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For many older Australians, 
setting off on the Big Lap is the 
much-anticipated reward for 
a lifetime of hard work. But, 
for an unlucky few, things go 
disastrously wrong.
All too often, we hear about 
a caravan rolling or grey 
nomads being involved in 
frightening accidents. Often, 
the dramas are followed by 
tales of miraculous escapes. 
Often … but not always.
Just last month, a Tasmanian 
couple aged 76 and 74 died 
when their caravan jack-
knifed into the path of an 
oncoming motorhome on the 
Stuart Highway.
This tragedy, and the sheer 
volume of similar incidents, 
has focussed attention on the 
need to reduce the carnage.   
Driving on unfamiliar country 
in a big rig is, of course, 
challenging at the best of 
times and caravanners and 
motorhomers quickly learn 
to expect the unexpected. 
Wildlife, livestock, changing 
road and weather conditions, 
and road trains, are just some 
of the hazards drivers face.
While a sudden gust of wind, 
or a hidden pothole, or the cra-
zy actions of another road user 
can cause the most qualified 

driver to crash, preparation 
and increased awareness can 
make a difference.
The Charleville Police 
launched its ‘Stay on Track 
Outback’ road safety pro-
ject in 2012 to promote safe 
driving behaviours, and the 
data shows a 56% decrease in 
crashes involving caravans in 
subsequent years.
“Often people spend a lot of 
time and money getting ready 
to take an Outback trip,” said 
Senior Constable McGrath 
from Charleville Police. 
“However, they forget about 
their own ability to handle 
their vehicle and trailer when 
confronted with a hazard.” 
The last few years has seen a 
surge in popularity of towing 
courses with many experi-
enced grey nomad drivers ac-
knowledging that honing their 
towing skills might ultimately 
be a lifesaver.
“When a hazard happens 
quickly like a roo jumping out, 

Something has to be done 
to reduce the number of 

grey nomad accidents
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or a strong crosswind catches 
a van, drivers can often react 
suddenly by jabbing the brakes 
or swerving, and these are two 
of the worst things a driver 
can do,” said Senior Constable 
McGrath. 
But it is not just about driver 
behaviour. Choosing an ap-
propriate rig in the first place, 
maintaining it and its tyres, 
and equipping it with ap-
propriate accessories can 
all help keep grey nomads 
safer. While accidents do still 
happen, products such as 
electronic stability systems, 
suitable towbars, high-quality 
towing mirrors, tyre pressure 
monitoring systems, and UHF 
radios have doubtlessly helped 
prevent many more. And the 
fitting of bullbars has stopped 
many ‘frights’ from becoming  
disasters.
The GNT hopes that the infor-
mation in this special edition 
will be of interst and use.
Travel safely everyone.

Live the dream ... 
not the nightmare

Times SAFETY Special

A disastrous end to a Big Lap dream in WA last year

Accessories 
can make
you safer
-For most Outback-bound 
grey nomads, a bullbar is 
an essential accessory for 
the motorhome or towing 
vehicle. The reality is that 
the likes of kangaroos,  
cattle and even camels can 
wander into the road. The 
bars are designed to protect 
the front of the vehicle  
(especially the cooling 
system) in the event of an 
accident. 

-Having a UHF radio fitted 
allows caravanners and mo-
torhomers to communicate 
with fellow grey nomads 
and truckies about road 
conditions, potential haz-
ards, and when it might be 
safe to pass. Truckies tend 
to us Channel 40, while 
Channel 18 is the Caravan 
Channel. A sign on your rig 
will alert fellow road users 
that you have UHF and can 
be contacted.

-Towing a caravan obvi-
ously renders the internal 
rear view mirror useless, so 
buying a towing mirror is 
essential so travellers know 
what is happening behind 
and alongside them. There 
are various kinds available 
but it pays to test thorough-
ly to ensure blind spots are 
eliminated, and the entire 
rig length can be clearly 
seen.

Click to comment
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By James Field
Caravan Industry  
Association of Australia 

When it comes to towing, 
there is no disputing it takes 
practice and experience to 
become comfortable behind 
the wheel of your rig –no 
matter the situation and con-
ditions. Experience will come 
with time, however there are 
several factors that should be 
considered that can impact 
the “towability” of any trailer, 
whether it be a caravan, box 
trailer, boat trailer or horse 
float.

The Tow Vehicle
Your tow vehicle is obviously 
one of the most important 
parts of your towing set 
up.Let’s face it, you won’t get 
very far without it, so make 
sure you choose wisely. All 
aspects of the tow vehicle 
must be adequately rated to 
tow your trailer. You must 
also consider the effects of 
loading your tow vehicle up 
with gear as this may impact 
the physical towing capacity 
of your vehicle.

