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Regulation of  Heavy Vehicles

REGULATION OF HEAVY VEHICLES

Overview
 Heavy vehicles (any vehicle over 4.5 tonnes) play a crucial role in the economy of 

Western Australia (WA). Heavy vehicles in WA carried 18.8 billion tonne kilometres1 

of freight in 2003 of which 80 per cent was carried by the extra large ‘Restricted 

Access Vehicles’ (RAV) category.

 Safety is central to the public interest in heavy vehicles. Since 2001, the Government 

has taken a range of steps to address community concern about heavy vehicles. These 

include the compulsory accreditation of RAV operators to improve vehicle and driver 

safety and amendment of the Occupational Safety and Health Act 1984 to address 

commercial driver fatigue management. 

 Main Roads Western Australia (Main Roads) plays the biggest role in the government 

regulation of heavy vehicles, though several other agencies also have signifi cant roles. 

These include the Department of Planning and Infrastructure (DPI), the Department 

for Consumer and Employment Protection (DOCEP) through Worksafe and the 

Western Australia Police Service (WAPS). 

 The examination found that regulation of heavy vehicles is adequate. Improvements to 

regulatory practices are occurring though some of these have been slow in eventuating 

and opportunity for improvement in other areas still exists.

Key Findings
 � Heavy vehicles are no more likely to be involved in crashes than other vehicles. 

Heavy vehicles make up about three per cent of vehicles and are involved in about 

three per cent of crashes. However, they were involved in 10 per cent of all fatal 

crashes in 2001 (the latest data available). 

 � Main Roads’ compliance officers stopped over 5 300 heavy vehicles between 

July 2004 and February 2005. Approximately 15 per cent of operators received 

financial penalties or work orders.

 � Worksafe is developing a comprehensive approach to enforcing fatigue management 

regulations. However, its capacity to fully enforce the regulations is reduced by its 

lack of authority to stop vehicle operators for inspection.

1 Billion Tonne Kilometres: A vehicle carrying 10 tonnes 100 kilometres would produce 1 000 tonne kilometres.
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 � The quality and use of information for  regulating heavy vehicles has been poor:

 � recorded crash information has not been used by Main Roads for its planning 

or monitoring because it has lacked specific heavy vehicle information. 

Some improvements have recently been made by the WAPS, the Insurance 

Commission and Main Roads to improve this situation

 � Main Roads’ Vehicle Load System database does not easily provide information 

to monitor and support the regulation of heavy vehicles. Improvements are 

expected by the end of 2006

 � privacy concerns limit Main Road’s capacity to extract key information from 

crash data.

 � Main Road’s lacks legal authority to enforce important aspects of its Accreditation 

process. Solutions are being investigated, including amendments to regulations. 

This is expected to be completed by the end of 2005. 

 � Main Roads’ Road Transport Compliance section does not review the activities of 

its inspectors. Monitoring is needed to address apparent:

 � low rates of vehicle inspections 

 � inconsistent assessment of vehicles.

What Should Be Done?
 Main Roads should:

 � obtain accurate and meaningful reports from the crash data. These should be used 

routinely in business planning and policy formation.

 � standardise its inspection criteria, revise its inspection program and monitor their 

application.



REGULATION OF HEAVY VEHICLES

AUDITOR GENERAL for Western Australia6

Background
 Heavy vehicles play a crucial role in the economy of Western Australia. Heavy 

vehicles in WA carried 18.8 billion tonne kilometres of freight in 2003, a 42 per cent 

increase since 1990. 

 For the purpose of regulation and management, there are two categories of heavy 

vehicles. The fi rst is ‘As of Right’ vehicles and includes all vehicles from 4.5 tonne up 

to and including semi-trailers. This category can travel on any public road. The second 

category is referred to as ‘Restricted Access Vehicles’ (RAVs) and includes any vehicle 

that is longer than 19 metres, wider than 2.5 metres, higher than 4.3 metres or heavier 

than 42.5 tonnes. All RAVs require permits to operate on the public road network in 

WA. RAVs carried 80 per cent of the road freight in 2003.

 The safe operation of heavy vehicles is a critical issue for the public and the industry. 

Heavy vehicles were involved in 10 per cent of all fatal crashes in WA in 2001. Heavy 

vehicles make up three per cent of vehicles and are involved in three per cent of 

crashes. However, they are half as likely to be involved in a crash as any other vehicle 

when measured by distance travelled. In simple terms, heavy vehicles have fewer 

crashes, but when they do have a crash it is more likely to be fatal.

 In 2001, the State Government took a range of steps to address community concern 

about the safe use of RAVs. The most important of these was the Accreditation of 

RAV operators through a quality management system designed to improve vehicle 

and driver safety. Accreditation became compulsory after March 2003. There are 

3 500 operators of RAVs in WA.
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What Did We Do?
 The examination assessed the regulation and management of heavy vehicles in WA. 

