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Abstract: Transport planning in Auckland provides limited opportunities for genuine public involvement in defining transport problems and their solutions. In recent years, this scenario has changed due to the emergence of proactive community groups in transport planning debate in Auckland. The purpose of this paper is to explore proactive community groups, their roles and impact on the public transport planning debate in Auckland. The research identifies three proactive community groups – Generation Zero, the Campaign for Better Transport and TransportBlog - and explores different dimensions of their pro-public transport perspectives in Auckland. The data analysis includes a detailed content analysis of the TransportBlog website to explore the contents of the debate related to the City Rail Link (CRL). The research identifies a role held by the proactive community groups in providing civic leadership and facilitating a debate regarding future public transport systems. The research concludes that intelligent and proactive community groups can play a role in facilitating institutional change in favour of public transport. 
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1. Introduction  

World-wide, there have been a growing number of calls for transport planning to adopt a more participatory process (Wilson 2001, Bickerstaff et al. 2002, Gil et al. 2011). The need for greater community involvement is a result of pluralist ideals within the context of ever-growing complexity in transport planning. Aided by technological progress (Lyons 2015), modern societies are becoming ever more networked, culturally-diverse (Sandercock 2000) and increasingly challenged by conventional expert-dominated transport planning approaches (Stone 2014). To reconcile complexity in transport issues, it is argued that the transport planning process must adopt a more collaborative, open and proactive approach in order to engage communities (Antonson 2014, De Luca 2014, Elvy 2014). In recent years, there has been an emergence of proactive community groups in transport planning debate in Auckland and these needs to be explored. This research involves a three-fold investigation aimed at establishing:

1) Who the main public transport related community groups in Auckland are? 

2) What their positions in the transport planning debate in Auckland are? 

3) How the selected community group led a debate of City Rail Link (CRL) in Auckland and facilitated an institutional change in favour of public transport? 

The research identifies three proactive community groups – Generation Zero, the Campaign for Better Transport and TransportBlog (now GreaterAuckland) - and reviews their publically available documents and websites to explore different dimensions of their pro-public transport perspectives in Auckland. The research also includes a detailed content analysis of the TransportBlog website to explore the contents of the debate related to the City Rail Link (CRL).

2. Literature review – participatory transport planning

Planning literature in support of public engagement has mainly been based on two rationales (Rydin & Pennington, 2000). Firstly, many advocates regard civic engagement is a democratic right. It is argued that, in a democracy, public policy should reflect the people’s values, which are best determined through a debate. The seminal work of Bachrach (1967) and Arnstein (1969) argued that every citizen has a democratic right to participate in decisions that affect himself and his community. This view stands in stark contrast to the traditional technocratic approach in transport planning which fail to meet the demands for democratic accountability (Wilson 2001, Bickerstaff et al. 2002). The second rationale takes a more pragmatic view by focusing on the benefit of collaborative planning through deliberation and open dialogue. This is because participatory processes open up opportunity for learning through the exchange of lay knowledge possessed by local communities to influence the outcome (Rydin and Pennington 20003). It is believed that public support gained through participatory process will improve the implementation by increasing the visibility and value of projects in the citizen’s 'eye’ (Curtis 2008). Moreover, by bridging understanding between a wide-range of stakeholders, participatory planning could also build new partnerships and eventually facilitate institutional change (Fouracre et al. 2006). 

Ward (2001) conducted an impact assessment of citizen involvement on transport planning. His study found that participatory planning facilitates a clearer definition of problems and encourages innovative problem-solving by building partnerships and understanding between a diversity of stakeholders. Ward (2001)’s study also shows the falsity of the argument advanced by many opponents concerning the high cost and inconclusiveness of participatory planning. He demonstrates that wide public engagement is financially viable and is capable of generating consensus or innovative solutions. However, Ward (2001) also points out two challenges in participatory planning: 1) participatory processes are generally more time-consuming, although they may in fact save time in the long run because policies developed under such processes are less likely to meet resistance in implementation; 2) the existing concentrated power structures in planning also obstruct the effectiveness of meaningful multi-stakeholder involvement. Vancouver, Perth and Zurich are excellent examples of proactive engagement and opposition changing transport policies in favour of public transport (Stone 2014, Curits 2006, Mees 2010). 

Mees and Dodson (2007) argue that Auckland’s long history of technocratic and undemocratic planning decision-making has severely retarded the development of public transport. Both central and local government have repeatedly invoked technical rationality to promote pro-road strategies while ignoring or distorting public preferences for improving public transport (ibid). After the establishment of the Auckland Council in 2010, this research explores where opportunities can occur through engaging community perspectives in transport planning. The research hypothesises that the solution to public transport can be found in exploring how various community groups or oppositional actors are involved in generating debates to redefine public transport problems and solutions as per communities’ aspirations. The proactive role of community groups will help to identify communication buy-in or gaps that might exist between users of existing and future public transport systems and planners in the Council.

