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Coronavirus Timeline

The following timeline is taken from ‘COVID-19: a chronology 
of state and territory government announcements (up until 
30 June 2020)’ by Rebecca Storen and Nikki Corrigan,1 unless 
otherwise cited.

2020

2021

2022

The first case of novel coronavirus in Australia (nCoV-19) was 
reported in Victoria on 25 January 2020, with an additional three 
cases confirmed in NSW later that day. 

The name for the disease caused by nCoV-19, coronavirus disease 
(COVID-19), was announced by the World Health Organization 
(WHO) on 11 February 2020. 

The first case of the Delta variant was detected in Australia  
on 16 June 2021.6

The first person to die from COVID-19 in Australia was a man from 
WA who died in Sir Charles Gairdner Hospital on 1 March 2020.

The Coronavirus Economic Response Package Omnibus Bill 2020 
was introduced to Federal Parliament on 23 March 2020.2 

Each state and territory government announced its first broad 
economic package in March 2020. Most states and territories 
introduced border restrictions in the same month. 

The first case of the Omicron variant was detected in Australia  
on 27 November 2021.8

In March 2022 the national Freight Movement Code and Protocol 
was rescinded.9

On 7 August 2021, National Cabinet agreed to the revised 
Freight Movement Code for the Domestic Border Controls – Freight 
Movement Protocol.7

By 11 April more than 1.1 million doses of vaccine had  
been administered.5

On 24 July 2020, the National Cabinet agreed to the original 
Domestic Border Controls – Freight Movements Protocol.3

The national roll-out of COVID-19 vaccines commenced on 22  
February 2021 with the Pfizer vaccine (Comirnaty BNT162b2 mRNA)).4
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Introduction

The coronavirus pandemic arguably initiated the greatest 
disruption to Australia’s society and economy since World War II.  
For the first time in living memory, entire populations were 
subject to strict lockdown rules, curtailing access to goods and 
services and restricting movements across all transport modes. 
Australia experienced its first recession in three decades, bringing 
radical changes in household spending patterns, how goods were 
accessed and sources of household income.

This National Road Safety Partnership Program (NRSPP) discussion 
paper, Impact of the coronavirus on road safety in Australia: lessons 
from the national lockdown, extracts the lessons of the pandemic 
from the perspective of road users and regulators, with the aim of 
informing policy responses to the next crisis, be it pandemic, fire, 
flood or the effects of climate change.

What impact did the coronavirus have on the road toll?

Data is beginning to emerge on the impact of the coronavirus on 
Australia’s road toll. There is always a lag between a fatality and its 
reporting. At this point, there is solid data for the 2020 calendar 
year, allowing an in-depth analysis of the nationwide lockdown 
from March to July.

Road fatalities are, fortunately, relatively rare events so even 
small changes in raw data can have a disproportionate effect. 
The arguments outlined in this discussion paper are necessarily 
speculative and ruminative, rather than definitive. As more data 
becomes available and fresh insights are offered,  the hypothesis 
proposed in this paper can be further tested.

The first immediately identifiable impact of the pandemic is a 
reduction in road fatalities. As illustrated by Figure 1 below, 2020 
saw the lowest incidence of on-road fatalities in Australia since 2012.10

Figure 1: Australian road fatalities 2012-2021

http://drivenstrategyandpolicy.com
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What impact did the coronavirus have on the road toll?

Why did the road toll not fall commensurate with road travel?

This reduction reflects stay at home orders across the country 
which confined people to their households and restricted 
movements within a small, local radius. Put simply, fewer 
kilometres travelled resulted in lower exposure to risk and a 
reduction in the road toll. For the same reason, on-road injuries 
also fell dramatically.11

Interestingly, the ‘jaws’ between the actual road toll and the 
targets set by the National Road Safety Strategy12  narrowed during 
this period, but did not close as shown in Figure 2 below.

This raises questions about the realism of the targets and/or the 
appropriateness and efficacy of the strategies enacted to meet them.

Broadly speaking, there are four theories on why the road toll did 
not fall proportionate with the reduction in kilometres travelled:

• Greater inattention/distraction
• Increase in vehicle as workplace
• Increase in vulnerable road users, and
• Proportionately more risk-takers on the road.

These theories are not mutually exclusive and may be operating 
in tandem.

There is a fifth road safety phenomenon that will also be discussed 
in this paper, that of suicide on the road network. Because they are 
intentional, suicides are ‘scrubbed’ from the official road toll data 
and not separately reported. However, the National Road Safety 
Partnership Program believes that all risks on the road network 
should receive a policy response and so suicide on the road  
network is included for discussion here.

