Getting Around

Version 1: Driving While Asian

From: "Driving While Asian" Pamela Stirling, NZ Listener, August 16-22 2003 Vol 189 No 3301. Re-published with permission. All rights reserved. [Abridged]

They have become the common cause for complaint on our roads, usually prefaced with an expletive, but are Asian drivers really as bad as their reputation suggests?

Every driver in New Zealand is an idiot. We know that. It comes up at every intersection. "What are they waiting for? Why don't they just go? Come on, go, go, go, go, GO!"

And so the irritation with the driving culture of some of the recent influx of migrants has to be looked at in context. "DWA" - Driving While Asian - is just the latest in a very wide range of supposed traffic misdemeanours out there.

Yet the impact of the massive immigration boom on New Zealand driving culture is not entirely imaginary. Consider the use of headlights. For the last 10 years at least, a quick flash of headlights has meant, "You go first: be my guest." The other driver would give you a grateful wave. But in much of the world - especially Asia and India, the driving homeland of a large proportion of New Zealand's recent immigrants - flashed headlights may mean, "I should rather that I and my grandmother and all my family died a tortured, meaningless death than yield to you." People in those cultures flash their high beams as a warning that they are about to run a light, accelerate to cut you off or are coming the wrong way down a one-way road. Flash your headlights at an intersection in Auckland now and everybody looks nervous �
The most important thing to get across to international students? You cannot drive without a licence. "Getting over the cultural problem of international students believing it is all right to drive without a licence or simply buy a licence is the biggest problem," says Inspector John Kelly, manager of operations in the road-policing support office of the Commissioner of Police. "The ability to buy fake driver's licences through the Internet is very, very easy."

WHAT IS MOST chilling is the number of foreign students driving without ever having sat for a licence at all. One survey of international students this year in Auckland showed that a whopping 35 percent were driving without a valid licence.

Justin Zeng saw the results when he worked as an interpreter for two years in the Otahuhu District Court. Now a road-safety educator, Zeng reports that a lot of what is penalised as dangerous driving in New Zealand "is just normal when you grow up in China. It's a densely populated country. Following too close, driving competitively, ignoring give-way rules - that's all normal driving culture," says Zeng. "Basically, it's chaos."

Drivers in China drive on the right. But Kelly tells of a taxi ride in Beijing this year: "The driver overtook and just stayed on the wrong side of the road until he was forced back by oncoming traffic!"

The most nerve-wracking thing for overseas drivers here? Navigating round-abouts. The LTSA reports that "this is because in some countries the traffic on the round-about gives way to traffic wishing to enter the roundabout". In other countries there is no recognised protocol at all - traffic simply barges in.

Someone who comes without a licence and immediately starts driving without ever having got behind the wheel of a car, "well, they're not driving a car, they're driving a loaded bomb", says Zeng.

It's not that New Zealanders are born better drivers, stresses Zeng. "It's just a different driving culture here." But Zeng, originally from mainland China, says it angers him when some international students "keep asking, 'How do you get a fake licence? How do you get around the law?'"

Someone who has seen first-hand the "terrifying" gaps in the system is Dale Wickham. She has been a homestay parent to over a dozen young male international students from China. "I had a student that one school gave me because my home was very strict on driving. You have got to wonder how this can happen, but he had three cars impounded by the police and he kept buying a new one. He didn't have a licence, but he would buy another car and just kept registering them under the name Robert Louis Stevenson. He was 17 and paying cash for those cars. They were Hondas: he probably paid $30,000 altogether. But the cars were impounded because he was constantly driving without a licence."

The courts gave him time to obtain a New Zealand licence, which he did, and discharged him without conviction because he would have been deported if found guilty. "He just continued to break the rules," says Wickham. "He actually left, owing something like $3700 in fines for driving offences, just two weeks before he was asked to leave by immigration. The Department of Courts is still sending this fine to my address.

"To say it's dangerous for them to be driving is an understatement," says Wickham. She's aware of accidents involving foreign students - one woman was hospitalised with an injured spleen; a student broke his ankle. It's not uncommon for them to pay their way out of trouble, she says. "Most are not insured. One came here with a shoebox filled with $US80,000. He was 17, didn't have a licence. But he was going out to buy a car. One boy came here on the Wednesday. On the Friday I got a call from the local police station to say they had him in the cells. He had bought a car with a friend and had gone though a roundabout not giving way on his right and had nearly hit a taxi. And he had done it with a police car right behind him! It's like the Keystone Kops. He showed the police a licence that was obviously a fake and he was fined $1400, some of it for lying, some for his driving.

So what's the likelihood of restrictions on international students? The Transport Minister is currently considering advice on it. Meanwhile, one college reports that last week an unlicensed Chinese student got behind the wheel of a car just two hours after a passionate induction speech to foreign students on why they were not permitted to drive. The car had been driven to the school gates by a language-school friend. He didn't have a licence, either. The student promptly drove into a power pole - initial witness reports indicate that this was not a fast-moving power pole - right outside the college gates. Then she immediately switched seats and denied that she'd ever driven.

