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LEFT TURNS AT RED TRAFFIC LIGHTS 
Grievance 

MR J.N. HYDE (Perth) [9.25 am]:  My grievance is to the Minister for Police and Emergency Services.  It 
concerns the issue of making a left turn at red traffic lights.  I believe that Western Australia should examine the 
issue of allowing a left turn at red lights to fight climate change and traffic congestion.  My electorate of Perth 
covers the congested central business district and the inner city.  I believe that my electorate is ideal for trialling 
the practice, which allows cars to turn left at red traffic lights if it is safe and there is no oncoming or turning 
traffic.  My understanding of Australian law is that it is already allowable for state jurisdictions to introduce “left 
turn at red” legislation.  We have not endorsed it as readily as the United States, Canada and Europe.  In the 
CBD and in much of my electorate, we have very low traffic speeds.  This makes left turn at red less of a safety 
issue.  The easing of congestion would decrease greenhouse gases from idling cars and help to combat climate 
change.  There is sufficient United States research to support the move on safety grounds.  In the United States, 
just 0.02 per cent of all fatalities occur at intersections that allow right turn on red.  The records in the US did not 
discern whether that low number of fatalities occurred when the signal was red or whether it was people coming 
through other parts of the intersection on a red light and cleaning up somebody who was on the green light.   
I am also aware of other research that says it is a safety hazard to pedestrians.  Having been involved in local 
government and now politics for over two decades and having often heard conflicting advice and seen things that 
were unpalatable two years ago, suddenly when they are looked at freshly, we see that they are an advantage.  
Since 1980 every state in the United States has permitted right turn on red, unless specifically prohibited, at 
designated intersections.  I say to the member for South Perth that Quebec became one of the last states or 
provinces in North America to adopt right turn on red.  It introduced it smoothly, but with a strong safety 
awareness campaign, particularly for pedestrians.   
All along Hay Street and St Georges Terrace in the city, which are outside our front windows of Parliament 
House, there are prime examples of intersections where left turn at red could be introduced safely as long as we 
have a strong pedestrian and cyclist awareness campaign for motorists.  There are unnecessary bottlenecks all 
along Wellington Street.  Even when I was waiting to turn left into one-way Elder Street this morning, the 
absence of oncoming traffic could be easily seen.  It is very easy and safe to create a left-turn-at-red culture into 
one-way streets with ingrained safety awareness.  I will use the example of Elder and Wellington Streets because 
some members who do not ride a bicycle use Elder Street as a short cut to get here when they drive their cars.   
Many of my constituents who are retired coalminers from various parts of Western Australia have chosen to live 
in the central business district.  People waiting at that intersection are exposed to carbon monoxide fumes 
whenever cars are idling.  The climate-change battle must be a whole-of-government and whole-of-society issue; 
there is no silver bullet.  It is achieved through tweaking a variety of excellent policies such as container-deposit 
legislation.  I believe it is worth investigating this issue.  If we are trying to encourage more people to come to 
the inner city to use sustainable living spaces, we must consider the impact of associated pollution.  There is 
enough evidence to suggest that this state should have another look at this issue.  However, many policemen 
from last century and others who have worked in road safety for some time may be fixated on pedestrian and 
cyclist safety.   
I acknowledge that many motorists in Perth need to be exposed to a big safety awareness campaign.  Quebec’s 
road safety campaign was “Look not once but twice”.  Civic mindedness and courtesy was a key issue of its 
campaign focusing on, for example, not honking at motorists who decide not to turn right at a red light, and on 
being patient with the elderly.  I suggest to members that that would apply to any portfolio.  Other focuses were: 
be especially cautious with adolescents and children and be courteous towards the visually impaired.  We are 
doing amazing things with our streetscapes at intersections for the visually impaired, and improving safety from 
that perspective.  If we can engender awareness among motorists using a left-turn-on-red campaign, there would 
be road safety spin-offs in other areas.   

I have been impressed with the way the minister has been prepared to look at some of the loopier ideas that have 
come from my electorate and my mouth!  However, I do not put this idea in that category, and I urge him to have 
another look at this issue.  

MR J.C. KOBELKE (Balcatta - Minister for Police and Emergency Services) [9.32 am]:  I thank the 
member for his grievance.  I do not think his idea is loopy; it should be considered.  I must say at the outset that I 
am not persuaded at present that it should be supported.  I will outline some of the facts.  The member is, quite 
rightly, concerned about traffic congestion in the city.  It is a major issue in his electorate covering the centre of 
Perth.  It is not an issue in terms of only the flow of traffic and the efficiency of our road network, which clearly 
concerns people, but also, as the member has suggested, when traffic is caught up and engines are running, the 
environmental impact of the resultant pollution is clearly of growing concern in the community today.  It is very 
important that the traffic flow is effective and efficient.  Clearly, we also need to make sure that it flows safely.  
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As minister responsible for road safety, I have obviously a greater interest in the road safety side but realise it 
must be balanced against transport efficiency.   

