗online‘ and ‗offline‘ life blurred with wearable devices and intelligent 

nanosensors that could be embedded in almost anything. The prices of these technologies kept 

falling. Everyone and everything became ‗digitally enmeshed‘. 

Digital technologies enabled sweeping changes in how people organised their lives. For the vast 

majority of New Zealanders, living without digital technologies became totally unthinkable. Digital 

citizens became increasingly concerned about the threats to their digital connections. Rather than 

retreating from the digital worlds, government and service providers collaborated to produce a Digital 

Rights Act in the early 2030s, which aimed to ensure wholesale access to digital connectivity across 

the population. Digital connectivity became a basic human right.   
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Fossil fuels gradually became more expensive globally as governments and businesses responded to 

social pressures for climate action. New Zealand was initially insulated from rising prices because of 

the high New Zealand dollar. Farm exports kept booming thanks to strong demand for high protein 

food — from Asia in particular.  

By the late 2030s, it was cheaper to access most energy from renewable sources because of the 

increasing costs of fossil fuels and advances in renewable energy technologies. 

 

Life in towns and cities  

Social dynamics 

Although people still enjoy personal contact with each other, they mostly shop, work, learn and 

socialise via digital interfaces. Virtual contact is the norm. People carefully groom their online 

identities to express their personal feelings, needs and desires. They enjoy connecting with like-

minded people regardless of where they live and they form strong bonds with people across the 

globe.   

These globally connected communities often jostle for influence in society and can sometimes be 

disruptive. Society struggles to find a balance between the freedom to let people do what they want 

online and a need to maintain stability. The Digital Rights Act placed demand management 

mechanisms on heavily used digital infrastructure to ensure connections remained stable and reliable 

for all New Zealanders. New Zealand is highly regarded as a digital haven with progressive digital 

freedoms and safeguards. Digital security is just as important as physical safety.  

Compared to 2014, New Zealand is a more egalitarian society. People regularly participate in online 

referenda and decision-making in their communities. However, society is also more fractured. Many 

people feel more affinity to their globally connected groups than their local communities or designated 

nation.  

New Zealand‘s population has reached six million by 2042. People still see New Zealand as an 

attractive place to live and bring up children. Because highly skilled people can work and live 

anywhere with a digital connection, many people migrated here to avoid crowded cities elsewhere in 

the world.  

 

Access to services 

Travel is relatively cheap and easy, but the lure of enhanced experiences in the digital world exerts a 

powerful effect on people. Most people feel that they can be more themselves in their digital skins. 

Face-to-face interactions often pale in comparison to digital interfaces, through which people can 

radiate different colours, morph into different beings, and ‗fly among the clouds‘ through their 

thoughts, imagination and emotions.   

New Zealand is digitally open to the world so people can be connected 24/7 to colleagues in places 

like Beijing and Brasilia. In this ‗always on‘ society, the lines between work/life and private/public have 

dissolved.  
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Many people work from home or in local neighbourhood technology hubs. Full immersion 

technologies allow people to be ‗in the office‘ or ‗at the beach‘ whenever they wish. When people feel 

the need to move they keep their digital interfaces active so they can take their office with them.  

People do most of their shopping online, so local suburban centres have declined. Some have turned 

into quaint destinations for visitors to reminisce about how people used to live. Consumers can order 

almost anything online from anywhere in the world. People relish being so globally connected.  

The oldest members of society find it easy to travel around their local communities to access services 

but they have struggled with the move to online access for health and entertainment. Many feel 

despondent that they have not had such a strong voice in society since the ‗digital natives‘ reached 

the peak of their powers in the 2030s.  

 

Life in the regions  

Regions are booming as many people can choose where they want to live based on personal lifestyle 

choice rather than physical proximity. Over time, high housing costs also forced many people to leave 

the big cities for the tranquillity of lower density regions. 

Many small towns have grown communities of programmers working in software development niches. 

A retro culture of working virtually together in coffee shops has developed. 

Farming is strong as New Zealand is a food bowl for the rest of the world. It is a leading exporter of 

premium ingredients for people to customise and bioprint on demand in their homes.  

Intensive farming has had a detrimental impact on New Zealand‘s lakes and rivers as farmers work 

hard to produce premium quality agricultural products demanded globally. Most New Zealanders 

accept this as a price of being a major exporter.  

As a tourism destination, New Zealand earns more from virtual tourists than physical tourists as the 

regions market themselves as world-class virtual destinations. An entertainment industry readily offers 

people a ‗genuine‘ Kiwi experience that is liberally enhanced with special effects.  

