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Executive Summary 
 
Nationwide 

Nationwide New Zealand has problems with its uptake and completion of driver licensing, 
particularly among youth.  Unlicensed drivers receive convictions and fines which can be a 
catalyst for further convictions.  In economic terms, a license is a key employability skill with 
70% of jobs requiring at least a restricted drivers licence. Driver licensing rates among job 
seekers is very low nationally and affects a young person’s job prospects. In New Zealand 
only 9% of jobseekers in the youth category (18-24 years old) have a full license and only 
15% have a restricted licence. 

The Graduated Drivers Licence system is problematic as the license fees and training are 
expensive, testing can be difficult and the majority of students cannot achieve a full licence 
before leaving school.  The licencing process takes a minimum of 18 months to 2 years from 
a person’s 16th birthday if they start immediately. 

70,000 to 90,000 young people across New Zealand face major barriers while progressing 
towards their full licence. These barriers which are commonly referred to as the 4 C’s: 

• Confidence 

• Car Access 

• Capability 

• Cash 

The most notable and successful programmes across New Zealand have (or have a 
combination of) a number of common features. These include: 

• The Provision of a Car – removing 3 of the 4 C’s in terms of barriers (provides 
Car access to build Confidence and Capability) 

• A co-ordinator in place to run the programme with a strong pastoral element 
contained in the role 

• Access to students during schools hours for driver training 

• Consistent funding over a number of years 

• Fully funded or partially funded licences 
 

 
South Waikato 

A survey of students at one South Waikato secondary school in June 2020 found that two-
thirds of  Year 12 students (approx. 16 years old) had no licence at all (i.e. not even a 
learners licence). In Year 13 about one-quarter of 17 year olds had their restricted licence, 
50% only their learners and a quarter still had no licence at all.    

In total, across four South Waikato secondary schools, there are 786 students in the 16-18 
year old category, with approximately 262 leavers potentially entering the workforce (see 
appendix 3.1 for this data). Furthermore, one- third (86) are likely to enter the Ministry of 
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Social Development system as Job Seekers.  The school age populations in South Waikato 
are increasing, and so the demand for driver licensing will increase too. 

The total cost to license each South Waikato school leaver at each stage of the Graduated 
Drivers Licensing programme is set out in the table below:  

Licensing Cost Per Person Current Yearly Costs                          
(262 school leavers) 

Projected Yearly Costs                          
(360 school leavers) 

    

Learners  $  93.90 $24,601.80 $  33,804.00 
Restricted $134.80 $35,317.60 $  48,528.00 

Full $109.50 $28,689.00 $  39,420.00 

Driving lessons (5) $350.00 $91,700.00 $126,000.00 
Defensive Driving  $230.00 $60,260.00 $  82,800.00 

    

TOTALS $918.20 $240,568.40 $330,552.00 
 
There are a number of driving initiatives operating in South Waikato however currently, 
neither individually nor collectively, they are operating at a level to ensure comprehensive 
driver licensing success for all rangatahi.  It is crucial that these groups and stakeholders, 
including iwi, must come together with a Terms of Reference and independent Governance 
to enable them to collaborate on a combined application for substantial, sustainable long 
term driver licensing funding.  This will enable local rangatahi to drive legally and safely and 
be ready for employment opportunities as they arise. 
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1. Introduction and Methodology 

 

Nationwide New Zealand has problems with its uptake and completion of driver licensing, 
particularly among youth.  Unlicensed drivers receive convictions and fines which can be a 
catalyst for further convictions.  70 percent of jobs require at least a restricted driver 
licence. 

The purpose of this report is to summarise the current situation in South Waikato and make 
recommendations for a sustainable long term solution.  