This involved reviewing the operational activities of Main Roads, DPI, Worksafe and 

WAPS with particular focus on:

 � regulation of heavy vehicles:

 � agency responsibility

 � heavy vehicle licensing

 � accreditation of operators

 � road access permits and notices

 � enforcement activities:

 � fatigue management 

 � road compliance

 � monitoring and information management

What Did We Find?
 Regulation of  Heavy Vehicles
 Agency Responsibility 

 Five agencies are involved in the regulation of which Main Roads has the largest 

operational responsibility. Three agencies (refer Figure 1) share the principal 

responsibilities: 

 1. heavy vehicle licensing – DPI

 2. heavy vehicle access to and safety on the road network – Main Roads (Heavy 

Vehicle Operations Directorate)

 3. enforcement – Main Roads and DOCEP (Worksafe)

 Agency responsibilities have changed in recent years with Main Roads in particular 

taking on greater responsibility. For the most part, these are understood, accepted 

and implemented through policy and operational frameworks. However, some 

improvement can be made in respect of heavy vehicle safety policy. 
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 Main Roads accepts that safety is a key factor in its regulatory role and this is refl ected 

in some operational guidelines such as assessing the suitability of new routes for Multi 

Combination Vehicles. However, the relative importance of heavy vehicle safety is 

not refl ected in any explicit heavy vehicle policy or other important documents such 

as the guidelines for assessment of single trip permits. The stated purpose of Main 

Roads is to provide safe and effi cient road access, enhance community lifestyle, and 

ensure economic activity. Its business plan aims to increase transport effi ciency. These 

factors are not easily reconciled, especially for heavy vehicles.

 Without clear and encompassing policy on the relative importance that safety issues 

are to have in decisions on road network access, there is a risk of inconsistent and 

insuffi ciently considered decisions. Main Roads has accepted ‘…that a formal Heavy 

Vehicle Safety Policy would be benefi cial’. However it considers that its branches are 

operating with proper consideration for safety as demonstrated by WA fatality rates 

as shown in Table 1. Main Roads also advised that it is in the process of reviewing its 

relevant policies and practices and the organisation structure within its Heavy Vehicles 

Operations Directorate (HVO).
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 Figure 1: Heavy vehicle regulatory structure

 Heavy vehicles are principally regulated by three agencies under two main Acts.
Source: OAG
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 Heavy Vehicle Licensing

 DPI is responsible for all vehicle licensing as well as for the prosecution of non- 

compliance matters referred by Main Roads’ transport inspectors under the Road 
Traffi c Act 1974. 

 Heavy vehicle combinations are licensed under 70 confi gurations in 24 categories, 

broadly based on the number of axles of the towing vehicle and the number of trailers. 

However, licence categories can be changed daily according to combination (from 

semi-trailer to road-train and back, for example). These re-categorisations draw 

no processing fee but involve pro rata licence fee alteration. Fifteen thousand re-

categorisations occurred in 2004 and the trend for 2005 is similar. DPI has advised 

Audit that they support the introduction of an administrative fee but have not as yet 

determined a timeframe for addressing this matter. 

 In 2004, Main Roads referred 70 instances to DPI of heavy vehicles that were not 

operating in the confi guration for which they were licensed. However, DPI does not 

treat this non-compliance as an offence and takes no action apart from re-categorising 

the vehicle licence and adjusting the fee from the date that Main Roads noted the 

offence. We have recommend that DPI resolve the apparent inconsistency in approach. 

DPI has agreed and has advised that it will develop protocols to address these types of 

offence.

 Twenty-three other cases referred by Main Roads to DPI in 2004 proceeded to 

prosecution and all were successful. All 23 matters related to overloading or over size 

offences. 

 Accreditation of  Operators

 Operators must be accredited to obtain a permit to travel on public roads. To 

gain accreditation, RAV operators need to have vehicle maintenance and fatigue 

management systems in place. These systems are designed to demonstrate that the 

operator is complying with standards outlined in the ‘Road Traffi c (Vehicle Standards) 

Regulations 2002’. Accreditation was introduced in 2002 but became compulsory in 

March 2003. WA’s compulsory accreditation requirement is unique in Australia. Main 

Roads advised that the number of unaccredited operators is not known but is believed 

to be small.
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 Application of the accreditation process could be challenged by a lack of legal 

authority to enforce some of the business rules. Main Roads cannot legally:

 � enforce annual audits of vehicle maintenance and fatigue management systems. 

Currently, Main Roads directs operators to undergo annual audits through approved 

auditors. The audits are paid for by the operator

 � impose graded sanctions on operators who do not comply with the accreditation 

requirements. Capacity only exists to revoke accreditation

 � require vehicles to stop for the purpose of inspections to assess compliance with 

accreditation.

