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Safe Systems 
PACTS welcomes the opportunity to respond to this consultation. Putting in place appropriate speed 
limits is part of having a safe road environment for all road users. Starting from this foundation would be 
useful for the Speed Limit Circular, which at present focuses on making slight adjustments to the current 
road network. The philosophy contained in the safe systems approach is that the road should be 
designed so that mistakes made by road users do not result in death or serious injury. Therefore speed 
limits should be set so that drivers have time to rectify any mistakes before causing themselves or 
others serious harm. Basing the Speed Limit Circular on this foundation would ensure that the Circular is 
useful not only when adjusting limits on a particular section of road in reaction to a problem (such as a 
collision), but also as a tool to encourage local authorities to take a proactive approach in assessing their 
road environment and ensuring it is safe and fit for purpose.  
 
Therefore we suggest that the Introduction should include some comments placing speed limits in the 
context of a safe system. Paragraph 3 comes closest to this approach and therefore could be edited and 
expanded, as illustrated below: 
 
Roads should be designed so that mistakes made by road users do not result in death or serious 
injury. Effective speed management is part of creating a safe road environment which is fit for 
purpose. It involves many components designed to work together to require, encourage and help road 
users to adopt appropriate and safe speeds below the speed limit. As well as being the legal limit, speed 
limits are a key source of information to road users, particularly as an indicator of the nature and risks 
posed by that road both to themselves and to all other road users. Speed limits should, therefore, be 
evidence-led, self-explaining and seek to reinforce people's assessment of what is a safe speed to travel 
and encourage self-compliance. They should be seen by drivers as the maximum speed rather than as a 
target speed at which to drive in all circumstances.   
 
Guiding local authorities 
The language used in the Circular demonstrates the unwillingness of government to dictate to local 
authorities.  We have no objection to localism, but we do object to the DfT abdicating all responsibility. 
This Circular on setting local speed limits should provide guidance to local authorities. In order words, 
lay out the evidence, and encourage local authorities to take certain actions, whilst still allowing them to 
look at the details of specific cases and make final decisions.  
 
Therefore we suggest that the DfT edit the wording throughout the Circular where it could be more 
enthusiastic and positive. For example the document often uses phrases such as ‘local authorities may 
find it useful’ (e.g. paragraph 61: ‘Local authorities may find it more efficient…’). This language should be 
more encouraging and decisive. 
 
We would also encourage DfT to take a more active role in monitoring local speed limits, particularly the 
implementation of 20mph limits. Paragraph 67 states that there are “an estimated over 2,000 schemes 
in operation in England, the majority of which are 20mph zones”. Given the widespread use of 20mph, it 
is clearly appropriate for the Department to have a database of the schemes implemented and any 
evaluation that has been made of their effectiveness. In the context of localism, that remains a suitable 
responsibility for central government. 
 
 

 



 

Evidence 
Where paragraphs in the Circular are linked to DfT research and evaluation, this link should be 
referenced. For example, the work DfT commissioned on Urban Mixed Priority Routes should be cited in 
paragraph 66.  
 
Additionally, evidence should be provided where it is necessary, as in the following example: 
 
23. Where limits for air quality are in danger of being exceeded, compliance with those air quality limits 
could be an important factor in the choice of speed limit.  
 
This statement is not helpful as it reads currently, and should be supported by any evidence linking air 
quality and speed limits. PACTS understands that the link between vehicle speed and air quality is not 
clear cut, as it depends on acceleration and gear. Therefore any reduction in emissions will depend on 
the road environment and driver behaviour, and should also take into consideration any modal change 
which has come about as a result of a changed speed limit.  
 
Wording 
As well as ensuring wording is positive and encouraging, as described above, the wording should be 
comprehensible and clear, particularly where the content is vitally important and will be used by local 
authorities to make decisions. Paragraph 72, a particularly important section which will probably be 
quoted out with the document, is not coherent   
 
72. Based on this positive effect on road safety, and a generally favourable reception from local 
residents, traffic authorities can, over time, introduce 20 mph zones or limits into:  
- Major streets where business on foot is more important then slowing down road and  
-  Lesser residential roads in cities, towns and villages, particularly where this would be reasonable for 
the road environment, there is community support and streets are being used by pedestrians and cyclists. 
 
PACTS suggests the following as a replacement paragraph: 
 
72. Based on this positive effect on road safety, quality of life, health, environment and community, and 
a generally favourable reception from local residents, traffic authorities are encouraged to introduce 
20mph zones or limits into: 

 Residential roads in cities, towns and villages, particularly where there is strong community 
support and streets are being used (or could potentially be used) by pedestrians and cyclists, 
and where this could be achieved without significant amounts of highway engineering 
measures; 

 Major streets where footfall is more important than vehicle movement; and 

 Those through traffic routes where speeds below 20mph are required in order to reconcile 
traffic movement with the other functions of the route concerned. 

 
This would reflect the three instances of where 20mph should be used: in quieter streets where there is 
mixed modal use and a high, or potentially high, number of vulnerable road users; in busier streets 
where there is a high number of pedestrians, such as a street with a significant number of shops on 
either side; and those more strategic routes where slower speeds might also be of benefit for safety, 
economic and environmental reasons. 
 
 



 

Comments on specific paragraphs 
Paragraphs 5 and 6 refer to DfT Circular 01/2006 which is now cancelled. This Circular also asked local 
highway authorities to undertake reviews of speed limits in their areas. It would be useful to know what 
lessons had been learned from these reviews so that good practice and knowledge can be shared 
throughout the profession. 
 
Paragraph 14 should now be updated in the light of data now available through Reported Road 
Casualties Great Britain 2011. 
 
Paragraph 57 refers to research into the effectiveness of countdown markers. In the interests of 
consistency, this should be cited fully in the text at this point. On the same basis, it would be useful to 
know of any research into the effectiveness of graduated speed limit changes as villages are 
approached. 
 
Paragraph 75 should also include public transport providers as they are mentioned in the consultation 
details in Appendix A. 
 
Paragraph 106 identifies a number of methods of achieving changes in drivers’ behaviour in rural areas. 
The DfT also encouraged a number of rural authorities, through the Beacon Council scheme, to develop 
innovative solutions to issues on rural roads. It would be useful to refer to the lessons drawn from these 
pilot projects in the section about rural safety management. 
 
Conclusion 
Any discussion about setting speed limits cannot be separated from the wider and more significant issue 
of speed management. The adoption of a safe systems approach enables the creation of a network that 
is legible, consistent, and homogenous and takes account of human error. This is crucial if speed limits 
are to be credible and accepted by all groups of road users.  
 


