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Three-wheel vehicles have existed since the earliest

days of the motor vehicle. They include varied

configurations, including the trike, reverse trike,

sidecar motorcycle, and what the Three-Wheel Vehicle

Working Group (3WVWG) has defined as the

“autocycle,” which operates much like a passenger

vehicle. These vehicles can vary drastically in price,

performance, and design. Manufacturers’ desire to

create fuel-efficient vehicles and to cater to people

who want to ride a motorcycle but don’t want the

worry of the instability of a two-wheel motorcycle

have led to a proliferation of three-wheel vehicles on

the market.

Jurisdictions are faced with complex and evolving

issues regulating the operation and registration of

three-wheel vehicles. As a result, the AAMVA formed

the 3WVWG and tasked it with the development of

best practices and recommendations for regulating or

restricting on-highway operation and registration of

three-wheel vehicles. The group focused on creating

guidelines that adequately identify the different

vehicles in production today but that are broad

enough to accommodate emerging vehicle technology.

Most three-wheel vehicles clearly meet the definition

of a motorcycle in United States code 49 CFR

571.3(b) and should be regulated as motorcycles.

However, two-wheel motorcycles and three-wheel

vehicles operate very differently. This document

provides guidelines to help jurisdictions determine the

type of knowledge and skills testing required for the

operation of each type of three-wheel vehicle and the

type of driving privilege the operator should obtain. It

also offers recommendations for identifying the

different types of three-wheel vehicles for registration

and crash reporting purposes, which will also help law

enforcement easily determine which laws to enforce

for the different types of three-wheel vehicles.

Many jurisdictions allow operators of two-wheel

motorcycles (tested or trained on a two-wheel

motorcycle) to operate any motorcycle yet restrict

three-wheel motorcycle operators (tested or trained on

a three-wheel motorcycle) to only operating three-

wheel motorcycles. The 3WVWG recognizes that this

practice needs to change and addresses it in the

recommended best practices.

Some information about three-wheel motorcycles was

determined to be outside the scope of this project,

including motive power, weight, safety and inspection

concerns, helmet use, safety belt use, and enclosures.

The National Highway Traffic Safety Administration

(NHTSA) has identified issues with vehicles such as

autocycles. Autocycles may have bodies that surround

the operator, and their overall appearance is similar to

that of passenger cars. Passenger cars have to meet

crash tests and provide an established level of safety to

occupants. Autocycles do not have to meet these

standards because they are motorcycles and must meet

the safety standards established for motorcycles. The

public may not be aware of these differences and may

have a false sense of safety when choosing a vehicle.

It is our understanding that the NHTSA is reviewing

the safety standards and definitions of certain three-

wheel vehicles. If new rules are established,

jurisdictions will need to adjust their definitions and

procedures as appropriate.

Executive Summary
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The purpose of this guide is to aid jurisdictions in

adhering to a consistent method of defining and

identifying three-wheel vehicles. This can be

accomplished by implementing the best practices

developed by the 3WVWG to regulate on-highway

operation and registration of three-wheel vehicles.

AAMVA strongly encourages jurisdictions to use these

best practices to promote uniformity. This will

facilitate the movement of these vehicles from one

jurisdiction to another. These best practices have the

capability to grow, change, and evolve as new three-

wheel vehicle types continue to be introduced.
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For purposes of these best practices, the following definitions and acronyms shall be used:

AAMVA American Association of Motor Vehicle Administrators

Autocycle A three-wheel motorcycle that has a steering wheel and seating that does not require

the operator to straddle or sit astride it

Instruction permit A permit issued for the purpose of learning to operate a motor vehicle; it may also be

called a learner’s permit

Motorcycle A motor vehicle with motive power having a seat or saddle for the use of the rider and

designed to travel on not more than three wheels in contact with the ground. 49 CFR

571.3(b)

Motor vehicle A vehicle driven or drawn by mechanical power and manufactured primarily for use on

public streets, roads, and highways but does not include a vehicle operated only on a

rail line (49 CFR 30102).

NHTSA National Highway Traffic Safety Administration

Registration Documentary proof of authority to operate a motor vehicle on a public road or the

process of issuing such proof

Section One  Definitions and Acronyms
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In recent years, there has been an increase in new

motorcycle designs. Some of the new designs are

challenging the existing rules and procedures for

dealing with motorcycles. Some of the newly designed

motorcycles have three wheels, a steering wheel, and

full or partial enclosures and do not have typical

motorcycle controls. Because these motorcycles are so

different, a new term is needed to identify them;

autocycle is the new term to refer to these

motorcycles.