A deeper look at the fatalities data shows the reduction in road 
fatalities is not commensurate with the reduction in kilometres 
travelled. Using fuel sales as a proxy for kilometres travelled, 
it emerges that while petrol sales in Australia fell by 21.4% 
from March to July 2020, compared to the same period in 2017, 
the road toll fell by only 10%.14 March to July 2020 is broadly 
equivalent to the national lockdown.15

Figure 2: National Road Safety Strategy targets and actuals13

Figure 3: % Change in petrol sales and fatal crash counts from March-
July 2017 to March-July 202016

Intuitively, one might expect that a reduction in exposure 
(kilometres travelled) would be equalled by a reduction in 
fatalities. But this was true only in NSW and the ACT where the 
difference was only 0.5%. The difference was also comparatively 
low in WA at 3.9%. In other states and territories there were 
disparities of 15.4% (NT), 14.3% (VIC) and 11.1% (TAS). In 
Queensland there was a 17.4% reduction in petrol sales but an 
increase in fatalities of 11%.
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Why did the road toll not fall commensurate with road travel?

Greater inattention/distraction

The coronavirus pandemic was ubiquitous, novel and frightening. 
Previous public health crises, such as severe acute respiratory 
syndrome (SARS), middle east respiratory syndrome (MERS) and 
swine flu, though potentially fatal, were geographically contained. 
The previous near-global health crisis, the Spanish flu of 1918, had 
long-since faded from public memory. 

Nations were on notice that the coronavirus, or something like 
it, was coming: the World Health Organization (WHO) began 
publishing pandemic guidelines in 2005. Australian governments 
at federal and state level had influenza pandemic response plans 
in place so “neither the arrival of COVID-19 nor the question as 
to which steps to take, should have come as a surprise for any 
organisation taking their professional obligation for continuity 
management seriously”.17

The reality is that coronavirus took governments and populations 
alike by surprise. The first three findings of the Commonwealth 
Senate Select Committee on coronavirus focussed on the federal 
government’s lack of preparedness.18 Just 2% of global companies 
reported being prepared for the pandemic.19 Initial footage of 
bodies on the streets in China were viscerally shocking.

The national lockdown of 2020 was characterised by fear and 
uncertainty as epidemiologists raced to answer: What caused the 
virus? Could transmission be controlled? Who was vulnerable? 
When would a vaccine be available? Would life ever look ‘normal’ 
again? The Australian Institute of Health and Welfare noted that 
“[s]tress, confusion and anger are commonplace as a result of the 
pandemic”.20

These emotions can create cognitive deficits that reduce a driver’s 
mental ‘bandwidth’ for attention on the road. The resulting 
distraction and inattention can lead to on-road incidents. For 
these reasons, recent divorce or separation is associated with a 
four-fold increase in the risk of a serious traffic crash that was at 
least partly the fault of the driver.21 Similarly, financial stress is 
associated with a higher crash risk.22 

It may be that the generalised anxiety experienced during 
the national lockdown created a cognitive deficit that caused 
distraction on the road. A survey conducted by the Australian 
Road Safety Foundation during the first month of lockdown 
(April 2020) tends to support this view: of the 78% of drivers 
who admitted to breaking a road rule, 39% attributed this to not 
paying attention while 30% cited a brief lapse in judgement.23

The cognitive deficit created by general anxiety may have been 
compounded by the time pressure of limited opportunities and 
geographical restrictions to access essential goods and services. 
This would explain why the road toll and kilometres travelled data 
is more commensurate in the states and territories that enabled 
greater access to supermarkets (refer to Figure 3).

Increase in vehicle as workplace

Households had less opportunity to access traditional 
shopping hubs during lockdown. Confined to our houses and 
neighbourhoods, we used the internet to bring goods to us, 
inverting the traditional relationship between consumer and 
retailer. This trend was evident before the pandemic, but it 
skyrocketed afterwards.

Figure 4 shows the year-on-year change in online purchases 
across home and garden, food and liquor, and hobbies and 
recreational goods. The national lockdown is correlated with a 
sharp rise in e-shopping. The growth tapered off by May 2020 
but did not return to the levels of the same period in the previous 
year, suggesting it has become embedded practice.

