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Key points: 

 Vulnerability (or risk) of any road user is a primarily a function of road use culture, and long 

term reductions in risk will be the result of cultural change.   

 Infrastructure improvements and regulatory control may moderate risk until cultural change 

is achieved. 

 An emphasis on road user equality in learner-driver training, education/information 

activities, and enforcement activities are the foundations of cultural change. 

 Enforcement and education targeted to emphasize the rights of pedestrians and cyclists may 

best starting point to initiate attitudinal and longer term cultural change. 

My context 

Fundamentally I’m a field scientist with a big-picture decision-theorist bent. I’m observant, 

inquisitive and passionate about the things I’m intrigued by. One of those things is road use 

behaviour. I’ve been an avid cyclist, motorcyclist, pedestrian, and driver for more than 30 years. I’ve 

been a motorsport photographer, back country cycle tourer and steered motorbikes, bikes, and cars 

(along with shank’s pony) in India, Indonesia, Malaysia, Singapore, Thailand, japan, NZ and lived at 

least seven years in each of Vic, NSW and ACT. I’ve equally been deemed a cycle fanatic or a 

petrolhead, depending on the passion expressed at the time.  Let’s just say I’ve a foot in both camps.  

I’ve spent much time on the road wondering what other drivers are thinking. 

My experience 

Generally, Australian road users are car-centric in their thinking, and all non-car users could be 

deemed vulnerable road users (including heavy vehicle operators, whose needs are equally ignored 

by car drivers, although their passive protection is much higher). 

In gaining my licence I was taught that the rules required me to avoid any action that could result in 

a collision, including giving way to pedestrians and cyclists who were on the roadway, regardless of 

who had right of way.  Although imposed through regulation, this impressed on me the imperative 

to protect and respect the other people who happened to be road users. 

In my experience, this respect is demonstrated best in Japan where all road users remain conscious 

of the needs of others, with no road user class attempting to exert rights above any others - with 

pedestrians being equal. In Singapore, Indonesia, and Thailand, rights are generally respected - with 

the understanding that ‘might-is-right’. An important point here is that as a motorcyclist in these 

countries you won’t be brusquely forced off the road, but gently nudged by larger vehicles in a 

respectful manner consistent with the local understanding.  Drivers in these areas are characterised 

by their recognition that everyone else wants to go somewhere, and with a gentle adjustment and 

organic interweaving (without losing any face) we’ll all get there.  Similarly, in central Melbourne, 

pedestrians and cyclists are afforded a notably higher level of respect than in Sydney or Canberra. 

Conversely, in the ACT and NSW, this respect and willingness to make minor sacrifices to share the 

road for mutual benefit is not pervasive. As a motorcyclist and cyclist I have been forced off the road 



in several countries, but only in Australia were the reasons given as ‘I didn’t see him’ and ‘you 

shouldn’t have been there’ – i.e. I didn’t exist or had no rights.  

The issues 

Any simple social-science analysis will show that arrogance and self-centred attitudes are the factors 

behind anti-social driver behaviour, whilst complacency, ignorance, and low skills are the central 

causes of driver error.  These combine to map the risks that occur on the roads. Infrastructure 

quality and conditions are secondary parameters that can at best mask these primary factors.  It is 

critical to distinguish between these primary and secondary factors. 

Although ostensibly the same, there are subtle differences in the way the road rules are taught to 

road users in Victoria and NSW/ACT.  ACT leaner drivers are taught relatively little about the need to 

protect non-car road users, with an overwhelming emphasis on inter-vehicle collision avoidance. In 

addition a recent brochure on giving way at intersections provided with registration renewals dealt 

scantily with non-car road users. (I otherwise applaud this brochure on providing much needed 

clarity on intersections.) 

Vulnerability (or risk) is a function of consequence (other submitters have discussed consequence) 

and likelihood.  I contend that the likelihood of an unpleasant interaction (including collision) is a 

function of the extent to which a driver expects that other types of road users will be present, and 

whether the driver will adjust their behaviour to account for that presence. 

Simply put, the likelihood of a collision is dependent on road users detecting each other, and giving 

each other sufficient space and velocity similarity to avoid the risk of collision.  Collisions can be 

avoided where road users remain vigilant for all types of road users, and adjust their road position 

and closing velocity to minimise collision risk.  

Detection rates of non-car road users is affected by exposure rates (the prevalence of road user 

types) – bikes and motorbikes are in relatively low proportions on ACT roads.  Notably, segregation, 

by the creation of bike paths has both reduced this visibility and created the expectation that bicycle 

riders should not be using roads in the ACT.  Cities with significant volumes of cycle traffic work best 

where there is a complete mixing of road-user types (Asia/Europe) or where there is dedicated 

parallel routes for cyclists (some European and US cities). Systems that mix segregated cycle/car 

routes into shared routes create mixed expectations and confusion. 

Assuming that the ACT is not intending to establish a serious parallel cycle system (by serious, I mean 

that car route/cycle path intersections are equally weighted to the needs of cyclists) then all road 

users need to be trained in detecting all types of road users. The nature of such training is beyond 

my expertise, so I will not comment on the nature of training required. 

All road users need to be trained to minimise their velocity differential when in proximity to another 

road user, with that differential moderated by their vulnerability. Similarly all road users need to be 

trained to afford a safe distance from other road users, again moderated according to vulnerability.  

I generally do not ascribe to arbitrary rules for speeds and distances, but if they are deemed to be 

necessary, then I believe they should be augmented by police powers allowing them to warn or 

prosecute those who travel dangerously close or at different speed to a vulnerable road user. 

I have no doubt that the regulatory authorities tightly manage their resources for maximum 

enforcement outcome, but the influence of a regulatory force on changing road user culture cannot 

be underestimated.  When was the last time you saw a regulator intercept a driver who didn’t give 

way to a pedestrian or cyclist when they crossed a footpath entering a driveway? [the fact that 



corporate bodies attempt to subvert this law by painting ’LOOK’ on the footpath is another matter..]. 

There are many contraventions of the existing law that are effectively condoned by regulators, 

probably on the basis that little harm results.  This may be a reasonable and pragmatic response in 

times of constrained operational capacity, but this can lead to the belief that the law does not exist.  

I believe that this is a significant factor behind the current culture of drivers failing to give way to 

pedestrians at intersections, where pedestrians now do not cross in front of a vehicle at an 

intersection even when that vehicle is required to give way, because their risk is too high.  They have 

no capacity to defend themselves, and the offence is probably never regulated, hence the culture 

changes. Some regulation could assist in halting and reversing this cultural drift. 

The long-term solution 

Creating a culture where all road users detect each other and behave in a way that respects the 

vulnerability of each other is the cheapest and most effective long-term solution. As this treats the 

cause, this has the least risk of failure. 

Spatial and temporal segregation of different road user vulnerability classes can be just as effective, 

but only where the segregation is complete, with risk dramatically increasing as any points of 

intersect.  As a symptomatic treatment system, this has a high risk of long-term failure. 

When pedestrian risks are the same or lower than driver risks, we will have succeeded. 

Simon Nally 


