
Improving 
Driver Safety 
& Performance
Managing risk in New Zealand’s 
commercial driving sector



We’ve been insuring New Zealand businesses  
for more than 160 years, and take pride in keeping 
pace with the challenges, opportunities and risks 
faced by New Zealand companies - including those 
in the commercial motor vehicle sector. 
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With 93% of the country’s freight transported 
by road*, the commercial motor vehicle 
sector is truly the nation’s commercial 
backbone. This point was showcased during 
the COVID-19 level 4 lockdown where the road 
transport sector worked hard to support  
New Zealanders, keeping supermarket shelves 
stocked and medical supplies available. 

As a key component of NZI’s business, NZI have 
a dedicated Fleet Risk Management (FRM) team 
that works collaboratively with fleets around 
the country. The team helps improve driver 
performance, creates safer workplaces, and 
helps businesses run more efficiently through 
data and analytics. 

One of the key missions for NZI’s FRM team  
is to help support the safety and development  
of New Zealand drivers.

Ian Taylor, Manager Commercial Motor Vehicle Portfolio, IAG. 

*According to the National Freight Demand Study, Ministry of Transport, 2017/18.

3



With access to extensive accident data, the FRM 
team has unique insight into where, when, and  
how accidents are occurring.

Using these insights, the FRM team looked for 
trends that could help explain why accidents occur, 
and therefore how to mitigate risk. By analysing 
five years of claims data across the commercial 
motor sector* on trucks, buses and coaches, and 
light vehicles, NZI has identified that driver fatigue 
plays a major role in commercial motor accidents. 
However, not as traditionally thought.

This report investigates the relationship between 
driver fatigue and accidents occurring in the first 
two hours of a driver’s shift across the country, and 
considers potential solutions. Expert testimonial 
is provided by NZI’s Fleet Fit partners and other 
specialists who work collaboratively with NZI to 
help further improve the safety of our roads and the 
safety of New Zealand drivers. 

*The data was collected using Torque Data. This online tool collates data for claim and 
accident analysis, vehicle and driver risk analysis, road operation statistics, branch-by-branch 
analysis, industry benchmarking and company financial analysis. Data is based off five years of 
claims and incident stats from January 1, 2014 to December 31, 2019. Higher values do not 
necessarily represent increased levels of risk, but greater levels of reporting and use of Torque 
Data across segments.
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Our Experts

Ian Taylor 
IAG, Manager Commercial Motor 
Vehicle Portfolio

Ian has specialised in the commercial 
motor sector for the past 12 years, 
developing strong market and industry 
knowledge. Leading NZI’s Fleet Risk 
Management team, Ian has a unique 
insight into the challenges commercial 
fleets face.

Hamish Piercy 
NZI, Fleet Risk Manager

Hamish has extensive industry 
knowledge with over 32 years of 
experience in road crash and workplace 
accident investigations, health and 
safety, and road safety. Hamish holds 
qualifications in Work Health and Safety 
from Australia, relevant to the New 
Zealand Health and Safety at Work Act, 
and a Postgrad Diploma on Road Safety.

Rachel Lehen 
Fit for Duty, Managing Director

Rachel has over nine years of experience 
specialising in occupational fatigue 
management. Rachel regularly leads 
Fatigue Management Masterclasses and 
has presented on fatigue management 
at a number of industry conferences. 
Rachel facilitated NZ’s first research 
study on the prevalence of obstructive 
sleep apnoea in commercial drivers  
and remains committed to supporting  
the industry. 
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Charles Dawson 
AutoSense, CEO

Charles has significant experience in 
driver training and road safety, previously 
developing a business around practical 
driver training in Taupo, and managing 
FleetSafe NZ, a sophisticated driver 
education programme. Charles now 
heads up AutoSense which provides 
health and safety solutions geared 
towards commercial drivers. AutoSense 
is the New Zealand distributor of 
Guardian by Seeing Machines, world-
leading technology that prevents driver 
fatigue and distraction related events in 
real time. 

Guy Hocquard 
EROAD, Enterprise Sales Manager

Guy has over 20 years of senior business 
development experience across the 
Information Technology and Services 
sector, with the most recent 10 years 
in Vehicle and Asset Telematics. Guy 
joined EROAD in 2013, which is one 
of New Zealand’s leading providers 
of health and safety compliance, and 
fleet management solutions. As part 
of the Enterprise team, Guy is heavily 
involved with the transport sector and 
understands how technology can help 
reduce the impacts of fatigue.

