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28 June 2007 
 

SUBMISSION BY THE NEW ZEALAND AUTOMOBILE 
ASSOCIATION ON YOUNG DRIVERS 

 
 
The New Zealand Automobile Association 
 
1. The New Zealand Automobile Association (the AA) represents over 

1.2 million AA Members on policies, regulations and legislation 
affecting motorists.  AA members come from a broad cross-section of 
the community.  

 
2. In developing its Young Driver policies, the AA has analysed young 

driver crash statistics, received input from its 17 AA District Councils 
and National Council (comprising volunteer elected AA Members), 
undertaken interviews and surveys of a focus group of 36 young 
drivers, and held discussions with a wide range of agencies and 
stakeholders. Through the AA’s affiliated international motoring 
organisations, it keeps abreast of world trends and analysis on young 
drivers. 

 
Young Driver Deaths: The Silent Epidemic 
 
3. 4735 young persons were injured or killed during 2005 alone on New 

Zealand roads. Young drivers have about 7 times the crash rate of 
middle aged drivers – they make up 7% of the drivers but have 14% of 
the crashes. Road crashes are the single leading cause of death of 
young men (apart from suicide).  

 
4. Nearly 5000 young people a year injured or killed is tragic. Consider if 

it were a health epidemic – public outrage would ensure considerable 
money was spent to prevent it.  A huge immunisation and education 
campaign would reach all New Zealanders. But these road deaths are 
a silent epidemic. Why are they taken for granted and ignored? Is it 
because they seem outside our control and inescapable? 

 
5. New Zealand has one of the worst international young driver crash 

rate, apart from the US. So it is possible to do better. It is not outside 
our control.  Much of it is preventable and we do know how.  

 
6. Despite being world leaders in introducing the highly successful 

Graduated Driver Licence System, New Zealand has handicaps: a low 
solo driving age, ready access to very low cost, high-powered 
vehicles, and a high pass rate for driver tests.   
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7. Focus group interviews reveal the 

independent mobility provided by a 
driver’s licence makes a huge 
difference to the quality of life of 
young people and their families. 95% 
of young drivers do not crash.  We 
should not put in place punitive 
policies or ones that create barriers to 
the majority of responsible young 
drivers.  We should limit young drivers 
only for proven risks, to protect young 
New Zealanders during this vulnerable 
period. 

 
 
Raise the Bar for Solo Driving 
 
8. All over the world, the most dangerous period is the first 6 months of 

solo driving (graphs show Victoria and NZ). 
 
 
 
 

9. It is critical to prepare drivers in the pre-solo period.  To reduce early 
solo crashes:  

1. Make driver education compulsory prior to driving solo  
2. Increase the Learner licence period by 6 months (increases hours 

of supervised on-road experience before solo driving and increases 
the minimum solo driving age to 16) 

3. Make the Restricted test much tougher to ensure drivers are 
adequately prepared and more get professional instruction (include 
the Full test hazard perception and eye scanning). 

 

Crash Profile of New Zealand Novice Drivers (1997 – 2005)
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AA Policy 1: Compulsory Attitudinal Education Prior to Solo Driving 
 
10. Before going on the road solo all 

young drivers should receive 
education that reduces their risk and 
influences their attitudes to driving.  
They should know risk factors and 
how to manage them (and reasons 
for Restricted licence conditions), 
hazard detection and eye scanning 
skills, and the responsibilities of 
driving.  

 
11. Education on car skills can make 

risks worse – it must also teach safety 
skills, filling the gaps in frontal lobes development eg anticipating 
consequences, managing emotions and making mature judgements 
about safety margins.  

12. This education should be a 
requirement for a solo driver licence. 
So this is not a barrier to 
disadvantaged groups, it should be 
freely available to all in schools. 
Education should also be provided 
for parents (and other supervisors) of 
learner drivers. 

 
AA Policy 2: Longer Learner Period 
 
13. The two top risk factors are 

inexperience and immaturity. 
Inexperience is by far the greatest; 
an extra year’s experience reduces 
risk more than an extra 10 years in age. 

 
14. The single most successful 

young driver intervention in 
the world was when Sweden 
lowered its Learner driving 
age from 17½  to 16 
(keeping its solo licence at 
18).  The Learner age 18 
months lower gave 30% less 
young driver crashes.  A 
lower age is counter to what 
everyone is saying, so it 
needs to be understood.  

 
15. In Sweden, lowering the age to make the Learner period longer 

increased the on-road experience that drivers got on average from 40 
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hours to 120 hours.  After 120 hours on the road, drivers automate the 
driving task, leaving their minds free to scan for hazards, anticipate 
and make judgements. 

 
16. Currently NZ drivers are getting nowhere 

near the practice they need (average 40 
hours).  24% of our focus group went out 
less than 5 hours (once a month) while 
another third went less than 26 hours 
(once a week). It is simply not reasonable 
to get 120 hours of supervised practice 
within 6 months (4.5hrs practice a week).  

 
17. The safest period in a driving lifetime is as a Learner driver, 

supervised by an experienced driver. The reason age is not a risk 
factor for Learner drivers is that the supervisor provides the maturity: 
hazard detection, eye scanning, risk management, driving experience, 
mature judgement and control. The AA does not support a lower 
Learner age in NZ; it is low enough. But the Learner period needs to 
be longer by 6 months. With a longer Learner period, learners will gain 
more experience before driving on their own.  

 
18. Sweden reduced its young driver crashes by over 30% with an 18 

month Learner period.  Increasing the Learner period to 12 months 
could save 700 young New Zealanders not being injured or killed 
every year.  

