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PACTS PB02/04 : March 2004 

PACTS Parliamentary Briefing 

Increasing the Motorway Speed Limit 

Amendment NC 9 for the Report Stage of the Traffic Manage-
ment Bill (16 March 2004) proposes that the speed limit on mo-
torways should be raised to 80mph.   

PACTS believes that an increase of the motorway speed 
limit to 80 mph would be likely to increase road casual-
ties.  Factors contributing to this include greater speed 
differentials, longer stopping distances, increased sever-
ity of impacts and difficulties regarding enforcement.  
There are also likely to be adverse effects in terms of ve-
hicle emissions and noise, and overall journey times are 
unlikely to be reduced. 

Motorways are currently among the safest types of roads.  The 
casualty rate on motorways in 2002 was 10 per 100 million ve-
hicle kilometres, compared to an average rate of 45 for all 
roads.  However, casualties on motorways have not fallen sub-
stantially in recent years: there were 1% fewer killed and seri-
ously injured (KSI) casualties on motorways in 2002 than the 
1994-1998 baseline average; but a 17% reduction in KSI across 
all roads. 

Raising the motorway speed limit would be likely to further 
damage the safety record of motorways.  The Transport Com-
mittee report on Road Traffic Speed estimated that raising the 
motorway speed limit to 80 mph would lead to an increase in 
motorway casualties of between 5 and 10 per cent.  This indi-
cates that a change in the limit would lead to between 50 and 
115 more people killed and seriously injured per year. 

International experience also warns against raising motorway 
speed limits.  While limits are higher in other European coun-
tries such as France or Germany, casualty rates on these roads 
are also significantly greater.  The number of deaths on motor-
ways per billion vehicle kilometres in Germany is more than 
75% higher than in the UK; in France it is nearly 125% higher.  
In the United States, a recent report by the Insurance Institute 
for Highway Safety found that when interstate speed limits were 
raised in a number of states from 65 mph to 70 or 75 mph, the 
death rates on those roads rose by 35%. 



One of the key risk factors in raising speed limits would be the 
greater differentials in vehicle speeds.  Even if the speed limit 
were to be obeyed, there would still be differentials in speeds be-
tween the faster vehicles (travelling at 80 mph) and lorries and 
other slower vehicles (travelling at 50-55 mph) in excess of 35 
mph.  This not only increases the probability of collisions between 
vehicles travelling at different speeds; it also increases the sever-
ity of the crashes that do occur. 

The likelihood of crashes also increases as speed increases be-
cause stopping distances increase significantly.  Approximately 
30% more stopping time is needed for a vehicle travelling at 80 
mph than at 70 mph.  As the impact of a faster vehicle will be 
greater, collisions also become more severe. 

Increasing the speed limit on motorways to 80 mph may also 
make it more difficult for drivers to adjust to lower speed limits off 
motorways.  Moving from an 80 limit on a motorway to a 30 limit 
in an urban area may prove difficult for many drivers, and this 
could encourage speeding. 

A limit of 80 mph on motorways would also lead to many drivers 
travelling significantly faster.  Current ACPO guidelines suggest 
that speed limits should be enforced at 10% plus two miles per 
hour: for a 70 mph limit, this means that drivers are unlikely to be 
prosecuted for speeding unless travelling at over 79 mph.  If the 
speed limit was raised to 80 mph, it would be enforced at 90 mph, 
which – given the issues outlined above – is a dangerously fast 
speed to travel. 

A higher limit would also require new infrastructure: currently, 
safety barriers designed for a maximum impact speed of 74 mph 
and may have to be replaced if the speed limit is increased. 

Vehicles travelling at 80 mph use 10 to 20 per cent more fuel than 
those travelling at 70 mph.  This increases emissions of carbon di-
oxide and other pollutants.  Motorway noise would also be likely to 
increase. 

Finally, while faster speeds may make some individual journeys 
quicker, they may not necessarily improve average journey times.  
The Transport Committee report on Road Traffic Speed found:  

Higher speeds would do little to reduce journey times; on the 
congested motorways of England an 80 mph limit might well in-
crease them because it would create an uneven flow. 
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