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So, the Crash Rate’s Down, Where to from Here?
by Jeff McDougall President Australian Driver Trainers Association NSW; email: jeffmcdougall@bigpond.com

Introduction
The last two years have seen some massive changes to young
driver licensing and licence conditions, not only in New South
Wales, but in all Australian jurisdictions. This article
concentrates on the changes and initiatives that have occurred
in New South Wales in 2007 and 2008 and has some
suggestions as to where young driver safety should progress
from here.

Perhaps the most significant change in New South Wales has
been the major change to the driving test, initially rolled out in
the country areas and finally introduced in the Sydney
Metropolitan area in December 2007. As the test has the
potential to dictate whatever training and education is obtained
by new drivers, it was always going to have the ability to
change where the emphasis on road safety should be placed.
An analysis of the crash statistics in New South Wales (Roads
and Traffic Authority) shows that young driver crashes fall into
five main categories and the test was designed to concentrate on
the ways to avoid these five main crash types.

Other changes introduced in July 2007 may have had some
effect on the crash rate for young drivers in a period when the
death rate for crashes in all age groups has been the lowest for
many years.

As well as these jurisdictional changes, there are a number of
other programs on road safety for young people including the
RYDA Program run by Rotary, the Youth and Road Trauma
Forum run by the NRMA and Westmead Hospital, U-Turn the
Wheel run by Rotary in the Sutherland Shire, “The Power of
Choice” in the Port Macquarie area, Reduce Risk Increase
Student Knowledge (RRisk) in the North Coast area, other
School based programs run by the RTA and concerned
community groups that all have the potential to reach huge
numbers of young people. There are also programs for parents
conducted by Road Safety Officers and Driving Instructors and
a concerted effort to form partnerships between Parents and
Driving Instructors to get the best results for the learner driver
(see Staysafe Committee, 2008).

While there has been some research done on many of these

programs, some of which has claimed that the program has
little if any effect on road safety (e.g., Elkington, 2005,;
Redshaw, 2005), the fact is that there are many programs and
clearly the community wants to have them in place. Perhaps
the time has come to simplify the road safety message and to
bring it back to those five major crash types. Then try to get
the community programs to concentrate on the same messages
that can be visited at various stages throughout the graduated
licensing period, but more particularly in the learner licence
period, then finally assessed in a driving test that can provide
the incentive to learn crash avoidance properly.

The Driving Test
The new driving test, introduced in New South Wales by the
end of 2007, represented a major shift in the whole concept of
young driver assessment away from the traditional control use
and manoeuvring skills based test to an assessment of five key
areas (Roads and Traffic Authority, 2007). They are Speed
Management, Road Positioning, Decision Making, Responding
to Hazards and Vehicle Control. As previously mentioned,
these five key areas are based on the five major crash types for
young drivers that are as follows, along with their percentage
representation of all young driver crashes (see Figure 1).

The fact that these five major crash types add up to 90% of all
crashes was a major factor in determining the way in which the
new driving test had to be structured.
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The five most common crashes in order of Prevalence

1. Colliding with the
rear of another vehicle.

2. Colliding with
another vehicle from
an adjacent direction
(from the side).

3. Colliding with
another vehicle from
the opposite direction.

4.Running off the road
on a straight section
and hitting an object
or parked vehicle.

5. Running off the
road on a curve or
bend and hitting an
object or parked
vehicle.

25% of all crashes

19% of all crashes

18% of all crashes

14% of all crashes

14% of all crashes

Figure 1: The five major crash types involving young drivers (Roads and Traffic Authority, 2007).

Test Structure
The driving test follows a set course comprising 25 zones. The
performance of the driver is recorded on a score sheet and is
based on a range of situations and the ability of the driver to
demonstrate low risk behaviours. The driver is assessed against
the five key performance areas of speed management (S), road
positioning (P), decision making (D) responding to hazards (H
& R) and vehicle control (C). The duration of the test has
increased to about 30 to 35 minutes on road to allow for
assessments in as many situations as possible, including higher
speed roads. The following diagrams are examples of the
assessment score sheet with some explanations:
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Some driving behaviours such as breaking road rules, driving
too fast for the situation or following vehicles too closely are
considered to be high risk and will result in a fail item being
recorded. This will mean that the driver will not pass,
regardless of their score. As each zone is completed the score
sheet is marked and an explanatory code is placed in the notes
column. The code is explained on the reverse side of the score

sheet and a copy is given to the driver to allow for focus on
practice areas in the event of a fail. The major advantage of the
score sheet is that it is easy to mark, compared with the old
assessment sheets and this allows the testing officer greater
opportunity to observe the driver in more situations.

