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Inhabitants Vehicles/1 000 
inhabitants 

Road fatalities 
in 2012 

Fatalities /100 000 
inhabitants in 2012 

4.5 million  728 308 6.9 

1. Road safety data collection 

Definitions  

• Road fatality: any person killed immediately or dying 30 days as a result of a road crash 

• Serious injuries:  

o In police record: Fractures, concussion, internal injuries, crushings, severe cuts and 
lacerations, severe general shock necessitating medical treatment, and any other injury 
involving removal to and detention in hospital  

o In the Injury prevention strategy: injury that results in death or admission to hospital 
associated with at least a 6% chance of death1.  

• Minor injuries: Injuries of minor nature such as sprains and bruises.  

In New Zealand road crashes are usually attended by police officers. The officers complete traffic 
crash reports which are forwarded to the New Zealand Transport Agency to be coded and the 
information entered into the Crash Analysis System. 

Fatal crashes are all reported. When a traffic crash results in someone being injured, the law requires 
that the crash be reported. However, comparisons with hospital data indicate that only about two 
thirds of such crashes are reported to the New Zealand Transport Agency.  

Under the New Zealand Injury Prevention Strategy, official serious injury outcome indicators have 
been developed for each of the priority areas. Motor vehicle traffic crashes is one of six priority areas 
identified in the strategy. The definition of a serious injury adopted for these official indicators is an 
injury that results in death or admission to hospital associated with at least a 6.9% chance of death. 
This estimation is based on an analysis of survival rates for specific diagnoses in the ICD-10 coding 
scheme. 

More detail on crash data collection and analysis is described in the report by Statistics New Zealand 
Serious injury Outcome Indicators – Technical Report  

1 http://www.stats.govt.nz/browse_for_stats/health/injuries/serious-injury-outcome-tech-report.aspx 
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2. Most recent safety data  

Road crashes in 2012 

In 2012, the number of road fatalities increased by 8.5% and the number of injury crashes decreased 
by 2.0% from 2011. This increase in road fatalities needs to be analysed in the light of the very good 
results of 2011 results (-24% in road fatalities). 

Easter 2012 was the first recorded holiday period in New Zealand with no road fatalities.  

New provisions came into effect that allowed the courts to give an alcohol interlock disqualification, 
for repeat drink-drive offenders and first time offenders convicted of driving with blood alcohol levels 
double the current adult limit. In addition, a three year zero alcohol licence was introduced for certain 
repeat drink-drive offenders who were required to obtain it after their disqualification or other 
sanction ends. During the three year term of this licence the holder is subject to a zero alcohol limit.   

Give way rules at intersections were changed to make them safer and the driving test was made 
more difficult. 

Provisional data for 2013 

Provisional data for the year 2013 show another significant reduction in fatalities (-18%).  

2013 saw the lowest road toll since 1952. Legislation came into effect that increased the mandatory 
requirement for child restraint use to child passengers aged up to seven years of age. The lowering of 
the blood alcohol limit to 50 mg per litre of blood (from 80mg) was announced to come into effect in 
2014/2015. A new road safety campaign called “Drive Social” was begun that reminded people of 
their responsibilities both to themselves and to others on the road. 

3. Trends in traffic and road safety (1990- 2013)  

Traffic 

Between 1990 and 2012, the number of motorised vehicles increased by 46.8%. Since 2000, the 
number of registered vehicles increased by 24% and the overall vehicle kilometres driven by 18%. 
However, since 2007, there has been a marked slowdown in the development of road traffic.  

Provisional figures for the first half of 2013 indicate only a small growth in overall traffic volumes 
compared to the previous year. 

Change in the number of fatalities and injury crashes (1990-2012) 

Between 1990 and 2012, the number of fatalities decreased by 57.8%. More recently (2000-2012) 
the number of fatalities continued to fall, by 33%. The reported number of injury crashes increased; 
however, it should be noted that this can be partly attributed to better crash reporting by the police 
after 2001. The number of injury crashes has decreased over the last 5 years. 

