Response to Proposed Road Rule 151A

You will find this response is no doubt a drop in the ocean of similar responses from motorcyclists. The reason for our frustration lies in the defeat of commonsense in this amendment to the ARR. 

The formation of the Australian Road Rules set out with the noble goal of providing a framework for States and Territories to standardize transport policy and law. But now, slipped in amongst a collection of rational amendments, is a proposal which goes against all available research.

Firstly, rule 151A flies in the face of all major motorcycle studies conducted in the past 20 years, instead preferring rhetoric such as ‘This has resulted in a cult belief that splitting lanes (an inherently dangerous practice) is recognised as acceptable behaviour of motor bike riders’. It seems that in arriving at this conclusion the proposal did not make the distinction between lane-splitting done at speed between moving vehicles, or lane-splitting through stationary or crawling traffic (aka lane-filtering). Most motorcyclists do not believe splitting at speed is either necessary or safe, and do not advocate it. The fact that this proposal deems both to be equally improper shows the lack of understanding on motorcycling issues.

Can the NTC support this road rule recommendation by providing any scientific evidence that lane-filtering is unsafe, or has contributed to road trauma in any statistically significant way? Surely your organisation does not put forward road laws based on individual’s perceptions without any due process. Furthermore, is it the NTC’s policy to propose regulatory solutions to which there are no problems?
I’m sure every rider who will be affected by this law would appreciate some insight into the development of this road rule. Please could you could outline the road groups involved in its creation, and perhaps also inform us of the experts on motorcycle safety issues who represented motorcyclists as road users on the working group.
Should the NTC not be able to present more than anecdotal evidence and assumptions to support 151A, does this mean that the NTC is mandated to recommend rules on a whim without research or consultation? I would like the NTC to explain in the lack of any research evidence to support their position, why rule 151A was not written to specifically allow lane-filtering - in light of the VicRoads commission report “Motorcycle Transport – Powered Two Wheelers” by Prof Marcus Wigan, which recommends lane filtering as a solution to congestion and reducing the incidence of motorcycle trauma? Surely selectively ignoring scientific recommendations is nothing more than blatant prejudice against motorcyclists.

If indeed the NTC is willing to stand by 151A in the face of overwhelming evidence that the rule is flawed, could they also clarify why bicycle riders are exempt from the rule, and how the NTC plans to protect them (and their families) from the trauma that you have stated would affect motorcyclists. At the same time, please clarify why the NTC deems overtaking another motorcycle in the same lane to be acceptable, whilst overtaking a different class of vehicle with the same amount of clearance will be illegal.

If 151A is introduced, the NTC may wish to reconsider its own organisational “Key Aims”. 151A clearly contradict two of their key aims, to make transport ‘more innovative, efficient and safer’ and ‘reduce transport’s environmental impacts’. Lane filtering reduces a rider’s exposure to the risk of trauma. It is efficient as it reduces trip times for motorcycles, resulting in fewer emissions thanks to less fuel being used. Is it the NTC’s position that powered two wheelers (PTW) cannot play a crucial part in reducing the burgeoning congestion problem facing this country?
The proposal for 151A states that “It is a common practice for motor bike riders to ‘split lanes’”. The proposal goes on to state that “Furthermore, a general reduction in crash risk is expected which will benefit not only the rider, but also his/her 

family and drivers directly involved when passed, at a very close distance, by a motor bike…”  This statement seems quite rhetorical and unscientific – hardly a sound basis for legislation. Could the NTC please quantify the crash risk mentioned, and please compare it to the crash risk presented by motorcyclists that do not lane-filter, and also perhaps fully clarify what the family effects alluded to involve in both cases. Perhaps you could also present evidence that in jurisdictions that have moved to allow lane-filtering that road trauma has increased.
It is plainly true that a large proportion of motorcyclists currently ‘lane filter’ – stand outside your office and study the road for a short while, and you will see it happening. Most of them do it to protect their space and manage their own safety. Surely the NTC has completed the appropriate research to investigate the impact of stripping motorcyclists of the ability to mitigate traffic hazard risks would have on road trauma, eg, the increased incidence of rear-end accidents which hospitalise and kill so many riders every year. If the NTC has not completed such a study, it is not taking a sickening gamble on the safety of a vulnerable group of road users?

The “cult belief” that the proposal mentions was a process by motorcyclists of establishing a legitimate and demonstrably safe practise over many decades representing the sincere actions of a wide diversity of Australians. Ignoring the reasonable and prudent actions of such a large proportion of our country is undemocratic. Perhaps the only “cult belief” in play here is by those in a position to wield their regulatory power who assume, without evidence but plenty of prejudice, that lane-filtering is dangerous. 

Perhaps the NTC could introduce a transparency policy involving only recommending rules based on scientific facts and presentable evidence. In addition to ensuring laws aren’t introduced erroneously, it would assure that the NTC does not come across as an organisation biased against certain groups of road users.

If the NTC is indeed genuine about wanting to improve road safety, they can do so by clarifying 151A to be a safe and workable solution for all Australians. I believe the law should be modelled around the Californian lane-filtering law, with the following basic tenets:
· Powered two wheelers (PTW) should be allowed to pass between traffic where safe while the traffic is stationary or moving at speeds less than 20kph, and at speeds no greater than 20kph more than the traffic speed.

· While filtering, PTW should ride with their headlight on

· Indicate and rejoin traffic queues when traffic speed progresses beyond 20kph.

· Only pass between vehicles when safe to do so with adequate clearance between vehicles.

· Move into the line of traffic at the front of stationary vehicles at intersection signals, and move off in a fashion as not delay other vehicles.
Transport policy and legislation in the past has always worked to strike a balance between safety and convenience for road users. This balance has been achieved every day for many years by riders who safely and sensibly lane-filter. I implore you not to disrupt this balance by introducing unwarranted legislation which will have a massive detrimental impact on congestion, convenience and safety, while achieving no measurable positive outcomes for road safety.

Daniel Wellesley

