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Disclaimer

This publication is intended to provide general information to the public about safe driving practices. Every 
effort has been made to ensure the quality and accuracy of this information. However, readers are advised 
that the information provided does not replace or alter the laws of New Zealand and other official guidelines 
or requirements or replace any legal requirement. You should also be aware that any such legal requirement 
may be replaced or amended subsequent to this publication. Readers should, therefore, take specific advice 
from qualified professionals before undertaking any action based on information contained in this 
publication.

The authors of this publication do not accept any responsibility or liability whatsoever, whether on contract, 
tort, equity or otherwise for any action taken, or reliance placed, as a result of reading any part of this 
publication or for any error, inadequacy, deficiency, flaw or omission from the information provided in this 
publication.
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On average, seven people a year are killed and 45 seriously 
injured in crashes involving a light vehicle towing a trailer (the 
word trailer includes caravans, as well as boat, horse and 
garden trailers). 
Incorrect loading is a factor in around 27 light vehicle crashes 
a year including one death and five serious injuries.
This guide contains detailed advice on loading and towing 
practices to keep you within the law and protect you, your 
goods and others on the road.

How much can your vehicle tow 
safely?
Most vehicles have tow ratings given to them by the manufacturer specifying the 
gross trailer weight braked, unbraked, or both, that the vehicle can safely tow. 
Although the law does not require these tow ratings to be followed, Waka Kotahi 
recommends that they be taken into account.

In addition to the requirements above, the law requires that every light vehicle and 
trailer combination must be capable of stopping within a distance of seven metres 
from a speed of 30km/h. In effect, this means that the maximum allowable weight of 
an unbraked trailer is limited by the weight and braking ability of the vehicle being 
used to tow it.

Waka Kotahi recommends, as a guide, that the laden weight of an unbraked trailer 
should not exceed three quarters of the unladen weight of the towing vehicle and then 
only if the towing vehicle’s brakes and tyres are in excellent condition. A trailer heavier 
than this may prevent the vehicle combination from meeting the seven metre from 
30km/h brake performance requirement. To illustrate the increase in stopping 
distance when towing an unbraked trailer, consider a trailer with a laden weight equal 
to the weight of the towing vehicle.

This combination can be expected to have double the stopping distance of the towing 
vehicle alone, and even a towing vehicle with good brakes is likely to fail the legal 
brake performance requirement of seven metres from 30km/h. If the trailer is 
equipped with brakes, it may be possible to safely tow a trailer heavier than three 
quarters of the unladen weight of the towing vehicle, but the seven metres from 
30km/h brake performance requirement still applies.
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NOTE: Remember that a car, utility vehicle or light van is not permitted to tow more 
than one trailer or vehicle. 

What your trailer must have
Your trailer must display:

	› a current warrant of fitness
	› a current vehicle registration label.

LIGHTS

FRONT POSITION LAMPS (SIDE LIGHTS)
A trailer that is more than two metres wide, or extends more than one metre from the 
centre of the vehicle on either side must have one pair of front position lamps.

Any other trailer may have one or two front position lamps, but if only one is fitted it 
must be fitted on the side of the vehicle closest to the middle of the road.

REAR POSITION LAMPS (TAIL LIGHTS)
A trailer must have at least one red rear-facing position lamp.

If the trailer was first registered after 1 January 1978 and is more than 1.5 metres wide, 
it must have two rear-facing position lamps fitted.

A trailer may have a maximum of two pairs of rear-facing position lamps.

STOP LAMPS
A trailer first registered in New Zealand on or after 1 April 2012 must be fitted with 
one or two pairs of stop lamps. A trailer first registered in New Zealand before 1 April 
2012 must be fitted with one or two pairs of stop lamps if its construction, equipment 
or loading prevents following drivers from seeing an arm signal given by the driver of 
the towing vehicle.

REFLECTORS
The trailer must have at least two rear red reflectors fitted, one on each side.

X
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REGISTRATION PLATE LAMP
The letters and numbers on the trailer registration plate must be lit by a white light. It 
is important that the white light doesn’t dazzle following drivers or confuse them 
about which way the trailer is facing.