Load Distribution 
Loading your caravan cor-
rectly is crucial to ensuring a 
safe and hassle free journey. 
All items inside your caravan 
should be adequately stowed 
and restrained because lateral 
movement of items during 
transit can contribute to 
trailer sway and instability.
Distribute the loads evenly, 
remembering that heavier 
items should be stored as low 
as possible and in the centre 
of the caravan as close to the 
axle group as possible. Only 
light items should be placed 
in the overhead compart-
ments.

Consider the consequences of 
any DIY additions or modifi-
cations you may carry out on 
your caravan. While it might 
seem handy to simply fit an 
additional toolbox or jerrycan 
holder to the rear bumper 
or A-Frame of your caravan, 
these types of additional loads 
can have a substantial impact 
on the towability of the prod-
uct.  These kinds of additions 
and modifications should 
be carried out by an author-
ised and adequately trained 
person, and ideally fitted by 
the manufacturer at the time 
of original production. This 
will allow the manufacturer to 
consider these loads and their 
effects on the product during 
the design stage of manufac-
ture.

Servicing & Maintenance
Just like your tow vehicle, you 
must get your caravan regu-
larly serviced. Further to this, 

you should also conduct fre-
quent maintenance checks on 
your caravan prior to heading 
off on any trip. Incorrect tyre 
pressures can contribute sub-
stantially to vehicle instability, 
so make sure you check your 
tyre pressures regularly and 
ensure the tyres are inflated to 
the recommended pressure. 
It is also advised to regularly 
check the wheel nuts or studs 
to ensure they are tightened to 
the correct torque as specified 
by the manufacturer.

Towing Aids 
Towing aids such as anti-sway 
bars or hitches and elec-
tronic sway control units may 
reduce the effects of trailer 
instability – but do not neces-
sarily eliminate or rectify 
the actual cause of the issue. 
While all of these towing aids 
may assist in keeping your rig 
in line if things get a little out 
of hand, considering other 
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Be careful out there

factors such as load distribu-
tion and capacity in conjunc-
tion with these components to 
get to the bottom of the issue 
is more effective.
If you are in the market for 
a new caravan or camper 
trailer, make sure you look 
for a manufacturer who is 
RVMAP Accredited. The  
Recreational Vehicle Manu-
facturing Accreditation Pro-
gram, or RVMAP, is one of 
Caravan Industry Association 
of Australia’s industry-specific 
accreditation and compliance 
programs.  RVMAP Manufac-
turers are independently and 
regularly audited and must 
display a commitment to 
consistently build and supply 
product that adheres to all  
relevant Australian Design 
Rules (ADRs), Regulations 
and Australian Standards 
(AS). 

Click to comment

Tow easy ... Enjoy the Big Lap more by taking the right precautions
Photo: Caravan Industry Association of Australia
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Ted & Brenda S were careful, 
experienced, and prepared  ... 

but it wasn’t enough 

by: Brenda Stone

‘We felt that we had done all 
the right things when plan-
ning our ‘trip of a lifetime’. We 
bought a new Isuzu Mux and 
a new Retreat Caravan and 
had a Hayman Reece Levelling 
System and Clearview Mirrors 
fitted.  A few weeks prior to 
the accident we spent a few 
days at Esk in Queensland try-
ing out the new car and van.  
No problems.
Ted is an ex-truckie and still 
holds a Heavy Vehicle Driver 
Licence and we both pulled an 
extended double horse float 
for many years, so we are not 
exactly novice drivers.
Just a couple of kilometres 
before our accident on the 
Warrego Highway on April 
29 this year we stopped at the 
truck stop near the Bremer 
River to check everything was 
level and it was.
We were travelling in the left 
lane on the double-lane high-

way towards Toowoomba at 
not much over 80km/h going 
downhill when we hit a mas-
sive indent in the road where 
it had obviously been repaired 
(we checked it out the next 
day) and the caravan started 
swaying and took control until 
we ended up on our left side 
facing back towards the way 
we had come.
It was a horrible feeling sway-
ing from side to side and the 
actual rollover seemed to be in 