 To overcome these problems, Main Roads has commenced a project to clarify the 

weaknesses in the accreditation regime and identify solutions. Main Roads expects to 

complete this review by end of 2005. 

 We also noted that Main Roads does not have a system in place to review the reliability 

of the accreditation assessments undertaken by the approved auditors. However, Main 

Roads expects to have an external review panel in place to undertake this task by the 

end of 2005. Main Roads has also committed to undertaking its own audit of fi ve per 

cent of operators. 

 Road Access Permits and Notices

 Permits allow operators of RAVs to use specifi ed parts of the road network. Audit 

testing indicated that Main Roads is following the required steps in the issuing of 

permits to heavy vehicle operators and that the permits are generally issued in a 

timely manner. This includes rigorous assessment of new routes – roads that had not 

previously been assessed for suitability for use by particular vehicle confi gurations.

 The permit system is a complex system that entails considerable administrative 

workload. In 2004 Main Roads issued approximately 50 000 permits. This represented 

44 per cent of all permits issued in Australia, dealing with 12 per cent of the national 

freight load (refer Table 1).

 Main Roads is in the process of introducing a Gazetted Notice system that will partially 

replace the Permit system and bring the State more into line with other jurisdictions.

 Under the new Notice system, accredited operators will gain access to specifi ed road 

networks. Access will be allowed according to the specifi c categories of vehicles. 
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Ten vehicle categories are proposed. However, Permits will still be required for roads 

outside of the Notice network and for concessional loading. The change is expected to 

reduce the number of Permits issued by about 30 per cent. 

 WA has more categories of vehicle confi guration (about 70) and allows wider access 

by RAVs to its road network than any other State. For instance:

 � in NSW, road trains are limited to the most remote parts of the State while in WA 

they have broad access to the metropolitan fringe

 � Victoria does not allow road trains on any part of their public road network. 

 Although RAVs have wider access to WA’s road network than other States, this 

does not appear to have affected the incidence of fatal crashes involving RAVs. For 

instance, fatalities in WA involving RAVs in 2001 were 7.9 per cent of the national 

total which is roughly commensurate with the population and freight movement (refer 

Table 1). 

NSW VIC QLD WA SA TAS NT ACT

Population % 33.6 24.7 19.2 9.8 7.7 2.4 1.0 1.6

Freight % 33.3 21.5 19.6 12.2 8.7 1.9 2.3 0.3

Permits % 13.4 13.4 9.4 43.8 15.2 1.2 2.7 0.9

Fatalities %* 33.7 25.3 18.5 7.9 10.1 2.8 0.0 1.7

 * These figures relate to numbers of fatalities resulting from crashes involving all articulated vehicles 
– semi-trailers and larger.

 Note: This table involves figures from 2001 (fatalities and articulated fatalities) and 2003 (freight operations 

and population)
 Source: Australian Bureau of Statistics, forthcoming Bureau of Transport 

and Regional Economics report, Australian Traffic Safety Bureau

 Table 1: State and Territory comparisons – population, freight, and road 

fatalities

 Although RAVs have wider access to WA’s road network than other States, this does 
not appear to have affected the incidence of fatal crashes involving RAVs.
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 Enforcement Activities
 Enforcement of heavy vehicle regulations is vital for public safety. Enforcement 

of fatigue management and heavy vehicle safety regulations are the respective 

responsibilities of Worksafe and Main Roads inspectors.

 Fatigue Management 

 Driver fatigue is a major concern in the transport industry. Changes in 2003 to the 

Occupational Safety and Health Act 1984 and related regulations brought about 

requirements for commercial drivers to comply with operating standards for hours 

of work and rest. This is unique in Australia. Enforcement commenced from January 

2004.

 Worksafe’s enforcement program is being developed from the outcomes arising from 

different enforcement approaches trialled since January 2004. Worksafe’s favoured 

approach is to conduct joint roadblocks with WAPS and Main Roads. These roadblocks 

target areas of high heavy vehicle traffi c and risk. The roadblocks allow Worksafe 

to check actual compliance and to identify business operators that may need further 

investigation.

 The use of joint roadblocks is favoured by Worksafe for security and safety reasons 

and because they do not have the authority under the Act to ‘pull vehicles over’ for 

inspection. Worksafe does not believe that this lack of authority has hindered their 

ability to fully enforce the regulations. However, we note that it is inconsistent with 

the authority afforded to other inspectoral services such as those of Main Roads, the 

Fisheries Department and DPI’s Marine Safety Inspectors. 