The WA Road Traffic Code 2000 allows, technically, for a left-turn-on-red capacity on a sign-permissive basis.  
That provision is already in our statutes.  The decision has been made to not allow it in practice by not installing 
the required signs.  The available research suggests that the turn-left-on-red capacity has an impact on reducing 
safety at intersections.  As the member for Perth suggested, it is predominantly related to pedestrians and cyclists 
who may be moving across the road while not realising a car is coming around the corner when the light is red.  
Under this law, cars would be allowed to do that.  The evidence available to me is that the benefits of reduced 
traffic delay are quite marginal.  Some improvement does occur, but it is certainly not of any great order and that 
must be weighed against the potential for the reduction in safety on the road.   

The Road Traffic Code 2000 includes provision for left turn on red after stopping only where a sign to that effect 
is installed at traffic lights.  This provision was included in the Road Traffic Code to match similar provisions in 
the Australian Road Rules that were adopted in all Australian states and territories by the end of 2000.  I will put 
on the record part of Road Traffic Code 43, headed “Turning left on a red signal”, which reads -  

Despite regulation 40, a driver may turn left at an intersection -  
(a) at which there is a traffic-control signal facing the driver and displaying a circular red 
signal, alone; and  
(b) at or near which there is a “left turn on red permitted after stopping” sign,  

if -  
(c) before starting to make the turn, the driver -  
(i) stops the vehicle as near as possible to, but without passing over, the stop line associated 
with the traffic-control signal; or  
(ii) in the absence of a stop line, stops the vehicle, without entering the intersection, at a point 
adjacent to the nearest appropriate traffic-control signal;  
and  
(d) the driver can make the turn with safety.  

The code contains an example of the sign “Left turn on red after stopping sign”.  If that sign indicates that a left 
turn on red is permitted after stopping, the driver must approach, stop and check that it is clear either way, and, 
even though there is a red light, the driver can turn left through the red light.  That is already in the code but it is 
not actually effective because we have not installed the sign to show that a left turn on red is permitted at a red 
light.  

Mr J.N. Hyde:  I know it’s not your area but do councils have the power to implement that signage on local 
roads controlled by councils?   

Mr J.C. KOBELKE:  It is the jurisdiction of the Minister for Planning and Infrastructure.  I understand Main 
Roads controls those signs.  Although it delegates some areas to local councils, it does not delegate the power to 
do that.  This was brought in during the days when we did not have sophisticated traffic lights.  Regardless of 
how much traffic was travelling on a particular road, the times for the red, green and amber lights were set.  We 
now know that our traffic lights are far more sophisticated.  The loops in the road pick up the number of 
vehicles.  The present system is not as inefficient as it was when set-time signals operated.  The present system 
operates through most of Australia so that the various traffic flows can be catered for.  That is one reason that 
there is not much pressure to bring in the left-turn-on-red facility.   

The road verges are generally pretty wide in the suburbs, and many intersections contain a give-way sign with a 
turning lane at the traffic lights.  That actually enables drivers to turn left on red through a give way sign.  That 
can be done where the road width enables it.  Clearly, it is more difficult to provide that road width in a city area, 
so it is not likely to be installed.   

The view nationally was to withdraw the facility, although it operates in New South Wales.  The general view 
was that because the left-turn-on-red facility is available in New South Wales and, I think, one other state, it 
would not be taken out of the national road rules.  We have not taken it forward here on the basis I have given; 
namely, concerns about the reduction in safety for a marginal increase in the efficiency of traffic flow.   

It is a matter that must be continually raised and brought under review.  As members are aware, we are now 
working on the new road safety strategy, which will run from next year.  This is one of those issues that could be 
brought into the mix and, if there is real public interest in it, it could be reconsidered.  We need to look very 
carefully at the research.  The member quoted some research, but the research made available to me fairly 
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overwhelmingly indicates that the adoption of this facility would have an impact on safety.  That being the case, 
I am not encouraged to move in this direction until we can counterbalance that with clear evidence that it would 
create a major improvement in traffic flow in certain areas.  The main issue is that it would lead to a reduction in 
safety, particularly for pedestrians and cyclists; therefore, at this stage, it is not a proposal I am willing to 
support.  
 


