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Getting Around
DRIVING AND DEMENTIA
Giving up driving is a tough issue for many 
families to deal with. Many people with early 
stage dementia may still be able to drive (or 
think they are able to drive) and may be very 
anxious to maintain their independence as long 
as possible. This is particularly true in rural 
areas, where giving up a driver’s licence can 
mean having to give up a home as well.

Families are torn between wanting to be 
supportive and worrying about safety—both for 
their family member and other people on the 
road. Some families are able to talk about the 
problem openly, but in other cases it may be 
difficult to even raise the subject.

It is always better to be honest and open, but 
if you suspect a family member with dementia 
should not be driving and you cannot persuade 
them to stop or get tested, you can do one of 
the following:

l	Contact their doctor. Doctors in B.C. are 
required to assess their patients who are 
suspected of having cognitive impairment. The 
doctor has three options: OK the patient to 
drive, say the patient is unfit to drive, or send 
the patient for assessment (see DriveABLE).

l	Contact the Office of the Superintendent of 
Motor Vehicles (OSMV). Any concerned citizen 
can report a driver they think is not fit to drive 
safely. The person making the report must 
make it in writing and include their name and 
contact information. OSMV will not tell the 
driver who reported them.

DriveABLE Tests

In 2010, the B.C. government introduced a 
program called “DriveABLE” to assess people’s 
fitness to drive. 

There are two parts to DriveABLE. The first is a 
test of motor control, reaction time, attention, 
judgement, memory and decision-making. This 
test is done on a computer screen. The second 
test is an on-road test, which is only done if the 
computer test is inconclusive.

Although DriveABLE is intended to be a fair, 
objective assessment of driving ability, many 
families have had concerns with the program. 

For example, seniors who are uncomfortable 
with computers may perform poorly. Also, the 
test is not available in many rural areas, so 
people may have to travel into a city such as 
Prince George or Kelowna to take it. If they are 
asked to take a road test, they have to travel 
to town a second time. They are tested in an 
unfamiliar area and in traffic conditions that 
may not be typical of conditions where they live. 
Finally, there may be a $300 fee (the fee does 
not apply if OSMV requests the test). 

This is one of 10 Advocacy Fact Sheets 
prepared by the Alzheimer Society of B.C.  
These fact sheets offer tips on advocating 
for a family member with dementia. We 
suggest you read through the series, and 
then use the resources provided to find 
more specific information.
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AFTER DRIVING, THEN WHAT?

People diagnosed with dementia will have to 
stop driving sooner or later. Families can prepare 
for this transition by making plans for how to 
deal with the situation. Friends, neighbours, and 
members of social clubs or service clubs can all 
be very helpful if they realize somebody needs 
a ride, and this also provides opportunities to 
socialize. Friends are often reluctant to accept 
money for rides, but they may appreciate a gift 
card for a gas station or grocery store, or some 
other thoughtful gesture. 

There are private companies that offer paid 
driver services. The following government 
programs and services can also be helpful:

Bus Service

Seniors with low income and people receiving 
disability pensions can apply for an annual 
Transit Pass that allows unlimited travel for $45/
year (2011). This is valid on all BC Transit buses.

Translink Access Program

Translink (serving Greater Vancouver) holds 
orientation sessions for people who are 
unfamiliar with or nervous about taking transit. 
Contact TransLink’s Access Transit Department at 
604-453-4587.

HandyDart and HandyCard

HandyDart services are provided by BC 
Transit for people with physical or mental 
disabilities who cannot use regular transit. 
Wheelchair-equipped vans, which are booked 
in advance, give clients rides from their door to 
appointments, and back.

A HandyCard (or HandyPASS) qualifies people to 
receive Taxi Savers—subsidized coupons which 
can be used to help pay for taxi rides.

The application process for these services can 
be somewhat complicated, and it varies from 
region to region, so it’s important to figure out 
what’s available where you live. In addition, 
there can be significant waitlists to get access to 
HandyDart services even after your application 
is accepted. Finally, HandyDart services are 
limited to particular types of trips (e.g. doctor’s 
appointments) within certain hours.

Identification Cards

Driver’s licences are used extensively as photo 
ID.  For people who have turned in their driver’s 
licence because they no longer drive, the motor 
vehicle office will provide a free photo ID card.

RESOURCES
More about Driving and Dementia: from the 
Alzheimer Society of BC  www.alzheimerbc.org

Unsolicited Driver Fitness Reports:
OSMV Driver Behaviour and Road Safety 
http://www.pssg.gov.bc.ca/osmv/medical-fitness

DriveABLE Assessment Information Guide:  
http://www.pssg.gov.bc.ca/osmv/medical-fitness/

Driving and Dementia Toolkit: Canadian Medical 
Association Guide for Physicians at www.cma.ca

Translink Access Programs:  Information 
available at www.translink.ca

HandyDart: (all B.C.) Visit http://bctransit.com/
regions/default.cfm and select your region.        
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