DIRECTION INDICATORS
A trailer first registered in New Zealand on or after 1 April 2012 must be fitted with 
one or two pairs of rear direction indicator lamps. A trailer first registered in New 
Zealand before 1 April 2012 must be fitted with one or two rear direction indicator 
lamps if its construction, equipment or loading prevents following drivers from seeing 
an arm signal given by the driver of the towing vehicle.

A trailer may be fitted with one or two pairs of front direction indicators.

NOTE: If your load covers up essential lights on your vehicle or trailer, you must fit 
temporary lights to your load to make sure you comply with the legal requirements set 
out above. For example, bicycles carried on a towbar-mounted cycle rack on the back 
of your vehicle can often cover up your tail lights.

A vehicle lighting retailer or garage can advise you on purchasing and fitting temporary 
lights to your load.

TOW BARS AND TOW COUPLINGS

Although tow bars are not required to be rated and certified on light vehicles, there are 
safety requirements. Your tow coupling and tow bar must be strong enough to safely 
tow your fully laden trailer. The tow bar must also be correctly fitted so that it transfers 
the towing forces to the structure of the towing vehicle without any distortions of the 
tow bar or the towing vehicle’s bodywork/structure. 

In addition, when you are loading the trailer, make sure that there will be a downwards 
force on the vehicle towbar at the point of attachment equal to about 10% of the 
weight of the trailer plus load. Do not put too much weight at the back of the trailer. 
Ensure there is a downwards force at the point of attachment, to improve the handling 
characteristics when you are towing. 
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The coupling on the trailer must have a manufacturer’s rating appropriate for the gross 
laden weight of the trailer and be compatible with the tow ball size.

There are two sizes of tow balls in use:

	› The older 1 ⅞ inch diameter  ball. 
	› The newer 50mm diameter tow ball. 

The tow ball and coupling must be in good condition and securely attached to the tow 
bar and trailer draw bar respectively. When connecting the trailer to the towing 
vehicle, you must make sure that the tow coupling, electrical connection and safety 
chain/s are all connected correctly so that they work properly. Remember that the gap 
between the vehicle and the trailer must be no more than four metres.

TRAILER BRAKES
There are three types of brakes:

SERVICE BRAKES
	› Direct – this service brake system allows the driver of the towing vehicle to directly 

and progressively regulate the trailer brake effort from the driving position. This 
includes vacuum-operated brakes and pneumatic over hydraulic systems, controlled 
directly by the driver of the towing vehicle.

	› Indirect – with this service brake system the action of the driver applying the towing 
vehicle’s brakes causes the trailer to push against the towing vehicle and this force 
indirectly controls the trailer brakes. This includes override brakes.

BREAKAWAY BRAKES
	› These brakes will apply themselves automatically if the trailer is accidentally 

disconnected from the vehicle.

PARKING BRAKES
	› These brakes are applied by hand and are useful for holding the trailer when it has 

been disconnected from the towing vehicle.
Light trailers may be required to have service brakes, parking brakes, breakaway 
brakes or safety chains depending on the gross laden weight of the trailer. The table 
below outlines the requirements for the types of brake that must be fitted to light 
trailers.
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Requirements for service brakes, parking brakes, breakaway brakes and safety chains 
on light trailers

Type of brake Gross laden weight of the trailer

2000kg or less 2001–2500kg 2501-3500kg

Service brake Not required but, if 
fitted, must act on 
each wheel of at least 
one axle

Required: May be 
either direct or 
indirect (see 
definitions 
on trailer brakes, 
page 5)

May be either direct or indirect 
(see definitions on trailer 
brakes, page 5), and must act 
on each wheel of at least one 
axle (the indirect service brake 
must comply with UN/ECE 
Regulation No.13)

Note: A compliant brake system 
requires a brake on each wheel 
of the trailer.  