slow motion. Then, complete 
silence until all the wonderful 
people appeared to help us.
We can’t thank them all 
enough for what they did for 
us, including our lovely Lab-
rador ‘Lizzie’, who was in her 
Ezydog harness and saved her 
from injury.  
There were many kind and 
caring men lifting us all out 
of the Isuzu and getting our 
personal stuff like phones and 
glasses for us. By the time I 
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‘It can happen to anyone’
was helped out of the car, a 
lovely lady had a couple of 
chairs for us to sit on from her 
car, and an equally lovely off-
duty paramedic stayed with us 
until the ambulance arrived.  
I take my hat off to them all. It 
certainly makes you proud to 
be an Aussie!
My husband Ted always has a 
sense of humour and the first 
thing he said to me when we 
were all safely out of the Isuzu 
was: “I think we should get a 
motorhome, don’t you?”
And that is exactly what we 
have done.
With the unwavering love and 
support from our family, and 
just over two weeks after our 
rollover, we purchased a Jayco 
motorhome and are now on 
the road again.
I am a bit of a nervous  
passenger but Ted, who is as 
cool as a cucumber, says I will 
feel better when I drive the 
motorhome myself.  You could 
say that I am back in the sad-
dle but haven’t actually picked 
up the reins yet.’

Click to comment
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Brenda & Ted had nothing but praise for the people who  
assisted them after the accident
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Dealing with pressure
The nightmare prospect of 
suffering a tyre blowout while 
towing a caravan or driving a 
large motorhome is enough to 
make even the most steely-
nerved grey nomad break out 
in a cold sweat.
The sometimes catastrophic 
consequences of these inci-
dents, whether they be on a 
busy highway or a narrow 
rural road, command huge 
publicity. Newspaper pictures 
of overturned caravans or 
motorhomes make sobering 
viewing for all who dream of 
taking the Big Lap.
While accidents are always 
possible and careful driving 
is always necessary, there is a 
growing realisation that the 
use of tyre pressure monitor-
ing systems (TPMS) can play a 
part in reducing the carnage.
Certainly the message is 
getting through overseas. In 
Europe, all new models of pas-
senger cars must be equipped 
with a TPMS and, in the US, 
the systems have been fitted to 
all vehicles since 2006.
Many experts, quoting statis-
tics that 80% of tyre failures are 
due to under-inflation, think 
it is a matter of time before the 
systems are mandatory here. 
Aside from the safety benefits 
of reduced blowout risk and 
optimising braking capability 
and road handling, the systems 
can help cut motoring costs … 
a fact which can help justify 
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the after-market cost of several 
hundred dollars. Driving with 
under-inflated tyres means you 
are spending a lot more on fuel 
(a 20% under-inflated tyre may 
use up to 5% more fuel), and 
you will significantly reduce 
the life of your tyre.
So how does a tyre pressure 
monitor system help? Basically, 
it alerts drivers to the fact that 
their tyres are under-inflated 
or are becoming too hot … 
and before the issue becomes 
a major problem. They can be 
used to monitor pressures in 
individual tyres in both a tow-
ing vehicle and in caravans or 
camper trailers. 
Direct systems directly moni-
tor tyre pressure against pre-
set values and send a pretty 
much instantaneous warning 
to drivers when pressure falls 
below set values. Pressure 
and temperature sensors can 
either be mounted inside the 
tyre, or simply screwed on the 
outside of the tyre in place of 

the normal valve cap. Internal 
mounting of monitors reduces 
the chance of damage or theft 
but will probably mean instal-
lation by a tyre specialist. 
Messages from sensors are 
communicated via mini 
transmitter to in-car dis-
play monitors which may be 
plugged into a cigarette lighter 
socket, be wired in, or run on 
battery power. Sometimes an 
additional remote antenna kit 
may be required to improve 
the reception of the signal.
With ever greater numbers of 
grey nomads hitting the road, 
the focus on travelling safety is 
becoming ever more intense. 
In much the same way that 
interest in electronic stability 
control devices has skyrock-
eted, so too has the demand 
for information about tyre 
pressure monitoring systems. 
Many nomads have decided 
that the price of extra peace of 
mind is one worth paying.
Click to comment
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increases their lifespan and, 
more importantly, will help 
you to have a safer trip. Here 
are a few things to monitor:
• Check tyre pressure 
(including spares) at least 
every fortnight. Always do 
so when the tyres are cold. 
Carry a reliable gauge and, if 
you are going remote, an air 
compressor.
• Maintain the recommend-
ed pressure. Check manual 
to ensure you are using the 
correct tyre pressure for the 
load you are carrying.
• Check sidewalls for cuts 
and damage as these can 
cause blowouts.
• Check rims for buckles, 
cracks or other damage after 
each trip.
• Check tyre treads for un-
even or excessive wear and 
separation. The minimum 
legal tread depth is 1.5mm. 
Uneven tyre wear may 
indicate a wheel alignment 
problem.
• Check regularly that your 
wheel brace and jack are 
where you expect them to be, 
and are in good order.
• Dust gets everywhere as 
you travel, so make sure all 
tyres have a dust cap.
• Rotate tyres at least every 
six months to improve life 
span.
• Avoid scuffing and hitting 
kerbs when parking.

