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Abstract 

Commonwealth legislation defines a power-assisted pedal cycle (PAPC) as either a bicycle 

fitted with a motor with a maximum 200W output; or a type of electric bicycle known as a 

“pedalec”. PAPCs are deemed to be a form of bicycle, and are subject to the same rules and 

regulations. In NSW, bicycles fitted with petrol engines were formerly permitted to be used 

as PAPCs, despite concerns about their safety. Following the death of a boy in October 2013, 

the Centre for Road Safety carried out research on PAPCs that led to petrol-powered bicycles 

being banned from the NSW road network. 

Background 

Commonwealth legislaton defines a power-assisted pedal cycle (PAPC) as either a bicycle 

fitted with a motor with a maximum power output of 200 watts, or a type of eletrically 

powered bicycle known as a “pedalec”. Across Australia, PAPCs that meet this definition are 

deemed to be a form of bicycle, and are covered by the same registration, licensing and usage 

regulations that apply to standard bicycles. 

The definition does not specify the type of motor that can be used, and in NSW bicycles fitted 

with petrol engines were formerly permitted to be used as PAPCs, despite concerns about 

their high speeds and the associated road safety risk. These dangers were highlighted in 

October 2013 by the death of a boy riding a petrol-powered bicycle. 

Petrol engines fitted to bicycles were controversial as they were capable of producing far 

more than 200W. Suppliers had to mechanically reduce their power output to meet the 

definition, but there was evidence that the restricting devices were frequently removed. 

Bicycles with unrestricted engines were also supplied to the market, ostensibly for “off-road” 

use. Difficulties in identifying the different engines meant NSW Police were reluctant to take 

enforcement action against petrol-powered bicycle riders. 

Method 

The Centre for Road Safety investigated the performance characteristics of petrol-powered 

bicycles, and compared them with a pedalec. Braking distances at maximum speed were 

assesed at the Roads and Maritime Services’ Crashlab research facility, and their speeds and 

power outputs were determined using a dyonometer at a motorcycle test centre. The 

effectiveness of a typical device used to limit the power to 200W was also assessed. 

Results 

The results showed that: 

• the limiting device used to reduce the power to 200W could be defeated using a 

Phillips-head screwdriver in less than five minutes, and the power output could be 

further increased by minor tweaks to the engine; 
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• petrol-powered bicycles could travel without any assistance from the rider at 

continuous speeds of 22km/h for a 200W limited engine and 43km/h for an 

unrestricted engine; 

• the engine set-up required the use of a complex clutch mechanism to prevent the 

engine from stalling when braking; and 

• bicycles with petrol engines fitted were typically cheap models, their brakes were not 

compatible with the speeds generated, and fitting the mechanism created a number of 

hazards from the exposed engine and moving parts. 

Conclusions 

Petrol-powered bicycles are not a bona fide PAPC as they require no input from the rider to 

travel at comparatively fast speeds, and are more likely to be ridden as a small motorcycle. 

NSW legislation was amended in October 2014 to prohibit their use on roads and road related 

areas. The report produced by the Centre for Road Safety was presented in the coronial 

hearing into the 2013 fatality. It transpired in that case that the chain had been removed from 

the bicycle turning it into a motorcycle, and the front brake had been disconnected to avoid 

the engine stalling. NSW Police welcomed the ban as it simpified on-road enforcement. 