Nick Leggett 
Road Transport Forum, Chief Executive

Nick is the former mayor of Porirua and 
now leads the Road Transport Forum 
(RTF). As the national body for the NZ 
road transport industry, the RTF is heavily 
involved in the political, regulatory, and 
business environments for commercial 
fleet operators. Through this experience 
Nick has developed a detailed and 
holistic view of the sector, including the 
challenges businesses face and potential 
methods to further progress the industry. 
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Data 
Snapshot
NZI’s data review looked at

of the commercial 
vehicle claims and 
incidents handled 
by NZI in the past 
five years*

involved buses 
and coaches

involved trucks and 
heavy vehicles

involved light 
vehicles

16,757

7,486

5,746 3,525 

DATA SNAPSHOT

*Derived from Torque Data.
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DATA SNAPSHOT

Below is the breakdown of the 7,486 incidents

Colliding with  
an obstruction 

Manoeuvring Sideswiping Cornering

20.6% 14.1% 8.1% 6%

*Derived from Torque Data.

Buses and coaches
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The majority of incidents occurred 
within the first two hours on shift.

First hour on shift Second hour on shift
22.5% 20.1%

DATA SNAPSHOT

*Derived from Torque Data.

Buses and coaches
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Reversing Parked Manoeuvring Colliding with  
an obstruction

Sideswiping

18.7% 18.6% 13.4% 7.4% 7.1%

DATA SNAPSHOT

*Derived from Torque Data.

Below is the breakdown of the 5,746 incidents
Trucks and heavy vehicles
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The majority of incidents occurred 
within the first two hours on shift.

First hour on shift Second hour on shift within 1 km of the base
11.2% 32.4% 47.1%

DATA SNAPSHOT

The majority of incidents also 
happened close to the depot.

Trucks and heavy vehicles

*Derived from Torque Data.
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Parked Rear end Reversing Colliding with  
an obstruction

Manoeuvring 

21.8% 11.5% 11.3% 10.4% 7.5%

DATA SNAPSHOT

Below is the breakdown of the 3,525 incidents
Light commercial vehicles

*Derived from Torque Data.
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DATA SNAPSHOT

Light commercial vehicles

The majority of incidents occurred 
within the first two hours on shift.

First hour on shift Second hour on shift

within 5 km of the base on the outward journey

34.1% 33.1%

49.6% 59.2%

The majority of incidents also 
happened close to the depot.

*Derived from Torque Data.
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DATA SNAPSHOT

Part One: 
How to identify if 
fatigue is a problem
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DATA SNAPSHOT

Fatigue is a state of physical and mental exhaustion. 
It can impact a driver’s performance, leading to  
errors and increased risk of workplace accidents  
– a potentially fatal problem in the commercial  
motor sector. 
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DATA SNAPSHOT

A 2019 research study called “Sleep duration and psychological well-being among New Zealanders” 
found that more than a third (37%) of respondents were getting less than the recommended seven 
hours of sleep on average. 

Rachel Lehen, managing director of Fit for Duty, observes this playing out everywhere she goes. “You 
see people yawning on the way to work, grabbing a third coffee by 8am and sucking on energy drinks 
throughout the day.” People who are rested do not need to seek artificial energy in the form of caffeine 
and sugar, which can trick the body into feeling energised.

“People are very good at coping with less sleep,” Lehen adds, “but are they as productive as they 
could be? If I ever meet someone who says they can thrive on four hours sleep, I am always very 
nervous. You might be awake – but being awake doesn’t mean being alert.”

Shift-work is hard on the body, requiring people to be active in the dark when their body naturally 
wants to rest, and to sleep when it is light outside. “Ideally, you want people to sleep between 10pm 
and 6am, but often drivers are starting their day at 1am or 2am,” says Lehen.
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DATA SNAPSHOT

Lehen states that adults need between seven and nine hours of sleep every night to function at their 
best. Not going to bed early enough – and trying to sleep in a room that is too hot or not dark enough 
are common mistakes.

“Drivers compromise sleep to be able to have some sort of life with their families,” says Lehen. “It’s not 
unusual for us to see drivers getting four or five hours sleep. From the get-go they are compromised, 
and on the weekends they are not getting the recovery sleep we would want them to. Sleep is the 
most important thing you do in a day. It needs to be prioritised.”

Charles Dawson, CEO of AutoSense, understands how hard it can be for long-haul commercial drivers 
to get enough sleep, once you factor in a 14-hour shift, the commute to and from work, time with 
family, and time for chores and relaxation.
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DATA SNAPSHOT

“Often life events such as new babies and 
marital or health issues – any of these things 
can also get on top of people,” says Dawson. 

The dangers of not getting enough sleep are 
serious and potentially life-changing. 

