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Road Danger Reduction Forum: Response to Consultation document: “A Safer Way: Making Britain’s Roads the Safest in the World” (Department for Transport, April 2009)
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 Introduction: The Road Danger Reduction Forum (RDRF)

The RDRF was formed in December 1993 after the “Is it Safe?” Conference organised by Leeds City Council, itself prompted by the publication earlier in the year of “Death on the Streets: Cars and the mythology of road safety” by Dr. Robert Davis. The RDRF exists for professionals working in and for local government as highway and traffic engineers, road safety officers and others supporting road danger reduction (RDR) as part of the sustainable transport policy agenda. It has local authorities as members that have signed the Road Danger Reduction Charter. 

We also try to form partnerships with organisations that support the RDR, or “real road safety” agenda, such as the national cyclists’ organisation CTC, the Environmental Travel Association, London Cycling Campaign, the national road crash victim’s charity RoadPeace, Slower Speeds Initiative, etc.
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 Road Danger Reduction (RDR) - the “real road safety” agenda

We believe in “Safe Roads for All”, and that much of traditional “road safety” has been part of the problem of danger on our roads. We highlight these problems as they appear in the text of “A Safer Way: Making Britain’s Roads the Safest in the World”, as shown on our website www.rdrf.org (from August 2009). More detailed explanations of road danger reduction and the steps required to achieve it are elsewhere on www.rdrf.org.

The principal feature of RDR is the commitment to reduce danger at source – the inappropriate use of motor vehicles.

++++++++++++
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 The RDRF response to “A Safer Way: Making Britain’s Roads the Safest in the World” 
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 We very much welcome:
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  37. “To improve health, the environment and congestion, we are keen to encourage more walking and cycling. We wish to reduce the risk to the individual walker or cyclist, and to take into account expected growth in activity. We are therefore proposing a target based on the rate of casualties:

to reduce by at least 50 per cent by 2020 the rate of KSI per km traveled by pedestrians and cyclists, compared with the 2004–08 average”

We are pleased that what we have urged for many years appears to be taken seriously – namely that the least we could expect as a common sense target is one of the chances of being hurt or killed for a particular type of road user. This measure is still based on retrospective analysis and is not strictly speaking a measure of risk. It does not differentiate between casualties resulting from improper behaviour by other road users and those resulting from behaviour by the pedestrian or cyclist. 

Nevertheless, the “rate based target” for pedestrians and cyclists is a welcome move forward.
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 1.8 “our road safety strategy needs to have an overall positive impact on public health, taking account of the health benefits of walking and cycling for adults and children, as well as the obvious public health benefit of avoiding large numbers of premature deaths and serious injuries”

We have consistently pointed out that if success is to be measured in terms of the life years lost in the current road transport system, greater numbers of what are generally referred to by public health professionals as premature deaths (and life years lost) can be reduced by significant increases in cycling and walking – through the benefits of exercise to the user, reductions in noxious and greenhouse gas emissions etc. – than can be achieved by reducing deaths as road casualties.
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 4.3“…Government expects responsible use of the roads, involving:

compliance with road traffic laws; looking out for other road users, particularly the more vulnerable

We are pleased that there is recognition of the duty of care that road users have towards those that are more vulnerable, which in practice essentially means the mortised road user towards pedestrians and cyclists.
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 We are sympathetic to:
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 5.19 “we will amend our guidance on speed limits, recommending that highway authorities, over time, introduce 20 mph zones or limits into streets that are primarily residential in nature and which are not part of any major through route. Similarly, we will encourage local authorities to consider introducing 20 mph limits or zones in town or city streets, such as around schools, shops, markets, playgrounds and other areas where pedestrian and cyclist movements are high.”

Introducing 20 mph as  default speed limit has been advocated for over 40 years in Britain and should not be restricted to where pedestrian/cyclist movements are already high – as existing speeds and other factors may be deterring walking and cycling. Speed is also a problem in other areas which are not limited by the above criteria. Furthermore, reference to 20 mph should distract attention away from the problem of lack of respect for the speed limit on existing 30 mph roads.
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 However, we are basically opposed to a fundamentally flawed approach to danger on the road throughout “A Safer Way: Making Britain’s Roads the Safest in the World”, specifically:
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  The failure to properly define “safe roads”.

This is the central problem of “A Safer Way: Making Britain’s Roads the Safest in the World”. It makes the whole document fundamentally and irredeemably flawed. It is based on a logic which is at best incoherent and unscientific, and at worst victim-blaming. 