 
The purpose of the report is to provide: 
 

• A brief overview of the Graduate Licensing System as it currently stands in New 
Zealand, and within the context of South Waikato 

• A summary of current driver licensing initiatives and training in South Waikato  

• Findings from New Zealand driver licensing initiatives research 

• Local priorities and investment 

• Future recommendations 

 
Methodology 
 
The Southern Waikato Education to Employment Manager for Smart Waikato Trust, 
(www.smartwaikato.co.nz) undertook a literature search (see references) , and talked with local, 
regional and national stakeholders in the Driver Licensing industry during the second 
quarter of 2020, in consultation with the Chief Executive of Smart Waikato Trust. The study 
was made possible by funding from the PGF and Trust Waikato. Local stakeholders include 
Tokoroa High School, Forest View High School, Putaruru College, Te Wharekura o Te 
Kaokaoroa o Patetere, Blue Light, Moving Mountains, Transform Aotearoa, South Waikato 
District Council, Ministry of Social Development, WERA, WACT. 

 

 
 

http://www.smartwaikato.co.nz/
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2. Background 

 
Graduated Driver Licensing System 

The Graduated Drivers Licensing system (GDL) can be entered into at 16 years of age when a 
young person can sit their theory learners license. From there, 6 months later (now 16.5 
years old, minimum) the young person can sit their restricted licence (which forbids them to 
carry non-licensed drivers without a licensed driver present and not to drive at all between 
the hours of 10pm and 5am). If the young person completes a defensive driving course they 
can then sit their full license 12 months after attaining their restricted licence (now 17.5 
years old minimum) otherwise they must wait 18 months to sit their full licence (now 18 
years old minimum).  

Young Drivers 

Most young people learn to drive in their teens, at a vulnerable stage of their physical, 
mental, social and emotional development.  Combine this with lack of experience on the 
road, pressure to drive vehicles and others around before they are licensed or competent, 
makes young drivers most likely to be involved in accidents. 

Young people make up 13% of the population, but a young driver is at fault in 19% of all 
fatal crashes and 23% of serious injury crashes (2014). 

70,000 to 90,000 young people across New Zealand face major barriers while progressing 
towards their full licence. There is widespread concern about this nationwide, and collective 
advocacy to Government to make positive changes to alleviate barriers.  

Barriers 

Outside of the GDL system problems, there are a number of other significant barriers to 
youth licensing around the country. The reliance on the traditional family approach to 
learning to drive is also not applicable in today’s environment and contributes to the biggest 
barriers which are commonly referred to as the 4 C’s (in no particular order): 

• Confidence 

• Car Access 

• Capability 

• Cash 

Confidence: Many young people may be from a family that does not have a car or have 
parents who cannot legally drive so the whole process of driving is foreign to them.  They 
need to be able to build up confidence to first get behind the wheel and then build 
capability. 
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Car Access: If their family has no car they are unable to practise their driving to progress in 
the GDL process. There is also an issue with access to appropriate cars to drive as some will 
have a family vehicle that is either not registered, warranted or both. Driving lessons with an 
instructor is often the only access to a vehicle; however cost often makes this prohibitive. 

Capability: Capability can only be achieved with hours behind the wheel and the right 
tutoring. The AA itself recommends 10-20 hours of practice between professional lessons to 
build a learner driver’s capability. Having access to someone licensed who is willing to take 
them for lessons to build confidence and capability is another significant barrier. 

Cash: The overall cost to achieve a full licence is a significant factor. The average industry 
cost to get a young person a licence is $918.20, including a defensive driving course and 5 
private lessons.  See appendix 1 for a full cost breakdown of the process. Furthermore, 
some individuals may need more than five lessons, and repeat test failures also come at a 
cost. 

 

Criminal Justice System 

New Zealand 

National statistics show that 84% of young people (aged 18-24) report breaching the terms 
of their learners or restricted license. This is often their first interaction with police and 
involves a fine system. 73% of these offenders either can’t or don’t pay their fines therefore 
risking criminal convictions. 

South Waikato 

In a South Waikato context, last year there were 168 GDL offenders between the years of 
15-20. Some of these were reoffending. 125 offenders were from Tokoroa and 43 from 
Putaruru. Therefore, when applying the 73% who either don’t or can’t pay the fines 
associated with these offences, this means 123 South Waikato youth are at risk of 
conviction. While local statistics are for 15-20 years, and  national stats being 18-24, it can 
be assumed that numbers are significantly higher. 