The following diagrams show how the score is totalled and an
example of the fail items:

(From: Roads and Traffic Authority, 2007)
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The test has appeared to have been well received by all who are
affected by it. A series of workshops were conducted by the
Australian Driver Trainers Association (NSW), with assistance
of the Roads and Traffic Authority, for Driving Instructors
across New South Wales in 2007 prior to the launch of the new
test. These were well attended by more than 80% of the
practising instructors and went a long way towards helping a
seamless introduction of the Test. A second series of
workshops were held in 2008 to allow for further assistance and
to cater for any difficulties (Roads and Traffic Authority, 2008).

The July 2007 Changes
As a result of much media and community pressure some major
changes to licence conditions were introduced in New South
Wales in July 2007. A panel, the NSW Government Young
Driver Advisory Group chaired by the Roads and Traffic
Authority, had listened to representatives from many different
sections of the Community and the following changes were
introduced:

• Minimum 120 Hours logged driving on Learners
Licence

• Minimum 20 hours night driving included in the 120 hours

• 12 months Learner Licence tenure instead of 6 months tenure

• 5 year tenure of the Learner Licence

• Full display of “L” and “P” Plates on the outside of the
vehicle

• No mobile phone use at all in Learner and Red (P1)
Provisional years

• Carriage of one passenger only under 23 years of age
between 11pm and 5.00 am unless accompanied by fully
licensed driver aged over 21 years

• Zero tolerance for speeding on Red (P1) Provisional
Licence

The last point has focused on the very real problem of
Provisional licence speeding resulting in many thousands of Red
P1 Provisional drivers loosing their licences for the mandatory
three months for excessive speeding. It would appear that many
P1 drivers are going to speed anyway no matter the
consequences. In fact, the huge numbers loosing their licences
and also being witnessed exceeding the speed limit are proof
enough that the mandatory suspension for speed offences is not
working as a motivator to prevent speeding.

It is not the speed limit that is the problem but rather
inappropriate speed at the wrong time that is most likely to result
in a crash. There are no special speed limits for Learner licence
holders or P1 and P2 Provisional licences in the Australian
Capital Territory, Queensland or Victoria and those jurisdictions
are not reporting anything out of the ordinary for speed related

(From: Roads and Traffic Authority, 2007)
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crashes. The main problem with the speed restrictions is that
there is no opportunity for new drivers to be taught to handle
speed correctly, for example - to merge properly at speed, to
change lanes at speed and, perhaps most importantly, to
recognize potential hazards at speed and to then have enough
time to react and avoid those hazards. Add to that the very real
danger of an 80 km/h Learner Driver on a busy 110 km/h
freeway and you have a very real potential for disaster.

Community Based Road Safety Programs
There are many community based Road Safety Programs being
run across the country to, what would appear to be, varying
degrees of success. Perhaps the degree of success at this stage
should be that they are being run. The RYDA Program in
New South Wales will have had its one hundred thousandth
participant by the time this article goes to print and yet the
research says the program has little or no road safety value
(Elkington, 2005; Faulks, 2008). Any program that can
attract that many participants is worth looking at in the context
that if it can be proved the program has no effect, then fix it so
that it will have an effect.

Many of these programs are poorly resourced and motivated
presenters struggle to maintain the interest of the participants
as a result. All too often a road safety program is run by a
dedicated presenter but the program is reliant on the use of
outdated resources – videos, manuals, and display materials –
as more up-to-date resources are simply not available, or are
not made available as they are reserved for use in school-based
programs and cannot be released for general community use.

A program called the Youth and Road Trauma Forum run by
the NRMA and Westmead Hospital has attracted around
30,000 young people over three years, but costs an enormous
amount of money to present, most of which is absorbed by the
cost of the venue at ACER Arena. A large number of
volunteers are necessary and the Emergency Services are well
represented. The results of a research program into the event
are eagerly awaited, but again it is attracting huge interest.
The Youth and Road Trauma Forum was awarded the
Australian Chartered Institute of Logistics & Transport (NSW
Section) prize for best safety program in 2007.