 Worksafe currently has two inspectors dedicated to the inspection of heavy vehicles 

though others are sometimes required to assist. From January 2004 to February 2005 

it issued 30 prohibition notices and 155 improvement notices. Worksafe does not have 

and has not sought authority to issue fi nes. Prohibition notices are issued where there 

is a ‘risk of imminent and serious’ injury or harm and require drivers to cease activity 

for seven hours. Improvement notices require operators to improve their trip and rest 

records. Worksafe also audited 50 operators against fatigue management guidelines in 

2004 and generally found a strong level of compliance with regulation, although there 

were opportunities for improvement. Worksafe has also undertaken one successful 

prosecution action.
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 Road Compliance 

 Main Roads’ Road Transport Compliance Section (RTC) is a major investment by 

government in heavy vehicle safety and management. Approximately 40 inspectors and 

support staff are dedicated to this area. RTC inspects, reports, and enforces regulatory 

and statutory requirements of heavy vehicles. It focuses on vehicle overloading and 

vehicle roadworthiness, and also checks permit and accreditation details. The RTC 

targets suspect vehicles but also conducts roadblocks that stop all heavy vehicles.

 RTC intercepted 5 300 heavy vehicles between July 2004 and February 2005. Audit 

analysis found that 74 per cent of these vehicles infringed. RTC took action on 1 117 

incidents (excludes cautions) estimated at about 15 per cent of vehicles stopped. 

This fi gure indicates the evident safety risk as these actions would have been for 

infringements such as over-mass breaches, vehicle defects, load restraint issues and 

permit breaches. 

 We found opportunity for improved performance in Main Roads’ Transport Compliance 

Section (RTC). These included:  

 � inspection planning – RTC does not base its inspection program on any documented 

risk assessment nor analyse results for management reporting and planning 

purposes. However, we did find a high level of knowledge and experience amongst 

the inspectorate and management of the RTC

 � inspection rates – between six and seven RTC inspection teams are on the road 

on any day. On average, 23 vehicles in total are inspected each day. This number 

appears low. Main Roads has advised that the inspections on average take 30 

minutes. This indicates a need for revised inspection practices 

 � vehicle assessments – there are significant differences in the rates of cautions 

versus work orders issued by individual inspectors. This was evident from our 

analysis of ‘Inspector’ reports over a four month period in 2004-05. For example, 

one Inspector issued 93 per cent work orders to seven per cent cautions while 

another issued 17 per cent work orders to 83 per cent cautions. There was also 

significant variance in the rate that inspectors found offences in vehicles stopped 

– ranging from 51 per cent to 98 per cent. 

 Main Roads has accepted these fi ndings and has initiated a number of corrective 

strategies.
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 Monitoring and Information Management
 Crash Statistics

 Heavy vehicle crash data in WA is inaccurate and incomplete. Crash reports are 

vital for assessing vehicle safety. They provide the foundation for measuring and 

benchmarking safety programs and policies. Poor data makes planning and assessment 

of policy and practice diffi cult.

 Main Roads receives crash reports from WAPS and records the information in the 

Integrated Road Information System (IRIS). However, there are limitations to the 

usefulness of the data:

 � crash reports are derived from either the public or WAPS officers who generally 

have little or no experience in distinguishing between different categories of heavy 

vehicles. The WAPS have acknowledged this and have advised that they will be 

developing training, awareness and support packages for, in particular, country 

officers.

 � Main Roads is not authorised to use licensing information in the crash reports 

to ascertain vehicle configuration. This is a consequence of memoranda of 

understanding between Main Roads, DPI and WAPS aimed at providing privacy 

protection for the persons involved in the crash.

 � vehicle categories in IRIS do not capture the complexity of heavy vehicle 

configurations. 

 Main Roads acknowledges that IRIS is of limited use for the planning or risk assessment 

of heavy vehicles. However, this is expected to change as a result of a new crash form 

introduced by WAPS and the Insurance Commission of WA. Specifi c heavy vehicle 

information is being captured for the fi rst time. Heavy Vehicle Operations now expects 

to have access to regular and specifi c heavy vehicle reports from this data. These will 

provide solid foundations for future planning.
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 HVO Information Sharing and Systems

 A number of weaknesses exist in Main Roads’ Vehicle Load System database. The 

Vehicle Load System is the basis for administering and monitoring heavy vehicle 

activities including permits, accreditation and compliance. 

 Specifi c weaknesses found in the system were: 

 � it cannot usefully match and coordinate information across the three areas of 

activity 

 � it does not automatically flag operators or individuals with poor records.

 This limits the ability of HVO to integrate its activities and weakens the ability of HVO 

to monitor activity for trends, to plan responses to trends, and to enforce compliance. 

 Planning by Main Roads to address the system weaknesses commenced in 2004. 

A provisional sum of $500 000 has been allocated to address ‘system and process 

changes’. The improvements are expected by the end of 2006. 
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