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Rail plays a vital role in the stability and efficiency of New Zealand’s  
transport network.

It also contributes to economic growth, industry competitiveness, and regional development across the  
New Zealand economy.

New Zealand’s rail network stretches 4,375.5 kilometres across the North and South Island and acts as critical 
infrastructure for both freight and people movements across the country. It also connects both islands through  
the Cook Strait Interislander ferries. 

Moving people 
by rail
Across Auckland and Wellington there were more than 
23.7 million rail journeys in 2023. Moving more people by 
rail will be essential to New Zealand reaching its target of 
net-zero carbon emissions by 2050. 

Rail offers a much more sustainable and safer mode of 
transport than travelling by road. While patronage has 
not yet returned to pre-COVID levels, passenger growth 
has followed an upward trend, with both Auckland and 
Wellington realising a 20 per cent growth in overall 
passenger rail usage from the previous year.

Moving freight 
by rail
Rail freight services support New Zealand’s supply chain 
system, providing cost-effective transportation for 
import, export and domestic goods. Freight movements 
extend to major New Zealand ports, key industry sites, 
and inland transport hubs such as distribution centres.

Despite natural disasters such as Cyclone Gabriel and 
the Auckland floods in January 2023 causing significant 
damage to rail infrastructure, there were still 17 million 
tonnes of freight moved on rail in 2023.
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Benefits of Rail to New Zealand
The rail industry provides more than $3.3 billion in economic benefits to  
New Zealand every year. 

This includes $2.3 billion annually in environmental, 
safety, health, and reduced road congestion benefits, as 
well as almost $1 billion each year towards the GDP of 
New Zealand 

The $3.3 billion is expected to grow over time, in 
response to increases in urban populations, public 
transit movements, and freight volumes post-COVID.

The rail sector directly employees more than 5,500 people across KiwiRail, Auckland One Rail and Metlink . 
These cover a wide variety of roles including engineering, maintenance, train drivers, customer service, signalling 
and train control, IT, and a wide variety of professional corporate roles. This is in addition to the many other jobs rail 
creates through construction projects and outsourcing of other activities.

Beyond its direct employment, the rail sector generates an additional 1,010 full-time equivalent jobs across a 
range of other industries every year, with 428 of those jobs being in the construction sector and 279 jobs in the 
wholesale and retail trade sector. This results in an estimated $65m injection into the economy through increased 
wages.

The benefits of rail positively impact industries that are critical to export-led growth in New Zealand, as well as 
influencing the affordability of goods and services.

These results highlight the wide-ranging and highly integrated nature of rail and need for its ongoing role in the New 
Zealand economy.

Economic Contribution of Rail 
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$1.53 
billion

cutting down 
time and 

congestion 

$291 
million 
less adverse 

health effects

$267 
million

lower fuel and 
maintenance

$161 
million 
less crashes, 

deaths, 
and serious 

injuries

$36 
million

 less domestic 
greenhouse 

gas emissions

19.1 million more 
hours spent 

driving on roads 
in Auckland and 

Wellington every 
year

Almost 400 per 
cent increase in 

carbon emissions 
to move freight by 

trucks

8 more deaths 
and 203 additional 
serious and minor 
injuries on roads

Almost 150 million 
more litres of fossil 
fuels being burned

The savings each year include:

Without rail in New Zealand, every year there would be:

Savings Generated by Rail
Rail generates considerable savings of $2.3 billion through positive impacts on environmental, safety, health, and 
reduced road congestion outcomes. 

It is also important to note that these benefits are a conservative estimate given the analysis does not consider land 
value uplift, tourism, relative infrastructure costs, resilience, or long-term supply chain performance. 
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Positive Impact of Rail on Other Sectors
Rail offers hundreds of millions of dollars in efficiencies for rail reliant sectors, such 
as agriculture and dairy, consumer trade, road transport, and manufacturing.

Dairy 

•	 The dairy sector contributes an additional $212 million annually by  
using rail as a transport mode. 

Wholesale and retail trade 
•	 Rail generates $399 million annually for wholesale and retail trade.

•	 The efficiency of rail increases employment by 279 additional jobs each 
year.

Construction 
•	 Rail creates 428 more jobs within the construction industry.

•	 The positive impacts of rail on the construction sector also promotes an 
additional $149 million of investment in the sector.

Coal exports 
•	 Rail contributes $45 million annually to coal exports in terms of GDP 

output. 