Three-wheel motorcycles and autocycles are types of

motorcycles, but each requires different driver skills

for operation. The key aspect that separates these

vehicles is how similar or different they are from

traditional motorcycles with two wheels. Three-wheel

motorcycles share some characteristics with traditional

motorcycles, but autocycles are fundamentally

different.

The characteristics that distinguish these vehicles are

based on the operation and handling of the vehicles. To

verify that operators have the necessary skills to safely

operate each type of vehicle, specific testing is required.

Key Three-Wheel Motorcycle
Characteristics

� Handlebars

� Straddle or sit astride

Key Autocycle Characteristics

� Steering wheel

� Operator sits in a seat

Section Two  Distinguishing Three-Wheel Motorcycles
from Autocycles

The mass of a three-wheel motorcycle is beneath the

operator and therefore has a direct connection to the

way the vehicle handles. This is a break-point between

three-wheel vehicles and autocycles because the mass

of an autocycle is spread out either above or at the

same height as the operator. Autocycle operators are

within the vehicle they are operating and do not have

to worry about their location on the vehicle or

positioning themselves when cornering or stopping.

Autocycles share more characteristics with passenger

cars; the operator remains in a seated position at all

times, and the vehicle has a steering wheel. Autocycles

may have side-by-side seating that places a passenger

next to the driver. Operating an autocycle may require

braking and acceleration mechanics similar to a

passenger car.

Three-wheel motorcycles also have some minor

characteristics that separate them from autocycles. In

general, three-wheel motorcycles have less mass, and

the driver has more of an influence on the stability of

the vehicle. Some three-wheel motorcycles can be

quite large, and the driver does not have much

influence on the balance, but handlebars are typically

used to operate the vehicle.

The differences between these types of vehicles mean

they should have different operator licensing

requirements. A regular passenger car license should

be required to operate an autocycle, and the operator

of three-wheel motorcycle should continue to have a

motorcycle endorsement or license.

With autocycles being a new type of vehicle, detailed

information on their safety record is needed. A way to
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uniquely register autocycles is needed to allow specific

safety statistics on autocycles to be collected. This

provides a method of identifying unique issues and

concerns with autocycles. It also provides law

enforcement with a method of identifying these

vehicles and determining the required operator license

and endorsement.

The following pictures show examples of three-wheel

motorcycles and autocycles. The pictures illustrate the

different characteristics between these vehicles.

Examples of Three-Wheel Motorcycles

Examples of Autocycles
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As of the publishing of this document, NHSTA

defines and regulates three-wheel vehicles as

motorcycles. However, in the United States,

licensing requirements may vary from state to state.

With the continuing evolution of three-wheel

vehicles and concerns related to wheel

configuration, handling characteristics, body styles,

and operator licensing, it is recommended that

jurisdictions register three-wheel vehicles in a

manner that distinguishes between three-wheel

motorcycles and autocycles.

Each jurisdiction should follow established

registration and title procedures but should

incorporate the following methods to differentiate

three-wheel motorcycles from autocycles.

Section Three  Best Practices for Registration of 
Three-Wheel Motorcycles and Autocycles

Registration of Three-Wheel Motorcycles

� Use 3W for the body style. (Consider using 2W for

body style for new registrations of two-wheel

motorcycles to clarify vehicle type.)

� Plate size should be the standard seven (7) inches in

horizontal length and four (4) inches in vertical

height.

Registration of Autocycles

� Use AU for the body style.

� Plate size should be the standard seven (7) inches in

horizontal length and four (4) inches in vertical

height.

� Create a distinguishing plate alpha/numeric

configuration or use a distinguishing feature on the

plate to indicate the vehicle is registered as an

autocycle.
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The skills needed to operate a two-wheel motorcycle

are very different than those needed to operate a

three-wheel motorcycle. The obvious difference is that

two-wheel motorcycles require more balancing than

three-wheel motorcycles; however, depending on the

style of the three-wheel motorcycles, more balance

may be needed than initially expected.

A critical difference between the two is the way they

are maneuvered through turns and curves. An

operator of a two-wheel motorcycle must use a

technique called counter steering. To turn, a

motorcycle must lean. To lean, the operator must

press forward on the handgrip that is to the inside of

the turn. To turn right, the operator must press

forward on the right handgrip. The pressure on the

handgrip causes the motorcycle to lean in the

direction of the turn. The operator should look the

direction he or she wants to go while keeping the

shoulders square. In contrast, operators of three-wheel

motorcycles, while still using a handle bar, must steer

toward the turn.