From a community policing perspective, a Community Policing Constable in Tokoroa, stated  
that “Young people breaching their license conditions is high and one of the most common 
ways that young people have their first interactions with Police … reducing this would be 
huge”.  
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Employment 

New Zealand 

In economic terms, a license is a key employability skill with 70% of Jobs requiring at least a 
restricted drivers licence. Driver licensing rates among job seekers is very low nationally and 
affects a young person’s job prospects. In New Zealand only 9% of jobseekers in the youth 
category (18-24 years old) have a full license and a further 15% have a restricted licence. 
The learners rates are unrecorded nationally as you need a restricted license to at least be 
able to drive to work. 

South Waikato 

Although nationally this is poor, our local context is even worse. In the South Waikato there 
are just over 500 youth job seekers and the approximate licence rates of this group are 
estimated to be a third of the national rates i.e. approximately 3% having a full licence and a 
further 5% percent having a Restricted license. This means only 40 of those 500 jobseekers 
can drive themselves to work. It is a rural environment with limited public transport so not 
being able to get to work is a major barrier to employment. Furthermore, in the local 
economy, many will need at least a full car license to be able to gain employment in our 
primary industries and associated transport and contracting sectors.  

School Statistics 

The easiest way to deliver an efficient and effective licensing programme is while youth are 
still at school. Best practice around the country has shown this. Thus, school students of 
licensing age are the ideal target population. 

South Waikato School Statistics 

There is currently work being done to establish exactly where each student is at on the 
licensing process and if they have in fact started the GDL process.  See appendix 2 for 
current numbers received from one secondary school as at June 2020. Of these responses, 
for Year 12 (approx. 16 yrs old), two-thirds have no licence at all. In Year 13 about one-
quarter of 17 year olds have their restricted licence, 50% have only their learners and a 
quarter still have no licence at all.    

In total, across four South Waikato secondary schools, there are 786 students in the 16-18 
year old category, with approximately 262 leavers potentially entering the workforce (see 
appendix 3.1 for this data). Furthermore, one- third (86) are likely to enter the Ministry of 
Social Development system as Job Seekers. The number of school leavers is increasing, with 
a significant increase in the South Waikato, in contrast to 10 years ago.  The school age 
populations in South Waikato are increasing, and so the demand for driver licensing will 
increase too. Appendix 3.2 shows the total number of year 6, 7 and 8 students in 2019 was 
1102, a 32% increase relative to students in years 9, 10 and 11 (833) in 2019. 
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3. Overview of Current Initiatives and Training 

Local Initiatives 

There are a variety of driver licensing programmes, initiatives and training available in the 
South Waikato area as set out below:-are varied throughout the region as set out below:- 

Blue Light: (3 year initiative): Introduced to the area in 2020. Utilises voluntary mentor 
drivers known as ‘Navigators’ to teach students. Trains Navigators. Covers licence costs and 
provides car access. Approximate numbers in this initiative are:- 
1. Tokoroa High School: 40 students generally all at the learners or pre-learners stage 
2. Forest View High School: 50 students varying levels. 
3.          Te Wharekura o Te Kaokaoroa o Patetere approx. 20 students  

Forest View High School: Has a voluntary savings scheme in place for students where they 
can save a minimal amount of money from as early as year 9 to go towards licence costs. 
*Forest View High school have a car registered to their school for driving however this is second hand 
and needs some upkeep to obtain a current Warrant of Fitness which is not ideal for a large scale 
driver training programme.  

Tokoroa High School: Have funded a defensive driving course in 2020 to help students fast 
track to their full licence.  

Putaruru College: Students are awarded credits for achieving their licences out of school. 
This is available to all school students however credits lose their validity unless the student 
gains the relevant licence at the earliest stage. 

Te Wharekura o Te Kaokaoroa o Patetere: Students can avail of funding through 
Maniapoto and Tainui Iwi initiatives however is a lot of work to achieve and is not applicable 
to all. 

Transform Aotearoa: Run funded small licensing programmes in school holidays for 
approximately 12 students. Funds cover theory and learners licence only. Also have a 
trained I-Endorsed (Instructor Endorsed) tutor who charges reduced rates or lessons 
between learners and restricted Licenses ($35 per lesson). 