Talking to truck drivers about their experiences, 
pretty much all of them could tell a story about 
waking up to find themselves careering through 
the gravel on the side of the road and heading 
for the trees, notes Dawson.
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DATA SNAPSHOT

In addition to lifestyle factors, some people get less sleep than they need because they have a 
sleeping disorder. In 2013, Fit for Duty developed a programme to screen workers for obstructive 
sleep apnoea (OSA), which affects 16,000 adults in New Zealand*, a small percentage of  
New Zealand men and women (4% and 2% respectively**). 

Research in Australia shows that OSA is more prevalent in long distance commercial drivers with 
43% of drivers being affected***. Rachel Lehen states that based on her experience she would 
predict commercial drivers in New Zealand to also have a higher prevalence. 

*Estimated by the Thoracic Society of Australia and New Zealand.

**Obstructive sleep apnoea – Southern Cross NZ.

***Assessing Sleepiness and Sleep Disorders in Australian Long-Distance Commercial Vehicle Drivers: Self Report Versus an “At Home” Monitoring Device, 2012.
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DATA SNAPSHOT

People with OSA are woken repeatedly 
during sleep, sometimes hundreds of times 
in a night. The muscles of the upper airway 
become so relaxed that they collapse, 
blocking off the airway. Sufferers can’t 
breathe, so will wake just long enough to 
take a breath, and then fall back to sleep, 
often without realising it happened. 

Lehen advises that suffering from OSA 
doesn’t need to mean the end of a driving 
career. CPAP (continuous positive airway 
pressure) machines use a pump and mask 
to deliver air to the lungs and keep airways 
open while sleeping. Once using a CPAP 
machine, drivers will get better restorative 
sleep and will have less occurrences of 
excessive sleepiness. Lifestyle factors such 
as losing weight, giving up smoking, and 
avoiding alcohol in the hours before bedtime 
can also help.
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DATA SNAPSHOT

Part Two: 
How to keep 
drivers safe
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DATA SNAPSHOT

NZI customer and Gisborne truck driver and 
fleet operator, Mahana Stone, has seen first-
hand the benefits of using in-cab technology 
to keep his drivers – and other people on the 
road – safe. 

After being introduced to Guardian Seeing 
Machines by NZI, Stone fitted each of his 
eight trucks with the camera. These sit inside 
the truck cab on the dashboard, monitoring 
drivers, ensuring they keep their eyes on the 
road and recording any incidents. 

“Recently we had an alert when one of our 
drivers actually nodded off at the wheel,”  
says Stone. 

“Without the Seeing Machine waking the 
driver, there’s no doubt in my mind he could 
have been seriously hurt.”
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DATA SNAPSHOT

The machine scans the driver’s eyes; if they are shut for 1.5 seconds or longer (or not focused on the 
road for four seconds or more) an alarm goes off and the seat vibrates, startling the driver awake.

Of the approximately 160,000 heavy commercial vehicles in use in New Zealand, 2,900 are fitted with 
a Seeing Machine, says Charles Dawson from AutoSense, the New Zealand distributor. AutoSense 
is constantly collecting data on the number of fatigue incidents that happen in vehicles fitted with the 
machines. In the past year, there has been an average of 0.35 events per 10,000 kilometres driven.

“If you look at a well-utilised double-shifted truck that is pretty much in use all day, it will do 17,000 
to 20,000-plus kilometres a month,” says Dawson. “So most heavy commercial vehicles in use are 
having nearly one incident per month on average.”

Technology is not a silver bullet, but it can make a big difference. Replacing the traditional paper 
logbook with an electronic logbook helps drivers and back-office staff have visibility of what is being 
asked of drivers. This enables better scheduling decisions to be made, which can help reduce fatigue.

Many telematic data systems, which update driving information such as speed and location in real 
time, work on mobile phones and tablets, and link to back-office systems. This allows drivers and 
scheduling staff to review their previous day, week or month – or the last three months, if they choose. 
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DATA SNAPSHOT

“The EROAD Day Logbook gives the driver a really simple way of capturing his or her behaviour on the 
road, with really clear visual indicators that they are doing the right thing or potentially not doing the 
right thing,” says Guy Hocquard, the Enterprise Sales Manager for technology company EROAD, a 
leading provider of health and safety compliance and fleet management solutions. “When you combine 
that with our in-cab coaching which reminds drivers to take a break and avoid getting fatigued, you 
have a powerful set of tools to keep the drivers safe.”

 An electronic logbook removes needless paper from the cab and ensures the back-office can keep 
track of drivers as they make their way around the country. “It gives fleet managers and support staff 
more visibility into their fatigue” says Hocquard.

