
 

 

Driving in flood waters  

Introduction 

During December 2010 and January 2011, 
Queensland was devastated by a series of 
natural disasters, with 78% of the state being 
declared a disaster zone. During this period 
six children and young people died in 
association with floodwaters. Of those, four 
were in vehicles that entered floodwaters. 
This paper examines the dangers of entering 
floodwaters, specifically in vehicles and the 
particular risk this poses to the safety of 
children and young people.  
 

 
For the purpose of this paper we define 
floodwaters as either:  
 
- a body of water that has escaped its 

usual boundaries (this would include 
local suburban flooding where the water 
overflows the drainage systems),  
 

- water that exceeds the capacity of the 
structure normally holding it (including 
creeks and rivers), or  

 
- water which temporarily covers land not 

normally covered by water (flash 
flooding). 

 
 
 

Evidence 

The data presented in this paper is drawn 
from the Commission’s Child Death Register, 
for the period 1 January 2004 - 31 December 
2011. During this time eight children and 
young people died in six separate incidents 

after the vehicles they were travelling in 
entered floodwaters. 
 

Table 1 shows the number of children and 
young people who have died as a result of the 
vehicle they were travelling in being driven 
into floodwaters over the past seven years. 

Table 1. Number of transport-related child 
deaths occurring in floodwaters 

Year Number 

2004 2 

2009 1 

2010 1 

2011 4 

Total 8 
Source: Queensland Child Death Register, 2004-2011 

Activity at time of incident 

In four of the six incidents (5 deaths), the 
driver of the vehicle was attempting to drive 
through floodwaters. In two incidents (3 
deaths) the driver of the vehicle was 
attempting to flee rising floodwaters to seek 
higher ground. 
 

Vehicle type 

Floodwaters can sweep away any type of 
vehicle, including four wheel drives. 
 

Figure 1 shows the number of children and 
young people who have died over the last 
seven years by the type of vehicle being 
driven in floodwaters. 
 

Driver 

In one of the six incidents the driver of the 
vehicle was a young person. In the other 5 
incidents, the driver was an adult parent or 
caregiver. 
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Figure 1 

 

 

Location 

Almost all of the incidents (7 out of 8 deaths) 
occurred in regional areas across 

Queensland
1
. One incident (1 death) 

occurred in a remote area.  
 

Conclusion  

While eight children have died from vehicles 

entering floodwater since 2004, only one of 

the five adult drivers died in the incident. This 

suggests that the risks to children (in 

particular) associated with driving into 

floodwaters may not always be fully 

understood by parents and caregivers who 

are driving the vehicles. 

The Commission supports further research in 

the areas of community education focused on 

safety messages about the dangers to 

children of driving in floodwaters. 

The Queensland Department of Transport and 

Main Roads and Queensland Fire and Rescue 

Service provide information on the dangers of 

floodwaters, the importance of safe vehicle 

                                                
1 Based on the Accessibility/Remoteness Index of Australia Plus 
(ARIA+). An index of remoteness derived from measures of road 
distance between populated localities and service centres. These 
road distance measures are then used to generate a remoteness 
score for any location in Australia. 

use on flooded roads and education 

campaigns such as the recent, “If it’s flooded, 

forget it” community awareness project. The 

Commission strongly supports these, and 

other local initiatives, which promote the 

safety of children and young people and their 

families. 

 

 
For further road safety information go to: 
 
Queensland Department of Transport and 
Main Roads 
http://www.tmr.qld.gov.au/About-
us/Newsroom/Stay-out-of-floodwaters-and-be-
alert-for-hidden-dangers.aspx 
 
Queensland Fire and Rescue Service 
http://www.fire.qld.gov.au/communitysafety/sw
iftwater/ 
 
For further disaster management 
information go to the Queensland 
Government Disaster Management 
website: 
 
www.disaster.qld.gov.au 
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