Moving Mountains: Holds MSD Contracts for youth that have already left school and linked 
with MSD. They have a high success rate of getting youth through theory and license tests 
and also have 2 trained I-Endorse tutors. 

Waikato-Tainui: For Waikato-Tainui registered members: 50% discount off the full cost of a 
class 1 Car learners, restricted or full licence.  At least 60% discount off the cost to attend a 
Street Talk Defensive Driving Course (normally $180 - $215). 
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Training 

There is capacity to increase demand for local driving instructors. There are 3 or 4 local 
active driver trainers.  There is excess capacity with some needing to travel out of the 
district to obtain sufficient work. This indicates that a substantial number of local learner 
drivers cannot afford lessons. If there is an increase in lessons, then local driving instructors 
will obtain more local business,  particularly with an increasing youth population entering 
driver licensing age. 

 

4. Findings from NZ driver licensing initiatives research 
 

There is no one size fits all when it comes to drivers licensing programmes in either schools 
or communities. However, the most notable and successful programmes across New 
Zealand have (or have a combination of) a number of common features. These include: 

• The Provision of a Car – removing 3 of the 4 C’s in terms of barriers (provides 
Car access to build Confidence and Capability) 

• A co-ordinator in place to run the programme with a strong pastoral element 
contained in the role 

• Access to students during schools hours for driver training 

• Consistent funding over a number of years 

• Fully funded or partially funded licences 
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Horowhenua Learning Centre (HLC): In 2019, 70 students from Manawatū, Waiopehu and 
Horowhenua Colleges gained a restricted licence through the HLC programme. HLC provided 
a car which students used for tests and 5 free lessons with a driving instructor. In total 220 
students participated (out of a total of approx. 800 students in years 11,12 and 13 at the 
respective schools). 

Number 12 (Te Kuiti): Based in Te Kuiti and servicing Piopio College, Te Kuiti High School and 
Otorohanga College, Number 12 has built up a strong licensing programme delivered to 
youth primarily in schools. This has been done over a number of years starting at school 
leavers and working down to now focus on students at the learner/pre learner stage. The 
outcomes are extremely high with over 90% of school leavers in 2019 having at least a 
restricted license in the area. The Pastoral element is a strong factor in their success in 
delivering these outcomes. Funding is through a number of facilities including NZTA funding 
via the local councils.  

Community Mentoring (Porirua): Uses mentors to build up driver capability in local youth. 
This does involve high input from programme co-ordinator and it is a challenge finding, 
vetting and training mentors. Although lower cost there is significant time involved per 
outcome as it is a 12 week programme with 2 sessions per week for 1 student.  This is not 
delivered through schools. 

Building Safer Communities (Far North): Run a significant programme where the emphasis 
is on safer driving, whanau responsibilities and generally safer communities in a 
geographically challenging area. They provide for the community in general as opposed to 
just youth although focus more on the younger generation. Funding in part is received from 
Sky City, ACC to promote driving road worthy cars as well as from the Far North REAP* 
(Rural Education Activities Programme). They also have a driving simulator as a learning aid.  

Currently 600 clients with 250 being active, 120 dormant and the rest at certain stages 
between licence milestones. They also actively go into schools via the gateway programme 
and deliver during lunch and class time. Pass rates are in the high 90’s percentage wise, 
while referrals from the police system also have a 96% rate of non-reoffending. 

*There is no REAP in the South Waikato. The Central Plateau REAP covers Mangakino however with 
students from here attending Forest View High School. 
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5. Local Priorities and Investment 

Collaborative Approach 

A collective meeting involving a broad representation of local stakeholders including 
schools, funders, Bluelight, entities with Government contracts, a driving instructor and 
employers met with Smart Waikato in July 2020 to hear the preliminary findings of this 
driver licencing project.  At the hui there was an appetite to work collaboratively and the 
agreed first step was to draft a terms of reference for the group.   It was also noted that a 
collaborative approach would require an appropriate Governing entity to oversee funding 
and activities. 

It was felt at the meeting that the schools are the logical place to step-up activities in the 
short term (remainder of 2020), as Covid-19 had meant that licensing progress of students 
was well behind where it should be, particular for impending school leavers. 