While traditional media sources, consultation processes, opinion surveys and established lobby groups all establish a form of dialogue for transport planning, these traditional methods lack the pro-active participatory side that community groups bring. Pro-active community groups allow greater community participation through partnership tactics and create a more two-sided discussion opportunity (Johnson and Kaye 2004). 

3. Pro-active community groups in transport planning in Auckland 

A number of pro-public transport (pro-PT) community groups exist in Auckland. While these community groups tend to be independent and non-government organisations, they operate on varied scales. Among them are international organisations such as Greenpeace, and national and city-wide organisations like Generation Zero. These international organisations primarily campaign for solutions to climate change through promoting solutions such as more sustainable energy sources, greater energy conservation and decreasing carbon emissions. The pro-PT groups’ goals may also vary, with some focusing on sustainability in general while others focus on more specific issues such as energy conservation and advocacy for public transport users. These critical differences have a significant impact on the capacity of these stakeholders and the strategies that they apply in their campaigns. On the other hand, pro-PT stakeholders have demonstrated considerable unity and mutual support with multi-organisational collaborations commonly observed in our analysis. The best known pro-public transport community groups are: 

3.1 Generation Zero (GZ) (http://www.generationzero.org/) 
GZ is a relatively new organisation whose mission focuses on tackling climate change by promoting the concept of carbon-neutrality. Since its establishment in 2011, GZ’s membership has grown rapidly, with over 5,000 supporters in 2017. GZ positions itself as a youth-led organisation whose members are predominately tertiary students and young professionals aged between 18 and 30. GZ’s works are carried out through a nationwide network of volunteers under the coordination of its National Leadership Team, which sets the strategic direction for campaigning and fundraising. GZ also partners with a range of other organisations including Engineers Without Borders NZ and Victoria University of Wellington Environmental Group. 

GZ has initiated a wide range of campaigns to promote sustainable transport. One unique feature of GZ’s campaigns is their ability to deliver sustainability rhetoric with a twist of innovation. In addition to conventional channels of planning participation such as formal submissions, the GZ has used various creative media including short films, online petitions and public conferences to raise public awareness of energy issues in transportation. This aligns closely with the organisation’s image as a representative of the younger generation in New Zealand.

GZ emphasises the climate change discourse from the younger generation’s perspective, highlighting the intergenerational equity issues arising from climate change effects. It argues that ‘climate change is the challenge of our generation, and young people are the inheritors of humanity’s response to climate change’. In setting the goal of helping New Zealand achieve carbon neutrality by 2050, GZ recognises the need and the urgency to reduce the country’s dependency on fossil fuels. Since the transport sector is the largest contributor to New Zealand’s CO2 emissions, GZ has laid particular emphasis on the need for a paradigm shift in transport policy and behaviour from cars to ‘smart transport’ options including cycling, walking and public transport. GZ often appeals to the positive impacts of sustainable transport modes on climate change, public health and the job market in its campaigns and publications.

GZ has taken a pragmatic approach in its attempt to promote sustainable transport by putting forward possible ways to improve the central and local governments’ funding strategies. In terms of the central government’s transport policy, GZ has been highly critical of the current National Government’s pro-road policies, which promises to stimulate economic growth through large motorway projects. Instead, GZ argues that smart transport is the way to ensure long-term sustainability of the communities. By way of illustration, in 2012, GZ launched its 50/50 campaign calling for fair distribution of the central government’s transport funding. It criticised the government for favouring road projects, especially the Roads of National Significance (RoNS), which would lead to highly unbalanced investment whereby roads would receive five times more funding than smart transport modes. Auckland was a central focus in this campaign. Initially, GZ expressed its concern over the Government’s refusal to fund Auckland’s CRL project and suggested that the Government redirected part of the funding for RoNS to the CRL. Even after the Government eventually succumbed to the mounting public pressure and announced its decision to support the CRL in June 2013, GZ continued to criticise the Government’s lack of commitment by highlighting the fact that the CRL’s completion date has been delayed from 2020 to 2023.

GZ has also been an active advocate for local-level smart transport in Auckland. In the 2013 local election, the organisation initiated a ‘candidate scorecards’ project. The project involved surveys of the mayoral, ward and local board candidates to investigate their positions on climate change issues, including transport. The candidates were then scored based on their knowledge about and commitment to climate change mitigation. The scorecards were subsequently published online in an easily understandable format to assist concerned voters in making informed decisions. It is worth nothing that the then-mayor of Auckland, Len Brown, who scored the highest grade (A-) among all mayoral contestants, was re-elected in the election. This was no surprise considering that Brown had campaigned heavily on improving the city’s public transport, with policies that corresponded quite closely GZ’s smart transport campaign.