In 1993, road safety policy development was separated from delivery with the creation of a new 
entity called the Land Transport Safety Authority, now called the NZ Transport Agency. Around the 
same time, traffic policing was merged into the NZ Police.  
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We have made substantial changes to land transport policy since 1990 aimed at continuing the 
reduction in road trauma. For example, a graduated driving licence system and a photo licence were 
introduced. We have brought in compulsory breath testing, speed cameras, new drug driving laws; 
increased penalties for serious offending, and increased the driving age. The development and 
subsequent implementation of a road safety strategy called “Safer Journeys” taking a safe system 
approach has been a major change in the way we progress road safety. 

Rates 

Between 1990 and 2012, the mortality rate, expressed in terms of deaths per 100 000 population, 
decreased by 67.5%. In 2012, it was at 6.9.  

Table 1. Road safety and traffic data 

      2012 % change from 

 1990 2000 2010 2011 2012 2011 2000 1990 

Reported safety data         
Fatalities 729 462 375 284 308 8.5% -33.3% -57.8% 
Injury crashes 12 818 7 830 10 886 9 804 9 604 -2.0% 22.7% -25.1% 
Injured persons hospitalised 8 578 5 884           
Deaths per 100,000 population  21.4 12.0 8.6 6.4 6.9 7.8% -42.0% -67.5% 
Deaths per 10,000 registered 
vehicles  3.3 1.8 1.2 0.9 1.0 7.8% -46.2% -71.2% 
Deaths per billion vehicle kilometres   13.6 9.4 7.2 7.7 7.6% -43.6%   

Traffic data          
Registered vehicles2  (thousands) 2 198 2 602 3 204 3 208 3 227 0.6% 24.0% 46.8% 
Vehicle kilometres (millions)  33 856 39 980 39 708 40 012 0.8% 18.2%  
Registered vehicles per 1,000 
population) 644.6 674.5 733.4 728.3 727.9 -0.1% 7.9% 12.9% 

Source: IRTAD  

2. Registered vehicles excluding mopeds. 
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Figure 1. Road safety and traffic data 
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Source: IRTAD  

Road users  

All user groups, but especially vulnerable road users, have benefited from the improvement. Between 
1990 and 2012, the number of cyclists killed decreased by 70%, and the number of pedestrians killed 
by 68%. For the latter group most of the gains were achieved between 1990 and 2000.  

In 2000-2012, all user groups – except motorcyclists – benefited from a decrease in the number of 
fatalities. The number of motorcyclists killed increased by 60% compared to 2000; in particular in the 
year 2012 only the number of motorcyclists killed increased by 54.8%.  
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Table 2. Road fatalities by road user group  

      2012 % change from 

 1990 2000 2010 2011 2012 2011 2000 1990 

Bicyclists 27 19 10 9 8 n.a -57.9% -70.4% 

Mopeds 0 1 0 2 2 n.a n.a n.a. 

Motorcycles 114 30 50 31 48 54.8% 60.0% -57.9% 

Passenger car occupants 465 358 259 199 205 3.0% -42.7% -55.9% 

Pedestrians 104 35 35 31 33 6.5% -5.7% -68.3% 

Others incl. unknown 19 19 21 12 12 0.0% -36.8% -36.8% 

Total 729 462 375 284 308 8.5% -33.3% -57.8% 

Source: IRTAD  

Age  

Since 1990, the reduction in fatalities has benefited all age groups, but the elderly has a fatality 
decrease much smaller than the other age groups. The elderly are particularly vulnerable as 
pedestrians.  

Table 3. Road fatalities by age group  

      2012 % change from… 

Age 1990 2000 2010 2011 2012 2011 2000 1990 

0-5 18 16 9 3 6 n.a -62.5% -66.7% 

6-9 17 9 1 1 3 n.a -66.7% -82.4% 

10-14 17 16 8 7 5 n.a -68.8% -70.6% 

15-17 65 36 26 17 12 -29.4% -66.7% -81.5% 

18-20 108 34 41 28 28 0.0% -17.6% -74.1% 

21-24 131 42 46 37 21 -43.2% -50.0% -84.0% 

25-64 290 232 175 135 160 18.5% -31.0% -44.8% 

>65 65 76 69 55 70 27.3% -7.9% 7.7% 

Total incl. unknown 729 462 375 284 308 8.5% -33.3% -57.8% 

Source: IRTAD 
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Figure 2. Road death rates by age group 
Fatalities per 100 000 population in a given age group, 1990-2012 
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Source: IRTAD  