Because these motorcycles require such different skill

sets to operate, the training offered and testing

required need to be different. States that operate

motorcycle safety training programs are encouraged to

provide both two-wheel motorcycle and three-wheel

motorcycle training.

Autocycles operate completely differently than either

two- or three-wheel motorcycles. Most autocycles

operate more like passenger vehicles than motorcycles.

They have a steering wheel and may have bucket

seating. Acceleration and breaking are typically

Section Four  Best Practices for Driver License
Requirements for the Operation of 
Three-Wheel Motorcycles and Autocycles

achieved using only foot pedals as opposed to the foot

and hand controls of a motorcycle.

Driving Privilege for the Operation of
Motorcycles

� A supplement to the Motorcycle Operators Manual

(MOM) has been developed for three-wheel

motorcycles and is currently being piloted. After

the supplement is published, it will be available to

assist jurisdictions with three-wheel vehicle test

development.

� Different knowledge and skills tests specifically

designed for two-wheel motorcycles and for three-

wheel motorcycles are recommended.

� Motorcycle instruction or learner’s permits should

be specifically restricted based on the type of

motorcycle knowledge test taken (two or three

wheel).

� Motorcycle endorsements or licenses should be

specifically restricted to the type of motorcycle for

which the operator was tested.

– If the operator has a driving privilege to operate a

three-wheel motorcycle and wants to operate a

two-wheel motorcycle, then the jurisdiction

should test the operator’s knowledge and skills

specifically for two-wheel motorcycle operation.

– If the operator has a driving privilege to operate a

two-wheel motorcycle and wants to operate a

three-wheel motorcycle, then the jurisdiction

should test the operator’s knowledge and skills

specifically for three-wheel motorcycle operation.
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– After an operator has been tested on both two-

and three-wheel motorcycles, a jurisdiction

should issue an unrestricted motorcycle

endorsement or license.

– Jurisdictions should grandfather current license

holders who have motorcycle driving privileges to

operate both two- and three-wheel motorcycles.

Driving Privilege for the Operation of
Autocycles

� Allow operation with a standard automobile

license.

� Prohibit skills testing in autocycles.
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By adopting these best practices, jurisdictions, motor

vehicle agencies, and law enforcement will be in a

better position to distinguish and define two-wheel

motorcycles, three-wheel motorcycles, and

autocycles. These best practices promote consistency

and improvement in licensing and registration

programs. It will also ensure the operator has the

proper knowledge and skills to operate the various

types of vehicles. The adoption of these best

practices will:

� Ensure vehicles are registered in a consistent

manner.

� Improve vehicle identification.

Section Five  Conclusion

� Increase accuracy in data collection, crash research,

and analysis.

� Enable jurisdictions to take steps to ensure effective

testing methods and proper licensing of operators.

� Assist in establishing consistent licensing standards

for operators of three-wheel vehicles and for the

examiners providing testing.

� Enhance highway safety to ensure a safe blend of

these vehicles with current traffic conditions.

� Ensure the operator has the appropriate knowledge

and skills to operate different vehicle types

discussed in this document.
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I. NAME

The name of the working group shall be the Three

Wheel Vehicles Working Group, hereafter called the

Working Group.

II. PURPOSE AND ANTICIPATED DELIVERABLES

The Working Group shall:

� identify the range of three wheel vehicle types

that require further review;

� develop strategies and best practices to assist

member jurisdictions in dealing with three

wheel vehicles, existing and emerging, in a

uniform and consistent manner; and

� deliver best practices and recommendations for

regulating or restricting on-highway operation

and registration of three wheel vehicles.

III. BACKGROUND

The Working Group was formed in 2010 to review

the proliferation of and problems associated with a

variety of three wheel vehicles that motor vehicle

administrators and law enforcement officers

encounter.

IV. MEMBERSHIP

The Working Group shall be comprised of a chair,

appointed by the Chair of the Vehicle Standing

Committee. In addition, the Working Group will

include members from Canada and the United States

selected by the Chair of the Vehicle Standing

Appendix A  Three-Wheel Vehicle Working Group Charter

Committee and representing the following AAMVA

disciplines: Vehicle Registration and Title; Drivers

License and Control; Law Enforcement; and Vehicle

Safety and Inspection. Members from other AAMVA

disciplines may be added as necessary.

The membership of the Working Group will not

exceed 12 members.

