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ON-ROAD DRIVING 
 
We take driving for granted, but how many years of practice does it take to develop on-road 
driving skills, let alone off-road abilities that can cope with widely varying conditions?  
 
Safely driving a loaded 4x4 for days 
or weeks on end over corrugated dirt 
roads, dodging skittish kangaroos 
and suicidal emus, is no mean feat. 
Add to that the different off-road 
techniques necessary to conquer 
slimy clay climbs, steep, rocky 
descents, giant sand hills, deep mud 
ruts, icy or croc-infested creeks and 
incoming beach tides and you have a 
pretty respectable list of driving skills.  
 
Firstly, weôll concentrate on some on-
road driving techniques. 
 

Be Prepared  
 
Before departure itôs important to tie up all the loose ends at home. If thereôs a definite departure date 
for a big trip then plan as if the departure date were two days prior. The days before departure 
become inexplicably short and Jobs That Must Be Done take longer than the Best Estimate.  
Get done with all the city-based work and personal commitments before leaving home.  
 

You canôt drive in a relaxed 
manner if youôre not sure that the 
vehicle, its on-board equipment, 
necessary spare parts and all 
camping and recovery gear are in 
top condition. That way youôve 
done everything possible to 
guarantee reliability and reduce 
hold-ups. 
 
Everything needs to be packed 
securely and safely - preferably 
behind a cargo barrier - so thereôs 
little chance of gear coming adrift. 
Only then is it time to get behind 
the wheel. 

 
Allow extra travel time if youôre making a rendezvous ï have several hours leeway if the meeting 
point with other travellers is a dayôs drive away, or a dayôs extra travel time from the east coast if the 
meeting point is in Western Australia. 
 
Allowing more time means that you donôt have to drive with ópedal to the metalô to make up time. 
Cruising along at 100-110km/h in a fully loaded 4x4 isnôt too demanding, but hammering along at 
illegal speeds is not only potentially expensive and dangerous - or even fatal - but certainly doesnôt 
encourage a relaxed state of mind - yours or your passengersô. 
 
Heading off to the bush without a relaxed attitude is a waste of time, money and scarce resources. 
Up-tight drivers and passengers are the main reasons many dream trips turn into nightmare journeys. 
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Saving on Fuel 
 
The latest global trends for fuel prices are depressing, with demand continuing to outstrip supply, so 
prices will almost certainly keep climbing. 
 
Even if alternative fuels come on stream sooner than expected, theyôll be priced competitively. 
We will never have cheap fuel again. 
 
Since weôre all going to have to live with high fuel prices we need to look at ways to reduce the 
amount of money going out each week. 
At our house, this is what weôve done: we use our LPG car or the motorcycle for nearly all running 
around town and for 140-kilometre trips to the city. These machines cost us around half what it would 
cost to run a petrol-engined car.  
 
The diesel 4x4 doesnôt do much short-haul running these days ï just enough to keep it in fine fettle 
for towing the boat and for bush trips. Nevertheless, these measures are only a framework for 
reducing fuel costs: economy driving techniques are important factors. 
 
Letôs assume that you have to use 
your petrol or diesel 4x4 for regular 
commuting. Weôre talking about a 
vehicle that weighs two tonnes or 
more. 
Up to around 60km/h the largest power 
demands this machine makes on its 
engine are sufficient horsepower to 
overcome the rolling resistance the 
tyres make with the road surface and 
enough power and torque combination 
to get it up hills. 
Above this speed zone things change: 
wind resistance horsepower demand 
increases and by 100km/h is the major 
power requirement. 
 
Any item that youôve added to the 4x4ôs exterior has an effect on the wind resistance horsepower: a 
bar, lights, snorkel and roof rack increase wind resistance and, therefore, the amount of power you 
need to maintain highway speeds. 
 
All 4x4s have a ósweet spotô that is a compromise between fuel economy and road speed. In the case 
of most large diesel 4x4s itôs 95-100km/h. If you drive at 115km/h (fudging the freeway speed limit 
just a little), the fuel demand increases from around 10L/100km to 12.5L/100km. In the NT, at 
120km/h, the fuel consumption rises to 14L/100km. 
 
Many modern 4x4s have trip computers that give a read-out of current fuel consumption, making it 
easy to find the economical ósweet spotô when touring. 
 
Around town, itôs easy to waste fuel with unnecessary acceleration. In all but unforseen emergencies, 
if you have to jump hard on the brakes youôve wasted fuel. By anticipating traffic flow you can use 
gentler acceleration that requires only a fraction of full-accelerator fuel demand.  
 