Nevertheless, GZ has criticised aspects of Auckland Council’s policy. Although GZ is a keen supporter of the Council’s carbon-friendly transport initiatives, it rejects the Council’s Integrated Transport Programme (ITP) for being ‘ineffectual and expensive’. GZ was critical of the ITP’s integrated-system approach, which still favoured roads despite the inclusion of a string of green transport proposals. GZ points out that under the ITP, roads projects would receive nearly three times the funding allocated to public transport between 2012 and 2041 ($22 billion versus $8 billion). Moreover, the costly package was inadequately funded. As an alternative, GZ collaborated with the Auckland Transport Blog and The Campaign for Better Transport (which will both be discussed later) to develop a Congestion Free Network Plan, which aims at creating a higher-quality transport system at lower cost. The Plan states that:

We (GZ, Auckland Transport Blog & The Campaign for Better Transport) think that many of the most expensive roading projects will prove to be unnecessary once Auckland has this powerful additional network in place. Our plan will also greatly improve Auckland’s performance in other harder to calculate but vital areas such as air quality, carbon emissions, oil dependency, urban form, and public health outcomes. 

Instead of expanding the transport network outward, the Congestion Free Network features 1) a frequent bus system; 2) more (physically separated) Class A routes for public transport and 3) completing and optimising existing transport networks. Along with the campaign, GZ also launched an online petition calling for the Auckland Council to prioritise investment in the Congestion Free Network. The Congestion Free Network campaign received wide media coverage. However, the petition closed falling only 200 short of the targeted number of 4,000 signatures. 

In 2016, GZ published a report titled ‘A Better Bus Network for Auckland’, detailing the findings of more than 1300 submissions received by the group on how the city’s bus system could be improved. The report found late and overcrowded buses were the biggest issues facing the public, with 582 and 423 complaints respectively (NewsHub 2016). A key recommendation the report was for Auckland Transport to add double-decker buses for increased capacity during peak times. This report, or otherwise, saw the first double-decker buses roll out into Auckland’s North Shore Suburbs in February 2017, helping to increase the number of commuter spaces on North Shore buses by 629 (Dillane 2017). 

Lastly, while the organisation is dominated by students and young professionals, GZ also recognises the need for transport planning to be an inclusive and participatory process. It states that:

These solutions [to climate change] will not come from one minority, one political party, or one ideology. These solutions come from real New Zealanders, from all backgrounds joining together under a central vision.

3.2 The Campaign for Better Transport (TCFBT) (http://www.bettertransport.org.nz/) 
TCFBT brands itself as a ‘politically independent, voluntary incorporated society’ with the goal of promoting alternative transport including public transport and active transport in Auckland and beyond. The lobby group is run by a committee currently composed of members from a diversity of backgrounds including a local politician, retired university professors, a consultant, a school teacher, a university student and an IT professional. A relatively long-established local advocacy group, TCFBF has been active since 2005 with a series of pro-PT campaigns. 

The central problem that TCFBT is concerned with is the congestion issue in Auckland. It rejects pro-road policies, arguing that the traditional predict-and-provide approach has repeatedly failed to achieve its purpose of relieving congestion. It asserts that:

Auckland has an extensive motorway network that has received hundreds of millions of dollars of funding in recent years.  However, in spite of this traffic delays still occur, particularly at peak times when large numbers of single occupant vehicles take to the road.

Instead, TCFBT argues that the solution to Auckland’s congestion issue lies in alternative modes of transport because such modes reduce people’s reliance on cars. Reduced reliance on private transport will take many cars off the road, which will eventually benefit all road users. In lobbying for transit-oriented development, TCFBT has laid particular emphasis on rail transit. It has campaigned for a range of rail-based projects including reopening Onehunga Rail (2006), creating a rail link between the city and the airport (2007-2010), reinstituting a waterfront tram (2010-2011), establishing an Auckland-Hamilton commuter rail service (2010-2011), extending the rail service to Mt Roskill and the CRL (ongoing). TCFBT’s pro-transit advocacy focuses on perpetuating a common perception that sustainable transport creates a win-win situation. The group has demonstrated willingness to work with other stakeholders such as the private sector and local communities to formulate proposals that balance different interests. For example, its Waterfront Tram proposal was developed in consultation with the Auckland Museum of Transportation and Technology and the Heart of the City (an Auckland CBD business association). In explaining the tram proposal, the group stated that:

clean and quiet electric trams would add another dimension to the CBD, and remove the need for some inner city loop buses…We believe that the trams would also become a tourist attraction for Auckland.

In the airport rail campaign, TCFBT mobilised public support by pointing out that the project would benefit not only ‘airline passengers but also the more than 10,000 workers who commute to the airport vicinity every day’. The group filed a petition bearing over 10,000 signatures calling for the relevant authorities (the former Manakau City Council, Kiwi Rail, Auckland Airport, the former Auckland Regional Council) to ‘work together urgently to designate the rail corridor, before it is too late’. The campaign successfully led to the signing of a Memorandum of Understanding between the authorities to designate the proposed route. 