Parent programs run by Road Safety Officers and some
Driving Instructors are being conducted in many areas around
the State (Staysafe Committee, 2008) and while there are fairly
low numbers of parents attending, there is the potential for real
benefits to come from programs like these. A new national
program called Keys2Drive is being developed that will allow a
parent to sit in the back while a professional driving instructor
gives a specially targeted lesson to the learner driver. This will
be complemented by an interactive web-based program
(Jerrim, 2008). The potential for this to help develop
partnerships between instructors and parents for this most
important task cannot be underestimated.

There are many more examples of these programs, not only in
New South Wales, but around the country. In many cases,
they have a potential to reach large numbers of young drivers
that could not be easily reached in other ways. What is missing
is a common theme that could complement the elements of the
Graduated Licensing Scheme (Senserrick & Whelan, 2003;
Senserrick, 2009) and provide the repetitious messages that can
help in the long term development of the kinaesthetic memory
of the new driver.

Where to from Here?
Earlier in this article, the five crash types for young drivers were
outlined and the major crash, the rear end collision, was seen to
account for around 25% of all the crashes experienced by young
drivers. The reasons for this type of crash include following
too close, excessive speed, inattention and a lack of forward
vision. It is well accepted now that a three second gap
between vehicles will go a long way towards preventing this
type of crash, but how can that message be instilled into new
drivers so that they will feel uncomfortable to be any closer.

If the “Three Second Gap”, which is outlined in the Road User
Handbook and followed up with information and diagrams in
the Learner Driver Logbook and Guide to the Driving Test, is
then discussed as a physics style lesson in schools,
demonstrated and examined thoroughly in the stopping
distance and hazard perception segments of school-based driver
education programs, explained to parents at a parent or home
supervisor seminar, taught by a professional driving instructor
and practice supervised by both the instructor and the parent
and finally tested on the practical driving test, can we not be
sure that the message will be absorbed by the new driver
(McDougall, in the press)? “Best practice” pedagogy tells us
that repetition in different mediums is one of the most
successful ways to learn.

This may be a simplistic view of the issue, but our knowledge of
the way people learn tells us that the more times an issue is dealt
with the more chance there is of the basic message being absorbed.
Isn’t that the reason we have 120 hour logbooks now?

A focus on the five crash types in driver education should be
seen as compatible with, and integral to, the more general safe
system approach to road safety management that is being used
in New South Wales (Job, 2008). Under the safe system
approach there is a focus on route reviews that target the most
serious road crashes (fatal crashes, and those crashes resulting
in severe injury) with a major input of financial and other
resources into road engineering and behavioural programs to
eliminate (or at the least reduce) the incidence of these crashes.
A more general focus on the five crash types in driver training
and other road safety education provides a low cost
supplement to this safe system approach and may, in the longer
term, contribute to and inspire attitudinal change to improve
road safety behaviours by young drivers.
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What is needed is a coordinated, yet multifaceted approach to
the problem and a means by which the dedicated people, who
are out there trying to do a great job, are able to be properly
resourced and assisted to do the job in the context of the bigger
picture of the reduction of the five crash types.
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Driver Training and Licensing Issues
for Indigenous People
By Eve Somssich, Charles Darwin University; tel: 08 89 466 253

Abstract:
This paper looks at some of the impacts of legislative change,
the Federal government intervention and other political policies
and the way they have impacted on driver training and licensing
programs in remote areas of the NT from a practitioner’s point
of view. It further looks at the long term social costs some of
these well meaning policies have on marginalised community
groups such as the indigenous people in the Northern Territory,
how not having a licence can have a roll-on effect on road safety
outcomes and overall disfunctionality, loss of empowerment and
community disengagement.

This paper also looks at how some of these policy issues fly in
the face of previous lessons learnt when trying to empower and
engage indigenous people rather creating yet more barriers.

Introduction
In a previous paper [1] I presented on the positive programs and
initiatives in NT to address driver licensing and training in
remote communities. Some of these programs were developed in
partnership with WA Road Wise and Charles Darwin University
and at the time were seen as innovative and responsive in the way
they engaged community and overcame barriers.

This paper further looks at what has worked in the past and
what doesn’t work.

• How driver training and licensing can be an integral
part of indigenous self determination and community
capacity building.

• The challenges to training in communities and issues
arising when comparing apples with oranges as is the
case with mainstream unlicensed drivers as opposed to