Each Working Group member term shall be for two

complete fiscal years—a complete fiscal year is from

October 1 through September 30. Members may

serve additional terms without reappointment until

replaced by the Chair of the Vehicle Standing

Committee.

V. MEETING PROCEDURES

The Working Group will meet every two months or at

the call of the working group chair, either by

teleconference or in person when necessary.

Costs associated with conference calls and/or travel

will be charged against the budget approved by the

AAMVA Steering Committee for the Working Group.

Coordination of each Working Group meeting shall

be the responsibility of the AAMVA staff liaison

assigned to the working group, who shall provide

notice to members prior to each meeting and

maintain and publish minutes of each meeting.

The presence of two-thirds of the members, either in

person or by teleconference, shall constitute a

quorum. A majority vote of the members present shall

constitute an official action of the Working Group.
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VI. MEMBER RESPONSIBILITIES

All Working Group members are expected to actively

participate in the Working Group’s activities and

meetings on a regular basis.

A member who is unable to participate on a regular

basis may be required by the Chair of the Vehicle

Standing Committee to resign from the Working

Group.

Members are to represent the interests of the AAMVA

Vehicle Community.

VII. BUDGET ESTIMATE

The estimated annual cost for this project is $16,000

per scheduled face-to-face meeting. The number of

meetings and budget will be approved annually by the

AAMVA Steering Committee.

VIII. CHARTER AMENDMENTS

All proposed amendments to the Charter shall be

circulated to all Working Group members by the

AAMVA staff liaison, and if approved by a majority of

the Working Group, forwarded to the Steering

Committee for final approval.

IX. WORKING GROUP TERMINATION

The working group will be dissolved by September

30, 2013 unless tasked with additional responsibilities

by the AAMVA Chair of the Board or extended by the

AAMVA Steering Committee.
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Rebecca Renninger
Working Group Chair
Oregon Department of Motor Vehicles
1905 Lana Ave, NE
Salem, OR 97314
Office: 503-945-5279
Rebecca.l.renninger@odot.state.or.us

Lisa Chism
Vice Chair of the Vehicle Standing Committee
Title Bureau Director
Mississippi Department of Revenue
1577 Springridge Road
Raymond, MS 39154-9602
Office: 601-923-7000
lisa.chism@dor.ms.gov

Brenda R. Coone
Director, Motor Vehicle Division
Alabama Department of Revenue
P.O. Box 327610
Montgomery, AL 36132-7610
Office: 334-353-1488 or 334-353-8055
brenda.coone@revenue.alabama.gov

Ronald (Ronnie) Saunders
Captain/Safety Officer
Virginia State Police
7700 Midlothian Turnpike
North Chesterfield, VA 23235
Office: 804-674-2003
Cell: 804-921-2212
Ronald.Saunders@vsp.virginia.gov

Appendix B  Three-Wheel Vehicle Working Group Roster

Scott Shenk
Division Chief, Driver Licensing
PennDOT
1101 S. Front Street, 4th Floor
Harrisburg PA 17104
Office: 717-705-5358
Cell: 717-418-7565
rshenk@pa.gov

Ricky Akase
Chief Licensing Examiner & Inspector
City & County of Honolulu (Hawaii), Division of

Motor Vehicles, Licensing & Permits
P.O. Box 30340
Honolulu, HI 96820-0340
Office: 808-832-4161 (no voice mail capability)
Cell: 808-721-5208
rakase@honolulu.gov

Linda Cone
Assistant Director, Field Operations
Driver Services
1150 Foster Ave
Nashville, TN 37243
Office: 731-225-0924
Linda.Cone@tn.gov

Mary Ford
Assistant Field Manager
Department of Transportation Driver Service
P.O. Box 9204
Des Moines, IA 50306
Office: 515 975 7620
Mary.Ford@dot.iowa.gov
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Dale Schmidt
Major, Support Services Bureau
Missouri State Highway Patrol
P.O. Box 568
Jefferson City, MO 65102
Office: 573-751-6696
Cell: 573-694-6406
Dale.Schmidt@mshp.dps.mo.gov

Chris Yanitski
Vehicle Safety E.I.T.
Alberta Transportation
Room 109, 4999-98 Ave NW
Edmonton, AB, Canada T6B 2X3
Office: 780-422-0812
chris.yanitski@gov.ab.ca

Cathie Curtis
Working Group Liaison
Director of Vehicle Programs
AAMVA
4301 Wilson Boulevard, Suite 400
Arlington, VA 22203
ccurtis@aamva.org
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