The problem is that the tradition of establishment “road safety”, which regrettably “A Safer Way: Making Britain’s Roads the Safest in the World” continues, states that Britain’s roads are “safer” if a lower aggregate number of reported casualties from collisions on the road. But this is ludicrous, for (among) the following reasons:

· The chances of being killed or hurt using a particular mode of transport have no relation to this overall aggregated figure: these are dramatically different for different modes of transport, type of user, location etc.

· The chances of being killed or hurt using the more benign forms of transport (walking, cycling) may have increased even when overall numbers for these modes have declined, simply because of a decline in numbers using these forms of transport, which the DfT claims to support.

· Sometimes this may have happened precisely because the road (or more specifically the nature of motor vehicle traffic and those responsible for it) has become more dangerous.

In other words, the principal indicator of “safety” is often either inadequate or can be opposed to what most human beings would define as safety.

We give one example of the wrongness of the overall approach: Approximately 20% of KSIs in Britain are those of motorcyclists, who constitute just 1% of the traffic. This form of transport is not benign or sustainable but is encouraged by central and local government. It is generally no less affordable than car use. If reducing overall KSIs is the principal aim of the strategy, this would apparently be realized by banning this practice alone. Indeed, banning it would follow on from other legislative practices (principally the requirement to wear seat belts) which government has carried through. No other measures would apparently be required.

Although we do not support the encouragement of more motorcycling (e.g. through the use of bus lanes by motorcyclists), we would oppose such a move – even if aggregate KSI were to decline - because:

· Motorcyclists would tend to drive cars instead, maintaining or increasing the level of danger to other road users – roads would not become significantly safer in the real sense of the word. (See: “The denial of adaptive behaviour (risk compensation) by road users” below)

· Motorcyclists would be being blamed for being vulnerable, rather than for the danger they can pose to other road users. (See: “The inability or refusal to differentiate between endangering or killing/hurting others on the one hand, and being endangered or killed/hurt on the other.” below).

·  In many cases motorcyclists are not responsible for collisions resulting in them being hurt or killed: the main source of danger for all road users lies with other forms of motor vehicle traffic. (See “The failure to approach the standards of other relevant safety regimes and oppose rule and law breaking driver behaviour:” below)
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 The denial of adaptive behaviour (risk compensation) by road users.

A central feature of the discussion on road safety policy should be the universally observed tendency of human being, whether seen at the micro- or macrosocial level, to adapt to perceptions of danger. This is a principal explanatory feature of numbers of casualties from road collisions. 

In Britain, a central reason why “we already have a good road safety record..(sic).” (Foreword), is the high density of population – road users are more likely to be aware of each other in more compact situations where they expect each other’s presence. Other forms of adaptive behaviour responsible for this “record” are:

· Changes which would have occurred anyway, as indicated by the research of academics like Smeed , Adams and Wilde.

·  The (undesirable) migration of benign mode users away from road environment

·  Changes which may have had a net benefit, but which have shifted risk on to the more vulnerable, against the requirements, for example, of medical ethics

· Changes in emergency and other health care provision.

None of these important factors are mentioned in “A Safer Way: Making Britain’s Roads the Safest in the World”. Naturally professionals want to think that “…the good road safety record (sic)” is “Thanks to the dedication of road safety professionals in engineering, education and the emergency services…”(Foreword), but that may not be the case.
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  The inability or refusal to differentiate between endangering or killing/hurting others on the one hand, and being endangered or killed/hurt on the other.

For us there is a fundamental moral difference between killing, hurting or endangering other road users, and being killed, hurt or endangered by others. We think there is a constant need to stress the difference between the two (the transitive and intransitive meanings of “dangerous”). This difference is glossed over by the pseudo-scientific language of “road safety”, where quite different kinds of incident are lumped together. This is ultimately a political (with a small “p”) issue of who has power over whom in the road environment and we think it should be addressed in an equitable way. This means reducing danger at source, namely from motor vehicular traffic (see below).

We believe that members of the public accept this crucial difference. In order to have what we believe is a civilised and humane approach to danger on the road, the difference between endangering others and oneself should be understood and expressed in language: unfortunately the DfT still speaks “roadsafetyese” rather than English. For example, in 5.7:

“Motorcyclists are especially vulnerable,… and can be killed or injured by roadside objects such as trees or posts”.