Figure 3. Road death rate by age and road user group 
Fatalities per 100 000 population  
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Road Type  

In 2012, the large majority (77%) of fatalities occurred on rural roads. The decrease in fatalities over 
the last 30 years has been achieved mainly through the improvement of urban roads, while, in 
absolute numbers, significant progress was also made on rural roads.   

Figure 4. Road fatalities by road type 

 
Source: IRTAD  

4. Economic costs of traffic crashes 

The social cost of a road crash or a road injury is defined as the total cost that occurs as a result of 
the road crash or injury. Its value depends on the number of cost components estimated and the 
estimation methods adopted. In New Zealand, the social cost of a road crash or a road injury includes 
the following components: 

• loss of life and life quality 

• loss of output due to temporary incapacitation 

• medical costs 

• legal costs  

• vehicle damage costs  

These social cost components are either measurable or can be estimated in dollar terms. A 
"willingness-to-pay" valuation technique is used to express pain and suffering from loss of life or life 

IRTAD 2014 Annual Report © OECD/ITF 2014 



New Zealand – 377 

quality in dollar terms (i.e. the willingness-to-pay based value of statistical life or VOSL). Various 
methodologies have been developed to estimate the value of other social cost components. Full 
information is provided at: 
http://www.transport.govt.nz/assets/Uploads/Research/Documents/Social-Cost-of-Road-Crashes-
and-Injuries-June-2013-update.pdf 

The total social cost of all motor vehicle crashes is estimated at NZD 3.84 billion: NZD 3.29 billion for 
motor vehicle injury crashes and NZD 0.55 billion for non-injury crashes (i.e. property damage costs).  

Table 4. Costs of road crashes, 2012 

Costs  Unit Cost Total  

Fatalities NZD 3 879 000  

Seriously injured persons NZD 694 000  

Slightly injured persons NZD 66 000  

Non-injury crashes – vehicle damage  NZD  2800  

Total  
 NZD 3.84 billion 

(USD 3.33 billion) 

Total as % of GDP   2.4% 

Source: Ministry of Transport (2013), The social cost of road crashes and injuries, 2013 update 

5. Recent trends in road user behaviour  

Impaired driving  

Drink driving  

The maximum authorised BAC is currently 0.8 g/l for drivers aged 20 and over. A 0.5 g/l limit will be 
submitted to Parliament in 2014. In 2011, a zero drink-drive limit for drivers under 20 
(before 0.3 g/l) was introduced. The table below indicates the number and percentage of drivers 
killed with excess alcohol (BAC above 0.8 g/l). 

Drivers killed with excess alcohol 2005 2010 2011 2012 

Number 58 68 48 35 

Percentage 25% 30% 26% 27% 

Road deaths in alcohol related crashes are defined as any death occurring within 30 days as a result 
of a fatal road crash in which any motor vehicle driver was found with a blood alcohol level above the 
legal limit, or, for cases where no blood alcohol level is available, where the reporting officer 
suspected alcohol was a contributing factor. 

Road deaths in alcohol related crashes 2000 2005 2010 2011 2012 

Number of deaths in alcohol crashes 103 106 119 76 93 

Proportion of total road traffic deaths 22% 26% 32% 27% 30% 
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Drugs and driving  

Drugs related crashes include crashes where the reporting officer suspected drug use was a 
contributing factor based on the crash investigation. In 2012, there were 19 road deaths (6%) for 
which the presence of drugs was found. 

Road deaths with drugs 2000 2005 2010 2011 2012 

Number with alcohol and drugs 4 14 9 3 10 

Number with drugs no alcohol 6 9 25 11 9 

Total number with drugs 10 23 34 14 19 

Proportion of total road deaths 2% 6% 9% 5% 6% 

Distraction  

The land transport road user rule was amended in August 2009 to include a ban on the use of hand-
held mobile phones while driving. Based on police records, fatal crashes due to the use of cell phone 
are not very frequent  

Deaths in crashes where cell phone use was a contributing factor 

 2000 2005 2010 2011 2012 

Deaths with cell phone 2 10 6 7 3 

Fatigue  

In 2012, fatigue was identified as a contributing factor for 15% of the road deaths.  

