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Road Safety Strategy 2020-2030  

MYTH BUSTING 
New Zealanders care about road safety, and we often have quite strong opinions about the best 
ways of reducing deaths and serious injuries on our roads.  

There are many myths and misconceptions out there too. Here are a few: 

VISION ZERO AND THE SAFE SYSTEM 

We can’t prevent these crashes, road deaths are inevitable. 

It’s true that we can’t prevent all crashes, because everybody, even good drivers, make mistakes.  

But we can prevent the serious harm caused when these crashes happen through safer road design, 
safer vehicles and safer speeds. We’ve seen significant improvements in other countries where 
they’ve adopted a ‘safe system’ approach along with a clear vision of what they want to achieve. 

If our road system was as safe as Australia’s, 140 fewer people would have died on our roads last year. 

It won’t happen to me, I’m an excellent driver. 

We hope so too. Most of us think we are good drivers, but crashes can happen to anyone. We are all 
human and we all make mistakes. We need to stop simple mistakes turning in to tragedies. 

While risk taking and breaking rules can cause crashes, more are a result of simple mistakes. Even the 
most experienced driver among us can have momentary lapses of concentration or push limits if we 
think we’re running late. 

We are also all at risk of other people’s mistakes. More than half the people killed or seriously injured 
in road crashes did not contribute to the crash – they were passengers, or walking or biking, or struck 
by another vehicle.  

A target of zero deaths is unachievable. 

Our proposed vision is ‘a New Zealand where no one is killed or seriously injured in road crashes’.  

It is based on Vision Zero – a global movement that has seen significant decreases in road trauma in 
many parts of the world including Sweden, Canada, and parts of Australia and the UK, as well as 
major cities like New York and London. 

We recognise that zero deaths and serious injuries on our roads may not be achievable in the next 10 
to 20 years – change will not happen overnight. But adopting this vision means taking meaningful and 
sustained steps to reducing road trauma. 

If we ask, “What is the acceptable number of deaths on our roads?”, we think the answer can only be 
zero. 

Allowing for mistakes lets people off the hook. 

This is not true. A safe system depends on everyone making good choices, following the rules and 
being alert. Road safety education, training and enforcement remain really important.   

But we also need to design a safe road system so that when people make mistakes, the impact is 
minimised, and people don’t pay for it with their lives. 
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ROAD USERS 

We need to focus on improving driver training. 

Improving everyone’s driving skills and behaviour is important, but only plays a small role in reducing 
risk. 

Research from the OECD International Transport Forum shows that even if all road users followed the 
road rules all of the time, road deaths would only decrease by about 50% and serious injuries by 30%. 
We would still have significant numbers of people being harmed. 

Overseas experience shows that other system changes – such as better road infrastructure, safer 
vehicles, safer speeds and effective enforcement – have been more effective at reducing road trauma 
than focusing on education and training. 

It’s mostly young and inexperienced drivers that we need to worry about. 

While it’s true that young people are over-represented in crash statistics, almost half of serious 
crashes involve a driver aged 35 or more. Anyone can make a mistake, so we need to create a safe 
road system that protects everyone.  

Slow drivers are the problem because people get frustrated and take unnecessary risks. 

In 2018, 377 people were killed on our roads. Travelling too fast for the conditions contributed to the 
cause of about a third of all fatal crashes. On the other hand, slow driving is not significantly implicated 
as a cause in serious crashes. 

It’s overseas road users that cause the problems.  

You may be surprised to learn that the number of crashes involving overseas drivers is small, relative 
to the total number of crashes that occur in New Zealand. Over 3.5 million international visitors arrive 
in New Zealand each year. While international visitor numbers have increased by about 45% over the 
past 10 years, the number of overseas drivers involved in crashes has stayed relatively consistent. 

 

SAFER VEHICLES 

Modern cars are safer and better, so we don’t need all these other measures. 

Our tragic road crash data sadly demonstrates that this is not true. Thousands of people are seriously 
injured every year, and the numbers keep going up. 