 The last part of this sentence is a classic example of “road safetyese”, rather than the English language. It really is necessary to challenge this kind of distortion of reality. It is not being pedantic. Motorcyclists who have illegally gone off the road – and motorists as well – are not killed by roadside objects. They have killed themselves. This kind of thinking betrays collusion with illegal and violent behaviour. Similarly, the evidence indicates that more crashworthy cars appear to be driven with less care and therefore are not “safer” cars for other road users. We repeat that it is necessary to have a fundamental overhaul of our “road safety” culture when statements like this are, regrettably, commonplace. 
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 The failure to approach the standards of other relevant safety regimes and oppose rule and law breaking driver behaviour:

There is a good case to be made for saying that contemporary society is overly obsessed with safety. By contrast, danger from motor traffic – particularly to the non-motorised – is characterised by official tolerance. While we don’t see custodial sentencing as appropriate in most cases of casualties caused by rule or law breaking drivers, we do see law enforcement and sentencing policy for the majority of rule and law breaking driving as non-existent or lenient. 

Compared to Health and Safety at work, maritime safety, aviation safety or rail safety, regulation of danger on the road is much more likely to be based on a “voluntary code” which involves accepting behaviour which endangers other road users. It is less likely to do what other safety regimes do, namely concentrate on reducing danger at source. We accept that all road users have responsibilities, but we believe in focussing primarily on motor traffic because that is where danger comes from.

“A Safer Way: Making Britain’s Roads the Safest in the World” is seriously confused here. For example, in 14, there is the remark that there is ” generally good levels of compliance with road traffic law”. 4.7 “As we enter the period for our third strategy, our laws on issues such as drink-driving, speed ...are now among the strongest in the world. We also have high levels of compliance with road traffic law.”  And in 2.20 “there is still an issue with a small number of people who flout the rules of the road”.  Yet, numbers of people claiming to have driven under the influence of drink – to take just one example - exceed one million – hardly “a small number”  - and in 2.24 we learn that half the motoring public break the law on speed, with more claiming that they do. 

Based on rules in the Highway Code (with MUST or MUST NOT), it is plain that behaviour which can be classified as rule breaking with a potential to hurt or kill other road users (usually prosecuted as “careless driving” on the rare occasions, usually after collisions – and even then generally involving personal injury -  have occurred) is commonplace. Indeed, the majority of these behaviours are primarily a feature of “normal” motoring, as opposed to the extreme bad behaviours (driving while uninsured, extreme speeding, drink and drug-driving, etc.)

This refusal to recognise and condemn widespread rule breaking – while at the same time advocating “safety measures” in highway and vehicle engineering which are based on assuming an inherent tendency of motorists to be incompetent and/or unwilling to behave within the rules of the road, betrays a confused – not to say hypocritical – approach to driver behaviour.

The suggestions for law enforcement are low key and inadequate to the task of reducing danger on the road. We also note that a range of dangerous behaviours are not even mentioned as deserving of control, specifically: Use of mobile phones when driving; motorists who are visually impaired and unable to meet an updated version of the eyesight test; motorists impaired by Alzheimer’s disease or other dementias; the use of prescription and proprietary drugs which impair driving ability while driving.
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 The commitment towards unsustainable transport policy and car dependence.

While some efforts, such as speed calming in urban areas, have tried to address the needs of pedestrians and other non-motorised modes, “road safety” is generally institutionally linked to the transport policies of an increasingly car-dependent society. “A Safer Way: Making Britain’s Roads the Safest in the World” does not properly recognise this. It states:

6. “…we need to be sure that our approach does not, for example, have a detrimental effect on greenhouse gas emissions, “1.8 “...we have rigorously assessed our proposed interventions and are clear that their overall impact is not detrimental in terms of greenhouse gas emissions; “. But to achieve necessary greenhouse gas emission cuts it will be necessary to REDUCE motor traffic. There are no plans for this at central Government level.

Also: 1.3“But we must balance the need for efficient mobility with the obligation to maintain public safety. “Efficient mobility” needs to be defined – the most efficient forms of mobility are ones with the emphasis on accessibility and the need for short distance travel –  in other words, the sustainable transport agenda . “A Safer Way: Making Britain’s Roads the Safest in the World” suggests that :3.3
“this new strategy may include the following factors (including): more carbon-constrained;  land-use patterns becoming more concentrated around urban areas;”  We hope this will occur, but do not see adequately effective policies to progress this , also, this same section accepts “greater demand for road travel for leisure purposes”. - undesirable, except by foot or bicycle.

+++++++++++++++++
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 CONTACT: Dr. Robert Davis, Chair RDRF, P.O. Box 2944, LONDON NW10 2AX chairrdf@aol.com
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