Another focus of TCFBT’s work is to advocate for equitable funding for all modes of transport. When the Government removed the Auckland regional fuel tax in 2009, TCFBT rejected Government’s arguments that removing the tax would lower travel costs for car users, on the grounds that it was short-sighted. TCFBT pointed out that the tax revenue, which was worth $200 million, was intended for the purpose of funding the region’s public transport projects, including integrated ticketing, new stations, ferry terminals, and, Onehunga rail and electric trains, which were now at risk due to the tax cut. To secure these projects, TCFBT launched a campaign to ‘gain assurance from the Government that funding for a range of public transport initiatives will go ahead as originally intended before the withdrawal of the regional fuel tax’.

In addition, TCFBT also counters the Government’s predict-and-provide road-building policies by advocating ‘intelligent use of roads and motorways’, including: 

· creation of more and better High Occupancy Vehicle arterial lanes and car parks

· discouraging single-occupant vehicles

· encouraging broader cost-benefit analysis for roading projects.

3.3 Transport Blog (TB)
 (http://transportblog.co.nz/) 

Established in 2008, TB is an Auckland-based online community that ‘provide[s] commentary and encourage[s] intelligent debate about transport issues, with a particular focus on Auckland’. The blog is distinguished from other pro-public transport groups by establishing itself as an independent forum with a professional outlook. The blog currently hosts a number of permanent volunteer bloggers and is frequented by guest contributors. The high concentration of transport planning enthusiasts – many of whom have expertise in the field – gives the blog the capacity to conduct in-depth, technical analysis on specific issues that it is concerned about. The blog’s contents are open for public comment and discussion.

Overall, the posts on TB tend to run counter to pro-road arguments. For example, in commenting on the Government’s RoNS policy, one blogger Patrick Reynolds observed that:

The RoNS look like a classic case of the general fighting the previous battle, assuming all conditions from that last campaign still hold, but being doomed to fail because he doesn’t see how the world has moved on. In this case it is necessary to believe that road is always the best mode, that sprawl will continue for ever, and that investing aggressively in both will always provide economic growth. The facts on the ground say otherwise. 

One blog editor, Matt Lowrie, is also critical of the current National Government’s pro-road stance and its reluctance to fund public transport. He argues that the Government’s predict-and-provide storyline had turned the public transport funding issue into a ‘chicken or egg debate’, whereby the public is locked into a vicious cycle of road building due to chronic underinvestment in alternative transport. TB argues that the government’s line of reasoning ‘ignores the point that so many people use roads because that was all we invested in for almost 60 years’.

In contrast, TB authors have displayed a much more positive view of public transport. In one post, Lowrie argues that ‘the real problem for Auckland, compared to so many cities around the world is not the severity of our congestion but the fact that we generally have no alternative’. To improve public understanding of public transport in Auckland, TB runs a “Myth Busting” section to correct common misconceptions. For example, in dismissing the argument that Auckland’s low population density is not suitable for public transport, one blogger, Joshua Arbury, presented a comparative statistical analysis of Auckland and its international counterparts to demonstrate that ‘popularity of public transport is likely to be based more on the quality of the system than it is on the urban form of the city’. In another article, Lowrie rejects the claim that Auckland’s hilly topography is unsuitable for public transport:

…the outer parts of the urban area [of Auckland] are naturally shaped into a handful of fairly defined corridors that connect to the isthmus at just a dozen pinch points, something that is actually perfectly suited to PT. This is further helped by some of the infrastructure we have already put in place like the rail lines and funnily enough those motorways… [Meanwhile,] many of our older suburbs on the isthmus were actually developed with the help of public transport in the form of trams. These suburbs are uniquely suited to the provision of PT both in the past and in the future.

In addition, the blog also argues against other pro-road storylines, such as that roads are a cheaper option than PT and that traffic volumes are growing by citing official statistics which show otherwise.

TB’s pro-PT stance is also articulated through policy analysis on the latest plans. For example, while the blog agreed with the 2012 Auckland Plan’s general direction of bringing about a transformation shift that promotes public transport and compact development, it was quick to point out that the Plan in fact still inherited the conventional road-dominated sprawl development tradition. In another case, in commenting on the draft Auckland Unitary Plan, which was supposed to be the rulebook for the Auckland Plan, editor Lowrie believed that the Unitary Plan ‘goes completely against the high level development strategy [the Auckland Plan] the city agreed’. He was particularly critical of the Auckland Council back-down on the initial zoning rules that promoted radical urban intensification:

The changes [to the Unitary Plan] have cut down the potential for growth across much of the city and while people may want their berms at bowling green height, having an entire city’s building heights like that does nothing to help make the city the most liveable in the world – especially as we as a society keep saying we don’t want the city sprawling across the countryside. 

Many TB commentators have also engaged in public participation processes of planning policies either on behalf of TB or as individuals, in order to promote PT. For example, in his 2011/12 Auckland Annual Plan submission, Joshua Arbury (2011) commented that:

it is disappointing to see such an extreme “roads-focus” to capital expenditure in particular… I am concerned that the Draft Annual Plan may hide expensive and controversial roading projects within the proposed $307 million of capital expenditure. 