It is true that modern cars can have better safety equipment to help you both avoid a crash, and 
protect you from injury if you do, but about half the cars on our roads lack even basic safety features, 
like stability control or side airbags.  

Improving the safety of the vehicle fleet is a key priority for New Zealand road safety. But it’s only part 
of the solution.  

Not everyone can afford a safer car.  

There is no direct correlation between a car’s safety rating and its cost. We know about 45% of our 
fleet have a crash worthiness rating of one and two stars.  

When people consider safety when buying a car, there are often much safer options within their price 
range if they know what to look for. 
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SPEEDS AND ROADS 

It’s the road – not the speed limit – that needs changing. 

It is true that with safe, highly engineered roads, we can safely travel at faster speeds. This is true of 
the Waikato Expressway which has a limit of 110km/h.  

But many of NZ roads are challenging, and while we are continuing work to make our roads safer 
through median barriers, passing lanes, and other improvements, this will take time and cost money.  

In some cases, lowering speeds is one of the most effective tools we have to save lives.  

Speed isn't a problem, unskilled drivers are. 

Most drivers understand New Zealand's roads can be challenging and even the most skilled drivers 
make mistakes. Speed has a direct influence on both the likelihood of a crash and whether someone 
survives.  

Even a slight increase in speed greatly increases your risk of a crash, as you have less time to brake or 
avoid a collision and your impact speed is still going to be higher. In urban areas, the chances of a 
pedestrian being killed or seriously injured roughly doubles between 40km/h and 50km/h. 

Going a few kilometres faster or slower doesn’t make any difference to safety. 

Actually, it does. Speed can be the difference between a correctable mistake and a fatal error. Every 
extra km/h increases the likelihood of someone having a crash. Regardless of what causes a crash, 
speed always plays a part. 

A large and credible body of international research shows that reducing speeds has a direct impact 
on reducing deaths and injuries.  

The most recent study from the International Transport Forum (2018) estimates that for every 
5km/h reduction in average speeds, there is a 28% reduction in fatal crashes and a 26% reduction in 
serious injury crashes. And the risk of an injury crash roughly doubles between 80km/h and 
100km/h, and doubles again from 100km/h and 120km/h 

Your speed dictates what happens if you hit another vehicle or person and whether you have time to 
react and avoid a collision. For example, if someone steps out in front of you and you take one 
second to react: 

 Driving at 50km/h, you need at least 27m to stop 

 Driving at 60km/h, you need at least 36m to stop. 

The probability that the pedestrian will die or be seriously injured increases rapidly with relatively 
small increases in speed. The risk of a pedestrian being killed or seriously injured if struck by a car 
roughly doubles between an impact speed of 30km/h and 40km/h and doubles again between 
40km/h and 50km/h. 

For more vulnerable pedestrians, such as a child or an elderly person, the risks are particularly high. 

Reducing the speed limit will make it take ages to get anywhere. 

Reducing the highest travel speeds in high risk areas can have a huge impact on saving lives but 
doesn’t necessarily have a huge impact on travel times for overall journeys. Other factors like traffic 
lights, congestion and intersections often prevent you from continuously travelling at the posted 
speed limit. If we can reduce our fastest travel speeds in high risk areas though we can reduce the 
number and severity of crashes. 

https://www.itf-oecd.org/sites/default/files/docs/speed-crash-risk.pdf
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When France lowered speed limits from 90km/h to 80km/h on some roads in mid-2018, early analysis 
showed that average travel times only increased by one second per km, and it saved 100 lives in six 
months. 

Speed limits in NZ are low compared to other countries already, so it’s unreasonable to make 
them even lower. 

Our roads are unique. They are windy, hilly and often single lane. They can be challenging and 
demanding to drive, and the consequences of small errors can be fatal.  

Many countries we compare ourselves with have a default speed limit on the open road that is lower 
than ours. It’s only on high-class motorways in some of those countries that speed limits are higher. 
We need to help drivers choose the right speed for the road.  

 


