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Safe System is the generic term for concepts 

such as Vision Zero, Sustainable Safety and 

Towards Zero.

Safe System is a holistic approach to road safety which 

acknowledges that road safety is produced.

Safe System provides a framework for coordinating all 

the factors involved in its production and provides an 

unequivocal goal and strategy.          OECD, 2008; GRSF, 2009

What do we mean by Safe System? (1)
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� Safe System is both a goal and a strategy.

� The goal, which shapes the strategy, is to eliminate 

death and serious injury in the long-term, supported 

by interim targets.

� The strategy is to create shared responsibility for the

management of all elements of the road traffic system 

so that common user error and human vulnerabilities    

do not result in death and serious health loss. 

What do we mean by Safe System? (2)



Results

Interventions

Long-term goal supported by            
time-limited interim targets.

Institutional management
Strengthened institutional 

management and leadership.

What do we mean by Safe System? (3)

Exacting intervention strategy.

GRSF, World Bank, 2009,2013 6



Long-term investment strategy comprising several 

phases:

� establishment

� growth 

� consolidation

Wegman and Mulders, 1999;   GRSF, World Bank, 2009

What do we mean by Safe System? (4)
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The costly path to Safe System (OECD, 2008; GRSF, 2009)

Phase 1: 1950s-1960s            � 'blame the victim'.

Phase 2: 1970s-1980s            � systems approach

Phase 3: 1980-90s & beyond  � targeted plans

Phase 4: Since mid-1990s � Safe System goal 

and strategy
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"It’s the system ......"

From:

“this is a perfect system where stupid people kill      

themselves”

To:

“this is a stupid system where normal 
people get killed”

Professor Claes Tingvall, 2011, 

Swedish Transport Adminstration



Safe System principles
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1  Elimination of death and serious injury

� Death and serious injury are largely preventable,     

even given current knowledge. 

� They are not an inevitable or acceptable 

price to be paid for mobility.  

� Human life and health are paramount 

and do not need to be traded off 

against other network considerations.
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2  Human beings are fallible

� We make mistakes that have serious consequences.

� Our bodies have known tolerances to injury.

� Currently, the road traffic system does not take these  

factors into account sufficiently.
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System user

Problem of 
crashes

System designer

Problem of death 

and serious injury

3  From crash prevention to injury prevention
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4  Designing for sustainable prevention

Research shows that speed, road, vehicle factors are 

key parameters for designing measures that can 

prevent death and serious injury on a sustainable 

basis.

The interaction of these three components and their 

impact on road users needs to be managed.

Kimber 2003, Stigson et al, 2008, 2011
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4.1 Speed considerations are central

Every 1% increase in mean speed produces a 4% 

increase in fatal injury risk and a 3% increase in 

serious injury risk and vice versa. 

Nilsson 2004

Small changes in speed also influence the 

effectiveness or otherwise of road and vehicle 

interventions to prevent death and serious injury.
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4.2  Road user survival limits

The chances of survival for a pedestrian hit by a car 

start to decrease sharply at impact speeds above    

20-25 mph.

Severe and fatal injury for belted occupants in the  

best designed cars occur at travel speeds above        

30 mph in typical side impacts and 45 mph in        

head-ons.
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4.3 Safe System speeds 

The setting of speed limits is determined by the 

inherent protective quality of road sections and 

vehicles rather than the speed behaviour of road 

vehicle users.

The biomechanical tolerance 
of humans to crash forces is 
the limiting factor.
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4.4  Key intervention principles (1)

� Separating motorised traffic from non-

motorised traffic.

� Managing vehicle speeds to tolerable    

levels for non-motorised users.

� Separating dangerous mixes of   

motorised traffic.
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� Providing crash protective vehicles,

equipment, roadsides.

� Managing speeds to crash protection                       

offered by roadsides and vehicles.

� Managing speeds to tolerable levels                      

for car occupants at junctions.                         

4.4  Key intervention principles (2)
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� Deterring dangerous user behaviours.

� Managing risk through vehicle and driver                

standards.

� Fast,efficient emergency medical help,                 

diagnosis and care.

4.4  Key intervention principles (3)
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5  Shared responsibility for results

Safe System involves shared responsibility for road 

safety results amongst: 

� System providers and users

� Different sectors and levels of government

� Professionals, researchers, business and the   

community.



22

5.1  Safe System leadership

� Planned, accountable, results-focused activity 

requires Government leadership nationally, locally

and at city level and in the top management of  

organisations. 

� An active lead agency for road safety with 

appropriate capacity is essential supported 

by efficient coordination and 

delivery partnerships.       



23

5.2 A new focus on intermediate outcomes

Measuring, targeting and monitoring outcomes 

causally related to the prevention of death and 

serious injury forms the operational core of Safe 

System strategy.