Parking brake Not required Not required Required, and must act on at 
least one complete axle

Breakaway 
brake

Required unless fitted 
with an appropriate 
coupling and safety 
chain (the safety 
chain must be of 
sufficient strength to 
hold the trailer secure 
under all conditions 
of road use)

Required, unless 
fitted with an 
appropriate 
coupling and two 
safety chains

Required, unless fitted with an 
appropriate coupling and two 
safety chains

(Note: If a breakaway brake is 
fitted, safety chains are still 
recommended but not 
required)

PERFORMANCE REQUIREMENTS FOR BRAKES ON LIGHT TRAILERS
	› Brakes fitted to a trailer, whether or not they are legally required, must be in good 

working order. 
	› The service brake, if fitted, must act on both wheels on at least one axle. The service 

brakes on the towing and towed vehicles must together be capable of stopping both 
vehicles within seven metres from 
a speed of 30 km/h. 

	› The parking brake, if fitted, must 
be capable of holding the trailer at 
rest on a slope of one in five.

https://aus01.safelinks.protection.outlook.com/?url=https%3A%2F%2Fwww.nzta.govt.nz%2Fresources%2Fglovebox-guide-safe-loading-towing%2Fguide-safe-loading-towing%2F%23trailer&data=05%7C01%7CRebecca.Rix%40nzta.govt.nz%7C28d00ad6c3a24d29627108da647936ad%7C7245e48ca9ff4b2898ef05cfa8edb518%7C0%7C0%7C637932769015905582%7CUnknown%7CTWFpbGZsb3d8eyJWIjoiMC4wLjAwMDAiLCJQIjoiV2luMzIiLCJBTiI6Ik1haWwiLCJXVCI6Mn0%3D%7C3000%7C%7C%7C&sdata=ddRYaqpFRY368u7d8dcJzkBW1ulhLdLtyVcAGayUwz4%3D&reserved=0
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	› Some trailers under 2500 kg are fitted with a hand brake. The hand brake operates 
by activating the hydraulic brake system and should not be used as a parking 
brake as it is not guaranteed to remain engaged indefinitely. However, this type of 
hand brake is useful for controlling and braking trailers under 2500 kg when not 
connected to the vehicle. It is also useful as a temporary brake when positioning 
chocks under the trailer’s wheels to permanently secure the trailer.

TRAILER MAINTENANCE
Regular maintenance of your trailer is very important:

	› Check tyre pressures, and look for signs of wear or damage. 
	› Clean all lights and reflectors. 
	› Check all lights are working. 
	› Check with your local garage to ensure the tow coupling and brake mechanisms are 

well lubricated. 
	› Jack the trailer up and spin the wheels, listening for rumbling noises which indicate 

worn wheel bearings. 
	› Check all tie-down points are tight. 

A poorly maintained trailer can be a hazard to yourself and other road users. No 
matter how good you are at towing, you can never tow a badly maintained trailer well 
and safely.

Loading your vehicle and trailer 
safely
HOW MUCH CAN YOUR VEHICLE CARRY?
Each vehicle has a maximum safe laden (or loaded) weight, also referred to as gross 
vehicle mass/weight (GVM/GVW). Overloading the vehicle beyond this weight can 
compromise the vehicle’s body, brakes, chassis, wheels and/or engine.

The laden weight and unladen (also called unloaded, tare or kerb) weight will be in 
your vehicle manufacturer’s handbook or manual. Also look for any specific 
instructions on how to load the vehicle safely.

The maximum safe laden weight minus the unladen weight gives you the maximum 
load (including objects, people and animals) that the vehicle can carry.
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Tongue loading
What is tongue load? (sometimes called vertical load or download) – the downward 
force exerted on the towball by the trailer and it’s load.

Industry experts indicate the ideal tongue load is 
approximately 10% of the weight of the trailer 
and its load.

Too much or too little tongue loading can lead to 
trailer sway or snaking which could result in an 
crash.

The data plate of the towbar will display the 
maximum tongue loading weight.

MTM (maximum towed mass) braked and unbraked 
This is the maximum weight that the towbar is capable of with either brakes fitted (or 
not) to the trailer.

ARRANGING LOADS SAFELY
	› Check that any goods or animals inside or on your vehicle are placed where they 

won’t injure anyone or distract the driver. 
	› If following another vehicle, make sure that any passengers are sitting in a safe 

position, using a safety belt or child restraint. 
	› Spread a load of goods out evenly across the floor or deck of the vehicle, to keep its 

height as low as possible. 
	› If you have to stack the load, put larger and heavier items at the bottom. 