 2000 2005 2010 2011 2012 

Deaths with fatigue 70 51 56 32 46 

Percent of deaths with fatigue 15 13 15 11 15 

Speed 

The tables below illustrate the main speed limits in New Zealand and the percentage of drivers above 
the speed limit. Much progress has been accomplished since 2001 in reducing the number of 
violations on both open roads and urban roads. However, the level of drivers exceeding the 50 km/h 
limit in urban areas remains very high (more than 56%), which is worrying for ensuring the safety of 
vulnerable road users in these areas.  

Table 4a. Passenger car speed limits by road type, 2014 

 General speed limit 
 Comments   

Urban roads  50 km/h The general urban limit is 50 km/h but specific sections may have 
higher or lower limits 

Rural roads  100 km/h The general open road speed limit is 100 km/h but specific rural roads 
may have lower limits. 

Motorways  100 km/h  

Source: IRTAD  
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Table 4b. Percentage of drivers above the posted speed limit 

Speed (survey unimpeded speeds) 2005 2010 2011 2012 2013 

% exceeding open road 100 km/h limit 36% 29% 31% 25% 25% 

% exceeding urban 50 km/h limit 63% 58% 59% 53% 56% 

Source: Ministry of Transport  

Table 4c. Deaths in crashes where speed* was a contributing factor 

 2005 2010 2011 2012 

Number of deaths with speed 133 131 84 85 

Percent of deaths with speed 33% 35% 30% 28% 

* Speed here is ‘travelling too fast for conditions’, not necessarily above the speed limit 
Source: Ministry of Transport  

Seatbelts and helmets 

Seat-belt use has been compulsory in front seats since 1972 and in rear seats since 1979. Based on a 
roadside survey conducted in 2012, the rate of seat-belt use is around 96% in front seats. Regarding 
rear seats, the latest survey was conducted in 2011 and revealed a 90% wearing rate for adults and 
92% for children (in appropriate child restraints).  

In the 3 years 2010 to 2012, 33% of vehicle occupants who died in road crashes were not wearing a 
safetybelt at the time of the crash. 

Helmet wearing has been compulsory on motorcycles since 1956 if travelling over 50 km/h, and since 
1973 at all speeds. Helmet wearing has been compulsory on mopeds (up to 50 cc, maximum speed 
45 km/h) since 1973.  

A helmet has been compulsory on bicycles since 1994. 

Table 5. Seat-belt wearing rate by car occupants and helmet wearing by cyclists  

 2005 2010 2011 2012 

Seat belts used/Helmets worn     

Adult front seat 95% 96% 95% 96% 

Adult rear seat 86% 88% 87% - 

Child restraint – under 5 years 89% 93% - 92% 

Bicycle helmets 91% 93% 93% 92% 

Source: Ministry of Transport  
Note: Motorcycle helmet wearing is not surveyed 
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6. National road safety strategies and targets  

Organisation of road safety 

Road safety in New Zealand is managed through five transport partners. The Ministry of Transport is 
the government's principal transport policy adviser and has a dedicated team for road safety policy. 
The Ministry is the lead agency for road safety. 

The New Zealand Transport Agency is a Crown agency responsible for the planning and funding of 
land transport. It produces road safety campaigns and implements road safety policy, integrating 
road safety aspects into road design and maintenance. 

The New Zealand Police is responsible for road policing and enforcement. The Accident Compensation 
Corporation provides “no fault” cover for anyone in New Zealand who is injured in or by a motor 
vehicle on a public road. It has a major role in accident prevention activities.  

Local government is responsible for developing, maintaining and operating the network of local roads, 
including setting of speed limits and for delivering public transport infrastructure and services. They 
are required to integrate road safety into their planning processes. Decisions about construction, 
maintenance and management of the road networks must consider safety. . 