Round the clock access to supermarkets and pharmacies was 
introduced in NSW on 25 March 202024. A similar rule was 
introduced in South Australia on 19 March 202025. WA extended 
trading hours for Coles and Woolworths commencing 17 March 
202026.  All three states are at the more commensurate end of 
the relationship between road fatalities and kilometres travelled. 
Similar laws are not noted for other states on the Australian 
Parliament’s chronology of coronavirus announcements. 
(Queensland did pass a law to allow for 24/7 restocking of 
supermarkets but this did not extend to shopping).27

Figure 4: Online purchases, year-on-year change, by category28

Unsurprisingly, online shopping growth was most pronounced 
in Victoria where lockdowns were generally longer and more 
restrictive than other states.29

“These emotions can create cognitive deficits  
that reduce a driver’s mental ‘bandwidth’  
for attention on the road. The resulting  
distraction and inattention can lead to  
on-road incidents.”
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Additional drivers were required to deliver these goods to 
people’s homes, businesses and allocated pick-up points. As other 
forms of work dried up under the pressure of the pandemic, there 
was a transition of labour into courier and delivery jobs. Between 
2019 and 2020, the Australian online food ordering and delivery 
market increased from a $560.9 million industry to one worth 
$717.8 million.30 Of the current delivery workers engaged through 
an online platform, more than half (59%) joined the platform to 
support themselves financially during the pandemic.31

At the same time as food home delivery was booming, Australia 
Post retrained around 2,000 former ‘posties’ to drive commercial 
vans to meet the demand for parcel delivery.32

Where traditional service models saw the bulk of goods delivered 
into CBD areas for sale in ‘bricks and mortar’ stores, during the 
pandemic last-mile delivery was increasingly into residential areas. 
It may be that these areas were simply less familiar to drivers 
than CBD routes and this lack of familiarity could have negatively 
impacted the road toll.

What is clear is that the heavy vehicle sector remained fairly static 
during the pandemic, as illustrated in Figure 5.

In contrast there are very few prescriptive rules relating to the 
movement and operation of vehicles under 4.5 tonne GVM/GCM 
and almost no concept of chain of responsibility.34 Food and 
parcel delivery is covered by broad and non-specific occupational 
health and safety laws that focus on doing everything reasonably 
practical to manage risk.

While road safety clearly presents a risk in the context of goods 
delivery, the newness of the platforms (Uber Eats only emerged in 
2016) means that mature and robust safety management systems 
simply haven’t had time to materialise. So for example, unlike a 
consignor in a heavy vehicle freight context, a restaurant looking 
to compensate for loss of foot-traffic through diversifying into 
home delivery has no direct obligation to develop a delivery model 
that limits incentives for drivers to speed and/or drive fatigued.

Most Uber Eats delivery drivers have jobs elsewhere.35 Drivers 
often ‘multi-app’, with no obligation on app operators to ascertain 
how much work a driver has done elsewhere or how fatigued  
they may be.

The concept of the ‘vehicle as workplace’ is relatively new. Vehicles 
as a Workplace – Work Health and Safety Guide was authored by 
multiple government agencies and released in 2019.  As that 
report noted: “Vehicle use is by far the most significant contributor 
to work-related traumatic injury. Safe Work Australia reports that 
64% of worker traumatic injury fatalities since 2003 have involved a 
vehicle, with 50% of these incidents occurring on a public road.”37

The concept of ‘vehicle as workplace in the gig economy’ is even 
newer. SafeWork NSW only released its Guide to Managing Work 
Health and Safety in the Food Delivery Industry in August 2021.38

All of which may somewhat explain why road fatalities did not fall 
at the rate we might otherwise have expected: the road became 
a ‘workplace’ to hundreds of people not necessarily trained, 
experienced and proficient in managing the occupational hazards 
of that workplace.

Why did the road toll not fall commensurate with road travel?

This stands to reason because gaining a heavy vehicle licence is 
a graduated process that takes time. Although there was strong 
demand for truck drivers during the pandemic, this demand pre-
dated the crisis. It is an important point because in most states 
and territories there are highly prescriptive rules governing the 
use of vehicles 4.5 tonne and above with obligations placed on 
drivers, operators, consignors, consignees, employers, loaders, 
packers and other parties along the supply chain to ensure the 
safety of the transport task.

The heavy vehicle regulatory system includes chain of 
responsibility: the idea that on-road behaviour is influenced and 
even directed by the actions and inactions of off-road parties. The 
heavy vehicle sector is subject to prescriptive rules well beyond 
what exists in state-based traffic law governing courier/delivery 
drivers in cars and vans. These include rules around maximum 
hours of work and minimum hours of rest, load restraint, vehicle 
mass and dimension, and speed limiting.

Figure 5: Vehicle Kilometres Travelled comparison in 202033

“Vehicle use is by far the most significant 
contributor to work-related traumatic injury. 
Safe Work Australia reports that 64% of worker 
traumatic injury fatalities since 2003 have 
involved a vehicle, with 50% of these incidents 
occurring on a public road.”37
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Increase in vulnerable road users

Vulnerable road users refers to people who have less crash 
protection than occupants of motor vehicles and therefore have 
a higher risk of being injured or killed in a road crash. The term is 
generally used in relation to pedestrians, cyclists and motorcyclists.