	› If possible, arrange loads so they don’t project outside the body of the vehicle. 
Minimise any projecting loads so you reduce the risk of injury to the driver, 
passengers and other road users. 

	› Position loads on trailers as close to the axle as possible. Avoid placing heavier 
loads towards the rear of the trailer. Ensure there is a downward force at the point of 
attachment, to improve the handling characteristics when you are towing.
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If part of the load is removed during the journey, you may need to rearrange and 
re-secure the rest of the load.

Securing your load
All loads including those carried on trailers should be properly restrained so they can’t 
shift around while the vehicle is moving.

All objects should be restrained by being:

	› securely packed inside compartments that are rigidly attached to the vehicle, or 
	› held securely in racks or cradles or frames designed to fit that size of object and 

which are rigidly attached to the vehicle, or 
	› held by lashings (webbing straps, ropes, chains) or clamps securely attached to 

appropriate anchorage points (rails, hooks or eyes) on the vehicle. 
When you secure a load, bear in mind that it will try to move:

	› forwards when you brake the vehicle 
	› sideways when the vehicle turns 
	› backwards when the vehicle accelerates 
	› upwards when the vehicle goes over bumps. 

LASHINGS (WEBBING STRAPS, ROPES AND CHAINS)
If you’re using lashings to secure a load, you’ll need to work out the strength of the 
lashings – known as ’lashing capacity’.

Look on the lashing or its packaging for a figure (in kilograms) beside ‘lashing 
capacity’. If you see ‘breaking strength’ – then the lashing capacity will be half of this 
figure.

Fasten your load to the vehicle using as many lashings as required to achieve a 
combined lashing capacity equal to at least twice the weight of the load.

NOTE: A minimum of two lashings should be used to prevent the load, or part of the 
load, from twisting, rotating, pivoting or slewing.

Secure lashings to suitable anchorage points (rails, hooks or eyes) on the vehicle.

If your vehicle doesn’t have suitable anchorage points, investigate whether these can 
be fitted to your vehicle or use a vehicle that does have suitable anchorage points.

Tighten the lashings before beginning your journey. Check them during the journey 
and tighten the lashings again if necessary.

If possible, put the load against a headboard, sidewall or other rigid part of the vehicle 
structure to help hold it in place.
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NOTE:

	› If your load weighs more than 500 kilograms, refer to the Truck loading code. 
	› Remember to regularly inspect webbing straps and ropes (they can be damaged by 

wear, chemicals, heat, light, excessive knotting, bending, or chafing). 
	› Ropes made of natural fibres (sisal and manila) may stretch when dry (allowing the 

load to move) and shrink when wet (which might damage the load). 

DO YOU NEED TO COVER THE LOAD?
All loads that may be affected by air flow or by the motion of the vehicle should be 
covered.

Bulk (unbagged) loads such as silt, sand, gravel, builder’s mix, leaves, grass clippings, 
prunings from vegetation, wood chips, sawdust, coal, firewood, dung, topsoil, fruit, 
vegetables, loose paper and general rubbish should be covered by a tarpaulin to 
prevent the load spilling or shedding.

Netting or metal mesh cages can adequately retain some loads, if the holes in the 
netting or mesh are smaller than the smallest load fragments.

Fragile loads (such as glass sheets) should be completely enclosed so that any pieces 
or shards will be retained on the vehicle if they break during the journey.

LOADS INSIDE VEHICLES
Objects inside a vehicle should be restrained against movement.

Seat backs (especially folding seats) may not be strong enough to restrain a load 
placed behind them. Check the vehicle’s manual to see if the seat backs can restrain 
the load that you want to carry. If they can’t, take steps to secure the load. This could 
be by lashings attached to appropriate anchorage points fitted within the vehicle. 
Other options include a load retaining wall or beam, or a full or partial cargo barrier 
constructed to Australia/New Zealand Standard AS/NZS 4034.1 or 4034.2: (2001).