 
19. Although age is not a risk for Learner drivers, age is a strong risk 

factor for Restricted drivers.  Increasing the Learner period 6 months 
will not only double the time of supervised practice, but will also raise 
the minimum solo driving age by 6 months to 16 (currently 15 ½ , 
among the lowest in the world). 

 

20. The older a person is 
when they start solo 
driving, the safer.  
Brain imaging shows 
the frontal lobes of the 
brain are not fully 
developed until 25. The 
frontal lobes are 
responsible for 
emotional control, 
judgement and 
prediction of 
consequences.  Frontal lobe development is the difference between 
teen and adult behaviour.   

 

Amount of supervised practice

Never

Once a month or less

Once a week

Twice a week

More

Don't know

Crash Profile by Age at Restricted Licence 1997 - 2005
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21. It may be politically difficult to raise the age much higher than 16, the 
school leaving age when people may need to drive to work.  

 
AA Policy 3: Tougher Restricted Test, No Full Test 
 
22. The highest risk is in the first 6 months solo; the risk is low after two 

years solo. It does not make sense to have an easy test for the 
Restricted and the toughest test, the Full, at the end of the process.  

 
23. The Full test should be given at the 

Restricted stage. Drivers need to 
know how to identify hazards and 
scan the scene before they go out on 
their own the first time, not after 18 
months or more of driving.   

 
24. The Restricted test needs to be 

tougher and made harder to get.  In 
the UK the majority of learners get 
professional instruction before taking 
the test, because the pass rate is only 
47%. NZ has one of the highest pass 
rates (75%); the majority of our focus 
group had no driving lessons and very 
few more than two lessons.  Driving 
instructors are crucial to breaking the 
passing on of parents’ bad habits. 

 
25. There is no crash justification for a very tough test to get a Full licence. 

After 2 years on a Restricted, drivers have the same crash profile 
whether or not they get a Full.  But only 17% are progressing to a Full 
licence. Those that break licence conditions get repeated tickets, 
penalising good drivers for no real reason.  

 
26. The Full licence should be granted 

automatically by progressive relaxation of 
Restricted conditions for those with a clean 
licence. 

 
AA Policy 4: Educate Parents 
 
27. Parents do not know that their role as 

supervising driver is critical to their children’s 
safety. We call for a wide ranging well-funded 
promotional campaign to make parents aware of the importance of 
spending many hours with their Learner drivers on the road including a 
free DVD for parents. The AA considers log books would also act as a 
good incentive for parents. 
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AA Policy 5: Retain Tough Restricted Conditions 
 
28. The top risk situations are driving at night, teen passengers, and drugs 

or alcohol.  The AA supports retention of the current Restricted licence 
night and passenger restrictions.  
1. Night times are deadly for young drivers. Young drivers are only 

7% of drivers but account for 58% of fatal crashes on Friday night 
and 47% on Saturday night. The night restrictions are essential. 

2. Passenger restrictions are also important – the more teen 
passengers the greater the risk.  

3. The current lower (effectively zero) alcohol limits for under-21s is 
another important condition. 

 
29. The restrictions could be tougher in the first 6 months and gradually 

relaxed for those who keep a clean licence. For example, the hours of 
night time and the number of passengers could be increased over time 
for those with a clean licence.  

 
30. Passenger restrictions in particular should 

be relaxed over time for drivers with a 
clean licence as the driver gains 
experience eg after 6 months allowing 
passengers over 25, after 1 year allowing a 
single peer passenger and younger 
siblings.  The majority of drivers in our 
focus group regularly breach this condition; 
it should also be made easier to get 
exemptions for specific activities eg to take siblings to school, or to 
attend work. The restrictions are vitally important but must be made 
reasonable to avoid criminalising the majority. 

 
31. Additional restrictions should be considered that address key risk 

factors for young people, including roadside drug testing, banning all 
cellphone use including texting, and limiting access to high powered 
vehicles. 

 
32. Road fatalities are drug tested and around 30% test positive. Drugs 

are a major road safety issue.   
 
33. Cellphone use is of equivalent 

risk to driving just over the 
legal alcohol limit, and the 
majority of our focus group of 
young drivers said they use 
their cellphones in some form, 
one third “often”. 
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34. NZ has ready access to cheap vehicles, and many modifications are 
legal. Cars that have fast acceleration are over represented in loss of 
control crashes, and provide an additional risk for young drivers. 

 
AA Policy 6: Tough Enforcement and Meaningful Penalties 
 
35. Instead of making it hard for the sensible majority to get a licence, it is 

fairer to target the offenders directly through enforcement. Give Police 
the power to remove from the road those young drivers that 
demonstrate lack of maturity and inappropriate attitudes. This minority 
group will self select by breaking the road rules and should receive stiff 
and rapid negative reinforcement of this behaviour.  

 
36. To protect the public, enforcement should be geared at removing 

licences from this group through rapid accumulation of demerit points.  
We would support a lower demerit limit for inexperienced young 
drivers. A demerit focussed system will assist Police impound vehicles 
of those that disobey the road rules. For the same reason the AA also 
supports the Police proposal to increase the demerits and reduce the 
fines for breaches of licence conditions. 
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Conclusion 
 
37. New Zealand stands out 

internationally as a poor performer 
in young driver deaths. It is not an 
issue we can turn a blind eye to 
because we can’t do anything 
about it. Other countries can and 
have done something about it, and 
its about time we took some hard 
calls to reduce the needless 
tragedy on New Zealand young 
people, our country’s future. 

 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Mike Noon 
General Manager, Motoring Affairs 
New Zealand Automobile Association Inc. 