Data from the National Office of Road Safety shows that cyclists 
were the only vulnerable road user group to experience an 
increase in fatalities in 2020 compared to a 2008-2010 baseline.39 
They also experienced the highest increase in serious injury 
compared to a 2018 baseline of vulnerable road users. This is 
illustrated in Figure 6.

Where nationwide there was a reduction of 10.5% in year-on-year 
motorcycle fatalities in 2021,46 in Queensland there was a 20% 
increase. As illustrated in Figure 7, all other states except South 
Australia experienced a reduction in motorcycle fatalities in 2021.

Why did the road toll not fall commensurate with road travel?

Figure 6: Vulnerable road user fatalities and serious injuries40

Figure 7: % Change year-on-year in motorbike on-road fatalities by state47

The fatalities were limited to Queensland and Victoria, at least 
partly explaining the anomalous relationship between fuel sales 
and on-road fatalities in those states. The increase in cyclist 
fatalities was confined to cyclists in multi-vehicle crashes (+44%). 
There was a very slight decrease in cyclist fatalities in single 
vehicle crashes. The increase was confined to crashes that did not 
involve a bus, rigid truck or articulated truck.41

Cycling experienced a boom during the pandemic as people 
looked to capitalise on their limited outdoor activity time and took 
advantage of favourable conditions, such as reduced congestion 
and pop-up cycling lanes in some cities. The City of Sydney 
announced more than 10km of pop-up bike lanes, including six 
temporary lanes in key commuter areas in the CBD. In Melbourne, 
40km of bike lanes within the CBD were fast-tracked.42 

Money that might otherwise have gone towards tourism and 
events was available to purchase a new bike.43 This led to a new 
record for Australian bicycle sales in 2020-21, with 1.75 million 
bikes sold. The previous record was 1.42 million in 2007.44 It 
may be that the proficiency of new or resuming cyclists was 
low and this accounts for the high fatality and injury count. The 
non-involvement of buses and trucks, which are generally over-
represented in cycling fatalities45, tends to support this theory.

It is difficult to know why motorcycle fatalities were so 
comparatively high in Queensland. It does not seem to be driven 
by an increase in motorbike registrations, which show the same 
national rate of growth as the previous year at 1.2%.48 It could be 
as simple as weather. All states and territories entered autumn 
and winter during the first lockdown, but Queensland’s weather 
remains temperate at that time of year, perhaps increasing the 
appeal of riding. 

It is striking however that when motorcycle registrations rose by 
3.7% in 2021, nationwide fatalities rose also.49 As with cycling in 
2020, this could reflect inadequate proficiency for the driving/
riding task.
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Proportionately more risk-takers on the road

Traditional approaches to road safety focus on the ‘deterrence’ or 
‘command and control’ model, where human beings are inclined 
towards breaking rules if they will derive a benefit from doing so. 
For example, a motorist may speed because it gets them to their 
destination faster. To counter this benefit, penalties need to offset the  
perceived benefit and have a reasonable chance of being imposed.

The deterrence formula is, therefore: S x P > B, where:

 S = severity of sanction 

 P = perceived probability of detection and punishment 

 B = benefit to the offender of the offending behaviour.50

During the pandemic, road users may have reasoned that on-road 
enforcement would reduce as law enforcement resources were 
redeployed into other tasks or kept from situations of potentially 
high transmission. In at least one jurisdiction regulators were 
publicly candid that this was, indeed, the case.51 

It is certainly the case that random breath tests (RBTs) reduced 
during 2020, as shown in Figure 8.

Suicide on the road network

Suicide on the road network occurs when drivers, pedestrians or 
cyclists intentionally place themselves in the path of an oncoming 
vehicle or jump from bridges or other road infrastructure. Road 
fatalities determined to result from suicide are removed from the 
official road toll data and are not separately reported.

The absence of reporting means the public is largely unaware of 
this particular road safety risk. Research by Toll Group released in 
2018 first brought this issue to light. A study of 10 years’ worth of 
on-road fatalities with which Toll Group was involved indicated 
that 14% of incidents were confirmed suicide by truck.55 This 
means that suicidal intent was confirmed by the Police, coroner 
or insurer. When Toll driver testimonials were considered, the 
proportion rose to one-in-five (20%) of all on-road fatalities 
indicated for suicide.

The NTI is Australia’s largest insurer of trucking equipment and 
one of the few organisations to release data on probable suicide 
on the road network. NTI’s data is different to road toll data 
because NTI reports on “large loss” events, that is, road incidents 
that resulted in $50,000 or more worth of damage.