This allows closer safety management than 

targeting deaths and serious injuries alone.
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5.3 Targeting intermediate outcomes:

% reduction in excess speed & mean speed by road type

% increase in seat belt and crash helmet use

% decrease in drinking and driving

% decrease in car telephone use while driving

% increase in network safety ratings using EuroRAP

% increase in Euro NCAP safety ratings of vehicle fleet

% increase in emergency medical system response times.
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5.4  Aligning with Sustainable Development goals

Active alignment with other key societal goals is 

needed where they serve road safety to maximise 

road safety opportunities:

Health, Environment, Health and Safety at Work, 

Reducing Disadvantage, Liveable Cities and Tourism.



Safe System in practice

26



27

Safe System is promoted globally

United Nations Road Safety Collaboration Commission for Global Road Safety



� Wide range of jurisdictions and organisations.

e.g Europe, Australia, New Zealand, North America.

� Low and middle-income country projects globally.

EU, Sweden, Netherlands, Austria, Ireland, Scotland, Northern 

Ireland, Spain, Poland, Lithuania, Slovenia, Australia, New 
Zealand, London, Edinburgh, Bristol, Brighton and Hove, 

Flanders and Brussels regions, New York City, Boston, Los 
Angeles, Vancouver, Indian States.
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Safe System goals,strategies, plans, projects
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Sweden: Growth phase of Safe System

'Managing by objectives' Vision Zero strategy, 

informed by capacity review and with published 

annual performance review. 

� Long-term goal, interim targets to 2020 for 

death and serious injury.

� 13 intermediate outcome targets form the  

core of Vision Zero implementation.  



30

Sweden: Some results (1)

� 2.7 deaths per 100,000 population (2013).

� Close to achieving Vision Zero for child deaths.

� STA reports that the eradication principle proves 

cheaper over time than gradual improvement.



Sweden: Some results (2)

� Safe System classification-speed limits at  

10km/h intervals

� In 2014, 73% of travel on state network   

achieving 3* or 4* Euro RAP ratings.

� Point to point speed cameras; median and 

roadside barriers; traffic calming and safe 

public transport policies widely implemented.
31



Sweden: Some results 2014

� Fast-tracking improved vehicle safety in fleet e.g:  

99% of new cars are fitted with ESC

57% of new cars have highest Euro NCAP score;  

39% of motorcycles equipped with anti-lock braking.

� Increasing take up of ISO 39001 by organisations.
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New Zealand: Establishment phase

Long-term goal and intermediate outcome targets 

form the core of Safer Journeys implementation.

� A range of SJ signature demonstration projects to  

embed Safe System in mainstream engineering.

� Kiwi RAP assessment and targeting.

� Safe System guidance and training programmes.

� Safe System in tourism projects.
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Australia: Establishment phase

Long-term goal, interim targets.

� AusRAP rating. Assessment framework for network   
intervention choice being developed.

� Embedding Safe System in asset management.

� Developing Safe System guidance and carrying out 
training programmes. 

� Strong promotion to professionals and community.

� Work-related road safety policies, ISO 39001.
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LMICs: Establishment phase

Long-term goal and intermediate outcome targets in 
international development projects.

� New attention to preventing VRU deaths.

� Targeting high-volume/high-risk corridor sections 

and areas with multi-sectoral interventions including   
iRAP 3-star.

� iRAP assessment and behavioural surveys.

� Building management capacity and leadership.



Taking Safe System forward
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Safe System Toolbox

Road safety management capacity                              
review (RSMCR).

iRAP, EuroRAP

Euro NCAP

ETSC PIN Programme

UNRSC, national manuals, new PIARC manual 

ISO 39001: Road traffic safety management              

systems for organisations. 37



� Capacity review & benchmarking to inform next steps.

� Setting final and intermediate outcome targets. 

� Highly active lead agency and specific coordination 

arrangements.

� Substantial promotional activity of 'shared 

responsibility' for Safe System. 38

Identified best practice (1)



� Government leading by example in procurement and 

in-house policies, encouragement of OHS sector, 

promotion of ISO 39001.

� Funded demonstration and multi-sectoral start-up 

projects to help establish Safe System. Ring-fenced 

funding of intervention.

� Emphasis on evidence-based intervention. 39

Identified best practice (2)



� Proactive over reactive approaches to safety 

engineering and accounting for longer-term benefits.

� Safe System road hierarchy/speed classification.

� Deterrent policing and publicity as well as detection       

policing.

� Focus on speed management, managing young driver 

risk, fast-tracking fitment of vehicle safety equipment. 
40

Identified best practice (3)
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Endnotes

� The Safe System goal challenges complacency in 

attitudes towards road safety. 

Road traffic injury is the leading cause of death

for  5-19 year olds in the UK (2013). IHME, GBD, 2015

In 2014:

� 1775 total reported deaths, nearly 5 every day

� 22807 total serious injuries, 62 every day 

� Over £8 billion - value of their prevention.  DfT, 2015
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Endnotes

� Safe System is a long-term project which can be  

addressed step by step, affordably and acceptably.

� Unprecedented agreement around Safe System 

amongst the major international institutions 

concerned with road safety.

� Safe System is not a major leap for the UK but a 

comprehensive approach is now needed.
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Thank you for listening!

Jeanne Breen Consulting

www.jeannebreen.com

j_breen@btopenworld.com


