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M
ANY people have long been 
aware, sometimes painfully 
so, that large masses of 
metal moving at velocity on 
our city streets cause far 

higher numbers of injuries and deaths 
to vulnerable pedestrians and cyc1 ists 
than is necessary. 

If a vehicle travelling at 30mph 
collides with a vulnerable road user 
there is a six-fold higher chance of a 
fatality than if it had been travelling at 
20mph. Slowing traffic speeds to 
promote harm red uction would be 
reason enough but other benefits 
accrue: vehicle emissions are cut, 
traffic noise is reduced and the urban 
environment made less intimidating, 
making the active travel options of 
cycling and walking more attractive. 
This can ultimately lead to improved 
public health. 

I am delighted we are increasingly 
aware of the benefits of lower urban 

speeds and 20mph limits are 
becoming common. As The Herald 
reported yesterday, traffic-calming 
and road safety education have c ut to 
a lO-year low the number of children 
who are badly injured. 

However, the rate of 
implementation is impeded by 

· unnecessary difficulties, one being 
the vociferous objections from some 
motorists that their time is precious. 
For an urban journey where the 
maximum speed limit is 20mph, the 
journey will take longer than at a 
maximum of 30mph but in our 
congested cities the differences are 
small, being measured in seconds per 
mile travelled rather than minutes. 

Arguably, the bigger impediment to 
20mph implementation is cost. Most 
20mph zones have been created 
through the installation of traffic 
calming, on the assumption that 
drivers want to speed so engineering 
must be used to stop them doing so. 

This works but is very expensive, 
costing about £88,000 per mile of 
road. Glasgow alone has about 850 
miles of residential roads and the 
costs of installing traffic calming on 
all of these streets would be far more 
than funding levels will allow. The 
alternative approach, one that is 
increasingly adopted, is through the 
use of signage without associated 

traffic calming, which costs about 
£1,800 per mile. The rationale is that 
drivers are reasonable people who 
understand the need for speed limits 
and understand the penalties for 
breaking t hem. 

A cOllcerI1 with this approach is 
that some drivers will ignore the new 
limits. This may happen on some 
streets but, if so, the police can be 
in formed and they can monitor and 
enforce in exactly the same way they 
do where there are speed concerns on 
faster roads. 

If non-compliance remains an 
issue, traffic calming can be 
retrospectively installed. The courts 
also have a role. If a driver is caught 
travelling at 30mph in a 20mph zone 
th.ey are breaking the speed limit by 
50 per cent. Drivers routinely lose 
their licences for exceeding speed 
limits by such a margin and would 
risk similar penalties for speeding at 
30mph in a 20mph zone. 

On a societal and cost basis, 20mph 
through simple signage is the 
preferred option but to pursue it 
requires that we all buy into the idea: 
the public, professional drivers, the 
police, the courts and politicians. 

The simplest approach would be for 
the Government to legislate that 
30mph limits should be replaced by 
20mph except where there are clear 

reasons for not doing so, for example 
sparsely populated roads that are 
important connecting arteries. The 
benefit of a blanket reduction to a 
20mph speed limit is that it would 
automatica1)y include congested 
urban shopping streets that have high 
rates of pedestrian and cyclist 
accidents. 

However, it is understood that the 
Government is reluctant get involved 
and 20mph will likely remain under 
the purview of local authorities. 

By whatever means it comes about, 
signed 20mph limits in our cities are 
the easiest and cheapest way to 
reduce accident severity, improve our 
urban environment and encourage 
walking and cycling. 

If there is to be any chance of 
achieving the goal in the Cycling 
Action Plan for Scotland - that 10 per 
cent of journeys be by bike by 2020-
the Government must either bite the 
bullet and reduce 30mph to 20mph by 
primary legislation or it must, as a 
matter of urgency, provide the funds 
and encouragement to local 
authori ties to do so. The time for 
20mph is now. 

Bob Downie is a pedestrian, cyclist, 
motorist and memberofGoBikef, the 
cycle campaign group covering the 
Strathclyde area. 


