
Auckland has certainly improved its public transport system over recent decades. Its proponents will

point to its new electrified trains, its Northern Busway and the relocation of its central city transport

station to Britomart as all major successes.

Yet despite those advancements Auckland remains indisputably a congested, car-obsessed

nightmare. In 2021, each of Auckland’s motorways recorded their worst-ever average commute times

during morning peaks.1 Back in 2018 Aucklanders were losing 85 hours a year stuck in motorway

traffic at peak hours, and during those times they averaged a speed of 42 km/h.2 Congestion like this

has hounded Auckland for decades. At these rates, the future of Auckland’s transport system looks

bleak.

Thankfully, Auckland bigwigs have planned at least two radical changes to the city’s public transport

network. The first is the City Rail Link – an underground heavy rail deviation spanning from Britomart

to Mount Eden, due to open in 2024.3 The second is Auckland Light Rail – a proposed modern

tramway running directly to Māngere from the City Centre.4 Both projects are intended to entice

Aucklanders out of their private cars while commuting, alleviating congestion on our roads.

The irony, though, is that between seventy to eighty years ago Auckland was presented with

near-identical opportunities to invest in rail. Both were turned down. Instead of replacing its

deteriorating tram network, Auckland chose to remove it entirely in favour of with trolleybuses.5

Similarly, a proposal to electrify Auckland’s heavy rail system and build an underground deviation

5 Auckland Transport Board (ATB), Eighteenth Annual Report and Statement of Accounts for the Year ended 31st

March, 1946, 3. Trolleybuses are buses that draw electric power from overhead wires, and thus were often
dubbed trackless trams.

4 Auckland Light Rail, “About Light Rail”.

3 City Rail Link, “Key Facts”.

2 New Zealand Automobile Association, Auckland Congestion Report 2018.

1 New Zealand Automobile Association, Auckland Congestion Report 2021.



through it – almost a carbon copy of the City Rail Link – was abandoned when motorways were

constructed instead.6

It is difficult not to wonder what Auckland could have been like, had rail not given way to roads and

rubber tyres. Could different decision-making in the past have saved Auckland from its gridlocked

present?

Auckland’s trams: a background

From 1902 (the date of their electrification) onwards, Auckland’s tramways had formed the backbone

of its public transport network. Replacing horse-drawn and steam-powered alternatives, these trams

were fast, smooth and capable of running an incredibly frequent schedule.7 Aucklanders loved them,

and patronage boomed. In 1903, the first full year of electric tram service, Aucklanders boarded their

trams 13 million times.8 Yet 15 years later, in 1918 that figure had exploded to 44 million passengers

per annum, and tram routes had expanded to cover (and form) most of today’s inner-city suburbia.9

9 Auckland Electric Tramways Company, Report and Statement of Accounts for the Year ended 30th June, 1918.

8 Auckland Electric Tramways Company, Report of the Directors and Statement of Accounts for the Year ended
31st December, 1903.

7 Welch, “Modernization of Municipal Public Transport”, 192.

6 Technical Advisory Committee, Master Transportation Plan for Metropolitan Auckland, 26.



While the trams then faced competition from motor buses during the 1920s, and afterwards saw

greatly reduced patronage (as all transport did) during the Great Depression, the general popularity

of Auckland’s trams never seemed to be doomed.10 In 1926, Aucklanders made 63 million trips by

tram despite the total population of Auckland City only numbering about 90,000 people.11 (Compare

that to 2018-19’s 100.8 million public transport boardings – Auckland’s highest since 1951 – from a

population of almost 1.7 million!12) Similar figures were recorded at the end of the 1930s, even when

the effects of the Great Depression were still being felt.13

So, when and why did the Auckland Transport Board start pondering the trams’ replacement?

13 Bush, From Survival to Revival: Auckland’s Public Transport since 1860, 130.

12 Auckland Transport, Annual Report 2019, 15.

11 Bush, From Survival to Revival: Auckland’s Public Transport since 1860, 68.

10 Welch, “Modernization of Municipal Public Transport”, 192.



The first signs of such a mindset emerged at the very end of the 1930s and came from an unlikely

place. In 1938, Queen Street was Auckland’s major shopping hub, attracting many into the central

city from suburbia. Trams would take shoppers straight down Queen Street, where they could

disembark and browse on either side of the road.14

Farmers, a national powerhouse even then, had a department store in the central city. The problem

was that it was on Hobson Street – and Hobson Street, despite running parallel with Queen Street,

sat on top of a nasty incline.15 To encourage shoppers from Queen Street to browse their selection of

goods, Farmers had taken to running a motor bus service directly up the hill, saving their customers

an unappetising trek.16

Yet in 1938 that all changed when Farmers chose to import four trolleybuses from England and hire

the Auckland Transport Board to run those up Wyndham Street instead, because trolleybuses were

better equipped for the incline.17

The project was a great success, with commuters wooed by the silence and luxury of the trolleybuses

in comparison to local trams.18 The Auckland Transport Board’s annual report for 1939 certainly said

as much: ‘… it is without doubt the most popular transport service in Auckland to-day.’19 Such

popularity also very clearly got the Board thinking about the future, with the report noting (rather

19 ATB, Eleventh Annual Report and Statement of Accounts for the Year ended 31st March, 1939, 4.

18 Farmers Trading Company, “The Farmers’ Complete 20 Years’ of Free Transport for their Customers,”
advertisement.; “Call Tenders For 50 Trolley Buses For City.”

17 “Auckland Trolley Bus Service.”; “Trolley Buses Coming to Auckland.”

16 Farmers Trading Company, “The Farmers’ New Direct Bus Route,” advertisement.

15 ATB, Eleventh Annual Report and Statement of Accounts for the Year ended 31st March, 1939, 4.

14 “Relieving City Congestion.”



vaguely) that while ‘the tramway service is modern, efficient and well-maintained… one foresees an

increasing demand for new forms of transport’.20

But a more potent threat to the future of Auckland’s trams emerged later. The following year World

War Two broke out, and New Zealand started rationing fuel for use in the war effort.21 The

consequences of this were significant: motor car use plummeted and bus services were slashed.22

The trams (relying on electric power) took up most of the burden – and they served not only those

who would usually commute by other means, but also served entirely new or increasingly frequent

commuters, including the onslaught of people searching for employment in the city centre and

members of the Armed forces.23 Soon the system was being used to its absolute maximum.24 By

1941, every single tram in Auckland was being used to cope with evening peak times, and in each

year until 1945 Aucklanders boarded the trams in record-high numbers.25

The sheer intensity of this pressure laid on the tramway system, coupled with wartime shortages and

supply issues, left the Auckland Transport Board incapable of maintaining the rolling stock and track

properly; by the end of the war the tramways had deteriorated significantly.26 This meant that

replacement of the trams and tramway infrastructure was no longer optional, but rather necessary,

regardless of whether the Board sought to satisfy Auckland’s ‘increasing demand for new forms of

transport’ or not.27 The new question, as the Auckland Transport Board conceptualised it, concerned

what form replacement would take – whether it would constitute updating the tramway network to

a modern edition, or ripping it out permanently in favour of something entirely different.28

The next article will examine that dilemma.
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