Licences, lessons and priorities 

It costs $918.20 for an individual to achieve a full licence, assuming that the individual 
achieves each milestone on the first attempt, requires only the minimum of 5 driving 
lessons and undertakes a defensive driving course. When this is multiplied this by the 
current average of 262 school leavers, this leads to an annual cost of $240,500 just to train 
and license each student before they leave school. Factors that are not taken into account 
are the administration costs of coordinating this programme, as well as re-sits and 
additional lessons. It is important to note also that these costs will increase sharply in the 
near future as the number of school leavers in the district is forecasted to increase to 
approximately 360 consistently over a 10 year period. With this in mind the projected 
annual cost for all school leavers to achieve a full licence in the current system will rise to 
$330,500 per annum. 

The total cost to license each South Waikato school leaver at each stage of the Graduated 
Drivers Licensing programme is broken down further in the table below:`  

Licensing Cost Per Person Current Yearly Costs                          
(262 school leavers) 

Projected Yearly Costs                          
(360 school leavers) 

    

Learners  $  93.90 $24,601.80 $  33,804.00 

Restricted $134.80 $35,317.60 $  48,528.00 
Full $109.50 $28,689.00 $  39,420.00 

Driving lessons (5) $350.00 $91,700.00 $126,000.00 
Defensive Driving  $230.00 $60,260.00 $  82,800.00 

    

TOTALS $918.20 $240,568.40 $330,552.00 

Ideally it is desired that each student will leave school with a full class 1 licence which will 
come at a cost of $241,000. At the very minimum it is recommended they achieve a 
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restricted license so they can drive to work when employed. Getting to restricted level 
would therefore not include the cost of the defensive driving course or the full license itself, 
meaning the license funding required is $152,000. 

The programme would be available to every student and focus on those closest to leaving 
school and back from there i.e. year 13 students or known school leavers as a priority.  This 
means students closer to joining the workforce will initially be captured. It will also focus on 
year 11 students who are at learners or pre-learners stages (15.5 and 16 years of age) so 
they have the best chance of gaining a full licence before they leave school. Working from 
either end of the licence timeline will mean the two ends will meet somewhere in the 
middle of year 12 with all students being covered to at least restricted level. The focus will 
then shift entirely to ensuring all students are engaged in the process from the pre-learners 
stage of 15.5 years of age, and are meeting milestones thereafter. 

School Coordinator 

The Coordinator role is important due to the number of schools involved in the 
recommended programme.  These schools include Tokoroa High School, Forest View High 
School, Te Kura Kaupapa Maori O Te Hiringa (Tokoroa), Putaruru College and  Te Wharekura 
o Te Kaokaoroa o Patetere (Putaruru).  

The coordinator will ensure that students are not falling through the gaps and are fulfilling 
the requirements at each stage of the licencing process.  They will monitor whether the 
student is at an acceptable level of knowledge to pass tests to ensure funds are used 
efficiently. The desired pass rate will be set at 90% or above. 

The coordinator role will be a .2 equivalency at a cost of $15,000 per annum 

Car and Instructors 

The purchase of a car is recommended in order for students to gain driving experience and 
confidence.  This will also limit the number of lessons students will need with a private 
driving instructor, making more efficient use of resources.  

A satisfactory driver training car costs $18,000 with approximate running costs of $8,000 per 
annum, meaning an initial outlay of $26,000 for a car. 

The coordinator will also manage the use of the car to ensure the driver’s seat is occupied 
for the employed driver trainer. To support local businesses this driver trainer could be a 
local instructor who uses the supplied car instead of their own. Local driving instructors 
have also indicated a new instructor could be employed to operate this vehicle. Ideally the 
car would be in use during school contact hours from Monday to Friday (equivalency of .75). 
At a rate of $35 per hour this would mean an annual cost of $42,000 for the driver. They will 
also need to be trained at a cost of approximately $6,000 to gain an instructor 
endorsement. This brings the total cost to $74,000 for a car and driver. 
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6. Conclusions 

 

• Poor levels of Driver licensing completions is a nationwide problem, with South 
Waikato likely to be well below the national average.  