Don’t rely on the ‘grip’ (friction) between an object and the floor of the vehicle to 
restrain the load. Many objects are smooth and can slide easily across most surfaces. 
Also remember that this grip (friction) is lost when the vehicle goes over a bump that 
lifts the load upwards. Ensure there is a downward force at the point of attachment, to 
improve the handling characteristics when you are towing.
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LOADS ON TRAILERS
If your vehicle tows a trailer, you need to allow for this in calculating how much load 
your motor vehicle can safely carry. Remember that the brakes of your vehicle will also 
need to restrain the forward motion of the trailer (unless the trailer itself has effective 
brakes).

Look in your vehicle manual for the maximum weight your vehicle can tow.

LOADS ON ROOF RACKS
Before you buy a roof rack, check your vehicle’s manual to find out how much weight 
your vehicle can safely carry above its roof. Check the load that the roof rack itself can 
carry. Then look for a rack that suits your vehicle’s roof shape and can be attached to 
appropriate places on your vehicle.

SPREADING THE LOAD ON A ROOF RACK
Evenly distribute objects along and across the rack (between the left and right sides, 
and between the front and back of the vehicle).

Be careful carrying long or bulky objects on a roof rack. Both the lashings holding the 
objects onto the rack and the fittings that hold the rack to the vehicle should be strong 
enough to keep both the rack and the objects secure in strong cross winds. If you’re 
unsure about this, use additional lashings and attach these directly to the vehicle.

Remember that ...

	› the more weight that you carry on the roof of your vehicle, the less weight you will 
be able to carry inside your vehicle 

	› roof racks increase wind resistance and buffeting by the wind 
	› you may need to travel more slowly and your vehicle may use more fuel. 
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Loads overhanging the vehicle or trailer
WARNING DEVICES
If the load (including equipment used to support or retain the load) extends more than 
200mm beyond the sides of the vehicle or trailer, or more than one metre beyond the 
front or back of the vehicle, then you must attach suitable warning device(s) to it.

During daylight you must attach:

	› flags (coloured white or fluorescent red, orange or yellow, at least 400mm long by 
300mm wide)

or

	› standard hazard warning panels (coloured yellow/green with an orange stripe, at 
least 400mm long by 300mm wide). 

During the hours of darkness, you must have lights on the load:

	› at the rear and facing towards the rear, coloured red (if the load extends sideways or 
to the rear) 

	› at the front and facing towards the front, coloured white or amber (if the load 
extends sideways or forwards).
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Hazard warning panels can be used instead of flags

During the hours of darkness, the lights must be clearly visible in clear weather at a 
distance of at least 200 metres.

If the overall width of the projecting load is one metre or less, then place one flag or 
panel or light at the centre of the load. If the load is wider than one metre, then place a 
flag or panel or light at each corner of the projecting load.

Note: If your load covers up essential lights on your vehicle or trailer, you must fit 
temporary lights to your load to make sure you comply with legal requirements. A 
vehicle lighting retailer or garage can advise you on purchasing and fitting temporary 
lights to your load.

Maximum vehicle size
Vehicles are allowed to carry loads up to the maximum permitted size (dimensions) 
for that type of vehicle (provided the vehicle can be safely loaded that way). These 
maximum dimensions are set out in factsheets 13b Light rigid vehicles (including cars 
and utes) and 13d Light simple trailers (including caravans, boat and garden trailers).

Oversize (overdimension) loads
Large loads (such as boats and gliders) that cannot be reduced in size to fit within the 
maximum vehicle dimensions (because they are indivisible) are allowed to be moved 
on roads as oversize (overdimension) loads. 

See Factsheet 53a Overdimension vehicles and loads for the details of the conditions 
that need to be met before these loads can be moved.

Hazard panel details
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300m
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200mm 200mm
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http://www.nzta.govt.nz/assets/resources/factsheets/53/docs/53-overdimension.pdf
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Loads requiring extra care
Powdered or granular solids
These include cement, grain, gravel, wood chips, potting mix, fertiliser, soil, lime, coal, 
coke, carbonettes, bricks etc. They are often in large bags but are also sold in bulk. 
Close the bags at the top to prevent spillage. Make sure the bags won’t move during 
the journey.

If the material is carried loose on a flat-deck vehicle with sides:

	› cover the load with a tarpaulin. Make sure the tarpaulin is properly secured to the 
vehicle at appropriate anchorage points 

	› don’t overfill the space or allow the material to spill through any gaps between the 
deck and the sides of the vehicle. 

