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In New Zealand, its illegal to drive 
impaired by any substance

The law

SUBSTANCE 
IMPAIRED 
DRIVING



› Drivers at risk of driving impaired 
due to the effects of medications 
(or drugs) used with or without 
alcohol

› Impaired driving is when your 
body or emotions have been 
affected (usually temporarily) in a 
way that makes you an unsafe 
driver*

Definition

SUBSTANCE 
IMPAIRED 
DRIVING

*New Zealand Transport Agency, 2015  



New Zealand study of 1000 killed drivers over 5 years

1 in 3 had impairing medications or drugs in their blood

Research shows that medications and/or drugs are a sizeable cause in 
fatal road crashes along with alcohol and speed*

* Poulsen, 2010  



New Zealand study of 1000 killed drivers over 5 years

1 in 13 had impairing medications*

Further analysis shows that medications are an issue
› Using a list of impairing medications.
› In collaboration with ESR toxicologist 

Dr Helen Poulsen

*New Zealand Transport Agency, 2015  



New Zealand drivers regularly use impairing medications
Use of impairing prescription medications is common

› There are 9 Million new prescriptions that may impair 
driving for people of driving age in New Zealand, 
out of a total of 34 million new prescriptions

› One in four prescription medications can impair driving*

* Dowden, 2018a  



New Zealand drivers regularly use impairing medications
Use of impairing medications is common

› Every year two out of three drivers used prescription 
medications or over-the-counter medications
that may impair*

* Dowden, 2018b  



Medications & alcohol is common
Drivers drink alcohol while using medication

› Most drivers don’t realise what they taking medication 
and drinking alcohol could affect driving

› And almost all New Zealanders of driving age drink 
alcohol regularly

› 7 in 10 report drinking alcohol when taking medications/drugs*

* Dowden, 2018b  



POLYDRUG
USE: AN 

INTERNATIONAL 
STUDY

Mixing alcohol with medications or 
drugs that impair driving can make 
drivers 23 times more likely to have a 
fatal crash than those that use neither 
(U.S.A)*

Odds of a fatal Crash

*Li, 2013  



Mixing alcohol with medications or 
drugs that impair driving can make 
drivers 23 times more likely to have a 
fatal crash than those that use neither 
(U.S.A)

Odds of a fatal crash* 
For drivers who test positive for drugs/alcohol

*Li, 2013  



EXPERIMENTS –
DRIVER 

SIMULATIONS
ETC.

16 common New Zealand medications used for Medications 
used for anxiety, pain, depression, insomnia, psychosis 
cause driving impairment

Long-acting benzodiazepines for insomnia
› impairs 10hrs–17hrs  later, 

may increase risk of crash* 
› 100,000+ new prescriptions**

*Leung. 2013 (Lorazepam)   **Dowden, 2018a 



*

EXPERIMENTS –
DRIVER 

SIMULATIONS
ETC.

Insomnia medication (zopiclone)* 
› causes marked impairment 

10 hrs. after taken at bedtime 
› nearly half a million new prescriptions

Vermeeren et al. 2002

16 common New Zealand medications used for Medications 
used for anxiety, pain, depression, insomnia, psychosis 
cause driving impairment



EXPERIMENTS –
DRIVER 

SIMULATIONS 
ETC.

Low dose codeine/paracetamol*
› impairs driving in ‘elderly’ (age 60 years) 
› common over-the-counter

*DRUID (2011).

16 common New Zealand medications used for Medications 
used for anxiety, pain, depression, insomnia, psychosis 
cause driving impairment



IMPAIRING 
MEDICATIONS

Common prescription medications that may impair driving

› Strong painkillers
› Depression medications
› Heart medications
› Allergy medications
› Sleeping tablets
› Anti-psychotic medications
› Epilepsy treatment
› Nausea medications
› Anxiety medications

*New Zealand Transport Agency, 2015  



NEW ZEALAND 
DRIVER

EDUCATION

Awareness of substance impaired driving is low

The law 
› Medications ‘used as directed’ - half (47%) 

don’t know its illegal to drive impaired
› Over-the-counter - half (47%) don’t know 
Educated about medications
› Less than four in ten (38%) drivers recall ever 

being told their medications could impair

*Dowden (in press) 



www.Medication | NZ Transport Agency

Information and access to resources for educators and drivers 



Developed in partnership
› Promotes driver responsibility (ask 

your health provider)
› Increases understanding of 

impairment
› Builds awareness of medications
› Enhances knowledge of driver 

options

Driver information sheets and resources

DRIVER 
SHEETS



www.Medication | NZ Transport Agency
Videos
6 parts



Im
pairing 

m
edications



List of actions

Signs & symptoms



Safe actions 
driver can take 





Patient education and advice





Craig Waterworth
New Zealand Transport Agency
craig.waterworth@nzta.govt.nz
027 240 3855
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