Tyre tips to 
help ensure  
a safe journey

Drivers can take steps to reduce the risk of blowouts

SAFETY Special

Wireless Bluetooth Tyre Pressure Monitoring
Drive Safely - Monitors Pressure and Temperature

Wireless Bluetooth Tyre Pressure Monitoring
Drive Safely - Monitors Pressure and Temperature

CAR - TRAILER - CARAVAN - MOTORBIKE - TRIKE - QUADCAR - TRAILER - CARAVAN - MOTORBIKE - TRIKE - QUAD

A TPMS device helps you 
understand your tyres ... 
and keeps you on track
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What steps can be taken to 
help keep your rig stable  

on the open road?

It goes without saying that grey 
nomads need to do all they can 
to prepare their vehicles for 
the rigours of the Big Lap, and 
to ensure they are as safe as 
possible.
Travellers need to be sure, for 
example, that the appropriate 
towbar is being used, a suitable 
braking system is in place, and 
that the rig complies with all 
weight restrictions.
In recent years there have been 
some dramatic improvements 
in caravan suspension that has 
improved ride and handling. 
There are also a number of 
add-on appliances that can 
make a real difference to safety. 
One of the most noticeable ef-
fects of towing is that steering 
may feel lighter as the front 
of the tow vehicle rises due to 
the caravan’s downward force 
on the rear. This may also 
affect braking performance. 
The National Caravan and 
Recreational Vehicle Towing 
Guide says weight distribu-
tion hitches can help return 
vehicles close to the original 
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dynamics by redistributing the 
effects of this ball weight to the 
original balance between front 
and rear suspensions. The 
fitting of weight distribution 
hitches is however not recom-
mended with over-ride brakes.
If side thrust from factors such 
as cross winds or overtaking 
trucks still noticeably affects 
the caravan after a Weight 
Distribution Hitch has been 
added, the Towing Guide sug-
gests an added sway control 
unit may be useful.
It mentions friction sway 
control, AKS 3004 Stabilis-
ers, electronic stability control 
systems (ESC), and Dual Cam 
Sway controls as commercially 

available devices that work.
Electronic Stability Control 
systems – such as the Al-Ko 
ESC – are able to monitor for  
lateral movements and then 
apply the van’s electric brakes 
in a controlled manner, slow-
ing it down and stopping the 
sway from increasing. Tests 
have shown big improvements 
in towing safety, notably dur-
ing ‘emergency’ manoeuvres.
It seems then that the march of 
technology, along with better 
education, proper rig mainte-
nance and improved driving 
skills, is reducing the number 
of caravan crash horror stories. 
Long may it continue.
Click to comment
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On the straight and narrow

SWAY CONTROL ISN’T ENOUGH.
YOU NEED EMERGENCY 
STABILITY CONTROL

AL-KO ESC is a vital safety feature designed to give 
you the best possible response in an emergency 
avoidance manoeuvre. Not only does it reduce 
sway, unlike anything else it’s primarily a serious 
safety technology for critical towing situations. 

AL-KO ESC significantly wipes off speed and 
braking distance in an emergency –in a similar way 
to ESC in cars. It brakes all wheels for maximum 
control. And it works in off-road conditions too.
Make sure you have AL-KO ESC fitted. 

This world-first technology has been designed,  
built and patented by AL-KO Australia. So it’s made 
for Australian conditions and supported by more 
than 300 Certified Installers around the country. 
Why risk towing with 
anything else? 
alkoesc.com.au

*AAI Limited trading as CIL Insurance issues the product. Please read the PDS available at www.cilinsurance.com.au before buying and consider whether it is right for you. 10% discount off the Comprehensive component of your CIL Secure Caravan Insurance Policy. Minimum premiums may apply 
and any discount we give you will not reduce your premium below the minimum premium. Discounts are usually applied as the final step in the premium calculation before the application of government taxes and charges. The amount and type of discounts offered can change or be withdrawn.