“We believe we are seeing more fatigue events in the beginning of the shift because drivers are 
not adequately rested,” says, Ian Taylor, Manager Commercial Motor Portfolio at IAG. “We’re not 
necessarily saying fatigue is linked to long work weeks, but you do build up a deficit of sleep over time. 
All you need is a bit of disturbance one night, or a big party, to lose that precious sleep time, and you 
have a problem.”
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DATA SNAPSHOT

Another issue could be the fact that driving shifts typically start when it is dark – either at night or early in the 
morning – which works against the body’s natural patterns.

“This can fall within the dip of the natural circadian rhythm, meaning that there is an increased risk of fatigue 
negatively impacting the driver,” says Hamish Piercy, Fleet Risk Manager for NZI. “Some people are more 
predisposed to the effects of the circadian rhythm because they are working shifts or rosters out of kilter with 
how their body functions. For example, how many people describe themselves as a morning person or a night 
owl? Take that person and have them work for long periods on an opposite shift and see how they perform.”

There is a lot of research into the link between shift length and fatigue risks. In New Zealand it is legal, and common, 
for commercial drivers to do 14-hour shifts (13 hours driving plus two half-hour breaks), to a cumulative work period 
of 70 hours. This is followed by one 24-hour break, and then the cycle begins again.

By contrast, in the European Union commercial drivers work a maximum of nine hours per day, 56 hours per week 
and 90 hours in two consecutive weeks. Drivers are required to take a break of at least 45 minutes after no more 
than four and a half hours of driving, and to take an unbroken rest of 45 hours every week (with some exceptions)*.

Research** has shown that after 17 hours of being awake a driver’s psychomotor performance decreases to a level 
equivalent to that of a driver with a blood alcohol concentration of 0.05mg/ml, equal to New Zealand’s drink driving 
limits. The same research shows a driver who has gone 24 hours without sleep will have an impairment equal to 
someone with an illegally high blood alcohol concentration of 0.1mg/ml.

*The weekly 45 hour rest period can be reduced to 24 hours every other week. Drivers must rest 11 hours each day but this can be reduced to nine hours of rest three times between any two weekly rest periods.
**Fatigue, alcohol and performance impairment, 1997.
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DATA SNAPSHOT

“For a driver working a 14-hour shift, add time to 
get up, get dressed and commute to work, then 
return in the evening and spend time with the 
family, it is easy to see how sleep debt can occur,” 
says Piercy.

Sleep debt is the cumulative effect of not getting 
enough sleep, and it’s another factor in driver 
fatigue. It can lead to mental and physical 
exhaustion and the debt can only be ‘repaid’ by 
quality sleep. This means getting regular, good 
sleep and not simply making up for lost rest 
during weekends and holidays.

Employers can play a part in helping drivers get 
enough sleep by reviewing their rosters and shift 
start and finish times, says Piercy. “The wellbeing 
of workers should be considered when developing 
rosters. This may include matching people to 
shifts more aligned with their natural circadian 
rhythm. While the law may allow maximum 
working periods for drivers, this may not be in the 
best interests of their safety or your business.”

26



DATA SNAPSHOT

Part Three: 
How to attract 
new recruits and 
ease pressure
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DATA SNAPSHOT

Women 
drivers

According to the  
Road Transport Forum, 
there are 

heavy transport drivers 
in New Zealand

Drivers under 
age of 35

8%
26,910 16%
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DATA SNAPSHOT

While the lure of the open road is strong, the truth 
is that commercial driving is hard work. The hours 
are long and unsociable, and drivers often miss out 
on family time and struggle to squeeze in exercise 
and relaxation. Women, for the most part, have 
not been well represented in the industry and the 
younger generation are choosing other career 
pathways, as evidenced by the aging population  
of commercial drivers. 

For these reasons and more, there is a chronic 
driver shortage in New Zealand, as in all developed 
countries. According to Nick Leggett, Chief 
Executive of the Road Transport Forum (RTF), on 
any given day, the shortfall is between 5 and 10%. 

“It’s a competitive labour market issue,”  
explains Leggett.

“The transport industry needs to better tell its 
story – how it carries the economy on its back and 
keeps supermarket shelves stocked and medical 
supplies going where they need to go.” 
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DATA SNAPSHOT

A formal industry driver traineeship is being established by the RTF to help employers attract and keep 
good drivers. If it is clear where opportunities lie, there is a better chance of appealing to commercial 
driving prospects and retaining existing drivers. Leggett explains: “Young drivers need to see 
qualifications and training on offer, as well as a career pathway – one day I could own my own truck 
and run my own business. They need someone to mentor them and nurture them and realise that their 
needs and desires are going to be different to the average 54-year-old driver.” 