Arbury suggested that the Council gave ‘strong consideration to shifting money away from road network capital projects and into public transport projects – to reflect growing public transport patronage, rising petrol prices and static traffic growth rates’. In the Auckland Unitary Plan submission, TB also highlighted the need for the council to be mindful of the long-term changing trend, whereby ‘younger people are choosing not to drive but instead live in more central locations, catch public transport, walk or cycle for their activities’. 
Apart from plan reviews and submissions, TB has also raised a series of alternative proposals in response to the central and local government’s transport policies. One notable example is the Congestion Free Network campaign, which has been discussed earlier. Another example is Rail to the North Shore. In response to the NZTA’s proposal to build a $5 billion motorway tunnel across the Waitemata harbour, TB recommended a twin-track light rail tunnel as an alternative which would not only cost less ($2.7 billion) but also have considerably greater carrying capacity than road tunnels. Another proposal by TB is an alternate East-West option, the proposed transport corridor between Western Ring Route (SH20) at Onehunga and the Southern Motorway (SH1) in the Auckland Plan. TB’s proposal was made in opposition to local business groups’ recommendation for a new motorway. In a nutshell, it suggested that the corridor could be improved by upgrading existing roads and intersections instead of ‘jump[ing] straight to the nuclear option of more motorways that plough through residential neighbourhoods’.

4. Transport Blog and the City Rail Link (CRL) 

The City Rail Link (CRL) is an underground rail line, first proposed in 1923, later in the 1960’s, and most recently from 2010 onwards, which would link Britomart and Auckland City Centre with the existing western rail line near Mount Eden. The proposed 3.4km twin tunnels will be up to 33 metres below the city centre streets. Britomart will become a through station with two new stations being created: one near Aotea Square and another at Karangahape Road, with the existing station at Mount Eden being redeveloped. Figure 1 shows the proposed route diagram. TB lists their opinion of the ten benefits of the CRL, which are shown in Figure 2. Of these ten benefits, increasing the capacity of Auckland’s rail network and easing the pressure on the city centre’s road network are further explained. These explanations come to very similar outcomes as those of Auckland Transport; most of these benefits are obvious, such as the CRL providing sufficient capacity to allow future expansion of the rail network.   

Although they were not a primary player, TB was an important group in advocating for the City Rail Link and exposing its many benefits to the community. This research used content analysis to explore the role of the Transport Blog in arguing in favour of the CRL. For the content analysis, ‘tag topics’ are used instead of a word count. The tag count gives a truer representation of the frequency with which particular topics are mentioned, instead of counting the number of times each word is mentioned. TB places a number of ‘tags’ at the end of each article, which relate to the article’s main subject or discussion points. 

TB publishes or discusses only information that is either already available in the public domain or willingly provided by agencies or individuals as the owners of the intellectual property. This is because they generally include opinions in their writings and it can be dangerous to mix subjective opinions into the reporting of hard facts (Salmon, 2011). Mixing opinion into facts can confuse readers and discredit the writer. Therefore, the majority of TB posts are opinions on transport issues in Auckland based on previously published documents, newspaper articles and press releases. 
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Figure 1 The City Rail Link route from Auckland Transport (2015)
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CRL Benefits

1) To increase the capacity of Auckland’s rail network by turning Britomatt nto a through
station and adding another rail entrance to the city centre from Mt Eden

To ease the pressure on the city centre’s roading network by reducing the level of
future increases in buses and cars.
3) To significantly reduce travel times on Auckland's rail network ~ especially for trps from
areas along the Western Line to the city centre.
4) To allow higher train frequencies to be operated on all lines of the Auckland rail network
5) To provide sufficient capacity in the rail system for future extensions (rail o the airport,
Avondale-Southdown line etc ) to be possible
6) To stimulate business activity in the city centre and other rail served centres and generate
agglomeration benefits.
7) To stimulate higher intensity residential development around the rail network and reduce
the need for Auckland to grow via urban spraw.
8) To enable a much more efficient and effective bus network
9) To improve rail access in the city centre.
10) To allow trains to be routed through the city centre and offer one-seat rides between
centres on different sides of Auckland
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Figure 2 CRL benefits as stated by the TransportBlog (n.d). 