Road safety strategy for 2011-2020  

“Safer Journeys” is New Zealand’s Road Safety Strategy 2010–2020, which was released in March 
2010. The strategy's vision is a safe road system increasingly free of death and serious injury, and 
introduces the Safe System approach to New Zealand. It does not include a general fatality target, 
but several sub-targets and performance indicators.  

The Government released a 2011–12 Action Plan outlining the actions for safe roads and roadsides, 
safe speeds, safe vehicles and safe road use that will be advanced over the next two years to help 
achieve the Safer Journeys’ objectives. The action plan assigns responsibility for actions to specific 
agencies, and progress against these will be monitored by the National Road Safety Committee. 

Since the release of the Safer Journeys strategy, the Government has progressed actions for 
improving the safety of young drivers and motorcyclists, and to target drink-drivers as well as other 
high-risk drivers (see section on recent measures). Progress has also been made on improving the 
safety of roads and roadsides. 

Target setting  

The Road safety Strategy 2011-2020 does not include a general fatality target, but several sub-
targets and performance indicators. 

Evaluation of past road safety strategy  

Road Safety to 2010 was adopted in 2002 and expired in 2011. It provided a direction for road safety 
in New Zealand and described the results the Government wanted to achieve by 2010. New Zealand 
set overall road safety goals in relation to social costs, deaths and hospitalisations to the end of 
year 2010. 
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7. Recent safety measures (2011-2013)  

Driver behaviour  

Driving license for motorcyclists  

• An amendment to the Land Transport (Driver Licensing) Rule 1999 came into effect in October 
2012 to strengthen motorcycle rider training and licensing while introducing a power-to-weight 
restriction for novice motorcycle riders. 

Speed management  

• A speed management plan is being developed currently: current travel speeds on parts of New 
Zealand’s road network are not appropriate given many roads’ function, design and use. A speed 
management plan is been developed and will ensure consistency in speed limits around the 
country and to optimal speeds that combine safety and economic development objectives. 

• A number of initiatives are, or have already been introduced, for speed management. There has 
been an increase in the adoption of safer speed limits (30 km/h and 40 km/h) in urban areas, 
including around schools and busy shopping areas. A number of open road speed zone trials are 
also underway, particularly on roads where the 100 km/h default speed limit is inappropriately 
high for the standard of the road. 

• Police have strengthened speed enforcement by updating speed cameras with digital technology 
and applying a reduced tolerance of speeding during busy holiday weekends and outside schools. 

Impaired driving 

• The New Zealand Government announced on 4 November 2013 the lowering of the blood alcohol 
limit for driving from 80 to 50 milligrams of alcohol per 100 millilitres of blood for drivers aged 
over 20 years of age.  

• In 2012, a new legislation was introduced, including the following measures:  

o Zero drink-drive limit for drivers under 20, and implemented fines and demerit points for 
drivers under 20 years who have a blood alcohol concentration between zero and 0.03. 

o Zero blood alcohol limit for a minimum three-year period for repeat drink drivers, or 
drivers subject to an alcohol interlock, following the completion of their disqualification or 
interlock. 

o Possibility for the police to collect data that will clearly ascertain the level of harm caused 
by drivers who have a BAC between 0.05 and 0.08. The results of the data being collected 
by the Police are due to be provided to government in early 2014. 

Enforcement  

A new legislation entered into force in 2012 to reduce the impact of high-risk drivers, which: 

• Doubled the maximum prison term for dangerous driving (including drink and drug driving) 
causing death; 

• Introduced the ability for police to extend a 28-day licence suspension for up to three continuous 
periods. This will be used in cases in which charges cannot be brought against a driver within 28 
days. 
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Seatbelt and helmet use 

• From 1 November 2013, new child restraint laws came into effect. The mandatory use of child 
restraints in vehicles was extended by two years, with all children required to be correctly 
secured in an approved restraint until their seventh birthday. The law continues to require all 
children aged seven to be secured in an approved child restraint if one is available in the vehicle, 
and if not in any child restraint or safetybelt. 