Leggett says driving qualifications could be better packaged and the licensing regime improved, so 
that young drivers could move through the categories more quickly. Flexibility around shift lengths and 
working weeks is another area to consider.

“These problems are not unique to New Zealand, but New Zealand is small enough to solve them,” 
says Leggett. “Most of us are part of communities where we know people who would be really good 
heavy vehicle drivers. We’ve got to be razor sharp in understanding who our potential employees are, 
where they live, what they are interested in doing, what their values are and how we can engage them.”

30



DATA SNAPSHOT

Internationally, an American Trucking Association survey in 2018 found that driver health was a top 
concern among fleet managers looking to hold onto workers, while drivers said they wanted healthier 
food choices and exercise facilities available at truck stops. Helping truckers stay healthy and get 
adequate rest can only be positive.

According to the 2019 report “In for the Long Haul: What is Behind the Truck-Driver Shortage in 
Aotearoa New Zealand?”*, Truck drivers are, together with construction workers, midwives and 
paramedics, among the most overworked workers in the country. The report mentions the long hours 
are made worse by inadequate pay, which 80% of the survey participants identified as a problem.

*The report was based on a survey of working truck drivers and was prepared by Jared Abbott and Mikee Santos of FIRST Union.
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DATA SNAPSHOT

More than 23% of participants identified other 
issues they believed were influencing drivers 
to leave, or not enter, the industry. The most 
common issues were worsening traffic, the 
high cost of getting a licence and a lack of 
respect from management.

According to Leggett, those trucking firms 
known for prioritising the health and safety of 
their workers are also those known to hold 
onto staff long term.

“The RTF can advocate and help set up 
opportunities for the industry, but ultimately 
the solution to the workforce shortage lies in 
every business having the right attitude to its 
potential workforce. We see some companies 
that pay their drivers well and invest in their 
training and safety, these are the businesses 
that have an engaged workforce and a waiting 
list of drivers wanting to join the team.”
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DATA SNAPSHOT

Conclusion 
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DATA SNAPSHOT

Fatigue is a reality of modern life, with research* 
showing that more than a third of New Zealanders 
are largely getting an insufficient amount of sleep 
each night. But in an industry like the commercial 
transport sector, this complacency has the 
potential to be fatal.
*Sleep duration and psychological well-being among New Zealanders.
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DATA SNAPSHOT

Both drivers and businesses have a shared responsibility to manage fatigue. IAG’s Manager 
Commercial Motor Vehicle Portfolio, Ian Taylor, believes a three-pronged approach focusing on the 
use of technology, driver education and attracting new drivers, can reduce the number of accidents 
caused by driver fatigue.

Technology such as dashboard cameras and telematic data systems, which update driving 
information such as speed and location in real time, have proven effective at reducing fatigue risk in 
New Zealand and overseas. But although this technology is a useful tool in mitigating the effects of 
driver fatigue, it can’t be considered a cure-all. While the onus on preventing fatigue sits largely with 
drivers to ensure they get the needed rest, businesses also have an obligation to ensure their drivers 
are receiving the right training and support they need to avoid fatigue and minimise risks. To support 
these efforts, NZI’s Fleet Fit programme provides powerful tools and education businesses can utilise 
to upskill drivers and encourage safer driving practices.

Alongside training and development, fostering a safety-first culture is critical. Anecdotally, NZI’s 
FRM team have found that those companies offering the strongest health and safety culture seem 
to have the least trouble attracting and retaining drivers. Which leads to the third factor - attracting 
new recruits into the industry. Women and people under 30 are largely underrepresented in the 
commercial driving sector which highlights an opportunity to meet the needs of the industry and 
diversify the workplace.
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DATA SNAPSHOT

The industry needs to consider how it can better 
communicate the importance of the transport 
sector to New Zealand which will help put a 
spotlight on the career opportunities that exist. 
The RTF are working to promote the sector 
and are establishing cadetship programmes, 
providing those interested in entering the 
industry with a clear career pathway.

To keep the country’s roads safe, and reduce 
risk to drivers, the transport sector needs to 
work collaboratively to combat driver fatigue. 
As part of this, NZI’s FRM team works with its 
Fleet Fit partners and with businesses within 
the industry, ensuring more drivers have access 
to the right training and technology that could 
ultimately make the difference between life  
or death. 

The commercial driving sector plays such an 
important part in our economy. Together, we can 
keep more vehicles moving and achieve safer 
roads across New Zealand. 
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