4.1 CRL content analysis 

A dedicated section on TB’s website relates to analysis of the City Rail Link (CRL), including some brief background information on the project, the project’s objectives, alternatives to the CRL, the benefits of the CRL and a section on who supports the CRL. The information in this analysis is simplified from the official documents for the blog audience. From the project’s objectives, available in the CRL’s business case in 2011, TB believes the objectives are ‘too city centre focused’. However, TB does not elaborate on this statement. It appears this comment represents a criticism of how the project has been analysed by officials rather than a criticism of the project itself. As of 17 November 2015, there were 415 articles on TB which have the tagged theme of ‘City Rail Link’ and the majority support the project. For example: ‘The potential for this to transform not just our travel behaviour but much else in the city is enormous’ (Reynolds, 2014); ‘The CRL is a sensible response to proven demand for rail services’ (Lowrie, 2014). Through conducting this content analysis, we can identify key themes and phrases discussed in TB. This data reduction technique breaks down lengthy text material into more manageable units of data to analyse. Table 1 shows the top three tagged article counts (CRL, NZTA and AT) and table 2 shows content analysis of CRL on TB. This content analysis is a method of summarising the content by counting various aspects. This allows for a more objective evaluation compared to contrasting content based on the impressions of the reader. This content analysis evaluated only articles released from 21 November 2013 to 21 November 2015; to evaluate the complete 415 articles would have taken too long. Similarly, while grouping like words would have produced a more robust analysis, this method would have been time consuming. Key words were identified based on the main themes of the Blog. The themes were placed into four main overlying categories - economic, social, environmental and political – plus an ‘other’ category. Variations of the themes were also considered, i.e. ‘cost’ also searched for ‘costly’. It is important to note that the word count did not include comments, only the contents of the article itself. This content analysis helps reveal the key themes of the CRL articles on the TB website. 

The economic themes of cost and funding regarding the CRL were commonly mentioned, with word counts of 116 and 95 respectively. Discussion of funding generally centred on the government and whether or not it will commit to funding earlier than its 2020 target. Patronage was also a common theme in the content analysis, with 157 occurrences. TB discussed patronage in terms of how the CRL would allow patronage capacity levels to double after it came into operation. Patronage was also commonly mentioned in respect of the patronage targets the current rail network is trying to achieve in order for the government to commit to funding to the CRL sooner. Aucklanders, with a word count of 32, were occasionally referred to, while mobility was hardly mentioned, having a word count of only 10, and travel time mentioned 18 times. Environmental themes were also largely absent from TB articles, with land-use being mentioned only 14 times, environment 23 times, emissions 6 times and pollution only 4. This shows the lack of attention TB has given to the environmental benefits and costs of the CRL, which might be a fruitful strategy for the current political environment. The political theme was frequently considered in the articles. Government was mentioned an impressive 187 times, with policy, Len Brown
 and John Key
 being mentioned 37, 24 and 19 times respectively. This indicates that TB considers the political influences and implications of the CRL in some depth.

Table 1 Content analysis of TransportBlog’s tagged article themes as at 21 November 2015

	Tagged theme
	Theme count

	City Rail Link
	415

	New Zealand Transport Authority 
	434

	Auckland Transport
	807


Overall, the content analysis shows that TB pays relatively ample attention to the City Rail Link project, with 415 posts relating to the CRL. Only two topics, NZTA (with 434 tagged articles) and Auckland Transport (with 807 tagged articles) surpass CRL. This shows TB gave a high degree of attention to the CRL. While the CRL had a count of 415, the rail network had a count of only 145, electrification a count of 172 and light rail 75. Therefore, the attention given to the CRL was not given to the rest of the rail network. Although Auckland’s bus network is overly complex, with bus lanes having a count of 160, bus routes 216, and the Northern busway 87, the bus network was given relatively less attention than the rail network. Additionally, the need to ensure road safety was generally overlooked, with only 66 theme counts. Both parking and integrated ticketing were given greater attention, with 161 and 163 theme counts respectively. Key actors in Auckland’s transport were commonly mentioned on TB including Auckland’s current mayor Len Brown (with a count of 73) Steven Joyce
 77, Auckland Council 342, NZTA 434 and Auckland Transport 807 counts.
Table 2 Content analysis of TransportBlog relating to CRL as at 21 November 2015
	Overlying theme
	Theme
	Word count
	Example

	Economic

 
	Cost
	116
	"As I understand it, for them there's often a difficult decision between temporarily patching up issues and properly fixing them- which could be quite costly- when the trains will likely only be used for another month or two."

	
	Funding
	95
	"…it is probably a good thing that they [Auckland Transport] are buying the property now and not waiting until the government commit funding, by which time the costs would have likely increased dramatically."

	Social 

 

 
	Patronage
	157
	"...the reason we're so interested in employment numbers on TransportBlog is that the government has said it will only support an early start on the CRL if Auckland is on track to meeting two targets- one based on train patronage, and one based on city centre employment."

	
	Aucklanders
	32
	"The always senseless claim that Aucklanders won't use rail or other forms of public transport, has been proven wrong beyond any doubt since recent improvements and booming ridership numbers."

	
	Mobility 
	10
	"...Auckland will be New Zealand's only international city. The trends and evidence in support of more balanced urban mobility options for a city like Auckland are abundantly clear."

	
	Travel time
	18
	“With benefits of electrification and the CRL combined, travel time to the city centre could drop by over 15 minutes from some parts of the rail network to the city centre…”

	Environmental 

 
	Land-use
	14
	"Projects like the City Rail Link, for example, will tend to concentrate land use development not just in the city centre but everywhere there is a station."