A trip computer can terrify you by showing current fuel consumption readouts of 60L/100km or more if 
you plant your foot. 
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Towing is the big fuel consumption bogeyman. Even a low profile camper trailer or pop-top, single-
axle caravan will increase your fuel consumption by around 20 percent. In the case of a large trailer 
behind a petrol 4x4 the fuel ask can almost double. 
 
If you have to tow, you can tow 
economically (and more safely) by 
simply lowering your cruising speed 
and using gentle acceleration in stop-
start driving conditions.  
 
Itôs noticeable that experienced 
caravanners have ignored the legal 
speed increases around the country, 
preferring to tow at the previous 
80km/h point. Yes, itôs irritating if you 
get stuck behind one, but the up-side is 
that you can get past faster when the 
road opens up a bit. 
 
Whether towing or running solo there are some economy driving practices that can make a 
noticeable difference to your running costs. Iôve already talked about wasted acceleration, but thereôs 
the related habit of maintaining high speeds up grades.  
 
When your 4x4 has to climb a hill thereôs a grade resistance horsepower requirement added to rolling 
resistance and wind resistance horsepower. Let the speed drop off on steep hills and youôll save on 
fuel, as well as on mechanical stress. 
 
Off road you can reduce fuel consumption by keeping revs to a minimum. Use the highest gear that 
will get the job done, particularly in soft sand. 
 

The Faster You Go the Less You See 
 

Mercedes-Benz runs a training 
course for European truck 
drivers that is said to be the 
most comprehensive training 
course available in Europe. The 
course shows participants that 
about 85 percent of driving 
environment information is 
perceived through the eyes and 
that their field of view is a 
generous 180 degrees. But the 
region of focussed vision is a 
narrow 10 degrees at most.  
 
Outside that focussed region 
weôre more likely to notice 
movement than colour. Thatôs 
why drivers are encouraged to 
move their eyes constantly. 

 
The entire field of forward vision can be broken up into these 10-degree óconcentration circlesô - 
usually about eight of them in a typical driving situation at low speeds. As road speed increases the 
brain canôt process the incoming information as quickly as it can at low speeds, so the effective size 
of the circles decreases while the number of circles increases about nine times. 
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Even within the focussed region the eyes can miss vital information - for instance an amber traffic 
light can be óinvisibleô if it blends into background colour, or the brake lights on a car can be 
disregarded by eyes that have turned their focussed region to look at a person in the back of a 
parked van. 
 
Eye direction needs to be lower when city driving than when in the country, because hazards are 
more numerous around town and closer, thanks to lower road speed and higher traffic density.  
 

Living with Trucks 
 
If you drive this nationôs highways you know already about the hazards of speeding heavy trucks. 
 
The police say the laws are 
inadequate to allow them to ógroundô 
speeding trucks, because, unlike 
alcohol or drug abuse behind the 
wheel, speeding isnôt a criminal 
offence. In addition, CB 
communications make it easy for 
truck drivers to share speed trap 
information. 
 
It would seem that weôre going to 
have to put up with speeding trucks 
for the foreseeable future, so whatôs 
needed is a way of co-existing with 
these giants and keeping as safe as 
possible. 
 
Back in the olden days of underpowered trucks it was easy to pull away from trucks on grades, but 
now that truck power to weight ratios are typically 8+kW per laden tonne thatôs not so easy.  
Empty trucks can overtake some 4x4s on hills! 
 
You donôt have to be a rocket scientist to work out that any conflict between a truck and a 4x4 will 
favour the truck ï itôs a simple momentum equals mass times velocity equation (M = mv).  
So the best place for your 4x4 to be is out of the truckôs way. 
 
You can try the high-speed approach to this problem, by blasting past any truck you come across, but 
this method is in itself potentially dangerous and expensive ï in fines. 
 
An alternative is the go-slow, no-ego method, where you keep your speed at, say, 100km/h in a 
110km/h zone. Given that many of the trucks on the road will be cruising at an illegal 110-120km/h 
theyôll pass you easily enough ï on a four-lane road.  
On a two-lane road itôs not so easy and youôre likely to have a rear vision mirror full of truck grille and 
bull bar. 
 
In these circumstances the go-slow, no-ego truck avoidance driving method requires you to wait for a 
section of road with a wide shoulder and pull over, letting the óDuelô truck driver get past, after which 
you can resume your journey.  
(Thereôs a law thatôs supposed to prevent truck drivers from tailgating, but the police give that one 
even less attention than speeding.) 
 
The go-slow, no-ego method is cowardly, but it works. 
 


