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Even when injury prevention is not the primary focus of a new
policy, it is important to consider the implications for injury risk

I
n the opening paper for the Policy

Forum section of Injury Prevention,1 Jon

Vernick presented a definition of an

injury-related policy as ‘‘a rule or decision

having the capacity to guide or determine

the actions of individuals […] with the

goal of affecting the surveillance, risk,

incidence, severity, disability, cost, or

other aspects of injury.’’ However, policies

that do not necessarily have the goal of

affecting injury can nevertheless have a

profound influence on the risk and

burden of injury. A powerful example is

the recent changes to motorcycle licen-

sing policy in Spain. We argue that even

when injury prevention is not the primary

focus of a new policy, it is important for

policy-makers to consider the implica-

tions for injury risk and to obtain expert

guidance.

SPAIN’S MOTORCYCLE LICENSING
LAW
As Spain is a warm-climate country of

some 40 million people, mopeds and

motorcycles are a common means of

transportation. In 2003, 10% of Spain’s

licensed drivers held a moped or motor-

cycle-only driving license, and an addi-

tional 2% held dual licenses that allowed

them to operate both passenger cars and

motorcycles.2 However, moped and

motorcycle riders bear a disproportionate

share of the burden of road traffic death

in Spain, accounting for 20% of fatally

injured motor vehicle occupants in 2003.2

This high exposure to two-wheel vehicles

is in part responsible for Spain’s relatively

high motor-vehicle-related death rate;

Spain ranks 15th among 25 European

countries in its motor-vehicle-related

fatalities per million inhabitants.3

Despite these sobering statistics, begin-

ning in 2004, the Spanish government

actually made it easier to operate a

motorcycle (table 1). Before 2004, opera-

tors of motorcycles regardless of engine

size had to meet minimum age require-

ments, complete a safety course, and

pay associated fees of approximately

J120–400. People with a license to drive

a passenger car, but not a motorcycle, still

had to complete additional training and

pay the fee.

The official statement of Real Decree

1598 released by the Spanish government

in 2004 stated that ‘‘with the goal of

improving traffic flow and thereby redu-

cing the number of circulating automo-

biles with only one person on board, […]

drivers [meeting certain other criteria]

will be allowed to drive motorcycles not

larger than 125 cc with no further licen-

sing requirements.’’4 This means that

people who have held a license to operate

a passenger car for at least 3 years can

now drive a motorcycle of no more than

125 cc (including the popular Vespas)

without any additional licensing require-

ments.

PRELIMINARY CONSEQUENCES OF
THE POLICY CHANGE
One immediate consequence of the policy

change has been a large increase in the

number of smaller motorcycles in Spain.

Compared with the approximately 15 000

motorcycles between 50 cc and 125 cc

registered yearly before the regulatory

change, in 2004 there was an increase in

registrations of 129%, followed by

another increase of 172% in 2005, with

total sales that year of 105 194 units.2 It is

estimated that Spain now has more than

4 million mopeds and motorcycles on its

roads, ranking 3rd after Germany and

Italy. Regardless of their effectiveness as

an injury prevention intervention, the

prior educational programs and fees

apparently acted as a de facto ‘‘barrier’’

to obtaining a motorcycle operators’

license for some.

Not surprisingly, since 2004, the num-

ber of fatal motorcycle-related crashes in

Spain has also increased. Between 2003

and 2005, there was a 28% increase in

motorcycle deaths, despite the greater use

of helmets.5 6 This increase is even more

distressing when compared with an 18%

reduction in deaths in all other motorized

means of transportation.2

However, there is no national travel

survey in Spain to provide detailed

information about how many kilometers

are driven nation-wide by different

means. Therefore, we do not know if the

increase in motorcycle registrations

reflects a substitution of motorcycles for

passenger cars or a net increase in

motorized travel—that is, a substitution

of motorcycles for walking.

CONCLUSION
The relaxation in legislation allowing up

to 15 million additional Spaniards who

held passenger car driving licenses to now

drive motorcycles below 125 cc did not

adequately consider the known risk of

increased motorcycle use. In fact, motor-

cycle users have a 58-fold increased risk

of being killed compared with passenger

car occupants on a per 100 million trip

basis,7 a risk so large that there are few

other public health risks of this magni-

tude. It also ignored evidence linking

increases in motorcycle sales with sub-

stantial increases in deaths in the USA.8

Paradoxically, injury prevention has

gained increased prominence in some

other Spanish health-related policy for-

ums. For example, in 2001 Spain adopted

the EU goal of a 50% reduction in

fatalities due to motor vehicle crashes

for 2010, and a number of other ‘‘injury-

prevention’’ policies have been recently

discussed and implemented.9 Yet, a major

regulation, carrying a high risk of enhan-

cing exposure to injury, such as allowing

more people to drive motorcycles, was

enacted with little input from the injury-

prevention community. As the EU

embarks on a new discussion of motor-

cycle licensing policies, while also holding

a parallel discussion of transportation

policies, it is critically important that

policy-makers receive input from injury-

prevention experts. If mopeds and motor-

cycles are to be encouraged as part of this

process, careful assessment of how to

decrease their associated risks is needed.

Obviously, relieving traffic congestion

is a popular concern and has become a

hot-button issue in the climate change

debate.10 11 However, transportation deci-

sion-makers must also consider the net

effects of their decisions on injury.

The lives of almost 100 people may

have been lost in Spain in 2005 because

of this change in motorcycle licensing

regulation. To prevent similar setbacks in

the future, the injury-prevention commu-

nity must recognize that even policies

that do not appear to be directly related

to injury risk can have unintended con-

sequences.
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2 Dirección General de Tráfico. Anuario Estadı́stico

General 2005 www.dgt.es/estadisticas/
documentos/anuariogeneral2005.pdf (accessed
28 Sep 2007).

3 European Road Safety Observatory. Traffic Safety
Basic Facts 2006. http://www.erso.eu/data/
content/traffic_safety_basic_facts_2006.htm
(accessed 28 Sept 2007).

4 Boletı́n Oficial del Estado 173 of 19 July 2004.
www.boe.es/dias/2004/07/19/pdfs/A26183-
26205.pdf (accessed 28 Sep 2007).

5 Ministerio del Interior. Press release. Al año de la
puesta en marcha del Permiso por puntos, Tráfico
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Table 1 Vehicle licenses in Spain before and after 2004

Vehicle licenses Before 2004 After 2004

Mopeds ,50 cc Age 14+ AND education and fees (up to J120*) OR
passenger car or motorcycle license

=

Motorcycles (75 cc, mopeds Age 16+ AND education and fees (up to J120*) Since 2004, this category does not exist
Motorcycles (125 cc This category did not exist before 2004 Age 16+ AND education and fees (up to J400*) OR At least 3+

years of passenger car license
Motorcycles Age 18+ AND education and fees (up to J400*) =
Passenger cars Age 18+ AND education and fees (up to J1000* on average) =

*Costs are national averages; large regional variations are reported.
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In a single resource:

N guidance on drug management of common childhood conditions

N hands-on information on prescribing, monitoring and administering medicines to children

N comprehensive guidance covering neonates to adolescents
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