	
	Environment
	23
	"Cross Street has been identified for providing a shared space environment encouraging pedestrians to use this link between the CRL entrance in Mercury Lane and the LRT stop at the top of Queen Street."

	
	Pollution 
	4
	“Investment in rail takes large numbers of people off the road and reduces carbon pollution.”

	
	Emissions
	6
	“I’m pretty sure that a bus tunnel and three brand new suburban busways will result in a lot more emissions than a rail tunnel alone.” 

	Political 

 

 

 
	Government
	187
	"Hopefully the Government will come to the party and on this project soon because while the disruption will be painful, if they drag out a CRL decision it will be akin to pulling off a plaster slowly and spread the pain out over a longer period of time."

	
	Policy
	37
	"…there's certainly no indication of a change in direction for transport policy from what we've had over the past six years."

	
	Len Brown 
	24
	"…at the Auckland Conversations event on Monday discussing transport, Mayor Len Brown announced that we've passed 13 million trips on the rail network over the last year."

	
	John Key 
	19
	"When John Key announced the government targets for early support of the CRL, he said that city centre employment would have to increase by 25%."

	Other 
	Route
	111
	"It is also the catalyst for massive growth and it's no surprise that so many major projects have been announced along the CRL route."

	
	Congestion/

decongestion
	54
	“The map below shows where the most congested parts of the central city are expected to be by ~2041 if we don’t build the CRL.”


4.2 Alternatives to CRL

TB also has a ‘City rail link alternatives’ page which analyses different transport projects and how they could each help to achieve the project’s objectives and solve the issues listed in the problem definition, which can be seen in Figures 3 and 4. In TB’s processing of alternatives to the CRL, various elements are used to assess them to ensure a robust evaluation. Some of the elements upon which TB bases its assessment include: project costs, project benefits and the capacity and efficiency of the network. The assessment considers the three most viable alternatives to the CRL: an on-street bus solution, a bus tunnel and an expanded Britomart station. It also includes a fourth alternative, the “do-nothing” option. The CRL emerges from the assessment as the ‘most feasible, viable, and attractive option’. The other options, while being cheaper and easier, do not provide sufficient benefits. 

[image: image3.png]International competitiveness: Auckland is under-performing as an
international city and needs to make a greater contribution to New Zealand's
international competitiveness.

Network effects: The overall Auckland transport system will face an increase
in the demand for travel, which, unless addressed will increase congestion
and travel times on the overall network.

Transport constraints: Constraints in the transport system are expected to
limit the ability to meet projected increases in demand for travel to the CBD.
CBD Transformation: Constraints in the transport system are expected to
limit the transformation of the CBD into a centre which attracts increased
investment, a larger number of tourists, employment, and people and
provides a high quality of life.

Environmental and social problems: Environmental and social problems
arise from use of fossil fuel vehicles in and to the CBD.




Figure 3 Problem definition based on the City Rail Link Business case 2011. (TransportBlog, n.d.)

[image: image4.png]Contribute to improving the economic performance of Auckland as an
international city by attracting increased public and private investment, tourists,
employment, and people while providing a high quality of life...

Contribute to addressing the increase in demand for travel in Auckland and the
associated potential effects of increasing congestion and travel times on the
overall network.

Contribute to addressing the specific transport network constraints and risks in
relation to projected travel to and from the Auckland CBD.

Contribute to a reduction in negative environmental and social effects arising
from the use of fossil fuel powered vehicles in and to the Auckland CBD.

Achieve the above outcomes in a way that is value for money for Auckland and
New Zealand.




Figure 4 Project objectives based on the City Rail Link Business case 2011. (TransportBlog, n.d.) 

While TB insists that the best place to develop public transport is in the City it does not specifically compare CRL to other alternatives. It simply says ‘by way of a process of elimination, the CRL is the only viable, feasible and attractive option’. TB comes to the conclusion that the on-street bus solution would have significant costs and would cause significant disruptions while having an “immense” impact on the quality of life of the city centre. Given that bus infrastructure upgrades would be required, streets would become wider, general access would be reduced and there would be a ‘whole pile more buses’, the environment would not be a very pedestrian friendly one. The current bus network does not have the capacity to handle future public transport demand if the CRL does not go ahead. 

TB makes the point that the CRL and bus tunnel would produce similar benefits, so it does not make sense to implement the bus tunnel at a greater cost. TB also raises the issue of how the bus tunnel would interact with the existing transport network, stating that it would require some ‘pretty serious pieces of infrastructure for this to all make sense’.

[image: image5.png]Table 7-1 Summary of Net Present Costs ($m NPV, 2010 terms, 8% Discount)
CBD Rail Link with 3 Central Bus tunnel

Alternative Stations with 3 stations
Total Net Present Cost $1,520 $2,640
Capital Net Present Cost $1,370 $2,390

Operating Net Present

Cast $150 $250





Figure 5 Summary of net costs for CRL vs bus tunnel. 