• Currently there are 786 students in the 16 to 18 year age group in South Waikato 
and this number is set to significantly grow over ensuing years. 

• Confidence, car access, capability and cash (the 4 C’s) represent the biggest barriers 
to obtaining a drivers licence, which is in itself a long process – a minimum of 18 
months to 2 years. 

• The average industry cost to get a young person a licence is $918.20, including a 
defensive driving course (reducing the licensing time by 6 months) and 5 private 
lessons. 

• Currently driving instructors have excess capacity in the area. 

• The problem is exacerbated further by unlicensed drivers receiving convictions and 
fines, equating to an early entrance to the court system.  

• Compounding the issues is the fact that 70 percent of jobs require a license.  

• Less than 10 percent of 500 youth jobseekers in the area have a restricted or full 
licence. 

• COVID-19 has adversely affected this year’s cohort achieving their driver licences. 

• There are several local initiatives underway both at school and post-school (the 
latter particularly for young offenders).  However many young people are still not 
achieving their licence due to lack of car access, practice and cash. 

• There is an appetite for collaboration between local driver licensing stakeholders 

• There are a number of successful driving initiatives across New Zealand.  These 
commonly feature the provision of a car, a co-ordinator, students undertaking driver 
training during school hours, consistent medium to long term funding, fully or 
partially funded licences. 
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7. Recommendations 

• A Governance body be appointed to this group to oversee funding and reporting.  
This could be the South Waikato Education Centre Trust (SWECT). 

• A wide group of stakeholders come together with a clear terms of reference so that 
a co-ordinated, long term sustainable solution can be achieved.  This group will have 
more impact in terms of obtaining funding and ensuring that no young South 
Waikato people miss out on the assistance needed to gain their licence.  An 
independent co-ordinator of this group is required e.g. SWECT 

• A good quality small car be purchased to obtain free cost-effective driving lessons 
from a contracted driver, contracted to the schools for example.  

• Mentor drivers trained by Blue Light could be utilised for general driver training 
practice. 

• Grants, sponsorship, and funding to subsidise driving lessons and fees be obtained.  
A fair system of distribution for this would need to be devised. 

• A co-ordinator be appointed to track and monitor school trainee drivers across all 
secondary schools and programmes. 

• Post-school driver training and advanced driver training be co-ordinated with school 
driver tracking information passed on to the appropriate entities post-school. 

• In 2020, obtain funding to provide urgent driver training prior to year-end to 
minimise lack of driver licencing among school leavers.  Prioritise the school leaver 
group.  Set this up as a Pilot programme, monitoring the system and outcomes with 
a view to using the findings as a basis to seek further sustainable funding for this 
initiative. 
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APPENDIX 1 LICENSE COSTS 

License Costs: 

  Application fee Test fee Total 

Learner licence (class 1 or 6) $48.20 $45.70 $93.90 

Restricted licence (class 1 or 6) $48.20 $86.60 $134.80 

Total Cost to Restricted    134.80 

Full licence (class 1 or 6) $49.60 $59.90 $109.50 

Total Cost to Full (no lessons)   $338.20 

 Cost  Total  

+ Lessons (5 Minimum at least) $70 approx.  $350 $688.20 

+ Defensive Driving Course   $230 $918.20 

 
 
 
 

http://www.nzta.govt.nz/
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APPENDIX 2 SCHOOL LICENSING DATA 
STATISTICS 
 

Year  No Licence Learners  Restricted  Full  

11 Not surveyed - Most still < 16  N/A 
12 68% 28% 4% - 

13 25% 50% 25% - 

 
 
APPENDIX 3 NUMBER OF STUDENTS IN SOUTH 
WAIKATO  
 
Appendix 3.1 
 

Below are the numbers broken down by school (based on 2019 MoE Counts for y10,11 and 12): 

School *Students year 11 - 13 % 

Tokoroa High School 356 45% 

Forest View High School 214 27% 
Putaruru College 170 22% 

Te Wharekura o Te Kaokaoroa O Patetere 44 6% 
* + 2 students in year 14 or year 15  

 
Appendix 3.2 
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