Solid objects in packaging
These include suitcases, cartons, boxes, trunks, shrink-wrapped packets of 
manufactured objects etc. Pack these against the sides of the vehicle and restrain 
them with suitable straps, ropes or webbing.

Garden refuse and loose rubbish
This can be packed in large metal, plastic or wooden containers, in large bags or in 
bulk. Securely close any containers or bags and restrain them so they don’t move on 
the vehicle.

Bulk loads should be carried inside closed vehicles or covered by netting or tarpaulin 
(to prevent loose pieces flying off when the vehicle is moving).

Transporting cans, cylinders and bottles
Make sure that the caps, stoppers, corks, lids or valves of cans, cylinders and bottles 
are closed tightly before being placed in the vehicle.

Smaller cans and bottles can be packed in cartons or crates. Larger cylinders need to 
be secured in racks or cradles, held by lashings or packed in compartments.

Logs and posts
Logs and posts are heavy items that need to be secured against movement in all 
directions.

Shorter logs, posts and firewood can be contained within vehicles with solid sides or 
load restraining cages, or restrained by lashings if they are tied into a bundle.

Chains should restrain larger logs and stumps, as set out in the Truck loading code.
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Large solid sheets
Glass sheets should either be carried flat on the deck of the vehicle or in specially 
designed frames. If the frames are not enclosed inside the body of the vehicle, then the 
glass sheets should be fully enclosed by covers attached to the frames so that broken 
shards of glass will not fall on the road if the glass sheet shatters during the journey. 
Frames which are mounted outside the body of the vehicle should have flags or hazard 
panels (day) and lights (night) attached to them if they extend more than 200mm 
sideways beyond the body of the vehicle.

Sheets of plywood, plasterboard etc can be carried flat on the deck of the vehicle. If 
they are carried on roof racks, secure them with lashings against movement forwards, 
backwards, sideways and upwards. The front edge of these sheets needs to be 
particularly well secured to resist buffeting by air movement during the journey.

Pipes, ducts and hoses
Pipes, ducts and hoses need to be secured against movement in all directions.

The appropriate way of securing them depends on the material the pipe is made of, its 
length and diameter and whether it is rigid or flexible.

	› Concrete, steel, cast iron and ceramic pipes and fittings are generally heavy objects 
that need to be contained within crates or boxes, secured by chains or heavy duty 
lashing material. 

	› Rigid plastic pipes and ducts need to be secured near both ends. 
	› Hoses should be carried on racks or in rolls that are securely contained within, or 

lashed to, the vehicle. 

Bicycles, machinery, steel, and other metal objects
Care needs to be taken when transporting machinery and metal objects because they 
may be heavy, be irregular shapes and have sharp edges. These need to be restrained 
during a journey. Special racks with clamps may be fitted to some vehicles to hold 
bicycles and other machinery.

Otherwise, packing and chains should be used to hold heavy metal objects in place on 
the vehicle or trailer.

NOTE: Bicycles carried in towbar-mounted cycle racks can often cover up the number 
plate or essential lights on the back of the vehicle. In these circumstances the driver is 
legally obliged to fit additional lights and/or number plates on the back of the load.
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Sawn timber
This should be carried on vehicles that are suited to its length. Pre-packed timber of 
one size is relatively easy to handle and secure with appropriate lashings. More care 
should be taken with different sized pieces. These need to be arranged and secured so 
the stability of the vehicle is maintained and the pieces do not become loose during 
the journey.

Boats and gliders
Ideally, boats and gliders should be carried on vehicles or trailers that have been 
specially designed to contain their size and shape. If any part of the boat or glider is 
not contained, it needs to be appropriately restrained to prevent movement.

See also the section, Loads overhanging the vehicle or trailer (page 9) if the boat or 
glider extends more than 200mm over the sides of the vehicle, or more than one 
metre beyond the front or back.

Recreational equipment
Surf boards, windsurfer boards, paddles, kayaks, canoes and skis should be carried in 
or on racks that are suitable for the weight and size of the object. At least two clamps 
or lashings need to be used to keep them secure during travel if they’re carried outside 
the vehicle.