Another alternative sometimes suggested is the expansion of Britomart Station. This would require the construction of a mini-station and feeding tunnel under Quay Street. However, this option does not do some of the critical things that the CRL does, such as improving rail access to more of the city centre through the construction of new stations and significantly reducing the travel times from the Western Line to the city centre. 

Overall, the general public supports TB for its innovative ideas and pro-active discussion about CRL. This can be seen through the positive comments left on TB articles and the praise they receive from other media outlets. Auckland Transport and Auckland Council have also taken on board some of TB’s views, for instance designating a new bus lane to improve traffic flows on the Auckland Harbour Bridge; ‘Fellow transport blogger Luke Christensen says it’s exciting to see Council taking the popular blog seriously’ (Maude, 2014). Members of TB also frequently post discussion posts on media outlets such as NZ Herald (see Lowrie, 2014a; One News, 2014; Pitches, 2004). It is also occasionally featured on radio stations such as Radio NZ and, TV3 News (now NewsHub) and is frequently asked to give presentations in transport conferences. 

5. Conclusion 

Transport planning in New Zealand has been traditionally dominated by professional engineers, who relied predominately on quantitative analysis for policy decision making, with limited opportunities for public debate. Although current legislation does offer opportunities for community groups and the public to be involved in transport planning processes, the public are not empowered to be the joint-decision maker in Auckland’s transport policies. Instead, the Council can exercise discretion as to whether to give effect to public opinion. This fact is evident from the 2012 Auckland [Spatial] Plan planning process which went through a series of participatory processes including community meetings, workshops and statutory plan submission. The plan claimed to be based on a shared vision of making Auckland the most liveable city in the world. However, critics find that the Plan failed to deliver a robust policy to implement the CRL and other public transport projects and turned out to be a continuation of the status quo in disguise (Imran & Pearce 2015). This, in a sense, demonstrates the dilemma in the existing participatory process: although public opinions hold statutory significance in many instances, they are still subject to the moderation or even manipulation by council planners and experts in finalising transport policies. In the absence of public engagement in transport planning, a number of proactive community groups have been established and lead the low-carbon transport debate in Auckland. The TransportBlog and other community organisations provide a way for the public to participate through signing petitions and also showcasing information through visual platforms and easy to understand information and data. Without these sources, there would be less public participation.  

This paper has identified three proactive community groups; Generation Zero, the Campaign for Better Transport and TransportBlog and explored their role and influence on Auckland’s public transport planning debate in terms of facilitating participatory transport planning. One community group – Transport Blog – has been explored in detail to investigate its role in advocating the CRL project, a 3.4 km rail tunnel, which created tension between local and central government. Transport planning in Auckland presents a case that restricts debate on different projects, including the CRL and RoNS. However, proactive community groups have provided alternative ways to generate debate, facilitate idea promulgation and discussion that have expanded both professional and public participation and understanding. The use of electronic media, websites and blogs in comparison to traditional media and libraries provides greater accessibility and awareness. The analysis shows how these community groups oppose RoNs and justify CRL in a professional manner, to re-prioritise urban transport projects in Auckland. While public transport is a responsibility of local and central government, these proactive groups mobilise the debate so that new ways of setting transport prioritise can be developed. 

The use of a blog provides an even more professional and long-lasting forum where argument and counter arguments, with data, were discussed and which established a need to make transport planning inclusive. The Blog enables people and professionals (generally those early in their careers) freedom to express their ideas openly and to broaden the democratic process (Johnson and Kaye 2004). These community groups show that there are informal ways to overcome a deficit of democracy in transport planning. This is a form of ongoing and informal civic participation that is not driven by deadlines and the narrow scope of the formal consultation process. The Bloggers were driven by a broad mission of values to validate or scrutinise publicly available information in a wider debate. In the past, this information would have been largely inaccessible to the general public, hidden in bundles of files and documents. These community groups and their campaigns are not only taking positions but also provide opportunities for the silent majority of Auckland’s population. This type of citizen-driven debate is useful for young people and the large number of immigrants in Auckland, who do not necessarily know how to engage with government policies in a formal way, or are scared or nervous about doing so. The research concludes that community groups in Auckland are providing civic leadership and facilitating a debate for future public transport systems. These community groups have the potential to become catalysts for an institutional change in favour of public transport. The next phase of this research will include interview data with different bloggers and community group leaders to enrich understanding of the issue presented. 
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� TransportBlog (� HYPERLINK "http://transportblog.co.nz" �http://transportblog.co.nz�) has been renammed as Greater Acukalnd (� HYPERLINK "https://www.greaterauckland.org.nz/" �https://www.greaterauckland.org.nz/�) and the website layout has changed during the research. However, an archive of the old TransportBlog website can be accessed at � HYPERLINK "http://web.archive.org/web/20160827220826/http://transportblog.co.nz/" �http://web.archive.org/web/20160827220826/http://transportblog.co.nz/� and will be refer as TransportBlog (TB) throughout the paper.  
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