In its most recent report, covering the 2020 calendar year, the 
NTI found that: “43.5% of fatal car and truck crashes were indicated 
or strongly indicated to be suicide, this represents an increase 
when compared to figures of 37.5% and 37.9% for 2017 and 2019 
respectively. It is probable that this is an effect of COVID-19, with 
reduced traffic volumes reducing the number of accidental road 
deaths, thereby increasing the proportion of all road deaths which 
result from intentional acts”.56

As with risk-taking, it is probable that the aggregate number of 
suicides on the road network did not increase, but the generally 
lower traffic volumes mean this cohort represented a greater 
proportion of incidents.

In other words, were there greater numbers of risk takers on the 
road, some of whose behaviours are otherwise kept in check by 
deterrence, or were the people inclined to keep using the roads 
during lockdown the risk-taking proportion of the population 
anyway, simply in greater concentration?

It is estimated that 2.6-3% of the driving population is inclined 
towards, and maybe even hard-wired for, recidivism.54 This cohort 
would likely be less influenced by stay-at-home orders and more 
likely to flout rules relating to curfews, geographical restrictions 
and household ‘bubbles’. Being less rule-governed than the 
general population, they are also more likely to speed and take 
other risks on the road.

Why did the road toll not fall commensurate with road travel?

At the same time as RBTs halved from 15 million in 2019 to less 
than 7.5 million, the percentage of RBTs returning a positive test 
doubled from 0.4% to 0.8%. This suggests drivers were taking 
more risks on the road during the pandemic. It may be that the 
prevalent anxiety and uncertainty discussed earlier in this paper 
prompted greater alcohol consumption, although the data on this 
is not definitive.53

The road safety survey conducted by the Australian Road Safety 
Foundation found that one-quarter (25%) of drivers self-reported 
taking greater risks on the road during the coronavirus outbreak. 
The same survey found 17% of drivers were speeding more than 
pre-pandemic. What the survey doesn’t tell us is whether the 
people taking more risks were the same people that took risks on 
a lesser scale pre-pandemic or were simply hindered from doing 
so by congestion.

Figure 8: Random Breath Testing in 2020 Australia (Victoria excluded)52
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“43.5% of fatal car and truck crashes were 
indicated or strongly indicated to be suicide, 
this represents an increase when compared to 
figures of 37.5% and 37.9% for 2017 and 2019 
respectively. It is probable that this is an effect of 
COVID-19, with reduced traffic volumes reducing 
the number of accidental road deaths, thereby 
increasing the proportion of all road deaths 
which result from intentional acts”.56

Conclusion

Why did the road toll not fall commensurate with road travel?

Perhaps counter-intuitively, it appears the overall incidence of 
suicide in Australia decreased by 6% during the 2020 pandemic.57  
“Preliminary national mortality data published by the Australian 
Bureau of Statistics for 2019 and 2020 show that the rate of 
death by suicide in Australia was lower in 2020 (12.1 per 100,000 
population) than in 2019 (12.9 per 100,000 population)”.58 It is not 
unusual for suicide rates to fall or remain stable during times of 
national crisis and adversity. The sense of ‘being in this together’ 
and increased preparedness to talk openly about mental health 
may act as protective factors.

The national lockdown experienced in 2020 provides a rare and 
fascinating opportunity to study on-road behaviours because 
of the uniformity of conditions imposed on most Australians. As 
expected, on-road fatalities fell during 2020 as people complied 
with stay at home orders and had restricted opportunities to leave 
home and access required goods and services.

However, the fatality rate did not fall at a rate commensurate 
with the fall in fuel sales. In fact, in Queensland the fatality rate 
increased while fuel purchases decreased.

This paper posits four reasons why this was so, being

• Greater inattention/distraction on the road network
• An increase in the use of vehicle as workplace
• An increase in vulnerable road users, and

• Proportionately more risk-takers on the road.

While suicide on the road network did increase as a proportion of 
large losses as measured by the NTI, it is probable that this does 
not reflect an increase in aggregate number.

The author gratefully acknowledges the assistance of Associate 
Professor Angela Watson, Motor Accident Insurance Commission 
Research Fellow, Road Safety Data Bureau, Transport and Main 
Roads, Queensland; Dr Vy Le, Principal Analyst, Queensland Police 
Service; and Mr David Gargett, Researcher, Bureau of Infrastructure, 
Transport and Regional Economics.

Greater inattention/distraction  
on the road network

An increase in the use of 
vehicle as workplace

An increase in  
vulnerable road users
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