 

Summary of New Zealand’s transport system  

For most people, travel is optional. People travel only when they want something they cannot get 

digitally. People enjoy travelling for recreation when they occasionally need a break from digital life. 

They closely track their physical movements and biorhythms to maintain their health. 

When people travel by motorised transport, they prefer personalised single occupant vehicles. This 

enables them to stay connected with their key contacts without interacting with strangers. 

Autonomous cars are common in every city as the desire to remain connected and low production 

costs drove the uptake of these vehicles in New Zealand. Most people do not own vehicles because it 

is easy to summon one when the need arises. Cars are not the status symbols that they once were 

but remain popular among elderly car enthusiasts.  

Public transport has moved from scheduled runs to a flexible service with collectively owned fleets of 

autonomous multi-sized vehicles. These services offer personalised, cheap, reliable, door-to-door 
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mobility. Integrated sensors and automated control systems have increased the safety of all vehicles. 

A major issue for traffic policing is people hacking into vehicles to disturb the network, either 

maliciously or for personal amusement.  

Casualties from vehicle accidents on urban roads in 2042 have declined dramatically, but people are 

still concerned about deaths on rural roads as older manually controlled vehicles are still the norm.  

Because of decreased demand for business and personal travel and advances in automated 

transport, New Zealand‘s roading network in 2020 was able to accommodate the increasing 

population.   

Some tourists still enjoy travelling to New Zealand by air and boat, but far fewer than in 2014. By 2042 

there is a split between luxurious, slow trips that emphasise the pleasure of the journey and near-orbit 

rapid flights for time-conscious travellers. Most people enjoy visiting New Zealand virtually. 

The vast majority of vehicles in New Zealand in 2042 are powered by electricity because of our low 

costs of generation. A transition away from petrol-powered cars accelerated in the 2020s when the 

Bluff aluminium smelter closed. This resulted in New Zealand‘s electricity market being flooded with 

cheap electricity. Over the next two decades, highly efficient electric trains, buses, cars, vans, 

mopeds and bikes became the norm. 

Greenhouse gas emissions from New Zealand‘s transport system have plummeted with the switch to 

more efficient vehicles powered by renewable electricity. 

 

 

Figure 2: Pictorial summary of the four scenarios to 2042 
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Appendix 

Workshop participants 

Aimee Whitcroft – IdeaForge  

Anna Morris – Ministry of Business, Innovation and Employment 

Cormac McBride – Traffic Design Group 

David Bassett – NZ Medical Students Association 

Debbie Hopkins – University of Otago  

Dom Kalasih – Z Energy 

Isabelle MacKay – Z Energy 

Joern Scherzer – Energy Efficiency and Conservation Authority 

John Carnegie – BusinessNZ 

Jon Butler – National Infrastructure Unit 

Joshua Arbury – Auckland Council 

Kapu Waretini – Committee for Auckland 

Luke Troy – Greater Wellington Regional Council 

Marcela Fuentes – Maritime NZ 

Paul Smith – Consumer NZ 

Peter Baird – NZ Police 

Sarah Allen – NZ Police 

Susan Krumdieck – University of Canterbury 

Tom Pettit – Generation Zero 

Vince Dravitzki – Opus 

Bronwyn Lauten – Ministry of Transport 

Hamish Bunn – Ministry of Transport 

Iain McGlinchy – Ministry of Transport 

Jemima de Lacey – Ministry of Transport 

John Edwards – Ministry of Transport 

Mike Curran – Ministry of Transport 

Noel Raggett –Ministry of Transport 

Scott Walker – Ministry of Transport 
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Stuart Badger – Ministry of Transport 

Colin James – Independent* 

Amelia Morgan – Ministry of Transport* 

Andrew Jackson – Ministry of Transport* 

Anke Kole – Ministry of Transport* 

Cody Davidson – Ministry of Transport* 

Emma MacDonald – Ministry of Transport* 

Emma Williams – Ministry of Transport* 

Ingrid Sage – Ministry of Transport* 

Jennifer McSaveney – Ministry of Transport* 

Paul Clark – NZ Transport Agency* 

Tom Forster – Ministry of Transport*  

*Project team/Steering Group 

 

Youth Perspectives 

Kapiti Youth Council members (6 participants)  

Manurewa Youth Council members (12 participants)  

Auckland University students (15 participants)  
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