Education and awareness 

• A number of education and communication campaigns continue to be introduced. The most 
recent targets drink driving is entitled “Know when to go”. This campaign focuses on a person´s 
wider community of friends, colleagues and regular contacts, all of whom are in a position to 
influence a drinking driver, whether it be in an overt or subtle way. The campaign targets men 
living in the countryside or small towns aged between 20 and 40 years who live, work and 
socialise together. These guys already know that they should only have one or two drinks if 
they're driving. Ultimately the campaign aims to get these guys to recognise that a drink or two 
can easily turn into something more complicated and to know when to stop drinking and go if 
they're driving or riding. http://www.nzta.govt.nz/about/advertising/drink-driving/catch.html 

Young and novice drivers 

• The minimum age for applying for a driving licence was raised to 16. 

• The restricted driving licence test has been made more difficult, to encourage novice drivers to 
undertake 120 hours of supervised practice before driving solo.  

Road safety campaigns  

• Campaigns targeting key road safety issues continue throughout the year. This year, among 
other campaigns, a new initiative involving social media has been developed called “Drive 
Social”, that encourages people to look at driving as not being just a solo pursuit but an activity 
that is more social, involving people in their community. It allows people to see who they share a 
particular road with through an interactive platform on a dedicated website linked to Facebook. 

Vehicles  

• From 2013, New Zealand will be investigating options to encourage less safe vehicles to exit the 
vehicle fleet, through vehicle–exiting incentives. One possible action is to introduce a safety levy 
when vehicle ownership is changed or as part of vehicle licensing, to be used as an incentive for 
vehicle scrappage. 

• Encourage a culture of personal responsibility for vehicle maintenance. Current warrant-of-
fitness and certificate-of-fitness inspections require regular renewal, and work is being developed 
on extending the period of time between inspections to reduce compliance costs.  

• A range of initiatives are being developed to encourage increased vehicle safety, such as helping 
fleet operators to improve safety; trialling, promoting and providing incentives for the uptake of 
vehicle safety features such as Intelligent Speed Adaptation; enhancing consumer information to 
influence vehicle purchasing decisions.  
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Infrastructure  

Work already completed or underway includes: 

• KiwiRAP star ratings of the state highway network. These have been developed as part of the 
IRAP process and allow sections of high-risk rural roads to be identified so improvement 
programmes can commence.  

• The development of a classification system for the state highway network. This is the first step 
towards a national classification system for the entire road network. This system categorises 
roads according to their function and sets a consistent and predictable level of service for each 
category. This can help drivers understand what to expect and how to behave on different 
categories of road. 

• Progress on the seven Roads of National Significance. These were identified as roads that are 
important to the economy, are busy, handle a lot of traffic and are located by our most 
populated areas. Each Road of National Significance will be built to a minimum four-star KiwiRAP 
rating, to ensure they have significant safety as well as economic benefits. 

• A change to the give-way rule for turning traffic was introduced in March 2012, to improve safety 
at intersections. 

• Work will be carried out to improve high-risk intersections, high-risk rural roads and reduce the 
risk on high-risk motorcycling routes. 

• Investment in operations and maintenance associated with safety improvements will be 
prioritised to ensure optimal road safety.  

8. Recent and on-going research   

Year commissioned Project title Researcher 
2013/14 Survey methods for driver cellphone use Opus International Consultants 
2012/13 Acceptance and compliance with safe speeds Beca Infrastructure 

More information at: http://www.nzta.govt.nz/resources/research/index.html#safety 

Useful websites and references  
New Zealand's road safety strategy to 2020 http://www.saferjourneys.govt.nz  
Drive Social http://www.drivesocial.co.nz  
KIWIRAP www.kiwirap.org.nz  
New Zealand's road safety strategy to 2020 http://www.saferjourneys.govt.nz  
Drive Social http://www.drivesocial.co.nz 
Statistics New Zealand: Serious injury outcome 
indicators : technical report 

http://www.stats.govt.nz/browse_for_stats/health/injuries/serious
-injury-outcome-tech-report.aspx 

Contact 

For more information, please contact: w.jones@transport.govt.nz or l.mortimer@transport.govt.nz 
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