Large boards that are placed on a roof rack can be severely affected by the air flowing 
over the vehicle. Both the lashings (or clamps) holding the board to the rack, and the 
fittings holding the rack to the vehicle, need to be strong enough to hold the board in 
place throughout the journey. Use additional lashings connecting the load directly to 
the vehicle if you are carrying a large board or canoe.

Transporting animals
Animals should be transported in adequately ventilated cages, boxes, pens, crates, or 
containers that are suited to their size, and are held securely inside or attached to the 
deck of the vehicle.

Dogs (and other large animals) should only be carried on an open deck if they are 
securely tethered to the centre of the front of the deck. This allows the cab of the 
vehicle to protect them from the wind. The chain or lead tethering the animal should 
be attached to the collar or harness by a swivel so the animal can have limited 
movement.

The chain or lead should be short enough to prevent the animal’s legs from reaching 
over the sides of the vehicle, but long enough to allow the animal to stand, lie down 
and move about slightly. Animals should be protected from extreme weather 
conditions.
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If large animals are carried in the passenger compartment, a proprietary harness fitted 
to the seatbelts should restrain them. Otherwise they should be tethered in a 
ventilated space at the rear of the vehicle or placed behind a suitable restraining 
barrier.

Don’t let animals travel with their heads protruding from the open window of a vehicle. 
They could be injured (particularly their eyes and neck).

Birds should be transported in suitably sized cages secured to the vehicle.

Fish should be transported in watertight containers secured to the vehicle.

Horse trailers: when towing a horse trailer you need to take extra care – as the horse 
moves, the trailer will sway.

Transporting dangerous goods
Take care when carrying dangerous goods such as compressed gases and liquids.

These are often packaged in special containers with special valves or stoppers. Ensure 
valves are properly closed and stoppers and lids are secure before loading gases and 
liquids in or on the vehicle.

There are legal limits on how much of each dangerous goods substance you can carry 
and on the combinations of dangerous goods you can carry together. 

See the Waka Kotahi factsheets 67, 68 and 69 for more details of these restrictions.
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X

Safe towing practices and speed 
limits 
The maximum open road speed for light vehicles towing trailers or towing other motor 
vehicles is 90km/h, provided that you have a rigid connection between the towed and 
towing vehicles, such as a towbar, drawbeam or drawbar. If you want to tow using a 
rope or other non-rigid connection, then the maximum speed on the open road is 
50km/h.

NOTE: These are maximum speeds – drive slower if the conditions require it. 

CARRYING PASSENGERS
If you’re carrying passengers you must ensure that they ride in a position where they 
are not likely to be injured during the journey. It is against the law for passengers to 
ride in a caravan being towed.

OVERTAKING
	› Allow more time and distance to overtake. 
	› Avoid ‘cutting off’ the vehicle just overtaken when returning to your lane. 
	› Care must be taken not to hold up following traffic unnecessarily. Pull over when it 

is safe to do so (making sure there is a suitable space for your vehicle and its trailer) 
and allow following traffic to pass. 

STEERING

As you turn, the extra weight of the trailer (or towed vehicle) is likely to continue 
pushing your vehicle ahead, especially on gravel or greasy roads. Use brakes with 
caution while cornering; you could lose control and your trailer could jack-knife.
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BRAKING

Allow extra space for stopping. Allow a four-second gap between you and the vehicle 
ahead – even more if it’s wet or windy.

	› Apply brakes lightly before cornering. 
	› Always use a lower gear when travelling downhill. 

SWAYING (SNAKING)
An unbalanced load can cause the trailer to pivot 
on the tow bar, forcing the towing vehicle to sway 
from side to side.

To help reduce the chances of swaying:

	› avoid sudden lane changes and changes of 
direction 

	› large masses should not be concentrated towards the ends of the trailer. 
If the trailer starts to sway:

	› do not apply your brakes 
	› instead, remove your foot from the accelerator and allow the vehicle to slow down. 

REVERSING
	› Try to avoid reversing, or ask someone experienced at reversing to help. 
	› Turn the front wheels to the left to pivot the trailer to the right and vice versa.

	› Straighten the wheels as the trailer moves in the desired direction.
	› Reverse slowly. 
	› Check clearances often. 
	› Soft ground may slow your trailer’s response. 



