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EXCLUSIVE: How a P-plate drink-driver blew
.08, ran a red light and still got away with it

It's beyond the limit
By ELLEN CONNOLLY

A MAGISTRATE has let a pe-
tite P-plate driver off a drink-
driving charge because of her
low body weight.

Waitress Lourdes Rahe, who
weighs 48kg and is connected to
Sydney restaurant Machia-
velli's, recorded a blood alcohol
reading of .08 after she drove
through a red light without dis-
playing her P-plates.

However, despite the State
Government's zero alcohol toler-
ance for P-plate drivers, Waver-
ley Court Magistrate Lee Gil-
mour last week imposed a section
10 bond on Rahe: finding her
guilty of mid-range drink-driving
but dismissing the charge.

The Pedestrian Council has
called for an appeal. "It's scanda-
lous," council chairman Harold
Scruby said. "How can we win
with our fight to protect P-platers
when we have magistrates letting
them off without punishment?"

The matter was heard in Wav-
erley Court last Wednesday as
families of the four men killed in
a P-plate accident near Byron
Bay pleaded for tough new re-
strictions on young drivers.

Ms Rahe's barrister Chris Wat-
son told the court of Ms Rahe's
association with the Toppi family,
who own Machiavelli restaurant,
a favourite lunchtime haunt of
Sydney's movers and shakers.

Ms Rahe is the partner of
Walter Toppi and helps him run
sister restaurant La Vecchia Cu-
cina in Potts Point.

She was driving home in a

Mercedes van at 1.25am on Sun-
day, July 30 when she was caught
going through a red light at New
South Head Rd, Rose Bay.

"The accused appeared slightly
affected, alternating between cry-
ing and distraught to argumenta-
tive with police and her boyfriend
who arrived at the scene," a
statement of police facts said.

Ms Rahe told police she drank
a glass of white wine with sea-
food at 8pm, five hours before
driving. She later said she drank
two glasses of champagne two
hours before driving.

Her defence employed phar-
macologist Professor Graham
Starmer to do laboratory calcu-
lations based on Ms Rahe's body
weight and the alcohol she
claimed to have consumed.

"Slightly built females not infre-
quently attain blood alcohol con-
centrations which are much high-
er than would be expected after a
given alcohol intake," he said.

On reading the report, Ms
Gilmour said: "I've never seen
one like this ... your size, lack of
alcohol and the time over which
it was consumed."

"I think you (Ms Rahe) would
have been entitled to assume
that you would have been in a
position to drive under the limit."

Ms Gilmour did not mention
the fact that P-plate drivers must
have zero alcohol in their blood.

In dismissing the charge, she
took into account Professor
Starmer's report and the fact Ms
Rahe had been off the road for

three months. She fined her $70
for not displaying her P-plates
and $180 for the red-light offence
but recorded no conviction.

Professor Starmer told The
Sunday Telegraph there was no
conclusive evidence of how much
Ms Rahe had consumed. "She said
she had two glasses. The question
is: how big was the glass?" he said.

The RTA guidelines state 110ml
but this was deceptive. "Look, it's a
very big trap for petite women. It's
not an excuse to drink-drive,"
Professor Starmer said.

Outside court Ms Rahe, sup-
ported by her partner, Mr Toppi,
said she was relieved. "I was
shocked when I was over (the
limit)," she said. "I didn't think I
would be - that's why I drove."

Mr Watson said Ms Rahe had
already paid a hefty penalty.

It had cost her $6000 in taxi
fares to work during the past
three months. He believed it was
"irrelevant" that she was a
P-plate driver.

Mr Scruby has demanded the
NSW Government introduce au-
tomatic disqualification for
P-platers, similar to Victoria.

An RTA spokesman said it was
unusual to grant section 10s for
P-platers. "It applies under very
rare circumstances where there
are mitigating circumstances,"
the spokesman said.
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