CARAVAN AND
RV INSURANCE

FIT ESC GET 10% OFF CIL INSURANCE*
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48

CLICK FOR DETAILS

Having the caravan start sway-
ing behind the tow vehicle is 
a grey nomad nightmare. So, 
how should they react?
The first thing is to stay calm 
and avoid the urge to apply the 
towing vehicle’s brakes.
The National Caravan & 
Recreational Vehicle Towing 
Guide also advises nomads not 
to try to steer out of the sway-
ing, but to hold the vehicle 
steady and try to stay in lane. 
“Gently apply the caravan’s 
electric brakes using the 
manual control in the tow 
vehicle,” it says. “Otherwise, 
where conditions permit, 
continue at a steady speed or 
accelerate slightly.”
When the sway has been 
corrected, grey nomads are 
advised to slow down and pull 
off the road safely. 
“Check that your load is 
correctly distributed within 
the trailer, making sure that 
heavier items are placed over 
the axles of the caravan,” the 
Guide says. 
Click to comment

How to cope 
with sway

 Many caravanners feel anti-sway devices improve handling
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Weigh too heavy  
... way too risky!

Motorhomer Dianne D 
urges grey nomads to weigh 

in before hitting the road
‘When I purchased my used 
motorhome, it was stated 
it could be driven on a car 
licence which meant the Gross 
Vehicle Mass (GVM) must be 
below 4.5t. The compliance 
plate showed it was 4.495t, just 
under the maximum allowable 
weight.  I had a feeling that it 
was too big and heavy to com-
ply with the 4.5t limit and, not 
knowing what is taken into 
account when the weight limit 
is applied, I decided to take it 
over a weighbridge. 
With empty water tanks, very 
little fuel and no tools or gear 
packed in for travelling, it was 
4.960t ... overweight when 
almost empty and therefore 
illegal to drive on the road and 
also not able to be driven on a 
car licence. As a professional 
driver, I had a Heavy Rigid 
licence anyway but I didn’t 
want to run the risk of being 
caught driving an overweight 
vehicle or, worse, be involved 
in an accident and not have 
the insurance cover.  
With full fuel and water tanks, 
tools, house and camping 
gear packed in, there would 
be a lot of extra weight but 
also if I wanted to tow a car 
behind I was concerned about 
the Gross Combination Mass 
(GCM).  I contacted the agent 

and told them they could 
either refund my money or 
pay to have the vehicle re-
complianced  by an engineer.  
They chose the latter.  
The new GVM is 6.200t and 
the GCM 7.300t so I have no 
worries if I want to add extra 
solar panels, batteries, tool 
box or tow a small car.  The 
downside is that the registra-
tion almost doubled and it 
now needs a driver with a light 
truck licence!
My advice would be to ask for 
a weigh note on the vehicle 
before purchasing any mo-
torhome or caravan, either 
new or secondhand. From 
what I’ve been told the manu-
facturer’s GVM is the weight 
of the vehicle as standard 
when they have finished the 
build and sometimes that is 
very close to the maximum.  
They try to keep the GVM 
down as a vehicle is much 
easier to sell if it can be driven 
on a standard car licence.  
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Dianne had to get new compliance plates for her motorhome

Once you start adding 
anything extra like bullbars, 
heavy duty rear bumpers and 
towbars, extra fuel and water 
tanks, tool boxes, and solar 
panels that’s all adding to the 
gross mass and will easily send 
some vehicles over their limits. 
This can also apply to caravans 
as a friend of mine bought 
a brand new large caravan 
and he too decided to take it 
over a weighbridge and it was 
overweight.  The van was sent 
back to Melbourne where the 
company made some changes 
to make it compliant.
The larger reputable RV deal-
ers will check the weights of 
any used vehicles they trade 
and re-compliance them if 
necessary before re-selling, 
but for people buying privately 
they need to be aware of the 
max weight for a car licence 
and they need to ask for a re-
cent weigh note on the vehicle 
they’re looking at.’
Click to comment
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Increasing numbers of grey 
nomads and wannabe grey 
nomads are deciding it’s 
better to be safe than sorry 
... and are signing up to take 
a towing course.
Even experienced drivers 
find they can learn a lot 
from the courses that are 
run across the country by a 
number of operators.
Typically the courses last 
one or two days and cost 
several hundred dollars. 
They commonly teach such 
skills as load distribution, 
hitching and unhitching, 
driving on highways, pass-
ing trucks, manoeuvring, 
braking techniques, using 
various accessories and, of 
course, reversing. 
Alan Fields is one grey 
nomad who was delighted 
he took a course before 
heading off on a six-month 
trip through the Northern 
Territory and Western 
Australia.
“It was informative and 
aided us in understanding 
loading, stabilising require-
ments, balancing and tricks 
for reversing,” he said. “I 
would recommend new-
bies consider the course 
irrespective of the cost, par-
ticularly if they’re planning 
on towing with a reasonably 
large caravan.”

Click to comment

Nomads get 
on course for 
towing safety
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