20   |  Waka Kotahi Guide to safe loading and towing for light vehicles  2020

PARKING
	› Choose where you park carefully. 
	› Roadside cambers can trap your caravan against poles.
	› Trailers cannot be parked on a roadway for more than seven days unless written 

permission has been obtained from the road controlling authority.

CHECKS TO MAKE BEFORE AND DURING A TRIP
	› Check that the tow bar points downwards before placing the trailer onto the vehicle 

tow bar. The weight should be about 10% of the weight of the trailer and load.
	› Make test stops at low speed to check the feel of your vehicle’s brakes. 
	› Check that all doors, hatches, covers and any load or equipment are properly 

secured. 
	› 	Check that the trailer is correctly loaded by gently moving the steering wheel from 

side to side while the car is moving at about 40 to 50km/h. This should be done on 
a good standard, clear road. 

	› Feel and watch the trailer’s response. If the trailer does not fall back into line quickly, 
stop and adjust the loading by moving the articles in the trailer. 

	› Check that any securing ropes and straps are tight. The load in your trailer may have 
settled due to road vibration and slackened off. 

	› Carry the smallest load possible in the boot or luggage area of the towing vehicle. 
	› Check that the coupling and safety chains are properly fastened. 
	› Check that the trailer brakes (where fitted), tyres and wheel bearings are not 

overheating. 
	› Check that all lights are still working. 
	› Check that the tyres are still correctly inflated. 

Remember to:

	› allow extra time for your trip. 

TOWING MOTOR VEHICLES AT NIGHT
If you tow a motor vehicle during the hours of darkness, the towed vehicle must 
display a white light towards the front which shows the towing connection and red 
light towards the rear of the towed vehicle.
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Further information
Available from the Waka Kotahi (www.nzta.govt.nz/resources/factsheets):

	› Factsheet 13b: Light rigid vehicles (for dimension details) 
	› Factsheet 13d: Light simple trailers (for dimension details) 
	› Factsheet 53a: Overdimension vehicles and loads 
	› Factsheet 67: Dangerous goods – transport service operators 
	› Factsheet 68: Dangerous goods transported as tools of trade 
	› Factsheet 69: Dangerous goods transported for domestic/recreational use 

Publications and legislation on the welfare and transport of animals are available at  
www.maf.govt.nz

	› Truck loading code 
	› Land Transport Rule 32005: Vehicle Lighting 2004 
	› Land Transport Rule 32014: Light-vehicle Brakes 2002 
	› Land Transport Rule 41001: Vehicle Dimensions and Mass 2016 
	› Land Transport Rule 45001: Dangerous Goods 
	› Land Transport (Road User) Rule 2004 (No 61001) 
	› Animal Welfare Act 1999 
	› Land Transport Act 1998 

http://www.nzta.govt.nz/resources/factsheets/13b/
http://www.nzta.govt.nz/resources/factsheets/13d/
http://www.nzta.govt.nz/resources/factsheets/53/
http://www.nzta.govt.nz/resources/factsheets/67/
http://http://www.nzta.govt.nz/assets/resources/factsheets/68/docs/68-dangerous-goods-tools-trade.pdf
http://www.nzta.govt.nz/assets/resources/factsheets/69/docs/69-dangerous-goods.pdf
http://www.nzta.govt.nz/resources/roadcode/heavy-vehicle-road-code/tlc-general-requirements/
http://www.nzta.govt.nz/resources/rules/vehicle-lighting-2004-index/
http://www.nzta.govt.nz/resources/rules/light-vehicle-brakes-2002-index/
http://www.nzta.govt.nz/resources/rules/land-transport-rule-vehicle-dimensions-and-mass-2016-index/
http://www.nzta.govt.nz/resources/rules/dangerous-goods-2005-index/
http://www.nzta.govt.nz/resources/rules/road-user-2004-index/
http://www.legislation.govt.nz/act/public/1999/0142/latest/DLM49664.html?search=ts_act%40bill%40regulation%40deemedreg_animal+welfare+act+1999_resel_25_a&p=1
http://www.legislation.govt.nz/act/public/1998/0110/latest/DLM433613.html
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